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Abstract 

 

This qualitative, transdisciplinary study involves thematic analysis of in-depth 

interviews with eighteen couples, thirty-six individuals altogether, who were recruited 

from Protestant churches and tertiary institutions across different regions of New 

Zealand. The primary question which guides this study is: How do church-going 

heterosexual couples understand and practise egalitarian relationships in New Zealand? 

Egalitarianism in the context of this study is defined as the position that women and 

men are of equal, intrinsic value, and there are no gender-based limitations of what 

functions or responsibilities each can fulfil in the home, church, or society. The central 

focus of this study is the place of men’s and women’s attitudes and practices in the 

creation of egalitarian heterosexuality among egalitarian-identifying couples who 

attend Protestant churches. Conservative Christian gender relations, organised by the 

principles of hierarchy and female subordination, have been a well-documented and 

widely criticised element in the Christian tradition. In light of this, more work is needed 

in sociology to explore more progressive, egalitarian relational frameworks in Christian 

contexts. 

Using gender relations theory (Connell, 2021) and “doing religion” (Avishai, 

2008) as the overall conceptual lenses, this study reveals how Protestant Christian 

church-going women and men understand and practice gender equality in their 

partnerships, highlighting their distinct egalitarian praxis. In Connell’s (2021) gender 

relations framework for understanding and analysing intimate relationships Connell has 

outlined four gender relations: power, economic, emotional, and symbolic. This 

research advances and adds to Connell’s (2021) gender relations theory by exploring 

religion as a fifth dimension of gender relations. In the results chapters I will analyse 

these five areas of gender relations within in the narrations and experiences of the 

participant couples as they strive to practice egalitarianism.  

The current study offers insight into New Zealand’s progressive Protestant 

culture. Within this context egalitarian individuals could be referred to as gender norm 

violators, those who deviate from what has been considered traditional Christian 

heterosexual behaviour in relationships. To be egalitarian is to demonstrate 

noncompliance with hegemonic gender and religious norms embedded and structurally 
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reinforced within religious and secular New Zealand society. Studying couples who do 

this while existing within church structures, known for their patriarchal history and 

discursive gender defined responsibilities, adds to our understanding of how to 

overcome barriers to challenging and changing gender order and regimes, and how to 

overcome barriers to articulating new forms of masculinity.  

This research advances a critical gender lens on the sociology of religion by 

arguing that religion can be a resource for redoing gender, undoing gender, rethinking 

gender regimes and dominant forms of masculinity. To do gender in a more progressive 

way, the couples in this study also have to redo their religion to be more egalitarian. In 

this sense, doing religion means a negotiation with a progressive Christian theology that 

shapes doing relationships, and vice versa. Men’s and women’s relationship with 

religion and commitment to subversive theological gendered concepts adds another 

dimension to gender relations analysis. However, the findings also highlight ways in 

which the participants reproduce hegemonic gender practices and remain accountable 

to patriarchal gender norms and male-privileging processes within workplaces, 

families, and churches. Thus, those desiring to have relationships based on equality 

must pay attention to the cultural and institutional contexts that shape compliance and 

complicity to hegemonies.  
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A poem 

 

 

In our world live giants 

named Power and Fear. 

Power and Fear build walls 

of hatred 

and of pride. 

In the spaces 

between those walls 

are silences. 

Let us sing in these spaces, 

sing beyond the silences. 

Our music can pass through walls.1 

 

 

  

 

1 In December 2019 at the Sociological Association of Aotearoa New Zealand conference in Auckland, 

Professor Raewyn Connell read aloud this poem she wrote, and later gave me permission to use this in 

my thesis. She shared how sociological knowledge production illuminates the reality in which we live 

and invites us to critique of the social order as it currently exists, raising questions about where it might 

head. This poem captures the sociological heartbeat of my research, highlighting the critical need there is 

to “sing in these spaces,” to be proactive, not passive in the task of combating “Power and Fear.” The 

song we ‘sing in these spaces’ is a hopeful one. 
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Chapter One 

 Introduction 

 

“There was no path, so I trod one” 

Edwina Gateley (1996). 

 

Chapter outline 

In this chapter I outline the research questions that guide this study, I explain both the 

focus of this study and the motivation for this study, and I outline the overall goal of 

this thesis. Next, I outline the unique context within which the participant couples of 

this study live and navigate relationships by providing an overview of the Protestant 

Christian landscape in New Zealand. I discuss why progressive church-going men and 

women are a sociologically interesting group to investigate, followed by a discussion 

about why this research matters. I acknowledge the power of “resources of hope,” 

explaining what this term means and how I use it throughout. Finally, this chapter 

finishes by providing the roadmap of the thesis where I explain the focus of each 

chapter.  

 

Research question(s) 

The primary research question which directs this project is: How do church-going 

heterosexual couples understand and practise egalitarian relationships in New Zealand? 

A secondary question is: How do the reaffirmed or reimagined gender ideals hinder or 

contribute to egalitarian relationships? In addressing these questions, I hope to 

contribute to the select but important literature of egalitarian relationships among 

church going couples who attend Protestant churches. 

Focus of this study  

In this qualitative inquiry I have studied how church-going men and women who self-

identify as egalitarian understand and experience facilitators and barriers to gender 
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equality in their partnerships. I attempt to represent the voices and experiences of those 

I studied, investigating their liberatory interpretation of gender and power, conducted 

within a New Zealand context. In problematising the relationship between men and 

women, it is important to note that male power in New Zealand’s Christian context is not 

viewed as a static top-down way. Instead, power is seen as something fluid, contested 

and individually negotiated within these intimate partnerships. I also explore the 

participants’ discursive convictions, examining ways in which men and women resist, 

challenge and reproduce hegemonic norms. By analysing these processes, messages and 

strategies which facilitate participants’ meaning making, this provides an in-depth picture 

of relationship egalitarianism.  

“There was no path, so I trod one.” This line from a poem by Catholic writer 

Edwina Gateley (1996, p. 1) has remained with me throughout my doctoral journey. To 

tread or create something new has been the project of both the participant couples I 

interviewed, and also for myself. A secondary focus of this analysis is how they also 

resist and tread against structural, societal, and gender norms.2 The sociology of 

personal life has proposed that the changes in the ways intimate relationships are 

organised makes space for the co-construction of a partnership based on values of 

equality and fairness.3 Considering the ever-increasing pressures among dual-earning 

couples to be equally sharing workloads inside and outside of the home, this is a salient 

issue. Relationship egalitarianism is depicted throughout this thesis as a trajectory 

towards a “complex equality.” This refers to the “conditions needed for diversity as a 

real practice, for open-ended explorations of human possibility” necessary to establish 

some kind of social justice in gender relations (Connell, 1985, p. 230 cited by 

Magaraggia & Connell, 2012, p.117). Egalitarian relationship praxis is negotiated amid 

various structural constraints, and since this praxis is outworked by church-going 

 
2 I want to clarify the meanings of some phrasing used in this sentence, including ‘men and women’ and 

‘norms.’ I refer to the interview participants throughout as both ‘men and women’ and ‘male and female’ 

participants. These descriptive terms refer to the self-identified cisgender men and women I interviewed. 

I use the terms ‘man’ and ‘woman’ as nouns, and ‘male and masculine’ and ‘female and feminine’ as 

adjectives. The term ‘norms’ used throughout refers to a set of social rules and expectations that are often 

taken for granted and govern family, group, and individual behaviour (White & Klein, 2008). 

3 The individualisation thesis, which has been debated within different areas of sociology since the 

1990s, suggests that human bonds are no longer maintained by tradition or moral codes regarding family 

life, promoting instead the democratisation of the intimate social sphere (Jurva, 2020).   
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participants, a key focus of this analysis is on how gender and Christian spirituality are 

relational processes revolving around power.  

 This analysis does not aim to reclaim or recast Christian faith in more equitable 

and socially just terms for Christian women and men; although, some biblical feminists 

and some sociologists have taken up this challenge (Nash, 2006; Storkey, 2015). When 

discussing concepts like gender equality within the context of church settings, 

theologian Sarah Coakley (2015) admits this discussion encodes both the worst in the 

Christian tradition—abuse, denial, patriarchal dominance, arrogant refusal to listen to 

feminist voices—and something of the best—a longing for justice, for a loving vision 

for humanity about innate equality and love worthy of the teaching of Jesus, its 

founder. Coakley (2015) suggests that awareness of these traditional and structural 

tensions contributes to the possibility of a reciprocal discussion; yet, for some these 

tensions cannot be overcome, nor should they feel they must be in order to think about 

egalitarianism and its precarious place within the flawed structures in this world. 

Although this study focuses on women and men connected to Protestant Christian 

churches and discourses in New Zealand, the facilitators and constraints experienced by 

the participants are relevant to others who face structural and institutional barriers while 

simultaneously pursuing relationships based on equality. Thus, I find it helpful to liken 

Gately’s poetical “path” to that of one I once walked in Spain—the Camino de 

Santiago.4 This is a network of ancient pilgrim routes stretching across Europe leading 

to the cathedral of Santiago de Compostela in Spain, where tradition has it that the 

remains of Saint James, Jesus’ disciple, are buried. Regardless of its religious origins, 

this pilgrimage is taken by all, religious and non-religious, together seeking something 

beyond themselves. This project, which addresses the perennial interests of women 

within patriarchal relationships and the reimagining of masculinity, clearly spreads well 

beyond the Christian fold, and similar to the Camino de Santiago pilgrimage, all are 

invited to take steps towards understanding egalitarian relationships in greater depth. 

Thesis goal 

This study of the construction of an egalitarian Christian heterosexuality examines the 

potential and actual variability of change towards equality within partnerships, as well 

 
4 I walked the Camino de Santiago during a deferral period in my doctoral journey after experiencing a 

significant loss in my life. 
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as the continuity and resistance to change. While the connection between religion and 

traditional gender attitudes is supported by a long line of research, how spirituality, 

gender and equality work together and factor into egalitarian couple relational 

processes is much less understood. The analysis of the interview-based data will be 

guided by the theoretical assumption that people do gender whilst simultaneously doing 

religion. Thus, the two primary theoretical lenses used to frame the interview data are 

Connell’s gender relations theory and doing religion. Couples attempt to co-construct 

personal identities and relationships that contains the possibility for resistance, 

negotiation, and the reimagining of gender ideals. Secondly, interactions are bound 

within regulatory institutional and structural systems of power and inequality such as 

churches, workplaces, and families. Seeing that gender scripts, religious scripts, and 

couples’ emotional dynamics are inextricably intertwined, these interactional theories 

best suit this analysis. Gender is multidimensional; it is not just about household labour, 

or power, or engagement with progressive theology, but about all of these things at the 

same time. In this sense, gender must be understood as a social structure (Risman, 

2017). In Connell’s (2021) gender relations framework for understanding and analysing 

intimate relationships Connell has outlined four gender relations: power, economic, 

emotional, and symbolic. I advance and add to Connell’s (2021) gender relations theory 

by developing and discussing a fifth dimension of how the participant couples “do 

gender” through religious and theological relations. In the results chapters I will discuss 

how these five areas of gender relations act as facilitators and barriers to the couples’ 

practice of relationship egalitarianism. Adopting this theoretical framework enables me 

to address the secondary research question which asks how the couples’ reaffirmed or 

reimagined gender ideals hinder or contribute to egalitarian relationships. 

Religion continues to be a place where beliefs about gender equality are 

contested, and it is present in the construction of an egalitarian heterosexuality. The 

intimate partnerships of those who internalise Christian beliefs is a site, therefore, 

where we see this complicated and at times contradictory construction unfold. “Doing 

religion” (Avishai, 2008) is about interaction between various components of identity 

and is a useful framework to explore how self-identified egalitarian women and men do 

relationships while contending with differing Christian gender ideologies. This research 

advances a critical gender lens on the sociology of religion by arguing that religion can 

be a resource for redoing gender, undoing gender, rethinking gender regimes and 
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dominant forms of masculinity. To “do gender” in a more progressive way, the current 

study explores the extent to which the couples also have to redo Christianity to be more 

egalitarian. Men and women’s relationship with progressive Christianity, and their 

commitment to subversive theological gendered concepts adds another dimension to 

gender relations analysis.  

The participant couples use egalitarian narratives as identity work to position 

themselves as progressive, fair, equally sharing partners, and yet the extent to which 

their beliefs translate into practice varies across the couples. Some are more active in 

their challenging and resisting of norms, and others remain complicit to hegemonies 

without challenging their positions of privilege and power in their romantic 

relationships. Thus, it is important to analyse what facilitates egalitarianism for 

heterosexual couples and what informs this across different gender relations: power, 

economic, emotional, symbolic, as well as religious and theological. To clarify, 

throughout the thesis I refer to psychological characteristics including identities, values, 

beliefs, ideologies, and theologies embedded within unions between women and men. I 

recognise that these terms are distinct in their own right, and yet, in ways are 

dialogically interchangeable. Each of these psychological characteristics informs the 

underpinning rationales of the interview participants’ actions and must be scrutinised so 

that they can be challenged and re-evaluated. 

Motivation for this study 

This doctoral thesis was born out of my honours research which I conducted in 2017. 

That project focused on a small study of church-based premarital counselling resources 

offered to couples from five New Zealand Protestant churches who described 

themselves as being evangelical. The findings from my honours study revealed a 

pattern of marriage advice supporting symbolic egalitarianism, where gender equality 

and eradication of gender-based responsibilities were presented to couples as ideals for 

Christian couples to pursue, but unlikely to be fully realised within marriage. I am 

probing this further with this dissertation by analysing egalitarianism within Christian 

partnerships in New Zealand, investigating the voices of people desiring gender 

equality to be a lived reality, and not just a sought-after ideal. Informed by my honours 

research findings, I found that future directions of scholarship could focus on the 

development of a conceptual framework and practical strategies which support women 
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and men in their desire to practice equality in their intimate partnerships—this became 

the focus of my doctoral thesis. I wanted to further explore and problematise this 

egalitarian progress narrative and explore the extent to which male dominance is an 

inevitable part of a heterosexual and Christian life. 

Prior to applying for a doctoral scholarship, a friend asked me to write a piece 

for her blog focused on my Honours research. To both of our surprise, my blog post 

became popular, not only was it her most viewed blog post, the post was viewed in 

nineteen countries. The blog post was shared with the New Zealand Baptist Women’s 

Board, and thirteen people emailed me requesting to read my full honours dissertation 

(I added my email to the bottom of the blog post saying if anyone wanted the full 

dissertation I would happily email it to them). This overwhelming response highlighted 

to me a gap in understanding and what I perceived to be a hunger to learn more, 

considering the lack of resources addressing this. Ultimately, this prompted me to step 

forward, apply for the scholarship, and pursue doctoral study in this area, proceeding to 

problematise heterosexuality and its intersection with equality and religion, as others 

have done for decades. Next, I outline the unique context within which the participant 

couples of this study live, navigate relationships, as well as practice and understand 

egalitarianism. 

An overview of the Protestant Christian landscape in New 

Zealand 

Today, conservative religion seems to be losing cultural relevance as New Zealanders 

are increasingly becoming more secular, and regarding themselves as spiritual as 

opposed to religious (Vaccarino, Kavan & Gendal, 2011; Statistics New Zealand, 

2019). Since the 1970s, social scientists have observed that most Western nations have 

experienced a process of secularisation, in which people are increasingly less likely to 

belong to formal religious institutions even though they may still have religious beliefs 

(Taylor, 2007). The was reflected in the results of a random selection survey of 2,040 

New Zealand adults which showed that while adherence to religious institutions and a 

traditional monotheistic view of God was declining, reports of religious experience 

increased (Vaccarino, Kavan & Gendal, 2011). Additionally, 30.5% agreed with the 

statement, “I don’t follow a religion, but am a spiritual person interested in the 
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sacred/supernatural.” Mirroring this variety of New Zealanders’ survey responses, the 

participants of this study, who attend Protestant churches, identify themselves using a 

variety of descriptors including Christian, mystical, spiritual, and agnostic. It is clear 

that reflecting on the gender and religious experiences of New Zealanders becomes 

more and more relevant as New Zealand society evolves and changes.  

While New Zealand has no official religion, the country is infused with the 

Christian influence of the European settlers who arrived in the nineteenth century. 

There is diversity within Christianity in New Zealand, with people’s religious and 

theological expressions and experiences ranging from conservative to liberal. Theology 

refers to discourse or speech about God, and Christian theology is the study of Christian 

belief and practice, focusing on texts in the Bible—the Old and New Testaments—as 

well as Christian tradition. This is reflected in the wide range of Protestant church 

denominations, which are subgroups of Christianity that reflect unique theological 

traditions. In their research on Christian churches, some scholars make the distinction 

between mainline Protestant churches and evangelical churches (Burke, 2016; Edgell, 

2006; S. K. Gallagher, 2017). Evangelicals are often identified as conservative 

Protestants who are biblical literalists (S. K. Gallagher, 2004; S. K. Gallagher & Wood, 

2005; Giles, 2017; Martin, 2007; Nash, 2006). In contrast, mainline Protestants tend to 

interpret the Bible in a modern context, rather than see it has a historical document to 

be read literally, a view that offers more room for egalitarian gender ideology (Colaner, 

2009; Edgell & Docka, 2007; M. M. Wilcox, 2003). While Christianity overall and 

mainline churches are in decline, the number of New Zealanders associating with 

evangelical churches is increasing (Statistics New Zealand, 2019). Despite this growing 

secularism, religion continues to play a role in society generally and within many lives 

specifically, and research examining ways in which New Zealanders reconcile values 

like gender equality and feminism with religion, spirituality and Protestant church 

culture is salient (Lineham, 2014). Nonetheless, this secularisation is perhaps why 

religion is largely absent within scholarship on contemporary heterosexuality. 

However, leaving out religion as one of the “modern forces of heterosexuality’s power” 

diminishes how religion and spirituality can play, perhaps counterintuitively, an 

important role in the theorising heterosexuality (Burke, 2016, p. 5).    

 New Zealand religious historian Peter Lineham (2014) notes how New Zealand 

mainline churches have, in recent years, been early adopters of change in new liturgies, 
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theologies and social values on such matters as the role of women, gay people and 

Indigenous peoples but there has also been significant debate on these issues (Willcox, 

2003). Resistance to these changes often stem from those adhering to the dominant 

theology, which, within the Christian tradition, was able to become and remain 

dominant because its narrative is told by the dominant group in society: white, 

financially well-to-do, established-educated, heterosexual men, in addition to those who 

want to affiliate themselves with that group (Bons-Storm, 1996; Phillips, 2011). 

Lineham (2014) acknowledges that people outside of and within churches have been 

put off by their own personal experience of Christian intolerance, which has contributed 

to the modern world undermining the authority of state churches and removing the 

meaningfulness of mainstream forms of Christianity, including mega churches. He 

argues that, in light of this, smaller more niche Christian contexts in the form of small 

churches have room to grow in New Zealand. These small church congregations are 

small but active, making an impact in communities. The proliferation of smaller 

Christian groups indicates that Christianity is far more diverse and pluralist than it likes 

to present itself. As Lineham describes, there are currently queer-supportive Christian 

spaces in New Zealand that allow for all people, and in couple configurations, to not 

only feel welcome and affirmed, but also invited to develop a more flexible gendered 

self (Gallagher, 2017).5 These churches represent more egalitarian-valuing churches. 

New Zealand researcher Steve Taylor investigated post-evangelical, alternative worship 

practices in some churches in New Zealand, focusing on more progressive and liberal 

Protestant church communities (Guest & Taylor, 2006) where he observed practices 

that are subversive of the evangelical traditions. While helpful in exploring alternative 

and progressive expressions of Protestant church in New Zealand, this study omits 

important discussion about the intersection of progressive church life with family life 

and gendered selves. Many of the churches that the participants of this study attend fit 

 
5Peter Lineham has been an active member of the Auckland Rainbow Community Church, serving also 

as a board member. He speaks about the role Christianity has played and continues to play in many 

LGBTQ+ people’s lives, despite the historic conflict between religion and the LBGTQ+ community. For 

more information about Lineham and his publications, see: https://gg.govt.nz/file/27225. The early 1990s 

marked the beginning of a new phase in New Zealand gay Christian history. With the publicity 

surrounding the application of an openly gay minister within the Methodist Church, David Bromell, 

mainstream denominations were forced to acknowledge and deal with gay Christians within their 

congregations. Lineham discusses how Auckland Community Church has never identified itself as an 

exclusively ‘gay church.’ Although now predominantly a group of gay men, in its early days ACC was 

quite a diverse group of people: men, women, gay, straight, transgender, people with disabilities, and 

people recovering from addictions. It was a church for the marginalised and for their supporters. 

https://gg.govt.nz/file/27225
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Lineham’s (2014) description of smaller, niche churches. One difference between these 

small churches and larger more “mainline” churches is that Lineham (2014) suggests 

that Christians attending the mega churches “often are biblically and theologically 

illiterate” (p.25), a pattern which contrasts to the experiences of the participant couples 

who are theologically articulate and literate–which will be examined in the results 

chapters.  

Protestant churches in New Zealand have specific gender regimes which 

includes gendered behavioural rules; for example, rules regarding who can and cannot 

preach. These different ways of understanding gender relations between women and 

men across church denominations emerge from differing hermeneutical approaches to 

interpreting the Bible. These gender regimes emerge from two main, competing visions 

of gender relations within Protestantism more broadly: complementarianism, which 

refers to men’s God-ordained authority and superior status to women, and 

egalitarianism, which refers to a system of God-ordained equality between all humans 

(Colaner, 2009; Denton, 2004; Giles, 2017). These ideologies, which will be defined 

further in the literature review chapters, create the gender order within many Protestant 

churches in New Zealand. Doing gender within Protestant contexts also takes into 

account how women and men are “held accountable” to gender expectations at 

institutional, interpersonal, and intrapersonal levels (Hollander, 2013). Hollander’s 

(2013, p.19) incisive claim that “accountability is the motor for the maintenance of the 

gender system at the interactional level” is important as I explore the extent to which 

the couples monitor their own “doing” of gender and Christianity in accordance with 

prescribed expectations. Couples strive to act creatively in order to transform their 

family situations, yet they are not acting in a void. The social structures and patriarchal 

gender order the participant couples operate within have powerful effects of what 

changes are possible for these self-identifying egalitarian men and women. 

Progressive church-going women and men  

There is relatively little research on egalitarian-identifying, progressive Christians. This 

could be due, in part, to the fact that there is less tension between their religious 

doctrines and life in a purportedly secular society. However, these couples not only 

identify as egalitarian, but they are church-going. This is important because these 

participants’ particular experiences can reveal something about the interaction between 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
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religion and other social institutions. Complementarianism if the most hegemonic, well-

documented Christian tradition in which gender relations are organised by principles of 

male hierarchy and female subordination (Burke, 2016: S. K. Gallagher, 2004) and 

normative heterosexuality (Porter, 2015). Evangelical discourse often refers to gender 

in these ways, focusing on endorsing gender essentialism, sex complementarity, and 

husband-headship and wifely submission (Bartkowski, 2001; Colaner, 2009; Denton, 

2004; Porter, 2004). Despite participating in more progressive Christian churches, 

almost all of the participants have been impacted by these traditional, complementarian 

ideas about gender. This illustrates that Protestant churches that are more progressive 

still operate within the wider androcentric context of Christianity. Thus, it is interesting 

to inquire about the gendered dynamics of couples who identify as egalitarian and 

attend church because these people, to some extent work against the prevailing 

definition of conservative Christianity and challenge a ruling ideology with their own 

oppositional one. These participants have to work harder to be more egalitarian and live 

out their ideals, which is partially what makes this group interesting. They can help us 

address the puzzle of how to overcome barriers to challenging and changing gender 

order and regimes, or how to overcome barriers to articulating new forms of 

masculinity. Since little work has been done in exploring more progressive expressions 

of Christianity in New Zealand, it is important that research drawing from both 

sociological, religious and theological spheres of scholarship is developed so that 

egalitarian relationships can become more viable for a wider range of people.     

Why does this matter?  

For decades there has been research into how partners become more equally sharing. 

This is a newer area of research for religious couples; explicit discourse about 

relationship egalitarianism in Christian contexts is a relatively recent phenomenon. 

While debates about sexuality, feminism and egalitarianism have existed for decades in 

Christian circles, empirical research analysing how these are outworked within intimate 

partnerships has been largely absent. Most of the literature on egalitarianism is found in 

biblical or systematic theological discussions and this literature typically focuses on 

egalitarianism’s biblical and ethical justification. Biblical scholarship addressing these 

issues from a complementarian perspective is a saturated field. There is little by way of 

a coherent discussion about egalitarian intimate partnerships in a Christian context from 
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a sociological perspective. The transdisciplinary approach to the current study enables 

me to bring together differing bodies of literature and theorising in order to conduct this 

investigation.  

The area of Christian egalitarian masculinity and the role it plays in the 

construction of partnerships based on equality is vitally important. Most literature on 

“new” egalitarian masculinity is from a sociological perspective (located within family 

studies or gender scholarship) and not from a religious perspective. Similarly, much has 

been written from a feminist practical theological perspective about women’s 

subordinated experiences within Christian institutional practice; however, I have 

struggled to find similar sociological research about an alternative narrative for 

Christian women within more progressive religious structures. In light of this, my 

research aims to address these gaps within literature. It is my aim to relocate feminism 

at the heart of egalitarianism and, ultimately, propose that egalitarianism is an effective 

and fulfilling framework for both doing religion and doing relationships. 

The distinctiveness of my research is marked by a number of factors. Firstly, I 

have carried out empirical work that has not been done before in an Aotearoa New 

Zealand context; this study offers a phenomenological insight into intimate partnerships 

operating within New Zealand progressive Christian culture. The experiences of 

church-going men and women adhering to progressive Christian theology reveal new 

and important details about doing religion that remain obscured within research 

exploring the conservative doing gendered religion model. Egalitarian-identifying 

women and men who attend Protestant churches simultaneously reject their 

accountability to “tradition” within both institutions of interest—religion and gender. 

Thus, this study advances the doing religion model by shifting the analytical focus to 

egalitarian-identifying church going men and women and thereby illuminating the 

tension between church institutions and progressive ideals. This research also advances 

and adds to Connell’s (2021) gender relations theory by exploring a fifth dimension of 

gender relations including the relationship between religion and gender. Men and 

women’s relationship with religion and commitment to subversive theological gendered 

concepts adds another dimension to gender relations analysis. It is unusual to have a 

sociological study that also examines theology, as opposed to expressions of religiosity. 

Yet there is a clear distinction between theological convictions and religiosity. For 
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example, while religiosity involves following a group's legitimising religious practices 

such as prayer and church attendance, general spirituality and theological convictions 

focus on issues of the search for something sacred, and a belief in something bigger 

than oneself (Slater, Hall, & Edwards, 2001). Relational spirituality (Mahoney, 2010; 

Sandage & Shults, 2007; Simpson, Newman, & Fuqua, 2008) conceptualises humans as 

capable of a dynamic, intimate relationship with God (Giblin, 1997) which, in turn, can 

influence how partners relate to one another.  

This moves beyond an examination of household labour and practicalities of 

family-life negotiation, to which is dedicated an enormous body of literature, to discuss 

in depth an underpinning egalitarian ideology. This focuses on not just looking at the 

what of egalitarian relationship behaviours, but the why do people do it. At both lay and 

academic levels, a clear discourse addressing the phenomenon of relationship 

egalitarian praxis, particularly within Christian contexts, lacks a centralised platform. 

Lastly, I extend and elaborate on the definition of relationship egalitarianism; this 

contributes to the much-needed development of a discourse which addresses the 

growing trends towards partnerships facing increasing work demands and desire to 

share equally. My hope is that this thesis and its surrounding discussion can create a 

platform for those passionate about gender equality to become ambassadors for change 

in their relationships, churches, and wider communities. This desire of mine echoes 

Slee, Porter and Philips’ (2013) argument that: “Fundamental to our work as feminist 

practical theologians and social scientists is the conviction that our work is not just for 

us, but for others…a responsibility to a wider community…bringing change” (p. 22).  

I chose to focus this research project on both female and male experiences of 

gender equality and egalitarianism within relationships. Studies continue to emphasise 

the important role men play in establishing equal partnerships with women. Yet, this 

prior elucidation about men’s important and even crucial support and involvement in 

gender equality reform is often discussed in vague terms in prior literature and offers 

few practical and specific contributions for ways forward. In light of this, my research 

can contribute to the development of the discourse of a developing egalitarian 

masculinity. What makes this project unique is that it listens for traces of ‘otherness’ in 

egalitarian identifying women and men. The ‘other’ represents those who operate 

outside of experiences and priorities which make up the dominant, hegemonic norm. A 

https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1080/15332691.2014.953652?scroll=top&needAccess=true&
https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1080/15332691.2014.953652?scroll=top&needAccess=true&
https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1080/15332691.2014.953652?scroll=top&needAccess=true&
https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1080/15332691.2014.953652?scroll=top&needAccess=true&
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feminist interrogation of masculinity is one avenue through which the ‘otherness’ of 

masculinity can be approached, acknowledging that hegemonic masculinity rests on 

having subordinated forms of masculinity. This does not diminish the otherness, 

oppression or marginalisation of women’s experiences—especially in systematically 

male-dominated Christian institutions—but contributes to wider research by showing 

that relationship egalitarianism is, itself, a phenomenon of otherness.  

Resources of hope 

Gender inequality as a long-standing characteristic of heterosexuality can render a 

sense of hopelessness in those studying these topics, and even more, those experiencing 

its daily frustrations or oppressions. Hope plays a unique role in the co-construction of 

egalitarian partnerships. Kenway, Boden and Fahey (2015) and Connell (2019) discuss 

“resources of hope,” a term they borrow from Raymond Williams’ (1989) incisive 

claim that “to be truly radical is to make hope possible rather than despair convincing” 

(p.118).  These authors describe resources of hope within the context of a neoliberal 

university as deliberate actions of resistance to neoliberal agendas; for example, 

creative and thoughtful research and teaching agendas and that have managed to elude 

audit logics amid the overall oppressive conditions. They speak of hope as a subversive 

force within structures, referencing Giroux (2012) and his discussion of educated hope 

as “a subversive force when it pluralises politics by opening up a space for dissent, 

making authority accountable, and becoming an activating presence in promoting social 

transformation’” (p. 38). While these writers locate their conceptualisation of hope 

within the context of the neoliberal university, their emphasis on the role agency plays 

in the redistribution of hope more broadly translates into my project. The participants in 

the current study explain how they navigate neoliberal workplaces, social and religious 

institutions, and relational pressures placed upon them; and in their narrations can be 

heard threads of hope. This narrative of hope amid their doing of egalitarian gender is 

worth strengthening.  

Roadmap of the thesis  

Chapter one provides contextual information to help the reader gain a better 

understanding of the contexts within which the interview participants live and navigate 

relationships. I describe Protestantism in New Zealand, its characterisations including a 
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theological spectrum ranging from conservative to progressive. I outline the motivation 

for the current study and discuss how hope is an interconnected theme running 

throughout each chapter of the current study. 

  Chapters two and three consist of the literature review divided into two 

chapters—this was an organisational decision in order to divide these two chapters into 

two key areas I am examining: gender relations within relationships and religion. In 

chapter two I explain the transdisciplinary nature of this study, define “egalitarian 

relationships”, then outline key theories relevant to egalitarian relationships. These key 

theories include doing gender (West & Zimmerman, 1987), gender relations theory 

(Connell, 2021) and processes of accountability to gender norms (Hollander, 2013). I 

review sociological literature focused on egalitarian heterosexual couples and frame 

these research findings using Connell’s (2021) gender relations themes including 

economic, power, emotional, and symbolic gender relations. I also review gender 

scholarship, focusing on masculinities studies.  

In chapter three I outline some key thesis concepts including Christian 

egalitarianism and complementarianism, and I explain how the guiding theoretical lens 

of “doing religion” (Avishai, 2008) relates to these. I then review literature relevant to 

Christian egalitarianism including progressive themes within Christian family studies, 

feminist theology, and key themes within egalitarian theology. It is unique to have this 

level of engagement with a related but different discipline such as feminist theology, 

and the inclusion of this in chapter three highlights the transdisciplinary nature of this 

research. Together, chapters two and three outline the guiding theoretical lenses of 

gender relations and doing religion used to frame the analysis in the results chapters. 

In chapter four I describe the methodological design of this project and provide 

a clear and complete description of the specific steps I followed when conducting this 

study. I discuss how I conducted a thematic analysis of the interview findings in order 

to address the data and present the findings. I outline my fieldwork processes and 

introduce the interview participants, providing a table of demographic information 

about the participants.  

The following three chapters are the results chapters and centre on the voices 

and experiences of the participant couples. Drawing from my analysis of the data of the 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
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interviews, chapter five explores themes emerging from what the participants’ say 

facilitates egalitarianism within in their partnerships and within their families. Within 

each thematic finding I discuss dimensions of gender which are constantly 

interweaving: economic, emotional, power, symbolic and religious gender relations. 

This analysis explores the extent to which the participants redo Christianity as they seek 

to do gender that is more egalitarian. Although barriers to equality in heterosexual 

partnerships has received enormous scrutiny, facilitators for equality in heterosexual 

partnerships, especially church-going couples, remains relatively unstudied. This 

analysis contributes to a deeper understanding of what helps men and women to 

reimagine gender ideals in order to be more egalitarian.  

Chapter six explores how social relations and institutions—religion among 

them—present significant barriers to the participant couples’ practice of egalitarianism. 

I discuss themes within the data of the key constraints to egalitarianism experienced by 

the participants and analyse this using the theoretical lenses of gender relations, 

accountability processes, and doing religion. The participant couples seek to achieve 

egalitarianism while facing particularly high structural and ideological barriers within 

Christian traditions, and this chapter examines their interactional manifestations of 

accountability to patriarchal systems, particularly in the way the participants are subject 

to the consequences of others’ assessments and self-assessments. 

Chapter seven explores how the men in this study reflect on their gendered 

identities and make varied attempts to reimagine their masculine identities. The 

discussion focuses on the themes of men feeling counter-cultural, men’s identification 

as feminist and pro-feminist, and men’s reimagined relationship with power inspired by 

progressive Christian theology. The analysis is framed using Connell’s four gender 

relations, including religion as another site where gender relations are evident. Other 

theories I draw from in this analysis include doing religion, hybridisation theory 

(Bridges & Pascoe, 2014), and Gerber’s (2015) concept of “godly” masculinity which 

is useful when analysing the men’s theological rationales for their behaviour.   

In chapter eight, the conclusion, I discuss three distinct contributions of this 

research: firstly, how the analysis of the findings contributes to terminology by offering 

a more workable definition of relationship egalitarianism. The qualitative analysis 

discussed in chapters five, six and seven culminates in this modified definition of 
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relationship egalitarianism I offer; I hope this can be of use for future researchers. 

Secondly, I discuss how the findings of this study offer a contribution to couples 

themselves by highlighting key facilitators for, and constraints to, practicing 

relationship egalitarianism. I discuss how the findings of the study contribute to theory, 

particularly doing religion and gender relations theory. Finally, I conclude by 

discussing the study’s limitations and implications, providing suggestions for future 

research. 

After my bibliography there are six appendices. These include the study’s 

recruitment poster, the information sheet provided to participants, the information sheet 

provided to church leaders, the information sheet provided to tertiary institutions, the 

interview questions, and the University of Otago Ethics Committee approval letter for 

this project. From this introduction I turn now to survey the transdisciplinary literature 

which informs this study.  
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Chapter Two 

Literature review: Gender and intimate relationships 

  

Chapter outline 

In what follows, I survey literature pertinent to my primary research questions. In this 

chapter I explain the transdisciplinary nature of this study, define egalitarian 

relationships, then outline key theories relevant to egalitarian relationships. These key 

theories include doing gender (West & Zimmerman, 1987) and gender relations theory 

(Connell, 2021). I explore Connell’s gender relations theory—power, economic, 

emotional, and symbolic gender relations—and review literature of family studies 

relevant to each of these gender relations. Literature relevant to symbolic gender 

relations will also be further developed in the next chapter. I have organised the 

literature review this way to closely resemble how I will use the literature to frame the 

data analysis in the results chapters. Finally, I review literature pertaining to study of 

masculinities, including hegemonic masculinity, complicit masculinity, “new” and 

caring masculinities, and I outline hybridisation theory, which is used in the data 

chapters to help frame the discussion of masculinities. The following two chapters 

provide a rich theoretical platform from which to analyse the interview participants’ 

narrations in the results chapters. 

Heterosexuality and church involvement—and their intersection—produce 

particular types of sensibilities that shape gendered relationships. In some aspects of the 

couples’ egalitarian lives, religiosity is less relevant, and the facilitators and barriers 

they face when trying to achieve egalitarianism are not that different from non-church-

going couples. Since the family lives of these church-going couples appear to be shaped 

as much by the general cultural and institutional context as by their religious 

community, surveying literature of non-religious family studies and egalitarian 

coupledom is useful to help frame the analysis of the couples’ experiences in the results 

chapters. 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
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Transdisciplinary research 

This research is transdisciplinary.6 I draw from a range of scholarly traditions and 

disciplines including from sociology, family studies, gender studies, religious studies 

and feminist theology from Aotearoa New Zealand and other similar countries 

including Australia, the United States, the United Kingdom, Scandinavia and more. 

These countries, similar to New Zealand, share a Christian history though they differ in 

their current commitment to gender equality. I survey empirical studies of experiences 

of heterosexual couples connected to Protestant spaces in the Aotearoa New Zealand 

context and compare this to couples’ experiences in other contexts which are similar or 

distinct in key ways. As a researcher, my experiences in these different spaces – within 

intimate partnerships, families and religious institutions – enables me to reflexively 

approach these intersections. Key theoretical concepts have emerged at the intersections 

of these scholarly bodies of literature. These broad theorising concepts which create the 

structure of this literature review include relationship egalitarianism and gender—both 

discussed in this chapter—and religion, theology, and egalitarianism, outlined in the 

next chapter. Structuring this review this way allows one to see the intersection of these 

fields; it shows where prior research has discussed these intersections before, and where 

they have not. The interview participants themselves resemble this varied range of 

literature; they occupy multiple spaces and contexts which consist of overlapping and, 

at times, contradictory discourses.  

Each scholarly discipline offers something unique to this project. Sociology 

offers this investigation a symbolic interactionist approach, one which is often utilised 

 
6 While the meaning of inter-, multi- and transdisciplinarity is still contested, there is consensus that 

transdisciplinary research features a focus on socially relevant issues, transcends and integrates 

disciplinary paradigms, draws from participatory research (the inclusion of non-academic actors), and 

focuses on the search for a unity of knowledge beyond disciplines (Carew & Wickson, 2010). Since 

Christians who support gender egalitarianism and biblical equality is an underrepresented group in 

literature, I gathered both academic and non-academic research from the organisation called CBE 

Christians for Biblical Equality; for example, I read their blogs and opinion articles in their online 

Mutuality magazine. While interdisciplinarity analyses, synthesises and harmonises links between 

disciplines into a coherent whole, transdisciplinarity integrates disciplines and transcends their traditional 

boundaries (Choi & Pak, 2006) with a key motivation to go beyond disciplinary divisions. This differs 

from a more traditional disciplinary research approach where progress is reached and assessed by 

referring to the state of research in a specific field (Pohl, 2011). Interestingly, Pulkkinen (2015) argues 

that gender studies is a transdisciplinary discipline and transdisciplinarity as a practice of “intervention” 

is crucial for the construction of gender studies disciplinary identity. I regard my thesis as ultimately 

progressing forward social issues; while it draws from research in a transdisciplinary way, this project 

has a uniquely sociological heartbeat.  
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in empirical studies of religiosity or religious practices within families. Symbolic 

interaction theory, where people actively shape their social worlds rather than simply 

being acted upon, helps to explain how the same religion can be interpreted differently 

by different groups or at different times throughout history.7 This helps to frame 

discussion of how meaning making looks differently as people choose which beliefs 

and practices to regard as sacred or meaningful. Sociology of family and intimate 

partnerships is a wide-ranging field of research with decades of analysis dedicated to 

interrogating heterosexual relationship dynamics. I searched for qualitative studies 

focused on gender equality between Christian partners conducted from a sociological 

perspective, but I found none of any developed nature. I used search terms including 

“gender equality and Christianity” or “egalitarian and Christian couples” in sociological 

abstracts for peer-reviewed publications between the dates of 1990-2020. Since I am 

focusing on gender identities and the way gender influences relationship practice, 

research grounded in gender studies offers rich theoretical frameworks for analysing the 

experiences of the participant couples. Sociology of religion examines religion as both 

a belief system and a social institution, studying the practices, beliefs and structural 

forms of religion. Contemporary sociology of religion has been dominated for decades 

by American sociologists, hence there is a continuing issue described as “American 

exceptionalism” (Turner, 2010, p. 7). This is reflected in my research where a 

substantial amount of research addressing the overlap of religion, family and gender is 

situated within an American context. As opposed to sociology of religion’s more 

structural approach, feminist practical theology offers an insight into deeper theological 

debates which exist in the religious spaces the participants of this study occupy. 

Feminist theology assumes an egalitarian interpretation of the Bible and problematises 

the patriarchal context within which religion is expressed; it allows for a deeper 

understanding of Christian egalitarianism. Feminist theology also reflects the 

theological positioning of the majority of the participants interviewed. I see my 

research as part of the wider feminist theological project to widen and enlarge the 

androcentric traditions of faith and spirituality Christians have inherited. Biblical 

 
7 Barbalet (2009) notes how the term “symbolic interactionism” was first presented by Herbert Blumer 

(1937) and designed to articulate and advance the pragmatic social psychology of George Herbert Mead 

(1934). 

 

https://www.thoughtco.com/symbolic-interaction-theory-3026633
https://www.thoughtco.com/symbolic-interaction-theory-3026633
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interpretation can be divisive in religious circles; by reviewing Biblical arguments 

which address gender egalitarianism from a theological perspective I seek to describe 

key features of a religious rationale underpinning participants’ actions. Without feeling 

limited by these disciplines, I consider it important to acknowledge the boundaries and 

areas of contribution each unique discipline offers this study. Feminist theories span 

across these disciplines highlighting a transdisciplinary sensitivity to power relations 

between men and women. 

 I approach this review mindful of the different paradigms within which 

sociology of religion and feminist theology operate in. Historically, the social sciences 

and practical theology have collaboratively worked together. Practical theology focuses 

on the practice of the church as it interacts with the practice of society, gaining wisdom 

from multiple sources in order to assess and reconstruct Christian practices. Coakley 

(2013) speaks of the tension of bringing theology and the social sciences together. She 

claims that the social sciences, including sociology of religion and family, are often 

presumed as tools of theological reduction; whereas, she views this interdisciplinary 

approach as an important tool for theological awareness. Theology is an important, yet 

often overlooked element of doing religion from a sociological perspective, and it is 

essential for analysing the intersection of Christian spirituality with egalitarian 

relationship praxis. Practical theologian Swain (2011) views the task of theology as 

similar to the human sciences’ endeavour to “reflect upon the human person’s relation 

to him/herself and to the other, both intrapsychic and interpersonal” (p. 12). In contrast 

to this, sociologist of religion Flanagan (2001) remarks that, “Those who can affirm a 

religious faith and an affiliation with sociology are likely to be treated with suspicion 

by all parties” (p. 432). He does, however, consider the relation of sociology to 

theology is important because of how people are “hunting for the sacred” in all facets of 

culture, including “communion with otherness and the attempt to get beyond the 

boundaries of selfhood” (p. 433). The study of the sacred within sociology of religion 

studies the collective experience of sacredness as a distinctive force, which differs from 

the ‘religious’ or the institutions and beliefs that give expression to religions (Turner, 

2010). Theology enables a deeper, probing insight into the sacred aspects of couples’ 

experiences and beliefs about equality.  
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Theologians and social scientists often make reference to epistemology. An 

important underlying epistemological assumption within qualitative research is the 

perspective of social constructivism, presuming that reality is open to a variety of 

different interpretations and cannot be accessed in a pure, uninterrupted form. The 

notion that the definition of reality is flexible, and open to negotiation depending on 

perception, knowledge, and power structures can be problematic when working with 

theological assumptions that assume there is a reality out there that we describe as God. 

Yet, Swinton and Mowat (2016) explain that to adopt a constructivist approach means 

understanding that: 

Our ability to understand and define what reality is, is always limited and 

constantly filtered through a process of interpretation and construction; a 

process influenced by social, cultural, spiritual, and interpersonal factors (p. 35). 

This research is needed in order to provide a current insight into beliefs and experiences 

of relationship egalitarianism between men and women drawing from progressive 

Christian discourse. 

Defining relationship egalitarianism 

It took more than 150 years to establish the love-based, male breadwinner 

marriage as the dominant model in North America and Western Europe. It took 

less than 25 years to dismantle it (Coontz, 2005, p. 247). 

Gender-role egalitarianism is defined as the belief that “the sex of an individual should 

not influence the perception of an individual's abilities or the determination of an 

individual's rights, obligations, and opportunities” (Beere, King, Beere, & King, 1984, 

p. 564). Instead of using descriptive terms like gender equality or gender equity, I am 

using the term relationship egalitarianism throughout this thesis to describe the 

experiences of couples specifically located within Christian spaces. This is because 

“egalitarian”—as well as signifying Beer et al. (1984) definition of gender-role 

egalitarianism—also describes a gender relations belief system within Christianity, one 

that is in opposition to complementarianism. Researchers define egalitarianism within 

the family using slightly different terms, but they capture the same idea. Egalitarian is a 

term used by Jackson (1999) in her discussion of heterosexuality as a way to describe a 

more liberating narrative for women in contrast to the “confines of heterosexual 

relations which privilege men’s desires” (p. 31). Could egalitarianism be, as Giddens 
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(1992) famously suggested, the key to an ideal relationship between men and women? 

“The type of intimacy involved in ‘the pure relationship’ necessarily requires equality 

between the parties to the relationship, that is a shared sense of self-disclosure and 

contributing on an equal footing to the relationship” (Jamieson, 1999, p. 478). 

Domestic gender egalitarianism has more recently been defined as an arrangement that 

has become a goal for many families, where partners share housework, childcare and 

paid employment (Davis, Greenstein & Gerteisen Marks, 2007; Wilcox & Dew, 2013). 

The attitudinal construction of egalitarianism in heterosexual partnerships has 

historically been researched through the use of the sex role egalitarian scale which 

assesses respondents’ attitudes toward the equality of men and women.8 In contrast to 

the “traditional” narrative governing heterosexual relationships, there is a new narrative 

to describe contemporary marriage and partnerships as more egalitarian, flexible, and 

fair than those of the past (Kornrich, Brines & Leupp, 2013; Brame, Kuss, McLain & 

Kimberly, 2017). There continues to be discussion about how to understand and 

measure gender equality: is the equal sharing of every task, and the equal representation 

of men and women in every sphere, the only aim of and adequate measure of gender 

equality? This study has been conducted with these questions in mind.  

Key theories 

“Doing gender”  

An understanding of egalitarian heterosexuality begins with gender. According to the 

“doing gender” theory (West & Zimmerman, 1987) gender is not something that 

individuals possess; rather, it is something they “do.” This theory’s explanatory power 

lies in the interactional domain: as men and women, we constantly do gender, through 

our behaviours, choices and appearances. In contrast to the essentialist idea that 

gendered behaviour is biologically determined or inherently natural, a constructionist 

 
8 The SRES (King & King, 1993) assesses egalitarianism with five subscales, each of which pertains to a 

different domain of adult living (marital roles, parental roles, educational roles, employment roles, and 

social-interpersonal-heterosexual roles). Items are rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). There is a large body of evidence that supports its reliability and validity 

(see King & King, 1997, for a summary.)  Karakurt and Cumbie (2012) used a shorter version of the 

SRES for their study which included 25 attitudinal statements related to gender-based stereotyping. 

These statements require the respondent to evaluate judgments about men and women assuming non-

traditional roles. This was first used by Beere et al. (1984) and has since been used in a number of studies 

(Crossman, Stith & Bender, 1990; Karakurt & Cumbie, 2012). 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10896-011-9408-y#ref-CR4
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view sees gender as a product of social, cultural, and religious influences (Porter, 

2015). Performance theory, and in particular Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990) 

spearheaded the notion of self-authoring and subject formation through gendered 

performances. Social observations of gender presentation, through the way one dresses, 

talks and moves, exposes the ways in which the gender binary reflects social norms 

rather than natural facts (Burke, 2016; Porter, 2015). This literature review reflects the 

modern social constructionist perspective that is underpinned by an assumption, 

particularly in Western and European-influenced contexts, that gender relies on 

normative understandings of femininity and masculinity. 

The focus on relational dynamics between cis-gendered men and women is 

deliberate yet does not ignore that New Zealand’s household composition is moving 

away from the nuclear family type and other family forms including cohabitation, serial 

monogamy, lone parenthood, step-parenthood, queer relationships and the single-

person household, among others, are accepted (Du Plessis & Diggelmann, 2018). The 

investigation into how other couple configurations experience and understand 

egalitarianism, however, goes beyond the scope of this project and this review 

regretfully omits many such studies. Similar to other gender scholarship discussing 

gender beyond the binary, my arguments about gender egalitarianism begins by 

acknowledging the existence of relevant physiological, hormonal, and social 

differences between “males” and “females” (Davis, 2017, p. 19). This study examines 

the extent to which church-going men and women challenge gender norms and their 

engagement with hybridising beliefs and practices which both challenge and reinforce 

hegemonic norms. In this study I use the concept of gender as a binary. I find this a 

useful framing for my study because in this gender hierarchy, so-called feminine tasks 

have been valued less (and paid less) than their opposite male counterpart. This study 

does not seek to maintain heteronormativity or heterosexual privilege—which many 

aspects of the social seek to perpetuate.  

Traditional or specialised sex roles between men and women, discussed by 

scholars (Becker, 1981; Berger & Kellner, 1964; Parsons, 1949), captures an 

arrangement that has come to be understood as a “traditional” heterosexual intimate 

relationship. The term “traditional”  used throughout refers to a prescription of gender-

based responsibilities in marriage and     can refer to a situation where the woman of a 
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heterosexual partnership performs the bulk of the domestic work and childcare and the 

man performs the bulk of paid work outside of the home (Bjørnholt, 2011; Coontz, 

2005). The Norwegian sociologist Oystein Holter (2005) argues that the division 

between the public and private spheres; for example, the economy being culturally 

defined as men’s world, while the domestic sphere being defined as women’s world, is 

the structural basis of the modern gender order in capitalist countries. The social 

relations that govern work in these two spheres are different. In the economy, labour-

power is bought and sold, and the accumulation of social and economic capital. In the 

home, work involving housework, cooking and childcare is unpaid and is done for love 

or “mutual obligation” (Connell, 2021, p. 81). The products of the labour are a gift, 

something which Hochschild’s (1989) theorised as an economy of gratitude where 

spouses voice gratitude and other forms of appreciation for doing household labour. 

She argues that this gratitude is indicative of their views of each other’s behaviour as 

exceeding normative gender expectations. Moreover, out notions of masculinity and 

femininity are closely connected with this conventional division of the public versus 

private sphere; from these structural differences flow our ideas about the different 

natures of men and women’ (Connell, 2021, p.81). However, there has been an increase 

in rejection of traditional gender ideology across European countries and in the United 

States, and the notion that partners performing specialised roles produces more stable 

relationships is being challenged (Bellani & Esping‐ Andersen, 2020). Nonetheless, 

women continue to struggle between the ideals of gender equality and the lived realities 

of inequality in heterosexual partnerships, even in countries that foster a rhetoric of 

equality (Jurva, 2020).  

Gender relations theory 

The doing gender theoretical model has proven to be enormously influential among 

scholars as a useful framework for understanding the social construction of gender. 

These ideas surrounding the doing gender theory have been challenged in the following 

decades by scholars, especially through two paradigm shifts: gender is relational 

(Connell, 2021) and gender is performative (Butler, 1990). Connell’s gender relations 

framework for understanding and analysing intimate relationships was first developed 

in her landmark book Gender & Power in 1987 and has since kept it up to date and 

relevant, with the most recent version being published in 2021. Connell’s four-

https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1111/jomf.12638#jomf12638-bib-0015
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dimensional model views gender as a social structure and distinguishes (1) power 

relations, (2) economic relations, (3) emotional attachment and antagonism (which 

Connell refers to as relations of cathexis), and (4) symbolic relations including 

communication and representation. These four dimensions of gender are not separate 

institutions; in real-life contexts they constantly interweave. No economic division, for 

instance, could be sustained very long without symbolic justification. I now review 

literature focused on egalitarian heterosexual couples and organise the findings relative 

to various gender relations including power, economic, emotional, and symbolic gender 

relations. I organise it this way to show how I will use this literature to frame the 

analysis in the results chapters. 

Power relations: Accountability to patriarchal gender expectations  

The first dimension of the gender relations model focuses on power relations. The 

power dimension of gender is central to the concept of patriarchy—the idea of men as a 

dominant sex class. This underpinning system of male domination, integrated and 

reinforced at all societal levels, sustains gender inequality and perpetuates women’s 

disadvantage (Few-Demo & Allen, 2020). Seeing that power is not allocated equally to 

men and women in societal norms, it is important that understanding the power 

dimension of gender relations takes into account how women and men are held 

accountable to patriarchal gender expectations at institutional, interpersonal, and 

intrapersonal levels (Hollander, 2013). Accountability involves someone’s knowledge 

that others will evaluate their behaviour and the way that this knowledge shapes their 

thoughts and actions before they even act, a process which Hollander (2013) claims is 

often unconscious. In the analysis of the participant couples’ experiences, I will 

examine how accountability functions in interaction. Hollander (2013) proposes 

thinking of accountability as a three-part interactional system that produces gender, 

starting with people’s orientation to sex category. The second part often occurs at an 

unconscious level, which is people’s self-assessment and how they evaluate 

themselves, considering what accounts their appearance and behaviour may elicit. The 

third part is a process of enforcement, where people hold each other—and themselves—

responsible for their accomplishment of gender by implementing interactional 

consequences for conformity or nonconformity. The interconnections among the three 

elements of the accountability system—orientation, assessment, and enforcement—will 

be explored in the results chapters. If people are always being held accountable to 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
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society’s gender ideals through institutions and peoples judgements, some sociologists 

argue that this precludes the possibility of egalitarian social change (Messerschmidt, 

2009; West & Zimmerman, 2009). To resolve this theoretical limitation of the original 

“doing gender” model, some suggest a shift in analytical focus away from gender’s 

“doing” toward its “undoing” (Risman, 2009). Whilst West and Zimmerman 

(2009) disagree that any expansion of gendered practices constitutes it’s undoing, they 

suggest, instead, focusing on gender’s “redoing”—seeing that gendered accountability 

structures still exist, even in modified or less restrictive forms. Religion plays a distinct 

role in this process of redoing gender, which the findings of this study illustrate.  

Feminism invites people to re-think and re-form our understanding of gender 

relations and move away from a hierarchy of power and binary opposites on the basis 

of sex. According to Turner and Maschi (2014) feminism emphasises the importance of 

the social, political and economic structures that shape human societies and stresses that 

gender must be considered when examining the effects of oppression and domination 

and power and powerlessness in our society (Beauvoir, 1960; Steinem, 1983). Feminist 

scholarship has attempted to reposition the focus of study from female subjectivities to 

an interrogation of masculinities with the aim of understanding not “women” but of 

power relations (Pearson, 2019). This process of examining male power is difficult; and 

Pearson (2019) acknowledges this saying, “interrupting this stability while at the  same  

time invoking its terms…is tricky” (p. 2). I recognise the significance of this as I 

attempt to problematise dynamics of gender inequality between men and women in my 

study. A feminist interrogation of masculinity repositions the attention from female 

subjectivities to the problematisation of men (Parpart & Zalewski, 2008) and draws 

attention to patriarchy and gendered practices, emphasising structural inequalities, but 

also women’s subjectivities (Pearson, 2019). This approach is not about relegating 

feminism or women within gendered methodologies; the “man question” is squarely 

targeted at asserting the significance of gendered relations—of gender as power.  

