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Religion and Relationships 
 
TRADITIONAL MARRIAGE VOWS have been the foundation of men and                   
women’s relationships throughout American society. Traditional vows not only                 
reflect and dictate a hierarchy of authority and leadership for men, but also                         
determine women’s responsibilities in the home and throughout society.  
 
Religion, specifically the Christian       
religion, influences how people view         
gender roles in the household in the             
United States. Christian institutions       
continue be foundational in setting the           
expectations for the ideal model of the             
family, where men are the financial           
providers and women care for the home             
and children. However, some couples in           
healthy relationships have never       
reflected this model. And some continue           
to maintain traditional beliefs about         
predetermined gender roles, even       
though these gender roles are not           
realistic to most people in there           
everyday lives.   
 
Religion and Gender Roles 
 
There is a tendency to view Biblical             
scriptures as Biblical absolutes that         
should only be interpreted one way, but             
that is seldom the case.  
 
There are different doctrines and beliefs           
surrounding the romantic partnership of         

marriage. But how do you determine           
which doctrine is the ​correct one​​? There             
are many areas in the Bible where there               
is a lot of disagreement. For example,             
consider baptism, the holy spirit,         
evidence of salvation, requirements for         
clergy, or gender roles in marriage. ​How             
do you determine which doctrine is the             
“correct one” in any of these situations?  
 
Different denominations, churches, and       
individuals read the same passages from           
the Bible and come to different           
conclusions. These different perspectives       
show beliefs that often conflict with one             
another about how people should         
express their Christian beliefs. The         
existence of so much diversity within           
Christian doctrines is evidence that not           
only do people interpret scriptures in           
different ways, but they also feel their             
convictions so strongly that they are           
willing to establish churches in         
neighborhoods where other Christian       
churches already exist to share their           
beliefs with others. 
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Gender Roles in Biblical Context​​   
  
The different ways you interpret         
scriptures and see the world are           
influenced by your experiences,       
exposure, expertise, environment ​and       
education​. They shape the foundation of           
what you believe.  
 
People’s individual perspectives will       
have a major influence on what they             
expect in their relationships and their           
tolerance or their willingness to adapt to             
other’s perspectives. There are couples         
who prefer traditional power structures         
and those who prefer to share power in               

various ways. Both of these types of             
couples often say that they have based             
their perspectives on Biblical beliefs         
about gender roles in romantic         
partnerships.  
 
Ephesians 5:21-31 (New International       
Version) is an example of a Biblical text               
about romantic partnership in marriage         
that is interpreted differently by         
different people. Ironically, this passage       
is used as a reference by Christians as               
well as those in secular parts of society               
to support traditional gender roles of           
men and women. The scripture passage           
states: 

 
 

 
Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, submit yourselves to your own men                             
as you do to the Lord.  For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the                                           
church, his body, of which he is the Savior.  Now as the church submits to Christ, so also                                   
women should submit to men in everything. Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved                           
the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with                                 
water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or                                 
wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless.  In this same way, men ought to love                                 
women as their own bodies.  He who loves his wife loves himself.  After all, no one ever hated                                   
their own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as Christ does the church— for we                                     
are members of his body.  “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be                                   
united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.” This is a profound mystery—but I am                                   
talking about Christ and the church.  However, each one of you also must love his wife as he                                   
loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband. 

 
 

 
After the encouragement about men's         
and women's mutual submission toward         
one another, there are admonitions that           
women submit to men and respect           
them.  There are also instructions that           
men model the headship Christ shows to             
the church, love like Christ loves the             
church, and sacrifice themselves as         
Christ did for the church – his wife.  
 
Christ modeled ​servant leadership that         
was not oppressive, but instead provided           

a way for His followers to grow and               
excel to their greatest potentials. This           
type of leadership Christ displayed is           
different than the military leadership         
style that is often suggested for marriage             
partnerships.  
 
