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Abstract 

 The purpose of this essay is to define "gender roles" and how they have looked over the 

last few hundred years, explore "gender discrimination" and its impacts, while also defining the 

harmful effects of gender restrictions on assigned sexes. This essay will also discuss whether 

claims about gender roles are fairly made and their direct impacts on the spectrum of gender. 

There will be an exploration of Victorian-Era writers and philosophers, modern-day 

interpretations of gender roles and women's rights, Transgender Rights (Human Rights), and the 

spectrum that is gender identity. 

 

Establishing the False Ideas of Gender Roles 

 The formation of gender roles is one of the most harmful things civilization has done for 

itself. In some ways, gender roles in "hunter-gatherer" times (depending on era) worked best for 

efficiency of survival; however, the continued ironclad adherence to traditional gender roles 

destroys identities and limits overall productivity. This idea of "identity" can span from self-

representation to gender identity, and limiting a person's capabilities based on their sex or gender 

is limiting at best and destructive of the individual at worst. 

 Ideas of what a perfect man or perfect woman should be are flawed. For example, the 

speech titled "Womanly Ambition" delivered at Lindenwood Female College in June 1875 

featured men demanding submission from women and suggesting that women's ambition should 

not extend past a desire to be wives and mothers (Slayback). These concepts demonstrate the 

restrictive thinking that gender roles encourage; according to this line of thinking, a woman who 

wanted to be "womanly" yet also wanted a scholarly degree could not have both. If a man 

wanted to be "manly" but did not want to "command submission" from those around him, 
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particularly women, then how was he to succeed in his masculinity? These roles do not just 

restrict possibilities and expression of identity for cis-people; they are also harmful for those who 

have other gender identities.  

 The effects of these restrictive roles to sex and gender are directly harmful and should not 

define an individual. Gender roles and stereotypes affect not only gender identity, but also 

impact American society as a whole in the United States by ignoring the fluidity of gender 

identity. Furthermore, stereotypes about gender roles can even negatively impact those who do 

fit into the roles assigned to their gender through unfairly simplifying or demonizing them. It is 

important to note that these stereotypes can cause more than just emotional harm: they can 

compromise the safety of the individual as well.  

 

Fluidity of Identity and Counter-Productivity in Enforcing Roles 

 The origins of the traditional gender roles that persist today can be found in literature 

from previous centuries. Two texts from the 1800s define what was expected of both men and 

women. Coventry Patmore's 1854 poem "The Angel of the House" depicts a submissive, 

blissfully happy housewife who has no intentions of pursuing dreams other than being, well, a 

housewife. The "angel," who remains nameless in the poem, refers to helping others achieve 

dreams, but she does not pursue any dreams herself. In the second line of the poem's second 

canto, the angel beholds the clouds "Passing the pageantry of dreams," suggesting that the angel 

is watching dreams pass her by. She has no dreams, and she will achieve no dreams. The poem 

suggests that her dream has been fulfilled: she is a housewife.  

 In the Lindenwood Female College speech "Womanly Ambition" from 1875, men are 

described:  
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Men love power for the sake of dominion...Men demand obedience...Men seize 

the sword...Men conquer that they may rule...Man is ambitious to give 

battle...Men like to be formidable abroad...Men fight for fame...Men glory in their 

strength...Men study self-promotion...Man's ambition is to subdue...Man's 

ambition revels in the triumphs of the world. (Slayback, pp 22) 

This broad statement limits men only to war, violence, power, and an outgoing lifestyle—this 

leaves no room for men who want to live simpler, gentler lives. Not only should women be weak 

and submissive and housewives only, but men should do everything for their wives, themselves, 

the household, and the children, and they must also be strong, ruthless, dominant, and submissive 

to their housewives at the same time. Pinning cis-men and cis-women in these roles is like trying 

to fit a square block into a round opening on one of those children's toys that teach them to sort 

shapes—it just doesn't work. 