Economic relations: Division of household labour 

According to Connell (2021) economic relations refers to the differences in the work 

done by men and by women and the gendered divisions of labour. This exposes patterns 

of inequality within the distribution of labour, and for the purpose of the data analysis I 

focus on three aspects of this: the participants’ involvement with and attitudes towards 

paid employment, their division of household labour, including the division of 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1080/02650533.2014.941282
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household-related mental labour. For decades scholars have recognised the unequal 

division of household labour as being at the heart of gendered heterosexual intimate 

relationships. Two important dynamics exist within families and intimate partnerships: 

the actual division of labour and the perceived division of labour or levels of 

egalitarianism. Each have a distinct effect on the relationship and individual wellbeing, 

particularly when they do not match. Some researchers refer to this as a family myth, 

where couples are sharing unequally but still claim they are equal (Hochschild, 1989; 

Singleton & Maher, 2004). Men’s reporting discrepancies also show that more men 

than women perceive their couple relationship as gender-equal, that mental and 

physical household labour is equally shared, even when this is not the case (Treas & 

Tai, 2012; Harryson et al., 2012). Researchers often classify egalitarian and traditional 

roles based on how household tasks are assigned according to gender. Feminine 

household tasks usually are time-consuming, frequently reoccurring, occur inside the 

home, and offer little schedule flexibility (Chan, Hall, & Anderson, 2014; Perry-

Jenkins, Newkirk, & Ghunney, 2013). Masculine tasks, in contrast, typically are 

sporadic, occur outside the home, and are high-control tasks (for example, lawn care; 

Kornrich, Brines & Leupp, 2013; Brame et al., 2017). The interchange—or lack 

thereof—with these tasks within the couple is what forms the spectrum of defining 

traditional and egalitarian roles within a relationship (Lindsey, 2015). Egalitarian 

attitudes are not necessarily limited to assessments of tasks being performed within the 

household; researchers have also extended it to include attitudes towards marriage and 

children. There is a major exception to this growth in egalitarian attitudes. Transitions 

to parenting have been regularly found to reinforce gendered attitudes, as the new 

parents become more supportive of a provider-carer division of labour between men 

and women (Kaufman et al., 2016) resulting in a larger change in the division of labour 

of couples (Baxter, Hewitt & Haynes, 2008; Kuhhirt, 2011). However, statistical 

analysis of 310 couples from the British Household Panel Survey between 1992-2007 

suggests that higher absolute wages and more egalitarian attitudes of women before 

motherhood reduce the shift towards a more traditional division of labour after couples 

have their first child (Schober, 2013). Despite changing attitudes over the past forty 

years toward the traditional male breadwinner family model among heterosexual 

couples (Cunningham, 2005; Rosenfeld, 2007) housework is still highly divided by 

gender lines (Bianchi, Sayer, Milkie & Robinson, 2012). Despite the increase in 

women’s employment and research showing that women reduced the hours they spent 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6663107/#R42


28 
 

taking care of the home while men increased their share (Altintas & Sullivan, 2016; 

Carlson & Lynch, 2017) women—employed or not, working part-time or full-time—

continue to do significantly more household labour than employed men. Many of these 

tasks are what researchers label feminine, which are the time-consuming, routine tasks 

such as cooking and cleaning and the mental labour of planning and managing 

(Daminger, 2019; Kornrich et al., 2013; Pagnan & Wadsworth, 2015). In light of these 

findings, the participant couples’ economic relations will be examined and 

problematised in the results chapters.  

 

Economic relations: Equally sharing couples? 

Many couples who identify as equal sharers overestimate the equality and balance in 

their division of household labour. In this study I explore the extent to which couples 

who identify as egalitarian overestimate the equal distribution of household labour. 

Prior research shows that men’s contributions are sometimes exaggerated. In her large-

scale study of dual-earner couples in America, Deutsch (1999) observed that couples 

“develop shared mythologies about the division of labour at home, and may think that 

they are sharing the work at home even when they are not” (p. 241). Her interview 

participants self-identified as equal sharers and had to meet the following criteria to 

participate: both husband and wife had to agree to participate, both had to work at least 

20 hours a week for pay, required to have at least one child under 18 living at home. 

Deutsch (1999) categorised the couples she studied into five groups: equal sharers, 

potential equal sharers, two groups of unequal couples: 60-40 couples and 75-25 

couples, and alternating-shift couples (p. 241). To be selected as “an equally sharing 

couple” husbands and wives had to agree that each contributed 50 percent. In her study 

a large number of couples initially reported a 50-50 division of labour, but their 

subsequent reports concerning concrete childcare tasks belied their claim of equality. 

Deutsch (1999) observes that “their initial ‘50-50’ answer often simply reflected their 

belief that the division between them was fair” (p. 24). To combat this, Deutsch and her 

research team encouraged their participants “to make a distinction between equality and 

fairness” (p. 242). Deutsch (1999) writes, “Even when equality is intended, putting 

egalitarian principles into practice is a shaky and messy business…couples negotiate, 

struggle, and co-operate to create an equally sharing family” (p. 13).  
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When studying couples’ commitment to equality sociologists have found it 

useful to place couples’ experiences on a gender relations spectrum. According to 

Davis, Greenstein and Gerteisen Marks (2007) usually this spectrum: 

Ranges from traditional (favouring a strict male breadwinner/female 

homemaker structure based on the Western notion of separate spheres) to 

egalitarian (spouses being equal partners, sharing equally in work inside and 

outside the home) (p. 1248). 

Other scaling terminology used in prior studies include “moderately egalitarian” to 

“very egalitarian” couples (Pollock, Die & Marriott, 1990) “near peers” versus “peer 

marriage” (Schwartz, 1994), “pragmatic egalitarianism” versus “symbolic 

traditionalism” (Gallagher, 2004) and “equal sharers” versus “potential equal sharers” 

(Deutsch, 1999), and “normative” versus “norm-violating” couples (Gaunt, 2013). 

However, their research still leaves largely unexplored specific facilitators and barriers 

at an ideological level partners process which influence their behaviour; this is an 

important distinction between prior research and the current research.  

The Work-Sharing Couples Study was an action research project conducted in 

Norway in the early 1970s to reconcile work, family and gender equality in families. Its 

design involved both spouses working part-time and sharing childcare and housework. 

Bjørnholt’s (2011) follow-up study focuses on the original sixteen heterosexual couples 

thirty years later and reveals that men play a key role in sustaining egalitarian practices 

within partnerships. She referred to this as a “constructive use of male power” 

(Bjornholt, 2011, p. 3). Men’s power within heterosexual partnerships to contribute to 

the creation of a more equal relationship is important to investigate, and this is a 

primary reason why my project examines the voices and experiences of men and not 

solely women's experiences. More recently, Jurva (2020) studied women’s narrations of 

their experiences of heterosexual relationships in Finland. Drawing on feminist research 

on heterosexuality and affect theory, she argues that an egalitarian narrative—what she 

refers to as a progress narrative—can be affirmative and empowering for women, but at 

the  same  time, it invites women to accept male dominance as an inevitable part of a 

heterosexual life. Both of these studies, conducted in a Nordic context, highlight 

different nuances of agentic power to change within partnerships. Bjornholt (2011) 

discusses the possibility of the constructive use of male power to create egalitarian 

dynamics in relationship, whereas, in contrast, Jurva (2020) argues that a progressive 
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relationship is likely to disguise deeper patterns of male dominance. Her omission of 

discussion about a constructive use of male power could signal that Jurva (2020) cannot 

imagine an egalitarian heterosexuality detached from hegemonic gender norms. 

In her ground-breaking book, Peer Marriage: How Love Between Equals Really 

Works Schwartz’ (1994) analysis of non-religious heterosexual couples in the US 

reveals their struggle to put egalitarian ideals into practice. Schwartz describes these 

couples as “near peers”—those who admire egalitarian relations between men and 

women, but cannot figure out how to see their ideals realised.9 For partners in a near-

peer relationship, “both are likely to work and to believe in female equality, but the 

man usually has veto power in a way the woman does not” (Schwartz, 1994, p. 2). 

Schwartz (1994, p. 2) observed that “much of the Western world fits the near peer 

description.” These categories of couples described as “potential equal sharers” 

(Deutsch, 1999) and near peers (Schwartz, 1994) are just as relevant today as when 

they first featured in her discussion and are particularly relevant for my study. Despite a 

number of developments in the field of equality within relationships, there remains a 

need for the development of practical tools which enable “near peer couples” to 

develop their practice of equality.  

Economic relations: Division of household-related mental labour 

Hochschild (1989) defined “management of domestic life” as a category of work that 

entails “remembering, planning, and scheduling domestic chores and events” (p. 276). 

The definition of mental labour has since developed to refer to the invisible labour 

associated with the household and family, historically performed by women, including 

organising and task management (Robertson, Anderson, Hall & Kim, 2019). Distinct 

from emotional labour such as providing encouragement or advice (Lee & Waite, 

2005), acknowledging and managing emotions in its unpaid form called emotion work 

(Hochschild, 2012) mental labour or cognitive labour (Daminger, 2019) has been 

defined as household management (Treas & Tai, 2012) and “thinking performed for the 

 
9 Prior to this study, Pepper Schwartz and Philip Blumstein published the results of a large study called 

American Couples in 1983 which included questionnaires and 600 interviews with married, cohabitating, 

lesbian and gay members of couples. Schwartz reflects on how this study revealed that there were many 

same-sex couples with an egalitarian relationship, but very few such heterosexual couples. This finding 

made her want to investigate what makes couples ‘get past traditions of gender and construct a 

relationship built on equality’ (Schwartz, 1994, p. 1). Similar to her study, yet uniquely different, I am 

investigating how church-going couples get past traditions of gender embedded in a wider patriarchal 

religious context in order to construct an egalitarian reality for themselves. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0003122419859007
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sake of accomplishing family goals” (Robertson et al., 2019, p.196). Mental labour is a 

concept which has largely evolved from sociologists’ writings including Hochschild’s 

introduction of emotional labour in 1983, her ground-breaking book The Second Shift 

published in 1989, and later from Walzer’s “worry work” (1996). Whilst there has been 

substantial research focused on the division of physical household labour, analysis of 

how men and women divide and share the cognitive aspect of labour within 

partnerships and families is less developed. In the context of long-term planning and 

decision-making in relationships, women devote more mental energy to anticipating the 

demands of parenthood and reconciling partners’ competing career needs (Bass, 2015; 

Wong, 2017). It is increasingly common in family work studies to include measures for 

these three constructs: physical chores, childcare, and emotion work (Erickson, 2005; 

Pedersen, 2017). Robertson et al. (2019) argue that labour division studies are 

inadequate if they neglect to measure mental labour responsibilities in an empirically 

derived way and that we need a fourth category of family care that includes the mental 

work related to managerial and family caregiving responsibility. In their US study 

drawing from focus group interviews with 25 mothers, Robertson et al. (2019) 

investigated family-related mental labour performed by mothers. Based on their 

findings from interviews with mothers, they offer a robust definition of mental labour: 

“Distinct from housework chores, childcare, and emotion work, mental labour emerged 

as thinking activity performed for the sake of accomplishing family goals” (p.184) 

They identified six forms of mental labour: planning and strategising, monitoring and 

anticipating needs, metaparenting, knowing (learning and remembering), managerial 

thinking (including delegating and instructing), and self-regulation. Robertson et al. 

(2019) argue that mental labour conceptualisation needs to be grounded in the lived 

experiences and concerns of those—generally mothers—who do this work. This leaves 

unaccounted for, however, male partners who desire to carry mental labour, and further 

analysis is needed regarding the ways in which their actions both resist and reproduce 

patterns of inequality. This study adds to this important body of research focused on 

mental labour by carefully examining the participant couples’ narrations of how they 

divide mental labour between them, capturing the experiences of both men, women, 

mothers and fathers. Egalitarianism allows for resistance to the prevailing household 

labour system, especially when gender is detached from household work altogether. 

Some researchers assert that men who embrace an equal family institution and de-

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0003122419859007
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0003122419859007


32 
 

gendering of domestic labour are important allies in furthering gender equality in 

society as a whole (Lund, Meriläinen & Tienari, 2019). 

 

Economic relations: Paid employment  

How paid employment intersects with patterns of inequality and equality in 

relationships has been assessed in depth by scholars. Reviewing the decade of literature 

written in the 1990s on household labour Coltrane (2000) states that:  

Most studies show that women who are employed longer hours, earn more 

money, have more education, and endorse gender equity do less housework, 

whereas men who are employed fewer hours, have more education, and endorse 

gender equity do more of the housework (p. 1210). 

More recent research highlights similar trends. There is mounting evidence that when 

time spent on both paid and unpaid work is combined, the total number of hours 

contributed by partners is much more equal (Buehler & O’Brien, 2011) which reaps 

positive benefits including increased economic freedom, more satisfying relationships 

(Petriglieri, 2019) and lower-than-average chance of divorce (Bellani & Esping‐

Andersen, 2020; Schoen, Rogers, & Amato, 2006). 

Research on egalitarianism in couples and families tends to emphasise clear 

intersections with paid employment in a number of key ways: firstly, that mothers are 

more likely than other women and men to work part-time (Francesconi & Gosling, 

2005; Treas & Tai, 2012; Coltrane, 2000). Secondly, how involvement in part-time 

paid employment contributes to the wage gap between women and men, and third, the 

relationship between inequality inside and outside of the home (Sigle-Rushton & 

Waldfogel, 2007). Seeing that there are no differences between non-employed and part-

time employed mothers in the proportion of family work they contribute, prior research 

has suggested that it takes full-time employment to shift the proportions of family work 

toward greater equality between mothers and fathers (Barnett & Gareis, 2002; Stier & 

Lewin-Epstein, 2000). Despite the trend that dual income earning heterosexual couples 

tend to be more egalitarian, studies clearly show that women are still more likely to 

carry out more household labour despite her paid employment hours. One study showed 

that within couples where both partners worked as physicians, the female physicians 

carried the larger home and childcare burden, completed more childcare than their 

partners, and made larger work-related sacrifices to support the couple relationship 

https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1111/fare.12405#fare12405-bib-0069
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3237952/#R2
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(Esmiol Wilson, Knudson-Martin, & Wilson, 2014). Despite the clear indication that 

women tend to engage with the “double burden” of household labour whilst occupying 

positions of paid employment, the domain of work and employment is an important 

source of well‐being and identity-formation for both women and men.   

Emotional relations: Relationship satisfaction 

Emotional relations are structured in gender terms. Emotional commitments may be 

strongly loving and strongly hostile towards the object. Emotional relations between 

partners, parents and children are gendered. For example, the relationship between a 

parent and child is likely to be strongly gendered when the care for young children is 

seen as the business of women. Since many of the participant couples have young 

children, these various gendered emotional attachments will be analysed, with a 

particular focus in chapter six. The participants’ various emotional dynamics within 

their partnerships and families help us further understand the complexities of gender 

relations. 

Emotional gender relations go hand in hand with economic gender relations, 

particularly regarding the division of household labour. Prior research paints a visceral 

and unhappy picture of women being burdened by household-related mental labour in 

heterosexual partnerships. Regarding the division of mental labour among women and 

men in dual‐earner families, findings show that while mothers and fathers are equally 

likely to think about family matters, these thoughts are only detrimental to emotional 

well‐being in mothers (Offer, 2014), contributes to the greater risk of ill health among 

women (Väänänen et al., 2005), and that perceiving the division of household labour as 

not only unequal, but also unfair, increases the risk of psychological distress (Harryson, 

Strandh, Hammarström & Laks, 2012). Unequal household labour distribution 

disempowers and disadvantages women by restricting women's paid employment, this 

allows men to accumulate power from the more highly valued sectors (Few-Demo & 

Allen, 2020). These observations and criticisms, however, leave little room for 

discussion about ways in which power dynamics can be renegotiated between men and 

women; a distinct contribution this research can add to the literature on household 

labour.  

 

There is a well-documented link between gender equality and relationship 

quality and individual well-being (Jonathan & Knudson-Martin, 2012; Loscocco & 

https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1080/15332691.2014.953652
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Walzer, 2013; Gaunt, 2006; Rosenfeld, Thomas & Falcon, 2017). Egalitarianism—

which seeks to eliminate distinctions between women and men and gender-based roles 

and responsibilities—is linked to higher levels of relationship satisfaction. These 

findings indicate that the new ideal of de-gendering domestic responsibilities is 

powerful in shaping expectations for harmonious and fulfilling relationships and 

increased marital happiness and lower levels of psychological distress. A UK study 

which surveyed 248 heterosexual couples found that greater similarity between partners 

is associated with higher levels of relationship satisfaction (Gaunt, 2006), while a 

survey of 3,117 couples in the Netherlands revealed that both partners reported higher 

life satisfaction when they themselves had more modern gender role attitudes and lower 

levels of family traditionalism (Keizer & Komter, 2015). This emphasis on similarity 

extends to the division of household labour. Reviewing literature on housework in the 

1990s, Coltrane (2000) states that consensus across this large body of research showed 

that:  

When women shoulder a disproportionate share of responsibility for housework, 

their perceptions of fairness and marital satisfaction decline, and depending on 

gender ideology and other mediating factors, marital conflict and women’s 

depression increase. For men, in contrast, divisions of household labour and 

perceptions of fairness are typically unrelated to personal well-being or 

relationship satisfaction (p. 1209).  

Perceptions of the division of household labour as unfair not only decrease women’s 

relationship quality, but also lead to role strain that makes them more likely to end 

unsatisfying marriages (Frisco & Williams, 2003). Gender inequality in domestic work 

contributes to gender differences in psychological distress, with women having higher 

levels of distress than men (Harryson, Novo & Hammarström, 2012). Studies find that 

women who endorse gender complementary relationship roles report more negative 

relationship and psychological well-being experiences—including lower relationship 

satisfaction, lower relationship confidence, lower educational expectations, and greater 

depression (Casad, Salazar & Macina, 2015). This has been a long-documented pattern, 

with one long-term study of patients in Oregon finding that unequal decision-making 

power in marriage was associated with a higher risk of death for women (Hibbard & 

Pope, 1993). 
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In contrast to this, evidence suggests that egalitarian practices contribute 

significantly to relationship satisfaction, particularly marital satisfaction (Kaufman, 

2000; Randles, 2016).) In a study that looked at the relationship between egalitarian 

views and marital happiness, women who perceived themselves to be in egalitarian 

marriages reported increased marital happiness both concurrently and fifteen years later 

(LeBaron, Miller, & Yorgason, 2014). A large study analysing peoples’ perceptions of 

egalitarian and traditional couple practices showed that among advocates of change, 

violations of traditional family roles elicit applause rather than criticism and perceive 

role-reversing couples as exchanging appreciation and gratefulness while experiencing 

decreased levels of negative feelings (Gaunt, 2013). One study showed that partners 

with similar human capital resources or with a similar commitment to paid work are 

less likely to divorce (Schoen, Rogers, & Amato, 2006) and more current research 

highlights that divorce risks are declining in tandem with the embrace of more gender 

similarity in couple arrangements (Bellani & Esping‐Andersen, 2020). However, prior 

research reveals that male partners can become antagonistic towards a female partner’s 

egalitarianism. Based on survey data of 87 heterosexual couples recruited from an 

American University campus, Karakurt and Cumbie (2012) studied pathways to 

intimate relationship aggression using a series of questionnaires.10 They found that 

women who had high egalitarian values and low hostile and benevolent sexist values 

were more likely to report being a victim of relationship aggression. These researchers 

speculate that men might be interpreting their partner’s high level of egalitarian attitude 

as controlling toward themselves, which, in turn, might lead to aggression. They assert 

that additional research is needed to understand males’ interpretation of females’ 

egalitarian attitudes in the manifestation of relationship aggression. 

Symbolic relations   

Connell (2021) argues that language is a common analysed site of symbolic gender 

relations. The best-known theory of how gender symbolism is structured comes from 

the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan. Lacan's analysis of the phallus as master-

symbol led to a view of language as phallocentric: a system in which the place of 

authority, the privileged subjectivity, is always the masculine. Since culture is 

patriarchal at its core, the only way to contest patriarchal meanings is to escape known 

 
10 For their study, the questionnaires were based on the Dominance Scale, Sex Role Egalitarianism Scale, 

The Ambivalent Sexism Inventory, and Conflict Tactics Scale 2. 

https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1111/fare.12405#fare12405-bib-0069
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forms of language (Connell, 2021, p.85). Hence French feminist thinkers such as 

Xaviere Gauthier (1981) developed an interest in women's writing as an oppositional 

practice that, to exist at all, had to subvert the conventions of culture. The use of 

subversive feminist language in a religious setting will be explored in the next literature 

review chapter. The participants’ use of symbolic gendered language and its connection 

with egalitarian relationship praxis will be analysed in the results chapters.  

Masculinity and a “constructive use of male power”  

Research into gender equality in the family consistently reveals that it matters how men 

utilise power in heterosexual partnerships since men’s attitudes are more likely to 

influence gender equality within a relationship (Hochschild, 1989; Cunningham, 2005; 

Dempsey, 2002; Greenstein, 1996; Gauthier & Forsyth, 1999; Bjørnholt, 2011; Lund, 

Meriläinen & Tienari, 2019) and that men’s liberal attitudes and actions within 

relationships are conduits for increased levels of equality and relationship satisfaction 

(Coltrane, 2000; Gaunt, 2013; Kaufman, 2000; LeBaron et al., 2014; Randles, 2016). 

This trend is well captured by Connell’s (2005) assertion that “men act as gate-keepers 

for gender equality” (p.1802). Seeing that power dynamics lie at the heart of how 

partners divide household labour, it is important to focus on masculinity and the role of 

men’s power within heterosexual relationships. The roles gender and power play in 

heterosexual partnerships have been explored in prior research (Blanton & Vandergriff-

Avery, 2001; Carlson & Lynch, 2017; Esmiol Wilson, Knudson Martin, C., & Wilson, 

2014). Esmiol Wilson et al. (2014) argue that in order for women and men to 

experience a balance of power in intimate partnerships, this requires more movement 

from male partners, involving men voluntarily relinquishing their power. This distinct 

aspect of power sharing has been documented by other researchers. For example, the 

Work-Sharing Couples study was an action research project conducted in Norway in 

the early 1970s on how work, family and gender equality were reconciled within 

families. Its design involved both spouses working part-time and sharing childcare and 

housework. Bjørnholt’s (2011) follow-up study focused on the original 16 heterosexual 

couples 30 years later and revealed that the male partners play a key role in sustaining 

egalitarian practices within partnerships in particular ways: their subscription to the 

contemporary concept of a pro-feminist masculinity, promoting the careers of their 

partners, and their authoritative agency in promoting more egalitarian patterns of work 

and care in their own families. Bjørnholt (2011, p.3) referred to this as a “constructive 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/144078302128756525
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use of male power.” Men’s use of power within heterosexual partnerships to contribute 

to the creation of a more equal relationship has been explored by other researchers. 

Coontz (2005), for instance, claimed that a key contributing factor in the historical 

changes in marriage from more traditional to more egalitarian is husbands having to 

respond positively to their wives’ requests for change. This is corroborated by 

psychologist John Gottman and his team who conducted longitudinal research 

predicting marital dissolution. Gottman and his team found evidence that it is 

particularly the ability of men to accept influence from women (but not the converse) 

that is predictive of the longitudinal success of the marriage in terms of marital stability 

(Gottman, Levenson & Wayne, 1999). Later Gottman (2011) discovered that if a man 

responds positively to his wife’s request for change, that is one of the best indicators 

that they will stay together and is essential for couple well-being. These trends in 

research signal that men need to adapt more than women in relationships for an 

egalitarian relationship to become more viable, which is why the interview data will be 

analysed with a particularly focus on masculinity. It is of interest to study men who 

change the priorities in their own lives—and resist patriarchal structures which benefit 

them—in order to act as local agents of change towards gender equality. Yet, a 

constructive use of male power, or masculinity striving to be more egalitarianism, is 

fraught with varying levels of ambivalence and contradictions; thus, a feminist 

interrogation of masculinity necessarily examines power more fully. The theories of 

hegemonic masculinity and other hybrid masculinities, including complicit, new, and 

caring masculinities, will be used to frame the analysis in the results chapters. The 

theory of hybridisation (Bridges & Pascoe, 2014) is crucial to this discussion. 

Hegemonic masculinity 

Masculinity, in the context of contemporary Western patriarchy, occupies a privileged 

hegemonic position of power compared to others. This is a key reason why this analysis 

devotes more analytical focus to masculinity as opposed to femininity. When applied to 

gender, hegemonic masculinity describes how a particular form of masculinity becomes 

both normalised and naturalised, not only in its subordination of women in the form of 

patriarchy, but also domination over other competing forms of masculinity which come 

to be seen as lesser (Connell, 2005). Authors have studied men and masculinity since 

the 1950s (Whitehead & Barrett, 2001) however, it is Connell’s concept of hegemonic 

masculinity that has been most formative in understanding how particular masculinities 
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dominate and what masculinity means (Connell, 2005). Connell conceives patriarchy as 

historically specific structural oppression, and of hegemony as the strategic means by 

which consent to patriarchal rule is naturalised and thereby reproduced (Beasley, 2012, 

p. 756). Connell defines hegemonic masculinity as a stereotypic notion of masculinity 

or the dominant notion of masculinity in a particular historical context (Connell, 1987). 

Today’s hegemonic discourses on the New Zealand man have typically been 

intertwined with colonial masculinity (Anderson & Innes, 2015) which revolves around 

stereotypical notions that a real man must be emotionless, tough and self-reliant (Gee & 

Jackson, 2011). The wider culture of egalitarianism in New Zealand, in regards to 

gender equality or gender equity, is impacted by hegemonic forces. Despite moves by 

the New Zealand government to pursue pay parity in the caring sector in 2017,11 the 

pervasive culture of intimate partner violence and violence against women continues to 

worsen in Aotearoa, as illustrated by The Homicide Report showing that 2019 was the 

worst year for intimate partner homicide in a decade, as well as increasing levels of 

violence against women under Covid-19 related lockdowns.12 Hegemonic and cultural 

beliefs about patriarchal power contribute to the perpetuation of this culture—a 

sentiment which continues to be publicised within popular media.13 In light of 

significant efforts by the New Zealand government to progress gender equality, 

pervasive hegemonic forces continue to undermine this progression. Hegemonic 

masculinity rests on the idea that gender is a multifaceted set of ideals, and within this 

multiplicity of ways to do gender, two forms have been considered exemplary and have 

established dominant norms—Connell (1987) refers to these forms as hegemonic 

masculinity and emphasised femininity. Since hegemonic masculinity is a form of 

masculinity which is “honoured or desired” above the others in society (Connell, 2000, 

p. 10), the extent to which egalitarian-identifying men in New Zealand can distance 

themselves from these forces is questionable. In contrast, emphasised femininity 

 
11 The New Zealand Government in 2017 announced a $2 billion pay equity settlement for 55,000 

healthcare workers in aged and disability residential care and home and community support services. The 

political concession followed five years of intensive equal pay feminist activism. 
12 On Good Friday 2020 New Zealand police released Ministry of Justice statistics about domestic 

violence which showed a 20 per cent spike in cases on the first Sunday after the lockdown, March 29, 

when compared with the previous three Sundays. Link to website: 

https://www.justice.govt.nz/assets/Documents/Publications/Justice-Statistics-data-tables-notes-and-

trends-jun20-20201211-.pdf  
13 See 2019 news article, titled, ‘Warped masculinity is fuelling NZ’s fatal family violence problem.’ 

Link to article: https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/crime/112594136/the-homicide-report-lays-bare-new-

zealands-problem-with-family-violence  

https://www.justice.govt.nz/assets/Documents/Publications/Justice-Statistics-data-tables-notes-and-trends-jun20-20201211-.pdf
https://www.justice.govt.nz/assets/Documents/Publications/Justice-Statistics-data-tables-notes-and-trends-jun20-20201211-.pdf
https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/crime/112594136/the-homicide-report-lays-bare-new-zealands-problem-with-family-violence
https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/crime/112594136/the-homicide-report-lays-bare-new-zealands-problem-with-family-violence
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describes idealised feminine behaviours which operate in subordinated support of 

hegemonic masculinity and the inegalitarian gender order it necessitates.  

Hybridisation theory 

Another theory that is useful for the analysis of how masculinity is understood within 

heterosexual partnerships is hybrid masculinities. According to Bridges and Pascoe 

(2014) hybridisation recognises the ability of masculinities to adapt in response to 

external pressures and adopt traits not historically associated with normative hegemonic 

masculinities. A hybridising masculinity can superficially alter their outward attitudes 

while retaining their connection to the existing gender order (Bridges & Pascoe, 2014). 

The hybridisation theory argues for caution when describing men’s behaviour as 

egalitarian. For example, in his research of New Zealand University attending men, 

Dickie (2020) found the gap between genuine norm-challenging caring masculinities 

difficult to demarcate from hybridisation, where men, in response to external pressures 

to adopt traits not historically associated with normative hegemonic masculinities, have 

the option to superficially alter their outward attitudes while retaining their connection 

to the existing gender order (Bridges & Pascoe, 2014). Men’s hybridised perspectives 

were also studied in Lamont’s (2015) US-based research focused on college educated 

men’s dating and relationship narratives. The findings from the in-depth interviews 

conducted for that study revealed that the men who consider themselves ‘egalitarian’ 

were not in fact egalitarian; they used the identifier as a shield to hide unequal patterns 

in their relationships and to justify ignoring traditional habits. Hegemonic forms of 

masculinity do not remain static and are prone to shifts and adaptations through time, 

including reformation in response to wider shifting societal norms (Connell, 2005). In 

light of these emerging multiplicities, I argue that a developing egalitarian masculinity 

requires further analysis because it, as revealed through this data analysis, is one which 

pushes beyond complicit masculinity, and in ways, pushes beyond hybridised 

perspectives as well. 

Complicit masculinity 

One form of non-hegemonic masculinity is what Connell (2005) calls “complicit” 

masculinity. Complicit masculinities are forms which benefit from a society’s 

hegemonic masculinity, but do not actively enact it (Pascoe, 2007). Connell contends 

that the majority of men enact complicit masculinity and passively receive the social 
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power and positional benefits of a society’s hegemonic masculinity via a ‘patriarchal 

dividend’ (2005, p. 79). This is a general advantage that men receive from the 

subordination of women (Connell, 2005) as well as providing an incentive for retaining 

and reproducing existing structures of gender relations (Connell, 2000). The 

widespread nature of complicit masculinities means that its form is typically a 

relatively plain one, as Connell (2005) states that men who enact complicit masculinity 

“respect their wives and mothers, are never violent towards women, do their 

accustomed share of the housework, bring home the family wage, and can convince 

themselves that feminists must be bra-burning extremists” (p. 80). An example of 

Connell’s complicit masculinity is highlighted by Singleton & Maher’s (2004) study 

which showed that show that middle aged Generation X men—referring to those born 

from 1961 to 1979—are happy to be “domestic helpers” and they argued that men’s 

comfort with prevailing patterns of domestic labour, where women continue to take 

greater responsibility, appears to be the major impediment to achieving equality. Men 

who enact complicit masculinity simply act in ways which serve to legitimise 

hegemonic masculinity and receive a largely uncontested or unrealised benefit from its 

overarching structure (Aboim, 2010). Hegemonic forms of masculinity do not remain 

static and are prone to shifts and adaptations through time, including reformation in 

response to wider shifting societal norms (Connell, 2005). In light of these emerging 

multiplicities, a developing egalitarian masculinity requires analysis, which I argue 

goes beyond a complicit masculinity. 

“New” masculinities 

This developing field of research often reflects the egalitarian Nordic social 

democracies. Given their egalitarian values, it is understandable to expect the Nordic 

social democracies to be the most inclined to shared household management. In her 

longitudinal study of fourteen Norwegian couples, Bjørnholt (2011) discusses men’s 

motivations for and agency in achieving gender equality and a better work/family 

balance in heterosexual couples where the men worked part-time and shared the 

responsibility for housework and childcare. Her research adds to our understanding of 

why, and under what circumstances, men—through demonstrating characteristics of a 

“new” masculinity—become agents of change. The men in her study demonstrate 

ideological convictions of gender equality, pro-feminism characteristic of modern 

masculinity in the 1970s, and they implemented changes in their own lives and in their 
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partnerships. The majority of these men shared similar childhood experiences, 

expressing admiration for their strong, working mothers who shouldered both paid 

work and full responsibility at home. These work-sharing male participants regularly 

had to be responsible for housework from an early age, and a majority of them entered 

the couple relationship with above average housework skills, and all promoting their 

female partner’s career and personal development. Families and schools can play an 

important role in giving boys better training in household work as preparation for 

assuming a greater share of domestic responsibilities in later life. Another important 

lesson is the importance of mothers and the mother/son relationship as a basis for 

transferring skills as well as values (Bjørnholt, 2011). Family-driven innovation of 

men’s work and family practices is going on, particularly in the Nordic countries and 

they serve as effective models for New Zealand. Research does not currently address 

the role churches can play in supporting the development of an egalitarian masculinity, 

and this research offers a unique contribution to this needed area of development. 

Caring masculinities  

Men are often found to play an essential role in initiating as well as implementing an 

egalitarian work-sharing arrangement, which is why my project focuses on men’s 

experiences as well as women’s. Discourses which frame men’s masculinity have 

historically been rooted in powerful social, cultural and historical constructions of 

hegemonic masculinities, emphasising the breadwinner as economic provider and 

protector (Miller, 2011). The contemporary concept of a modern, pro-feminist 

masculinity has been documented by some sociologists, and conceptions of fatherhood 

have undergone significant restructuring. This restructuring has seen a shift from men's 

roles being concerned with breadwinning and providing instrumentally for the family to 

one of involved fathering, more focused on the provision of care, emotional support and 

a commitment to gender equality (Baldwin, 2017; Brooks, 2012; Singleton & Maher, 

2004). “New” and pro-feminist masculinities serve as useful conceptual frameworks for 

change for men. Some researchers are cautious and sceptical to describe men’s non-

normative behaviour as egalitarian, arguing that men appeal to egalitarianism to shield 

to hide unequal patterns in their relationships to justify ignoring traditional habits 

(Dickie, 2020; Lamont, 2015). For example, in his research of New Zealand University 

attending men, Dickie (2020) found the gap between “genuine” norm-challenging 

caring masculinities difficult to demarcate from hybridisation.  
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Egalitarian femininity? 

There has not been a sustained attempt to investigate hegemonic femininity equal to 

efforts applied to the theorisation and empirical study of hegemonic masculinity 

(Budgeon, 2014). Interrogating power dynamics involves examining the positioning of 

femininities in relation to hegemonic masculinity and how the category of femininity 

devalues and marginalises specific kinds of femininities while assigning privileged 

status to others. Hegemonic femininity is conceivable as the expression of feminine 

characteristics which “establish and legitimate a hierarchical and complementary 

relationship to hegemonic masculinity and that, by doing so, guarantee the dominant 

position of men and the subordination of women” (Schippers, 2007, p. 94). While 

research has become more attuned to a multiplicity of femininities, a privileged 

construction of femininity continues to circulate: this takes the form of a white, 

Western, heterosexual femininity (Genz, 2009), that which is associated with 

“emphasised femininity” (Connell, 1987) or “normative femininity” (Scott, 1986) and 

one which is passively compliant in reproducing gender inequalities. Thus, within 

European and Anglo-American contexts particular ideals such as assertiveness, 

confidence, and self-determination serve as a complex reconstitution of and challenge 

to hegemonic femininity.  

Researchers have explored and questioned whether the “post-heterosexual” 

woman (Holland, Ramazanoglu, Sharpe & Thomson, 1999) or post-feminine woman 

(Genz, 2009) exists. Even more questionable is whether or not women desiring to have 

egalitarian partnerships with men can actually experience this, or are the contradictions 

insurmountable? Despite these questions, the egalitarian woman has been portrayed 

within research as seamlessly balancing tensions between career and motherhood, her 

identity far removed from the traditional, cloistered housewife role that belonged to her 

mother (Singleton & Maher, 2004). Research clearly shows that women benefit from 

egalitarian family arrangements, specifically that more balanced divisions of 

housework are associated with women perceiving fairness, experiencing less 

depression, and enjoying higher relational satisfaction (Coltrane, 2000; Perry‐Jenkins & 

Gerstel, 2020). Egalitarianism impacts women’s lives and aspirations. The wives of 

egalitarian husbands, regardless of class, race and ethnicity, report the highest levels of 

relational satisfaction and lowest rates of depression, and are less likely to see therapists 

or take prescription medication (Coltrane, 2000). Colaner and Warner’s (2005) study of 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1177/0038038513490358
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1177/0038038513490358
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the aspirations of evangelical Christian female undergraduate university students in the 

US shows that there is a highly significant relationship between egalitarianism and 

employment that leads to financial gain, satisfaction, career advancement and authority. 

These findings suggest that Christian women who view themselves as equal with men 

are more willing to adapt their lifestyle around career goals. Results also showed that 

egalitarian gender role attitudes have a positive effect on the level to which a female 

aspires; whereas women who identify with the complementarian ideology may engage 

in paid employment, but often are not “aspiring” towards career advancement or 

authoritative positions (Colaner & Warner, 2005, p. 227). Further research is needed to 

account for educated Christian women aspiring towards careers who simultaneously 

remain accountable to traditional gender ideology. 

Sociological investigations into what influences liberal or egalitarian gender 

ideology have focused on employment, post-secondary education aspirations, 

relationship quality, paternal involvement with children, fertility, and perceived equity 

in household labour (Whitehead, 2012). Another notable factor includes higher levels 

of education. Higher education has consistently been linked to greater levels of 

egalitarian attitudes towards marriage, partnerships and gendered responsibilities 

(Brame et al., 2017; Donnelly, Twenge, Clark, Shaikh, Beiler-May & Carter, 2015; 

Cotter, Hermsen & Vannerman, 2011; Treas & Tai, 2012; Nash, 2006; Gauthier & 

Forsyth, 1999; Gaunt, 2013; Weisshaar, 2014). These studies exploring what influences 

egalitarian between partners, however, lack developed discussion about people’s 

underpinning egalitarian gender ideologies. To address this gap, this study examines the 

extent to which gendered and religious hegemonies impact on relationship practice. 

Since equality in the public sphere does not directly translate into equality in private 

and intimate relationships, it is unsurprising that the move toward gender equality has 

been much more rapid in the public sphere of politics, education, and employment than 

in the private sphere of the home (Kaufman, Bernhardt & Goldscheider, 2016). Jurva 

(2020) found that there has been more focus on the rejection of traditional gender 

norms within secular studies as opposed to religious-focused studies and, because of 

this, I review this a range of studies including both.  

 Prior research has explored unconventional heterosexual relationships as a way 

to gain useful insights into how and why gendered practices can and do change. For 



44 
 

example, studies have investigated career-oriented women coupled with male partners 

who position themselves as “running the family” (Bach & Aarseth, 2016), mid- to later-

life women dating younger men, and bisexual women who have had relationships with 

partners of various genders (Jurva & Lahti, 2019). These heterosexual relationship 

contexts “with a twist” provide beneficial conditions for the renegotiation of 

(heterosexual) gendered conventions. Outworking gender equality within heterosexual, 

church-going men and women is the focus of this project. Within family studies, 

“egalitarian” individuals have been described as “gender norm violators” referring to 

those who deviate from traditionally gendered family roles (Gaunt, 2013). Egalitarian 

individuals’ trait attributions provide additional support for the shifting standards model 

(Biernat, Kobrynowicz & Weber, 2003). In line with this model, a man and a woman in 

similar parenting roles were attributed significantly different levels of warmth, and the 

difference in warmth attribution points to a double standard, according to Gaunt (2013). 

Since a primary caregiving role is stereotypic of women but not of men, a man in this 

role was attributed particularly high levels of warmth. Similarly, a woman in a 

stereotypically masculine breadwinning role was attributed higher levels of competence 

than a man in the same role. Gaunt’s (2013) study of 311 participants’ attitudes towards 

couples’ egalitarian and traditional hypothetical practices revealed significantly higher 

levels of negative moral emotions attributed to the breadwinning women compared 

with the caregiving women, attesting to the strong prescriptive tone of the female 

caregiving stereotype. This highlights the strength of both stereotypic and patriarchal 

norms, where men are more likely to be rewarded for deviating from these norms and 

women are not.   

 The next chapter focuses on literature pertaining to sociology of religion and 

feminist theology. Gendered role research has largely been conducted without regard to 

religious affiliation. Yet there has and continues to be troubling and contradictory 

discursive productions within religious institutions of family and churches (Edgell, 

2006; Gallagher, 2019). Religion is referred to as beliefs, practices and experiences that 

involve a framework of meaning that is beyond the everyday empirical world 

(Vaccarino, Kavan & Gendal, 2011). Although religion involves beliefs and practices 

which involve a framework of meaning beyond the everyday empirical world, religion 

is not separated from everyday life. On the contrary, these beliefs and practices shape 

everyday life in a variety of ways, both consciously and unconsciously. Research 
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focused on gender and relationship egalitarianism would benefit from considering a 

religious and theological lens because it can provide a deeper dimension of analysis 

emerging from peoples’ convictions, values and beliefs about their identity. When the 

complexities of relationships can be analysed in dialectical movement with religion, 

religious practices, and theological beliefs, perspectives can be contested, critiqued and 

grown in ways that could not happen if one were to write off the other as ultimately 

being incompatible—for example viewing the values of egalitarianism as incompatible 

with religion. Currently, there is little research addressing the role churches can play in 

supporting the development of an egalitarian masculinity, and this research offers a 

distinct contribution to this needed area of development. 

 

 

  



46 
 

Chapter Three 

Literature review: Sociology of religion and feminist 

theology 

 

“Liberating ourselves from the oppressive elements of Christendom’s 
(heterosexual) gender hierarchy is good news for all, regardless of how we 

understand our sexual identity” 

(Porter, 2015, p. 11). 

 

 

Chapter outline 

This chapter draws from both sociological and theological literature in a 

transdisciplinary way. In this chapter I begin by defining some of the main thesis 

concepts including Christian egalitarianism and Christian complementarianism. Next, I 

outline the guiding theoretical framework of “doing religion” (Avishai, 2008) which is 

relevant to these concepts. I then review literature relevant to Christian egalitarianism 

including progressive Christian family studies, feminist theology, and key themes 

within egalitarian theology. As part of this discussion, I explain how feminist theology 

acts as a form of symbolic gender relations, and I use Connell’s (2021) gender relations 

theory to help frame this discussion. Next, I review literature relevant to Christian 

complementarianism, which will help to contextualise the participant couples’ 

narrations in later chapters.  

 
Defining Christian egalitarianism  

Relationship egalitarianism within a Christian context is widely understood as the 

position that men and women are of intrinsic, equal value and worth before God, and 

that gender does not define the roles or responsibilities a person can fulfil in the home, 

church or society (Edgell, 2006; Gallagher, 1999). This position draws from biblical 

and theological evidence, particularly an exegetical approach to interpreting scripture 

that locates the Bible within the cultural-historical context in which it was written. 
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Insisting on culturally sensitive hermeneutics, egalitarian biblical scholars place 

emphasis on biblical narratives of freedom and equality, framing the Bible as a more 

liberatory text. Sociological research focused on progressive gender beliefs within 

Christian partnerships is limited, though progressive Protestantism has been explored in 

studies about liberal Protestant church congregations (Edgell & Docka 2007; Wilcox, 

2003). 14 Rejecting gender essentialism and patriarchy, Christian scholars encourage a 

form of marital equality in which both spouses are called to “mutually submit”15 or 

defer to one another concerning domestic decision making. Many of these writers 

believe that masculine and feminine characteristics are products of socialisation and 

human stereotyping rather than foreordained by divine plan (Bons-Storm, 1996; 

Graham, 1999; Scanzoni & Hardesty, 1992; Slee, 2011; Slee, Porter & Philips, 2013). 

These commentators advocate fluid partner roles and equity in household labour 

allocation, challenging the view that husbands and wives should have separate spheres 

of activity and responsibility. 

Defining complementarianism 

Giles (2017) defines complementarians—a self-designation first coined in 1990—as 

evangelical and Reformed Christians who believe the Bible teaches that in creation God 

differentiated the sexes on the basis of differing roles. Wayne Grudem was one of the 

key leaders of the complementarian movement who first developed the argument of 

using the eternal subordination of the Son as the basis for women’s permanent 

subordination to men.16 The competing visions of complementarianism17 and 

 
14 One of the churches in this US study identifies as ‘liberal,’ and a great deal of both the women and the 

men in the congregation identify themselves as ‘feminist.’ The church has a gendered balance of power 

in church leadership. This church is committed to progressive family ideals, to feminist understandings 

of gender, and a theological commitment to social justice. For more, see "Beyond the Nuclear Family? 

Familism and Gender Ideology in Diverse Religious Communities." 
15 When Christian scholars focus on the call to mutual submission, they place emphasis on the biblical 

passage Ephesians 5:21 which instructs women and men to, “Submit to one another out of reverence for 

Christ.” 
16 Giles notes that Wayne Grudem’s 1994 book, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical 

Doctrine, has had enormous impact and it is the most widely used theology text in evangelical and 

Reformed seminaries and Bible colleges around the world. Grudem has consistently argued that anyone 

who is of another opinion about the Trinitarian hierarchy is a liberal who rejects biblical authority. 

17 The tradition of complementarianism relies on the literal interpretation of selected biblical passages, 

such as the Apostle Paul’s teaching that women should ‘submit to their husbands as to the Lord’ 

(Ephesians 5:22) and should not ‘teach or have authority over men’ in the church because ‘Adam was 

created first’ and Eve ‘was deceived’ (1 Timothy 2:11-14). 
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egalitarianism are part of the wider discourse in mainstream Christian spaces; yet, 

within sociology of religion scholarship, conservative, hierarchical familial trends are 

often defined. Sociological studies that deal with progressive or feminist evangelical 

gender practices are much smaller in comparison. Although the current study looks 

primarily at progressive Christian gender practices, aspects of the research on 

conservative gender practices are appropriate to the research question, including the 

focus on gender identity analysis and relationship gender processes in tandem with 

church congregations within which they are situated (Bartkowski, 2001; Aune, 2006; 

Edgell, 2006). This is applicable to the current project since it focuses on egalitarian-

identifying couples who attend churches that have historically and institutionally 

patriarchal. Some churches remove themselves from the sex equality rhetoric in 

contemporary society, claiming a different and higher authority, which has allowed 

them to exclude women from priesthood or leadership roles (Porter, 2015). Varying 

justifications for this gender-based exclusion are used: arguments about women’s and 

men’s natures that make men suitable for leadership in a way that women are not 

(Giles, 2017); viewing God as male so maleness speaks of divinity in a way that 

femaleness does not (Achtemeier, 2006; Johnson, 2000; Whitehead, 2012; Giles, 2017), 

the distinction between male and female roles stems from the “created order” that has 

existed since the Garden of Eden (Colaner & Warner, 2005), or even on the basis of 

Christian tradition (Porter, 2015). The significance of these arguments is difficult to 

escape; here, the interacting hegemonies of gender, Christianity and heterosexuality 

produce a complex notion of “sanctioned and valued gendered expressions” (Burke, 

2016, p. 10).  

While complementarianism is especially visible in more conservative settings, 

more nuanced versions of this are embedded within many Christian structures and 

contexts. These competing sets of gender ideologies take nuanced forms and vary. The 

complementarianism described by participants in the study I conduced encompasses 

two different representations: (1) male headship and the subordination of women 

deriving from specific biblical and theological reasoning; and (2) the belief that women 

and men complement one another in their binary, fixed differences, so that they are 

“equal but different.” The second representation is more nuanced than the first; this is 

because the term complementarian largely disguises the complementarian commitment 

to male headship by presenting itself more in terms of difference—which, in the eyes of 
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many traditional religious people, likely gives complementarianism a more common-

sense appeal that it would otherwise have. Nonetheless, the “equal but different” 

position reifies traditional gender differences which reinforce men’s privileged 

positions within family life and in ways shield a hierarchical gender ordering. Both of 

these arguments also assume a binary heteronormativity. Most mainstream Christian 

churches in New Zealand seem to align with this second representation of gender 

complementarity—affirming equality in principle, even though in practice things may 

be more complicated because they might be influenced by unspoken assumptions from 

a traditional outlook on male headship. In many churches mixed views exist alongside 

each other – so that the idea that men and women “complement” one another often co-

exists uneasily with a complementarian belief of gender-hierarchy. These two are 

readily confused and frequently contested. The lack of precision in its definition makes 

complementarianism an important concept to grapple with considering its implications 

for behaviour and religious instruction. When referring to traditional gender ideology 

within Protestantism, I find it useful to draw from Burke’s (2016) understanding of 

Christian hegemony, which she argues encompasses the “sanctioned and valued 

gendered expressions” produced by interacting systems of power including gender, 

Christianity and heteronormativity (p. 10).  In this way, complementarian reality is 

more likely to resemble doing gender in ways which align with notions of hegemonic 

masculinity and femininity. “Within ‘complementarity’ the female is always to 

‘complement’ the male and never vice versa, that is to say, he is subject, while she is 

‘the other’” (citing Daphne Hampson: Porter, 2004, p. 58). 

Defining evangelical  

Some of the participants of this study identify as evangelical, while many do not. Since 

some of the participants engage with the concept of evangelicalism in their interviews, 

and since evangelicalism remains pervasive within Protestant culture in New Zealand, 

it is important that this is clearly defined. For Gallagher (2004) evangelicalism is 

neither inherently conservative nor inherently egalitarian; evangelicals select their 

gendered beliefs and actions from the two cultural tool kits—today represented by 

conservative evangelicalism and evangelical feminism—available to them. Evangelical 

feminism and gender egalitarianism are growing subcultures. Evangelicalism is 
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surrounded by a definitional haze.18 Whilst in modern Christianity the term transcends 

denominational boundaries, the study of evangelicalism primarily concentrates on the 

Protestant traditions and is frequently used to refer to conservative Protestants 

(Gallagher & Wood, 2005). It is interesting to explore how progressive evangelicalism 

is understood and expressed in a New Zealand context, where I hypothesise the term 

evangelical contains different meaning to an American setting. Further negative 

associations of the term evangelical has developed in recent years due to US 

evangelicals being so supportive of Donald Trump in the 2016 election and subsequent 

years. An evangelical is one who believes and proclaims the gospel of Jesus Christ; the 

consistent markers of evangelicalism includes the belief that lives need to be changed, 

the gospel in effort through activism, a high regard for the Bible’s authority, and a 

stress on the sacrifice of Christ on the cross (Bebbington, 2003). Fundamentalism, 

which arose out of a perceived need to defend orthodox Christianity in the early 

twentieth century, consists of five fundamentals of the Christian faith (Habets, 1997). 

One of these fundamentals is the inerrancy of scripture, resulting in a belief in the 

literal interpretation of scripture. Today the Fundamentalist movement exists in two 

forms: hyper-fundamentalism which is found mostly in the extreme conservatism of 

America; and fundamentalism which has abandoned its anti-intellectualism and militant 

tone, but kept an unswerving commitment to the authority of Scripture and belief in its 

literal interpretation. Habets argues that this latter group of Fundamentalists has traded 

in its name for another one – evangelical (Habets, 1997). Habets (1997) notes that the 

Pentecostals came out of the Fundamentalist movement and were significantly shaped 

by it. This is corroborated by Gallagher’s US study where approximately one quarter of 

evangelicals identify themselves as “affiliated with a Pentecostal church or as part of 

the charismatic movement” (2004, p. 217). Furthermore, there is consensus from 

 

18 A number of my honours year research interview participants were cautious of the term evangelical 

because of the meaning of this term in the US context and it being synonymous with fundamentalism. 

Their concerns are supported by one researcher’s finding that in some writings the terms ‘evangelical,’ 

‘Pentecostal’ and ‘fundamentalist’ are used synonymously (Martin, 2007). Thus, some of my honours 

year research participants preferred to situate their theology within an ‘orthodox’ framework, instead of 

an ‘evangelical’ one. This led me to question, has the term ‘evangelical’ been high jacked by American 

evangelical Christian culture? It appears that New Zealand evangelical discourse is more progressive or 

liberal than American evangelical discourse, which bears more elements of fundamentalism. However, 

evidence of ‘culture wars’ within New Zealand evangelical culture is limited and requires further 

exploration. 
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scholars that in America, at least, evangelicals, fundamentalists and Pentecostal 

Christians are often identified as “conservative Protestants” and “biblical literalists” 

(Gallagher, 2004, p. 216; Martin, 2007). In regards to gender ideology, evangelicals are 

a diverse, internally differentiated community, comprised of conservative, moderate, 

and liberal voices discussing these issues (Martin, 2007; Bartkowski, 2001). These 

writers claim we can no longer use sweeping generalisations to describe the complex 

gender ideology within conservative Protestantism. Aune (2006) points out that some 

evangelicals have “secularised” their marriages in ways that align them with those of 

their non-religious counterparts. Secular and feminist reforms have permeated 

evangelicalism, and evangelicals are embracing conservative and egalitarian ideas and 

practices, sometimes simultaneously. This attention to the complex layers of nuance 

within Protestantism helps to contextualise the participants’ narrations and experienced, 

discussed in the data chapters. 

Key theory 

“Doing religion” 

Since heterosexuality and church involvement—and their intersection—produce 

particular types of sensibilities that shape gendered relationships, “doing religion” is a 

useful theoretical framework for this analysis. “Doing gender” (West & Zimmerman, 

1987) has inspired numerous other theoretical models since its debut 30 years ago, 

including Orit Avishai’s (2008) “doing religion.” Religious conduct—or the “doing” of 

religion—is a particularly worthy subject of analysis because it simultaneously 

provides practitioners with “a mode of being and a performance of identity” (Avishai, 

Jafar & Rinaldo, 2015). Doing religion, which focuses on interaction between various 

components of identity, is a useful framework to explore how self-identified egalitarian 

women and men do relationships while contending with differing Christian gender 

ideologies. Since Avishai (2008) others have advanced the theory further by 

demonstrating some ways in which “doing religion” and “doing gender” relate to one 

another as systems of accountability. However, these scholars, like Avishai 

(2008) before them, based their observations on case studies within conservative 

religious contexts. For example, some research has focused on how women adapt their 

religion to the realities of their lives through subverting and resisting conservative 

dogma through partial compliance and individual interpretations (Burke, 2016; 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
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Gallagher & Smith, 1999), or like  Irby’s (2014) research on conservative Christian 

men and women’s dating practices. As a result of this continued focus on practices 

among conservative religious practitioners, the doing religion model is limited in that it 

analyses the status quo, but it does not account for egalitarian social change or the 

redoing of religion.  

This study advances the doing religion model by shifting the analytical focus to 

egalitarian-identifying Protestant church going men and women and thereby 

illuminating a new angle of the doing religion model. Darwin (2018) used a similar 

framework in her analysis of open-ended survey data from 576 Jewish women who 

wear kippot (skullcaps that are traditionally worn by Jewish men). Darwin (2018) 

argues that, by wearing the kippot, these women are read as doing something implicitly 

gendered and are “doing religious feminism”; thus, when Jewish women redo gender 

they simultaneously redo religion, and vice versa. Darwin (2018) asserts that as the 

participants redo gendered religion, they contribute toward egalitarian social change. 

Her study does not examine deeper underpinning ideologies or even aspects of Jewish 

theology that may contribute to or sustain the women’s subversive, egalitarian 

behaviours and religious observance. The current study contributes to the literature on 

egalitarianism by providing transdisciplinary analysis including religious and 

theological arguments—something which is often underdiscussed in studies, such as 

Darwin’s study. The experiences of church-going men and women adhering to 

progressive Christian theology reveal new and important details about doing religion 

that remain obscured within research that is both purely sociological, as well as 

research that only explores religious conservatism.  

Although the analogy between doing religion and doing gender emphasises the 

enactment of religiosity in the context of social norms and regulatory discourses, it is 

not seamless. Doing gender is understood as an unconscious performance of coercive 

and oppressive norms that discipline femininity and perpetuate inequality. In contrast, 

the doing religion framework is presented as a semiconscious, self-authoring project. 