Servant leaders’ focus is on trying to             
discover what the people following them           
need to be successful. It is closely linked               
to Biblical contexts of romantic         
partnership because of the instructions         
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given for men to model their behaviors             
after Christ's leadership.   
 
Let’s consider how this passage is viewed             
from different perspectives. 
 
Traditional Hierarchical -   
Classic Couple 
 
In a traditional hierarchical context, ​​the           
head ​​refers to the husband being the             
leader, decision maker, and financial         
provider, while the wife operates in a             
supportive role maintaining the       
household and the children.        
Historically, United States legislation and         
social structures supported this       
paradigm as the model for romantic           
partnerships. Laws continue to support         
this hierarchy by allowing men to be             
paid more than women, even within           
different racial groups. From a         
traditional perspective, the ​headship is         
hierarchical​ leadership.   
 
Interdependent Shared Power - 
Alliance Couple 
 

On the other hand, those who believe in               
shared power view the equality of men             
and women as equity or fairness in             
gender roles. They emphasize each         
partner’s ​submission to one another as a             
foundational principle of romantic       
partnership, upon which every other         
aspect of the relationship is built.  Each             
partner is focused on contributing to the             
partnership from their area of strength,           
while covering and complementing each         
others imperfections. 
 
For some, this passage is a literal             
metaphor relating the man to a physical             
head and the woman to a physical             
body. Those who believe in shared         
powers reject hierarchical authority of         
men based solely on physical differences           
between men and women’s anatomy.          
Instead, this perspective highlights how         
the head and body are dependent on one               
another to show the collaborative         
relationship men and women could have           
as they partner their strengths together           
in romantic partnership as ​one flesh​.  
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Those who believe in shared powers do             
not believe that Christ made Himself a             
superior, boss, supervisor, or manager of           
the church—the body of Christ. To these             
couples, the view of Christ from a             
domineering position makes him more         
of a military leader that gives orders             
than a servant leader who ​lays down his               
life as the passage of scripture states.             
They also point out other scriptures that             
suggest equality and equity between         
men and women. 
 
The principle of the number 11.​  One             
Flesh Ministries (OFM) is an organization           
committed to providing enrichment for         
married couples. The founders, Robert         
and Natalie Watts, explained marital         
roles in romantic partnership based on           
the symbolism found in the number ​11​.              
To teach the principles of side-by-side           
positioning between spouses as it is           
shown in Ephesians 5:21 and 31, OFM             
approached marriage as ​the joining of           
two "1s" that connect and synergize to             
create a new entity represented by the             
number 11.​  It is believed that there is               
symmetry in the principle of the number             

11 in the romantic partnership of           
marriage. In their book, ​11:11​​, Robert           
and Natalie explained:   
 

The beauty of 11 is this, if necessary the                 
digits can switch places and the number             
remains the same.  It does not change             
its appearance or value.  The same is             
with [a husband and wife].  There are             
times when [the] wife appears to be in               
the front and at times it appears it is                 
[the husband].  But, we reflect oneness,           
standing together and supporting each         
other… There is no competition in being             
One Flesh. (p. 104) 

 
Through the number 11, OFM         
emphasized the uniqueness of the         
romantic partnership of marriage that         
exemplifies the mystery of ​two becoming           
one flesh​, and how spouses can reflect             
one another as they partner together to             
lead and support one another based on             
each spouse's personal strengths.  ​Shared         
leadership or co-leadership would be         
characteristic of this leadership       
structure. 
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Hybrid Titular​​ -  
Crown Couple Model 
 
The titular model is a hybrid or mixture               
of the traditional ​and ​shared power           
models. In the titular model, many of the               
individual beliefs that a couple has about             
men and women are traditional. This           
means that the man is viewed as the               
head or leader of the household, even if               
he is not the financial provider.           
However, a husband and wife are more             
likely to work together to satisfy the             
needs in their household in         
non-traditional ways.  
 