 Virginia Woolf responds to the "The Angel in the House" in her speech "Professions for 

Women," stating "It was she who used to come between me and my paper when I was writing 

reviews. It was she who bothered me and wasted my time and so tormented me that at last I 

killed her." Woolf views the "angel in the house" as someone she has to kill or completely 

remove in order to write and make her own living, suggesting that what is expected of 

"womanly" women is counterproductive to women expressing themselves through work and art.  

 Not only did these roles create false labels on cis-gendered individuals, they also created 

impossible criteria for gender-non-conforming (GNC) individuals who also existed in the 

Victorian Era. Tristan Burchett (2026) from City University of New York brings together 

collections of historical and medical documentation of GNC people to prove that there were 

individuals who do not fit into the harmful stereotypes of male and female roles in the Victorian 
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Age. Burchett notes that these roles primarily applied to the middle- and upper-classes, but often 

did not apply to the lower classes, which suggests a theory of classism that intersects with gender 

roles as well. Men, women, and children alike in the lower class in the Victorian Period were 

allowed to work in the cotton mills in England during the Industrial Revolution. Although strict 

gender roles are not followed as closely in our contemporary era, the ideas of the "angel of the 

house" and war-hungry, violent men persist. These stereotypes are counterproductive when they 

prevent men from seeking jobs or experiencing emotions that are seen as "feminine," and when 

they limit the prospects of women who are viewed as "too ambitious" or "masculine." 

 The recent trip of the Artemis II around the moon demonstrates what can be possible if 

traditional, stereotypical gender roles are disregarded. The crew of the Artemis II included three 

men and one woman. The woman who served on the crew, Christina Koch, could not have done 

so if she had limited herself to the "angel of the house" role. Koch was not the only member of 

the crew to defy gender expectations, however. The crew named "one of two newly discovered 

moon craters after Wiseman’s late wife, Carroll, who died of cancer in 2020" (Walcott, 2026) 

out of compassion for the crew's commander, Reid Wiseman. Upon the naming of the crater, 

Wiseman was reported to have an emotional moment and celebrated with his crew. Wiseman felt 

comfortable showing emotion and having that moment shared with the media, which would not 

have been possible if he limited himself to stereotypes about men and emotion. If Koch and 

Wiseman had upheld the roles assigned to their gender identities, they would not have been able 

to make history in the ways that they did. These examples show what can be achieved when 

harmful gender stereotypes are abandoned. 
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Simplifying and Demonizing Individuals Based on Gender Roles 

 It is important to acknowledge that there are individuals who wish for lifestyles or 

possess personality and character traits that do fit the gender role assigned to either their assigned 

sex or gender identity. In these cases, no harm is caused by the person in question acting in ways 

that align with gender expectations because they are not doing so because they feel forced to 

conform. However, stereotypes about gender roles can be harmful, even for those who do happen 

to fit gender roles. The term "tradwife," which has recently become popular on social media 

platforms such as TikTok, is defined as:  

a married woman who embraces traditional gender roles and values; the word is 

particularly used for a young woman who chooses to be a homemaker and shares 

her lifestyle online. It is closely associated with a 2020s social media trend widely 

viewed as ultraconservative. (Merriam-Webster) 

The key word in this definition of tradwife is “chooses”: the women who fit this description have 

chosen the role they are in. These women have not been forced to assume the "tradwife" role—

they have chosen that life, so there is no harm in it. Despite the fact that this lifestyle is a choice, 

there has been significant backlash for tradwives. The negative reactions are rooted in the 

restless rebellion that began when these traditional values were mandatory rather than optional, 

and the sentiments that remain from that era lead to women who are fitting into roles they choose 

now being ridiculed for their choices.  

 The role of a primary adult in the home has proven to be beneficial for the well-being of 

children, and it also provides comfort to the person who does not have to work. Bergmann 

defines a housewife as 
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a married woman who works exclusively within the home performing services for 

her own family—usually relieves other family members from contributing much 

or any of their time, effort, and attention to childcare, food preparation, 

housecleaning, laundry, grocery shopping, and a host of other chores and errands. 