This is similar to the notion of “lived religion” which explores how individuals re-

create, transform and challenge religious institutions in everyday experiences and talk 

(Burke, 2016).  This framework is useful for analysing men’s and women’s 

involvement in religious practices because it focuses on lived experience rather than 

articulations of ambivalence and desires for change which, Avishai (2016) says 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
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frequently emerges from religious subjects’ narratives. However, instead of asking why 

self-identifying egalitarian men and women comply with problematic religious 

structures, it is useful to draw from Avishai’s (2008) reframing of this question to 

examine agency as religious conduct and how the “doing” of religion is associated with 

being subversive by adapting Christian spirituality to the realities of their lives. A 

symbolic interaction approach argues that women and men do not so much comply with 

gender norms as they “do” gender through modes of behaviour shaped by regulatory 

discourses. I examine my participants’ self-authoring, performative tools for doing 

gender whilst simultaneously doing religion. Feminist ideas interact with social spaces 

in nuanced ways; this requires a new perspective on what counts as feminist or 

progressive social change and how it happens, especially within relatively conservative 

religious communities (Avishai, 2016). This is particularly useful for addressing 

egalitarianism and feminism within New Zealand Protestant churches. The theory of 

doing religion also speaks to how men and women pick and choose from Christian 

doctrine to support their egalitarian ideology—what they keep and what they 

conveniently leave out.  

Sociologists have identified divisions that frequently emerge within studies of 

religiosity within Christian families, particularly the division between liberals and 

conservatives (Ellison & Bartkowski, 2002; Edgell, 2006; Turner 2010). Colaner 

(2009) refers to egalitarian gender role ideology as progressive when used in a religious 

contexts. In her US-based research, Edgell (2006) investigated how religious 

institutions have responded to evolving family life, looking at the interconnection 

between religion and family.19 Two different cultural models of the family are linked to 

liberal/conservative differences in the areas of birth control, abortion, gay marriage, 

gender equality, among other issues. A number of studies reveal that evangelical 

Christians have a paradoxical commitment to both egalitarianism and traditionalism 

within their families (Edgell, 2006; Gallagher, 1999, 2004; Martin, 2007; Bartkowski, 

2001; Denton, 2004; Aune 2006; Gallagher & Smith, 1999). Gallagher and Smith20 

 
19 Sociologist of religion, Penny Edgell studied twenty-three church congregations in upstate New York 

from middle-class and working-class areas from different Christian religious communities (Catholic, 

mainline Protestant, and evangelical). She collected her data between 1998-2002 and surveyed 125 local 

pastors and facilitated focus groups with almost fifty pastors. 

20 Drawing from 265 in-depth interviews with Evangelical Christians in 23 states in America, Gallagher 

and Smith’s research focuses on a nationally representative sample of lay evangelical couples in the 

United States. In this sample they conclude, only about 5 percent of those interviewed could be described 
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refer to this disparity as “symbolic traditionalism” and “pragmatic egalitarianism” 

(1999, p. 211). In these studies focused on conservative Christian families, male 

headship within marriage is portrayed as more symbolic than practical, and whilst 

participants’ evangelical ideology is hierarchical, the practice of gender in most of the 

families is more egalitarian. The implicit deal seems to be that a substantive shift 

towards greater gender equality will be tolerated so long as women are not seen to be 

publicly exercising formal authority over men (Martin, 2007). These contradictory 

findings about gender and family relations reveal an unresolved tension between 

religious ideologies versus practice. Ultimately, these findings suggest we should look 

beyond professed attitudes to how people actually live their lives and allow for 

messiness. Schwartz’s description of “near peers” is consistent with Gallagher’s 

discovery of couples who embrace selective egalitarian practices, while the man 

maintains “veto power.” Similarly, Denton’s (2004) US study shows that theologically 

liberal Protestants have more egalitarian ideology while reporting decision-making 

practices that are not significantly more egalitarian than those of conservative 

Protestants, even though conservative Protestants espouse a traditional gender-role 

ideology. 

Progressive Christian themes within family studies 

Some recent studies examine the negotiation of progressive gender ideologies within 

Christian environments. In her study of evangelical couples, whose Christian contexts 

emphasise that sex is intended only within heterosexual, monogamous matrimony, 

sociologist Kelsy Burke (2016) studied their use of sex-advice websites and how 

explicit talk about sex is linked to the construction of gender and sexual norms 

alongside religious faith. She uses an analytical model to highlight incoherencies in the 

relations between sex, gender and sexual desire. Her analysis shows that men who use 

the sites are much more likely than their female counterparts to talk about their interests 

in non-normative or “queerish” sex including pegging, cross dressing, and other gender 

subversive acts. Her findings reinforce this disparity that Christian sexuality websites 

both reinforce and challenge heteronormativity. In her ethnographic study of two US-

based Metropolitan Community Churches, sociologist Olivia M. Wilcox (2003) 

 
as egalitarian, whilst the large majority (more than 90 percent) combined elements of both traditionalism 

and egalitarianism (1999).  
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documents the experiences of church-going lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 

Christians, an important contribution to queer religious studies. Drawing from 

questionnaires, surveys, church observations and in-depth interviews, she studies how 

LGBTQ+ Christian attendees of these churches have converged their sexual and 

religious identities which have been socially constructed as oppositional. These 

churches foster queer affirming spaces, language and symbols and are important spaces 

to their identity-formation. Her findings are relevant to the current study since both 

projects are interested in how people reconcile their otherness with Christian 

hegemony, and how they construct “new worlds” as Wilcox (2003) refers to these 

church communities which facilitate alternative Christian meaning-making. 

The religious participants who Edgell (2006)21 surveyed that had egalitarian 

views towards sex roles were more likely to be women and to be very well educated 

and have a self-orientated understanding of religious involvement. This self-orientated 

rhetoric means becoming involved in a local church if it allows them to express their 

faith or experience a connection with a community. This differs to a family-orientated 

rhetoric, which is understanding religious commitment as expressing their desire to put 

family first and as a way to achieve the moral instruction of children. Edgell’s 

participants who drew exclusively on a family-orientated rhetoric were more likely to 

be male and live in a nuclear family; this group consisted of more male-breadwinner 

families. Prior literature in sociology of religion and family investigates the association 

between religious belief and gender ideology as it outworked in heterosexual 

partnerships. Sociologists are interested in social change; gender scholars are interested 

specifically in the possibilities for and obstacles to social, political, cultural, and 

economic transformations that promote gender equality (Avishai, 2016). Research on 

gender and religion can help theorise egalitarian social change within Christian intimate 

partnerships. In this way, religious case studies can enrich gender studies. A feminist 

focus on gender relations in New Zealand church-going couples provides an effective 

way of couples do religion whilst doing egalitarian gender, and the possibility to redo 

either or both. 

 
21 Sociologist of religion, Penny Edgell studied twenty-three church congregations in upstate New York 

from middle-class and working-class areas from different religious communities (Catholic, mainline 

Protestant, and evangelical). She collected her data between 1998-2002 and surveyed 125 local pastors 

and facilitated focus groups with almost fifty pastors. 
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Feminist perspectives on religion 

The feminist dilemma of religion? 

Central to the history of gender and religion research has been what some sociologists 

refer to as the feminist dilemma of religion (Avishai, 2016; Wilcox, 2003). This 

concept alludes to the assumptions about religion’s inherent incompatibility with the 

interests of women and gender and sexual minorities that results in ambivalence and 

hostility toward studying religion and learning from religious cases. For some 

sociologists investigating evangelical gender dynamics (Wilkins, 2009; Diefendorf, 

2015), there is a sense of hostility or at least ambivalence about religion and using 

religion primarily as a site to critique hegemonic masculinity and femininity. For these 

scholars, the feminist and the queer dilemma of religion renders the dislocation of 

hegemonic gender practices impossible. Scholars across disciplines are studying 

women’s experiences with conservative religions as a window into tensions between 

egalitarian ideas about gender, sexuality, and family, and religious teachings and 

practices (Avishai, 2008). This focus, however, runs the risk of minimising the need to 

analyse masculinities. A shift from women’s subjectivities in religion to the 

constructive use of male power is one possible avenue to foster egalitarian change 

within this culture.  

In contrast to this, other scholars have carefully studied aspects of evangelical 

practice including progressive congregational practice (Wilcox, 2003), relationship 

discourse and marital communication patterns and decision making (Bartkowski, 2001; 

Aune, 2006; Colaner, 2009; Denton, 2004), marital abuse (Nash, 2006) feminism and 

egalitarianism within marriage (Gallagher, 2004), “godly” or “queerish” masculinity 

(Gerber, 2015) and sexuality website use by evangelical Christians (Burke, 2016). 

Importantly, in each of these studies scholars emphasise the potential for gender 

experimentation and transformation. I find Avishai’s assertion helpful, that “religion’s 

potential to serve as a bona fide interlocutor to sociological theory-making hinges on 

scholars’ willingness to suspend their ambivalence, hostility, and critique” (2016, p. 

273). Evidence suggests that religion, and Christianity in particular, is a site where 

gender regimes have potential to be expanded and reconstructed. This project, which 
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examines lived experiences of progressive church-going women and men, allows for a 

close examination of gender negotiation and reconstruction.  

Gallagher (2004) argues that in spite of its relative lack of organisational 

resources, contemporary evangelical feminism—which re-emerged in the 1960s and 

early 1970s— thrives as a subculture in the US Christian feminists have been pointing 

out for 50 years that the patriarchy afflicting Christian history. Storkey (2015) remarks: 

It’s easy to see the strong, set lines of patriarchy in the public face of the 

Church. Centuries of male popes, patriarchs, cardinals, archbishops, bishops, 

priests, clergy, elders, and theologians have led the flock, exegeted the 

scriptures, written the agendas and preached the sermons (p. 204). 

Religion’s influence on gender ideologies can be measured by biblical literalism 

(Denton, 2004; Whitehead, 2012), and individuals who believe the Bible should be read 

literally are highly likely to ascribe to more traditional roles for men and women (Read, 

2003). There are many passages in the Bible which trouble women who are in pursuit 

of equality; however, many theologians and sociologists agree that it is the 

interpretation of the Bible which dictates Christians’ beliefs about gender. For example, 

Storkey refers to Ephesians 5:23, “the husband is the head of the wife,” among a 

handful of other passages, whose literal interpretation is “evidence of entrenched 

inequality, with headship for the man and obedience from the woman” (2015, p. 209). 

She remarks the repercussions of this has been the “subjection of wives to husbands.” 

Feminism in the second half of the twentieth century argued for Scripture to be read 

more in a cultural context, with a focus on better biblical hermeneutics. Some feminists 

advocated leaving the faith, convinced that gender abuse is supported by theology, and 

leaves no space for gender equality. Others pursued an “uprooting of centuries of 

patriarchy” through the revisiting and dismantling of “language, worship, authority, and 

religious symbols” (Storkey, 2015, p. 209). While some describe religion and feminism 

as being incompatible, I now review literature findings from those who view a feminist 

perspective of faith as possible.  

For many feminist theologians, listening to women’s experiences is engaging 

with experiences of the “other” (Slee, 2015; Hoggard-Creegan & Pohl, 2006; Radford, 

2017). The other represents those who operate outside of experiences and priorities 

which make up dominant theology, or Christian tradition. When reading feminist 
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perspectives within theology, there are clear echoes of second-wave feminist concerns 

symbolised by de Beauvoir’s characterisation of woman as “Other” (Graham, 1999, p. 

195). As Daphne Hampson comments, “A good way of marking the male concept of 

‘complementarity’ is to note that the female is always to ‘complement’ the male and 

never vice versa. That is to say, he is subject, while she is ‘the other’” (Porter, 2004, p. 

58). Radford (2017) refers to this as “border thinking” and observes that listening to the 

experiences of those on the margins is about questioning the systems that dictate what 

is central and what is marginal and what it means to be human (p. 122). In light of this 

observation, she states that practical theologians must be aware of people’s unique 

contexts and power-rendering factors: 

Every person has a ‘position’ in society, which, according to the dominant 

ideology, involves a certain amount of power and authority, and are ordered in a 

hierarchical manner. Power-rendering factors in my society, church and 

university include being male/fatherly, having money, being white, being 

university-educated, being able-bodied and being heterosexual and having a 

traditional family. It is very clear that the current social-cultural climate 

marginalizes and silences people according to their lack of one or more of these 

power-rendering factors. Theology is deeply influenced by this social-cultural 

climate. The group who has the power to speak and be heard in practical 

theology hardly includes women, poor people, people of colour, people who 

lack official education, homosexuals, the disabled, old and weak people and 

young persons (Ackermann & Bons-Storm 1998, p. 16). 

This has historically involved bringing to the fore the subordinated experiences of 

women within patriarchal Protestant Christian culture; however, since this was written, 

dominant Christian ideology continues to engage with what Slee (2015) calls “the 

challenge of otherness” (p. 413). This has happened through developing discourses 

within feminist theology, queer theology22 and secular critique of gendered religious 

practices. Research which investigates people’s lived experiences from the margins 

continues to shape theological inquiry, and many practical theologians seek to open the 

 

22 Queer theology is a theological method developed out of queer theory. Queer theology assumes that 

gender non-conformity and that the experiences of the LGBTQ+ community have always been present in 

human history, including the Bible. In regards to practical theology and its attention to the ‘other,’ 

marginalized voices can include those from the queer Christian community. Queer theology can be a 

resource for studying heterosexual couples insofar as that it offers different perspectives and 

interpretation of the Bible and of understanding God and aims to help people reimagine themes of 

gender, sexuality and power in the Bible.  
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margins as sites of critical praxis. There are a number of qualitative research projects 

that draw from theology, the social sciences, and reflect on these themes of the “other” 

and lived experiences that are non-normative. Egalitarian-identifying, church-going 

New Zealanders represent a marginalised group within mainstream Protestant 

discursive structures and this research can contribute to the investigation of ways in 

which men and women challenge dominant Christian culture and dominant forms of 

masculinity. 

Feminist theology: An uneasy relationship between feminism and theology 

Similar to the feminist dilemma of religion, the problematic relationship of women to 

theological truth has been well documented. Feminist theology—which emerged as a 

challenge to male bias in religion and society—is influenced and empowered by grass-

roots, secular women’s movement of the late 1950s and early 1960s around the world.23 

Many feminist theologians recognise that patriarchal religious traditions and institutions 

represent an interruption to women’s ability to grow into full subjectivity; this denial of 

full humanity comes through their relegation to subordinate roles and positions, as well 

as their elevation to keepers of complementary characteristics to men (Storkey, 2015; 

Miller-McLemore, 2011; Porter, 2004; Bons-Storm, 1996; Graham, 1999). When 

discussing religion and theology in light of feminism, resistance comes from both 

secular feminists and Christian feminists, according to feminist philosopher of religion, 

Grace M. Jantzen. Secular feminists are those she considers who hold that religion has 

done quite enough damage already, and feminists should have nothing more to do with 

it. Jantzen (1998) remarks, 

In light of the incalculable consequences of Western religion–primarily 

Christianity–in terms of colonialism, racism, homophobia, and sexism, such a 

refusal on the part of feminists to have anything further to do with it is wholly 

understandable and worthy of respect (p. 7). 

On the other hand, she observes how Christian feminists have come up against Western 

depictions of the divine including “the One Father God” and the patriarchal story of the 

“Big Daddy in the Sky” which helps reinforce that masculinity and the “divine” are 

somehow synonymous (Jantzen, 1998, p. 7). Some post-Christian feminists including 

 
23 To read more about the history and ‘key dogmas’ of feminist theology, see Faith and Feminism: An 

Introduction to Christian Feminist Theology by Nicola Slee (2003). 
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Mary Daly, Daphne Hampson, and Carol Christ argue that Christianity is irredeemably 

sexist and the only solution is to leave. However, some Christian feminists, including 

Elaine Storkey affirm that Christianity is still capable of being reformed so that it may 

become truly inclusive of all humanity—although not without huge change (Slee, 

2003). Christian feminists reflect a wide spectrum of perspectives and approaches. For 

example, Biblical scholar Catherine Clark Kroeger melded a conservative view of 

Scripture with radical hermeneutics. Other writers suggested various forms of canonical 

revision to relocate the weight and meaning of authority. While post-Christian Daphne 

Hampson and Mary Daly rejected the “biblical God” as destructive to women, Phyllis 

Trible urged careful biblical exegesis, believing that the Bible could be “liberated from 

patriarchy” (Gallagher, 2015, p. 210). Since those early days, feminists continue to 

develop these debates. Storkey (2015) remarks that despite their own failings, “most 

Christians around the world believe in a different God, compassionate and loving, who 

abhors injustice against women” (p. 201). 

When viewing theology and religious practices from a feminist framework, 

Jantzen (1998) points out that criticism of religious oppression can be problematic in 

that it actually reinforces it by acknowledgement of its terrain—“contestation which 

simply re-treads the old ground only hardens it” (p. 7). This is why, she says, a creative 

alternative is required. I posit that feminist practical theology—which focuses on 

practices by which women and men exercise agency—is a necessary alternative 

because of its unique emphasis on transformative practice. Within practical theology 

there is scope to grapple with gender issues, and Phillips (2011) notes how gender 

research is often associated with feminist research methodology. Some theologians 

have developed theological tools for understanding gender as fluid, for example Slee’s 

symbol of the “risen Christa,” feminist Trinitarian naming words, and Rogers’ and 

Coakley’s discussion that gender relations can be subversively transformed through the 

Holy Spirit.24 Overall, feminist theology enables the development of a deeper 

understanding of the terrain of gender-related oppression within Christian practices, and 

develop practices that alleviate oppression. Since feminist theology allows for rich 

theological engagement with gender issues, this is a useful framework to frame my data 

 
24 I am referring to these books: God, Sexuality, and the Self: An Essay ‘On the Trinity’ by Sarah Coakley 

(2013) and Sexuality and the Christian Body: Their Way into the Triune God by Eugene F. Rogers 

(1999).  
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analysis with. Differing to the stance that social constructionism is all there is, practical 

theologians recognise that Christian tradition claims to have received revelation. 

However, Graham (2013) is critical of measuring Christian practices up against a script 

of biblical revelation and suggests that lived experiences and practices are potential 

sites of revelation in and of themselves.  

Key egalitarian theological themes  

The image of God 

Theological themes surrounding the image of God, naming God using feminine 

language, and biblical interpretation emerged in the participants’ narrations; thus, 

reviewing literature of these topics informs our understanding of the participants 

religious and symbolic relations of gender. Since feminist theology identifies and 

problematises male power and privilege within religion, this directly connects to my 

research question addressing the extent to which the participants’ practices and attitudes 

reaffirm and reimagine gender ideals. As analysis in the data chapters show, these 

theological arguments shape the way many of the couples do religion and do gender in 

their partnerships. Firstly, the doctrine of God (who God is as God’s ontological state) 

is one of the most significant features of the Christian faith.25 This is particularly 

important for a theological understanding of gender because it is about the human’s role 

as being made in the “image of God” (Genesis 1: 26-27), a Christian assertion. The 

image of God denotes how humans reflect something of God in a limited and imperfect 

way. Swinton (2000) remarks that the doctrine of the imago Dei (image of God) in 

humanity is important because “the criteria one uses to define the essential nature of 

human beings will have a profound effect on the way one treats them” (p. 26). 

Interdisciplinary projects have brought together qualitative research and discussion 

about who God is and how this relates to people, for example the study of girls and 

their faith (Aune, 2000) and mental health studies (Swinton, 2000).  

 
Symbolic relations: Naming God using feminine language 

Feminist theology involves rethinking the language and discourse of God and the 

pronouns used to talk about God. In this sense, gender operates at a symbolic level; the 

 
25 The Christian God is three persons in one – the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Whilst discussing who 

God is, theologians are quick to assert we can never have a solid understanding of God. The Bible 

declares that God is incomprehensible, yet clearly teaches that God is knowable in part. 
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interview analysis will explore the ways the participants utilise this symbolic use of 

language to reinforce their egalitarian ethos. Thinking and speaking of God differently 

illustrates tools for understanding gender as fluid and not fixed. Grammatically 

masculine language is used throughout the Bible to refer to God. Since language is 

critical in informing how we think about the world and also about God, feminist 

Trinitarian writers evaluate God-talk and challenge patriarchal naming words for the 

Trinity. Some key arguments include when the Holy Spirit is understood as the 

feminine dimension of God and is somehow inferior to the other two hypostases, the 

subordination of the Spirit within Western theology may reflect the marginalisation of 

women within Christian history (Bacon, 2009). The muddled and confused nature of 

this specific debate in some Christian cultures is not surprising—if this was further 

clarified and named for what it is, this oppressive and heretical position would become 

more obvious. Bacon (2009) proposes that a fuller understanding of the Holy Spirit will 

strengthen women’s participation in the Imago Dei. Some scholars have suggested 

using more gender-inclusive naming words for God including Creator, Comforter, 

Yahweh, Abba (Achtemeier, 2006), or Jesus-Sophia, Mother-Sophia, Spirit-Sophia 

referring to woman wisdom personified as Sophia (Johnson, 2002).26  

However, some theological resist the approach to naming God using gendered 

language at all. Myk Habets (2011) claims that ontologising gender in God is an 

approach that is misguided and, instead, encourages people to focus on the “non-gender 

of God and what this has to contribute to views of gender” (p. 8). To do this, he claims 

that a thoroughly trinitarian account of personhood is required. Habets (2011) 

encourages Christians to focus on the Trinity as a model for personhood, claiming that 

in the Trinity we can find a model for healthy interpersonal relations. By this he means 

the way in which the three divine persons in the Trinity relate to one another—in 

mutual submission—is a testament to the very nature of God. This is a divine display of 

egalitarianism. The relationship between God the Father and the incarnate Son is not a 

model for human relationships, since within the Trinity’s ontological state there is no 

 
26 In her book, She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse, Johnson (2002) 

explains how woman wisdom remained a significant symbol within Judaism: ‘Both Ben Sira and the 

Wisdom of Solomon developed the portrait of Sophia as a woman acting at God's command, ordering the 

cosmos and revealing God to Israel (Sir. 24, Wis. 7-9). Jesus himself may well have related his ministry 

to Sophia. According to the Gospels of Luke and Matthew, Jesus presents himself as a teacher of 

wisdom, a representative of Sophia (Luke7:34-35 and Matthew 11:19). 
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presence of hierarchy or gender. Giles (2017) also proposes that our understandings of 

God and gender should not be so tightly connected and that, rather, “the Trinity is a 

public celebration of a fluid or perichoretic three” (Rogers, 1999, p. 197). Theologian 

Sarah Coakley (2013) considers “well-intentioned” feminine language of God reflective 

of our own capacity for self-deceiving idolatry; she claims there is no reason why 

feminists should not call God “Father,” since “Father” in the Trinity goes beyond 

human formulations. Coakley (2013) asserts the use of Father is appropriate when used 

of inner-trinitarian relations, not “dredged up from the realm of human patriarchal 

fatherhood: as Jesus himself insisted so evocatively, “Call no man Father except God 

alone” (Matthew 23:9) (p. 324). However, since we have “inherited a contaminated 

language” infused with patriarchal overtones as Bacon (2009, p. 1) asserts, referring to 

the Triune God in gender neutral terms is a helpful tool utilised by egalitarian 

Christians to think of God as a spirit and as genderless. Working at the level of symbol 

in order to re-engage religious tradition in fresh ways has been the project of some 

religious writers.27 These scholars’ important work of reimagining God as more fluid 

and in turn deeming all bodies and sexualities as expressions of God challenges a 

deeply patriarchal, historical approach to doing theology and doing religion within 

Protestantism.  

Drawing from the US 2007 national Baylor Religion survey, Whitehead (2012) 

found that viewing God as a “he” is clearly associated with a more traditional or 

conservative gender ideology. Conversely, an egalitarian gender ideology is to be 

expected if God is not believed to be a “he.” Belief in God as a male was associated 

with beliefs that most men are better suited for politics, a preschool child is likely to 

suffer if his or her mother works, it is God’s will that women care for children, and that 

 
27 A good example of this comes from Nicola Slee (2011) who proposes a symbolic way of envisioning 

the risen Christ in the female form as Christa which can speak to “women’s risenness and quest for life 

in all its fullness” (p. 24). Slee (2011) suggests that the risen Christ, who is not recognised by the 

disciples, will take on forms that are novel, strange, unrecognised, subversive and pushing boundaries of 

the known and familiar. She argues that argues that even though Jesus was male, this does not mean that 

a male body or maleness are ontological necessities of Jesus’ identity as Christ. Another tool for 

expanding our understanding of gender and sexuality is the recognition that Jesus was a victim of sexual 

abuse though crucifixion (Figueroa & Tombs, 2020; Tombs, 1999). David Tombs’ research has focused 

on Christian responses to gender-based violence, sexual abuse and torture. Overall, whether or not these 

theological tools play a role in the wider construction of Christian egalitarianism is difficult to ascertain 

from their research. The extent to which theological concepts like these have been utilised by Christians 

seeking to embrace gender egalitarianism has not been explored in prior studies.  
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a husband should earn a larger salary than his wife. The association of a gendered 

image of God on individuals and on the wider culture is especially noteworthy in the 

context of the United States considering that almost half of all Americans identify their 

God as a ‘he’ (Froese & Bader, 2010). Similarly, as Gallagher (2004) found in her 

study of conservative evangelicals, if God is a male and men are a direct representation 

of God, women who defy men’s authority are also defying God and the gendered order 

of reality. Not only is a person’s image of God important in shaping their worldview, 

and the kind of God they believe in can have direct implications for their doing of 

gender. 

Egalitarian biblical scholarship 

A marked difference between traditional and more progressive Christians is their 

interpretation of the Bible and their wider framework for understanding gender, with 

traditionalists being prone to endorsing gender essentialism, while egalitarians tend to 

embrace gender diversity. This difference in biblical interpretation is useful for 

understanding the diversity within Protestantism, where gender beliefs belong on a 

complex complementarian–egalitarian continuum. Egalitarian theology often emerges 

from biblical exegetical analysis (Beavis, 2007; Fiorenza, 1986; Payne, 2009; Wright, 

2004). Biblical equality endorses mutual submission and shared leadership within 

marriage. Reflect on more emancipatory readings of the Bible has a long history. 

Drawing from the Apostle Paul’s declaration that “in Christ there is neither Jew nor 

Greek; male nor female; slave nor free, for all are one in Christ” (Galatians 3:28) 

feminist Christians point to a thread of teaching on mutuality, the wider biblical 

narrative of equality, and women’s gifting that has wound its way through the centuries 

and across a range of Christian communities. Biblical translations that obscure or 

distort feminine references and imagery have been challenged or reformulated to 

expose egalitarian undercurrents in the Bible and religious traditions. By 

problematising essentialist notions of gender, feminist and egalitarian strands of 

Christianity seek to broaden the subcultural parameters within which Christian partners 

can negotiate the household division of labour (Ellison & Bartkowski, 2002). 

 Some challenge the essentialist view, emphasising instead an androgynous 

overlap between men and women. The argument that males and females hold much 

more in common than they do in difference has been developed by theologians and 
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Christian writers for quite some time; an example of this comes from Gilbert 

Bilezikian, who claims: 

Nowhere does the scripture command us to develop our sex-role awareness as 

males or females. It calls us—both men and women—to acquire the mind of 

Christ and to be transformed in His image…Both men and women are called to 

develop their basic personhood in cooperation with the Holy Spirit…a character 

that exhibits ‘love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness, self-control’ (Galatians 5:22-23). Genuine Christian spirituality is 

located beyond entrapments of sex roles’ (Bilezikian, 1985, p. 208-209).  

Bartkowski (2001) critiques this argument, however, saying that the “androgynous 

conceptualisations of gender” (p. 50) emphasises the erasure of difference, something 

he sees as flawed. He instead proposes a more complex deconstruction of certain 

“roles” associated with gender difference. 

It is important to review egalitarian biblical positions and interpretations as I 

will be investigating the interview participants’ personal theologies and use of biblical 

interpretation, examining to what extent these beliefs shape their practice. While 

fundamentalists claim to strictly adhere to a literal interpretation of scripture, a 

historical approach pursues biblical interpretation that addresses inevitable gaps 

between the ancient cultural contexts scripture was written in, and those it is read in 

(Duvall & Hays, 2012). Biblical interpretation differs among Christians. Many 

egalitarian biblical scholars appeal to the whole of scripture, the biblical narrative, to 

further define certain biblical passages that address gender relations. There is consensus 

among biblical scholars that passages in the New Testament which offer instruction 

about the roles of women and men are not timeless, universal prescriptions for marriage 

through the ages, but is rather a vision of marriage conditioned by the cultural 

assumption of its time (Lincoln, 1990; Wright, 2004; Payne, 2009; Fee, 2014; Elwell, 

2001). This line of exegetical critique also focuses on the interpretation of specific 

Greek words used in the New Testament arguing that, when interpreted correctly, 

renders passages as more liberating for women and men.28 Adopting this hermeneutic 

when reading and interpreting the Bible enables more space for the egalitarian 

 
28 Some biblical writers mention that men are the ‘head’ of women, just as Christ is the ‘head’ of the 

body (the church). Thus, interpretation of the Greek word Kephalē, meaning ‘head’ has come to have 

implications for men and women within Christian tradition and practice. See Alan F. Johnson, “A Meta-

Study of the Debate over the Meaning of ‘Head’ (Kephalē) in Paul’s Writings,” Priscilla Papers 20, no. 4 

(Autumn 2006): 21–29; Haley Gabrielle, “Kephalē as Fountainhead in 1 Corinthians 11:3,” Priscilla 

Papers 32, no. 3 (Summer 2018): 21–27. 
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narratives in the Bible to be heard, especially within church contexts. Based on three 

years of participant observation, focus groups, and personal interviews with clergy, 

current members, and prospective members in three church congregations representing 

diverse traditions within US Christianity, Gallagher (2017) found that connecting with 

church congregations provides men and women an opportunity to experience 

dimensions of personhood that are broader than the current cultural gender script. 

Churches are settings within which cultural ideals regarding gender are taught, enacted, 

struggled with, and recreated; congregations provide robust narratives of transcendence 

that are experienced as empowering to women, as well as narratives of community, 

connection, and service for men (Gallagher, 2017).  

Masculinity and Protestantism: Violence, hegemonic and “godly” 

masculinity 

As the participant couples in this study desire to detach from Protestantism’s traditional 

or complementarian gender ideology, all of them refer to its penetrating influence. 

Since I ask the participants about their understanding of masculinity within Christian 

contexts, a closer examination of themes regarding masculinity are needed. A question 

that has attracted attention is the relationship between religious male authority and 

gendered violence. Some studies show that features of Christian complementarian 

relationship ideals contribute to violence against women (Nash, 2006; Storkey, 2015). 

Since intimate partner violence is often associated with both overt and subconscious 

beliefs about male privilege and entitlement, overcoming violence against women 

begins with cultivating beliefs that males and females are of equal worth. Previous 

studies have suggested that dependency and submission—often revealed through 

imbalances in resource contribution and power distribution between partners—add to 

male dominance which in turn contributes to intimate partner violence (Choi & Ting, 

2008; Fox, Benson, DeMaris & Van Wyk, 2002 ). From her research of sixteen abused 

and formerly abused Christian wives, US-based sociologist Nash (2006) found that the 

participants benefited from higher education which allowed them to engage in 

hermeneutic revision of gender, power, and spousal conduct, repudiating oppressive 

marital practices and ultimately retain religious commitment. Their practices included 

gaining new understanding of biblical submission as mutual and loving, believing both 

husbands and wives have decision-making power, studying narratives of powerful 

female leaders in the Bible, understanding Jesus, as testified in scripture, as loving and 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10896-011-9408-y#ref-CR9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10896-011-9408-y#ref-CR18
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empowering of women, and subjecting their beliefs about marriage to critical, secular 

assessment within higher education. Some of their higher educational experiences 

involved sharing a critique among feminists of scepticism toward some men’s use of 

power in their social relations with women. Although Nash’s research focuses on 

experiences of abused Christian wives, it is her probing of participants’ interpretive 

processes that I find useful for the current project. I seek to probe the deliberate 

interpretive practices which facilitate egalitarian couples’ meaning making. 

Christianity has also served primarily as a site to apply, observe, and confirm 

the intricacies of a key concept in gender studies, hegemonic masculinity. However, 

Gerber (2015) urges researchers to not conflate hegemonic masculinity with “godly” 

masculinity, which she regards as a form of idealised masculinity that often criticises 

hegemonic forms of masculinity. “Godly” masculinity stresses that Jesus is the model 

for servant leadership, evangelicals argue, using a piece of scripture from Ephesians 

chapter 5 verse 25 that instructs men to, “love your wives, just as Christ loved the 

church and gave himself up for her.” This command to Christian men is important. It is 

almost always present within evangelical marriage discourse and operates as a crucial 

brake upon overly harsh male authority. This is what Aune (2006) discovered in her 

UK based study conducted using a feminist grounded theoretical approach. Her 

research draws from a fifteen-month participant observation of a conservative 

evangelical congregation, interviews with twenty church members and analysis of the 

church’s publications. Her findings reveal that this heroic or “godly” masculine love 

does not dislocate from hegemonic masculinity, it in fact reproduces it. This is because 

it disguises the conservative idea of male leadership or headship with the more 

palatable language of men loving women as “Christ loved the church” while 

emphasising women as passive receptors of love. There are theological tools that foster 

the construction of what Aune (2006) refers to as Christian pro-feminist “new men.” 

These theological tools will be explored in chapter seven.  

Gerber (2015) argues that a “godly masculinity” allows for a considerable degree of 

gender experimentation while still maintaining a conservative and traditional gender 

ideology. Other findings which support this idea come from Burke’s (2016) study of 

conservative Christian heterosexual couples’ use of sex advice websites. Burke (2016) 

found that men who use the sites are much more likely than their female counterparts to 
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talk online about their interests in non-normative or queerish sex including pegging, 

cross dressing, and other gender subversive acts. Despite these two studies focusing on 

Christians in the US, I posit that doing progressive Protestant masculinity—analysed 

through a feminist theological lens—provides a nuanced study of iterations of 

masculinity unique to a New Zealand, Protestant context. I am interested in studying 

the relationship between a developing egalitarian masculinity couched in a Christian 

context and hegemonic masculinity, hypothesising that theological understandings 

about masculinity have the potential to inform the subversion and, to some extent, the 

dislocation of hegemonic masculinity. I argue this goes beyond what Gerber calls a 

“godly” masculinity. Moreover, the current study extends the literature by focusing on 

the extent to which gender ideals are both reaffirmed and reimagined.  
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Chapter Four 

Methods and methodology 

 

“Researchers have documented that during the doctoral 
process the development of academic identity occurs as individuals 

move from student to scholars or from being a consumer of 
knowledge...to creator”  

(Gardner, 2009, p. 328).  

 

Chapter outline 

In this chapter I present the methodological design of this study. The chapter is 

organised into three key areas: the methodology, the methods I utilised, and the 

demographic profile of the interview participants. Firstly, I outline how my overarching 

methodology involves praxis-based reflection and positioning myself as a feminist. I 

outline my interviewing methodology for interviewing couples separately and jointly, 

as well as interviewing men. Next, I focus on the methods which include qualitative 

research, the ethical considerations, outlining insider research, and my commitment to 

reflexivity. I review methods and approaches used within other feminist qualitative 

research located within Christian contexts and explain how these inform my methods. I 

outline my fieldwork and recruitment processes, the interviews and how they were 

facilitated, and the reflexive thematic analysis I used when analysing the data. Next, I 

discuss the limitations of this study. Throughout all of this I highlight how reflexivity is 

integral to every aspect of my methods and methodology. Finally, I introduce the 

interview participants and provide their demographic information.  

Methodology 

Praxis-based reflection 

Like many other empirical studies, the current study seeks to address the gap between 

the “high ground of theory and the swampy lowlands of practice” (Walton, 2014, p. 

xix). I view praxis-based reflection as a useful way of taking strides to bridge this gap 
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and is something I have sought to do by developing discussion focused on egalitarian 

praxis. A goal of this study is to reflect on interpersonal practices in the context of 

wider social and structural issues and highlight implications for social change. 

Adopting a transdisciplinary approach reflects this methodology as well, since this 

approach is increasingly used to address social problems of our time. Such problems, 

including the persistent inequalities between men and women within the domestic 

sphere, transcend disciplinary boundaries, are intertwined with socio-political context, 

and require participation of stakeholders to generate socially acceptable outcomes 

(Carew & Wickson, 2010).  

Praxis refers to embodied knowledge and the practising of ideas. Thus, egalitarian 

relationship praxis describes how church-going couples in New Zealand practise and 

enact their ideas about egalitarianism, which derive from social and theological 

convictions. Swinton and Mowat (2016) argue that both the social sciences and 

practical theology share similarities in their commitment to action research, with 

similar reflective processes and action-oriented goals. The basic dynamic of action 

research is the dialectical movement from practice (action) to theory, to critical 

reflection on practice, to revised forms of practice developed in the light of this 

spiralling process. Whilst this study critically reflects on relationship practices, offering 

an in-depth examination of egalitarian praxis, this thesis does not offer a systematic 

revised form of relationship practice, nor is it trying to. Future studies may wish to 

draw from the tentative conclusions drawn here to pursue this further. Praxis-based 

theological reflection insists that proper theological understanding cannot be formed 

independently of practical engagement. Praxis places emphasis on “orthopraxis (right 

action) rather than orthodoxy (right belief)” (Graham, Walton & Ward, 2005, p.170) 

and relies on the assertion that authentic Christian discipleship is to be found in the 

integrity of one’s actions rather than in protestations of one’s belief. This method of 

theological reflection on praxis is most closely associated with the theologies of 

liberation that emerged in the two-thirds world from the end of the 1960s (Graham, 

Walton & Ward 2005). Thus, this praxis-based method remains rooted in the specific 

claims for social justice, and demands a process of reflection of received tradition in 

light of social injustices including poverty, marginalisation and social exclusion. 

Liberation theology listens to the challenging questions of the “non-person” or 

dehumanised; it is concerned with reinserting those on the underside of history back 
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into salvation history, empowering them into subjects who are made in the image of 

God. Similar to liberation theology’s demand for social justice, this study is concerned 

with how women and men use progressive theology as a subversive tool to reimagine 

gender relations and redo Christianity. A praxis-based approach to analysing their 

narrations enables analysis which reveals the relationship between knowledge and 

behaviour—specifically the relationship between doing egalitarian gender and doing 

egalitarian Christianity.  

Positioning myself as a feminist 

I have worked within a feminist framework which values my preferences for gender 

equality and egalitarian relationship ideals. My methodology is self-consciously feminist, 

and this approach to couple relationships assumes the importance of gender equality and 

the connection between relational well-being and gender equality (Jonathan & Knudson-

Martin, 2012). As I constructed my interview questions, I identified the patriarchal 

paradigm within which Protestant beliefs about gendered relationships have historically 

been constituted. Asking specific questions allowed for the problematisation of the 

institution of Christianity and its associated patriarchal gender beliefs (Holland et al., 

1999; Phillips, 2011). In the interviews, participants were invited to discuss their 

relationship with their partner and their own understanding of concepts including 

egalitarianism, gender identity, feminism and experiences with Christian traditions and 

church practice.  

The interaction between theories I draw from and my data has led me to situate 

this empirical study within the social construction of male-dominated heterosexuality. It 

is precisely against this normative and hegemonic understanding of heterosexual 

relationships that the construction of a more egalitarian heterosexuality shines more 

clear. An imbalance in the relative power of men and women in New Zealand society 

has been well established in feminist studies (Benton-Greig, Gamage & Gavey, 2018; 

Calder-Dawe & Gavey, 2016), thus, I expected participants to also share about their 

experiences of gender inequality. Although all of the participants self-identify as 

egalitarian, a goal of this thesis is to unpack the deeper social forces influencing power 

relations between men and women. Since gender awareness is intrinsic to this study 

grounded in subjective experiences of heterosexuality, a feminist methodology is 

appropriate.  

https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1080/15332691.2014.953652?scroll=top&needAccess=true&
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As I framed my questions, I identified the patriarchal paradigm within which 

Christian hegemonic beliefs about relationships have historically been constituted. As 

Holland et al. (1999) note in their feminist research, this patriarchal paradigm is so 

powerful that a helpful approach when asking participants’ questions is to identify this 

paradigm and disrupt it, in order to make it visible. They refer to this as “disrupting 

common sense assumptions” (p. 458) particularly about heterosexuality and patriarchy. 

This reflects my desire to make the patriarchal paradigm within Christian culture more 

visible to participants throughout the interviews has encouraged an unequal and 

oppressive relations between men and women. Holland et al argue that the distinctive 

character of feminist research lies in asking questions that render the “everyday world 

problematic” (1999, p. 462, quoting Smith 1988). For example, I asked the participants 

a few questions which deliberately allowed for the problematisation of the institution of 

Christianity and complementarian gender beliefs. My research is feminist in this sense, 

although I do interview both women and men, not solely women. To illustrate this, I 

asked all participants the following question: 

Interviewer: Christianity has quite a patriarchal history often defined by 

complementarian gender roles – a biblical belief system that says God created 

men and women to complement each other, male headship, female submission, 

this has been the history of marriage practice within Christianity. These 

messages are often not overt, but can come from the way the Bible is 

interpreted. So my question to you is, as Christians or church-goers who 

identify as egalitarian, do you ever feel counter-cultural, and if so, how do you 

navigate that? 

Interviewing methodology 

Interviewing couples separately and jointly 

Qualitative researchers, who frequently use individual interviews as a means of 

collecting data, have identified a number of advantages and disadvantages of 

facilitating both one-on-one and joint interviews. The following studies I discuss take 

place within the field of family and gender research and investigate heterosexual couple 

dynamics through joint and/or separate interviews. Whilst these studies do not focus 

specifically on experiences of religious participants, their interviewing methods—and 

ethical and practical concerns they raise—I found useful when facilitating this research.  
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Interviewing participants separately has a number of benefits. Firstly, one-on-

one interviews provide participants with the opportunity to speak without inhibition 

about their experiences and the meanings that they personally attributed to them 

(Taylor & de Vocht, 2011; Hertz, 1995; Petriglieri, 2019). However, requiring separate 

interviews can potentially generate anxiety within couples because this approach might 

imply that secrets exist, and that one person is willing to share these secrets with the 

researcher and not with his or her partner (Taylor & de Vocht, 2011). In her study 

which included interviewing 95 dual-earner couples separately, Hertz (1995) observes 

that once separate interviews are conducted, the researcher needs to consider any 

differences in their accounts and build a fuller account of how the couple 

accommodates, negotiates, and sometimes conceals those differences. This can make 

the researcher’s analytic tasks far more complex when two stories, not one, are told. 

The presence of a partner has the potential to facilitate or constrain the narrative within 

an interview, and can therefore either enhance or limit the richness of the data collected 

(Taylor & de Vocht, 2011). 

There are both benefits and limitations to interviewing couples jointly. Family 

life is a “negotiated reality” (Hertz, 1995, p. 447). Joint interviews can enable rich 

observation of intra-couple dynamics and negotiated family practices, particularly 

through partners’ corroboration and challenging of each other’s stories (Bjørnholt & 

Farstad, 2014; Valentine, 1999 & Taylor & de Vocht, 2011). Based on their research 

drawn from fourteen semi-structured joint interviews with heterosexual intimate 

couples, Bjørnholt and Farstad (2014) propose that joint interviews are practically 

easier to arrange, less time consuming for participants and the researcher, and are 

ethically less problematic. This is because they diminish the role of the researcher as a 

“keeper and mediator of secrets” (Bjørnholt & Farstad 2014, p. 15). Interviewing the 

partners together and separately within the same design would be ideal and would 

likely result in providing a broader picture of their couple experience. For this study, 

joint interviews ended up being the most effective avenue through which to investigate 

family life as a “negotiated reality” (Hertz, 1995 p. 447) and I was able to study their 

moments of connection, frustration and distress. Interviewing partners together, but 

allowing each partner equal time and chances to speak and be heard, provided me the 

opportunity to improve my understanding of the path to relationship egalitarianism at 

the individual, as well as at the couple level.  
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Interviewing men 

Interviewing couples together enables men’s voices to be heard and encourage men’s 

involvement in research in a less intimidating way than one-on-one interviews 

(Valentine, 1999; Bjørnholt & Farstad, 2014). Women no longer represent the 

household and family researchers promote the representation of men’s accounts in 

studies of households (Valentine, 1999). Men’s power within heterosexual partnerships 

to help create gender equality is important to investigate, and this is a primary reason 

why this project examines the voices and experiences of men, and not solely women's. 

It is important to evaluate the extent to which a “constructive use of male power,” as 

Bjornholt (2011, p. 3) calls it, is illustrated in the narrations of couples self-identifying 

as egalitarian. While joint interviews are useful, joint interviews can become 

problematic if a knowledgeable or powerful partner dominates the storytelling, and also 

if a couple’s focus on self-presentation deters from in-depth, honest sharing (Hertz, 

1995; Taylor & de Vocht, 2011). Some family researchers argue that when 

investigating intimate partnerships, it is ideal to interview the partners together and 

separately within the same design (Bjørnholt & Farstad, 2014; Taylor & de Vocht, 

2011).  

Method 

Qualitative research 

I used inductive, qualitative methods to analyse the experiences of eighteen egalitarian-

identifying couples. The qualitative data reported in this study is drawn from 

transcribed interview scripts. Qualitative research is suited to developing theoretical 

discussion in relatively unexplored areas, which in this case, is how progressive 

religious discourse and practice contributes to the theorisation of gender studies. 

Empirical research draws its data from the experience of particular people both from 

the researcher’s observation of them in their own context, and from intentional 

conversations designed to explore aspects of their thinking and experience (Phillips, 

2011). Qualitative inquiry is well suited for exposing the messages and strategies that 

constitute women’s and men’s beliefs about egalitarianism. Qualitative research is also 

good at uncovering the understanding and meaning that participants see in their 

behaviour and values. 



75 
 

This is a qualitative inquiry that draws from an interpretivist paradigm. This 

allows for not only an in-depth description of human experience, but also the discussion 

of a relational egalitarian philosophy grounded in empirical findings. The research 

process began by immersing myself in prior literature, understanding researchers’ 

theoretical and empirical findings and arguments across a variety of disciplines. With a 

systematic review of literature able to inform the initial drafting of interview questions, 

preparation for fieldwork was underway. I discuss my recruitment process in this chapter. 

Fieldwork included organising to meet with couples, interviewing couples, transcribing 

interviews, writing and reading my reflections, and collaboratively dialoguing with 

supervisors. Combined with my own observation and interpretation of what couples told 

me, I used NVivo software, a computer based qualitative analysis program to code each 

interview and organise quantitative descriptive information about my participants. I read 

and reread the transcribed interviews many times to identify codes, patterns and themes 

in them. Within my reflexive thematic analysis approach, I used Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006; 2019) method of reflexive thematic analysis. I developed a coding scheme which 

enabled me to organise respondents’ comments into a coherent framework for qualitative 

analysis. Then, I looked for similarities across respondents’ answers to identify recurrent 

patterns of meaning, which, after checking them against the data set, I grouped into 

initial, larger categories. These were refined, split and named as themes. A reflexive 

approach to thematic analysis allowed me to explore both semantic and latent meanings 

within the data. Although I was aware of prevailing theories of gender inequality within 

heterosexual relationships, I found that being grounded in the data enabled different 

conceptualisations of these theories to be developed. Although some parts of the data 

were quantified, such as demographic information about participants collected, much of 

this is qualitative analysis, which I acknowledge relies on my own skills of observation 

and interpretation to make sense of what couples told me, and to uncover the complex 

dynamics of creating an equal partnership.  

Ethical considerations 

This research was conducted with appropriate ethical approval from the University of 

Otago Human Ethics Committee (see Appendix F).29 The application I submitted 

requesting permission to interview couples was approved by the Human Ethics 

 
29 This was a category A ethics application form and the Ethics Committee’s reference code for my 

project is: 18/036. 
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Committee. I also submitted my research proposition to the Ngai Tahu Research 

Consultation Committee, informing them that as part of my study I would collecting 

self-identified ethnicity and decent information from my interview participants. They 

accepted my proposition and suggested that I share my research findings to Te Aka 

Puaho (the Presbyterian Māori synod) which I aim to do at completion of my studies. 

A key ethical concern for me is to protect the privacy and confidentiality of the 

participants. Throughout the research process, I have endeavoured to acknowledge and 

protect the rights, interests and sensitivities of the participants at all times. I have done 

this by both omitting and altering identifying information in the direct quotes including 

place names, names of people, names of tertiary institutions and churches, names and 

professions in order to protect the anonymity of others. These identifying details have 

been omitted and replaced with a general description. I use pseudonyms for the 

participants’ names. Informed written consent was obtained from each participant of 

the study in the form of them signing a consent form (see appendix B). The consent 

form stated that the participants were free to withdraw from the project or withdraw 

their data from the project at any time without any disadvantage. They could also 

request for the tape recorder to be turned off during the interview. Participants were not 

compensated for their participation in this study. I have kept the participants’ audio 

files and written interview transcripts stored on a password protected computer. I am 

acutely aware of needing to make ethical judgments when writing reflectively about 

other people, and while it is not my wish to do harm, I am forced to acknowledge that I 

may well cause discomfort to others through my presentation of the findings. 

Positioning myself as an insider 

I began this process by reflecting on my own positionality. I am a Pākehā middle-class 

New Zealander, a self-identified feminist and egalitarian, and a cisgender woman. All 

of these various locations influence how the fieldwork was carried out. Having grown 

up in a religious household, I consider myself having insider knowledge in terms of 

Protestant faith beliefs and church practices. I view this insider position as giving me 

familiarity with discourses and debates regarding women’s’ positionality within 

Christendom. At the same time, I am an outsider as I am not affiliated with the church 

denominations I have recruited within. I have my own gut reactions to the 

complementarian messages and experiences of sexism the participants divulge, and, as 

Burke (2016) writes in her ethnography of Christian sexuality websites, ‘my 
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positionality certainly colours my analysis’ (p. 178). My understanding is subjective, I 

do not strive for neutral objectivity. The notion that research must be ‘unbiased’ and 

objective, historically sought through bracketing, has since been discounted by a 

number of researchers (Graham, 2013). In rejecting the possibility of objectivity or 

bracketing out the researcher’s assumptions, this results in a reflexive approach which 

assumes that pre-understandings and prejudices are necessary in order for researchers to 

make sense of the world. I have recognised that it is better to allow ambiguities, and 

even silences into my research rather than to strive towards completeness.   

My identity as someone who is feminist, egalitarian, and someone in negotiation 

with relationships did not disappear when I conducted interviews. I considered the 

possibility of self-disclosure during interviews as being both helpful and confining. 

Self-disclosure on the part of the researcher changes not only the interviewer from the 

neutral questioner into a participant, it also gives the subject license to ask questions of 

the interviewer (Hertz, 1995). My willingness as the interviewer to expose some of my 

personal thoughts, primarily through voicing empathy for participants’ feelings, 

succeeded in creating an atmosphere in which respondents felt free to do the same. 

These parts of myself offered much value, and I noticed that the more of myself I 

allowed to come through in each interview, the more positively receptive the 

participants were. Empathy as a methodological tool has been described as a significant 

feature of feminist research (Phillips, 2011) which can enable the researcher to enter 

into another’s experiences. However, I kept any self-disclosure to a minimum. Similar 

to Burke (2016) and her approach to the evangelical men and women she studied, I did 

not divulge information about myself to participants including my religious beliefs or 

my relationship status, though I attempted to answer questions honestly when I was 

posed them.   

My commitment to reflexivity  

Reflexivity highlights the role that the self plays in the generation of all forms of 

knowledge about the world. It is an interrogative process that enables the researcher to 

understand all their meaning-making as relational and located (Walton, 2014). I have 

grappled with a number of reflexive questions during this research process, including: 

how does my personal history generate presuppositions that influence my approach to 

this topic? What values and beliefs are implicit in my storytelling? What have I left 
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out? Am I telling a story that affirms what I believe to be true? Where might my efforts 

reinforce power and privilege? Through this self-reflexive process I have sought to 

better understand myself within the context of a progressive Christian gender narrative 

within which exist contradictory beliefs about gender and power. I am challenged not to 

be too quick to make generalisations in the desire to make my own research useful and 

practicable. Auditability refers to the decisions made by the researcher at every stage of 

the research process (Koch, 2006). My decision trail of this qualitative research process 

was documented in a research diary where I recorded the decisions and experiences I 

encountered at each stage of the research process, recording my reasoning behind my 

decisions. I constantly reflected on how my “situatedness” influences the way I 

interpret the world (Swinton & Mowat, 2016, p.106). As well as remaining transparent 

throughout each research step, another ongoing tension I felt was being able to maintain 

sensitivity to each participant’s specific experiences whilst critically exploring 

similarities with other participants’ experiences in the analysis. I am mindful that 

participants’ experiences continue to be erased when everyday life is screened out or 

sorted into different categories (Radford, 2017), ultimately, I have sought to treat the 

participants as collaborators and co-interpreters as opposed to viewing them as merely  

offering useable information. I did this by repeatedly checking in with participants 

during each interview to ensure I heard them correctly, inviting them to correct me if I 

was misinterpreting what they were trying to say. In many of the interviews I shared 

with the participants a noteable trend within research and asked them to share with me 

their thoughts on this; I welcomed their honest feedback and their concerns.  

From the beginning of this study I was mindful that a female researcher being 

on the side of the women she studies is a stance that is entirely consistent with major 

traditions in sociological research in which the sociologist sides with the oppressed. 

Siding with the people one researches inevitably means an “emotional as well as an 

intellectual commitment to promoting their interests” (Finch, 1993, p.178). I 

approached this project mindful that heterosexual partnerships come laden with power 

imbalances, and so I recognise my biased desire to identify with women’s subordinated 

experiences. However, I also identify with the non-normative experiences of 

egalitarian-identifying individuals navigating Christian hegemony, both women and 

men. A major contribution to feminist epistemology is Sandra Harding (1991) who 

advocates an approach to objectivity that does not assume a neutral perspective. She 



79 
 

argues that those most painfully affected by an issue gain a privileged understanding of 

its parameters. However, this experiential knowledge should be tried and tested through 

dialogue with others who view the same problem from a different location. Through 

such dialogical processes—which I have sought to achieve through in-depth interviews 

with men and women—a stronger objectivity emerges which, in turn can inform action 

(Walton, 2014) and social change.  

Feminist qualitative research approaches: Religious studies and theology 

I draw on feminist practical theology to inform my methods as well. Much of the 

research on religion and gender has focused on the relationship between individual 

religious belief and practice and gender attitudes. The following research projects bring 

together feminist qualitative research methods and reflection of the findings that draws 

from theology and sociology, anthropology and psychology. In exploring the faith 

development of girls using an ethnography approach, practical theologian Anne Phillips 

(2011) interviewed seventeen girls from five churches in England, seeking out churches 

from her existing networks. The churches represented a variety of theological positions 

from broadly liberal to evangelical. She conducted her study mindful of the various 

contexts which facilitate the growth of girls’ faith, including their homes, churches and 

peer groups. Phillip’s (2011) initial interview questions with the girls were designed to 

encourage their awareness of themselves as gendered; she hoped this would keep 

gender awareness in their minds and provide them a different frame of reference in 

which to construct their thoughts. In her book, Women’s Faith Development: Patterns 

and Processes, Slee (2004) researched the patterns and processes of women’s 

spirituality and faith development through semi-structured interviews with thirty 

Christian women, aged between thirty and sixty-seven in the UK. In a similar study, 

Porter (2004) explores the reality of Christian women’s faith experiences, their 

understanding of God, themselves, and their relationship to church institutions. Her 

analysis draws from interviews with forty-four Christian women in Northern Ireland 

belonging to multiple denominations: Catholic, Presbyterian, Anglican and Methodist. 

She unpacks themes including feminism, dominance of male God-talk, self-denial, 

gender complementarity, and women as subordinated insiders in the church. Since 

relationship egalitarianism draws from similar values embedded in feminism, these 
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studies are helpful in their illustration of how Christian women negotiate their gendered 

identity.  

