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THE TRUE AND TOTAL WOMAN 

Modern feminism dates directly from nineteenth 

century. Prior to that era the ideal family comprised two 

images : the husband-father and the wife-mother. The wife

mother was expected to confine herself to domestic 

activities, increasingly idealized in the figure of the True 

Woman. She became the centre-piece in a developing cult of 

home. Intrinsically superior (from a moral standpoint) to her 

male partner, the True Woman preserved Home as a safe, 

secure, and "Pure" environment. The children of this 

marital pair were set off as distinctive creatures in their 

own right. 

The family and the community ran together at many 

points, the one was a lively representation of the other. 

Their structure, their guiding values, their inner purposes, 

were essentially the same. The family was a community in 

its own right, a unit of shared experience for all its 

individual members. It was a community of work; young and 

old, male and female laboured together to produce 

subsistance on which the whole group depended. The family 

lived and functioned as a unit. Most leisure-time activities 

consisted largely of visiting friends, relatives, and 

neighbours and were framed in a family context. The basic 

unit was unclear one though non-kins also could, and did, 

join this unit. They lived as regular members of the 
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households. To the such young the "master" and "mistress" 

served in loco parentis. 

Home, the word itself became highly sentimentalized, 

and was pictured as a bastion of peace, of repose, of 

orderliness, of unwavering devotion to people and principles 

beyond the self. The domestic literature of the period, the 

novels of Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, and the paradigmatic 

essays on the family by Bhudev Mukherjee, Parivarik 

Prabandha, exemplify the notion of the family where the 

woman of the family, and the children could pass most of 

their hours and days safe from the grinding pressures and 

dark temptations of the world at large. The men of the 

family would retreat periodically for refreshment, renewal 

and inner fortification against the dangers he encountered 

elsewhere. 

Pulling these various themes together we can conclude 

that the crucial function of the family had now become a 

protective one. Two kinds 

protection of the ways and 

of protection are implied 

values of the Indian middle 

ages, mistakenly called "Aryan", and protection also for the 

individual people who were caught up in the middle of the 

renaissance like changes in Bengal. 

Meanwhile, the lady of the house experiences pressures, 

quite taxing. The convention of domestic life had thrown up 
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a model of the perfect home, so tranquil, so cheerful, so 

pure, as to constitute an almost impossible standard. And it 

was the exclusive responsibility of the wife to try to meet 

this standard. Her behaviour, must in all circumstances 

exemplify the selflessness of the True Woman. Her function 

was effectively defined as one of service and giving to 

others. She could not express needs or interests of her own. 

This suppression of self exacted a crushing toll from many 

nineteenth - century women. Few complained outright. But 

there were other, less direct forms of complaint, the 

neurasthenias, the hysterias, indeed a legion of "Women's 

diseases", which allowed their victims to opt out of the 

prescribed system. Tagore's story Strir Patra (the wife's 

letter) epitomises one such picture of the True Woman in 

revolt, braving to cross the sacred threshold from inside to 

outside. Marriage in that era was experienced as the sudden 

exchange of one family for another, with a little of the 

flavour of a blind leap. 

To some degree the image of "the family as refuge" 

remains with us today. There is a continuing sense of inside

outside, and an idea of domestic inviolability. But tide in 

the meantime, the tide has been running in another direction. 

To identify a new trend precisely is no easy task, and our 

suggestions must be regarded as provisional at best. 

Domestic Imagery can be expected to reflect changes 

in the social context of experience. The twentieth century has 
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gathered up a host of "modernising" forces. One overused 

but still helpful phrase for describing the process is the rise of 

mass society. We do take significant parts of life in the mass 

as workers, for large organizations; as consumers, mostly of 

highly standardized services and products; as citizens. This 

situation has brought a measure of security and comfort 

unprecedented in previous generations. Jobs are less liable 

to disruption, income is steadier, health care is some what 

more regular, and so on. And yet these gains have been 

purchased at a cost. Comfortable as many of us are, we 

have a sense of flatness, even of emptiness, about large 

sectors of our experience. Increasingly we feel that we are 

not masters of our own fate, that our individual goals and 

deeds count for nothing when weighed in such a large 

aggregate. We cannot, in short, make much of a difference 

in our own lives. There is a growing feeling of monotony 

and meaninglessness. 

The implications for family life are profound·. As the 

threat is tempered, the wise for protection wanes. Or rather 

is shades gradually into something else. Families now 

should provide the interest, the excitement, the stimulation 

missing from other sectors of our experience. If we feel that 

"we are not going anywhere" in our work, we may load our 

personal lives, especially our family lives with powerful 

compensatory needs. We wish to "grow" in special ways 

through our relations with family partners. Counselling 

centres record the familiar complaint - the sense of blocked 
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opportunities for growth. We want our spouses, our lovers, 

even our children, to help us feel alive and envigorated, to 

brighten a social landscape that otherwise seems 

unrelievably grey. In the earlier era Home was to be a place 

of quiet, of repose. Now it must generate some excitement. 

Then the True Women served as the appointed guardian of 

domestic values. As such she was "pure", steady, in all ways 

self-effacing. Now there is the figure of the Total Woman, 

who, to be sure, keeps an orderly house and seeks 

consistently to help her man, but who is also sensual and 

assertive within limits. 

Indeed an entire spectrum of roles and responsibilities 

within the family is increasingly in question. No longer can 

we accept that principle of differentiation which, in the 

nineteenth century, assigned to each household member a 

"sphere" deemed appropriate to his or her age and gender. 

An opposite principle, which exalts the diffusion and 

mixing of roles, has come to be accepted. Much of this come 

form the Women's Movement, and involves a long overdue 

effort to right the balance of opportunity between the sexes. 

The mother now expands and grows through her work 

outside the home. As a benefit of this rearrangement the 

couple discovers new highways of marital communication. 

If all goes well, if reality meets expectation and 

conforms to image, Home should become mutually enhancing 

to the couple. But, alas, all does not invariably go well. So 
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we also have a negative image, an anti-image of the family. 

Domestic relationships look dangerously like an encumbrance, 

if not a form of bondage, inhibiting the quest for a full 

experience of self. Monogamous marriage is liable to become 

boring and stultifying; in other things, after alC variety is 

the spice of life. 

In a world increasingly filled with depersonalized 

encounters and depersonalized experiences, it is no wonder 

that images of domestic peace is found attractive. But the 

world is also becoming more accessible, and in its 

complexity, more interesting, so by contrast the daily 

routines of home and family may seem dull and oppressive. 

Recent assumption about the rights of each person to have a 

life with fulfilments inside and outside the home have 

brought wide-spread discontent with traditional roles, 

especially among women. Economic necessity, which has 

forced people out of the home and given many women 

feelings of productivity and independence, has made many 

women still within the family more alert to the excitement 

of the outside world and the ordinariness of the family. 
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