Leaders who hold titles and honors of a               
certain position without the duties,         
power and/or responsibilities of that         
position are ​titular leaders. There is no             
obligation to honor a titular leader,           
because it is an honorary position.  
 
The British monarchy is an example of             
titular leadership based on service. In           
England, the hierarchy and power of the             
monarchy is in name only and the             
British monarchs no longer have actual           
power. The leadership role of the           
monarchy has been transformed from its           
previous medieval and imperialistic       
position of domination into one where           
the monarchy is a ​servant of the             
people​​. ​The monarchy maintains the         
image of power, but lacks the           
substance and structure associated       
with power​​.   
 

In households that practice titular         
headship, the woman most likely         
reinfor​ces the man’s leadership position         
because her consent and agreement is           
necessary to maintain the power         
dynamic. This is very similar to the             
British monarchy where the will of the             
citizens allows continuation and       
maintenance of their position.   
 
Titular ​leadership in romantic       
partnerships maintains the honor of the           
male in hierarchical leadership of the           
household without the traditional       
domestic roles, financial duties, and/or         
powers associated with the role. When a             
male operates in the role of the leader               
“in name only” his leadership may not             
be associated with the duties he           
performs. The duties, responsibilities,       
and powers are flexible in households           
where men hold titular leadership and           
are often shaped to meet the needs of the                 
household. 
 
A man’s leadership that is based on             
serving the female partner will         
strengthen the influence of titular male           
partners, whether they are financial         
providers for their households or not.   
 
Power Couple Mentoring was developed         
to provide additional information and         
objective educational tools that couples         
can use to effectively structure their           
unique household situations.   
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The ​PIES Dimensions of Romantic Partnerships Model ​​is based on research titled                       
Non-Conventional Gender Roles in Relationship Education Curricula for African Americans: A                     
Content Analysis​ ​conducted by Dr. Andrea Little Mason for ​Harmonic Connections PLUS​. 
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Understanding Your Role 

 
Modern expectations for romantic       
partnerships are different than       
traditional gender roles. While in the           
past, gender role expectations were         
predefined and men and women’s roles           
were clearly defined, currently the roles           
that men and women have in committed             
relationships are more diverse. Most         
often, the roles that men and women             
play in romantic partnerships is         
determined by individual couples. 

  

Gender roles and a partner’s ability to             
function within those prescribed       
Victorian-style gender roles were once         
the foundation of romantic partnership         
in the United States. Whether couples           
follow traditional gender roles or create           
their own practices within their         
romantic partnerships, it is important         
that couples consider the particular         
needs of their relationships and seek to             
accommodate one another. 

 
 



 

What are GENDER ROLES? 

The illustration of the ​Gender Roles           
Spectrum provides an overview of basic           
gender roles from a marriage         
perspective and how they can differ in             
less traditional relationships. Even when         
couples are not married, there are many             
couples who still (almost instinctively)         
seek to position themselves in some           
aspect of traditional gender roles. 

Gender roles are constructed and         
individual perspectives about romantic       
partnership are different. They are         
gender expectations given to people         
based on norms determined by         
behaviors, society and/or culture. These         
expectations are shaped by others and           
have the ability to shape your           
expectations for yourself and your         
partner.  

Gender roles, like race, are unavoidable           
in much of modern society. They can             
influence what you believe about how           
you should act, where you can work,             
what you can wear, how you should             
speak to people, and how you should             
think about others. Gender roles have           
not only shifted in American society, but             
they also differ based on one’s ethnicity,             
culture and background. 

Most “traditional” norms that couples         
seek to mimic were derived from           
Western cultural norms as seen by the             
majority culture in America. However,         
this perspective about gender roles has           
not been effective as a universal           
expectation among all couples in the           
United States.  

Gender beliefs are often based in marital             
myths—widely held beliefs about men         
and women in committed relationships         

that facts do not support. Ideologies           
about gender are informed by family           
processes and structures that assign         
rights and responsibilities based on sex,           
attitudes and expectations about       
romantic partnership. Most gender roles         
are determined strictly by the sex of the               
individual and are not based on the             
abilities of individuals in relationships.   