Sociologist Sarah-Jane Page is a British researcher who conducted feminist 

qualitative research focused on Christian women. Her first project focused on female 

Anglican clergy who had dependent children. Between 2006 and 2007 she interviewed 

fifteen priests and two deacons, focusing particularly on their experiences of becoming 

a priest, their faith lives, and their relationships to feminism. In her research conducted 

in 2011 with Anglican young women aged between eighteen and twenty-five, she 

observes how these participants are raised in an era which some researchers have 

characterised as having “feminism in the water,” and for them, gender equality is taken 

as a given (p. 60). She observes how the participants challenge gender inequality using 

more general “common-sense egalitarianism” rather than explicit feminist discourse 

(Slee, Porter & Phillips, 2013, p. 61). Whereas the older women with dependent 

children used much more explicit feminist discourse. 

In contrast to this, the experiences and voices of males have often been less 

visible in qualitative studies focused on the intersection of progressive, ‘alternative’ or 

feminist religious practices and gender dynamics; my research contribution is valuable 

in addressing this knowledge gap. There are some exceptions to this, however. For 

example, in a small interview-based study in the UK, Swinton (2000) investigated some 

of the ways men’s and women’s religious faith functions in enabling them to cope and 

live with depression.30 In his thematic analysis of the interviews, a number of themes 

emerged in the study, including the meaningless abyss of depression, being trapped into 

living, the healing power of understanding, among others. Swinton’s other research 

focuses on people’s experiences with dementia, as well as profound intellectual 

disabilities and how their experiences intersect with theology developing a practical 

theology of disability and mental health care.31 Often his research projects generate 

practical strategies and tools for care facilities and churches. Since I also reflect 

 
30 See Swinton’s book: From Bedlam to Shalom: Towards a Practical Theology of Human Nature, 

Interpersonal Relationships, and Mental Health Care (2000). Swinton remarks that the doctrine of the 

imago Dei in humanity is important because, ‘The criteria one uses to define the essential nature of 

human beings will have a profound effect on the way one treats them’ (p. 26). 
31 See John Swinton’s books titled: Dementia: Living in the Memories of God (2012); Mental Health: 

The Inclusive Church Resource (2014); Finding Jesus in the Storm: The Spiritual Lives of Christians 

With Mental Health Challenges (2020).  
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theologically on themes across the interview participants’ narrations, the approach to 

the current study draws from the studies mentioned above.  

Fieldwork  

Using purposive sampling, I advertised my study in Protestant churches of varying 

denominations and tertiary institutions with Christian affiliation, across a range of cities 

in New Zealand. This helped to establish a diverse dataset. The choice to focus on the 

Protestant tradition was made in order to investigate relationship egalitarianism in a 

religious context where there are competing visions of gender relations: 

complementarianism and egalitarianism. In this sense, I chose this as my focal 

population because I sought to explore behaviours and ideologies of couples whom 

Gaunt (2013) describes as “norm-violating” couples. To maintain confidentiality, the 

churches will not be named in my writing, though to facilitate analysis the churches' 

denominations will be stated. To participate in this study, couples needed to be 

affiliated with or attend a Protestant church. Given that my sample criteria relies upon 

the broad distinguisher “Protestant,” participating churches vary in denominational 

affiliation; in this sample specific denominations include Baptist, Nondenominational, 

Presbyterian and Anglican. The descriptor “Protestant” was deliberately kept broad in 

order to capture participants who identify broadly within the Christian tradition. Near 

the end of my first year of doctoral study I decided to avoid using the modifier 

“evangelical” as this was proving too synonymous with conservatism, biblical 

literalism and gender traditionalism. These features are not supportive of my overall 

research vision and goals, which focuses on a more progressive Christian cohort who 

subscribe to progressive social and gender ideals and a non-literal understanding of the 

Bible. In Burke’s (2016) sociological study that draws from survey and online 

interview data with Christian couples in the US, she distinguishes between evangelical 

Protestants and mainline Protestants. In terms of Protestant affiliations, she refers to her 

conservative sample as “evangelical” and the moderate and liberal sample as 

“mainline” as a way to be consistent throughout her writing. Even though Burke’s 

research is US-based, I find this distinction helpful; however, the current study moves 

beyond mainline Christianity to exlore progressive Christianity.  
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Recruitment 

I recruited eighteen couples (thirty-six individuals) across six different organisations.32 I 

stopped recruiting couples once I had completed interviewing these participants because 

I sensed I had reached saturation when I began hearing similar patterns and themes 

emerge in the interviews. The size of this data set is deliberate. Firstly, it allows for 

rigorous analysis of people's experiences investigated through in-depth interviews, 

observations of some churches and academic institutions, as well as brief follow up 

communication with the participants. Secondly, this is a manageable data set to analyse 

within the time constraints of a three-year doctoral programme. Since I was seeking 

couples who strongly identify as egalitarian, the definition of this on the recruitment 

poster (see Appendix A) and read as follows: “The position that women and men are of 

equal, intrinsic value; there are no gender-based limitations of what functions or 

responsibilities each can fulfil in the home, church, or society.” Relying on self-reports 

and self-identification poses a “thorny methodological dilemma” as Deutsch (1999) 

observes (p. 241). The question begs, how do we know that these reports are accurate? 

This self-identification process will be discussed further in this chapter. 

As part of the recruitment methods, I contacted the lead pastor of each church 

seeking permission to either give an in-person advertisement on a Sunday, and 

distribute my recruitment poster electronically within their church. Initially, I started by 

solely recruiting interview participants from withing churches. I later extended my 

participant recruitment method to include tertiary institutions that are Christian 

affiliated. I made this decision because I began to see a recurring pattern in my 

interviews that Christian egalitarian couples were highly educated, and in my desire to 

locate more interview participants, I suspected there was a significant population of 

Christians who identify as egalitarian attending Christian tertiary institutes. I was also 

mindful of the trend within prior research that women and men adhering to non-

traditional gender practices are more likely to be highly educated. It was useful to 

widen my recruitment methods to include tertiary institutions because I figured that not 

all egalitarian couples may attend church regularly, and thus may miss the opportunity 

to learn about this study if churches were the only place I was advertising my study. By 

 
32 In-depth interviews were conducted with nineteen couples. However, out of the nineteen couples 

interviewed, eighteen couples fit the criteria to be interviewed, thus interview transcripts from these 

eighteen couples are used for the data analysis.   
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using both churches and academic institutions as recruitment tools, there was a clear 

methodological shift from contextualising egalitarian couples within their local 

churches to focusing more on the couples themselves and their own social and 

relational interactions. Relying on people’s reports about their social interactions 

(Connell 2010; Irby 2014) fits well with “doing gender” framework since it is centrally 

concerned with understanding how people negotiate their accountability to norms 

(Hollander 2013). 

 I advertised my study within tertiary institutions with a Christian affiliation 

across different regions in New Zealand. With each institution, I contacted a 

representative HR person via email providing an information sheet (see Appendix C 

and Appendix D) requesting to give a short, in-person advertisement of my study to 

students and staff there. I also sent them a digital recruitment poster and requested to 

have this shared online in a social media forum that the students and staff had access to. 

I was granted permission to give an in-person advertisement at two tertiary institutes, 

and my study was only digitally advertised at another institute. Each institution was 

careful to check my ethics approved information sheet, interview topics and recruitment 

poster before allowing me to proceed with my fieldwork. At times recruitment proved 

difficult, particularly when email correspondence with institutions would not be 

reciprocated and, in one instance, where a church informed me that, upon consultation 

with their leadership, they would not grant me permission to advertise my study there. 

However, once I had sustained communication with leaders of these institutions, the 

majority of them granted me permission and subsequently added my recruitment poster 

to their weekly advertisements.  

At times it was a complicated and a daunting task to instigate discussions about 

relationship egalitarianism in Christian contexts where egalitarianism is regarded, with 

scepticism by some, as inaccurate and unbiblical. This resistance and scepticism I felt 

acutely at times during the recruitment phase of the fieldwork. For example, some 

people associated with institutions acted as gate-keepers; in one case my request to 

advertise my study in a church was denied, and one tertiary institutional leader only 

allowed my advertisement to be circulated once he had critiqued and challenged the 

theological and biblical premise of my study. This further highlighted to me the fixed 

views about gendered responsibilities entrenched within Christian culture and that 

disturbing these norms can feel threatening for some. It also felt like a daunting task to 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
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unearth issues of gender inequality in couples’ relationships, where the participant men 

and women were unafraid to voice their struggles and feelings of frustration. This thesis 

can only partly cover these issues. 

Each church leader I contacted via email I asked their permission to also give a 

short in-person advertisement at a Sunday service, and usually they informed me 

straight away of people in their congregation they thought would fit my criteria. I 

originally planned to visit a Sunday church service to give a short in-person 

advertisement for my study and gather observational data. Specifically, I intended to 

look out for representation of women leading in the Sunday service, ask what pre-

marriage counselling resources they offer, and general gender practices and/or language 

used during the service. Although I discussed this possibility with each pastor, 

discrepancies with Sunday service schedules, as well as time restrictions of my 

fieldwork meant that I could only give in-person advertisements in three out of the six 

institutions. These in-person advertisements proved effective, and each time couples 

would sign up to be interviewed. In one church where I gave an in-person 

advertisement, a high number of couples requested to be interviewed; however, for 

internal confidentiality reasons (Tolich, 2004), I selected a similar number of couples 

from each church or academic community. Couples began to respond to my recruitment 

poster they saw in their institution’s online notices, and I received emails equally from 

both male and female partners, asking to be interviewed. Once participant couples 

agreed to be interviewed, each partner signed a separate consent form which they 

returned to me and they indicated to me as to whether they would like to be interviewed 

together or separately. I identified and contacted a support person within each 

institution (whether it was a church or an academic institution) and provided each 

couple with this person’s contact details at the time of the interview. This was to 

provide the participants external support in case something arose in the interview that 

participants wanted to process further. Importantly, I did not send recruitment 

information to churches I myself had attended in the past or where I knew family or 

friends of mine attended. 

Interviews  

The participants of this study were offered two options for being interviewed: partners 

being interviewed separately at first and then brought together for a shorter joint 
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interview, or a joint interview with both partners from the beginning. These options 

were made clear to prospective participants in the information sheet provided to them. I 

considered it important to provide participants’ the opportunity for one-to-one 

discussion through separate interviews. This is because I anticipated that, when 

reflecting on their relationship, partners might voice their fears or frustrations to a 

researcher, preferring not to share these with their partner quite so explicitly for fear of 

causing relationship unrest. In the end, all of the participant couples opted to be 

interviewed jointly. The length of each interview was approximately an hour and a half; 

the majority of the participants wanted to continue talking, and I checked in with each 

couple to ensure I was not exceeding their allocated time to talk.  

The interview questions (see Appendix E) assessed the participants’ attitudes 

towards their relationship with their partner, their understanding of egalitarianism and 

gender, biblical interpretation, church experiences, and feminism. The questions allowed 

me to investigate how these women and men negotiate their accountability to gender 

norms at all three levels of interest to the original doing gender model: institutional, 

interpersonal, and intrapersonal (Hollander, 2013). I always asked the questions in the 

same order, but each interview was different because I engaged each participant in 

conversation about his or her answers. I asked participants to elaborate about points that 

were unclear and questioned interviewees about the implications of what they told me. 

These probes helped me gain a richer understanding of their answers. Each interview 

transcript excerpt is a verbatim quotation and is identified by its pseudonym. After 

reviewing several databases online of popular male and female names in New Zealand I 

chose pseudonyms for each participant using these name suggestions. I conducted a 

combination of Skype interviews and in-person interviews at a location chosen by the 

couples, and I used the same interview questions for each interview. All of the in-person 

interviews took place within participants’ homes. I sensed I had reached saturation when 

I began hearing similar patterns and themes emerge in the interviews. Despite Skype 

occasionally cutting in and out a handful of times, the participant couples and I were able 

to overcome these technical bumps and see and hear each other adequately. Each Skype 

and in-person interview was audio recorded on two devices, a small recording device and 

my cell phone, and was later transcribed. The recruitment poster signalled there may be 

a short follow-up interview. Structured follow-up interviews did not happen because I 

felt I had gathered sufficient data; however, I initiated brief follow-up communication 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243218766497
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with all couples via email, informing them of the thesis timeline, and asking specific 

couples further clarifying questions where needed.  

Reflexive thematic analysis 

I questioned the respondents about their social and theological rationales for their 

relationship practices. This data has been coded using an inductive form of thematic 

analysis in order to identity key patterned meanings (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A theme 

captures something important about the data in relation to the research question, and 

represents some level of patterned response or meaning within the data set (Braun & 

Clark, 2006, p. 83). When analysing these themes, I developed a coding scheme based 

on colours, which enabled me to organise respondents’ comments into a coherent 

framework for qualitative analysis. A key point of entry into an understanding of 

relationship egalitarianism was through the semantic, textual level, examining men’s 

and women’s words from transcribed interviews to see the power of language and the 

power relations that can be made visible through analysis of their accounts. However, I 

conducted data analysis at both a semantic and latent level: looking for similarities 

across respondents’ answers to identify recurrent themes, documenting notable 

differences, and reading between the lines observing body language for unspoken, 

latent meanings within the interviews.  

Limitations of this methodological approach  

I recognise the limitations of this study. Firstly, scholars might utilise ethnographic 

methods to obtain interactional data that demonstrates the doing of progressive religion 

in action. I could have done this through doing more in-depth observations of couples 

within their church contexts; for example, observing a marriage course run by the 

church or couple-directed programs operating within these churches and inquiring 

about how couples engage with this. The time constraint I had to complete this study 

meant that I could not devote time to this, which I view as a limitation of this study, and 

something that I encourage other researchers to consider doing in future studies. 

Allowing participants to self-identify as egalitarian kept the cohort of interviewees 

broad. It could have been useful to screen the participants using a questionnaire prior to 

being interviewed; some studies on couples show the effectiveness of this filtering 

process (Deutsch, 1999; Karakurt & Cumbie, 2012). However, an interpretivist 
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approach enhances the qualitative investigation as to who identifies as egalitarian, 

without being screened objectively. This self-identification process is flexible and 

allows space for the unexpected, which specifically contrasts to approaching data in a 

more positivist way with a pre-set notion of what relationship egalitarianism is. I can 

also see how using the sex role egalitarianism scale (SRES)—which assesses 

respondents’ attitudes toward equality of men and women across specific content 

domains—would have been useful for this study. Similar to a filtering questionnaire, 

this provides clear descriptors of egalitarianism which participants are then assessed 

against. Yet, being able to analyse how couples define and enact relationship 

egalitarianism on their own terms offers a qualitatively rich analysis.  

Some interview questioning topics were left out and, upon further evaluation of 

the topics discussed with interviewees, some topics could have been developed in more 

depth. For example, interview topics could have been added or developed more include 

the influence relationship egalitarianism has on the couples’ sex lives, and a deeper 

discussion of egalitarian parenting, namely, the relationship between parents and 

children from an egalitarian position. For example, a participant invited me to consider: 

“You could extend this study to the egalitarian family.” My questions were initially 

aimed at partnerships only, however it became clear that partners with children desire 

to grapple with negotiating egalitarianism as parents. While this thesis includes 

participants’ narrations of their roles as parents, I have not theorised egalitarian 

parenting dynamics in the same way I have with partners. I recognise the omission of 

such topics as a limitation to this study and are topics that require further research.  

There are a number of different people who are underrepresented in this study. 

Firstly, this study is limited by focusing on only heterosexual couples. I am mindful 

that the study of couples with partners from the LGBTQ+ community can uniquely 

contribute to our understanding of gender hybridising and non-traditional relationship 

practices. There is simply not enough space to develop this discussion in this thesis, 

although I recognise that this omission is unfair, and analysis of relationship egalitarian 

dynamics within queer partnerships, specifically couples involved in Protestant 

churches in New Zealand, is needed. During my field work, lesbian and transgender 

members of two couples voiced interest in being interviewed. A same-sex couple was 

suggested to me by church members as a couple who might be interested in being 
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interviewed. Two of these couples responded to one of my in-person church 

advertisements. Upon consultation with my supervisor, I decided that the experiences 

of queer couples in Protestant churches requires investigation in the future, but is 

outside the scope of this study which seeks to problematise the unique power dynamics 

between cisgender men and women, examining the at times contradictory reconciliation 

of patriarchal inequalities with egalitarian values. Same-sex romantic relationships have 

an extraordinary advantage over heterosexual couples when it comes to creating 

romantic peer relationships as they do not have to navigate the divide between gender; 

the omission of these participants from being interviewed highlights the need for 

empirical research to be conducted in this area in the future to capture these unique 

experiences. This study also does not look beyond the nuclear family to include 

research on single parent and extended families. While the data set is small, my 

endeavour is to create a qualitatively rich analysis of the participants’ experiences. The 

small number of interviews makes this study indicative rather than conclusive results. 

Although the in-depth interviews conducted makes it possible to trace suggestive 

patterns, I make no claim that these are representative of the experiences of all 

egalitarian-identifying individuals and heterosexual couples attending Protestant 

churches in New Zealand. My hope is to have produced a qualitatively rich account of 

egalitarian experiences which also suggests avenues for further exploration and study. 

Another limitation lies in the lack of cultural diversity represented by interview 

participants. Although the majority of participants in this study identify as Pākehā, are 

highly educated and middle to upper class, the problems of how to take into account 

gender relations of partners facing significant socio-economic hardship, who lack 

access to educational opportunities or resources, or who experience different cultural 

norms associated with men’s and women’s roles at a cultural level, these are important 

to consider. The majority of participants, as New Zealand Europeans, operate within a 

Western paradigm and understanding of intimate relationship ideals. However, a Māori 

and/or Pasifika understanding of gendered behaviour within relationships operates 

within a different set of cultural norms and expectations. Analysis of how other cultures 

negotiate gendered ideals in romantic partnerships would enrich research in this area 

and enhance analysis of the cultural limits of New Zealand European practices. 

Inequalities around race, ethnicity, and social class are omitted from this study. Perry-

Jenkins and Gerstel (2020) argue that examining heterogeneity changes the 
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understanding of work–family relations, and the omission of this from this study is a 

limitation. Although women and men balancing multiple tasks and identities in an 

egalitarian way may be beneficial for some women, men and their families, particularly 

those who are highly educated and middle class, for others it has only exacerbated 

competing work, family and financial stresses. Given that culture and education affect 

gender-role ideologies, the gendered division of practical and mental household-related 

labour discussed in this study is especially likely to be different across different 

demographic groups and cultures (Treas & Tai, 2012). For example, prior research 

suggests that gender gaps in division of family work are greater for Caucasian English-

speaking households. In comparison with this, indigenous, heterosexual couples in 

Australia have been seen to demonstrate more egalitarian arrangements (Ting, Perales 

& Baxter, 2015) and findings focused on black Caribbean heterosexual couples living 

in the UK reveal that these men and women endorse greater role flexibility in their 

partnerships (Kan & Laurie, 2018).  

The participants  

Table of the participants’ demographic information   

Participant 

couples 

(Pseudonyms) 

Age range 

 

Relationship 

status 

 

Ethnicity/migrant 

status 

 

 

Parental 

status 

 

Employment 

status 

 

Amber and 

Darren  

50-60 

 

Long-term 

 

 

 

 

Pākehā/Māori 

 

 

 

 

Adult 

children 

 

 

 

One full-time, 

on part-time 

 

 

 

Christine and 

Marcus 

40-50 Long-term Pākehā/migrant Youngest 

child pre-

school age 

Both full-time 

Gemma and 

Aiden 

20-30 Mid-length Pākehā/migrant Youngest 

child pre-

school age 

One full-time, 

one part-time 

Gloria and Roy 70-80 Long-term Both Pākehā Adult 

children 

One part-time, 

one retired 

Hayley and Zac 40-50 Long-term Pākehā/migrant No children Works full-time, 

retired  

Heidi and David  

 

30-40 Long-term Both Pākehā Youngest 

child pre-

school age 

Both part-time 

 

Jane and Dylan 20-30 Mid-length Both Pākehā No children One full-time, 

one full-time 

student 
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At the beginning of each interview the participants were asked to provide 

information about their age, relationship status, length of relationship, number of 

children, ethnicity, whether they were in paid employment at the time of the interview, 

and their education qualifications. The category relationship status refers to the length 

of each couple’s relationship. Establishing: been together between 1-3 years; mid-

length: been together 4-10 years; long-term: been together for 10 or more years. All of 

the participants are living together in one household; some are married, others are not. I 

refer to them throughout as partners, and not spouses, to preserve their anonymity; in 

New Zealand, the legal status of marriage does not impair our understanding of the 

couples. The majority of the participants have University degrees including 

postgraduate degrees. The self-identified ethnicity of the participants was 

predominantly Pākehā New Zealander and also included Māori and several migrant 

families. As I discuss the participant couples’ narrations and experiences in the data 

chapters I include descriptive information about them to help introduce each couple to 

Jennifer and 

Cory 

20-30 Establishing Both Pākehā No children One full-time, 

one part-time 

Kim and Adam 30-40 Long-term Pākehā/Māori No children One full-time, 

one student 

Leah and 

Grayson 

20-30 Mid-length Both Pākehā Youngest 

child pre-

school age 

Both part-time 

Lily and Hugo 20-30 Mid-length Both Pākehā Youngest 

child pre-

school age 

One full-time, 

one full-time at-

home parent 

Madison and 

Arthur 

30-40 Long-term Both Pākehā Youngest 

child pre-

school age 

Both full-time 

Marie and John 40-50 Long-term Both Pākehā Youngest 

child school 

age 

One full-time, 

one full-time at-

home parent 

Maya and Nate  30-40 Long-term Both Pākehā Youngest 

child pre-

school age 

One full-time, 

one part-time 

Naomi and 

Lewis 

30-40 Long-term Both Pākehā Youngest 

child pre-

school age 

One part-time, 

one full-time 

student 

Olivia and Ari 40-50 Long-term Pākehā/Māori Youngest 

child school 

age 

One full-time, 

one full-time 

student 

Susan and Ted 40-50 Long-term Both Pākehā Youngest 

child school 

age 

Both full-time 

Tina and Scott 

 

50-60 

 

Long-term 

 

Both Pākehā 

 

Adult 

children 

 

One full-time, 

one works part-

time 
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the reader. I have chosen these descriptors to help illustrate each couple’s commitment 

to egalitarianism. As part of this, when a couple’s number of children is relevant to 

better understand and contextualise their experiences, I will include the number of 

children they have. At the time of the interviews the couples were attending Protestant 

churches from a range of denominations including Presbyterian, Anglican, Baptist and 

Non-Denominational churches. While all of the interview participants attend Protestant 

churches, the majority of them demonstrate low levels of religiosity, are highly 

selective of the churches they attend, and some regard themselves as being on the 

margins of church life. Regardless of this, Christian spirituality is deeply formative for 

almost all of the participants and they view their personal Christian theological and 

spiritual beliefs as directly impacting their egalitarian convictions.  

 The distribution of labour takes a variety of forms, including paid labour as well 

as practical and mental household labour, and the way the participants think about and 

actualise this division is an important aspect of familial egalitarianism. In light of this, 

gathering information about the participants’ engagement with paid employment is 

valuable for my methods. At the time of the interviews, the participants were working 

part-time hours, full-time hours, were full-time students or not in paid employment. The 

majority of the female participants were in paid employment at the time of the 

interviews—about half of them in full-time paid employment and the other half doing 

part-time paid employment. These women are partnered with men who either work full-

time or part-time, and these couples have two to four small children each, with ages 

ranging from two to sixteen. Other participants include full-time working couples with 

no children and, in some cases, one partner works full-time while their partner is a full-

time student. Some female participants who had adult children explained how they 

worked full-time when their children were relatively young while their partner worked 

part-time. A small handful of women were not in paid employment at the time of the 

interviews, including those who were full-time students, stay at home parents, or 

retired. Out of the eighteen male participants, eleven worked full-time in paid 

employment, three men were full-time students, and four men worked part-time, with 

one participant working part-time while studying part-time. Overall, the data reflects 

the experience of highly educated, middle to upper class, primarily English-speaking 

individuals. 
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In this chapter I have outlined my main considerations of the research design. I 

have discussed the researcher’s positionality and the methodological approach of 

reflexivity. Overall, the research design necessarily draws from an interpretivist 

paradigm and through a praxis-based framework. Couples committed to egalitarian 

values and convictions enact these in different ways. By examining what church-going 

couples think and do about gender in their partnerships, I seek to address the broader 

sociological question of how women and men reconcile the conventional gender 

expectations with their egalitarian ideals for personal family life. This cohort of church-

going partners with liberal gender attitudes provides a useful focus for this discussion 

because their actions can be seen as deterring from the more conventional gender 

ideology and practices espoused by Protestantism throughout history. The next chapter 

examines what the couples say facilitates egalitarian heterosexuality. 
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                                  Chapter five 

Facilitators for relationship egalitarianism 

 

Male participant: “I think egalitarianism is far more 
consistent with reality than forced ideas about gender, which rely 

more on certain understandings of doctrine than on what is 
practically good for each other and for our marriage.”  

 

Chapter outline  

The research questions which direct this project are: How do church-going heterosexual 

couples understand and practise egalitarian relationships in New Zealand? And how do 

the reaffirmed or reimagined gender ideals hinder or contribute to egalitarian 

relationships? This chapter answers these questions through an exploration of what the 

couples say facilitates egalitarianism in their partnerships. I use the term “facilitators” 

throughout to refer to factors and strategies utilised by the participants which help to 

foster egalitarianism between the partners and within their families. By focusing on 

facilitators, this discussion centres on the experiences of participants who strive to 

make their relationship more egalitarian, instead of those who predominantly preserve 

the status quo. Key facilitators include: de-gendering household labour, sharing mental 

labour, negotiation and assertiveness as power relations, sharing paid employment and 

childcare responsibilities, and doing progressive Christianity through church 

involvement and feminist theology. Within each facilitator operates dimensions of 

gender which are constantly interweaving: economic, emotional, power, symbolic and 

religious relations. Analysing gender as a social structure this way helps to illustrate 

how the participants do gender in a more egalitarian way, which in turn impacts the 

way they do religion, and vice versa. This chapter begins with an overview of the 

couples and their excitement to share their experiences with me. This analysis explores 

the extent to which the participants redo religion as they seek to do gender that is more 

egalitarian. The discussion is framed using Connell’s (2021) interactive structures of 

gender theory, the doing religion model, and Hollander’s (2013) accountability 
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processes, and lends new insight into how gender and religion function as mutually 

constitutive categories.  

The participant couples: Excited to share  

The participant couples, who self-identify as egalitarian, were eager to share about their 

experiences. Each interview had an excited energy and usually finished with the 

participants reflecting on how important they consider this research to be. Their 

excitement is captured by this general collection of their statements: that the research is 

“powerful, ground-breaking, really important, I could talk about this for hours” with 

some expressing they did not want the interview to end. The participants frequently 

expressed gratitude for being given the chance to reflect on these topics, signifying that 

this was a validating experience for them. The participants were eager to make the 

interview happen, with some living in different areas across New Zealand and some 

New Zealanders living overseas at the time of the interview. This collectively 

reinforces for me as the researcher that these participants are not only eager to share 

about their experiences, but it makes sense that if their decision to pursue a partnership 

shaped by egalitarianism makes them feel different or isolated, then being given a 

chance to talk about this is exciting. I can both join in and celebrate in their excitement 

and be cautious about this complex equality, which refers to the “condition needed for 

diversity as a real practice, for open-ended explorations of human possibility” 

necessary to establish some kind of social justice in gender relations (Connell, 1985, p. 

230 as cited by Magaraggia & Connell, 2012, p. 117).  

Facilitators of relationship egalitarianism 

Equal sharing of household labour? 

The majority of the couples claim that they divide household labour equally, which 

they see as facilitating egalitarianism in their partnerships. On the surface level, they 

appear to reject the stereotypical notions of “men’s” work versus “women’s” work and 

instead claim a more genderless approach to doing household tasks. Yet, disparity 

between what the couples say they believe and what they actually do became apparent 

in some of the interviews. An example of this comes from Heidi and David who have 

been together for ten years and have three small children. Although at an emotional 

level they appear quite conservative or traditional, David and Heidi strive hard to be 
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egalitarian; they both work part-time and strive to share childcare as equally as 

possible. The following quote reveals how they approach household labour: 

Heidi: Our framework is what needs to happen? So it’s not about ‘women’s 

work’ or ‘men’s work’ it’s about the work of the family and household and 

you’re the person available to do that. In terms of tools, it’s that perspective of 

not ‘whose’ job is this, but what jobs need doing.  

David adds to this discussion saying, “Yeah that’s how we work, if we notice something 

that needs to be done, if you’re free, you’re the one that does it. It’s that simple I 

think.” The simplicity David describes is questionable. They both fail to acknowledge 

the invisible, mental labour of maintaining household labour and the emotional 

dynamics and inevitable frustrations of when someone does not do their bit. It is 

unsurprising that later into the interview, Heidi adds: “Yeah although, I would say I 

tend to carry the mental load, I'd be more likely to delegate.” This highlights that 

men’s tendencies to overestimate their contribution towards household labour (Treas & 

Tai, 2012; Harryson et al., 2012) may not be that different for egalitarian-identifying 

men.  

A case study: Gemma and Aiden 

Another example of unequal economic gender relations comes from the narrations of 

Gemma and Aiden. Aidan and Gemma have been together for six years and are 

navigating the stressors of life as new parents. They both value their careers and are 

striving to share responsibilities equally; however, they have both been influenced by 

conservative, complementarian church backgrounds and, at times struggle to implement 

their egalitarian ideals into practice. The progressive, inclusive church they currently 

attend is important to them; they draw much encouragement from this community. 

Gemma challenges doing traditional gendered Christianity, stating: “When we read 

stereotypical Christian books we have to swap sometimes, because I can be a leader, a 

good decision maker, I do take on, like, traditional forms of masculinity.” The 

outworking of this is seen in the way her and Aiden divide household labour; Gemma 

states: “I’d come home from work and get out like the push-mower and be outside doing 

the lawns while Aiden had his apron on inside doing the dishes.” Gemma and Aiden 

appear proud of their rejection of normative prescriptions of doing gender. Aiden 

admits that doing gender in an egalitarian way drove his desire to do religion in an 
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egalitarian way, as well. describes egalitarianism as a less familiar concept that 

“actually works” in practice: 

Aiden: I became an egalitarian in experience before becoming theologically 

egalitarian…my theology had to catch up with what was actually happening in 

our lives…um, the complementarian ideas soon became a bit, ah, a bit 

ridiculous and unjust...We [Gemma and I] would have got stuck into a role that 

wasn’t very natural to us, but now I guess there’s more freedom to be who we 

are. I wasn’t naturally complementarian.  

Aiden’s reflection reveals that, like patriarchal dominance itself, there is no persuasive 

reasoning or logic behind hegemonic expressions of masculine power; it is unnatural 

and, as Aiden says, “unjust.” This noble picture painted by Aiden that egalitarianism 

enables more “freedom” for he and Gemma “to be who [they] are” is challenged by 

Gemma, however. While their economic gender relations appear to be more egalitarian 

and symbolic of egalitarianism, the power dynamics between them remain unbalanced, 

illustrated by Gemma’s admission that she needs to “let go” of feeling responsible for 

carrying the majority of the mental labour within their partnership. She says, “[The 

household labour] will eventually get done but maybe not on my timetable 

(laughs)….so it’s me letting down some of the responsibility [for it].” Gemma’s 

experience is similar to that of Naomi, who also is trying to “let go” of the mental load 

responsibility. Lewis and Naomi have been together for fifteen years and have three 

small children. They are strongly committed to egalitarianism and are committed 

members of their progressive, inclusive church. Naomi shares that Lewis “wants to be 

able to take ownership of those tasks, but in his own time without me managing him 

into it, you know? (Laughs).” The hesitancy heard in both Gemma and Naomi’s 

narrations could be indicative of not only how women are socialised to primarily 

shoulder the mental load, but also how women may not necessarily appear to have the 

“automatic” ability to share the load because of specific social messages they have 

received. This points to lingering non-egalitarian attitudes internalised by women and 

the need for these power relations to be addressed.  

On one level, Aiden and Gemma illustrate the power of men and women 

learning each other’s “languages” an areas of expertise in order to divert from 

prescriptive doing gender. This idea was highlighted by Schwartz (1994) in her 

landmark study of egalitarian heterosexual couples, arguing that men and women 
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desiring egalitarian relationships need to intentionally learn each other’s “languages” 

and areas of expertise (for example, female partners learning the language of finances 

or outside labour, and male partners learning the language of household-related mental 

labour and inside-the-house labour). One another level, Gemma and Aiden’s 

supposedly “equal” division of household labour remains inhibited by Gemma’s greater 

responsibility for household labour, skewing the power dynamics. She is emotionally 

frustrated by this as well, which will be explored in more depth in the next chapter. 

Very few participants mention inherent “differences” between men and women; though 

some female participants appeal to biological differences, observing how breastfeeding 

impacts on their equal task sharing at home. Adopting a more genderless approach to 

the division of household labour appears to be one of the most common characteristics 

the couples appeal to increase their relationship’s level of egalitarianism. While 

challenging stereotypical notions of doing gender is a useful facilitator for 

egalitarianism, it must go hand in hand with other dimensions of gender, like power and 

emotional dynamics, as well.  

Men and women equitably sharing household-related mental labour is an 

important facilitator for egalitarian partnerships. Since recent research reveals how 

mental labour continues to be disproportionately performed by women, and by mothers 

compared to fathers (Daminger, 2019; Roberston et al., 2019) analysis of women’s and 

men’s willingness to divide and equally share household-related mental labour is a 

distinct feature of this research. In order to ascertain the division of mental labour 

between couples during the interviews, I asked the participants about who was 

responsible for delegating their household chores, and more generally who felt the 

weight of the mental load within their partnership. The term “mental load” is what 

Robertson et al. (2019) describes as “thinking performed for the sake of accomplishing 

family goals” (p. 196) and is a term that has been popularised in the media. All of the 

participants eagerly shared their experiences of this dynamic in their partnership, and 

for participants who have children, this included their experiences as parents as well. 

All of the participants shared how the mental load of managing family life is 

inextricably connected to external factors including paid employment, childcare, and 

more internal ones like socialised roles and culturally inherited gender expectations. 

The following discussion focuses on women’s and men’s attitudes towards sharing 
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mental labour, and the distinct negotiation involving male partners stepping up to carry 

more of this invisible labour.   

A case study: Maya and Nate 

Couple Nate and Maya discuss how equally sharing mental labour is essential to their 

relationship egalitarianism. Nate and Maya have been together for twenty years and 

have five young children. Throughout their relationship they have deliberately ensured 

that their partnership and family life is egalitarian and equally sharing. Both Nate and 

Maya are equally committed to creating equality within their relationship, and they 

actively surround themselves with egalitarian Christians. They attend a progressive, 

inclusive church community which matters greatly to them. Speaking to how they 

divide mental labour responsibilities between them, Nate begins by acknowledging that 

“The decision” to do a household task is “half the work, right?” He explains the 

responsibility he feels men have to disseminate power by not relegating mental labour 

to their partners. He states, “If masculinity is a place where power just sort of ends up, 

I’m gonna actually choose to do my fair share of the emotional labour and okay, ‘let’s 

see what chores we’ve got this weekend’ and actually start that conversation.” Nate 

shares how earlier in their relationship he started to notice that Maya had cleaned the 

toilet again, noticing that she was doing household labour but not saying anything and 

that he “hadn’t thought to do it.” He says that by “paying more attention to what was 

going on in life” he realised the mental load of housework that Maya was carrying 

“wasn’t fair.” Maya appears to confirm Nate’s reports, suggesting that Nate does try 

hard to equally share the weight of mental labour within their partnership. In response 

to the question “What do you think makes your partnership an egalitarian one,” Maya 

says she and Nate take time to consider the following questions: 

Maya: Who’s going to pursue what kind of career? Who’s going to be more 

supportive of the other person’s career at this time in our lives? Who’s going to 

cut back on their work in order to look after children? Who’s going to do the 

grocery shopping and who will take the emotional responsibility for knowing 

when we need to do shopping, who creates a list and makes sure food’s not 

going to waste? 

Maya’s list of questions acts not only as a pragmatic assessment of what is needed for a 

relationship between equals to function, it also highlights that the equal distribution of 

mental and emotional labour is integral to an egalitarian partnership. While this may 

seem common-sense, answering these questions in a way that honours and needs and 



99 
 

preferences of both partners is much more difficult. These questions agitate against 

conventional expressions of doing gender where, historically, women have been 

expected to adopt more supportive roles and shoulder more emotional and mental 

labour compared to men.  

For other couples, this desire to equally share the mental load is a pragmatic 

one; it is conducive with busy work schedules or family demands. A large majority of 

couples use joint family planners or Google calendar as a deliberate tool for more 

egalitarian task delegation. Many of them share how their use of a shared Google 

family calendar which they both access is particularly helpful in ensuring that planning 

is shared more equitably. Ari and Olivia have been together for fifteen years, have two 

small children, with one working full-time, and one studying full-time. While they 

strive to outwork their egalitarian ideals within their relationship and family, they 

attend a conservative church which frustrates them. These outside constraining factors 

limit their ability to really be as egalitarian as they would like to be. Olivia explains 

why, in her relationship with Ari, using Google calendar is a conduit for more 

egalitarian task delegation:  

Olivia: I find otherwise it’s easy, particularly with school stuff, it’s easy for me 

to become the person who’s worried about where everyone needs to be because 

I’m the person who gets the notices because I pick the kids up from school, but if 

we have it on the planner then we all take some responsibility for what’s going 

on as well, because they’re family too!      

Utilising a shared calendar is only a surface level attempt to implement more egalitarian 

patterns within the family, and unless other dimensions of gender relations are 

addressed and challenged, this will not suffice. About half of the couples felt strongly 

that they actively share the mental load, with a significant number of male participants 

admitting that they have worked hard at this. Egalitarianism invites men to practice and 

become skilled in carrying mental labour whilst women, who primarily shoulder 

responsibility of mental labour, to intentionally share these responsibilities. This has 

potential to be an empowering process for both partners by ensuring that a power 

balance caused by one partner being overburdened with this form of labour is 

recognised, addressed and acted upon. Whilst Gottman’s findings (2011; 1999) do not 

specifically address the practice of the extent to which male partners respond to their 

female partner’s bids for them to carry more mental labour, their finding that more 
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egalitarian movement is required from men in heterosexual partnerships is useful for 

this analysis of mental labour. It is evident that male partners need to both initiate and 

sustain sharing mental labour without leaning on women’s emotional labour or 

management of this. Or as Naomi says of her relationship with Lewis, he wants to “take 

ownership of those tasks...in his own time without me managing him into it.” Men’s 

attitudes and behaviours are conduits for equality in heterosexual partnerships and their 

involvement in carrying the mental load is a relationship practice that requires the same 

theoretical scrutiny as women’s in the fields of sociology and family studies. I argue 

that women’s and men’s ability to negotiate and share mental labour more equally 

requires a process of un-socialising for both men and women, and ensuring that 

equality is fostered within multiple dimensions of gender as a social structure. 

Emotions of empowerment 

The emotional dynamics occurring during the interviews, which are highly gendered, 

often manifested as the participants expressed whether or not they felt empowered or 

disempowered by their partner in their relationship. Their emotions were often on 

display as they spoke, feelings of disappointment, frustration, happiness, gratitude, and 

sometimes, tears. These emotions painted a picture of the participants’ varying levels of 

relationship satisfaction and, as Connell (2021) notes, the emotional dimension of 

gender speaks volumes. This chapter explores a number of the more positive emotional 

experiences shared by the participants which helps to paint a picture of what helps to 

facilitate their egalitarian partnerships. The more distressing and constraining emotional 

experiences of the participants will be explored in the next chapter. A collective 

emotional goal I heard expressed across all of the interviews was each partner’s desire 

to make room for each other’s goals—the desire to actively enable their partner to 

pursue their goals through processes of negotiation and sacrifice. The phrase “making 

space” for each other and that “you believe in me” surfaced a number of times across 

interviews as interviewees discussed their strategies to enable the dreams and passions 

of both partners, through communicating and juggling family demands. At times, the 

opposite occurred in a handful of interviews, where one partner voiced feeling 

emotionally disempowered by not feeling supported in their goals or preferences, either 

currently or in the past.  



101 
 

During the interviews, I asked each couple to consider how they think they 

“empower their partner in their relationship” and this pattern was highlighted again. 

Although some of the participants struggled to articulate this at first. Aiden and 

Gemma, who are navigating life as new parents, gave an interesting response to this 

question. Aiden began by saying to Gemma, “I don’t really think about what I do to 

empower you,” then eventually stated that by doing housework, cooking, and his active 

involvement with childcare are ways he suspected he empowered her. Gemma turned to 

him and said, “I don’t see those things as empowering, those are things for everybody 

to do (laughs) but Aiden does empower me…he always supports me in my career and 

saying kind things about what I do in my career.” She added, “I’m supportive of you, 

of your career.” This exchange exposes Gemma’s own internalised expectations of 

egalitarian behaviour that appears to differ from Aiden’s. Gemma defines 

empowerment in this context as the development of herself, her goals and career. For 

Gemma, feeling empowered operates more at an emotional level, but Aiden remains 

fixed within their gendered economic relations. Gemma’s gentle pushback to Aiden in 

the interview also illustrates how clarifying and asserting her point helps to clarify for 

Aiden how he can continue to make her feel empowered—something that is important 

for partners to know about each other. This exchange between Gemma and Aiden 

contrasts to an exchange between couple Naomi and Lewis, who have small children 

and are both strongly committed to egalitarianism. Naomi describes feeling empowered 

by Lewis as he supported her while she wrestled with feelings of “guilt” as she 

returned to work and placed her baby in day care. Naomi reflects on this time, saying: 

Naomi: In my head that I thought this was ok, that going to work was ok, and I 

wasn’t doing a terrible thing, but then fighting all those years and years and 

years of expectations of how I should be. But I think Lewis was empowering in 

that, too, because he would say, ‘Nope, it’s ok, you can go to work, even if 

[child’s name] is crying at day care and doesn’t wanna go to day care, that 

doesn’t mean that you have to give up, you’ve got needs as well.’ You know, 

that was empowering. Then I made him do all the drop off (laughs). 

The relationship between a Naomi and her baby is strongly gendered. The expectations 

Naomi speaks of echo powerful cultural notions of idealised motherhood in which 

mothers are expected to derive all fulfilment, satisfaction, and completion from being a 

mother. Lewis encourages Naomi to help ensure she does not miss out on opportunities 

related to her paid employment and encourages her forward through her feelings of 
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guilt. The combination of cultural narratives and feelings of guilt—both constructed 

and magnified by societal and religious norms—are forms of external and internalised 

oppression. From a place of Lewis’s own awareness or consciousness, he identifies 

Naomi’s “needs” and reminds her that she is not limited in the roles and 

responsibilities she can occupy. In these small exchanges between partners feelings of 

empowerment are evident.  

For David and Heidi, their decision to both work part-time and share childcare 

equally, goes hand in hand with what they perceive to be an equal distribution of power 

in their partnership. They also justify their economic decisions using religion, both 

agreeing that, by making these lifestyle choices, they are “convinced this is God’s 

leading for our lives,” decisions which has given them “peace.” David explains how 

these choices reflect their commitment to share power in their relationship, saying, 

“Rather one person having the majority of it, sharing the power makes a huge 

difference in relationships, kind of a win-win situation for everyone.” Heidi responds to 

David saying: “That is how you empower me.” Heidi continues her sentiment of 

gratitude by adding that: 

Heidi: To me, you [David] empower me by you be willing to do that, and it 

shows me you respect me and that I have ideas to contribute to society, work, 

church, outside of the home which I couldn’t’ do if you didn’t pick up some of 

that traditional female role. I simply couldn’t do it all. Other women comment 

that I trust David a lot with stuff they might not saying their husband would 

never do that anyway. So maybe I empower him by trusting him enough to look 

after our children. 

When asked to explain what she “trusts” David with, Heidi responds:  

Heidi: Handing over what might be traditionally a ‘mothers’ role,’ like going to 

the doctors and trusting him to go into that space and carry that mental load of 

the specifics of a child in a medical context. Yeah, I guess I’m aware I have to 

give that over, that is something I feel I have to trust him and hand it over. 

The processes of accountability are evident in Heidi’s reflection. When Heidi “hands 

over” a traditional “mother’s role” she considers this risky and explicitly connects this 

fear with her status as a mother. She assesses herself relative to her friends’ comments 

that she “trusts” her partner more than they trust theirs, and her own internal egalitarian 

expectations trump the more traditional doing of gender. Her self-assessment is 

important in that we see, through this interactive process, the enforcement of Heidi’s 
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egalitarian expectations. This internalised accountability to doing egalitarian gender 

appears shaky and this requires legitimising in order for Heidi to become more 

confident to continue practising egalitarianism in her relationship with David. Here, 

Heidi’s decision to more actively share the economic relations of childcare are 

inextricably connected to highly gendered emotional parental/child attachments and 

power dynamics associated with her “handing over” responsibilities. Participants like 

Heidi and Naomi must negotiate these various dimensions of gender in order to 

reimagine, and not merely reaffirm, conventional gender norms.  

Negotiation and assertiveness as power relations 

Communicating using negotiation and assertiveness appears to be an avenue through 

with the partners, and particularly the female partners, help to create gendered relations 

where power is more equally distributed. To adjust the power relations between 

partners, many of the couples practice negotiation skills. The participants’ feelings of 

empowerment, particularly emergent in communication styles for the women, translate 

to actual egalitarian relationship building in various ways. The majority of the female 

participants in this study appear unafraid to voice their preferences and needs and push 

back to their partner, which sometimes occurred during the interviews. Naomi and 

Lewis are strongly committed to outworking egalitarianism in their relationship and 

Naomi’s assertion speaks for many women’s experiences in this study when she says, 

“I’m not afraid to challenge Lewis as well, I think that’s empowering.” Yet, adjusting 

power relations comes at a cost, according to a majority of the couples. A number of 

couples voluntarily discuss in the interviews the demanding and stressful aspect of this 

intense communication, like Nate and Maya, who are very committed to egalitarianism. 

Nate remarks, “It’s not just all easy sunshine right, you have to actually work hard,” to 

which Maya adds, “I can see how it’s a little inefficient, all this talking.” By this, Maya 

refers to a more conventional approach to doing gender where men and women operate 

in their own specialised roles within families; something she suggests is likely “more 

straight forward” and involves less negotiation between partners. This stressful 

dynamic is also true for Arthur and Madison, who have been together nearly twenty 

years, have small children, and both work full-time. They are committed to outworking 

egalitarianism within their partnership and are constantly negotiating their careers and 

parenting responsibilities. As part of their demanding routines, Madison and Arthur 

admit that they communicate extensively to the point that it can become heated. They 
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both voice stress about putting their child in day-care and constantly ensuring that one 

partner’s goals do not take precedence over the others. Arthur admits that the constant 

negotiation and communication between he and Madison becomes heated at times and 

how they often “need to have the same conversation three or four times before one of 

them gets it.” Couples mention the sometimes distressing, stressful and frustrating 

aspects of the constant negotiation, perhaps signalling that to commit to power sharing 

through negotiating, couples must be prepared for emotions to run high and for their 

emotional attachments to feel troubled and challenged.  

While this approach to communication can be taxing, this commitment to 

navigating strong emotions and communication is important. This is particularly 

illustrated in the relationship between Zac and Hayley, who have been together for 

twenty years. They are both highly educated and, due to Hayley not being able to work, 

Zac is an attentive caregiver and deeply committed to egalitarianism in theory and 

practice. They have been committed members of their progressive, inclusive church. 

Zac appreciates his partner’s assertive communication skills and acknowledges that he 

has, “learned to do that more as a result.” Zac and Hayley have a joint commitment to 

being assertive and clear in their communication. Zac says, “One of the things that I 

appreciate most about her [Hayley] is that she’s straightforward. I know exactly where 

I stand, I’m not wondering, is Hayley angry? Have I done something to upset her? 

What have I done? These are not mysteries (laughs).” That relationship egalitarianism 

is intimately tied to communication competence is informed by prior literature showing 

that partners who endorse a more egalitarian family gender role ideology reported 

greater use of conversation-orientated communication patterns in their families. 

Conversely, respondents holding a more traditional family gender role ideology 

reported more use of conformity-oriented, more conflict-avoidant communication 

patterns in their family’s communication trend (Colaner, 2009; Denton, 2004; 

Schwartz, 1994). The couples facilitate egalitarianism in their relationships by being 

committed to communication and not avoiding difficult emotions, further highlighting 

that egalitarian gender involves an inextricable connection between power and 

emotional relations of gender. 

These findings gathered from interviews regarding couples’ communication 

dynamics also show that, in particular, a female partner’s clear, assertive 

communication where she voices her needs and preferences is a mutually empowering 
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experience for partners. This approach to the co-constructing of an egalitarian 

relationship between men and women is embedded with difficulties seeing that women 

have been historically and socially constructed to be passive in their communication 

with men since men’s preferences, needs and desires have often been privileged 

(Jackson, 1999). This communication dynamic leaves little room for one partner’s 

desires to maintain a privileged position over the other, and is an important aspect of 

power sharing, which overall contributes to the co-construction of more egalitarian 

dynamics between partners. The ability to negotiate and assert one’s needs in a 

relationship are communication skills which help to facilitate mutuality in their 

partnerships. This idea that the intimacy of a relationship is only as good as the balance 

of power beneath it (Riddell, 2010) is corroborated by Rosenberg’s development of 

what he called nonviolent communication.33 He argues that making known your needs 

and requests—a form of being assertive—is an essential component of making 

communication between people more effective, healthy and satisfactory. Since this 

approach to communication directly connects to creating a balance of power through 

ensuring one partner's needs are not more important than the other, this serves to 

facilitate egalitarianism.  

 

Sharing paid employment and childcare   

This intersection of paid employment and childcare responsibilities proves more visibly 

problematic for the participant couples as they negotiate career progression versus 

opportunity costs. Out of the eighteen couples used for analysis—and at the time of the 

interview—some couples have no children, the majority of the couples have small 

children ranging from infants to high school aged children, and a few couples have 

adult children. This varying spread of life stages across the participants highlights two 

important findings: firstly, that egalitarian family dynamics are attainable at any life 

stage and is attainable, particularly whilst parenting small children. Secondly, there are 

behaviours that facilitate egalitarianism as partners balance paid employment and 

 
33 Nonviolent communication was developed in the 1960s by Marshall Rosenberg and has been applied 

in a variety of different settings. The following books by Rosenberg are useful resources for partners 

wanting to strengthen their assertiveness skills in the context of relationships, an important component of 

an egalitarian partnership: ‘Being Me, Loving You: A Practical Guide to Extraordinary Relationships 

(for spouses, partners, family, and friends)’ (2005) and ‘Nonviolent Communication: A Language of 

Life: Life-Changing Tools for Healthy Relationships (2015, third edition). 
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childcare. Some participant couples view outsourcing childcare and housework as 

something which facilitates their relationship egalitarianism, enabling them more 

avenues through which to balance family life and paid employment. Some opt for full 

time day care of their children, hiring a nanny, after school care programs, utilising 

parental help, hiring a cleaner, or hiring a live-in person who does housework and 

cooking. A specific example comes from couple Madison and Arthur who have two 

small children and who share in the interview how important their careers are to them. 

Arthur emphasises that, for them, one career is not “more important” than the other. 

They share with me that their youngest child is with a nanny part of the week and is in 

day care part of the week. After sharing this Madison turns to Arthur and says, 

“parental guilt” and laughs a little. The experience of parental guilt was not discussed 

further during the interview, which, in hindsight I regard as a limitation of the 

questioning. Since the combination of paid employment while outsourcing childcare 

and/or housework acts as a facilitator for some couples in this study, parental guilt 

faced by working parents deserves further examination in order to inform the 

development of policy and flexible work policies, empowering workplaces to support 

parents more. While Madison and Arthur admit that having kids complicates their 

ability to pursue their careers, it is not a barrier to it. They continue to work full-time 

and make childcare arrangements to enable and facilitate this.  

While outsourcing childcare and housework may be experienced as a facilitator 

for some couples, the narrations of Christine and Marcus highlight a more problematic 

side of this. Marcus and Christine have been together for ten years, have two children, 

and both work full-time. While they both desire to be equally sharing in their 

relationship, they struggle to practice their egalitarian ideals. They attend a church that 

is more conservative which in a number of ways goes against their egalitarian values 

and creates frustration, particularly for Christine. Commenting on how they outsource 

housework and cleaning in order to cope with both of them working full-time, Christine 

described the live-in cleaner and cook they had for a while as like “having a traditional 

wife” living with them, describing her work as “so, so helpful.” She said they have 

been “experimental” in the way they navigate their work/home life balance, yet there 

appears an unspoken agreement that Marcus should not be responsible for that even 

though they both have full time paid employment. For dual earning couples, 

outsourcing childcare helps to minimise the opportunity costs for women. However, 
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while hiring others to do cooking, cleaning, and caring for families seeks to eliminate 

barriers for couples, outsourcing domestic labour is, in and of itself, embedded with 

inequalities and should not necessarily represent an egalitarian relationship strategy. 

For example, outsourcing often involves “racialized gender” or the transfer of the 

unpaid work of relatively affluent, mostly Caucasian wives and mothers to women of 

colour and immigrants (Glenn, 2010). This work, while offering those hired job 

opportunities, simultaneously maintains a class divide among women—between those 

women with more resources who purchase services and those women who typically 

receive low wages to provide them (Gonalons-Pons, 2015). This “solution” leaves male 

partners out of the equation altogether which, in a wider sense, is not conducive with 

egalitarian values of negotiation and mutuality.  

Some participant couples consist of partners who both work full time, partners 

who claim to share part-time employment and childcare equally, and where the male 

partners work part-time hours in order to carry more of the childcare while their female 

partner works full time. These couples illustrate a specific facilitator associated with the 

economic relations of gender: that when male partners challenge hegemonic notions of 

being the primary income earner by either opting for part-time paid work hours or share 

full-time work hours with a full-time working partner and outsourcing childcare and/or 

housework, this contributes to the co-construction of egalitarianism between partners. 

Some partners illustrate this sharing of paid employment and childcare clearly. A good 

example of this is Darren and Amber, who have been together for forty years. They 

have adult children and have always sought to share paid work and caregiving 

responsibilities equally throughout their relationship. They are strongly committed to 

egalitarianism, and they feel encouraged by their progressive Christian church 

community, drawing strength from them. At the time of the interview, they both work 

part-time and are both transitioning away from full careers into less busy work 

schedules. Darren explains how over the years they have taken turns modifying their 

paid work hours in order to support the other: “There were times when Amber studied 

and I did more around the house, and we sort of swap, Janie would work full time, me 

part time, vice versa, we kind of helped.” Amber adds to this, saying,  

Amber: A good example is back when I wanted to go back to work full time, the 

opportunity came up, we still had childcare arrangements to make, and Darren 
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said “Ah well, how about I cut back my hours and we work on this together.” 

So, um, I really appreciated that, you know?   

When both partners share childcare and paid employment this facilitates not only 

relationship egalitarianism, but it helps to contribute to a family culture of empowerment. 

Similarly, for Lewis and Naomi, who have taken turns in full time employment, they 

claim that their partnership is one where “decisions are made together and sometimes 

that means we do what Lewis wants, and sometimes that means we do what I want; we 

navigate balancing our needs as they vary.”   

When asked the question, “What would you say makes your partnership an 

egalitarian one?” A consistent pattern across the interviews is the extent to which a 

male partner in particular demonstrates flexibility in his paid employment hours in 

order to co-construct a more egalitarian familial set up. A number of interview 

examples show this. For example, Ted and Suzanne both work full-time and claim their 

egalitarianism comes primarily from their ability to share childcare and participation in 

paid employment equally. Suzanne refers to her and husband Ted’s ability to share 

careers: “We are willing to share the family care load. We’ve both taken time out of our 

careers to be the main caregiver when our kids were younger.” As well as this, Maya 

works full-time while her husband, Nate works part-time hours. She reflects on their 

egalitarian relationship saying, 

Maya: The fact that we now have five young kids, that has definitely changed 

our dynamic. We have to negotiate a lot more about what we’re going to 

do...There’s less independence there’s more interdependence… I think one 

critical tool in how we have attained, I think, a very egalitarian family set up 

with young kids is that I am in paid work more than Nate is; I think that’s been 

the critical thing as well as sharing the emotional labour. 

Maya views her working equal or more hours than Nate as crucial to their egalitarian 

partnership. In this case having children is not viewed as a constraint, but as something 

which requires more negotiation and “interdependence.” For these participant couples 

where the female partner works full-time, having children does not explicitly constrain 

practising egalitarianism in their relationship, but requires more negotiation, sacrificing, 

outsourcing of childcare, or a male partner prepared to be flexible with their paid 

employment hours to ensure the female partner is not limited in her options. It is clear 

that when both partners' needs are equally valued and when household economic 
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relations challenge the male breadwinner model, and when female partners work full-

time, this helps to facilitate greater levels of egalitarianism between partners. 

A case study: David and Heidi 

Although Heidi and David claim that because they are egalitarian because they both 

work part-time and equally share childcare, a more careful analysis of their situation 

lays out the various dimensions of gender relations at work, in ways, reifying 

hegemonic gender patterns. In contrast to Dylan, Heidi and David’s reflection of 

David’s season being a stay-at-home Dad reveals their collusion with hegemonic 

gender norms and their unwillingness to detach from them. Their decision to have 

David stay at home with the children while Heidi worked full time was circumstantial 

and, initially, not voluntary. The re-organisation of gendered meanings prompted in this 

situation—with David as a full-time stay at home parent and Heidi in paid employment 

full time—proved to be too problematic for them and, instead, Heidi argues that both of 

them opting to work part-time is a more comfortable and palatable compromise. For 

example, as they reflect on the time David stayed at home with their small children 

while Heidi worked full time, Heidi describes her anxiety around balancing parenting 

and paid work, and leaving her baby at home with David. Despite having happened a 

number of years prior to the interview, recounting the moment brings Heidi to tears, 

explaining how having David remain at home felt like: “Handing over this mothering 

role when a baby’s that young…(cries).” Heidi adds,  

Heidi: When David was a full-time parent it was complementarian, like, in 

opposition, it wasn’t egalitarian in a way, it was like he took on the woman’s 

role in that sense and I was the man, that actually didn’t work that great for us. 

Heidi associates caregiving as the “woman’s role” and likens her working full-time to 

financially provide as making her “the man” in the relationship. By doing this, Heidi 

remains accountable to conventional ways of doing gender and rigid binary thinking. 

This results in David being a stay-at-home Dad feeling too threatening to her. Here, 

Heidi’s gendered emotional attachment to her understanding of what ‘mothering’ is 

supposed to be contradicts the possibility of egalitarian economic relations between her 

and David. In contrast to this, David feels less threatened by doing egalitarian gender 

and reflects on what he views as benefits of his decision to be a stay-at-home Dad:  
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David: Going through the monotony of a day with a toddler [laughs] it does 

your head in some days, like groundhog day, the same process day after day 

after day. But I’m so lucky that I’ve been able to have time with my kids at such 

a young age, and to me that far outweighs what the culture says. A lot of people 

say I was very lucky, guys say, ‘aw it would be nice to spend time with my kids.’ 

It’s quite cool. 

Here, it appears that David recognises the non-normative gendered aspects of his choice 

to be a stay-at-home Dad and opts to rationalise this new ambivalent gendered space by 

framing it as him being an involved father. He reframes the narrative by using discourse 

to masculinise a feminine aspect of work, by claiming he is “lucky” to have this time 

and that it is “nice to spend time with my kids.” Being a stay at home father—an 

overtly feminised responsibility—appears to carry stigma for Heidi and David. Heidi 

claims she feels more comfortable with both of them working part-time, and she adds, 

“I haven’t felt judged for that since we both went part time” alluding to her feeling 

some level of judgement for her working full time and David being home full time. 

While the findings of a study by Lund, Meriläinen & Tienari (2019) reveal that when 

stay at home fathering is framed as care work that is engaged fathering, constructed as 

an individual choice, and among privileged heterosexual white middle-class men, there 

does not appear to involve the risk of stigmatisation, this is not the case for David and 

Heidi. Their decision to both work part-time and equally share childcare facilitates 

relationship egalitarianism at an economic level, yet, at an emotional and symbolic 

level this decision disguises a deeper resistance of detaching from hegemonic gendered 

patterns altogether. For Heidi, her being the income earner while David stays at home is 

representative of something negative, perhaps failure as a mother. Maintaining their 

image at this symbolic level keeps them attached to a form of doing gender that is 

conventional and limiting. This finding highlights that while both partners working part 

time in order to equally share family life may illustrative of egalitarianism, if the 

symbolic and emotional dimensions of gender go unchallenged and unchanged this can 

undermine a couple’s relationship egalitarianism. Some of these attitudes can include 

the belief that it is problematic for both partners to occupy full time employment, utilise 

external childcare outside of family, or if a stay-at-home Dad is too gender-norm 

violating. 

 Heidi’s discussion of empowerment in their relationship quickly turns to one of 

gratitude: 
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Heidi: David makes a choice for us to be equal partners; if he chose to just seek 

standard masculine culture and put himself and his reputation as a male ahead 

of what our family needs then we simply wouldn’t have a harmonious family 

life. I would be depressed and anxious stuck at home with these kids, then our 

kids wouldn’t be thriving. It’s a decision for all instead of a decision for one. 

I’m grateful that God gave me a husband that doesn’t see it in a 

complementarian way, I don’t think that would go very well (laughs). 

Like Heidi, the majority of the participants interviewed share how they adjust their paid 

work hours and endeavour to share household labour equally; as they strive for this, 

partners readily express gratitude towards each other. Examining this through the lens 

of Hoschild’s (1989) theory of an economy of gratitude, women voicing gratefulness to 

their partners performing gender non-normative work becomes a reification of 

inequality. The construction of hegemonic masculinity pressures men (and women) into 

behaviours and values related to stable and productive employment futures. This aids in 

the continuation of the current gender order by guiding men into occupying a provider 

position and feeling more at ease with that, and by extension, reinforcing the notion that 

primary child caregiving responsibilities are outside of their realm. This swapping of 

conventional roles involved with a stay-at-home Dad set up can elicit more push back 

from others, and the anxiety experienced by Heidi because of this is understandable. 

Here, David and Heidi recognise that they are outliers in pursuing an equally sharing 

household, yet how they choose to frame this recognition, consciously or not, reflects 

perpetual external pressures to recreate existing gendered norms.  

Participating in paid employment    

While participants’ attitudes towards paid employment are varied, partners engaging in 

paid employment generally acts to facilitate relationship egalitarianism for the majority 

of participants, as individuals and as couples. For the majority of couples interviewed, 

both partners are in paid employment and the majority of the couples have young 

children, yet the female partner’s work hours are expected to be in a far more 

negotiable position compared to their partners. Seeing that research on egalitarianism in 

couples and families tends to highlight women’s involvement in paid employment 

(Treas & Tai, 2012; Coltrane, 2000) the narrations of both female and male participants 

highlight that female partners being in paid employment can be important for the 
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development of an egalitarian femininity, as well as an important facilitator of 

egalitarianism for the couple. This is illustrated by Christine’s reflection: 

Christine: I often feel when I had my daughter I thought gosh I’m so isolated 

from these groups because these women in church are just seeped in this thing 

about what you’re wearing, how pretty your house table is, how long will you 

think about what to make for tea. It’s part of the reason why I work. It’s not the 

whole reason, but I need to keep myself alive. God’s got more freedom for 

us…there’s a freedom to it, but there’s also a cost.  

Christine struggles with the narrative of female homemaking and associated hegemonic 

or emphasised femininity (Connell, 1987) she encounters at church. Her valuing paid 

employment and relationship egalitarianism in this particular Christian context 

contributes to her sense of isolation and norm-violating status. Yet, Christine claims her 

career-orientated identity helps to facilitate and reinforce her egalitarian values, saying 

it is what keeps her “alive” and she experiences more freedom. She acknowledges a 

“cost” associated with living out egalitarian ideals; for Christine, dislocating from 

hegemonic norms feels like she is opting for an unpopular and isolated path. Christine 

shares openly about her sense of isolation from other mothers at church, and also within 

her partnership with Marcus. In both contexts she expresses feeling disappointment 

from the lack of egalitarian support she receives as a working mother.  

Partners Dylan and Jane make it clear that it is important to both of them that 

they are achieving their “professional goals.” Dylan and Jane have been together for 

five years, due to their evangelical church background they have both been influenced 

by traditional Christian gender ideology, something which they struggle to overcome, 

but actively try to change now. Dylan explains how he views Jane’s paid employment 

is empowering for him: “Jane is empowering me. I work 10 hours a week , that’s 

purely because she’s hustled, got higher education, and got this type of job, and that’s 

massively empowering for me. I call Jane a dominator all the time, I’m proud of you.” 

As Dylan highlights the relationship between Jane’s full-time employment and her 

pursuit of high education, on one level this brings attention to the role higher education 

plays in facilitating relationship egalitarianism insofar as it creates more opportunities 

for partners. For example, Dylan reflects on other men in his situation he has seen: “I 

went to lunch yesterday with eight men who are all training spouses, so eight men who 

don’t work whose wives work [full time].” However, a wider view of gendered 
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constructions of careers reveals how women appear to have far more parts needed to 

show their employment as vital or important to be seen as a household’s consequential 

income. Is women’s full-time employment deemed consequential only when it benefits 

their male partners? This highlights how women stand on uneven ground in the 

evaluation of paid employment as a contributor to egalitarian relationships. This uneven 

ground does not appear to feature in prior research which instead highlights that when 

both partners participate in paid and unpaid household work, the total number of hours 

of domestic housework contributed by husbands and wives is much more equal (Perry‐

Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020; Coltrane, 2000). The question as to what makes a female 

partners income “consequential” in egalitarian-identifying heterosexual couples 

requires further investigation. 

 This analysis reveals that much of what facilitates the couples’ egalitarianism 

comes as much from their lived experiences within New Zealand’s cultural context as it 

does from their religious communities and progressive theological thinking. It appears 

that the most likely way couples can co-construct egalitarianism in their relationships is 

at the level of economic gender relations, likely because this is the easiest. Patterns of 

power and emotional inequality are much harder and draining to confront. While many 

of the male participants across interviews frequently voiced their desire to equally share 

in household labour, if the gender relations at power and emotional dimensions are 

more equal, then the female partners have more scope to renegotiate labour division 

and their male partner is seen as being more supportive. What helps to foster 

egalitarianism between the participant couples includes female partners feeling 

supported in their paid employment, the male partner carrying household-related mental 

labour, and both partners finding ways to de-gender household tasks. Gender as power 

is the next avenue through which couples appear to, more or less, successfully make 

their relationships more egalitarian—primarily through negotiation and assertiveness 

skills. As couples do religion and theology in a progressive, feminist way, this impacts 

their relationship practice. 

Church as a facilitator for relationship egalitarianism 

To “do gender” in a more progressive way, many of the couples in this study redo their 

experience of church to be more egalitarian. Although not all interview participants 

identify as Christian, all of the couples attend church, and the participant couples attest 
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to the fact that their church involvement contributes to their egalitarian-identity 

formation. Church communities that espouse egalitarian values – both in their theology 

and organisational practice – act as supportive structural facilitators which contribute to 

the egalitarian identity meaning making of the participants. A notable description of 

these churches heard across interviews with participants is their devotion to their 

church communities. The participants’ loyalty to their unique church communities is 

reinforced by the fact that some participants travel long distances to attend their church. 

Like Darren, who claims: “Yeah whenever we think about leaving this city, we don’t 

want to because we don’t want to leave [church name].”  

A number of participants share how the use of gender neutral, inclusive 

language in public prayer is a pastoral leadership decision which facilitates 

egalitarianism for them. This is something that is particularly important to couple 

Grayson and Leah, who have been together for four years and are navigating life with a 

small child. Both adhere to egalitarianism at a theoretical level, but in practice Leah 

wishes they could be more equally sharing than they are. Christian spirituality is 

important to them and attending a progressive, inclusive church is important to them 

both. Grayson and Leah discuss their preference for inclusive language being used 

within church. Grayson says, “I like the term Creator especially for public prayer 

because it sort of encapsulates God as source, so it’s inclusive. I try to think of God as 

genderless, because it makes more sense to me. It fits my picture better.” Agreeing with 

Grayson, Leah shares: “I also refer to God as Creator. I really try to move away from 

the ingrained idea of God as masculine.” It is clear that egalitarianism at a symbolic 

level is important for this couple, and serves as a way of legitimising their own beliefs 

about equality. 

 Regarding the inclusive language choices made at his church, Darren states, 

“They work quite hard at this there...if we talk about father God we talk about mother 

God in the next breath sort of thing.” For Darren and Amber, who have been committed 

to their progressive church for a long time, they claim that their church is extremely 

valuable for their own practice of egalitarianism. As a consequence of attending a more 

progressive church, Amber and Darren have developed a changed set of beliefs about 

how Christians should act; for example, they believe they should be more loving, more 

gracious, less judgemental and fearful.  
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Amber: I find that’s what I need most from people around me in church, to be 

expanded not shrunk. When grace gets larger and larger, not smaller and 

smaller…The narrative there is of love rather than fear, because that’s an 

expanding place...People say, aw why do you like [church name]? And I say, 

because the people there continue to expand me. 

Amber’s reflection is reminiscent of the ‘giants of Fear’ mentioned in Connell’s poem 

placed at the beginning of the thesis. To combat this aforementioned attitude of fear, 

Amber describes a counter-narrative of “love” which is an “expanding place.” For her, 

doing progressive religion goes hand in hand with the development of her humanity 

which, in turn, impacts her approach to all people. Amber describes their church as a 

“courageous community” where people are “willing to take risks” and “it is counter to 

the dominant Christian culture.” Darren agrees with this noting how people who attend 

their church, including himself and Amber, are “willing to be called liberal, and not 

Christian, and agents of the devil, all that stuff.” This admission is important because it 

represents a reorientation to egalitarian behaviour and he is able to reassess people’s 

intentions in light of his expectations for himself (Hollander, 2013). Perhaps this is why 

Amber concludes by adding, “At [church name] we don’t feel counter cultural.” 

Referring to the practice of egalitarianism, Darren observes how, at their church: “it’s 

not even talked about, it’s just done. They just live the alternative.” The egalitarian 

praxis they see demonstrated at church is imbibed with specific beliefs, values and 

theology, and it is clear that Amber and Darren’s experience of doing egalitarian 

Christianity strengthens their desire to doing egalitarian gender.  

In a similar way to Darren and Amber, Aiden and Gemma describe specific 

organisational decisions made by their church which they experience as both facilitative 

and important. Gemma describes their church as being, “supportive of gay marriage 

and of women in leadership, they use either gender neutral pronouns for God or they 

swap them around...They pray to God the mother and God the father...they’re really, 

really pro-women.” By being LGBTQ+ affirming this church has already begun to 

break down certain structural inequalities. Doing progressive Christianity involves 

queer-supportive churches. 

A number of the participants’ narrations emphasise that egalitarian-valuing churches 

have embedded within their leadership structures a commitment to, and acceptance of 

multiplicity: multiple opinions and beliefs, gender expressions, interpretations of the 
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Bible are welcome. This is a form of doing religion that is open and inclusive, and by 

default, prioritises people over doctrinal divisions. Lily and Hugo value the progressive, 

inclusive church they attend, describing the rarity of their church as, “the exception in 

regards to the rules.” Hugo and Lily have been together for five years and are 

navigating life as new parents. They commit to sharing household labour equally and 

feel strongly about their egalitarian ideals, yet the way they divide paid employment 

responsibilities and childcare makes them seem quite traditional, something they say 

elicits criticism from others. While they are loosely connected to Christianity, they both 

enjoy attending their progressive, inclusive church. Lily describes their church, saying,  

Lily: The good things is that everyone at church knows who’s agnostic and 

they’re not trying to change or convert anyone or anything but trying to show a 

different perspective or way of seeing the world. And I think it’s a very subtle 

form of Christianity, a very subtle way of getting the message across, but one 

that allows people to come to Christianity from an open place and from a fuller 

and rich understanding. 

Hugo claims that their church’s commitment to hearing from everyone and seeking to 

accept everyone’s point of view—no matter how chaotic that is—makes it “the perfect 

encapsulation of egalitarianism in a church community.” Similar to how Hugo 

describes the church he attends, Lewis describes the church he and Naomi attend using 

a similar description to Hugo: 

Lewis: On any topic people can say what they think and everyone’s completely 

ok if that’s not something they agree with? And you just don’t find that in many 

places. We’re comfortable…we’ve found this unique way of being comfortable 

with people not agreeing with everything, and there’s a wide range, we’re not 

all aimed at consensus.   

Queer-supportive churches: Thinking beyond the gender binary 

When posed with the question: “What do you say you personally need from a church 

community to make it a healthy, empowering environment in which your convictions 

about gender and relationships can grow?” Many of the participants shared that, for 

them, what helps to facilitate a culture of relationship egalitarianism within a church is 

having a queer-supportive church environment which expands their understanding of 

gender and relationships. Some participants eagerly share how their current churches 

demonstrate this facilitator. Addressing the question I posed, Lily and Hugo’s response 

captures this well: 
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Lily: Well, I think, firstly, there needs to be acceptance of different models of 

family. Lesbian relationships, homosexual, trans relationships, all people, all 

that kind of thing, if you don’t have that then you don’t have possibility of being 

egalitarian because I think then you’re making gender the sole focus on 

Christian community and I think the second you do that then you’re buying into 

those gender stereotypes to some extent. 

Similar to this is Madison and Arthur’s stance, a couple who are strongly committed to 

egalitarianism. Madison says she holds progressive theological views and she’s 

“evangelical” about them, in the sense that she likes “to tell people about my 

progressive views.” When asked to elaborate on her definition of progressive within a 

Christian context, Madison defines progressive as concerned about justice, resulting in 

her being outspokenly supportive of the queer community. By being LGBTQ+ 

supportive and advocating the inclusion of queer spaces within chuches, participants 

like Madison recognise the significance of church structures that choose to break down 

structural inequalities long persistent within Christendom. It is a structural choice made 

within churches which helps to create and sustain the negotiation of new gendered 

spaces within Protestant culture. Lily and Hugo develop this further, adding:  

Hugo: It’s about approach to religion and spirituality that’s not rigid. I don’t 

think that a church that’s founded on black and white and “this is how you do 

it” can be egalitarian or support egalitarianism.  

Lily: Our church is a good example of the free for all in that it, although 

sometimes it’s completely chaotic, it does allow for a great shade of grey...all 

elements of the scripture are viewed as being kind of a matter of interpretation, 

and therefore you can draw on different things and create a different narrative, 

and I think that’s the only way to have a church that supports an egalitarian 

relationship. 

On a whole, the participants’ churches tend to allow for reflexive and reflective 

thinking and be more inclusive in their theology and practices. Egalitarianism can gain 

traction and even flourish in church environments where women can occupy senior 

levels of church leadership, where spaces are queer-supportive, and where explicit 

discussion about inclusive and critical thinking can be had. These churches, however, 

continue to remain on the outskirts of popular media in New Zealand. An example of 

this is a Radio New Zealand article titled, ‘Being queer and Christian in 2019’.34 It is 

 
34 This is a comprehensive article illustrating various New Zealanders experiences of homophobia in 

churches, as well as positive experiences queer New Zealanders have had in Christian spaces. Some 
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evident that church congregations contribute to an egalitarian-identity formation for 

women and men. The interview participants’ narrations corroborate Gallagher’s (2017) 

findings from her US-based study of couples that connecting to church congregations 

provides men and women an opportunity to experience dimensions of personhood that 

are broader than the current cultural gender script. Churches are settings within which 

cultural ideals regarding gender are taught, enacted, struggled with, and recreated. 

Gallagher’s (2017) research highlights how congregations provide moral narratives, 

experiences and practices that broaden the gender possibilities for women and men— 

opening areas of experience and framing relationships in ways that allow an expanded 

and more ‘flexible gendered sense of self’ (p. 7). These distinct structural and cultural 

features of churches, for example churches that are inclusive and queer-affirming, help 

to reinforce and legitimise the participants’ belief in egalitarianism. The findings 

emphasise that, in some ways egalitarian-identifying women and men who attend 

progressive Protestant churches reject simultaneously their accountability to “tradition” 

within both institutions of interest—religion and gender. However, in their desire to 

secularise their Christianity, this can result in the participants turning a blind eye to 

oppressive Christian doctrines and teachings, and to aspects of Christianity that are 

oppressive for others beyond themselves. 

Theology as a facilitator for relationship egalitarianism  

To “do gender” in a more progressive way, the couples in this study also have to redo 

their theology to be more egalitarian. The self-authoring, agentic project of doing 

religion (Avishai, 2008) should involve theological beliefs sine the way participants 

pick and choose their theological beliefs and biblical interpretative methods illustrates 

their agency in religious observance. Theology informs and shapes discourses which 

are dispersed at an institutional, church level. Theological narratives are deeply and 

personally formative for the participants and contribute to the doing of a distinctly 

egalitarian Christianity which, in turn, contributes to the doing of their partnerships. 

Since some ways in which men and women do Christianity is a relatively internal and 

semiconscious, I asked the participants questions to inquire about their personal 

 
specific New Zealand churches are named as being queer-supportive and empowering communities. 

Seeing these places are limited and relatively hard to find, this article is useful for those perhaps 

interested in queer-supportive Christian spaces. See article: https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/in-

depth/383562/being-queer-and-christian-in-2019. 

https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/in-depth/383562/being-queer-and-christian-in-2019
https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/in-depth/383562/being-queer-and-christian-in-2019
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theological convictions; this provided time and space for the participants to verbalise 

their theological convictions and to make what could be more subconscious, conscious. 

This helped the participants further develop their own connections between their 

theological assertions and the egalitarian dynamics practised in their partnerships, 

connections which many of the participants spoke about at length.  

Some of the participants share how their lived experiences of equality, and 

seeing this modelled to them, shapes their doing of egalitarian Christianity. The 

narrations of Madison and Arthur illustrate this well. For example, Madison, who is a 

full-time working professional, she grew up in a secular family where she claims that 

gender equality was modelled to her as baseline and “normal.” Later in life when she 

“came to Christianity” she would seek out and find scriptural and theological 

references to support her egalitarian position. This shows that, for Madison, endorsing 

progressive or feminist theology is the product of lived experiences. Similar to this 

comes from the interview with John and Marie. John claims that what was “modelled 

as normal” was the experience of being brought up in a church where “at age 10 or 11, 

we had a female vicar. That was my first experience, and I haven’t known otherwise.” 

John feels so persuaded by experiences, like him witnessing women leading in church, 

that he claims, “based on [my lived experience] I’ve had to interpret the Bible through 

that lens.” Madison and John, like other participants in this study, adapt Christianity to 

the realities of their lives, subverting and resisting official dogma through partial 

compliance and individual interpretations of the Bible. For these participants, doing 

egalitarian Christianity is the product of lived experiences.   

Being made in the image of God 

Some participants explain how their gender ideology is shaped by deeper theological 

convictions, including the belief that male, female and all gendered identities are made 

in the image of God and thus are inherently, equally valuable. The participants 

conceptualise God as genderless, and also as ontologically female and male. This is a 

distinct feature of relationship egalitarian ideology that has not been explored in prior 

studies on couples. Alongside participants’ espousal that an equally shared life is more 

practical, there runs a deeper theological rationale focused on God’s being. I asked 

participants whether or not they draw from any biblical or theological concepts to 

support their egalitarian convictions, and if so, to elaborate on this. A consistent pattern 



120 
 

emerged across interviews as a facilitator of egalitarian theology which has to do with a 

particular understanding of who God is. Participants repeatedly point to the concept of 

human beings made in the image of God—the Imago Dei. Both sociologists and 

theologians recognise that who people understand God to be, and then how God is 

reflected in humankind, is important because the criteria one uses to define the essential 

nature of human beings can have a profound effect on the way one treats them (Froese 

& Bader, 2010; Swinton, 2000). Almost all of the participants appeal to the Christian 

creation story seen in Genesis where God breathes into human beings, creating Adam 

and Eve, thus, humans reflect their creator. All of the participants understand God as 

being both genderless, as well as being feminine and masculine, and this directly 

impacts the way they see and comprehend their partners. Jennifer and Cory discuss this 

in their interview. Cory and Jennifer have been together one year. They both have 

experienced evangelical church backgrounds growing up, and Jennifer shares how she 

has been negatively impacted by the conservative church she attended growing up 

which taught complementarian theology. They strive to create new patterns in their 

relationship and consciously try to implement egalitarian behaviours into their daily 

lives. Jennifer discusses her new egalitarian understanding when she asserts: “God 

didn’t create woman and say to the man, ‘Here is a slightly lesser being than you, take 

care of her and also she can only do certain things’ (laughs)...We’re both made in the 

image of God.” Cory agrees with Jennifer and develops this idea further:  

Cory: There’s no inkling of inequality, we’re all just showing bits of the same 

God. So we submit to one another...because you can recognise that they’re 

carrying a part of God’s, like a facet of who God is that you’re not carrying, so 

it’s that honour of the image of God in someone. And that is reflected in the 

relationship between men and women, as well. Because there’s a feminine and a 

masculine in God and he holds both those things together. 

By endorsing that both men and women are equally created in the image of God, and 

God is ontologically male and female, Cory feels compelled to “honour” the “the 

image of God in someone.” This theological argument, which is shared by almost all of 

the participants, seeks to transcend gender altogether by focusing on the equal 

sacredness of all humans; this is a particular way of doing religion. Often the 

participants’ discussion of this remains situated firmly in the gender binary and lacks 

discussion of or recognition of the gender spectrum. Yet, the belief of the divine 

https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Christopher+Bader+Paul+Froese&text=Christopher+Bader+Paul+Froese&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books
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sacredness of others as transcending societal and structural constraints is illustrated by 

an exchange between Suzanne and Ted, who are strongly committed to egalitarianism: 

Suzanne: I see God in everyone, and in the collective conscience. We are all 

included, none more than others. But we are living in a human society which 

has its own structures and habits, and physical/emotional differences between 

men and women. So we are not equal, but we’re equally valuable. 

Ted: If God is universal, then everyone can become more like God, and gender 

roles are a human societal feature that is neither here nor there in relation to 

God. 

This understanding of God underpins egalitarian Christianity. At the heart of the 

Christian message is the invitation to love others as God loves others; it is a driving 

force that is intended to shape both Christians’ worldviews as well as their behaviour in 

relationships. Intimate partnerships are, according to an egalitarian Christian theology, 

meant to be shaped by a sacrificial love for others, including one’s partner, and in 

replicating Jesus as a role model for human interaction, to give away power rather than 

seek it. It is the self-authoring framework of doing religion which Avishai (2008) 

argues enables religious men and women to choose their level of adherence to religious 

practices. Men and women adapt their religion to the realities of their lives, subverting 

and resisting official dogma through partial compliance and individual interpretations 

(Burke, 2016; Gallagher & Smith, 1999). The irony is that these beliefs exist within 

wider Protestant institutions and structures more commonly experienced as embedded 

with patriarchal male leadership and dominance that these beliefs have little room to 

grow. All the participant couples claim to reject wider patriarchal structures of 

Christianity, and instead choose to emphasise egalitarian theological threads within 

church practices. This contradiction is perhaps why a number of participants exist on 

the margins of their church life, or are very deliberate about the church structures they 

choose to exist in. Yet, this selectiveness of church spaces and theological beliefs can 

result in men and women ignoring the wider systematic injustice and gender-based 

harm Protestant churches have caused others. 

John appeals to his egalitarian understanding of God as something that 

“inspires” his egalitarian ethos in this relationship with Marie: 

John: If you look at that trinitarian experience, there’s three people working in 

an equal relationship, if God can do it we ought to do it. If we’re not doing that 

we need to have a serious look at ourselves. We have God modelling what 
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relationships would look like and that should be our primary source of 

inspiration. 

John is referring to the homoousios Triune relations where the persons of the Trinity 

are fully, completely equal and submit to one another. He posits that these Triune 

persons, who are equally submitting to one another, illustrate a model of human 

relations on the basis of giving away power and submitting to the other. Doing 

egalitarian Christianity allows men and women to redo gender by reimagining power 

relations between them. 

An egalitarian exegetical and hermeneutical approach to the Bible 

When asked to consider what makes their partnership egalitarian, a number of other 

participants reflect on the important role higher education has played in their 

development of their egalitarian Christian theology. Jennifer and Amber are two 

examples of explicit reflection of the power of education. Firstly, Jennifer explains how 

education contributed to her becoming persuaded by the egalitarians position, saying,  

Jennifer: It was when I started listening to lecturers and understanding the 

Bible in context. When I went through Bible college I started to look at things a 

bit differently, I did a lot more reading and listening to speakers. I had one side 

of the story right, [referring to complementarianism] so I needed to know the 

other side of the story so I can gather information and analyse what I think. So 

after learning new information, this took me on that process of changing my 

mind.   

Similar to Jennifer, Amber speaks of adopting a biblical hermeneutical approach based 

on critical thinking skills and suspicion. Amber shares, “I think what really helped me 

was when I did my theology degree and became suspicious of the Bible. I think since 

going to college my view of the Bible has changed.” A pattern across all of the 

interviews reveals that higher education, specifically focused on doing biblical exegesis 

which emphasises interpreting the Bible within the cultural and historical context it was 

written, is a key facilitator for the participants in their development of an egalitarian 

theology. This learned approach to interpreting the Bible a directly challenges and 

rejects a literalist reading the scripture, which as Read (2003) points out, individuals 

who believe the Bible should be read literally are highly likely to ascribe to more 

traditional roles for men and women. A fundamentalist or literal reading of the Bible 

often leads to a problematic projection of ancient cultural gender norms onto today’s 
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cultural norms, resulting in a patriarchal system. John refers to this problematic 

approach to the Bible and its interrelated discourse as “theological malpractice.”  

An exchange with Lewis and Naomi illustrates the importance of a cultural-

historical approach to interpreting the Bible clearly. Lewis and Naomi are strongly 

committed to egalitarianism and to seeing each other grow as equals. They are 

committed members of their progressive, inclusive church. The following exchange 

between partners illustrates their egalitarian approach to understanding the Bible: 

Lewis: I really understand the very maleness of God in the Bible as, I think of it 

in the context of societies from which the scriptures came...who they were 

written by…so, it’s not a big thing for me to get over and say, well, you know, 

(pause) God’s not he because we see he with a capital H everywhere, you know, 

it’s not a big deal to me. 

Naomi: Can I expand on that a little bit? 

Interviewer: Sure! 

Naomi: Yeah, I, um, hold the Bible as, um, our revered collection of religious 

texts, really, but yeah as Lewis said, I don’t kind of see it as the, um, the literal 

words of God. I think it’s the most important set of documents that we have in 

our faith and that there’s, like, wisdom and truth to be found there, but I see 

that as, it’s written by a bunch of men, things have changed over time, it’s been 

written in different languages so, you know...there is room for pulling truth out 

of it, and maybe leaving out some other stuff (laughs). 

This egalitarian hermeneutical approach to the Bible, outlined by Naomi, is shared by 

the majority of participants. Nate says he prefers to describe himself as “mystical” 

which he describes as a stage of faith; he positions himself within Christianity in a way 

that allows him to “sit with these paradoxes and it doesn’t have to logically make sense 

to be worth engage with, it doesn’t have to mathematically add up.” Nate, like other 

participants in the study, appears to do religion suspiciously or cautiously, in a way that 

makes egalitarianism more viable. Nate explains his point further saying: 

Nate: I wouldn’t be describing the Bible as authoritative. I would describe it as 

involved with people who have journeyed and tried to pursue God and, you 

know, they’ve worked at this, but that’s within their culture and their 

understanding and within their mindset of where they’re at. So if Paul says 

something well, good for you buddy, but I don’t feel too perturbed if I disagree 
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with Paul. I don’t feel like I’m sinning or trying to, nor do I have to throw the 

Bible away as bullshit. 

It is evident that adopting careful and sceptical hermeneutics to the Bible equips these 

participants to do religion in a more egalitarian way. It is unsurprising that for these 

participants, biblical and theological education is synonymous with experiencing 

egalitarianism. Nash’s (2006) study also attests to the power of education. Her research 

provides important evidence that higher education, particularly the process of gaining 

new perspectives on themes in the Bible such as mutuality, Jesus as empowering of 

women and feminist critique enables people—including Christian women who have 

been abused by men—to reimagine Christian theology and biblical narratives as 

liberating to some extent. 

Naming God as “she”  

Quite a few of the participants endeavour to use feminine language for God in their 

daily lives as a method of gender subversion. Naming God as “she” is a form of gender 

symbolism that overtly problematises Christian culture and makes space for a more 

egalitarian understanding of God. One distinct way participants do this is through 

parenting techniques including using explicit feminist discourse, the use of female 

pronouns for God, and encouraging children’s critical thinking about gender. Here, 

feminist parenting approaches act as avenues through which to foster egalitarian values, 

and these approaches help to facilitate equality consciousness-raising within their 

families. This unique finding challenges the notion that the ideals of egalitarianism are 

made redundant when kids come along, an assertion corroborated by prior research 

(Kaufman et al., 2016).35 The majority of participant couples share household labour, 

paid labour and parenting tasks, and instead of voicing children as a constraint to their 

egalitarian practice, appear to take the approach that while it “does throw a spanner in 

the works” according to Naomi, it also appears to foster a determination to co-construct 

an egalitarian family culture. Prior studies have not yet investigated how having 

 
35 As well as this finding being illustrated in research, I encountered the everyday prevalence of this 

notion throughout my doctoral journey. For example, when I talked about my research, sometimes people 

would say something along the lines of, ‘Oh, it’s easy to be egalitarian now, but just wait til’ you have 

kids.’ Some people expressed shock or surprise when I told them that the majority of the couples I 

interviewed have small children.  
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children can function as a facilitating factor in this construction for egalitarian 

partnerships and families. Further research is needed to explore this.   

The following exchange between partners Naomi and Lewis illustrate ways 

their decision to think of and speak of God as “she” helps to facilitate egalitarianism in 

their family. Naomi and Lewis regard the deliberate use female pronouns for God, as 

well as inviting children to critically think about gender, as egalitarian parenting 

strategies: 

Naomi: There’s a few little things that we’ve come to practice in the family, like, 

we refer to God as he and she. We do a blessing before bed every night, we 

don’t do prayers as such, but we do a blessing, you know, ‘the Lord bless you 

and keep you, and make Her face shine upon you and give you Her peace.’ 

[Underline to show emphasis placed in the interview]. So that’s what we say 

every night. I feel like they hear enough of God described as male that we can 

do the blessing in the female gender every night and it’s just kind of a little 

counterbalance to the dominant narrative.  

This quote suggests that role modelling can directly inform children’s internalised 

scripts about how to “do gender,” “do religion,” or in this particular case, “do gendered 

Christianity.” To change the traditional script, Naomi and Lewis feel obligated to 

visibly deviate from it; in doing so, they hold themselves more accountable to this 

egalitarian shift than they do to the patriarchal Christian tradition. It is clear that these 

parents are not just referring to God as “she” for themselves, rather, they are doing this 

in order to make Christian culture more inclusive of future women. However, by 

referring to God using feminine pronouns and not using genderless language for God or 

even rejecting sexist religion altogether, it is evident that Naomi and Lewis do not wish 

to undo Christianity or gender, so much as to redo Christianity to be more inclusive of 

women’s full participation. Their commitment to using feminine pronouns extends to 

other objects: 

Naomi: Yeah, and… if we see a butterfly on a flower or whatever we try and use 

a blend of pronouns. You know, it’s easy to always go ‘aww look at him! He’s 

just sitting on that flower!’ It’s easy to automatically go to the male, but we try 

and avoid that and we try to give the kids ideas that they shouldn’t’ be limited 

by their gender and they should be able to do whatever.  

Lewis: I, or we try, I think, to point things out to the kids sometimes. You know, 

‘did you see how only girls were doing that thing?’ Or how ‘did you notice that 



126 
 

only boys were doing that thing? Did you notice why did they do it like that? Do 

you think that’s right?’ Or, ‘I think they should have had the girls doing that, or 

the boys doing that.’  

Naomi: Yeah you’re good at that. 

Lewis: We try to give them the ability to critically assess things that are 

presented to them and try and understand what the message, maybe not the 

explicit message, but the message form the images, and how they use, what they 

look like, who they are. It’s not just gender issues, but ethnicities and 

everything.   

Naomi and Lewis invite their children to think critically about gender by observing 

power relations between boys and girls and problematising them. Their use of female 

naming words for God is a form of gender symbolism that draws from feminist 

theology and directly challenges the male-dominated language within Protestantism. 

This helps to train their children to resist “hegemonic Christianity” (Burke, 2016) and 

the patriarchal language embedded within Christian discourse. In a similar way, 

Madison says that she begrudgingly allows her young daughter to attend the 

programme Bible in Schools but observes that, “She comes home with all this God-as-

a-male garbage” so she deconstructs this with her daughter by often referring to God 

as “she” or “her” as a way to counter “all the patriarchal input.” This attempt to 

recast Christian discourse as more inclusive or feminist using subversive gender 

symbolism helps the participants to distance themselves and their family members from 

male dominated religious spaces without truly detaching from them. In this way, 

feminist theology is utilised as a symbolic intervention strategy that helps the 

participants redo, not undo, patriarchal Christianity. This, in turn, shapes the way Maya 

relates to her children. Maya says she does not hesitate to use explicit feminist 

discourse with her children:  

Maya: If things come up about things girls can’t do – all our kids are boys – or 

that in some ways there’s any kind of superiority for men I don’t use neutral 

language around that. I use very strong, staunch, feminist language because I’m 

just not interested in them ever being sucked in by complementarianism.  

Maya does not want her boys to be “sucked in” to a dominant, patriarchal ideology 

which can be espoused in churches. Her “staunch, feminist language” as opposed to 

“neutral language” challenges hegemonic masculine thinking, proactively co-creating 

a new narrative for her children to adhere to. In a similar way to this, Marie says of her 
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and John: “We’re raising feminist kids. My son talks about women’s non equal pay in 

sport. He’s so passionate about it and it’s lovely.”   

These findings reveal that, for some, symbolic use of gendered language is an 

avenue through which to facilitate a family culture of egalitarianism, and that teaching 

children egalitarian and feminist language, ideology and values is a conduit for 

egalitarian practice. This also helps partners facilitate counter-cultural family practices 

using religious language, enabling them to remain in Christian spaces without fully 

detaching from them. The integration of feminist theology by some of the participants 

is both unique and useful - it aligns with the project of many feminist Christians who 

pursue the uprooting of centuries of patriarchy through a deliberate dismantling of 

“language, worship, authority, and religious symbols” (Storkey 2015, p. 209). The 

participants do not necessarily wish to radically change or undo gender or Christianity, 

but rather to redo “gendered Christianity” by requiring that each partner performs 

egalitarian in the relationship while preserving traditional values. The women and men 

in this study simultaneously hold themselves accountable to the egalitarian cause, as 

well as to their commitment to remain connected to Christian church culture. The 

participants’ self-identification as egalitarian symbolises the efforts of some church-

goers to transform the patriarchal tradition into one that is more egalitarian. Inviting 

children to think sociologically and, in some cases theologically, are useful strategies 

for reframing discourse. This approach to parenting reflects decisions women and men 

have made at a partnership level.  

Participating in progressive church environments and feminist theology can be a 

handmaiden to developing and achieving egalitarianism; on the other hand, progressive 

theology is often the product of lived experiences. Many of the key faciliatory features 

that the participants think make their partnerships more egalitarian resemble secular 

society and the general New Zealand cultural context. In this way, the family lives of 

these church-going couples are shaped just as much by the general cultural context as 

by their church communities. The more egalitarian-valuing the church environments, 

the more flexible the work environments, and the more flexible partners are willing to 

be in order to empower their partner – these facilitators enable the construction of a 

more egalitarian partnership. The participants reimagine who God is ontologically in 

light of their egalitarian experience and experiential knowledge, leading them to 

endorse theological beliefs such as the image of God as radically inclusive, the Holy 
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Spirit, and understanding God as “she.” In this dialogical process the participants’ lived 

experiences guide their theology and, in turn, their theological convictions shape their 

practice and understanding of how to be in the world and in their relationship. As well 

as this, relationship egalitarian praxis, which supports power sharing, mutuality, and 

generously sacrificing social capital so that one’s partner can thrive, poses a challenge 

to societal pressures which values gaining individual social capital and cultural norms 

aligning with a neoliberal, capitalist agenda. The participants of this study act and think 

in ways that are counter-cultural to actualise the egalitarian family arrangements they 

want. This is an active agency, and as Risman (2017) asserts, agency must be 

conceptualised as broad enough to incorporate both resistance to and reproduction of 

social life. 

The social relations of gender analysed in this chapter including power, 

economic, emotional, symbolic, and religious have shown that simply identifying as 

“egalitarian” is too simplistic. Egalitarian gender is a matter of social relations within 

which these participants act. While many of the participant couples enact egalitarianism 

most commonly at economic and symbolic relational levels—for example, changing 

their household labour arrangements to be more equal and “fair” and utilising symbolic 

feminist language for God—the power and emotional dimensions of gender, 

particularly for some of the female partners, remain located in patterns of inequality. As 

well as this, the relationship between the participants and God, as well as the way the 

participants relate to their church communities constitutes a fifth important dimension 

of the gender relations theory. Adding religion as a source of gender relations adds 

depth to this analysis as it is the participants’ engagement with progressive Christian 

theology that offers them a distinct narrative which helps them to reimagine power 

relations and compels them to adopt a Christian worldview based on gender equality.  

Much can be gleaned from their lives of the participant couples, especially that 

what the participants deem as facilitators for egalitarianism can also be understood as 

resources of hope (Connell, 2019). This is because the participants experiencing more 

facilitators at multiple dimensions of gender relations were more prone to express 

feelings of gratitude and feeling empowered by their partner during the interviews. 

These qualitative accounts reveal that constructing an egalitarian relationship is 

worthwhile and marked by relational satisfaction—reinforcing previous findings that 

egalitarian couples are happier and more satisfied (Gaunt, 2006; Keizer & Komter, 
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2015; Jonathan & Knudson-Martin, 2012; Loscocco & Walzer, 2013; Rosenfeld, 

Thomas & Falcon, 2017). Many of the participant couples feel that people in their lives 

assess them in terms of their egalitarian expectations and attempt to manage their 

behaviour accordingly. However, establishing new behavioural, emotional and religious 

ways of doing egalitarian gender is shaky business, and the participants narrations 

reveal that they require support and reinforcement of their egalitarian beliefs in order 

for this to continue changing their behaviour at home, at work, and at church.    

  All participant couples face intersecting and competing demands, and these 

demanding external pressures directly impact men and women desiring to exercise, and 

in some cases model to their children, equality daily. The next chapter focuses on a 

variety of barriers participant couples’ face when attempting to practice relationship 

egalitarianism. Even though the participants in this study self-identify as egalitarian, the 

extent to which men and women resist and dislocate from culturally normative 

narratives for heterosexual relationships varies. The participants both resist and 

reproduce patriarchal patterns in family life; the next chapter focuses on the 

participants’ tendencies to reproduce these patterns of inequality.  

https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1080/15332691.2014.953652
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Chapter six 

Constraints to practising relationship egalitarianism 

 

Female participant: “We have a somewhat egalitarian 
relationship. In terms of beliefs we’d sign up to those beliefs, but 

actually doing it in a society and from families who’ve done it very 
different ways and living within church, you know?” 

 

Female participant: “Well (laughs) I would say that [mental 
labour] is my job, and I’m a little bit irritated, not at you 

[interviewer], but a little bit irritated that you’ve kind of uncovered 
this kind of latent thing that we have (laughs).” 

 

Chapter outline 

Social relations and institutions—religion among them—present significant barriers to 

achieving egalitarianism, and this chapter examines some of these constraints to the 

participant couples’ practice of egalitarianism. These barriers include: a provider-carer 

division of labour between men and women, sexism within churches, the unequal 

division of household-related mental labour, “helper husband” ideology, and 

definitional confusion surrounding feminism. The frustration that accompanied these 

constraining experiences was evident through the participants’ verbal and non-verbal 

ques and body language during the interviews. I analyse the data through the theoretical 

lenses of gender relations (Connell, 2021) and doing religion, highlighting the 

interweaving dimensions of gender operating within these constraints: economic, 

emotional, power, symbolic and religious relations of gender. At the heart of doing 

egalitarian gender and religion is the processes of accountability, and this analysis pays 

careful attention to these power relations. Hollander (2013) refers to interactional 

manifestations of accountability as the way people are subject to the explicit and 

implicit consequences of others’ assessments of the individual’s orientation to sex 

category. 
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Traditional economic relations: Provider-carer division of labour  

For the majority of the couples interviewed, both partners participate in either part-time 

or full-time paid employment. A handful of couples adhere to a provider-carer division 

of labour between men and women.  One way the couples justify this familial model is 

a practical one: he earns a higher income. This sexual division of labour systematically 

privileges those who are less burdened by unpaid emotional and mental labour 

responsibilities at home and within the workplace. Closer analysis of this constraint to 

egalitarianism is important because as long as participant couples are not sufficiently 

aware of labour distribution inequalities in workplaces as well as inside the home, they 

will use traditional arrangements as a default moving forward. However, as the 

narrations show, the conventionally gendered division of paid and unpaid labour is a 

barrier for some participant couples. The way in which couples adapt their division of 

labour after becoming parents is also an important driver of the widening earnings 

inequalities between women and men over the life cycle (Kaufman et al., 2016). 

Research has documented the following patterns of inequality commonly faced by 

women when they become mothers: firstly, women modifying their work lives while 

their children are young, cutting back on the hours they worked outside the home. 

Secondly, another pattern is women who continue to work full time while juggling the 

majority of family responsibilities. This first pattern was seen regularly within my 

research.  

A case study: Christine and Marcus 

The experiences of Christine and Marcus illustrate multiple, interweaving gender 

relations, as well as processes of accountability (Hollander, 2013). The following 

exchange between them highlights the tension they face from workplace constraints on 

their family. At the time of the interview, Marcus and Christine share how they both 

work full time outside the home, outsource some household cleaning, and have 

experimented with childcare options.  

Marcus: The difficulty on my side is that I get paid more. So we need to make 

sure I’m not sacrificing my role. 

Christine: That’s the tough systemic consequence of caring roles, roles women 

have generally done have not been paid. Here I am teaching in a female 

dominated industry. I’ve got children I’ve got to look after. Quite often I feel 

like one of those vending machines that’s selling care. I keep putting the money 
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in ‘cause I’ve got to keep giving that. I sometimes think it doesn’t seem right. 

We both get our pay which goes into the same account. We have a rolling 

mortgage, we see our money go in and go out. I don’t feel like I’m working less 

than Marcus, especially in terms of all this care I’m giving, so it’s quite 

frustrating. Marcus gets at least 1/3 more money than I do. He gets more perks, 

more training. 

Marcus: That’s the field I’m in. 

Christine: For me the idea that women get paid less…the challenge for me and 

egalitarianism is that I believe each person needs care. So how do you fund 

that? Systemic tensions. 

This dialogue between Christine and Marcus harks back to Hochschild’s ‘emotion 

work’ as the unpaid form of emotional labour. This emotion work carried out by 

Christine within her family and workplace is a heavy burden, making the negotiation of 

her multiple identities frustratingly unbearable. Christine also feels as though she is 

picking up the second shift of mental labour at home: “I think in terms of Marcus and I, 

I still think we both assume that I do it. Sometimes, as a way of balancing it out a little 

bit, I will write all these things and say, ‘what do we do about shopping this 

weekend?’” As well as this, Christine highlights the systemic or structural constraints 

of workplaces, for example how Marcus’s “field” of work which is male-dominated, 

pays more and offers less part-time work flexibility. At this level of economic relations, 

what continues these patterns of economic inequality is the gendered appropriation of 

the products of social labour. The gendered appropriation is seen in the markedly 

unequal incomes of women and men, and the better conditions and career prospects that 

men generally have, which is what Christine is trying to highlight. Since policies and 

social norms favour the role of mothers as the main carer and that of fathers as the 

breadwinner, fathers’ time for caring is constrained by limited access to leave or 

flexible work arrangements and a long-hours culture. Gender differences in earnings 

have been the topic of a great deal of theory and empirical research; virtually all of this 

work has noted that women's greater responsibility for children is an important factor in 

explaining why women earn less than men (Kaufman et al., 2016; Sigle-Rushton & 

Waldfogel, 2007; Fuchs, 1989). This adjustment of paid employment hours contributes 

to the gender wage gap and also results in opportunity costs for women in workplaces – 

something that is highlighted by Christine’s assertion later in the interview that she 

plans to cut back her hours to part-time in order to alleviate this stress. Inflexible 
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workplaces—and to some extent, inflexible male partners—combined with gendered 

expectations pressures women into altering their paid employment hours to 

accommodate for carrying more care work. Christine enacts hegemonic gender 

expectations while simultaneously feeling constrained by them. In this exchange 

between Christine and Marcus there is a clear reproduction and criticising of these 

expectations.  

Marcus accesses economic discourse to assert how his decision to maintain a 

higher income reflects a carefully chosen path with realistic achievements and financial 

stability. This aligns more closely with hegemonic masculine ideals of financial 

provision, which, to some extent, oppose egalitarian ones. His inability to recognise the 

sacrifice and renegotiation of labour required to live a more egalitarian lifestyle, at all 

levels of labour—emotional, mental, and paid labour—leaves Christine feeling 

frustrated. For this couple, alternate options seem outside the realm of possibility for 

them, including more paid childcare and negotiating their paid work hours in a way that 

feels fair and leaves both partners satisfied. Outsourcing childcare and housework has 

been suggested in one study as a more feasible and socially acceptable strategy than 

bargaining for greater involvement in domestic work and care from male partners and 

fathers (Schober, 2013). For male partners who are less willing to positively respond to 

their partner’s bid for change—which Gottman (1999; 2011) continues to find is a key 

saboteur to lasting relationships—the suggestion of outsourcing household labour is 

perhaps a more realistic approach to developing egalitarian dynamics within 

relationships. Christine’s assertion that, “I believe each person needs care” signals an 

important egalitarian invitation to both men and women in partnerships more broadly - 

emotional and cognitive labour must be shared in order to operate in a more egalitarian 

way. Referencing a more equal distribution of the mental load, Christine shares, “I did 

say to Marcus a couple months ago if we had deliberately talked about this a while ago 

it would have been easier.” This also reinforces that when partners, and particularly 

female partners, bargain through asserting their needs and preferences to a supportive 

partner, this helps to facilitate the co-construction of egalitarianism in a way that 

challenges the gender order where men’s power is, by default, privileged.  

At the end of each interview, I invited couples to reflect on their egalitarian 

partnership and share with each other their reflections. Christine uses this opportunity 

to assert her needs and preferences, driven by a deep desire to have the egalitarian 
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partnership and family life she desperately wants. Below is an excerpt from the 

interview with Christine and Marcus which captures this frustration, a feeling which 

was palpable during the interview. 

Interviewer: After your time sharing with me and your partner about your 

egalitarian relationship, if there’s one thing you’d like to share with your 

partner what would it be? (Prompts if needed:) for example, gratitude, hopes 

for change, room to grow, hopes for the future, etc. 

(Pause) 

Marcus: (Marcus moves over on the couch and puts his arm around Christine’s 

shoulders) It would probably be that I want you to be the best you could be. 

Christine: That’s nice, thank you. Um, I think for me it would be that I would, I 

would love if you became more aware of the factors that make my world such 

that it’s difficult for me to do that. So basically removing barriers. Yeah, yeah. 

(Marcus moves his arm away from her shoulders). (Long pause). 

In this poignant moment, Christine honestly acknowledges that, in order to live out her 

egalitarian ideals, specific barriers need to be overcome. Here, the process of 

accountability (Hollander, 2013) is also visible. Christine’s egalitarian expectations for 

herself and for men are visible; she not only resists Marcus’s attempt at encouragement, 

but assesses his behaviour in terms of these new expectations and attempts to enforce 

her egalitarian expectations by communicating this assessment: “I would love if you 

became more aware.” Christine does not tolerate ambivalence, and Marcus’s outer 

response makes clear that the interaction is not proceeding as he intended. Initially he 

freezes and remains in silence. In her own way, Christine is demanding different 

behaviour from her partner, Marcus, and this shift in the power dynamics is almost 

palpable.  

Structural pressures which dictate that men should be the primary income 

earners for their families is constraining for some male participants who express they 

feel limited by this narrative. Scott’s narrations illustrate this well. Scott and Tina have 

been together over thirty years, have adult children, and for many years operated by the 

traditional male breadwinner model. Scott had a demanding job and Tina shared that 

she “ran our family for many years.” Their interest in egalitarianism is a more recent 

development, perhaps characterised by both of them pursuing graduate level theological 

study. They attend a conservative Christian church that espouses complementarian 
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theology. For example, looking back over his decision to work full time while his wife 

gave up her career to stay home with their children, Scott shares: 

For me it’s mostly to do with provision, I provide what we need, in terms of 

financial resources. I’m always very conscious of that, that’s my job and I have 

to keep doing it. Not that I wanna give up, but that’s my role...I felt I didn’t have 

a lot of choice either, someone had to earn the money and it was by necessity it 

was me.  

Scott shares about his job taking precedence over Lissette’s because he earned more: 

“From a practical sense I could, um, make more money than she could. it made sense 

for me being the one going out to work.” Scott’s sense that he does not have a choice 

speaks of hegemonic masculine prescriptiveness to neoliberal capitalist structures. Scott 

reflects on Tina’s resentment of their set up:  

At that time I had a growing practice and career, and we didn’t sit down and 

talk about it. You [Tina] stayed home with him [their child] and I went to work, 

so there were times where you expressed resentment about that because you had 

to give up your career. But I understood it was a necessity at the time, but it 

didn’t make it any easier.  

Scott recognises that, for Tina, this was a sacrifice:  

There are some women who love babies and love being around little kids, you 

were never like that. It’s not a bad thing, you didn’t really want to be home with 

the babies. So it was a sacrifice and I do recognise that.  

Tina agrees with this but claims this decision was best for the family at the time. This 

familial set up, however, ignores the opportunity costs for women.   

For couples Christine and Marcus, as well as Tina and Scott, gendered and 

economic ideals reveal a profound tension within their lives and their experiences also 

highlight the inner workings of the gender wage gap. These couples are caught between 

the expectations of traditional values of masculinity and femininity and economic 

focussed neoliberal accumulation of social capital which compel them to make work-

related choices that satisfy the expectations of both. This results in participants 

implicitly and explicitly positioning themselves within the ideals of both systems, 

despite also knowing that their egalitarian ideals for their partnership are outside of the 

norms of said systems. They use economic and gendered discourses to justify their 

choices to occupy more ‘specialised’ gender roles, which repositions their relationship 
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choices within normative expectations for heterosexual relationships. In the case of 

Christine and Marcus feel pressured by Marcus’s workplace inflexibility and desire to 

protect the higher income, Christine has internalised societal expectations that care 

work (emotional and mental labour) and she claims she wishes to cut back hours to 

work part-time. Perhaps these powerful and constraining structural forces are what 

contribute to inhibiting couples from demonstrating egalitarian work/home balance 

better.  

 Some of the participants appeal to strengths-based reasoning to explain their 

division of household labour. Jane and Dylan discussed this in their interview. They 

have been together for five years and, although influenced by their conservative 

Christian backgrounds, are striving to be more egalitarian now. Discussing how they 

divide housework, Jane states, “I do the cooking because I’m good at it...Dylan does all 

the finances.” Jane captures the thoughts of many participants when she explains: 

“Sometimes it does fall into traditional gender roles, but that’s irrelevant because we 

talk about who does things best.” When participants appeal to this strength-based 

argument, however, they ignore wider social conditioning factors which social scripts 

play a significant role in shaping the preferences for boys and girls, men and women. 

This is illustrated by Darren, who describes how he and wife Amber demonstrate 

relatively traditional behaviour: 

Darren: I do tend to fix the cars, paint the house, Amber tends to cook, you tend 

to do the shopping but I can do the shopping. When we had kids, I changed 

nappies, though Amber changed most of the nappies because she was home 

most of the time.  