Males and females often have different           
attitudes and expectations about       
romantic partnership. These gender role         
expectations affect couples’ interaction       
and how individuals perceive       
satisfaction in romantic partnerships.       
The attitudes that men and women hold             
toward gender roles have a significant           
influence on couple and family         
dynamics.   

For example, some women play dual           
roles by changing their assertive         
personalities to become more passive in           
an effort to make their male partners             
feel more comfortable and confident.         
However, the dilemma created by these           
dual roles can be counterproductive to           
the relationship if the woman does not             
feel she is being her authentic self in her                 
relationship. On the other hand, some           
men might strive to fulfill roles in             
dealing with finances that are not their             
strengths or in their capacity to do alone.               
This can leave them frustrated and           
negatively affect the relationship as well.  

When individuals are able to bring their             
strengths to their romantic partnerships,         
then they can strategize to synergize           
their efforts and work at their maximum             
potential for their families. These beliefs           
that individuals have about their roles           
affect relationship satisfaction, positive       
expectations, and partners' willingness       
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to work toward mutual change in           
romantic partnership.  

Consider this…… 

Traditional gender role expectations       
allow individuals to function within         
prescribed roles, which are useful to           
solving basic problems and resolving         
basic conflicts. Each person knows the           
other person’s position and that it is not               
going to change. On the other hand,             
non-traditional gender roles require       
greater flexibility to consider how         
partners can form stable romantic         
partnerships in a society that has           
become increasingly more complex.  

In less traditional partnerships, there         
must also be a tolerance for change to               
accommodate changes within the       
relationship.  

Very few couples fit perfectly into           
traditional gender roles models. Yet         
there is often an effort to fit themselves               
into these roles. If you are finding             
frustration in your relationship consider         
how much of that might be attributed to               
making extreme efforts to fit a ​square             
peg ​(your relationship) ​into a round           
hole​​ ​(traditional expectations).  

  

 

 

Remember this if you remember         
nothing else... ​​If you are in a             
relationship where the woman works         
outside of the home and makes decisions             
about the finances, or the man cooks             
meals and is an active participant in             
raising the children, then ​you do not fit               
into the traditional mold of couple           
relationships​​. You have already moved         
away from traditional expectation. Don’t         

be afraid to break the mold in other               
areas to figure out how you and your               
partner can best fit together.         
Understanding how to navigate       
nontraditional gender roles in romantic         
partnership is vital to the longevity of             
modern relationships.  

Updating your expectations for your         
relationship, however, will require that         
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you begin to let go of many assumptions               
you may have about about claiming to             
know ​what every woman wants ​or ​the             
way to every man’s heart. ​ALL of those               
suggestions are based on traditional         
stereotypes about men and women, and           
do not come from a perspective that             
acknowledges the uniqueness of each         
man and each woman in a romantic             
partnership. The truth is, if you want to               
know ​what ​​your ​​partner wants ​​or ​the             
way to ​​your partner’s heart​​, you will             
need to ​study your partner and spend             
time getting to know them, their           
strengths, their limitations, their needs,         
and what they are expecting from you. 

There is no single expectation for           
healthy romantic partnerships and most         
agree that the definition will be different             
for different populations, cultures, and         
ethnic groups. However, most agree that           

a healthy romantic partnership will be           
mutually satisfying to both the man and             
the woman and help create a nurturing             
relationship where both partners respect         
one another and are able to function at               
their highest levels.  

Healthy romantic partnership is       
mutually enriching and satisfying where         
both partners have deep respect for one             
another and are committed to continual           
growth in their relationship. A thriving           
romantic partnership will serve each         
partner’s greatest good.  

Power Couple Mentoring was developed         
to provide additional information and         
objective educational tools that couples         
can use to effectively structure their           
unique household situations. 
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P.I.E.S. Dimensions of Romantic 

Partnerships 
“WE​​’ve Got the POWER!” 