Later in the interview Amber even admits, “I think that in many ways we do present as 

traditional because of the different roles, we’ve had children, etc.” This strengths-

based reasoning is incompatible with relationship egalitarianism. Their doing of gender 

appears to reify conventional gendered behaviour by instead framing “difference” as 

“strengths.” Whilst the participants present their division of labour as strategic and 

efficient, they subconsciously do gender, reaffirm gender, instead of reimagining it in 

an egalitarian way.  
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Benevolent sexism: How complimenting women as caregivers intersects with structural 
constraints and opportunity costs 

The extent to which a partner adopts more of a caregiving role can disguise a deeper 

narrative of benevolent sexism which ultimately constrains the practice of relationship 

egalitarianism; and this appears in some interview discussions. The ideology of 

benevolent sexism offers praise and affection to women who embrace conventional 

social roles and display traits such as warm, gentle, and "nice" (Casad, Salazar & 

Macina, 2015; Glick & Fiske, 1996; 2001). Benevolent sexism involves positive 

attitudes that put women on a pedestal but reinforce their subordination. Anderson and 

Johnson (2003) argue that the elimination of benevolent sexism and its associated 

rewards for gender-typed social behaviour is a key step in producing change and 

fostering more egalitarian relationships. 

For Marie and John, having small children at home constrains their ability to 

both pursue paid employment, a decision which has naturally organised them into a 

more conventional gendered set up. When considering whether she would return to paid 

employment, Marie remarks, “Yeah but I have to think about how it [paid work] would 

impact on the whole family…I think by having kids that kind of took that option away 

[paid work]. Ok let’s put it, not even on the back burner, but into the freezer (laughs).” 

In agreement, John adds: “I think four children limits some of your options.” John’s 

and Marie’s statements assume that having children necessitates one partner to be a 

stay-at-home caregiver, which in this case, is Marie. This subtle assumption, however, 

perpetuates stereotypes about women needing to be caregivers which, in turn, limits 

their options. As well as this, Marie’s response reveals the complicit nature of 

benevolent sexism: if encouraged enough by societal norms and by well-meaning men 

(like John), a weakness—anything that limits women—can be seen as a strength, 

symbolised by her consideration of how this would “impact the whole family.” 

Another example of the limiting or constraining nature of benevolent sexism is 

seen in an interview with Scott and Tina, who have spent many years of their 

relationship doing gender in a more traditional way. Benevolent sexism is apparent in 

Scott’s reflection of Tina as he explains: 

Scott: While I believe in equality, there are some things men are better at than 

women. We often joke about the Prime Minister, they’ve reversed their roles, it 
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obviously works for them.36 I guess we could have done that, but I would still 

hold to the view that Tina is better at raising small children than I would be. I 

think there’s a spiritual aspect to mothering and I’m not a mother. 

Scott’s assertion that Tina is “better at raising small children” is compounded with an 

added spiritualised dimension, revering motherhood in an almost unquestionable, 

“godly” manner, perhaps helping him justify her sacrifice for the family as the markers 

of a godly woman. Here, traditional gender is reaffirmed the levels of emotional 

attachment of idealising Tina as better parent than him, of praising Tina as an idea 

parent, and of religious beliefs of mothering being “spiritual.” These beliefs keep Scott 

located within a traditional understanding of gender. Relationship egalitarianism seeks 

to reframe the language of limitation; it challenges the notion that caregiving is more 

suited to women and invites us to resist encouraging or complimenting women in their 

natural strengths as parents, nurturers or household managers. Benevolent sexism, in 

turn, reifies structural workplace patterns of women opting out of work or full-time 

work hours. Benevolent sexism exposes the pervasive nature of cultural norms and how 

they are sustained—even by well-meaning, egalitarian-identifying men—who assume 

women’s caregiving roles. When this is viewed as a subtle form of benevolent sexism, 

there is more space to negotiate an egalitarian norm. Brent and Marie’s sentiment that 

having children “limits” them into a more conventional setup was uncommon across 

participants; other participant couples who also have more than three children discuss 

how they share paid work and childcare responsibilities. While these couples explain 

how having children requires more rigorous negotiation and communication, it is 

evident that having children does not constrain their egalitarian practice. Perhaps this 

signals that the deliberate, empowering actions of a partner is an important, facilitatory 

factor for achieving a more egalitarian relationship.  

“An egalitarian fraud” 

Cultural narratives can constrain women’s ability to enact egalitarianism; here I discuss 

two examples of female participants feeling torn by the demands of these competing 

narratives. Although the majority of the female participants in this study were in paid 

employment at the time of the interviews and it is evident they find both caregiver and 

professional identities compelling. Since the notion that a stay-at-home mother is 

 
36 Here, Scott is referring to the current Prime Minister of New Zealand, Jacinda Ardern and her family 

configuration, as it is portrayed in the media. Ardern’s partner – Clarke Gayford – is a stay-at-home 

parent.  
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closely tied to gender traditionalism and is in ways incompatible with egalitarianism, 

the intersection of the stay-at-home mother narrative with egalitarianism requires 

examination. The following reflection from couple Marie and John highlights tension 

where egalitarian values, societal expectations and behaviour intersect. Marie claims 

she wanted to be a stay-at-home parent, a desire which made her question whether or 

not she is egalitarian: “So sometimes I don’t know if I’m actually an egalitarian fraud 

because I’m actually, I guess ultimately it was my choice to do this [be a stay at home 

parent].” She adds, “I am, in a very unegalitarian way right now, a housewife, stay-at-

home parent, yeah.” Marie’s description of being “unegalitarian” brings into question 

what egalitarianism means, and Marie’s perceived understanding of this. This 

confusion of the meaning captures a less obvious yet pervasive barrier to relationship 

egalitarianism—societal expectations of the ideal woman or mother which, here, have 

been internalised by Marie. Marie mentions her and John both feel strongly that one 

parent should be home with their children, and they oppose external childcare, naming 

the high cost of this as one of the reasons. John is advantaged by this set up, particularly 

in a church context where “the vicar’s wife” narrative creates pressure for them both. 

Embedded in her statement is an assumption that to be egalitarian is to be in 

paid employment; her words reveal how societal expectations are internalised, causing 

this disparity between her ideology and practice. This disparity is captured in her 

cognitive dissonance of identifying as a “fraud,” but it also closes off any possibility 

for change or egalitarian growth or renegotiation of her and John’s situation. This 

fixedness in their conventional set up is illustrated in an exchange between Marie and 

John mentioned above as they discuss how having children means Marie needs to put 

possibilities outside of being the primary parent “on the back burner...into the freezer.” 

Like Marie, Lily shares a similar sentiment about being a stay-at-home parent:   

I get a lot of people who view me as anti-feminism and they see Hugo and my 

relationship as being non-egalitarian only because I’m a stay-at-home Mum, 

they don’t know anything else about us, yeah. Like, ‘oh you don’t work’ 

(laughs).  

Lily later argues that the pressure for both partners to be earning an income is “denying 

people who would like to stay at home, either male or female, the chance to do so.” 

While Lily claims that relationship egalitarianism is not necessitated by both partners 

being in paid employment, she claims she does not align with the conventional stay-at 
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home-parent narrative. For example, Lily and Hugo describe their egalitarian setup as 

involving Lily focusing on caring for their child as Lily’s “work” and she does not do 

housework while she is home. Hugo and Lily explain how they strive to share 

household labour equally; a distinct feature of their relationship which elicits criticism 

from Lily’s family, who she describes as Christian “traditionalists.” She shares: 

Lily: If people see Hugo putting on a load of washing, sometimes my parents 

and grandparents will be like, ‘Lily, you’re not to put too much pressure on 

Hugo, you know, he works full time.’ And that’s quite interesting; they also will 

criticise my housekeeping but it’s criticising me, not us. 

This perhaps signals that traditional Christians perceive women whose partners take on 

more household labour tasks as automatically doing something other than mainstream 

Christianity, something that is inherently gendered, such as “doing religious 

feminism.” According to these more traditional Christians, the egalitarian woman is 

simultaneously doing gender wrong and doing Christian “wifely duties” wrong and 

needs to be challenged. Despite this push back, Lily and Hugo appear proud of their 

equally sharing arrangement and their passion for this and the deliberateness of their 

actions comes through as they share in the interview. Lily shares, 

Lily: I’ve always wanted to be a stay at home Mum, I like it...But I’m not limited 

by that, if I wanted to go back to work tomorrow, which I don’t, but if I wanted 

to I could in any second. I could say this isn’t working for me and I want to go 

back. We don’t see equal as being the same.  

Lily re-shapes the passive stay at home parent narrative as an active one that she is 

constantly re-negotiating and even, at times, taking criticism for. She uses her 

assertiveness as an agentic tool to resist conventional femininity and re-negotiate the 

social prescription of the stay-at-home mother image. Her decision to opt out of paid 

employment by choice also speaks to her privileged position. Yet, while Lily proudly 

describes their egalitarianism in terms of their economic relations shaped by an equal 

division of household labour, gendered emotions at play reveal inequality. Hannah 

insists that since she stays at home, she gets to make all the decisions regarding their 

child. Lily’s emotional relations between herself, her child, and her partner reinforce 

doing gender in a conventional way, and the unspoken expectation is that Leigh will be 

the family’s breadwinner and should expect less connection with the child. Connell 
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(2021) describes this bread-winner/housewife model as ‘an ‘unequal nuclear-family 

model’ (p.86). 

The terms that Lily and Marie use are compelling: “egalitarian fraud” and 

“non-egalitarian.” Despite feeling this way, they both appear to defend and justify 

their desire to stay at home. When a mother’s approach to the division of household 

labour is dictated by gendered emotions of idealised femininity and intensive 

motherhood (like in the cases of Marie and Lily) this reaffirms conventional gender 

ideals rather than reimagining them. Ultimately, this acts as a barrier to them, and their 

partnerships, becoming more egalitarian. Emotional attachments help us further 

understand the complexities of gender relations. This could also help to explain why 

women fail to advance in their careers—something which continues to be scrutinised 

by scholars. These scholars often point to cultural narratives including that women “opt 

out” of paid employment in order to prioritise family over work (Blair-Loy, 2003), the 

conflict they face between family obligations and long hours at work (Padavic, Ely and 

Reid, 2019), and societal expectations that women are to find fulfilment in the intimacy 

of “intensive motherhood”—a child-centred, emotionally absorbing, and labour-

intensive form of parenting. However, research shows that this work-family narrative is 

incomplete since men increasingly experience work-family conflict and nevertheless 

continue to advance in their career fields (Reid, 2015). This work-family explanation is, 

thus, incompatible with an egalitarian relationship narrative where tasks and 

responsibilities are ideally not defined by gender, and because both partners are actively 

involvement in mutual empowerment of each other’s goals and needs it is more likely 

that partners share household labour, childcare and paid employment since both equally 

value this. Partners negotiate their sameness so that one does not miss out. To challenge 

the status quo of doing gender is what lies at the heart of egalitarianism, whereas 

“equal but not the same” is a sentiment which keeps men and women accountable to 

traditionalism and biological determinism.   

Paid employment functions as an important role for self-identifying women who 

are both mothers and non-mothers. For example, Buehler and O’Brien’s (2011) 

longitudinal study examined the association between mothers’ employment and mother 

well-being and showed that mothers of small children who were employed were less 

depressed, had better health, were more sensitive to their children and were better able 

to provide them with learning opportunities than non-employed mothers. They also 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1177/0001839219832310
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1177/0001839219832310
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found that both full-time and part-time work was generally accompanied by more equal 

sharing of family tasks than in families where mothers were not employed. They argue 

that a mother’s participation in employment provides her with support and access to 

resources and social embeddedness compared to isolation. While equally shared 

parenting benefits women and men and their relationships, women obtain the most 

obvious advantages. This is because equally sharing mothers have room in their lives to 

invest in work outside the home without suffering the excessive burdens of an unshared 

double day (Deutsch, 1999). Deutsch (1999) claimed: “The fallacy we have accepted is 

that this uncompromising love for our children means that we have to give up on 

equality” (p. 228). When having children persuades the female and male partners in this 

study that they are “equal but not the same,” this is a barrier to enacting egalitarianism. 

A less obvious barrier is when women internalise these expectations and find ways to 

justify their decisions. Participation in paid employment is important for egalitarianism, 

with prior research showing that it takes full-time employment to shift the proportions 

of family work toward greater equality between mothers and fathers, and there are no 

differences between non-employed and part-time employed mothers in the proportion 

of family work they contribute (Barnett & Gareis, 2002; Stier & Lewin-Epstein, 2000). 

Giving up paid employment problematises equality and relationship egalitarianism.  

In their evaluation of the extent to which organisations sustain workplace 

inequality through policies and practices, Padavic, Ely and Reid (2019) suggest that the 

work–family explanation has become a hegemonic narrative that prevails despite 

countervailing evidence. Couples can use this narrative as shield to disguise 

unquestioned patterns of inequality in their relationship—as seen, to some extent, in the 

narrations of Marie and Lily. The family-devotion schema (Blair-Loy, 2003) where 

devotion to family is expected to override all other commitments, causes some female 

participants in this study to internalise societal expectations that having children 

complicates practising egalitarianism, or even is a complete barrier to it. However, this 

constrains some female participants’ ability to explore ways of enacting egalitarianism 

whilst being at home. This cognitive dissonance perpetuates inequalities within 

heterosexual partnerships through the capitalist reliance on the male breadwinner model 

and reinforces a gendered division of household labour shaped by hegemonic norms. 

In contrast to this, many other participant couples view equally sharing 

household and paid labour is a key feature of their egalitarian relationship, not merely 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3237952/#R2
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1177/0001839219832310


143 
 

to make money but as an avenue through which they derive personal satisfaction, 

personal development and identity formation. Thus, the varying participants’ 

experiences show that while paid employment in and of itself is an important facilitator 

for egalitarianism, it does not necessarily determine it. Being occupied in agentic self-

growth and supporting one’s partner in their pursuit of this growth is important. To 

identify as egalitarian, then, and to feel like a “fraud” suggests that economic gender 

relations and emotional gendered relations are not aligned. Moreover, when the 

participants demonstrate their commitment to work outside of the home and to an active 

negotiation of their goals, preferences and needs, this helps couples to reimagine and 

not reaffirm gender ideals. Many of the couples share similar career and education 

goals. There are a handful of other couples where one partner is career driven and one 

partner desires to be a full-time at home parent. These couples who, like Lily, “don’t 

see equal as being the same” are more likely to have household economic relations that 

are more traditionally gendered and are more prone, like Lily, to not identify as a 

feminist. Contending with labels like “egalitarianism fraud” or “anti-feminism” and 

confronting one’s own cognitive dissonance could be an invitational process for women 

and men to re-examine their relationship with egalitarianism. It is important for women 

and men to also re-examine their own egalitarian expectations of themselves, and their 

preparedness to enforce their these expectations on their partner.  

Together, gendered, capitalist and neoliberal ideals reveal a profound tension 

within the lives of participants. Some participants are caught between the expectations 

of traditional values of masculinity and femininity and economic, neoliberal 

accumulation of social capital which compel them to make work-related choices that 

satisfy the expectations of both. This results in participants implicitly and explicitly 

positioning themselves within the ideals of both systems, despite also knowing that 

their egalitarian ideals for their partnership are outside of the norms of these systems. 

They use economic and gendered discourses to justify their choices to pursue more 

specialised gender roles, which repositions their relationship choices within normative 

expectations for heterosexual relationships. Some researchers have argued that certain 

jobs, with hours that are demanding and inflexible, are less conducive to an egalitarian 

family lifestyle than others (Schwartz, 1994). Schwartz (1994) invites peer-couples to 

consider the possibility of sacrificing income and accumulation of workplace and social 

capital—for example, by opting for less demanding work—in order to achieve a more 
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egalitarian family life, and in a way encouraging more interdependence and less 

independence between partners. This argument leaves out, however, the extent to which 

outsourcing childcare and housework can help to eliminate barriers and offer partners 

more flexibility in order to share roles.  

The ”helpful” male narrative: a barrier  

The gendered emotional attachments associated with the “control freak” and “helper 

husband” narratives are barriers to some of the couples’ egalitarianism. When female 

partners wield disproportionate control of household-related mental labour 

responsibilities, these gendered power relations favour men, especially when female 

partners make excuses for their “helpful” behaviour instead of holding their partner 

accountable to their egalitarian expectations of them. This dynamic was evident for 

Grayson and Leah, a couple who adhere to egalitarianism at a theoretical level, but in 

practice Leah wishes they could be more equally sharing than they are. For example, 

when they first started talking about how they divide household responsibilities 

Grayson remarks, “I’d say it’s fairly shared, we both [do paid] work, we both help out 

at home.” Despite both being in part-time employment, when asked to talk about who 

carries more of the mental load and delegation of responsibilities at home, Leah later 

admits: “I get bogged down with the weight of that, like why won’t he help? But then 

there’s things I don’t do that he does all that time that is kind of equal weighing out on 

their load at the same time.” While Leah may have internalised her egalitarian 

expectations for herself and perhaps for Grayson, there is no evidence in the interview 

that she goes on to enforce that her expectations be met. Without this enforcement—an 

important part of the accountability process (Hollander, 2013)—Leah justifies 

Grayson’s “helpfulness” and their emotional relations resemble resentment, signalled 

by her question, “Why won’t he help me?” Another example of this comes from couple 

Tina and Scott, who have been together over thirty years and for many years operated 

by the traditional male breadwinner model. Tina remarks, “I organise stuff around the 

family a lot, the kids, the dogs, but then Scott’s got massive responsibilities in his 

work.” This pattern of inequality Deutsch (1999) noticed in her research on couples 

desiring to be equal sharers was fathers who she described as “helpers, sharers or 

slackers” (p. 45). She observed that the husband as ‘the helper’ was the most common 

role for the unequal fathers.   
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Marie, who is a stay-at-home parent, light heartedly jokes how her and John’s 

children sometimes complain that Dad does not do tasks as good as Mum. She says to 

John, “We sometimes joke about, you know, you being a rookie parent when you do 

something (laughs).” Not long after this, she simultaneously defends John, remarking, 

“John is not incapable,” saying she rejects the notion of the “hopeless man” and the 

“helpless or hopeless parent.” She concludes, “He’s always been right there in the 

mess of family life doing it all. John doesn’t come home and ignore us all...John was a 

present parent when he wasn’t working.” Here, John’s participation in the family life is 

framed as helpful as opposed to absent. Some female participants consider involved 

fathering and a caring masculinity as key characteristics of their relationship 

egalitarianism. For example, Gemma describes Aiden as a “hands-on” Dad:  

Gemma: He’s really hands on parenting, really nurturing, wants to take time at 

home with Jemima as well…as soon as Aiden is home from his work outside the 

home he’s straight away looking after [child’s name]...even compared to our 

secular friends in our anti-natal group, Aiden is definitely a hands-on parent 

and does a lot. 

This idea of men helping and doing domestic work is seen as contrasting to hegemonic 

male behaviour, something which is further illustrated by Leah’s reflection on her 

relationship with Grayson. She comment that, “My friends are always like ‘how do you 

get him to do the dishes?” I’m like, he just does them [laughs].” Similarly, Christine 

reflects on other people’s assessments of her and Marcus, observing how her friends 

say, “oh I couldn’t possibly leave for a girls weekend because my husband can’t cope 

with the kids.” Leah and Christine are mindful of others’ assessments of them and their 

partners. Hochschild’s (1989) economy of gratitude theory posits that men benefit from 

receiving social rewards and being recognised for engaging in emotional, interpersonal, 

and household-related labour, and some of these egalitarian-identifying men appear to 

benefit from their partner’s praise as well. Suzanne and Ted illustrate this dynamic well. 

Suzanne remarks: 

Suzanne: I probably nag the kids most to get their chores, cleaning done. I don’t 

think we actively negotiated this, it just sits well with us this way. Ted has no 

problem chipping in, but I make sure food is in the cupboards. I probably get 

stressed more, so him actively doing stuff, like unpacking more boxes is a way 

of easing that. I feel loved in this way, and I hope he doesn’t feel he’s taking 

more than his share of the load.  
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Phrases like “chipping in” and “I feel loved in this way” suggests the double standard 

Gaunt (2013) researched among egalitarian responses. This excuse making could be 

seen as female partners playing an active role in constituting household patterns, 

illustrating ways in which women collude with their male partners in the reproduction 

of male power, illustrated by making excuses for him that he is a good “helper.” 

Perhaps in praising their male counterparts for their choice to care—like examples 

provided by Suzanne, Gemma and Marie above—this demonstrates that this approach 

is easier than bargaining or negotiating with them for a more egalitarian or equitable 

balance. 

Findings from a study of Nordic women in heterosexual partnerships (Jurva & 

Lahti, 2019) illustrate how women legitimise the unequal situations in their own 

relationship by utilising culturally available interpretative frameworks that circulate 

notions about gender and couple relationships. Both strategies provide a means for 

dealing with the unpleasant affective dissonance, but they make it difficult to demand 

or enforce change in the relationship. However, insisting that egalitarian expectations 

be met is an important feature of legitimising egalitarian behaviour. Prior studies have 

made it clear that unfair perceptions of the division of household labour not only 

decreases women’s relationship quality but also can lead to role strain that, in turn, 

makes them more likely to end unsatisfying partnerships (Frisco & Williams, 2003). 

Women who endorse gender complementary relationship roles report more negative 

relationship and psychological well-being experiences, including lower relationship 

satisfaction, lower relationship confidence, lower educational expectations, and greater 

depression (Casad et al., 2015). Female partners in heterosexual partnerships must co-

construct more egalitarian economic relations in their relationships by ceasing to make 

excuses for male partners who comfortably, symbolically “help” instead of equally 

participate, which ultimately acts as a barrier to egalitarianism. 

Caring masculinity can take the form as a “helping” partner or an involved 

father. The individualised value of ‘choice’ becomes an important marker for 

distinguishing how men might position their actions against the norms of both 

neoliberal self-making and hegemonic masculinity. Choosing to care—to be an actively 

involved, hands-on, caring father and partner—reflects an active overstepping of 

boundaries of normative gendered behaviour. In the context of these relationships, 

women can praise men and, in some cases defend their caring and hands-on 
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participation in family life. Whilst this does not clearly construct an egalitarian 

masculinity within that choice to care, the space to hybridise men’s expressions of 

masculinity opens (Dickie, 2020, p. 69). 

Economic relations: Unequal division of household-related mental labour  

Since there is consensus across participants that the unequal distribution of mental 

labour is a crucial constraint to egalitarianism in partnerships, I have attributed more 

weight to this discussion compared to other, perhaps less debilitating constraints.  

Couples’ inability or unwillingness to equally share mental labour frequently unearthed 

palpable feelings of frustration during many of the interviews. While the frustration 

experienced, predominantly by women in these interviews, mirrors patterns 

documented in prior studies, these couples’ experiences are unique in that the majority 

of the men in these couples openly voice their desire to renegotiate unequal mental 

labour distribution. The barriers to their renegotiation, discussed in this study, is what 

offers additional insights into the area of household-related mental labour.  

In order to ascertain how each couple understands and negotiates mental labour 

between themselves, I enquired about who in their relationship they perceived is 

responsible for delegating household chores, and more generally who feels the weight 

of the mental ‘load’ in their family. This is an important source of gender inequality in 

heterosexual partnerships, and dispelling some of the invisibility of mental labour 

through deliberate interview questioning was something participants appeared to find 

both beneficial and clearly frustrating at times. It became strikingly, and at times 

uncomfortably clear in interviews that couples perceived the unequal division of mental 

labour in their relationships to be unfair and clashing with their egalitarian ideals. 

Participants share how the mental load is inextricably connected to external factors 

including paid employment, childcare, and more internal ones like socialised roles and 

culturally inherited gender expectations. In the following discussion, I analyse the 

participants’ experiences for whom the mental load was carried more by the female 

partner. While a handful of couples did share how they actively work to equally share 

the mental labour of their family life, the majority of the interviewees, to some extent, 

grapple with unequal distribution of this labour.  
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For one couple where both partners work full time, Christine recognises that at 

the core of an egalitarian partnership it is “actually about the mental load” and how 

this is shared. She acknowledges that her carrying the majority of the mental load is 

what is preventing her and Marcus from having an egalitarian relationship. Referring to 

division of household labour, she explains, “I think in terms of Marcus and I, I still 

think we both assume that I do it.” She claims, “We have a somewhat egalitarian 

marriage, in terms of beliefs we’d sign up to those beliefs,” but remarks that “actually 

doing it” is much more difficult (the underline is included to show the participant’s 

emphasis). Beliefs about gender equality are merely symbolic unless practised. She 

states that her ideal situation is for her and Marcus to both work part-time paid hours. 

Similar to Christine, other female interviewees claim to carry the majority of their 

family’s mental labour while work a variety of paid hours, varying from part-time, full-

time, or none. This finding supports the recent finding that differences between 

working-outside-the-home and stay-at-home mothers were few, in terms of how much 

mental and emotional labour they carry in the home (Robertson et al., 2019). Christine 

states that, despite both her Marcus working full time jobs, she feels more of the weight 

of not only delegating household tasks but also of emotional labour. Christine’s 

resignation that she will inevitably drop from full-time to part-time work hours in order 

to offset the emotional and cognitive labour and childcare. All this reinforces prior 

theoretical and empirical research which notes that women’s greater responsibility for 

children is an important factor in explaining why women earn less than men.  

When both partners occupy part-time paid employment and share childcare, this 

seemingly egalitarian configuration can disguise the unequal distribution of mental 

labour within the partnership. This undermines this couple’s egalitarianism. While a 

number of participant couples work part-time, David and Heidi exemplify this 

relationship between part-time work and egalitarian ideals clearly. They have made a 

deliberate lifestyle change to enable them to both work part-time and strive towards 

equally sharing household and parenting duties. Heidi describes their routine: “He does 

28 hours a week. I do 22 hours a week and whoever is not working is looking after the 

kids...We felt God was calling us to work part-time and both be home with children, we 

both enjoyed those roles.” A deliberate lifestyle change helped to enable what they call 

an “ideal” work/family balance: “Living with his Mum allows us financially to be in a 

position where we have one person home.” This seeming 50/50 split of work and home 
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life in practice may appear to be egalitarian, but when inspecting the distribution of 

mental labour, some discrepancy becomes apparent: when describing how they share 

household tasks Heidi initially reports they share all tasks equally. David agrees. 

However, Heidi later admits she carries more of the mental load in terms of managing 

the family calendar, communicating with David about “what’s coming up” in regards 

to kids’ events. Prior research corroborates this dynamic of initial and incorrect reports 

that equal sharing is taking place. If left unexamined, the unequal distribution of mental 

labour can become a more debilitating constraint for partners. 

For women who thought they carried more of these mental, delegating 

responsibilities a pattern among their narratives was their hesitancy to share this 

responsibility with their partner, despite male partners frequently voicing their desire to 

share in this dynamic more. For example, John says to Marie: “I don’t know if you 

could have let go of everything… I’m still not allowed to do the shopping by myself.” 

Marie responds to him with, “Yeah [laughs] maybe I’m a little bit of a control freak.” 

A few female participants refer to being in control. Since women have been socially 

conditioned to develop expertise in the private sphere of the household, their expertise 

engenders them more control and level of skill in certain household tasks. Another 

example of this comes from Lily who, when talking about her and Hugo’s division of 

household labour, turns and states to Hugo, “I wouldn’t delegate that to [you] cause 

you’d do it wrong.” This reinforces the stereotypic argument that women generally 

have a lower threshold of tolerance for when a task needs to be accomplished (Alberts, 

Kim & Tretheway, 2011). Women’s general tendency to have more skills and 

competencies with household-related labour contributes to them becoming designated 

experts in these tasks, taking ownership in the relationship for performing them (Clair, 

2011). The idea that women could lower or alter their expectations to create space for 

their partner to complete household tasks in a way that is different to theirs is fraught. 

This could be a practical, egalitarian step forward, or it could be remaining complicit to 

patterns of behaviour where men are expected to perform less domestic duties.  

Feelings of frustration and resentment begin to surface as some female 

participants discuss the unequal division of mental labour in their relationships. Similar 

to Marie and Lily, Gemma reflects that, in her relationship with Aiden, carrying the 

mental load is something that she, “hasn’t been able to overcome.” For her, control is 
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an aspect of this: “I can do more housework, it’s just cause I’m faster and more 

efficient that I maybe do a bit more.” She shares how Aiden is often theorising gender 

equality rather than implementing it in practice as she remarks: “I feel jealous because 

I feel, like, I would like my head to be full of that…but then it is my own fault as well 

because I take on that mental load.” Emotions of resentment appear. These heightened 

emotions continue as Gemma also acknowledges that: 

Gemma: It’s quite scary to let that [mental labour] go because you’re like, oh 

how are you gonna keep paying rent? Or how are we, if we don’t get the 

warrant on the car? (laughs) I’m always, I feel like if I don’t do it, then who’s 

gonna do it? And if I let it down then [child’s name] will suffer, I’m gonna 

suffer, we’re gonna suffer.  

For Gemma, the division of mental labour within her relationship is highly emotional 

and distressing. These emotions expose Gemma’s internalisation of needing to be in 

control which only reifies traditional forms of doing gender. Gemma assesses the 

situation and judges Aiden as being insufficiently egalitarian. Aiden appears to do very 

little to alter the gendered division of mental labour or address Gemma’s emotions of 

frustration about their relationship. It appears that Aiden relies on theoretical and 

theological concepts about gender equality to symbolically justify he and Gemma’s 

division of household labour. Despite being more pragmatic about egalitarianism, 

Gemma does not appear to enforce her egalitarian expectations upon Aiden, and by not 

doing this, remains accountable to traditional expectations that women should carry the 

weight of domestic task management. At a surface level both Gemma and Aiden claim 

that physical and mental labour should be equally shared between them, yet their power 

relations and emotional dynamics produce traditional constructions of femininity and 

masculinity and an unequal dynamic between them. As long as women internalise the 

need to remain in control of or monopolise household management tasks (Treas & Tai, 

2012) this not only stagnates men’s growth and development in the domestic sphere—

since men have been socialised to lack skills in this area (Brame et al., 2017) —but this 

will perpetuate gender gaps in family labour division. In contrast to this, the findings 

discussed in chapter five clearly indicate that when male partners can initiate, sustain, 

and take ownership in carrying the mental load, without being managed by their female 

partners, this helps to facilitate relationship egalitarianism.  
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Similar to Gemma and Aiden, Heidi and David have a similar dynamic. Heidi 

observes her need to “trust” David with the specifics of childcare like medical needs 

and to “hand over” the mental load associated with childcare: 

Heidi: Um, yeah, some women wouldn’t [trust him]. And yeah, so handing over 

what might be traditionally a ‘mothers’ role’, going to the doctors, to actually 

trust him to go into that space and carry that mental load of the specifics of a 

child in a medical thing. Yeah, I guess I’m aware I have to give that over, that is 

something I feel I have to trust him and hand it over. 

Heidi’s language of “handing over” and “giving that over” represents not only subtle 

power relations between her and David, but also that her understanding of doing gender 

aligns with a specific, stereotypic notion of a “mother’s role.” In this sense, Heidi’s 

emotional attachments to her children and to her role as a mother remain highly 

gendered. Another example of this comes from couple Naomi and Lewis, who are 

strongly committed to egalitarianism. Naomi admits that over the years she has 

“automatically picked up the mental load [of the family]…Yeah I can hand stuff over to 

him and I need to let it go which is really hard.” At an unconscious level Naomi and 

Heidi may take on more of the household management to validate a feminine identity 

by doing gender this way. Since household-related mental labour continues to be 

disproportionately performed by women and mothers compared to men and fathers 

(Perry‐Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020; Robertson et al., 2019), I am not surprised that more 

female than male partners in this study experience the unequal sharing of mental labour 

as a constraining barrier for them; this was a shared and recurring frustration. 

There is consensus across the interview participants that the unequal distribution 

of mental labour is a crucial constraint to egalitarianism in partnerships. If the largest 

gap between male and female participation continues to lie not in cooking or childcare 

time, but in management activity (Robertston et al. 2019), then this cognitive 

component of family life requires further examination. Findings from this study suggest 

that when female partners are disproportionately burdened by household-related mental 

labour compared to their male counterparts, this constrains the couples’ egalitarianism, 

relationship satisfaction is negatively impacted – illustrated by a significant number of 

female partners voicing their disappointment and frustration. Both partners must 

equally adjust their egalitarian expectations of themselves and hold each other 

accountability to new ways of doing gender. Analysis of the barriers to the couples’ 
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practice of egalitarianism reveals that the family lives of these church-going couples are 

constrained as much by the general cultural and patriarchal New Zealand context as by 

their experiences of sexism from religious communities. However, all of the interview 

participants share about their past or current experiences of gender discrimination 

within church settings, something which they all equally criticise. 

Sexism within churches  

While the female partners are more prone to share their direct experiences of feeling 

constrained by church, the male partners often reflect on how sexist church experiences 

constrain their female partners. For example, Christine and Marcus attend a mainstream 

Protestant church that values and practices egalitarianism less than many of the other 

churches the participants’ attend. Christine shares about the discomfort she feels while 

attending this church and expresses how she desires to attend a more egalitarian church 

community where she, in turn, will not experience judgement for being a parent who 

works full-time. She expresses her frustration openly: 

Christine: I feel odd there [church], I feel isolated and different there, I feel like 

people don’t get my life. I feel like they make assumptions about ‘Oh you work 

full time, oh you’re super Mum’ and I hate that. People in church leadership 

have asked me like, ‘Well, when do you wash the sheets?’ but they don’t wait for 

me to say, ‘Well Marcus did them.’ The woman church pastor has asked me 

that. It’s worse. I’m not in the value system you value. I find it off putting to the 

point where I wonder if it’s the right place for us to be going to [church]. I’d 

rather invite my friends over for a spa, but I feel like I’m not supporting the 

church. 

Christine’s decision to deviate from doing traditional Christianity by working full-time 

isolates her from her church community and appears to be quite costly. There is a loss 

of community, since much of community relies on conformity. Since the woman telling 

her this is a church leader, she is effectively functioning as gatekeepers for the 

patriarchal tradition. Even though living as an egalitarian couple is extremely important 

to Christine, regardless of her efforts to internally legitimise her and Marcus’s practice, 

her attitudes towards her church means she remains externally accountable to her 

traditional, fellow church-goers. The label of “super Mum” reinforces her status as 

non-normative in this context, leaving her feeling isolated and frustrated. The fact that 

some other female respondents also voiced their struggle to attend more conservative 
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churches suggests that unless a woman is among a like-minded group of egalitarian 

Christians (or non-Christians), she must be prepared to have her gender and religious 

legitimacy questioned when she works full-time and expects her male partner to act in 

an egalitarian, equally sharing way. This seems ironic seeing that the Christian theology 

that underpins many churches espouses messages of love and equality. Christine’s 

reflection also reveals that structural inequality within church is not necessarily 

expressed as explicit complementarian statements about male leadership, but rather in 

the subtle reproduction of hegemonic gender norms, particularly espoused by those in 

church leadership. This constrains Christine’s ability to feel confident and supported in 

her multiple identities as a parent, full-time employee, and a church goer. She 

experiences the idealised femininity discourse at church as limiting and constraining to 

her egalitarian sense of self, enough to put her off from attending church altogether. 

Christine wants to do gender differently, in an egalitarian way, which in her case also 

requires her to do religion in a different way, too, illustrated by her comment that she 

wants to find a different church to attend. If this dynamic is ignored within churches 

and by church leadership, churches will continue to be experienced as judgemental of 

certain behaviours and incompatible with a developing an egalitarian expression of 

femininity and remain a barrier that deters professional women from engaging with 

church and institutionalised Christianity. 

Experiences of more blatant sexism within churches are criticised by 

participants. Ari and Olivia explain their experience of visiting a church service once 

while visiting a new city. Olivia describes a sermon she and Ari heard preached on 

Mother’s Day referring to women changing all the nappies and says: “I was thinking is 

this as bad as it feels? Ari said wow what is this, the 1950s? Yeah it was really bad.’” 

A similar sentiment is shared by Roy, who has been with Gloria for nearly forty years. 

After years of devoting themselves to their careers and becoming quite accomplished in 

their respective fields, they are now retired. Egalitarianism is important to them at both 

practical and theoretical levels; they respect each other immensely and regard the other 

as their equal. Spirituality matters to them, and they both regard church as a place to 

engage in discussions about things they value such as justice and equality. Roy openly 

shares about some of his encounters with sexism in church: 

Roy: When I went with my first wife to a Presbyterian church, I went and they 

asked me to be an elder and I thought ‘good Lord!’ She would have been an 
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excellent elder, she’d been there a long time, but, no, they don’t think to ask her, 

weird stuff (laughs). 

Roy shares about another experience of church he had with Gloria: 

Roy: We left that church because of their attitude towards women. They said, 

‘Want a blonde joke?’ Uh no we don’t, and nobody stood up and said, ‘Hey, 

what are you doing?’ And they broadcast their church service [online]. I mean, 

do you mind? We never went back (laughs).  

The above narrations are just some of the examples the participants shared of their 

encounters with institutionalised sexism within Christian institutions. Whether overt or 

subtle, this is what many feminist theologians have recognised is what interrupts 

women’s’ ability to grow into full subjectivity in Christian spaces. This denial of full 

humanity comes through women’s relegation to subordinate roles and positions within 

Christian organisations, as well as their elevation to keepers of complementary 

characteristics to men (Storkey, 2015; Miller-McLemore, 2011; Porter, 2004; Bons-

Storm, 1996; Graham, 1999). This is illustrated in the subtle interaction between the 

female church leader and Christine when she asks Christine, who works full-time, “Well, 

when do you wash the sheets?” 

Although the participants may experience criticism for holding egalitarian views 

within Christian settings, none of the participants choose to dislocate from Christian 

churches altogether. Unsurprisingly, many of the participants share how their actions of 

resisting these structural and ideological Christian frameworks elicit resistance and 

sometimes criticism from some Christians. For example, Naomi says, “I do say stuff to 

my sister and Mum which they find all a bit shocking, you know, when we talk about 

God as ‘She’ I mean that really, yeah, they think it’s crazy.” These responses remind 

Naomi of her and Lewis’s non-normative relationship ideals, which she reflects on by 

saying, “I feel like what we’re aiming for, our ideals, is countercultural both within the 

church and in mainstream culture, but in different ways, yeah.” While the majority of 

the couples attend churches which espouse egalitarian values—illustrated through 

various church leadership and teaching practices—very few of the participants attend 

churches which overtly align with more complementarian theology and practice. Here, I 

discuss an example of this and how institutionalised sexism within churches is a barrier 

to the development of partners’ relationship egalitarianism.  
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Scott and Tina, who have been together over thirty years and are newly 

exploring egalitarianism, attend a conservative church which explicitly endorses 

complementarian theology, where women are forbidden from preaching or occupying 

positions of authoritative church leadership. Scott and Tina say they do not agree with 

the church’s biblical or theological position about women and, while they have thought 

about leaving, this has remained their home church for many years. As the interview 

progresses and we discuss this topic further, their levels of internal conflict become 

more noticeable. It is as though they become more aware of how their church, and 

everything it represents, contradicts their newly found egalitarian orientation.   

Tina: We made a call early on when we were discussing whether we stay at 

[church’s name] that we didn’t want to be the ones to make this whole thing 

about women preaching the issue...Everyone knows what we think but we try not 

to make it an issue. There were far more important issues in the church, making 

sure people had spiritual growth, dealing with the poor.  

By minimising her church’s overt display of inequality, Tina remains complicit to 

structures of inequality and ultimately to her own subordination, something which some 

sociologists describe as the feminist dilemma of religion (Avishai, 2016; Wilcox, 

2003). By “trying not to make it an issue” Tina and Scott avoid resistance from fellow 

church-goers. They may think that they will lose their church community if they “out” 

themselves as being anti their church’s rules; this makes it interpersonally costly to 

maintain their egalitarian orientation. It is clear that Tina and Scott are being held 

accountable to patriarchal gender norms because they are subject to explicit 

consequences of other church-goers assessments of them. An example of this is when 

Scott shares that he “stepped down from a leadership position” within the church 

because of the church’s oppressive rules aimed at women. Rather than challenging 

overt sexism within their church, their choice to remain quietly committed to their 

church. Their desire to do gender in a more egalitarian way does not translate into their 

doing of religion. These interactional manifestations of accountability (Hollander, 

2013) act as a barrier to Tina and Scott’s actually enacting their egalitarian ideals. 

Although her church is explicitly complementarian, Tina does not appear to regard this 

as a barrier to her experience as being egalitarian or being in an egalitarian partnership. 

Her identification as egalitarian appears to derive from her own internalised beliefs that 

are relatively separate from external factors including attending a complementarian 

church and adhering to more traditional behaviours in her relationship with Scott. In 
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compartmentalising her understanding of egalitarianism, Tina avoids facing the 

contradictions within her own values and does not challenge or directly reject sexism 

and inequality. Her partner, Scott, appears to be more troubled and frustrated with their 

church’s fixed, sexist leadership choices, and he claims, “This is the reason I stepped 

down from church leadership” and “To cope, we’ve created another little home 

church” which he explains he and Tina attend as well as their main church. By doing 

gender and doing religion in a more conservative way, they remain accountable to 

Christian hegemony. As long as they are unable to negotiate new expectations for 

themselves, this acts as a barrier to their enactment of egalitarianism, something which 

is illustrated by their high levels of cognitive dissonance and angst expressed in the 

interview. Their emotional attachments are perhaps more revealing than they would 

like.   

A dominating, constraining discourse within churches: Who gets to preach?  

All of the participants appear more confident in their ability to discuss egalitarianism 

within the context of the ‘women in church leadership’ debate—a debate which 

continues to frustrate Christians in a range of denominational settings (Gallagher, 

2019). In contrast to this, the participants appear less confident when discussing and 

conceptualising egalitarianism in the context of intimate partnerships, even within their 

own partnerships. This highlights a structural constraint at the level of discourse. That 

this topic was new for many of the participants to discuss was illustrated by many of 

participants’ long pauses to think when posed questions, combined with them asking a 

notable amount of clarifying questions throughout interviews. Some participants 

admitted they had never heard of an intimate relationship framework described as 

egalitarian. This finding highlights a structural and educational gap within Christian 

structures and organisations in New Zealand. Debating whether women should be in 

church leadership is recognisably discriminatory and discrimination within church 

hiring practices within churches has dominated cultural narratives for so long.37 

 
37 Varying interpretations of biblical passages are used to justify a range of discriminatory hiring 

practices across Protestant churches in New Zealand, including women and LGTBQ+ identifying people 

being denied the opportunity to occupy authoritative positions of leadership within churches. Indicative 

of this is the New Zealand Baptist Union’s recent action releasing of a formal statement endorsing 

biblical-based gender egalitarianism, seeking to address and end the ‘women in leadership’ debate at an 

institutional level. This, as well as the exclusion of LGBTQ+ identifying clergy is a long-standing 

hallmark of patriarchal oppression within Protestant church culture. Based on her analysis of European 

jurisprudence, Stuart (2010) argues that law should be used to insist on equality within religious hiring 

procedures including the hiring of women and ministers who identify as LGBTQ+ within churches.# 

Stuart’s (2012) argument that proposed changes in the law can lead to a ‘voluntary’ change in church 
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Whereas, interrogating power dynamics between partners and its associated theological 

assumptions is less recognisable. However, as long as Christians remain divided over 

the roles and responsibilities men and women should have in the church, the 

development of a discourse about relationship egalitarianism in Christian contexts will 

always feel stilted, muddled and likely unattainable. Egalitarian relationship praxis 

appears to be an undeveloped area which requires more attention at discursive, 

organisational, and interpersonal levels.  

There are consequences of not having these important conversations; overt or 

covert sexism within churches can contribute to sustaining narratives which underpin 

intimate partner violence. Although this was only touched on by a few of the participants, 

a good example of this is when Kim acknowledges the serious ramifications of this 

saying: 

Kim: I think it can be quite damaging, so in my field of work I work with women 

in domestic violence situations, and I see how traditional models of 

relationships can cover up certain things and justify certain things that 

shouldn’t’ be justifiable. 

Strengthening discursive and educational resources about this topic is needed in order 

to directly challenge other relationship narratives which, through ambivalence or direct 

power inequalities, enables a breeding ground for intimate partner violence. 

Navigating patriarchal church structures: Participants’ various expressions of resistance  

Avoidance is a strategy utilised by some participants in order to cope within their 

church contexts. For example, a number of participants voice their awareness of 

gender-specific events in the church and their avoidance of them. Examples of these 

provided by a range of participants include men’s’ BBQ events, Christian conferences 

exclusively for women or for men, and the vicar/pastor/minister’s wife is expected to 

do the baking or host people. Adam and Kim, who strongly identify as egalitarian, 

discuss this in their interview. Kim in the primary income earner and that Adam does 

the majority of the housework because of Kim’s poor health. They attend church, but 

 
structural practices omits discursive changes that must occur within church organisations, as well as 

within the lives and relationships of people involved in these structures. Systems of power need 

addressing, and egalitarian theology as well as resources focused on the development of egalitarian 

relationship praxis is an important avenue through which to facilitate gender equality more effectively 

across Protestantism more broadly in New Zealand. 
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actively avoid church events and settings that undermine their egalitarian goals.  Adam 

is frank about this, saying: 

Adam: I studiously avoid men’s breakfasts and all that sort of shit, I just [gag 

sound] have no interest in any of that. I’m pretty sure is we’ve got a sort of 

Victorian, puritan value of what masculinity is and then we put a Christian label 

on it to call it Christian masculinity.  

Madison and Arthur discuss in their interview how some people at their church expect 

Madison to do gendered Christianity expected of a “church leader’s spouse” like baking 

and having people over. She says she never gives into this. In a similar vein, Maya uses 

avoidance as a way to cope: 

Maya: Yeah, there’s whole areas of the Christian world that I just stay out of 

(laughs)...I’ve made up my mind and I would never want my children in that kind 

of environment, I don’t want them going to church environments where there’s 

any idea that women are second class.  

While these participants are able to diagnose problems within the social order in 

Protestant culture in New Zealand and, their levels of accountability to these sexist 

church structures differ. Some participants have chosen to walk away and fully detach 

from certain Christian spaces or churches and their corresponding oppressive structures, 

ideologies and theologies, opting instead to attend Christian spaces that explicitly 

facilitate egalitarianism. Others choose to remain in more traditional Christian church 

settings, voicing higher levels of cognitive dissonance and frustration about this in the 

interviews. By doing conservative Christianity while attempting to do egalitarian gender 

in their partnerships, their achievement of egalitarianism will struggle to move beyond 

the symbolic. By not leaving structures that are inherently sexist, or by remaining in 

churches that contradict values of egalitarianism, participants reproduce Christian 

hegemony. Doing religion that supports relationship egalitarianism involves actively 

resisting certain structural and theological discourses; it is an active, not a passive, 

counter-cultural stance.  

Symbolic relations: How feminism’s definitional haze acts as a barrier for participants    

Since egalitarianism and feminism are belief systems devoted to gender justice and 

equality, it was important to ask participants whether or not they identify as feminist 

and to explain why or why not. I also asked them to define feminism in their own 
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words. Feminism is viewed as both constraining and facilitative by participants. In 

some couples both partners identify as feminist, and in some couples, only one partner 

does, including both male or female partners. This shows that feminism should not be 

relegated to “women’s issues” and, a feminist interrogation of masculinities posits that 

a male feminist or pro-feminist identity is important for a constructive use of male 

power within heterosexual partnerships. For those participants who do identify as 

feminists, they claim this is closely connected to their faith. Olivia highlights this when 

she says, 

Olivia: I think that all humans are equal and we are drawn into the redemptive 

work of God. I think feminism at its best is pointing towards that equal, working 

together for the flourishing of others. 

Maya acknowledges that identifying as a feminist helps her “find my people much more 

than evangelical would help me find my people.” Similar to Maya’s sentiment here, for 

many other participants, valuing feminism is intrinsic to being Christian and egalitarian. 

Marie states: “I do believe that we are equal in the eyes of God. So I think feminism is 

very much connected with my faith.” Likewise, Amber says, “I think for me being a 

feminist is a growing consciousness of the inequality, it still exists in our society and in 

our churches.” 

Gemma’s reflection, however, highlights how the absence of feminist thinking 

in her own faith journey caused her confusion and contradicted her own egalitarian 

values. Gemma reflects on her early days of being with Aiden, when they claimed to be 

complementarian; she now revaluates her past through the lens of her new, egalitarian 

expectations: 

Gemma: I guess I had to go on a bit of a journey, because Aiden was so lovely 

and he wasn’t oppressive or anything he kinda had me convinced that there 

could be good forms of patriarchy (laughs). And I kinda wanted to believe that 

because I really loved Jesus and he was gonna be Christ-like, a big thing to live 

up to...it was always in the back of mind, like, this isn’t right...Jesus wouldn’t 

want women to be oppressed and not a voice in marriages and in society. So I 

was always arguing, saying ‘Where does it say that? Where is this, ‘I stay home 

and look after the house while you go out to work?’ 

In Gemma’s statement, we can see both her new egalitarian orientation and how the 

process of reorientation took place. She suggests that before identifying as an 
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egalitarian Christian, she questioned whether or not she had the right to pursue a career 

and be a mother at the same time. But after realising that she could be egalitarian and 

by connecting this idea to a principle of justice, she challenged the legitimacy of the old 

belief. This new expectation applies not only to the way she parents her child, but also 

to her interactions with Aiden. Although Gemma cannot go back into her former 

complementarian relationship with Aiden and enforce her new egalitarian expectations, 

she now assesses other people’s behaviour relative to her new expectations. For 

example, she shares how she is now “on guard” when she goes to her conservative 

Christian friend’s house and ensures that she and Aiden are “modelling” the equal 

sharing of cleaning and childcare tasks to her friends. This enforcement of new gender 

expectations is an important part of the accountability process (Hollander, 2013) and 

also reveals that Gemma’s journey of doing gender has been very interactional. 

One study on British Anglican women aged eighteen and twenty-five revealed 

how the participants challenge gender inequality using more general ‘common-sense 

egalitarianism’ rather than explicit feminist discourse (Slee, Porter & Phillips, 2013, p. 

61). Whereas a similar study focused on older Anglican women who had trained to be 

priests revealed that they used much more explicit feminist language. This pattern also 

emerged in my study, reflecting differing ages’ responses to explicit feminist discourse. 

This could indicate a shift from second to third wave, post-feminist thought. 

Nonetheless, for the majority of men and women interviewed in this study, their 

answers suggest that feminism is closely related to valuing gender justice and 

egalitarian theological beliefs about God creating women and men as equals. 

What is lost when feminism is made synonymous with egalitarianism: A barrier 

Some participants understand feminism to mean the empowerment of women amid 

society’s systemic patriarchal power imbalance, which, in turn, fosters more equality 

between women and men. In contrast to this, other participants assert that feminism 

should be understood as not only similar to, but synonymous with egalitarianism. Some 

participants, like Lily and Hugo, do this as a way to distance themselves from what they 

feel is a common understanding of feminism as women having more power than men. 

Instead, Hugo asserts that, “Feminism is egalitarianism, true feminism is 

egalitarianism to me.” For other participants, their understanding of the term feminism 

appears to be muddled, like Scott who states, “I’ve thought of feminism as an attempt to 



161 
 

make the genders egalitarian I suppose.” Nate draws on the term egalitarian without 

making it synonymous with feminism, saying he identifies as feminist, “Depending on 

the definition…if the definition is that women get equal egalitarian access to the world 

as men then yeah, I’m feminist.” These cautious, conditional definitions of feminism 

indicate an attempt to dislocate from being associated with feminism. As to whether 

feminism and egalitarianism are synonymous, Cory questions, “It should be shouldn’t 

it? But it rarely is in reality aye?” A few participants offer definitions for feminism that 

closely resemble the definition of egalitarian. A good example of this is Adam who 

defines feminism as a: “Pretty simple belief that no one’s of less intrinsic worth, 

because of their gender and shouldn’t have limited opportunities based on their gender, 

I subscribe to that.” These attempts to reconstruct the definition of feminism are made 

in order to make the term more acceptable, less confronting and more individual. Yet, 

by focusing on the individual rather than the systemic aspects of oppression, such an 

individualised sense of fairness reflects, perhaps, an internalisation of neoliberal values 

and leaning on feminism as a source of cultural capital. This could also echo 

Christianity’s historical aversion to feminism. Some of the participants’ muddled 

definitions of feminism overtly omit awareness of social systems that ensure men have 

more resources available to them than women and men’s entitlement to control women 

within their intimate relationships. By remaining fearful of the term “feminism” 

participants remain constrained in their ability to acknowledge that an important part of 

the construction of an egalitarian heterosexuality in Christian contexts is being able to 

challenge structures and institutions that privilege male power over women’s.  

The participants sometimes identify as feminist on the condition is does not 

equate to “man-hating” or as women having power over men. Cory explains how 

feminism is sometimes epitomised by what he calls a “stereotypical feminist” as 

“women who don’t see men as anything.” Participants are sensitive to an equal power 

balance between men and women, thus the interpretation of feminism as women having 

power over men veers away from egalitarianism for them. This weariness or caution 

around identifying as a feminist highlights both the term’s evolving definition and the 

need to consistently clarify this term. In chapter seven I will discuss how male 

participants’ feminist and pro-feminist identities contribute to the constructive use of 

male power in their partnerships, as well as it’s unique role in the construction of a 

developing egalitarian masculinity. 



162 
 

Rejecting feminism 

Although the majority of female and male participants do identify as feminist, some 

cannot modify its definition enough to suit them and they prefer to stay away from it 

altogether. Some participants express that they are turned off the term for a number of 

reasons, including its association with aggression, activism or protests, women being 

“above men” and the “superwoman” idea that feminism suggests that “women have to 

do it all.” For example, Suzanne says she does not identify as a feminist, stating that 

the feminist identifier is no longer needed since, “New Zealand society has developed 

to where woman can do a lot or most things” so there is “no need to fight for 

anything.” This postfeminist stance seems contradictory in the context of this study. 

For, to identify as egalitarian and acknowledge the need for, and very practice of, 

gender equality suggests there are contexts where inequality exists; this contradicts 

Suzanne’s claim there is “no need to fight for anything.” Postfeminist culture merges 

anti and post-feminist ideas, “giving women a sense that they control their sexuality 

while at the same time sending messages that their sexuality should be heterosexual and 

submissive/available to men” (Burke, 2016, p. 7). This is a minority opinion across the 

interviews however, and I argue that a post-feminist stance is over-optimistic and 

misguided; deliberate use of feminist discourse continues to be needed in order to resist 

structural constraints in New Zealand, as well as in church settings as well. 

At the beginning of the interviews, couples place emphasis on their egalitarian 

approach to partnerships and family life as interactional and practical, in a way that 

appears removed from gender altogether. Lily develops this idea in more depth, arguing 

that the term “genderism” is more helpful than the term “feminism.” Similar to Lily, 

Christine does not identify as a feminist, intentionally distancing herself from a term 

she deems unhelpful. However, in contrast to Lily, Christine rejects the notion that 

egalitarianism and feminism are synonymous, or that to be egalitarian it would have to 

be genderism, a neutral term, saying:  

Christine: I do think it’s important to see there are differences and distinctions 

[between men and women] and to find ways of valuing both without thinking 

they’re both the same. 

Christine acknowledges that feminism, which maintains a distinction between men and 

women, as opposed to embracing gender neutrality, is important in highlighting male 
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privilege. Yet her own levels of cognitive dissonance are felt in the interview as she 

remarks she does not identify as a feminist. Like Christine, some participants appear to 

pick and choose from discourses of gender equality, like feminism and egalitarianism, 

which, in ways, undermines the development of their relationship egalitarianism. 

The above findings highlight that feminism’s definitional haze can act as a 

barrier to egalitarian couples in Christian contexts. This finding offers a unique 

contribution to scholarship because, not only have these voices not been heard in 

studies before, they help us understand how people are making sense of structural and 

ideological frameworks. Weary of being seen as endorsing female power over males, 

some participants reach for a theorisation of mutuality which is often grounded in 

theological beliefs that God created men and women as equals. Some participants 

propose is that feminism is no longer needed or relevant; yet I argue that this 

postmodernist feminist stance remains androcentric and undermines the task of 

egalitarianism. This particular claim from the participants appears ironic as these same 

participants regularly access concepts from feminist theology, including female naming 

pronouns for God, asserting that God is ontologically female as well as male, and yet 

reject the idea of being associated with the term feminism. Although feminism shares 

many similarities with relationship egalitarianism, feminism is unique in its direct 

problematising of men’s privilege, power, and systemic oppression of women. The fact 

that some participants strongly endorse feminism suggests that gender is, in fact, 

indicative of a power imbalance between men and women that needs addressing and 

challenging. It is my aim to contribute to helping demystify the meaning of feminism in 

order to relocate feminism at the heart of egalitarianism and, ultimately, propose that 

egalitarianism is an effective and fulfilling framework for both doing religion and doing 

relationships. 

The narrations and experiences of the participant couples discussed in this 

chapter prove that practising relationship egalitarianism continues to be “shaky and 

messy business” (Deutsch, 1999, p.13). In this sense, the findings of this study add to 

the literature on gender and family dynamics by showing that the change towards 

egalitarian relationships is slow, even among couples who claim to be egalitarian. 

Traditional gender norms and patriarchal social institutions—religion among them—

present significant barriers to achieving egalitarianism. Yet, while many of the barriers 
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discussed in this chapter have been identified by family researchers, this research 

specifically focuses on couples who are seeking to exercise egalitarianism while 

potentially facing particularly high structural and ideological barriers within religious 

traditions. Gender inequalities are tough to dismantle because the participants cannot 

simply reform social arrangements by re-writing their scripts of behaviour. By 

recognising gender as a social structure, we can better understand how egalitarian 

change becomes more possible. This discussion has demonstrated that a deeper 

consideration of barriers is warranted for all people seeking to have equally sharing 

relationships. Christine’s observation cuts to the heart of many of the constraints 

discussed above. She says of her relationship with Marcus: “I have an assumption that 

it’s shared and we’re supposed to do this together.” As we have seen with some of 

Christine’s experiences mentioned in this chapter, as well as in heterosexual 

relationships more broadly, equality is complex and cannot be assumed.  

The way the participants do religion also reflects how they pick and choose 

from Christian doctrine to support their egalitarian ideology—what they keep and what 

they conveniently leave out. Many of the participants remain attached to aspects of 

Christianity that are convenient to them like going to church, being part of a 

community, and adhering to theologies based on inclusivity and love. Some couples 

attend more niche, progressive churches, while others remain committed to 

conservative churches; some redo Christianity so much that they now feel unwelcome 

in mainstream church settings, while others remain accountable to iterations of 

patriarchal and even complementarian Christianity. In some instances, the participants 

do not appear to move beyond their frustration to actually challenge institutionalised 

sexism within their churches. This chapter’s analysis, coupled with the findings from 

chapter five, reveal that to overcome barriers to gender equality and do gender in a 

more egalitarian way, the couples in this study also have to deliberately redo their 

religion and church practice to be more egalitarian.   
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       Chapter seven 

Reimagining masculinity within heterosexual partnerships  

  

“Feminism will make it possible for the first time for men to be free”  

(Floyd Dell, 1917).38 

 

Female participant: I don’t know if there’s an alternative to toxic 
masculinity, I don’t know if there’s a term for the alternative to that?  

Interviewer: What about egalitarian masculinity? (Laughs). 

Female participant: Yeah maybe (laughs) it might be a bit long for people 
to say it aye.  

  

Chapter outline 

This chapter explores the themes I developed as I analysed discussions with the couples 

in the interviews; these themes include: men’s narrations of feeling counter-cultural, 

men’s identification as feminist and pro-feminist39 and men’s reimagined relationship 

with power inspired by Christian theology. These findings illustrate how the men in this 

study reflect on their gendered identities and make varied attempts to reimagine their 

masculine identities amid various socio-structural factors and the powerful discursive 

production of masculinities. I will frame the analysis of these themes using Connell’s 

four gender relations, including a religious dimension. Other theories I draw from in 

this analysis include doing religion, hybridisation theory, and Gerber’s (2015) concept 

of “godly” masculinity which is useful when analysing the men’s theological rationales 

for their behaviour. Together, the participants’ attitudes and lived experiences, 

 
38 This was the opening line of Floyd Dell’s famous essay published in 1917. Dell was a New York 

writer who helped start the Men’s League for Woman Suffrage. Dell’s words are referenced in Michael 

Kimmel’s book The Gendered Society (2000). 

39 I describe men in this chapter as feminist or pro-feminist in an attempt to describe how the male 

participants identified in a mixture of two ways: firstly, identifying as being pro-feminism while not 

necessarily confidently identifying as a feminist, and secondly, those who confidently identify as 

feminists. 

https://books.google.com/books?id=E0R9lLtv8i8C&pg=PA374&lpg=PA374&dq=floyd+dell+men%27s+league+for+women%27s+suffrage&source=bl&ots=Nwi8E_kUDu&sig=ONntXDiLF1Uiwezlg9eVLc_UYDg&hl=en&sa=X&ei=IegaUfehFIPs8gS64IH4DA&ved=0CEIQ6AEwBA#v=onepage&q=floyd%20dell%20men%27s%20league%20for%20women%27s%20suffrage&f=false
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operating in a dialogical process, contribute to a wider understanding of Christian 

egalitarian heterosexual partnerships.   

A focus on men 

If researchers continue to identify that men’s liberal attitudes and actions within 

relationships are conduits for increased levels of equality in heterosexual partnerships, 

it is imperative that more discussion focused on their underpinning ideologies and 

beliefs informing men’s behaviour and relational actions is undertaken. That is what I 

seek to do in this chapter. This chapter brings masculinity into focus—not at the 

expense of analysing femininity, but to examine its intersection with women’s’ desires 

and experiences—through the closer inspection of men’s experiences in their 

partnerships. Studying progressive Christian masculinities uniquely contributes to 

wider research of men and masculinities, which has historically focused primarily on 

religious men’s experiences of and expressions of gender traditionalism (Kimmel, 

2009).   

During the early stages of my fieldwork, the high number of male participants 

who responded to my recruitment poster, eagerly volunteering themselves and their 

partners to be interviewed, took me by surprise. This level of male interest in the study 

served as a reminder to me that relationship egalitarianism—furthering gender equality 

in the domestic sphere—is not just a “women’s issue.” For me to think otherwise 

revealed my own subconscious bias that it is. This distinct fieldwork finding reinforces 

a pattern within family studies research that continues to point to the important role 

men play in initiating and maintaining equal partnerships with women. Re-reading my 

fieldwork journal notes, I recall feeling hope for the possibilities surrounding 

transformation of masculine ideals and norms which, in turn, benefits both women and 

men in relationships. This is partially why this chapter has been placed last in this 

thesis—it is the culmination of thoughts and theoretical development.  

The masculinity of men who self-identify as egalitarian is one of the key areas 

of interest for this thesis. That self-identification is a contradictory assertion; while the 

men in this study resist hegemonic norms, there are ways in which they are also 

complicit in them. What the male participants’ narratives provide is a rich description 

of what I henceforth call a developing egalitarian masculinity. The contradictions 

within their narrations—combined with the embeddedness of male privilege and 
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heteronormativity—necessitates the modifier developing to any construction of an 

egalitarian masculinity. This modifier signifies that while men in this study, who self-

identify as egalitarian, may strive towards being egalitarian and draw from subversive 

ideologies to support their behaviour, an egalitarian masculinity will always be a work 

in progress. Chapter five outlined various ways in which male partners contribute to the 

facilitation of equality within relationships. While some of those points will be 

highlighted again in this chapter, including men’s thoughts about carrying mental 

labour within the home, this chapter primarily examines how the male participants 

understand themselves as gendered selves, and their reflections on their behaviour and 

beliefs. This chapter also examines the intended and unintended ways their expressions 

of an alternative masculinity impacts their intimate partnerships.  

A reflexive approach to questioning the male participants 

My approach to this research has predominantly been inductive and driven by the data 

itself. However, I did utilise a deductive approach by sharing with interviewees a trend 

I observed in my research about the agency of men in heterosexual relationships and 

how this relates to equality. I chose to do this to help contextualise my questions about 

gender to my participants, to help clarify for them one reason why I was enquiring 

about masculinity, and to gauge their responses to this finding within literature. This 

approach to interview questioning was deliberate. Since privilege is invisible to those 

who have it, making gender visible to the male interviewees was a step towards 

engaging men in discussion about power and to be self-reflective in a deeper way. I 

specifically asked the participants to reflect on what their masculine identity means to 

them, their understanding of feminism, and I have sought to raise awareness of male 

involvement with creating equal partnerships by mentioning a trend I noticed in 

research. These are the questions I posed (using different iterations of phrasing) 

throughout interviews:  

Interviewer: Recurring patterns in research show that often it is the male in a 

heterosexual relationship who plays a key part in implementing equality and 

influencing whether or not it is an equal relationship. When you hear that, does 

that make sense to you? What do you think about that? 

While many of the male participants expressed that this research trend made sense to 

them, often they shared how they did not see themselves as key instigators of equality 

in their partnerships, insisting instead that this is a shared task. Their female partners, 
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however, tended to agree that the choices and actions of their male partner significantly 

impact their relationships. Overall, the men seem relatively unaware of their deliberate 

use of power in their relationships. Therefore, raising awareness of gendered identities 

through careful questioning was a deliberate and useful methodological choice, and the 

following questions provide other examples of questions I used to do this throughout 

each interview: 

Interviewer: The next few questions have to do with gender identity. I’ll start 

with you [male partner], but I’m interested in what you [female partner] think 

about this too. [Male partner], do you think Christianity or Christian beliefs 

impact how masculinity could be performed or expressed, and how would you 

say this might differ from more secular expressions or understandings of 

masculinity? 

Interviewer: How do you personally feel you express your masculinity?  

Interviewer: What do you think Christian egalitarian masculinity might look 

like in your opinion?  

Feminist scholarship has attempted to reposition the focus of study from female 

subjectivities to an interrogation of masculinities with the aim of understanding not 

women but of power relations (Pearson, 2019). I recognise the significance of this as I 

attempt to problematise dynamics of gender inequality between men and women in this 

study. Parpart and Zalewski (2008) note of their feminist interrogation of masculinity 

that “interrupting this stability while at the same time invoking its terms...is...tricky” (p. 

2). The theorisation of a feminist interrogation of masculinities enables me to reposition 

the attention from female subjectivities to the problematisation of men, particularly 

their action and inaction within relationships. Men’s agency to create more egalitarian 

dynamics within intimate relationships is referred to by Bjørnholt (2011, p. 3) as “a 

constructive use of male power,” a term I utilise throughout this discussion.  

Male partners’ narrations of feeling non-normative  

All of the male participants express some ways of feeling, thinking or behaving in ways 

that are counter to cultural norms in New Zealand, and the following patterns appeared 

most frequently across the interviews: the men experiencing a “godly” masculinity, 

detaching from a “masculine” sense of self and opting instead for a more genderless 
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one, critiquing a “heroic” or “caring” masculinity, and internalising a pro-feminist or 

feminist identity. The majority of male partners interviewed use egalitarian narratives 

as a form of identity work in which they construct understandings of themselves as 

progressive, caring and respectful of women. However, they also identify themselves as 

counter-cultural in other ways compared to the majority of men who they ascribe with 

stereotypical male traits. In some ways, however, these egalitarian narratives serve as a 

shield, allowing the male partners to dismiss inequalities that emerge in their romantic 

relationships as the result of individual preferences so that gendered outcomes are 

allowed to go unquestioned, thereby leaving gender inequalities intact. There is 

evidence of this in the nuanced answers provided by many of the male participants, 

nuance which exposes attitudes that are perhaps more subconsciously complicit. 

Complicit men can believe in the ethical imperative to support gender equality, they 

endorse fairness and see it as just, without behaviour that necessarily backs this up. 

Detaching from masculinity? 

One suggestion offered in the interviews by the participants emphasise that one way the 

masculinisation of Christianity can be addressed and challenged is through gender 

neutrality. Gender-identity experimentation enables men to detach from fixed notions 

of masculinity and move beyond a complicit masculinity—a process which uniquely 

contributes to a developing egalitarian masculinity. In contrast to the illustration of a 

godly masculinity described above, a small but noteworthy handful of male participants 

are more hesitant to discuss masculinity. An example of this comes from Ari, who, 

when asked, “Do you think masculinity is transformed in light of Christianity or 

Christian principles?” Ari rather emphatically responds with an attitude that rejects the 

gender binary. He explains,  

Ari: Yeah I don’t know if I think that. I think humanity is transformed in light of 

Jesus and I don’t tie that to a gender idea. What I see in Jesus I see being a 

challenge and a hope for us all and I don’t see there being something 

specifically feminine or masculine in that. We can all learn to be driven by love 

and to honour and escalate the needs of others above our own. Yeah. 

When invited to share a little more about his own expression of masculinity, Ari 

emphasises his gender-blind stance further, saying: 

Ari: See, I just don’t have a sense that something is male or female specifically 

because it’s not true, there’s no 100% coverage of anything really, except that 
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you have male and female genitalia and your body is producing certain 

hormones...so I find that really difficult to answer.  

Ari’s framing and cautious deconstruction of gender binaries is an example of a 

hybridised perspective. In denying that a fixed masculinisation exists, particularly 

within Christian culture, he is unable to challenge patriarchal systems and reflect on his 

own position of privilege and power. Both of these features are important aspects of a 

developing egalitarian masculinity discourse which encourage a more demonstrative 

and embodied detachment from masculine norms. Other male participants, similar to 

Ari, espouse holding “gender-blind” attitudes, adopting genderless language to describe 

themselves, partially as a way to distance themselves from hegemonic masculine 

norms. These hybridised perspectives reveal attempts to detach from masculine norms, 

but lack specific behaviours to back this up. In their preference to de-gender their 

identities, they do not discuss how this translates into behaviour demonstrating a 

constructive use of male power.  

An example of a male participant who does appear to challenge masculine 

norms more visibly is Roy, who has been committed to egalitarianism in his partnership 

with Gloria for many years. Reflecting on how he understands his own expression of 

masculinity, Roy states:  

Roy: Sexually I’m heterosexual. I’ve tried to think if I can be anything else but I 

can’t (laughs). So I’m masculine, but socially I’m not actually. I’ve always 

considered myself one of the girls. As, socially I much prefer women’s company. 

When I went to University I was in mixed wings, and it was just obvious to me 

that women were far more interesting. They talked about philosophy, politics, 

but the men, we played football then went down to the pub and talked about 

football, I couldn’t bear it or be bothered with that scene. So socially I’ve been 

one of the girls.  

By removing the pressures of gender conformity as Roy does by nonchalantly being 

“one of the girls,” men can liberate themselves from the effects of patriarchy, 

detaching further from masculine complicity. Roy is a good example of a male 

participant who is not afraid of the feminine and in fact discursively embraces it. This is 

reinforced by Roy’s avid embrace of feminism, which is explored later in the chapter. 

Unlike Roy, the majority of the other cisgender, progressive participant men agree—

perhaps because it is socially and, in this context relationally advantageous to do so— 
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that gender is a spectrum, while they personally cling to the hard masculine edge of that 

spectrum. Patriarchy is propped up by traditional modes of masculine and anti-feminine 

expression, perpetrating precarious manhood which fears being feminised (Vandello, 

Bosson, Cohen, Burnaford, & Weaver, 2008).  

However, a “feminised” masculinity is experienced by some other male 

participants, and Grayson shares sow this helps him reimagine power sharing in his 

relationship with Leah. For example, Grayson describes himself saying, “I am quite a 

feminine male, and Leah is quite a masculine female,” Leah agrees, saying, “That is 

true. I don’t see you like a man (laughs) because for me your gender is not a point 

really, it just is what it is.” Grayson claims that this aspect of their personalities “comes 

out in all sorts of expressions and is actually one of the biggest factors we’ve had in 

our ease of power sharing.” Grayson does not specify how this power sharing is 

enacted.   

Deconstructing the gender binary, striving towards a more gender-neutral 

approach, and feminising masculinity are useful tools. Waling (2019) argues that in 

order to better engage men and boys on issues of gender inequality it is important to 

move away from terms such as “toxic” and “healthy masculinity,” and instead focus on 

deconstructing gender binaries regarding who can engage with or enact particular 

expressions of gender. Burke (2016) discusses “queerish” Christian masculinity as 

related to their desire for queer sex acts online. While the male participants in my study 

do not discuss their sexual practices or sexual desires, they demonstrate a queering of 

masculinity through positioning their identity beyond language of the gender binary. In 

Man-Made Woman, Cremin (2017, p. 9) writes of hegemonic masculinity as something 

which cannot be fully transformed, however reminds us of the power of opting-out:  

Dissidents are useful...because their evident hostility to the regime demonstrates 

that people can also freely oppose it, thereby supporting the view that a choice 

can freely be made. 

A progressive or developing egalitarian man, then, could be one who rejects the 

personal, social and economic advantages that come from hegemonic masculinity and 

patriarchal conformity and does not fear embodying femininity. Reinforcing this idea, 

Cremin (2017) argues that a “feminine flourish” undercuts a man’s power immediately 

in both the workplace and on the sexual market’ (p. 9). Writing nearly two decades 
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earlier, Schwartz (1994) observed this similar trend in her research on egalitarian 

couples, stating that “peer men are better at being women’ in the sense of adopting 

caretaking and being conversant in the domestic world” (p. 57). These concepts offer 

ways for men to reimagine their expression of masculinity, and this is evidenced by 

Roy’s statement. A fragile masculinity, described in the theory of precarious manhood 

(Vandello, Bosson, Cohen, Burnaford, & Weaver, 2008), is one that fears being 

feminised. A feminist masculinity, by extension, does not fear femininity, being 

feminised, or when women wield power within relationships and more generally. 

As Hugo reflects on his own sense of masculinity as one that is not traditional, 

Lily adds to the discussion by addressing the unique intersection of masculinity, 

homophobia and Christianity and how this masculinisation needs to be addressed 

through adopting more androgynous language about God: 

Lily: If we saw God as being more androgynous then I think Christianity would 

be more widely accepted because it would be more inclusive. If you look at how 

homosexuality is viewed within Christianity, that’s from a very masculine view, 

because many women don’t tend to be so homophobic. 

Lily’s feminist interrogation of masculinity signifies the important repercussions that 

de-gendering both men and God can have. This could result, she argues, in more 

inclusive Christian spaces. 

Economic relations: Beyond a “caring” masculinity  

As discussed in chapter six, a caring masculinity is often described as a male partner 

who “helps” and is involved and hands-on in the domestic sphere. However, this way 

of understanding men who demonstrate caring behaviour is limiting and does not 

necessarily equate to the development of an egalitarian masculinity. While a “caring” 

masculinity involves men being more focused on the provision of care, emotional 

support and a commitment to gender equality (Baldwin, 2017; Brooks, 2012; Singleton 

& Maher, 2004), this form of being “helpful” often disguises complicity to 

conventional gender ideals without fully challenging the dominant neoliberal capitalist 

norms which endorse hegemonic masculinities (Dickie, 2020). Men’s individualised 

value of choice becomes an important marker for distinguishing how men might 

position their actions against the norms of both neoliberal self-making and hegemonic 
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masculinity. I argue that a developing egalitarian masculinity moves beyond a caring 

masculinity which is prone to remaining hybridised and complicit to traditional gender 

norms. This involves specific ideological and, in this case, theological convictions that 

enable a development beyond this. In ways, being an actively involved, hands-on and 

caring partner and/or father contests traditional expressions of masculinity through 

embracing practices of care, and it is problematic when men receive social rewards, like 

praise, for engaging in emotional, interpersonal and household-related labour.  

In contrast to this, a developing egalitarian caring masculinity is more likely to 

elicit criticism and discomfort, rather than praise, from onlookers. This is because when 

men cease being accountable to patriarchal norms and reassess themselves relative to 

their egalitarian expectations, conflict is likely to ensue. This is evident in the cases of 

Nate and David, two male participants who share in their interviews how they have 

received criticism for deviating from cultural expectations. Nate shares an example of 

this: 

Nate: I do things differently, like going along to [church-based childcare 

programmes] or pushing a pram around in the middle of the day when other 

guys my age are in suits driving really nice cars while I’m left with lunches, 

yeah...I remember when [child’s name] was in a pushchair and some guy 

laughed at me and mumbled “Mum!” when I was crossing the road. I thought 

he was being friendly, but I realised he was digging. Wow, that’s such an 

asshole move. 

Nate makes visible his orientation to sex category membership-the first part of the 

accountability process (Hollander, 2013). Men, he knows, are expected to be working 

good jobs and driving nice cars. He comments how when he attends child-based 

programs or walk around with a pram during the day others are likely to call him to 

account for his behaviour, and he explicitly connects this enforcement with his status as 

a father who works part-time to be a more involved parent. When the stranger calls him 

“Mum” for walking his pram across the road, Nate assesses himself relative to this 

expectation. His own, internal expectations trump the more general normative ideal of 

hegemonic masculinity in this context. This process of Nate’s self-assessment is an 

important part of the accountability system (Hollander, 2013) particularly because 

Nate’s internal expectations for himself become integrated into his gender ideology 

which, no doubt, impacts his behaviour in other situations as well, including his 
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partnership with Maya. Nate’s degree of involvement in parenting necessitates that he 

takes a maternal role at times. As Nate receives outside criticism for exhibiting 

identifiably feminine behaviour, he reflects on his internalisation of male hegemony. 

Demetriou (2001) helpfully distinguishes between external and internal hegemony, 

ultimately demonstrating how norms of patriarchy not only negatively impact the lives 

of women, but also the lives of men. While external hegemony describes the ways in 

which the attitudes, beliefs, and actions of hegemonic masculinity control and dominate 

women as a group (2001), internal hegemony describes how hegemonic masculinity’s 

attitudes, beliefs, and actions impact and control the actions of men as a group 

(Demetriou, 2001). This internalising of masculine identity-making is what can 

persuade men to remain complicit to norms, to hybridise their attitudes and actions, and 

to ultimately remain as “neer-peers” (Schwartz, 1994) within relationships. However, 

Nate’s actions and ideology do not embody features associated with precarious 

manhood like toughness, anti-femininity, power or status (Vandello & Bosson, 2013), 

and his masculinity is not fragile or complicit in the midst of this criticism.   

A similar dynamic is seen in the experiences of couple David and Heidi. 

David’s decision to be a full-time stay at home parent is another example of where 

pressure from internal hegemony does not alter his choice to care. This example was 

discussed in chapter six and it is useful to re-examine this here by reimagining a caring 

masculinity. David says,  

David: It took a little while to work through being a stay-at-home Dad and 

coming up against ideas that the man should be out working earning money. 

But actually spending time talking to other guys who had been in the exact same 

scenario, being a stay at home dad, really helped me work through that.  

For David, social support for egalitarianism is important. Instead of receiving praise for 

this, David’s decision to be a stay-at-home parent is met with criticism from others, 

including his own partner, Heidi, to some extent. During the interview Heidi shares 

how when David stayed at home and she worked she considered this not egalitarian and 

she felt judged from others because of this. When men’s behaviours trouble the gender 

order overtly enough to elicit criticism and discomfort from others, this is a clear 

indication that men have moved beyond complicity and into a new negotiated space, 

and this is precisely an egalitarian space.  
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The majority of the male participants experiment with behaviours and attitudes 

that seek to move beyond a complicit, caring masculinity through a variety of actions 

including: negotiating a flexible, “godly” gendered self in Christian spaces and 

discourses, deconstructing the gender binary and opting for a more gender-neutral 

approach, removing the pressures of gender conformity particularly by embracing the 

feminine. Nate reinforces the important repercussions of these actions which are not to 

be missed.  

Nate: Just being aware that there are these strong discourses and they are just 

made up bullshit. They don’t make you happy, they don’t make things better, 

that being able to really listen to what you want to do and find a way to bring 

that will forward is so much more actually life giving, satisfying than keeping 

up with the Joneses I guess, the epitome of trying to make myself look like 

societal norms or something. If you’re normal it’s gonna be pretty 

boring...Once you’ve stepped outside of a societal norm, you become available 

to create something a bit more freely of your own. 

Nate’s reflection is similar to other male participants in this study who directly indicate 

a desire to change and challenge gendered systems through a reformation of the values 

associated with masculinity. In doing so, this presentation of a caring masculinity that 

pushes beyond the bounds of comfort and highlights a practical strategy of resistance 

and strengthens a narrative of hope for those desiring egalitarian partnerships.  

Economic relations: Critiquing “heroic” masculinity 

A case study: Nate 

Couple Nate and Maya identify differences in the work done by men and women by 

exposing the narrative of “heroic” masculinity in the context of the home. They joke 

between themselves about the notion of labelling Nate a “hero” for doing something 

domestic. Nate remarks: “It’s easy to pat men on the back when they did the shopping 

when someone else did all the emotional labour and sent them to the shops. To me that’s 

not ideal.” He continues: 

Nate: So nappies going from bin into washing machine…I’ll proceed 

accordingly without the feeling of ‘I am a hero. I am doing Maya’s job 

for her, she’s going to be so grateful.’ I’ll put them on and I don’t even 

need to mention that to her like ‘Yay, I put on the nappies!’ Cause’ I think 

it’s about the decision to do that as well as the action.  
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This couples’ reflections highlights Hochschild’s (1989) concept of the economy of 

gratitude clearly and argues that when mental labour is equally shared by partners, men 

receiving praise or gratitude for this is both unnecessary and unhelpful. However, it is 

important to consider that as women and men allow each other to grow in areas they have 

been socialised to be weaker in, expressions of gratitude make this process of making a 

relationship more egalitarian more accelerated and effective. The process of 

reconstructing and renegotiating relationship reality must be realistic; expecting a partner 

to suddenly know a skillset, especially if not modelled this behaviour, might not be 

realistic.  

This idea of the “useless” domestic male is challenged further by Nate, who 

observes that: 

Nate: There’s such a discourse around that, the incompetent father and the 

mother who has to prepare for a day before he can take his children out. I 

remember going to Mainly Music and kind of being treated like a hero, all these 

complementarian Mums were amazed that I would condescend to arrive with a 

penis without my partner organising everything, that I was holding a baby and 

nappy bag.  

Nate continues to discuss the phenomenon of a man being labelled a “hero” for doing 

domestic work. Nate mentions that, “A common joke we are sharing, is like if I say I 

did something and Maya says aw that’s great, I say aw you can call me a hero. 

Maya:It’s a joke about men needing praise.  

Nate:It’s about heroic masculinity because they did something domestic.   

Nate’s comments show that he is neither content to be a domestic helper nor is he 

comfortable with prevailing patterns of domestic labour. Through enacting their 

egalitarian expectations, Nate and Maya challenge “domestic patriarchy” (Connell, 

2021, p. 78) by rejecting traditional economic relations. In doing this they also establish 

more equal power dynamics between them. Although other participants do not 

explicitly critique heroic masculinity within the home, some other couples appear to 

avoid this by attempting to de-gender household labour tasks. Doing gender and doing 

religion in ways that are unconventional or counter cultural requires a deliberate 

underpinning rationale and comes with a natural anxiety when resisting norms. 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1177/0192513X12438686
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1177/0192513X12438686
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Gemma, who is partnered with Aiden and navigating life as new parents, 

reflects on how challenging existing norms has been beneficial in her relationship with 

Aiden:  

Gemma: Aiden wanted me to stay home for at least two years with our first 

child and I really wanted to become a mother but I was like, how am I going to 

balance this with my career? But it’s been really freeing for Aiden because he’s 

a really hands-on parent, really nurturing, wants to take time at home with 

Jemima as well.  

Gemma: Aiden is nurturing but that doesn’t make him less masculine. He takes 

on some femininity, but so does God and so does Jesus, so it’s just a mix and it 

just depends on where you are on the spectrum of how you portray those 

different traits. I think egalitarianism has allowed Aiden to embrace that he has 

that nurturing quality and that it’s actually a good and positive form of 

masculinity. 

Gemma, in part, justifies Aiden’s caring, nurturing masculinity with theological 

assertions of God’s femininity. However, an omission present in Gemma’s discussion of 

Aiden (and in other female participants’ reflections of their partner’s caring behaviour) 

is the persistent split between masculinities enacted at home and at work. The question 

is whether the more selfless, caring fathering at home can spill over into the workplace 

for the benefit of women as well as men. Indeed, studies show that women's engagement 

in care work at the workplace is in part related to such a spill over effect (Lin & Burgard, 

2018). This poses an important challenge to self-identifying egalitarian men, like Aiden, 

who care at home, as well as to their respective female partners who praise them for this.  

Symbolic relations: A pro-feminist masculinity 

The majority of the male participants identify as feminists. Those who do not label 

themselves a feminist insist they are pro-feminism, meaning they support what 

feminism stands for from a slightly more cautious distance. In chapter six I evaluate the 

extent to which some male, and some female participants struggle with what they 

experience as a definitional haze surrounding feminism. I argue that this confusion acts 

as a constraint to their development of relationship egalitarianism as it prevents them 

from comprehending patriarchy in its fullest extent. A small number of male 

participants were unsure whether being male and identifying as feminist was somehow 

diminished or was patronising to women’s historical and current experiences of 
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oppression. Nonetheless, since feminism and egalitarianism both value power balance 

and equality, it can seem contradictory how the participants of this study could claim 

one identification without the other. Some male participants’ admissions of not 

knowing how to conceptualise a male feminist, combined with some participants’ 

confusion with defining feminism (primarily the confusion around equating feminism 

with man hating) highlights that “male feminists” is a concept and discourse that needs 

further development. Here, in contrast to this, I discuss the findings of the male 

participants who confidently identify as feminists, focusing on how this impacts and 

informs their behaviour within relationships. An examination of their pro-feminist 

identities reveals important power relations at work (Pearson, 2019) and produces a 

more layered analysis of this rather complicated self-identification. Are these male 

participants simply espousing what they think is required of them to be seen as fair? Or 

is there hope at the intersection of feminism and masculinity which offers men seeking 

egalitarian relationships a pathway towards a constructive use of male power? These 

questions drive the following discussion. 

A pattern across the interviews is the noteworthy tendency for male partners to 

claim be the ones who are more likely to hold stronger, more passionate views about 

feminism than female participants. In a small handful of cases, the male partner 

identifies as feminist when the female partner does not, whereas the converse is not 

true. Perhaps some of the men exaggerate their fervour for gender justice in an attempt 

to appear more egalitarian than they really are, a dilemma associated with self-

identification methodology. A finding which refutes this wondering in part, however, is 

the fact that their female partners not only vouch for their male partners’ feminist 

convictions, but are, at times, the ones to initiate this during interview conversations. 

The following excerpts illustrate this dynamic. When asked about whether or not they 

identify as feminist, an exchange between Lewis and Naomi reveals this: 

Naomi: Well, I would say for starters that Lewis is a feminist and probably to 

start with even more so than me...I’m really grateful for Lewis’s feminism and, 

um, and his willingness to strive for that in our relationship and also for our 

kids, especially for my girl, our girl, cause -  

Lewis: I was gonna say especially for our boys. 

Naomi: (Laughs). 
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Lewis: I mean it’s both, right, they both need a lot of work and understanding of 

how gendered the messages are that they get all the time. 

In a similar example comes from couple Gloria and Roy, who have been 

together a long time and are committed to egalitarianism. Gloria explains that she does 

identify as a feminist but claims she is “not so rabid about it as Roy.” Proving this 

point, Roy refers to himself as a “devout feminist,” saying, 

Roy: As a very young man I was getting very excited about feminist literature. I 

read Betty Frieden when I was seventeen and Simon de Beauviour when I was 

eighteen, and it was just like ‘yes that’s right! Oh yes, yes!’  

Roy shares how in his relationship with Gloria he is driven by feminist convictions, 

leading him to ensure that “everything we do is divided equally.” Differing to an 

attempt to hybridise his masculine identity to appear as supportive of women, Roy’s 

apparent fervour in his feminist beliefs is unique. Roy even describes himself as 

counter-cultural, further reinforcing his willingness to resist cultural norms: “I value 

the idea that I’m counter-cultural. I’ve been counter-cultural in lots of other ways in my 

life.” Other male participants voice their gratitude for their female partners’ strong 

feminist beliefs, and an example of this comes from Dylan, who does identify as a 

feminist. He refers to Jane’s feminism as something which bolsters him within their 

relationship: 

Dylan: I’m thankful that she’s challenging me of the subconscious stuff 

that I’m not aware of that’s been drilled into me by culture and that kind 

of stuff, um, she keeps me honest and accountable to not slip into that. 

There is more evidence here of a hybridised male perspective when it comes to 

feminism. While Dylan voices gratitude for his strong, feminist female partner - 

a sentiment voiced by men across some interviews – it is important that men 

striving towards egalitarianism do not rely on women’s emotional labour to keep 

them “accountable.” This not only reifies the women’s’ role of shouldering more 

emotional labour than men, but it keeps his feminist convictions more at a 

symbolic level. Instead, it is important for heterosexual cisgender men to develop 

their own agentic and internalised feminist identity, outside of their partners. 

These narratives point to men’s authoritative agency in promoting more 

egalitarian patterns of labour and care in their own families also invokes the 

question of a constructive use of male power, a dynamic mentioned in Bjørnholt’s 
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(2011) longitudinal study of equally sharing heterosexual couples.40 Her findings 

reveal that men play a key role in sustaining egalitarian practices within 

partnerships. She observed that a constructive use of male power to create 

egalitarian patterns includes: the male partners’ subscription to the contemporary 

concept of a pro-feminist masculinity, promoting the careers of wives, and their 

authoritative agency in promoting more egalitarian patterns of work and care in 

their own families. Her analysis of men, however, does not include either the role 

religious narratives play in enhancing men’s commitment to gender equality, or 

women’s roles in constituting traditional or hegemonic masculinity. Nonetheless, 

this theorisation of a constructive use of male power helpfully frames discussion 

about men’s agentic actions within relationships. 

A contradiction: Pro-feminist and feminist men who are unaware of their privilege and 
do not feel counter-cultural 

Some male participants claim they do not feel “counter-cultural” whilst subscribing to 

egalitarian and feminist beliefs. Whereas, unsurprisingly, many female partners express 

they do feel counter-cultural for holding these same convictions. One of the reasons 

these men do not feel counter-cultural could be in part to their apparent inability to 

recognise their own male privilege and how, particularly in Christian circles, their 

egalitarian and feminist beliefs they are not subject to the same level of scrutiny as their 

female partners are. These men do not anticipate being critiqued by fellow Christians 

for holding these beliefs, whereas lots of evidence from female partners suggest that 

they do. Roy, the devout feminist, asserts: “It’s interesting hearing you [interviewer] 

suggest that traditional and complementarian beliefs are a reality; I think it’s a long 

past reality.” Reflecting on the androcentric and sexist experiences he has experienced 

in some churches, as well as his frustration with people’s passive and complicit 

participation in it, Roy adds, “There is hope that this will change, but there’s something 

in me that says it so stupid and wrong that it must disappear.” Aiden shares Roy’s 

fervour and develops this idea in greater depth saying,  

Aiden: I do think those complementarian attitudes will become so marginalised 

and so irrelevant to the pressing need of society, that those churches will just 

 
40 The Work-Sharing Couples Study was an action research project conducted in Norway in the 

early 1970s to reconcile work, family and gender equality in families. Its design involved both spouses 

working part-time and sharing childcare and housework. Bjørnholt’s (2011) follow-up study focuses on 

the original heterosexual couples thirty years later. 
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become (pause) so insulated and, in a sense, unfaithful to the gospel, because the 

gospel is meant to be the good news to the poor. And if they sort of become 

preoccupied with male dominance and rigid definitions of sexuality and remain 

oblivious to some of the real needs in society, for example, inequality, climate 

change, gender equality, and other issues like that, then they’ll become irrelevant. 

Both Roy’s and Aiden’s desire for male dominance within Protestant culture to 

“disappear” and “become irrelevant” is well-intentioned while at the same time 

unrealistic; this highlights that their feminist aspirations are primarily symbolic and 

removed from the effects of the reality of structural and systematic oppression less than 

women and other marginalised groups within churches. Similar to Roy and Aiden, is 

Darren. Despite claiming to be strongly egalitarian and attending a progressive church 

with this partner Amber, he claims:  

Darren: I get quite shocked when I discover that actually people are still talking 

about whether women should be in ministry, it gut-wrenchingly shocks me that 

it’s still going on, every now and then I hear it, ya know? I think, well, am I in a 

bubble? 

These men’s’ explicit recognition of masculine traits of authority or dominance can be 

used to create a discursive distance from hegemonic masculinity. While they distance 

themselves from patriarchal realities within churches, condemning them as almost 

unfathomable, they inevitably highlight their privilege as well. Without actually 

enforcing their egalitarian and feminist expectations on these systems and tackling them 

alongside their partner, their identification as feminist or pro-feminists and their 

relationship to the feminist or egalitarian cause feels merely symbolic. Feminism 

invites men to acknowledge, and not remain conveniently blind to reality. 

A number of exchanges between partners in the interviews reveal this position 

of male privilege. Firstly, Lewis shares that he does not feel traditional or sexist beliefs 

strongly in New Zealand and is hesitant to say he feels counter-cultural being a 

Christian egalitarian. Whereas his partner, Naomi, shares how she feels counter cultural 

as someone who simultaneously holds both Christian and egalitarian convictions, 

emphasising how the negotiation of these two is something she “could talk about for 

hours.” Naomi, like other female partners discussed here, appears able to recognise 

what their male partners cannot. Naomi challenges Lewis’s absent narrative by 

suggesting: 
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Naomi: But maybe men have a special role to play in that, you know, because of 

the power imbalance that has existed and still exists in society, that they have to 

step, yeah...An egalitarian masculinity would be someone that would be 

prepared to stand up to that. 

Illustrating a similar couple dynamic as Naomi and Lewis, Darren claims he 

experiences no resistance from others while being an egalitarian Christian man. 

Whereas his partner Amber explains how she experienced resistance from others a lot 

more, and even bluntly attributes Darren’s lack of concern for this as: “It’s because 

you’re a man (laughs).” This also comes up in the interview with Cory and Jennifer, 

who have been together for a year and have been influenced by their conservative 

Christian backgrounds. Cory states, “Complementarianism is considered, like, the old 

style, like “old” people would have those roles, you know?” His partner Jennifer 

pushes back, asserting, “the reality is, it’s very recent” and proceeds to share how she 

has experienced sexist remarks from Christian leaders up until very recently. That 

iterations of complementarianism still exist within their mainstream Christian churches 

does not go amiss to Jennifer like it does with Cory. In failing to recognise their own 

privilege, these men fail to challenge the well-established patriarchal gender order 

within Protestantism. It is evident that male power and privilege prevents men from 

understanding women’s real social and structural positions (Porter, 2004). These men 

appear unable to see the power dimensions of gender as a structure, or what Burke 

(2016) refers to as Christian hegemony, which she argues encompasses the “sanctioned 

and valued gendered expressions” produced by interacting systems of power including 

gender, Christianity and heteronormativity (p. 10). Significant intellectual and moral 

effort is required of men in order to engage with levels of inequalities. Slee (2015) 

labels this effort of engaging deeply with diverse experiences as the “challenge of 

otherness” (p. 413). Men’s preparedness to not only become aware of, but challenge 

gendered power relations within Christendom, is crucial for men to do egalitarian 

Christianity. It is important for male partners seeking to be more egalitarian to become 

accountable to new gender norms, and to internalise new egalitarian expectations of 

themselves and of others.  

“Counter-cultural” men 

The male participants who actively engage in these processes have begun to 

deconstruct the gender gulf between men and women and reach for something beyond 
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this and they do this in a number of ways: through embodying femininity and/or 

occupying traditional feminine spaces or behaviours, and utilising gender symbolism of 

feminist rhetoric or feminist theology. The argument that masculinity is intrinsically 

and inescapably patriarchal, oppressive and even toxic is peppered throughout 

sociological, gender and some feminist theology research. This stance posits that men 

are just coping under these patriarchal, structural arrangements and cannot actually 

transform hegemony—both secular or Christian understandings of this term (Cremin, 

2017; Gallagher, 2015; Ging, 2019). Treadwell and Garland note that the structural 

emphasis of Connell’s socio-structural approach risks pathologising marginalised or 

subordinate men. Beasley (2012) also points out that this structural approach lets men 

off the hook by relegating male agency. Rather than relying on toxicity to explain broad 

structural issues for subordinate men, they advocate the approach favoured by Hood-

Williams (2001) namely one which considers the more agentic nature of men, the 

psychological character of masculinity referring to the interior life of the person. 

Beasley (2012) observes how some writers within masculinities, especially those 

employing empirical studies, place even greater emphasis upon understanding men as 

doers—intentional actors who negotiate social prescriptions disposed towards agentic 

voluntarism. These criticisms have force. It is important to focus on men’s agency in 

promoting more egalitarian patterns of labour and care in their own partnerships and 

families. Men can liberate themselves from the effects of patriarchy through deliberate 

ideological commitments and behaviours. Men’s agency within Christian androcentric 

structures—and in relationships constituted within these structures—is important. 

Bjørnholt (2011) suggests that a constructive use of male power to create egalitarian 

patterns includes: the male partners’ subscription to the contemporary concept of a pro-

feminist masculinity, promoting the careers of partners, and their authoritative agency 

in promoting more egalitarian patterns of work and care in their own families. For 

many of this study’s male participants, liberating themselves from the masculine 

requires loosening up the fragile ego in order to embark on different pathways. 

Since a developing egalitarian masculinity is integral to the discursive creation 

and sustaining of egalitarian partnerships with women, the discussion of this has been 

necessarily theoretical. These men’s practices and attitudes provide further insight into 

the egalitarian identity meaning making of the male participants of this study. While 

many of them have not explicitly shared how this has impacted their intimate 
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partnerships with women, this deduction is a more latent finding. Many of their 

convictions discussed so far in this chapter form the underpinning rationales of their 

actions which facilitate relationship egalitarian praxis, explored in chapter five.   

Religious gender relations: Jesus as a model of a reimagined masculinity 

Religion provides a distinct context where gender relations are enacted. Progressive 

Christianity involves reimagining power and gender symbolism. Just as people appeal 

to historical role models for inspiration, Jesus, as a historical and symbolic figure, 

offers a unique narrative of resistance to cultural norms for Christians. When analysed 

through a lens of doing religion, it is evident that Jesus as a theological symbol is an 

empowering tool for many of the male and female participants. This pattern of Jesus 

emerging as important for many of the participants commonly appeared when I asked 

each participant about what biblical or theological concepts they draw from to support 

their egalitarian position. For David, Jesus represents a “godly” masculinity. When 

asked about how he thinks his masculinity is impacted in light of Christianity, David 

describes how his emotional relations with others have been impacted because he 

desires to have: “More compassion and empathy, putting others first instead of putting 

myself or what I want first. It’s actually what do we need or what does my wife need, or 

what does that woman at the well need, yeah.” Here, David’s reference to the woman at 

the well refers to a specific story in the Bible where Jesus speaks to and attributes 

dignity to a Samaritan woman at the well—an action considered uncouth for a Jewish 

rabbi in the ancient world.41 This story illustrates Jesus’ constructive use of male 

power, and some biblical scholars identify this as one example of Jesus empowering 

women and reinforcing a message of equality. In appealing to Jesus this way, David is 

 
41 Jesus talking with a Samaritan woman at the well is documented in John 4:1-38. By talking openly 

with this woman, Jesus crossed a number of barriers which normally would have separated a Jewish 

teacher from a woman from Samaria. What Jesus did in this interaction was both unconventional and 

astonishing for his cultural-religious situation: He as a man discussed theology openly with a woman, he 

as a Jew asked to drink from the ritually unclean bucket of a Samaritan, and he did not avoid her, even 

though he knew her history. Jesus’ disciples showed their astonishment upon arriving at the well: ‘They 

were marvelling that he was talking with a woman’ (John 4:27). Pope John Paul II refers to this biblical 

event as ‘an unprecedented event. If one remembers the usual way women were treated by those who 

were teachers in Israel; whereas in Jesus of Nazareth’s way of acting such an event becomes normal’ 

(John Paul II, 2003. The Dignity and Genius of Women. Love & Responsibility Foundation, Cold Spring, 

NY). This is a good example of a biblical passage which informs egalitarian and feminist theology.  

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ritually_unclean
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inspired to emulate a masculinity that challenges hegemonic masculinity. This shows 

that an egalitarian ethos emerges from adopting progressive Christian theology. 

Jesus’ demonstration of servanthood inspires David to view Jesus as an 

alternative form of masculinity: “Jesus washing people’s feet was a different kind of 

masculinity that also requires strength, courage, and determination. But would not 

necessarily be part of today’s broader cultural definition of being “masculine.” 

Similarly, Zac claims that as a Christian male, he has “the privilege of applying 

humility, empathy, servanthood” to his life. Jesus embodied humility, service and non-

violence as one of the ultimate expressions of treating another human as an equal. In 

contrast to this, Arthur offers a contrasting view of Jesus and resists the notion of 

glamourising Jesus as an egalitarian feminist hero. During the interview, Arthur refers 

to a passage in the Bible where he says a woman scolds Jesus for leaving breadcrumbs 

under the table42 and, as Arthur sees it, “Jesus seems to just ignore her.” Arthur also 

criticises how Jesus “chose twelve, all male disciples.” Arthur is one of the only male 

participants who challenges Christian patriarchy more directly than other men.  

A symbolically androgynous Jesus? 

A more common pattern across the interviews regarding discussions about Jesus, 

however, is the theological conceptualisation of Jesus as a more androgynous symbol of 

hope to all alike, regardless of gender. In discussing Jesus this way, the participants 

construct Jesus as a more egalitarian symbol rather than choosing to focus on Jesus’ 

constructive use of male power he demonstrated in an ancient Jewish context and 

culture. Instead, and again, the participants appeal to the de-gendering process as 

effective for them, particularly at a theological level. Some participants highlight the 

genderlessness of the Spirit, the third person of the Trinity, as a way to reinforce this. 

As well as this, Galatians 3:28 is a biblical passage frequently quoted by a range of 

participants, used to emphasise that everyone is equal in God’s eyes. Some participants, 

like Marie, appeal to all three of these theological concepts. When asked about what 

biblical or theological concepts they draw from to support their egalitarian position, 

Marie responds, saying,  

 
42 Mark 7:28. 
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Marie: For me it would be something like ‘In Christ there is no Jew, Gentile, 

male, female’ [quoting a biblical passage Galatians 3:28]. I think Jesus was 

very egalitarian in an incredibly patriarchal world where women were good for 

literally only having babies and bringing extra wealth into families. Jesus had 

female disciples, he called them by name, he spoke with them, they were the first 

to see the resurrected Jesus. For me the person of Jesus was very egalitarian. 

Not just between men and women, but he also didn’t see class. He didn’t see any 

of those ways humans use to take value away, he refused to see those and 

overturned them in most cases.  

For Marie, her progressive Christian theology—which centres on the life of Jesus— 

leads her to adopt an egalitarian gender ideology. By doing religion equipped with an 

egalitarian hermeneutical approach to the Bible, almost all of the participants share 

Marie’s stance and choose to focus on Christian messages of love and equality which 

transcends structural oppression and divisions. Utilising a feminist theological 

paradigm in this way enables the participants of this study to experience Christian 

doctrine and discourse as attributing power and equal status to marginalised, powerless 

people. As well as this, these participants recognise that Jesus was norm-violating in a 

number of ways, which is captured when Olivia refers to the Christian worldview as 

one which is “upside down” and “different.”  

Aiden claims, “I think being Christian and following Jesus helps us to be 

counter-cultural and to adopt a humble, empathetic attitude towards other people 

because we have such a strong example in Jesus, but because we have the Spirit too.” 

Aiden’s attention to the Spirit as a symbol of subversiveness highlights Bilezikian’s 

(1985) argument that “basic personhood” is developed in cooperation with the Holy 

Spirit whose genderless character is transformative. He states: 

Nowhere does the scripture command us to develop our sex-role awareness as 

males or females. It calls us, both men and women, to acquire the mind of 

Christ and to be transformed in His image…Both men and women are called to 

develop their basic personhood in cooperation with the Holy Spirit…a character 

that exhibits ‘love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness, self-control’ (Galatians 5:22-23). Genuine Christian spirituality is 

located beyond entrapments of sex roles (Bilezikian, 1985, p. 208-209).  

Lewis and Naomi seek to locate their theology outside the “entrapment of sex roles” as 

well, as evidenced in their exchange: 
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Lewis: I would say that, for me it’s about who Christ is and, ah, the example 

that he set was that all humans are valued equally, and so that’s kind of the 

basis for how I approach all these kinds of issues I suppose. But that’s not 

specifically a masculinity thing, just a kind of general approach. 

Naomi: I can’t think of any specific traits that a liberated, egalitarian, Christ-

like man would have that wouldn’t also apply to a woman though?  

It is evident that Jesus symbolises a role model of egalitarian masculinity, and also 

symbolises an androgynous symbol of hope. These theological concepts have 

implications for both the male and female participants seeking to operate in egalitarian 

partnerships, as shown by a number of female participants discussing this example of 

Jesus. Conceptualising Jesus as a symbol of hope, empowerment and solidarity with the 

marginalised ‘other’ has been explored by some scholars.43 It is evident that the way the 

participants relate to progressive theology shapes their beliefs about gender relations. 

The male participants’ concerted efforts to construct a masculine sense of self that 

detaches from hegemonic masculine “norms” is noteworthy since men being committed 

to the de-gendering of domestic labour is regarded by researchers as important in 

furthering gender equality (Lund, Meriläinen & Tienari, 2019). From a theological 

perspective, a genderless understanding of God is more inclusive and liberating than a 

traditional, androcentric understanding of God. The more removed from androcentrism 

and rigid masculine norms, and the closer men step towards gender neutrality through 

actions and beliefs, the more viable egalitarianism becomes.  

A “godly” masculinity and rejecting the need to be in control 

The majority of the male participants identify and discuss differences between a Christian 

masculine identity with a more secular understanding of masculinity they observe in New 

Zealand. When reflecting on their own expressions of masculinity, the male participants 

most commonly refer to descriptors including compassion, empathy, selflessness and 

submitting their wills to God. Some share that their sense of security does not come from 

looking strong, stable, calm under pressure or in control, and instead in adopting 

emotions of humility and vulnerability. By doing this, men detach from the need to be in 

control, a feature associated with a hegemonically glorified masculine identity trait. 

 
43 See ‘The Risen Christa’ (Slee, 2011), Jesus’ status as a victim of sexual abuse as an important symbol 

in the #MeToo movement (Reaves & Tombs, 2019), and Jesus' behaviour as empowering marginalised 

people within society. 
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While a number of male participants share this sentiment, Cory feels particularly 

passionate about this and candidly shares about how, for him, submitting to God counters 

a series of cultural norms: 

Cory: I think a Christian view of a man is to be one who submits to God in 

everything, humility as opposed to being ‘above’ life and in-control of life, 

dominating life, and not showing any vulnerability. Whereas a Christian view of 

a man is kind of meekness, which is having strength but under control and it’s in 

submission to God’s will first...And so you’re kind of second; you’re not ‘above’ 

life, you’re not dominating life, and then that leaves room for you to actually not 

be okay, or not be doing something well. 

Cory’s description is a clear example of “godly” masculinity, which Gerber (2015) 

describes as a form of idealised masculinity that often criticises hegemonic forms of 

masculinity. This speaks to Avishai’s (2008) conceptualisation of doing religion as a 

mode of conduct with the goal of becoming an authentic religious subject against an 

image of a secular other. Cory’s partner, Jennifer, agrees with Cory’s reflections and 

adds to the discussion saying, “It’s like, I need to be a kid and do it with my ‘Dad’ 

instead of trying to do it on my own the whole time.” “Dad” here refers to God. Cory’s 

godly masculinity—which involves adopting emotions of meekness, humility and 

vulnerability—allows him to experiment with a “flexible gendered self” something 

which Gallagher (2017) argues is difficult to do in a culture that remains deeply and 

subtly gender stratified and divided. Cory’s personal theology of God and reimagined 

emotional gender relations enables him to critique and detach from hegemonic norms, 

and strengthen a different narrative of masculinity: one that finds strength in voluntarily 

giving up the need to be in control, demonstrates vulnerability, “leaves room for you to 

actually not be okay,” and the internalisation that “God has made you” and “you are 

valuable.” Similar to Cory, the men in Gallagher’s (2017) study express how their 

churches are places that offer them the opportunity to feel similar to this, to feel safe to 

pursue personal growth, experience deeper connection to others, and to relinquish 

feelings of control by submitting themselves to God. Her study, however, does not 

acknowledge or develop further how these factors contribute to the construction of 

egalitarian identity formation of men.  
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A number of participants share that church structures play an important part in 

the specific task of egalitarian masculinity formation. This is touched on by Lewis, who 

shares in the interview how church has helped him: 

Lewis: There needs to be something actively worked on in the church 

community that forces men to look at how they act and challenges all those 

unconscious biases that we have...this is what I’ve gotten out of [church’s 

name] in many ways. 

Similar to Lewis, Lily and Hugo confess that what helps them the most in their 

commitment to egalitarianism is the church they attend. Together they describe their 

church as a space to negotiate a more egalitarian masculinity:  

Lily: At our church there’s no alpha males like you come across in day-to-day 

life...We have a hyper masculine world, hyper competitive, traditional masculine 

kind of society...I think [church name] does this really well and counters that, 

it’s inclusive, caring. 

Power relations: The theological position of giving away power 

The participants reimagine their relationship with power in light of Christian theology. 

The Christian invitation to engage with power in a counter-cultural way is a clear 

demonstration of how doing religion can support the broader project of gender equality. 

This has clear implications for men. In the relationship between Zac and Hayley, Zac 

does more of the household labour and claims he and Hayley equally divide the mental 

labour responsibilities. Zac shares how his changing “relationship with power” has 

made it easier for him to reframe his approach to his relationship with Hayley. He 

describes how, although he is not overly involved with his church, he participates in a 

small, fringe gathering with others from the church who meet to practice meditation 

and centring prayer which focuses intentionally on genderless images of “God as 

spirit.” He describes the meditation as: “It’s about self-emptying and giving up the 

struggles of power and control, which I find very helpful.” When I ask him if he finds 

this spiritual practice part of, or connected to his commitment to egalitarianism, he 

replies: 

Zac: Oh this is not disconnected (pause) yeah, I think the connection runs 

through the power side of things partly, that because a lot of centring prayer is 

focused on the kinosis, on Jesus, he humbled himself, that participating in that 

practice over a long period, for years, that it does change my relationship with 
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power and makes it easier to let go and not kind of grasp after power and 

status. So I think it does help with the egalitarian partnership, with not trying to 

be the one in charge.  

For Zac, his theology challenges conventional power relations between men and 

women, and he views giving away power as a positive characteristic of his 

relationships. Doing Christianity in this way is a handmaiden for reimagining power 

relations between men and women. The practical outworking of Zac’s beliefs are 

evident in his claim:  

Zac: Sometimes if I find myself resenting that I’m doing more I remind 

myself, well, I am a Christian husband and loving and serving my wife is 

part of that, and that helps shift my perspective. I’m able to see it as an 

outworking of my faith. 

Similar to this, some male participants reflect on their masculine identity in 

reference to religious beliefs about Jesus and giving away power. For example, 

Jesus is referred to by Dylan as “counter-cultural” in his serving-orientated 

approach to others. Similarly, Nate describes Christianity as “all about giving 

away power.” Nate’s reflection captures this: 

Nate: The thing that I think Christianity brings to being egalitarian is about, for 

me, that looking outside of yourself, seeing what power you have… if I have the 

power it’s somewhere being imbued on me by society, I have to disseminate, to 

share it, not cling to it. I think Christianity brings a very clear this, ‘let go of 

power thing’ cause I think Jesus was letting go of power. 

Nate: Humans do so badly when they hang on to power. It just doesn’t work out 

so well, they do dumb shit. Whilst it can feel nice to feel powerful, I think 

Christians the idea of egalitarianism is letting go of power, you can share it. 

Nate, Dylan and Zac’s religious beliefs about power do not merely remain at a 

theoretical level, they help to facilitate the doing of egalitarian gender. Since gender is 

used to create and enforce power relations—most notably the subordination of the 

female by the male—the progressive Christianity the participants refer to offers a 

subversion to this; thus, providing a useful extension of Connell’s (2021) gender 

relations theory. 