 

GENDER ROLES in romantic partnerships can be very complicated. Deciding                   
what model to follow and what is needed to help both partners feel comfortable                           
is not easy for most people. The ​PIES Dimensions of Romantic Partnerships                       
allows couples to distinguish between different parts of their relationships and                     
manage them as well.  

 

There is no one size-fits-all standard for             
gender roles that works for all couples.             
While considering different ways to look           
at roles in relationships, it may be             
intimidating for some and       
overwhelming for others to think outside           
the box about what men and women are               
able to contribute to their romantic           
partnerships.   

The truth is that each individual couple             
has the power to determine how they             
will set up their romantic partnerships.           
For some couples, there will be a             
preference for more traditional roles,         
while for other couples traditional         
gender roles are not practical.  

To consider how the PIES Dimensions           
can work for your relationship, first           
recognize that ​romantic partnerships       
are like organizations - ​an organized           
group of people working toward a           
common purpose. Often, romantic       
partnerships are considered the       
foundation of the home where the           
couple serves as the leaders in the home               
who determine the structure of the           
organization. 

Using the same structures used in           
organizations, couples can consider new         
ways to navigate their partnerships. For           
the purpose of this resource,         
partnership is defined as: ​the state of             
being ​“​a person who takes part in an               
undertaking with another with shared         
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risks and profits.” ​Consider this         
partnership in four areas or ​dimensions           
that affect romantic partnerships. 

● Power Dimension  
(power & decision-making)  

● Individual​​ ​Dimension  
(values - about manhood & 
womanhood)  

● Economic​​ ​Dimension ​​(educational & 
employment positioning) 

● Social​​ ​Dimension  
(domestic roles & responsibilities) 

Viewing your romantic partnership       
through the PIES Dimensions will help           
make the structure of your romantic           
partnership more simple and divide         
them into manageable chunks. This will           
also give both of you an opportunity to               
discuss, investigate and analyze the         
traditional and non-traditional parts of         
your romantic partnership.   

Within romantic partnerships, gender       
role expectations influence power       
structures; beliefs about manhood and         
womanhood; economic stability based       
on education and employment       
opportunities; and domestic roles and         
responsibilities.  

What individuals believe about       
manhood and womanhood, who earns         
money, and who should do what in the               
home influences the Power Dimension         
within the romantic partnership.       
Likewise, changes that happen in the           
other P​IES Dimensions affect how         
couples distribute power and make         
decisions within their relationships. It         
affects the type of POWER COUPLE you             
will be.  

Let’s look at each dimension more           
closely. 

 

PIES 
DIMENSION 

DESCRIPTIONS  TRADITIONAL 
BELIEFS 

P​​ower 
Dimension 

Positioning in power and 
decision making 

There is hierarchical male 
leadership decision making; 
wives support decisions 

I​​ndividual 
Dimension 

Personal views about 
manhood and womanhood  

There are innate/inborn 
differences between men & 
women for specific gender roles  

E​​conomic 
Dimension 

Attainment of education, 
employment, and income 

Husband: financial provider, 
higher education & outside 
employment  

S​​ocial 
Dimension 

Contributions to domestic 
roles and responsibilities 

Husband: handle business;  
Wife: handle meals, 
housekeeping & childcare 
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Power Dimension  

The Power Dimension deals with the           
decision-making in the relationship. It         
is all about where the power and             
influence lie between partners. Shared         
decision-making is most often seen in           
contemporary households and helps       
stabilize and improve the quality of the             
relationship. Traditionally, women have       
been positioned as subordinates to men;           
while men are positioned as the head or               
leader of a household and are entitled to               
have more power than women when           
making decisions. It is an asymmetrical           
perspective that grants more power and           
freedom to men than women. 

Individual Dimension   

The Individual Dimension is about         
people’s ​personal beliefs ​about       
manhood and womanhood. It deals with           
what an individual believes that a man             
or a woman ought to do or how they                 
should act. The way people are raised             
and their individual perspectives about         
what it means to be born a boy or a girl                     
will shape their views about gender roles             
and have a profound effect on their             
romantic partnerships. Traditionally,     
there are beliefs about the personal           
characteristics of men (i.e. aggressive,         
dominant, leader, etc.) and women (i.e.           
docile, gentle, emotional, etc.) that shape           
expectations for relationships. 

Economic Dimension    

The Economic Dimension involves       
considering where the ​financial       
resources come from in a couple’s           
household. Education levels influence       
employment and the income that comes           
into a household. Formal education         
influences the opportunities for the         

gainful employment of individuals and         
incomes as well. Traditionally, men         
were expected to be responsible for total             
provision of home, while women were           
dependent on men's income.  

Social Dimension   

The Social Dimension involves the roles           
individuals play with each other         
socially within their households​​. It         
involves consideration of domestic roles         
and responsibilities within the romantic         
partnership relationship. For example,       
who is responsible for the household           
chores or caring for the children? Or             
who deals with car repairs?         
Traditionally, women have been       
expected to take care of the inside of the                 
household, while men took care of           
responsibilities outside of the home that           
are needed to keep the household           
functioning. 

The Importance of Understanding       
P.I.E.S. Dimensions 

In order to have a mutually satisfying             
relationship, each partner needs to deal           
with their individual beliefs and be           
willing to discuss them with the other.             
Some believe that if you are in a               
romantic partnership there must be         
specific gender role distinctions.       
However, in many modern romantic         
partnerships, people have to learn how           
to deal with fulfilling roles in their             
households that do not fit neatly into the               
traditional expectations for men and         
women. 

Often there is an expectation that ideals             
that are comfortable for one person           
should be comfortable for their partner.           
That is most often not the case. Because               
we bring different e​xperiences, exposure,         
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expertise, ​and ​education ​to our         
partnerships; and we come from unique           
environments​, we should expect that the           
two people in a romantic partnership           
will see the world differently. And if we               
are to open up ourselves to new             
possibilities in our relationships, then we           
need to make room in our perspectives             
to consider new ways of thinking about             
things and fulfilling roles. 

Cognitive Dissonance 

When we do not understand the           
different facets of our relationships, we           
can experience ​cognitive dissonance.       
Cognitive dissonance occurs whenever       
there is a contradiction between         
someone’s knowledge, opinion, or belief         
about something and the reality of the             
person’s life, behaviors or environment.         
Simply put, it is the internal discord that               
can be birthed when ​a person believes             
one thing, but seeks to do another​.  

This often happens in romantic         
partnerships when one or both partners           
have individual beliefs that do not line             
up with their behaviors. For some, the             
internal discord may cause partners to           
try harder to fit themselves or their             
partners into expected roles. However,         
this dissonance can also provoke         
individuals to seek new ways to relieve             
the tension and disharmony in their           
relationships.   

Slicing P.I.E.S. in Your Relationship 

To decrease cognitive dissonance when         
thinking about gender roles, more         

information is needed for those who do             
not fit into traditional gender roles. The             
P.I.E.S. Model offers opportunities for         
unique couple solutions to dissolve         
cognitive dissonance. The P.I.E.S. Model         
offers couples a way to study their             
partners, consider one another's       
strengths and limitations, and uniquely         
construct gender roles to fit each other’s             
needs.  

In the 21st century, having dual incomes             
is often a necessity and there is less               
negativity about men and women who           
share non-traditional roles in their         
partnerships. Roles are are less         
traditional than they have ever been and             
the need for men and women to know               
how to function in different roles in             
their romantic partnerships is necessary         
for many to find relationship satisfaction           
and success. The P.I.E.S. Model deals           
with diverse types of gender roles to             
address those found among       
non-traditional couples. It adds insights         
to seemingly incompatible perspectives       
about gender roles. 