Hybridisation theory connects to Gallagher’s (2017) concept of a flexible 

gendered sense of self constructed in Christian spaces like churches. However, these 
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theories do not neatly intersect. Gallagher argues that Protestant church congregations 

provide moral and theological narratives (like this one about reimagining power), 

experiences and practices that broaden the gender possibilities, particularly for men – 

opening areas of experience and framing relationships in ways that allow an expanded 

and more flexible in their masculine sense of self. Bridges and Pascoe’s (2014) 

hybridisation perspective, however, highlights the constrained nature of this flexibility. 

For example, that while men within churches may be inspired to act in non-hegemonic 

ways; for example, to give away power and act like Jesus, they still adhere to, and 

remain more generally complicit to wider patriarchal church systems, remaining 

attached to inherently oppressive dogma. As such, Bridges and Pascoe would likely 

view “godly” men as something which hybridises a sexist religious narrative without 

emancipating from it. Likewise, Lund, Meriläinen & Tienari (2019) argue that since 

men are arguably in a pivotal position in achieving change in gendered practices that 

are shaped by traditional masculinist ideals, letting go of their “will to dominate” 

(hooks, 2004) can only happen through challenging taken-for-granted patriarchal 

structures and expectations that govern the lives of men as well as women” (p. 2). The 

male participants do not appear to seriously challenge taken-for-granted patriarchal 

structures; they do not intend to undo patriarchal Christianity, but merely redo it to be 

more workable with their egalitarian ethos.  

This chapter examines the role men play in establishing equal partnerships with 

women. The men in this study situate themselves between the hegemonic discourse 

masculinity in New Zealand and alternatives closer to a Christian-informed adaptation 

of an egalitarian, feminist approach. This analysis reveals that, for many of these male 

participants, their beliefs and convictions around Christian spirituality actually help 

them be counter cultural and enhance their commitment to equality. After analysing the 

narrations of the male participants in this study, it is clear that a developing egalitarian 

masculinity encompasses interweaving dimensions of reimagined gender relations: 

economic, power, symbolic, emotional and religious. Many of the participants discuss 

their attempts to reimagine the gendered economic relations in their partnerships. They 

claim to do this by rejecting the narrative of a heroic masculinity associated with 

completing household labour, and by moving beyond a caring masculinity to becoming 

accountable to a new set of egalitarian expectations, even if that involves receiving 

criticism from others. Many of the male participants utilise gender symbolism of 
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feminist language, but the extent to which that translates into an internalised feminist 

expectation for themselves varies. The male participants’ progressive Christian 

theology provides a platform for them to redo Christianity and do gender in new, 

reimagined ways. Thus, understanding religion as a site for reimaging masculinity 

provides a useful extension of Connell’s gender relations theory. Many of the male 

participants appeal to theological convictions to reframe their relationship with power; 

for example, viewing Jesus as a model of masculinity where power is something to give 

away and not accumulate. Utilising Jesus as a source of inspiration also invites men to 

adopt emotions of humility, vulnerability, compassion and empathy, all of which 

challenge prescriptive emotional attachments between men and women. These findings 

highlight the ways in which some of the male participants push past complicity into a 

new, reimagined gendered space. Perhaps it is precisely here that a resource of hope 

emerges. There is also evidence of the male participants in this study enacting complicit 

masculinity and passively receiving the social power, positional benefits and the 

general advantage that men receive from the subordination of women (Connell, 2005). 

This complicity, of course, then provides an incentive for retaining and reproducing 

existing structures of gender relations (Connell, 2000; 2021). Thus, strengthening the 

discourse of a developing egalitarian masculinity is important because gender equality 

is good for the kind of lives the men in this study clearly want to live. They want to 

have lives having good relationships with their partners and children as involved and 

caring partners and fathers; they want to do progressive Christianity centred on 

messages that inspire them.  
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Chapter eight 

          Conclusion 

 

Female participant: “I’ve found that even within my anti-
natal group, within secular society, and reflecting and doing this 
interview, that actually as egalitarian Christians we really set an 

example to what you’d think in the secular world should just be the 
‘norm,’ but people are still subscribing to traditional roles.” 

 

Female participant: “I think we need new words to come up 
with something totally new, otherwise we're creating a cycle of 

people being defined by how society views masculinity and 
femininity.” 

 

“For too long we’ve treated relationships as a soft topic, 
when relationship skills are one of the most important and hard-to-

build things in life”  

(Hood, 2019).44  

 

 

Chapter outline 

In this chapter I begin by discussing how this project’s methods and methodology 

enabled me to answer my research questions comprehensively. Next, I outline three 

distinct contributions of this research: firstly, how analysis of the findings contributes to 

terminology by offering a more workable definition of relationship egalitarianism. 

Secondly, I discuss how the findings of this study offer a contribution to couples 

themselves by highlighting key facilitators for, and constraints to relationship 

egalitarianism. I then discuss how the findings of the study contribute to theory, 

particularly doing religion and gender relations theory. Next, I acknowledge the 

limitations of this study—what this thesis has not been able to say or argue—and 

 
44 Katie Hood is the CEO of the One Love Foundation, which works to end relationship abuse by 

educating young people about healthy and unhealthy relationships. 
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propose possible steps that are needed to address these. Finally, this chapter ends with a 

discussion of two key implications of this research: firstly, local churches and sites for 

social change, and how the discourse of a developing egalitarian masculinity 

contributes to addressing violence against women. 

Tying it all together 

By speaking to intimate relationships as a specific negotiated space coloured by several 

intersecting pressures, I have explored the interconnected processes in which men and 

women do egalitarian relationships, as well as those who preserve the status quo. The 

findings suggest that the participant couples both reaffirm and reimagine hegemonic 

gender ideals in their desire to have egalitarian relationships. The findings have shown 

that the systems of doing gender and doing religion are inextricably connected. The 

couples take steps to achieve egalitarianism in their relationships amid complex and, at 

times contradictory religious and patriarchal contexts in Aotearoa. I have used the 

conceptual lenses of doing religion and gender relations to analyse what facilitates and 

what constrains the participant couples’ practice of egalitarianism. This analysis has 

enabled a rich description of relationship egalitarian praxis in the context of progressive 

Christian church-going couples in New Zealand, a cohort who are often overlooked in 

scholarship and require further investigation. I have conducted a qualitative study and 

sought to refine theories that address gender relations in the context of egalitarian 

partnerships and doing religion. It is important to consider what the theories, concepts 

and methods used in this study reveal about egalitarian partnerships, and what they 

obscure. The current study has begun this conversation; my hope is that others will 

continue to unpack these questions.  

Methods 

The methodological design of this project enabled a rich examination of relationship 

egalitarian praxis. An advantage of conducting interviews with couples was being able 

to observe the small yet important details of ways partners interact with each other. The 

added observational detail throughout of the interview participants’ body language, 

their pauses, the sense that their laughter was genuine and uneasy or nervous at times, 

the loving and at times awkward exchanges between partners—my hope by conveying 

this was to bring the interview participants to life as part of this qualitative 

investigation. It is a richness of studying lived experiences that reinforces the 
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importance of qualitative study. This inductive and iterative qualitative research process 

has remained centred on the words and experiences of the interview participants, and I 

have sought to represent them as transparently and respectfully as possible. Conducting 

in-depth interviews allowed me to answer the primary research question, analysing 

participants’ attitudes, beliefs, practices, and experiential knowledge. I approached this 

project recognising my biased desire to identify with women’s subordinated 

experiences, particularly within heterosexual partnerships and within patriarchal church 

contexts. In regard to feminist epistemology, Harding (1991) argues that those most 

painfully affected by an issue gain a privileged understanding of its parameters, and this 

approach does not assume a neutral perspective. While I conducted this research 

mindful of the many unequitable forces women (and not men) have to negotiate within 

private and public spheres, researching the experiences of men has required me to 

widen my epistemological biases. Men’s experiences have shown me that men face 

levels of internal hegemonic pressures and limitations, constraining them in a variety of 

ways. Men face significant struggles when confronting and recreating gender norms; 

their struggles serve as a distinct reminder that all humans, regardless of gender, require 

the same level of methodological attention and theoretical rigour devoted to the project 

of emancipation from constraining and limiting hegemonic forces which, in turn, 

impact relationships. When a feminist research design listens deeply to the voices of 

men in a way that willingly hears their experiences of internal and external limitations 

and struggles—particularly men who advocate for equality and social and relational 

change—a more complete and full picture can be developed. Bringing this level of 

mutuality and equality to an investigation of both women and men is a convincing 

methodological way forward for researching and understanding relationship 

egalitarianism. Analysis of people’s lived experiences reveals that people can, and in 

fact must shift social, gendered, and religious norms in order to live the egalitarian lives 

they want. This thesis has sought to challenge unequal gendered conventions in 

heterosexual relationships through analysing facilitators for and barriers to relationship 

egalitarianism, and the interweaving dimensions of gender as a structure. By doing this, 

it has become clearer what sustains egalitarian heterosexual relationships. 
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Contribution to research 

Contribution to terminology and definitions 

Prior scholarly work has sought to define relationship egalitarianism in different ways, 

emphasising different aspects of this within family life. This research can help to 

change the way people are empowered to think about egalitarianism within structures 

including gender, families, churches, workplaces and society more broadly. My hope 

has been to re-introduce the term relationship egalitarianism, in the unique context of 

the participant couples’ experiences, so that it can become a more developed tool of 

analysis for others. Strengthening and developing a vocabulary around egalitarianism is 

critical to ensuring this approach to understanding intimate partnerships between men 

and women can become more viable in New Zealand. This sentiment is emphasised by 

one of the interview participants who claims: “I think we need new words to come up 

with something totally new. Otherwise we're creating a cycle of people being defined by 

how society views masculinity and femininity.” While the language of egalitarian 

coupledom within scholarship is not new, many of the participants explain during the 

interviews that this was the first time they had been invited to reflect on egalitarian 

gender relations. Thus, simply introducing and using the term egalitarian may be an 

important step in consciousness-raising across both religious and secular New Zealand 

contexts. 

What does it mean to be egalitarian? 

It is fitting to return to the original term “egalitarian” upon which this thesis is built in 

order to re-evaluate the term’s definition considering the study’s findings. This study 

revolves around the meaning of and mechanics of egalitarian partnerships; the 

definition of the term egalitarian was placed on the recruitment poster and the 

participants self-identified as this. The recruitment poster reads:  

Egalitarianism is the position that women and men are of equal, intrinsic value 

before God; there are no gender-based limitations of what functions or 

responsibilities each can fulfil in the home, church, or society.  

Analysis of the participants’ actions and attitudes has revealed a nuanced and 

contradictory relationship with this definition, and gender norms are embedded within 

practices and discourses which women and men unconsciously collude. Couples enact a 
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“complex equality” where there a number of conditions needed necessary to establish 

some kind of social justice in gender relations (Connell, 1985, p. 230 as cited in 

Magaraggia & Connell, 2012, p.117). While what it means to be egalitarian in the 

context of this study varies, there is a central focus and modified definition which 

reflects key findings of the study. Thus, I offer a modified definition of this term which 

I propose is more workable and realistic than the first (as stated on the advertisement 

poster) and one which reflects key findings of the study. This project has required a 

reflexive stance in order to hold space for the joy and hope present in the participants’ 

narrations and experiences, while also insisting on a more expansive form of freedom 

and equality between men and women. 

Conditions needed to establish some kind of social justice in gender 
relations 

Before I break down elements of the modified definition of egalitarian partnerships in 

the context of this study, I highlight three key conditions needed to establish some kind 

of social justice in gender relations of church-going egalitarian couples: first, a 

recognition of the pervasive patriarchy within Christianity, second, a feminist 

positioning, and third, that conceptualising equality within partnerships needs to move 

beyond behaviour to adopt an interpretive, ideologically supportive framework. The 

first condition involves men and women acknowledging the weight of Christianity’s 

patriarchal history. Storkey (2015) refers to Christian history as, 

The set lines of patriarchy in the public face of the Church. Centuries of male 

popes, patriarchs, cardinals, archbishops, bishops, priests, clergy, elders, and 

theologians have led the flock, exegeted the scriptures, written the agendas and 

preached the sermons (p. 204). 

This history contributing to the forming of “sanctioned and valued” traditional 

gendered expressions produced by interacting systems of power including Christian 

hegemony and heteronormativity (Burke, 2016, p. 10). Becoming informed of the 

institution and its structural systems of power is a crucial place to begin; it is something 

the participants of this study have, and continue to contend with. This gives way to the 

next condition needed for equality to be outworked: a feminist positioning. By 

acknowledging the systemic disadvantaging of women, or anyone representing the 

“other” within Christian structures, discourses, familial and romantic relationships — 

often framed by complementarian ideas of submission and gender complementarity— 
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men and women are better equipped to address the power imbalance which exists and 

take strides toward empowering one another in heterosexual partnerships. While it is 

possible to do this without an overtly feminist positioning, the findings of this study 

show that egalitarian praxis is made more viable when identifying as a feminist. 

Egalitarianism, after all, has embedded within it feminism’s inherent call to recognise 

oppression followed by actions of empowerment: an increase in awareness and 

consciousness and action which directly address this power imbalance. Empowerment 

seeks to increase the personal, interpersonal and political power of oppressed and 

marginalised persons for individual and collective transformation (Lee, 2001; 

Gutiérrez, 1990). Understanding a feminist positioning in this way establishes an ideal 

expression of heterosexual empowerment.  

The final key condition needed to establish some kind of social justice in gender 

relations is extending our understanding of what “equality” involves within intimate 

partnerships. Scholarship focused on gender equality within relationships frequently 

questions how to understand and measure gender equality, asking: Is the equal sharing 

of every task, and the equal representation of men and women in every sphere, the only 

aim of, and adequate measure of, gender equality? This question is insufficient, and I 

argue that equality does not rest on the equal sharing of every task, but rather centres on 

a truly equitable distribution of household labour, one which both partners experience 

as fair. My findings suggest that focusing on behaviours alone is not an adequate 

measure of gender equality between men and women. Couples and individuals striving 

towards egalitarian relationships also require an interpretive framework to guide their 

practical strategies, to sustain and help legitimise their practice of egalitarianism. This 

study speaks to how progressive and feminist theology adds to this interpretive 

construction. The role of theological and ideological concepts in guiding and informing 

relationship praxis is important and must not be overlooked.  

Modified definition of “relationship egalitarianism”  

While I have attempted to revise terminology, I am mindful that relationship 

egalitarianism is a process and cannot be defined by a rigid set of criteria; rather, it is a 

dialogical experience based on negotiated gender relations in which the participants 

https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1080/02650533.2014.941282
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find themselves engaged and changed.45 In the context of this study, a developing 

egalitarian partnership is a co-construction process centred on each partner’s 

preferences and needs, and a joint commitment to assertiveness and negotiation. Men 

and women, after developing an egalitarian orientation, must assesses their own 

behaviour in relation to it, and attempt to shape their behaviour to match their new 

ideals. This involves challenging accountability to patriarchal and complementarian 

gender ideals and becoming accountable to new sets of gender expectations. 

Importantly, enforcing that their egalitarian expectations be met, particularly by their 

partner, helps to legitimise their egalitarian identity. Partners need to identify power 

imbalances and take action to correct this in order to empower the other. All forms of 

labour are actively shared—mental and physical household labour, paid labour, and 

caregiving responsibilities; there are no assumptions about who adjusts their 

involvement with any form of labour. Egalitarian partnerships involve a deliberate 

erasure of differences between men and women via the de-gendering of practices; this 

invites men and women to develop strengths in areas that they may have been socially 

constructed to be weaker in. Since embodying egalitarianism is to demonstrate 

noncompliance with hegemonic gender and religious norms, egalitarian praxis should 

be sustained by a substantive ideological or even theological rationale. This study 

illustrates the significance of this, showing how certain theological beliefs foster a 

counter-cultural paradigm for approaching people and relationships. Egalitarianism 

involves challenging dominant forms of masculinity, and aspects of Christian theology 

appear to be a source to help men reimagine masculinity. For example, the majority of 

the participants appeal to an alternative narrative of power, as role-modelled by Jesus, 

where they view the action of giving away power and serving others as forms of 

empowerment. Other themes within Christian spirituality including love for others, 

liberation, and that God ontologically transcends categorisation, this emboldens men 

and women to live beyond rigid gender categorisation and to view everyone as their 

equals. To be fully persuaded that everybody’s innate equality is characteristic of 

Christian egalitarian praxis. I now evaluate how the findings reveal specific ways in 

 
45 Since egalitarianism is a process of being actively anti-inequality it is not something that can be 

‘achieved.’ A parallel to this is Ibraham X. Kendi’s (2019) assertion that to combat racism it is necessary 

to be actively ‘anti-racist’ rather than merely nonracist, and that it is something that needs to be done 

continuously, rather than something that can be achieved.  
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which relationship egalitarianism can be facilitated and constrained within partnerships. 

This discussion offers a unique contribution to couples. 

Contribution to couples 

Facilitators for, and barriers to egalitarianism 

The discussion of facilitators throughout this thesis and narratives of hope regarding 

what actually support men’s and women’s practice of egalitarianism, highlights the 

need for a re-evaluation of theoretical assumptions in the area of sociology of the 

family and religion—particularly the scepticism of religion being uniformly 

conservative and opposing the project of equality altogether. This re-evaluation is 

needed to account for a growing population of church-going men and women who 

identify as egalitarian in Protestant contexts in New Zealand. The analysis focused on 

facilitators for egalitarianism emphasise that, in some ways, egalitarian-identifying 

women and men who attend progressive Protestant churches reject, simultaneously, 

their accountability to tradition within both institutions of interest—religion and gender. 

In some ways the participants redo Christianity in order to be more egalitarian and 

thereby contribute toward egalitarian social change more generally. In this way, the 

participant couples’ experiences lend new insight into how gender and religion function 

as mutually constitutive categories. When men and women are active, not passive in 

their negotiation of egalitarianism, and legitimise their egalitarian reorientation, they 

actively tread against norms. In the context of Connell’s poem, their voices “sing in 

these spaces...between those walls” built by “Power and Fear,” they “sing” in these 

spaces by deliberately reimagining gender ideals. In doing so they offer us resources of 

hope by helping us address the puzzle of how to overcome barriers to challenging and 

changing gender order and regimes, or how to overcome barriers to articulating new 

forms of masculinity. For anyone desiring to construct more egalitarian relationships, 

the practical and conceptual examples and strategies outlined in this thesis are valuable.  

The findings reveal that when multiple dimensions of the couples’ gender 

relations are adapted to be more egalitarian, these couples express feeling greater levels 

of relationship satisfaction as they experience more facilitators for, and less constraints 

to egalitarianism. Key facilitators of egalitarianism between partners include when 

household labour is shared more equitably, including mental labour, when both partners 

identify as feminist and actively challenge patriarchal gender ideals, when both partners 



201 
 

adhere to progressive Christian theology and church culture, when hegemonic 

masculinity is challenged. According to the findings of this study, when men are more 

egalitarian this benefits their female partners in various ways: and women voice more 

gratitude towards their partner and appear to be more satisfied in these relationships. 

The more men in this study do not fear embodying femininity or identification with 

traditionally feminine qualities/tasks within their family and parenting approaches, the 

more room they have to reimagine hegemonic masculinity. The more the men in this 

study are able to reject the personal, social and economic advantages that come from 

hegemonic masculinity and patriarchal conformity—like the men who elicit criticism 

from onlookers from being a full-time parent, or the men who sacrifice income by 

adjusting their paid employment—the more these men reorient themselves towards to a 

new accountability system. Connell contends that the majority of men enact complicit 

masculinity and passively receive the social power and positional benefits of a society’s 

hegemonic masculinity via a “patriarchal dividend” (2005, p. 79). If Connell is correct 

and the majority of men are more complicit (and passive rather than active), then 

hegemonic masculinity may have a more fragile claim to ‘hegemony’ than the term first 

suggests. This is good news for men desiring to be egalitarian and requires men to 

reorient their accountability to their egalitarian expectations of themselves and others, 

rather than remaining accountable to systems that privilege them. By being pro-feminist 

or identifying as a feminist, many of the male participants recognise gendered patterns 

of oppression, which enables them to begin to fill the gulf between them and women, 

challenging cultural pressures to align with hegemonic masculine norms associated 

with the Kiwi bloke. However, if men ambivalently identify as a feminist primarily to 

be rewarded women’s praise or to increase social capital, this is abhorrent and 

undermines the task of egalitarianism. For the men in this study, feminism’s project is 

similar to that of egalitarianism—to see people (and specifically their female partners) 

thrive, supported, and emancipated from inequalities which often silently limit them.   

Alternatively, when only one or two of the five dimensions of gender relations 

are challenged or reimagined, the participants remain, overall, more accountable to 

traditional ways of doing gender. The couples who experience more constraints to 

egalitarianism in their relationship were more likely to express frustration and even 

resentment during their interviews. It appears easier for some of the couples to describe 

themselves as “egalitarian” primarily based on their economic gender relations 
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involving sharing paid and unpaid labour. For example, while some couples may divide 

household labour equally, both be committed to assertive negotiation, and de-gendered 

household labour, their emotional attachments may align more with traditional 

understandings of intensive mothering or heroic masculinity. In some cases, the 

couple’s strength-based reasoning, biological appeals, or benevolent sexism justifies 

their choices to pursue a more “specialised” gendered division of household labour. 

Here, they use the description of “equal but different” as symbolic justification for 

patterns of inequality in their relationship. Although the participant couples initially 

position themselves as progressive, fair, equally sharing partners, the majority of them 

remain complicit at some level of gender relations to hegemonic expectations without 

fully challenging their positions of privilege and power in their romantic relationships. 

When aspects of men’s and women’s gender relations in the spheres of economic, 

power, emotional, symbolic and religious are not all challenged, these “egalitarian” 

men and women are able to justify inequality in their romantic relationships and 

inadvertently reaffirm gender difference that leaves “relationships relabelled, but still 

unequal” (Lamont, 2015, p. 272). Together, gendered and neoliberal economic ideals 

reveal a profound tension within the lives of participants. They are caught between the 

expectations of traditional values of masculinity and femininity and economic focused 

neoliberal accumulation of social capital which compel them to make work-related 

choices that satisfy the expectations of both. This results in participants implicitly and 

explicitly positioning themselves within the ideals of both systems, despite also 

knowing that their egalitarian ideals for their partnership are outside of the norms of 

said systems. Analysis of self-identified egalitarian couples contributes towards a wider 

interrogation of heterosexuality, highlighting that even people identifying as egalitarian 

struggle to actualise this, and since gender is relational, interactive processes of 

accountability are complex and at times threatening to men and women. Analysing 

barriers couples face allows us to identify areas of couple support and where resources 

can be directed to help support couples and families in New Zealand, something I 

encourage future researchers to continue doing. 

Many of the female participants interviewed value education, have more than 

two children and are in paid employment. A key feature which facilitates the juggling 

of these multiple identities is the involvement of a supportive partner who is prepared 

to adjust his work schedule and adopt more feminine associated responsibilities or 
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spaces. While theoretically it makes sense that this egalitarian relational approach 

enables educated mothers to develop their identities outside of caregiving 

responsibilities and to experience less limitations in this, the way this is negotiated in 

reality is difficult and requires the deconstruction of a variety of norms. Incorporating 

contemporary discourses of feminism into parenting approaches and their speech, 

identifying as a feminist and taking the time to deconstruct what this term means to 

them. Belief facilitators include the deliberate deconstruction of social, gender and 

religious norms and expectations, and challenging internalised sexism. Below, I discuss 

two distinct facilitators identified by the participants of this study. 

Church as a facilitator 

Church congregations contribute to an egalitarian-identity formation for women and 

men and involvement within these communities is an important way to both facilitate 

and support relationship egalitarianism. An analysis of the participants’ contexts, and 

particularly the unique church congregations they attend, reinforces that New Zealand’s 

Protestant Christian culture is varied and not uniformly conservative. These inclusive 

churches and their distinct iterations of Christianity can be sites where a type of 

deconstruction and reconstruction of religious and gender ideals can take place. 

Although these churches may be small and go unseen from popular culture and media, 

this should not minimise the fact that some small church denominations within New 

Zealand act as important structures within which men and women can reimagine how 

they think about gender, equality and power. Gallagher (2017) argues that theological 

narratives—which are taught and nurtured in some churches—opens space for 

experiencing a broader and deeper self that for men, as well as women, is less available 

within the cultural constraints of gender, family, and work. Connecting to 

congregations, therefore, provides men and women an opportunity to experience 

dimensions of personhood that are broader than the current cultural gender script. This 

is true for the participants of this study. This is not to suggest that congregations are the 

only or most significant contexts in which men and women are provided locations and 

discourses to experiment with a flexible gendered self, but it is a significant one. 

Communities and institutions like these small churches enable platforms where 

egalitarianism can thrive and become more normalised, and in turn can go onto impact 

not only relationships between women and men, but extend to impact all the 

intersections of life where egalitarian-identifying actors exist, including workplaces and 
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wider family structures. It is also important to note that gender-experimentation 

processes within churches appears to be more effective or liberating for more of the 

male participants than for the female participants of this study. One reason for this 

could be that Christianity extends a distinct invitation to men to adopt a servant-

hearted, humble and empowering approach to others—ideals which radically oppose 

hegemonic masculinity. By contrast, some female partners reported more often 

experiencing criticism within churches (especially while working full-time), explaining 

that they do feel more supported in egalitarian-valuing churches, voicing how they feel 

less judged for being a parent and being in paid employment.   

Theological facilitators 

The participants reimagine who God is ontologically in light of their egalitarian 

experience and experiential knowledge, leading them to endorse theological beliefs 

such as the image of God as radically inclusive, the Holy Spirit, and understanding God 

as “she.” In this dialogical process the participants’ lived experiences guide their 

theology and, in turn, their theological convictions shape their practice and 

understanding of how to be in the world and in their relationship. Since God at God’s 

ontological state encompasses all reflections of humanity, male, female and all in 

between – all humans equally reflect God’s image and have the same amount of human 

dignity and equality, and their lives, like their Creator, can transcend categorisation. 

When God is understood as this sacred symbol of egalitarianism, it is meaningful for 

church-going men and women to practice this within their relationships. Concepts from 

feminist theology like referring to God as “she” act as theological intervention strategy 

to combat male-dominated Christian discourse. As well as this, many of the participants 

conceptualise Jesus as an androgynous symbol of ideal human action where humbly 

serving others and viewing all as your equal is deeply meaningful. An egalitarian 

hermeneutical approach to the Bible enables participant couples to revise and subvert 

once oppressive hierarchical teachings on conduct and authority within intimate 

partnerships, and thus, to develop their own iterations of egalitarian theology. 

Egalitarian-identifying couples’ shared convictions about equality strengthens the 

facilitation of their relationship egalitarian praxis. 
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Contribution to theory  

This research has made some useful theoretical contributions. Doing religion (Avishai, 

2008) has provided a compelling theoretical framework for understanding romantic 

relationships as they intersect with progressive Christian discourses and structures, 

revealing that these two systems—doing gender and doing religion—are inextricably 

connected. To do gender in a more progressive way, the couples in this study also have 

to redo Christianity to be more egalitarian. This study advances the doing religion 

model by shifting the analytical focus from conservative Christians to egalitarian-

identifying church-going men and women revealing that religion can be a resource for 

redoing gender, undoing gender, rethinking gender regimes and dominant forms of 

masculinity. Doing religion means a negotiation with a progressive Christian theology 

that shapes doing relationships, and vice versa. To be egalitarian is to demonstrate 

noncompliance with hegemonic gender and religious hegemonies; part of the 

participants’ redoing gender involves their hybridised perspectives and actions that do 

not dislocate entirely from sexist structures but rather reproduces traditional gender 

ideals. In this way, the study also adds to a hybrid theorisation of gender. The family 

lives of men and women who attend progressive Christian churches in Aotearoa appear 

to be shaped as much by the general cultural and social context as by their Christian 

communities, this research illuminates a new angle of the doing religion model.  

The findings reveal that doing egalitarian gender, and doing egalitarian 

Christianity, is highly interactional. In these interactions gender is produced, and 

accountability processes are visible. In their self-identification as egalitarian the 

participants orient themselves to sex category. Many of the findings reveal that the 

participants assess and evaluate themselves, often at an unconscious level, considering 

what accounts their choices and behaviour may elicit. Through both tense and loving 

interactions between partners, we are able to see some participants hold each other—

and themselves—responsible for their accomplishment of egalitarian gender by 

implementing interactional consequences for conformity or nonconformity. These 

important actions of enforcement show that to be egalitarian is an active, and not 

passive negotiation. This has also added to Connell’s (2021) gender relations theory. 

Studying gender as a social structure has helped to expose the complex, interweaving 

dimensions of the couples’ economic relations, emotional and power relations, their use 
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of gender symbolism, and how progressive Christianity contributes to their egalitarian 

identity. In Connell’s (2021) gender relations framework for understanding and 

analysing intimate relationships Connell has outlined four gender relations: power, 

economic, emotional, and symbolic. This research advances and adds to Connell’s 

(2021) gender relations theory by exploring religion as site where gender relations are 

outworked and contested. Aspects of progressive, feminist theology appear to enhance 

the participants’ commitment to egalitarianism, providing many of them symbolic tools 

for subverting Christian hegemony. Whereas institutionalised sexism and 

complementarian messages within churches frustrates and constrains the participants’ 

goal of egalitarianism, particularly the female participants. Christianity offers the 

participants a new way of approaching power relations between men and women, 

inspiring men to give away power rather than cling to it, and to adopt an approach to 

relationships based on service and humility. Men’s and women’s relationship with 

progressive Christianity and commitment to subversive theological gendered concepts 

adds another dimension to gender relations analysis. 

Reimagining power relations between men and women 

Egalitarian heterosexuality involves reimaged power relations between men and 

women. For a number of the participant couples, their progressive theological beliefs, 

centred on the innate worth of all humans, impact their beliefs about power, particularly 

for the male partners. Relationship egalitarianism stands in opposition to many of the 

ingrained Western, neoliberal ideals of accumulating capital, making more money, 

being successful, and benefiting from positions of privilege. Egalitarianism, instead, 

places emphasis on the giving away of power, desiring mutual empowerment, elevating 

the needs and goals of your partner sometimes before your own, challenging positions 

of male privilege, practicing relationship generosity when performing undesirable tasks 

such as carrying household-related mental labour. Martin (2007) argues that if the 

“common sense” view of women and men as fundamentally and naturally different is 

to be challenged, then the gender ideology which structures people’s perceptions and 

expectations must be undone. A part of this undoing is to deconstruct the 

masculinisation of power within society and within Christian history and current 

practice. At the intersection of sociology and spirituality there is an invitation to a 

“communion with otherness and the attempt to get beyond the boundaries of selfhood” 

(Flanagan, 2001, p. 433). Relationship egalitarianism attempts to move beyond the 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/full/10.1177/0038038513490358
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boundaries of selfhood by giving away power in order to empower the other. This 

harks back to feminist theology’s focus on giving a voice to the other. The enactment of 

relationship egalitarianism is addressing the needs of the other through actions of 

power-sharing and resisting complicit accountability to privilege, even at the sacrifice 

of one’s own accumulation of capital. The participants of this study have reinforced 

that wanting to live out your values and actually doing it are quite different. Power 

dynamics are at the crux of relationships; a relationship paradigm governed by success-

orientation, capitalist norms contrasts to an egalitarian relationship paradigm. Christian 

theology offers men and women an alternative way of viewing power and entering into 

a greater egalitarian communion with otherness based on a discourse of sacrificial 

serving of others, with Jesus as a role model, and also with an inherent belief in 

equality originating from God’s ontological self. Since the communion with otherness 

and the attempt to get beyond the boundaries of selfhood lies at the heart of this 

study—a task shared by both sociologists and many theologians—this study offers a 

helpful contribution to scholarly work which brings together sociology and theological 

reflection.  

Resources of hope 

Throughout this study I have argued that couples’ practices of egalitarianism and how 

men and women form families, raise children and sustain households cannot be 

properly understood independently of structural and cultural constraints including 

workplace systems, family cultures, church institutions and gender as a social structure. 

The participants’ experiences help us understand gender as done to us (structure) and 

gender as done by us (agency), with discourses of hope (scripts of social and religious 

change). Recognising the interactional nature of accountability to these forces helps 

broaden our focus from gender stability to gender change. Over time, changes in 

interaction, like the ones I describe in this thesis, have the potential to shift the larger 

gender system, as writers have argued (Connell, 1987,1995; Hollander, 2013; Lorber, 

2005). When interactions challenge the status quo they weaken the current institution, 

re-creating gender in a new form and opening the door to further change. Since “gender 

identities can be played with, taken up and abandoned, unpacked and 

recombined…there is inherent instability in gender” (Connell, 2021, p.88). Egalitarian 

identifying men and women have an enormous range of possibilities in relationships; 

the instability of the participants’ gendered experiences is evident in the findings. 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/doi/10.1177/0891243212464301
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Limitations of the study and next steps   

While I hope that future studies will expand upon the tentative conclusions suggested in 

this study, I recognise that this research has clear limitations. While this study 

highlights avenues through which social actors can evolve away from the rigidity of the 

gender binary, I do not think heterosexual church going, theologically-endorsing men 

and women should be upheld as the face of relationship egalitarianism or as an emblem 

of norm-violating behaviour. The participants remain complicit and comfortably 

connected to norms and varying positions of privilege. This thesis has also 

predominantly focused on the experiences of participants identifying as Pākehā and this 

research has not been able to comment on coupes who experience competing cultural 

expectations associated with men’s and women’s roles or responsibilities within the 

family and the church. Seeing that New Zealand is diverse and multi-cultural, and 

especially since Pasifika and Māori have strong gendered narratives and religious ties, 

research into this is relevant and needed. It is important to consider how couples 

understand and enact egalitarianism when faced with intersecting cultural norms and 

expectations to negotiate. Research into this is needed and would be beneficial because 

it would extend the reach of these messages about gender justice and equality to wider 

contexts in Aotearoa.  

This research has not investigated more intimate interpersonal couple dynamics 

between male and female partners including their sexual attitudes and practices. This 

represents a limitation of this study since sex and sexuality are sites brimming with 

iterations of power dynamics, and is activity which exposes unhelpful, socially 

indoctrinated beliefs about how masculinity and femininity ought to be performed 

during sex. Future research needs to develop more knowledge about how heterosexual 

couples seek to co-construct egalitarian sex and sexual practices and attitudes; it would 

also be helpful to examine ways in which this may or may not contribute to lessening 

intimate partner sexual violence.  

This study has not investigated the lived experiences of queer couples in 

Protestant churches in New Zealand, yet researchers need to develop more knowledge 

about queer couples and their negotiation of Christianity and gender experiences. 

Further studies could be conducted with same sex and non-binary couples to investigate 

the sharing of mental labour and gendered expectations in different couple contexts. 
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Comparative analysis between differing couple configurations would be enriching; for 

example, analysing how same-sex couples, transgender or non-binary partners practice 

gender egalitarianism and negotiate religious and gender and relationship traditional 

norms.  

Implications of the study 

Local churches as sites for social change 

The pervasive, status-quo-preserving story about what it means to be a man or woman 

within heterosexual partnerships that has dominated discourse within Christian 

institutions must be squarely challenged with a different narrative. This study has 

illustrated that members of Protestant churches in Aotearoa New Zealand must be 

provided opportunities to encounter a different discourse for understanding egalitarian 

relationships and provided spaces to critically re-evaluate their positions. This study has 

shown that the discourse of developing an egalitarian praxis within intimate 

partnerships is minimal, lacks a centralised platform, and is in ways muddled and 

unclear. As long as Christians primarily focus on women’s authoritative roles in the 

church and not within intimate partnerships, this will continue to be a weakness of the 

church. Partnerships and families are the fabric of New Zealand society and will benefit 

from the development of this discourse and its associated practical embodiment. For, 

even though the central focus of this thesis is the place of men’s and women’s attitudes 

and practices in the creation of egalitarian heterosexuality among Protestant Christian 

couples, this project addresses broader themes like gender equality, empowerment, 

equity, work/life balance and clearly spreads well beyond the Christian fold. This 

empirical analysis contributes to the important work of enabling ecclesial and social 

changes by providing people an opportunity to see the world differently, and in seeing 

it differently to act differently towards it (Swinton & Mowat, 2016). 

How a developing egalitarian masculinity discourse addresses violence 

against women 

Connell (2005) notes how gender equality was placed on the agenda of society, politics, 

and management by women, but stresses that “men are necessarily involved in gender 

equality reform because widespread support from both women and men is required” 
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(direct quote from Benschop & Van Den Brink, 2018, p. 201). My critique of this is 

that writing about men’s important and even crucial support and involvement in gender 

equality reform is vague and offers few practical suggestions or avenues forward. The 

production of new resources is needed, particularly in New Zealand society, where this 

discourse can play a part in combatting men’s oppressive relationship with women, 

“lad” culture, and the statistics revealing growing incidences of male violence against 

women. There has been an outbreak of violence against women around the world and in 

New Zealand, specifically exacerbated by Covid-19 related lockdowns (Every-Palmer, 

Jenkins, Gendall, Hoek, Beaglehole, Bell, Williman, Rapsey & Stanley, 2020). As well 

as this, popular media within New Zealand continues to highlight the lack of knowing 

how to better educate boys, and yet the media vocalises the need for this.46 Discursive 

developments in this area are needed, and this research contributes in part to the 

development of the discourse of an egalitarian masculinity as part of the construction of 

an egalitarian heterosexuality in a variety of contexts. I would like to see this research 

informing practical resources and curriculum development in various areas: firstly, the 

development of a discourse aimed at boys and men, perhaps utilised and distributed 

within church communities, secondly, informing relationship education/curriculums by 

offering an egalitarian relational framework relevant to a range of contexts. As New 

Zealanders continue to engage with many forms of spirituality, it is useful to explore 

the ways in which religion and spirituality enhances men’s commitment to being agents 

for change.  

The development of the discourse of a feminist masculinity could also be a way 

to limit or lessen relationship aggression between men and women. One study points to 

this. For example, based on survey data of 87 heterosexual couples recruited from an 

American university campus, Karakurt and Cumbie (2012) studied pathways to 

intimate relationship aggression using a series of questionnaires.47 They found that 

 
46 A memorable example comes from an incident in 2017 at Wellington Boys College where male 

students were posting sexist and violent remarks online towards women (A student’s Facebook 

comment: “If you don’t take advantage of a drunk girl, you’re not a true Wellington College boy”), 

combined with the principal’s dismissive remarks of the boys, exuding the message ‘boys will be boys.’ 

See NZ Herald article here: https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/wellington-college-investigating-students-

online-posts-about-taking-advantage-of-drunk-girls/C4GEOGBOB73OLSHSOXGZDYBDOU/ 

A stronger and less fragmented educational framework for addressing this ongoing issue in New Zealand 

needs to be developed.  
47 For their study, the questionnaires were based on the Dominance Scale, Sex Role Egalitarianism Scale, 

The Ambivalent Sexism Inventory, and Conflict Tactics Scale 2.  
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women who had high egalitarian values and low hostile and benevolent sexist values 

were more likely to report being a victim of relationship aggression. These researchers 

speculate that men might be interpreting their partner’s high level of egalitarian attitude 

as controlling toward themselves, which, in turn, might lead to aggression. These 

researchers assert that additional research is needed to understand males’ interpretation 

of females’ egalitarian attitudes in the manifestation of relationship aggression.  

Family policies 

Lastly, this research can inform wider structural change through family policies. While 

welfare state policies tend to struggle with problems that can be situated in the so-called 

private sphere, there are some welfare state policies which aim at tackling gender 

inequalities within heterosexual relationships—Finland is an example of this and other 

Nordic countries, which offers one potential model for ways to use social policy to 

achieve egalitarian social structures (Jurva, 2020). Closer to home, here is an Australia 

theorist, Peter McDonald, who recommends strengthening policy in order to foster a 

more egalitarian approach to family support. There are potential types 

of policy interventions to support parents including and McDonald (2000) helpfully 

summarises what he argues are key policies aimed at supporting parents to combine 

work and family, as well as creating broad social change supportive of parenting and 

gender equity. These policies include maternity and paternity leave, the provision of 

free or subsidised high-quality childcare and early childhood education, flexible 

working hours and short-term leave for family-related purposes,48 and anti-

discrimination legislation and gender equity in employment practices. McDonald 

(2000) also highlights the importance of developing part-time work with pro rata 

employment benefits and job security, which is likely to provide more options for 

parents, the need for ease of re-entry to the labour force following periods of absence 

related to the care of children, and more child-friendly work environments. He 

discusses the importance of more offering more relationship education as well as 

 

 

 

48 McDonald (2000) notes that, given the complication of family arrangements, employees should not be 

expected to have their work hours changed at short notice, to have meetings or work-related social 

occasions scheduled at times that those with responsibility for young children would have difficulty 

meeting. 
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relationship counselling. He discusses the iterative process between individual policies 

and the nature of the society as a whole. The 2019 Gender Attitudes Survey49 showed 

that 42% of New Zealanders in 2019 agreed that gender equality has been achieved for 

the most part in New Zealand. As New Zealanders’ understanding and beliefs about 

gender and relationships evolve, it is important that policy reflects this.  

Conclusion 

Scrutinising gendered systems of power and inequality within heterosexual 

relationships has been and continues to be a vital and much needed project of scholars. 

By analysing the practices and beliefs of women and men who identify as egalitarian 

and who attend Protestant churches in New Zealand, I have sought to do the following: 

explore the co-construction process of a Christian egalitarian heterosexuality, propose 

reasons for why this is important, and emphasise the necessary role of hope in this co-

constructive process. For anyone desiring equal relationships, religious or non-

religious, learning about conceptual and practical tools of how to do this is valuable. 

While it is not necessarily surprising that egalitarian identity co-construction in 

heterosexual Christian relationships both challenges and sustains hegemonic gender 

practices, a distinct contribution of this work is the analysis of egalitarian praxis as a 

dialogical process involving subversive beliefs, theologies, and progressively discursive 

church contexts. The findings suggest that this process enables a pathway to 

egalitarianism that is less accessible within New Zealand’s cultural gender scripts. As 

women and men strive to live more gender equal lives, the interview findings attest to 

the fact that a corresponding commitment to nonconformity needs to be made. When 

this happens, egalitarian-identifying men and women navigating intimate relationships 

can continue to claim poet Edwina Gately’s words: “There was no path, so [we] trod 

one” (1996, p. 1).  

 

 

 

 

 
49 A survey conducted by Research New Zealand with support from the Ministry of Women and J R 

McKenzie Trust. 
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Appendix A 

Below is the recruitment poster for this study. 

Egalitarian Couples 
Laura Schilperoort, The University of Otago, PhD 

| This study explores how Christians live their conviction of gender equality in a partnership|  

 

 I am seeking couples who embrace gender equality in their relationship and may identify as 

egalitarian.  This study relies on the following definition of egalitarian:  

the position that women and men are of equal, intrinsic value before God; there are no 

gender-based limitations of what functions or responsibilities each can fulfil in the home, 

church, or society. 

 

Participants need to be willing to voluntarily participate in a one hour long in-person or Skype 

interview at a time and/or venue convenient to them and possibly one short follow up Skype 

interview 6 months later. Participants have the option of being interviewed together as a 

couple, or separately at first followed by a short joint interview.  

 

For more information about the study and/or to participate in the study please email Laura 

Schilperoort at  hilla892@student.otago.ac.nz                                                                                                                               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image from: https://www.cbeinternational.org/ 

This project has been reviewed and approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee 

 

https://www.cbeinternational.org/
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Appendix B 

This contains the information sheet provided to each participant for their informed 

consent under the ethics approval from The University of Otago, Dunedin.  

 

Information Sheet for Participants 

Egalitarian Couples Study 

Laura Schilperoort, PhD 

 

Thank you for considering participating in this research. Please read this information sheet 

carefully before deciding whether or not to participate. This project is being undertaken as part 

of the requirements for Laura Schilperoort’s PhD in sociology. 

The Aim of the Project 

This project explores how New Zealand Christian couples, who embrace gender equality, understand 

gender equality from theological, biblical and social perspectives.  

What data or information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 

Participating couples can choose to be interviewed together or separately. The questions will be 

focused on people’s interactions with their partner, and their beliefs about gender and 

Christianity. The information shared by participants will be the basis of my research. Personal 

information that I will ask for will include age, gender identity, involvement in church, and 

church denomination. 

I expect that the interview (either in-person or via Skype) will take about one hour. The 

interview will take the form of open questions, and at any point you are uncomfortable with the 

questioning, you have the right to decline to answer any particular questions, or to withdraw 

from the project. I will supply you with a general list of question topics before the interview. 

Both in-person and Skype interviews will be audio recorded only, transcribed, and the 

following people may have access to my interview material: my supervisors and myself. I am 

happy to send you a copy of the recording and the transcript. I plan to quote and/or summarize 

parts of the interviews in my research.  

On the Consent Form you will be given options regarding your anonymity. Please be aware that 

if you prefer this we would make every attempt to preserve your anonymity. It is up to you 

which of these options you prefer. 
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Student Investigator: Laura Schilperoort, the department of Sociology, Gender Studies and 

Criminology, the University of Otago. Contact number: [provided] Email: [provided] 

Supervisors: Dr. Bryndl Hohmann-Marriott, Department of Sociology, Gender and Social 

Work (Email address: [provided]) and .Professor David Tombs, Department of Theology 

(Email address: [provided]). University of Otago, PO Box 56, Dunedin 9054. 

This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If you 

have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research, you may contact the Committee 

through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator [phone number and email address 

provided]. Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated and you will be 

informed of the outcome.  

 

 

  

mailto:bryndl.hohmann-marriott@otago.ac.nz
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Appendix C 

This contains the information sheet provided to church leaders for their informed 

consent under the ethics approval from The University of Otago, Dunedin.  

 

Information Sheet for Church Leaders 

Egalitarian Couples Study 

Laura Schilperoort, PhD 

 

Thank you for considering participating in this research. Church communities are 

important places for Christians to grapple with and develop their understanding of 

gender equality and egalitarian partnerships within a Christian context.  

 

Egalitarianism is the position that women and men are of equal, intrinsic value before God; 

there are no gender-based limitations of what functions or responsibilities each can fulfil in the 

home, church, or society. 

 

This project is being undertaken as part of the requirements for Laura Schilperoort’s PhD in 

sociology. 

The Aim of the Project 

The aim of this project is to explore how Christian couples live their conviction of gender 

equality, examining the theological, biblical and social rationales underpinning their behaviour. 

My aim is also to facilitate discussion about the overall findings with those interested in the 

church congregation near the end of the project. 

What information will be collected? 

The student researcher is seeking to recruit and interview couples within this church who 

identity as Christian and egalitarian. In my interviews with them I will focus on their 

interactions with their partner, church, theological and cultural understandings, household and 

paid labour.  

● Interviews: Participating couples can choose to be interviewed together or separately. 

The interviews will be audio recorded, transcribed, and the following people may have 

access to my interview material: my supervisors and myself. I plan to quote and/or 

summarize parts of the interviews in my research. For anonymity purposes, I will refer 

to participants in my writing using pseudonyms and the name of each church will not be 

disclosed. I will refer to churches’ denominational affiliations.  

● Church observation: As well as interviews with participants, I hope to attend the 

church’s Sunday service once or twice to gather observational data.  
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Data that has been collected, including any personal information, will be securely stored in such 

a way that only Laura Schilperoort and her supervisors will be able to gain access to it. Data 

obtained will be retained for at least 5 years in secure storage, and any personal information 

held on the participants (including names and email addresses) will be destroyed at the 

completion of the research even though the data derived from the research will, in most cases, 

be kept for much longer or possible indefinitely. 

 

Recruitment 

I would greatly appreciate the opportunity to advertise my study within this church; this could 

involve me giving a short notice on a Sunday morning, and/or posting my study’s recruitment 

poster in a social media forum that the church community has access to. 

Student Investigator: Laura Schilperoort, the department of Sociology, Gender Studies and 

Criminology, the University of Otago. Contact number: [provided] Email: [provided] 

Supervisors: Dr. Bryndl Hohmann-Marriott, Department of Sociology, Gender and Social 

Work (Email address: [provided]) and Professor David Tombs, Department of Theology (Email 

address: [provided]). University of Otago, PO Box 56, Dunedin 9054. 

This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If you 

have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research, you may contact the Committee 

through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator [phone number and email address 

provided]. Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated and you will be 

informed of the outcome.  
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Appendix D 

This contains the information sheet provided to tertiary institutions for their informed 

consent under the ethics approval from The University of Otago, Dunedin.  

Information Sheet for Tertiary Institution 

Egalitarian Couples Study 

Laura Schilperoort, PhD 

 

Thank you for considering participating in this research. Christian tertiary institutions are 

important places for Christians to grapple with and develop their understanding of gender 

equality and egalitarian partnerships within an academic context.  

 

Egalitarianism is the position that women and men are of equal, intrinsic value before God; 

there are no gender-based limitations of what functions or responsibilities each can fulfil in the 

home, church, or society. 

 

This project is being undertaken as part of the requirements for Laura Schilperoort’s PhD in 

sociology. 

The Aim of the Project 

The aim of this project is to explore how Christian couples live their conviction of gender 

equality, examining the theological, biblical and social rationales underpinning their behaviour. 

My aim is also to facilitate discussion about the overall findings with those interested in the 

church congregation near the end of the project. 

What information will be collected? 

The student researcher is seeking to recruit and interview couples within this academic 

institution whom identity as Christian and egalitarian. In my interviews with them I will focus 

on their interactions with their partner and church, as well as their theological and cultural 

understandings, and household and paid labour practices.  

● Interviews: Participating couples can choose to be interviewed together or separately. 

The interviews will be audio recorded, transcribed, and the following people may have 

access to my interview material: my supervisors and myself. I plan to quote and/or 

summarize parts of the interviews in my research. For anonymity purposes, I will refer 

to participants in my writing using pseudonyms and the name of each church will not be 

disclosed. I may refer to churches’ denominational affiliations.  

Data that has been collected, including any personal information, will be securely stored in such 

a way that only Laura Schilperoort and her supervisors will be able to gain access to it. Data 

obtained will be retained for at least 5 years in secure storage, and any personal information 

held on the participants (including names and email addresses) will be destroyed at the 
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completion of the research even though the data derived from the research will, in most cases, 

be kept for much longer or possible indefinitely. 

 

Recruitment 

I would greatly appreciate the opportunity to advertise my study within this tertiary institution. 

This could involve me giving a short presentation or notice about my study to students and staff 

there, and/or posting my study’s recruitment poster in a social media forum that BTI students 

and staff have access to. 

Student Investigator: Laura Schilperoort, the department of Sociology, Gender Studies and 

Criminology, the University of Otago. Contact number: [provided] Email: [provided] 

Supervisors: Dr. Bryndl Hohmann-Marriott, Department of Sociology, Gender and Social 

Work (Email address: [provided]) and Professor David Tombs, Department of Theology (Email 

address: [provided]). University of Otago, PO Box 56, Dunedin 9054. 

This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If you 

have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research, you may contact the Committee 

through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator [phone number and email address 

provided]. Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated and you will be 

informed of the outcome.  
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Appendix E  

Below contains the interview questions used for each interview, under the ethics 

approval from The University of Otago, Dunedin. 

Interview Questions 

At the start of the interview: 

• Thank the participants for agreeing to be interviewed. Introduce myself and my project. 

• Explain to participants that I will provide them the name and contact details of one 

pastoral staff member within the participants’ churches OR a support person within the 

tertiary institution who has agreed to operate as support person should the participants 

experience any discomfort after the interview or wish to discuss interview topics further.  

The interview will begin with a series of information gathering questions: 

Can you both please tell me your name and age? 

What church do you currently attend? 

How long have you been in your current relationship? 

Can you please share with me your educational background? 

What do you consider your ethnic identity to be? (For prompt, offer categories on recent census 

for self-identified ethnicity and descent: NZ European, Maori, Pacific Peoples, Asian, Middle 

Eastern) 

Do you consider yourself to be ‘evangelical?’ If yes or no, can you explain why? (As a prompt, 

provide a definition of this term and ask them their thoughts on this: 

An ‘evangelical’ is one who believes and proclaims the gospel of Jesus Christ. The 

consistent marks of evangelicalism includes the belief that lives need to be changed, the 

gospel in effort through activism, a high regard for the Bible’s authority, and a stress on 

the sacrifice of Christ on the cross (Bebbington 2003). 

I presume that you’ve seen the recruitment poster for this research project? Did you see the 

definition for ‘egalitarian’ provided on the poster? In your own words, can you tell me what 

egalitarianism means to you and what persuaded you of it? 

What does gender equality mean to you?  

Perhaps you can both take turns answering this next question: Can you explain to me what you 

think makes your partnership an egalitarian one? 

What practical tools or strategies do you use in your partnership to make it an egalitarian?  

Taking turns answering this question, can you tell me about how you delegate responsibilities 

in your relationship? 

How would you say you 'empower' your partner in your relationship?  
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Christianity has quite a patriarchal history most often defined by ‘complementarian’ gender 

beliefs (markers of this include male headship and female submission within church and 

marriage; gender-defined responsibilities and roles, etc). Christian ‘egalitarianism’ can often 

feel like a ‘sub-culture’ or ‘counter-cultural.’ Can you tell me a little bit about how you 

navigate this – being Christian and holding to these gender egalitarian convictions?  

(If someone mentions that they used to subscribe to complementarian beliefs): Can you tell me 

about your own process of change that has led you to your egalitarian convictions?  

The next few questions have to do with gender identity. I’ll start with you [male partner], but 

I’m interested in what you [female partner] think about this too. [Male partner], do you think 

Christianity or Christian beliefs impact how masculinity could be performed or expressed, and 

how would you say this might differ from more secular expressions or understandings of 

masculinity? 

How do you personally feel you express your masculinity?  

What do you think Christian egalitarian masculinity might look like in your opinion?  

Recurring patterns in research show that often it is the male partner within a heterosexual 

relationship who plays a key part in influencing whether or not it is an equal relationship. When 

you hear that, does that make sense to you? What do you think about that? 

To what extent do you think of God as gendered or non-gendered? And can you explain to me 

why you believe this? 

How do you think ‘traditional’ gendered thinking impacts the lives (or communities) of 

Christians?  

Do you identify as a feminist? Can you explain to me why or why not? How do you define the 

term feminism?   

What would you say you need from a church community to make it a healthy, empowering 

environment in which your convictions about gender and relationships can grow? 

After our time sharing together today, if there is one message you’d like to share with your 

partner regarding your egalitarian relationship, what would it be? (Prompt ideas: for example, 

to voice gratitude, a desire to grow, room to change, hopes for the future, etc). 

Thank you so much for your time! 
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Appendix F 

Below is the University of Otago Ethics Committee approval letter for my project. 

  18/036 

Professor D Tombs 

Department of Theology and Religion 

Division of Humanities 

Dear Professor Tombs, 

I am again writing to you concerning your proposal entitled “Being egalitarian in a 

complementarian world: gender equality in Christian partnerships”, Ethics 

Committee reference number 18/036. 

Thank you for your email of 18th April 2018 with response attached addressing the issues 

raised by the Committee. 

On the basis of this response, I am pleased to confirm that the proposal now has full ethical 

approval to proceed. 

Approval is for up to three years from the date of this letter. If this project has not been 

completed within three years from the date of this letter, re-approval must be requested. If 

the nature, consent, location, procedures or personnel of your approved application change, 

please advise me in writing. 

Upon approval, it is expected that all members of the research team are made aware of 

what the standard conditions of ethical approval covers. This includes the date ethical 

approval expires, as well as the process regarding applying for amendments to the research. 

Academic Services 
Manager, Academic Committees, Mr Darren Witte 

19 April 2018 
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The Human Ethics Committee asks for a Final Report to be provided upon completion of the 

study. The Final Report template can be found on the Human Ethics Web Page 

http://www.otago.ac.nz/council/committees/committees/HumanEthicsCommittees.html 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Mr Darren Witte 

Manager, Academic Committees 
Tel: 479 8256 

Email: Darren.witte@otago.ac.nz 

c.c. Assoc. Prof. W Sweetman    Department of Theology and Religion 

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