Power Couple Mentoring was developed         
to provide additional information and         
objective educational tools that couples         
can use to effectively structure their           
unique household situations. 
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The 

PIES Dimensions of Romantic Partnerships Model ​​is based on research titled ​Non-Conventional                       
Gender Roles in Relationship Education Curricula for African Americans: A Content Analysis                       
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conducted by Dr. Andrea Little Mason for ​Harmonic Connections PLUS​. 
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P.I.E.S. in Black Couple 

Partnerships 
 
African American couples that have satisfying and fulfilling relationships, with 
longevity, practice more non-traditional gender roles than traditional gender 
roles. The resiliency of the family spirit shows the uniqueness of gender roles 
among African Americans, yet historians agree that the historical context of 
African Americans cannot be compared with the majority culture.  
 
During centuries of of legal enslavement, U.S. laws did not allow marriage 
between African Americans, still African American men and women recognized 
their own partnerships as they worked alongside one another in manual labor.   
  
Let’s consider how the P.I.E.S. Dimensions of Romantic Partnerships may look 
different for people of African descent who have had different experiences, 
exposure, expertise, and education in different environments within the United 
States. 

 
 

POWER 

In contrast to those in the majority culture,               
African Americans have more often         
practiced shared leadership as a standard           
where joint decision-making, dual incomes,         
and shared domestic responsibilities were         
and continue to be stabilizers in romantic             
partnerships. 

   
Many social scientists have interpreted         
African American couples’ tendencies       
toward shared power as weakness in Black             
men and deviance away from standard           
American family values. Some researchers         

say that households with dominant African           
American women was the cause for a             
reversal in male leadership in African           
American communities. However, there was         
no evidence of prevalent patterns of wife             
dominance among African American couples         
that have been studied. On the contrary,             
Black males were not positioned as military             
style leaders in the relationships and Black             
women had more independent roles, making           
them less dependent on men for dominance             
in leadership and financial protection. 
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IDEALS 

Historically, traditional gender roles are less           
likely to characterize people of African           
descent in the U.S. and were not universally               
transferable to Black couples of diverse           
backgrounds.  

 
Even as the majority culture in society moves               
away from traditional expectations for men           
and women, African American men still           
express desires to fulfill traditional         
“manhood roles” of being the breadwinner           
and sole provider in their homes. Likewise,             
some African American women express a           
desire to be able to focus their attentions               
solely in their homes. 

 
African Americans’ ability to thrive outside           
of traditional roles is a strength rather than a                 
weakness, especially as the majority culture           
continually seeks to break free from gender             
role expectations in the 21st century.  
 
Throughout the history of African Americans           
and other ethnic groups in the United States,               
integration and assimilation into the         
majority culture has meant adopting styles           
and adapting to behaviors that may not suit               
every culture well. Traditional gender roles           
in relationships is an example of a failed               
attempt to assimilate to a behavior that was               
not suited for most African Americans in the               
United States.  
 
There was an expectation that manhood be             
exemplified by a man’s ability to provide for               
his family, yet unjust laws prevented that             
from happening. Discriminatory practices       
continue to impact many African Americans           
and affect how they are able to enjoy ​life,                 
liberty and the pursuit of happiness ​in the U.S.                 
as it has been encouraged for others. 

The redefining of gender role expectations           
(so that they do not limit the women in their                   
life roles, goals and pursuits) is considered             
revolutionary right now in many countries.           
Yet there is much evidence that African             
American women have not been held to the               
same expectations as women in the majority             
culture.  

 
From the earliest accounts of Black women             
working alongside Black men during         
slavery... to their continued roles as house             
servants and maids... to their educational           
pursuits in Historically Black Colleges and           
Universities at the turn of the 20th century...               
until today when the Black women have the               
more earned college degrees than any other             
demographic and have opened more         
businesses that any other group in the U.S.  

 
Even before the movements, African         
American women's roles in society have           
helped redefine and broaden concepts of           
womanhood and contributed to the         
perception of the strength of women in the               
United States. Race has intertwined with           
gender to create distinct differences in           
expected gender roles for African American           
women.  
 
For African American couples who see the             
greatest relationship success, there is a           
commitment to partner well within their           
relationship. Less emphasis is placed on           
committing to gender roles standards that do             
not fit their partnership dynamics. They           
have found success despite societal         
challenges as they committed to partner in             
unique ways that work torward their highest             
good. 
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ECONOMIC 

Currently, women comprise about 50% of the             
United States’ workforce, which has caused           
men's involvement in the household to           
increase. Furthermore, the number of         
women in the United States who earn higher               
salaries than men continues to increase.           
While traditional gender roles are based on             
men earning more in their homes, in 2008,               
51.5% African American women made more           
than men—more than any other race. In the               
21st century, Black men are still paid less               
than both white men and white women. 
 
Among African Americans, however, these         
household dynamics are not new. Black           
women have historically achieved higher         
education levels and earned higher salaries           
than most Black men. Currently, twice as             
many Black women successfully complete         
bachelor degrees than Black men. Without           
advanced educational and vocational       
training, African American men continue to           
be challenged to earn enough money to be               
the sole provider of their homes. 

 
Negative beliefs about African Americans         
are fueled by inadequate comparisons made           
to those in the majority culture. These beliefs               
do not take into account centuries of             
discriminatory laws that specifically led to           
unjust practices towards African Americans         
and families related to mass incarceration,           
employment, education, healthcare, housing,       
etc. 
 
In the 19th century after the abolition of               
slavery when educational opportunities       
became available through Historically Black         
Colleges and Universities, Black families         

often chose to educate their daughters while             
they sent their sons to do manual labor. This                 
decision was often made to prevent Black             
women from experiencing sexual abuse as           
domestic servants that was prevalent in           
households within the majority culture.  

 
Educational attainment was especially       
important prior to the Civil Rights Act when               
labor inequality caused almost half of           
African American women to seek         
employment in private household service         
jobs for low and undocumented wages. And             
African American women, unlike women in           
the majority culture, have historically been           
expected to work outside of the home and               
contribute to the family finances, even when             
married with children.  

 
Underemployment and low wages have         
continually been a challenge to African           
American men. The expectation that men be             
the economic leaders and independent         
providers in their homes has seldom been             
met. However, historically, successful       
African American relationships have not         
been based on whether the man earned             
more money than the woman.  
 
Not only have African American women           
worked to support their households with           
men, they have often earned more than             
African American men and gained         
employment, educational and economic       
opportunities because they represented a         
double minority—through sex and race.   
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SOCIAL 

Traditional American expectations were that         
men had public responsibilities outside         
home, while women had domestic         
responsibilities for the home and children.           
Traditional romantic partnership roles       
placed men as the breadwinners and leaders             
of their homes and women as caregivers of               
children and keepers of the home.  
 
Black men and women forfeited         
conventional patriarchal domestic structures       
to balance the limitations of economic           
opportunities.   

 
One social dynamic that has been           
characteristic of many African Americans is           
their ability to function in non-traditional           
gender roles. Among African Americans,         
however, it has been common for both men               
and women to function both outside both             
inside home. In African American families,           
despite traditional gender beliefs, children's         

assigned household chores are often gender           
neutral, which influences perceptions of         
gender roles.  

 
In efforts to eliminate negative social           
impressions people had about African         
American family structures, some African         
American women sought to withdraw from           
the labor market and adopt a more             
traditional family structure.  
 
In fact, Black women often see traditional             
gender roles of women as a ​privilege ​​rather               
than an oppressive state, just as for many               
African American men, ​man as the provider             
is a luxury and not the norm. However,               
limited employment opportunities and low         
wages for Black men have often made it               
necessary for African American women to           
continue to work and help support their             
families. 

 
 

Power Couple Mentoring was developed to provide additional information and objective                     
educational tools that couples can use to effectively structure their unique household                       
situations. 
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