(134)  

As Bergmann's definition suggests, the work of a home caretaker and caregiver allows other 

members of the family to spend more time on activities that are not related to the upkeep of the 

home, such as rest, homework (which often leads to better grades), and more family time. The 

ability to rest or spend more time on studies or hobbies creates the potential for more 

productivity, which in turn allows these family members to contribute more to society. This also 

provides less stress and higher quality of life: "A one-earner couple has a much higher standard 

of living than a two-earner couple with the same money income because of the family’s greater 

enjoyment of high-quality services, and because they do not need to divert money to buy 

childcare" (Bergmann, 2005 p. 134). Bergmann's analysis does not apply equally to all single-

income households that have a dedicated caretaker in the home, but this idea does highlight the 

benefits a woman who chooses the "tradwife" life willingly may experience.  

 What happens when these stereotypical roles are actually fulfilled, as they are in the 

example of "tradwives"? For some, these cases lead to confirmation bias, leading them to believe 

they are right about gender roles and that these restrictions serve the functionality of society. 

However, these cases cannot be used to assert that adherence to traditional gender roles is always 

beneficial. For example, Durak (2023) notes that housewives often "experienc[e] chronic stress 

when dealing with multiple roles." When women experience poor mental health, it lowers their 

productivity. Therefore, housewife and caretaker roles only benefit women when they choose 
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these roles willingly—the benefits will not hold for women or femme-presenting people who are 

forced to fulfill these roles.  

 Even when traditional gender roles and stereotypes are followed, there are multiple ways 

that society simplifies and dismisses the role of a housewife or "tradwife." Housewives are often 

criticized for having few responsibilities and contributing very little to the household—they are 

often described as "getting to lie around all day." There are misconceptions that stay-at-home 

mothers just get to play with their children all day, rather than actively parenting and working 

hard to teach their children, monitor basic healthcare routines, and maintain orderly scheduling. 

These perspectives overly simplify the roles of both a mother and caretaker, failing to recognize 

the labor that these roles require.  Men who conform to gender expectations experience similar 

backlash: a man who willingly enlists in the military may be viewed as violent man even if his 

choice to enlist was a desire to protect his family and country. As these examples show, the 

traditional stereotypes about feminine and masculine behaviors can harm everyone, even those 

who conform to those expectations.  

 

Compromising the Safety of an Individual for the Sake of "The Role" 

 Pressure to adhere to societal expectations regarding gender roles can cause mental health 

issues and harm one's sense of identity, but this pressure can also lead to real physical harm. The 

pressure that many women feel to marry can put them at risk for marital rape and sexual assault, 

and it is important to note that marital rape was not a crime in all fifty U.S. states until 1993 

(Bergen). In 2026, thirty states maintain some cases where an exemption from rape can be found 

by the judge and jury.  
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 Not to mention, enforcing these stereotypes for gender roles also branched into mental 

health crises such "Housewife Syndrome" in women. Housewife Syndrome referred to hysterics, 

mania, and overall discontent from women in the early-mid 1900s, and the diagnoses were 

limited to women with enough money to see a psychiatrist or psychologist (Adams, 2020 p. 128) 

due to perceived boredom that resulted in a disorder from the lack of fulfillment in her station. 

Not only was this a symptom of a forced role, but women were not allowed to express their 

unhappiness lest they be determined as "unsexed" and "masculine," such as when "Dr Nathan 

Rickels theorised and diagnosed the ‘angry woman syndrome’ as a behavioural disturbance 

among women who expressed their frustrations via conventionally ‘masculine’ traits such as 

swearing, anger, jealousy or promiscuity" (Adams, 2020 p. 129). Women who were forced into 

housewife roles often experienced harm from the medical community, who viewed their 

masculine behaviors as symptoms of severe mental health issues.  

 Men are not immune to the risk of serious harm caused by traditional gender 

expectations, however, as "Males make up 50% of the population but nearly 80% of suicides" 

(CDC, 2023). A leading cause of men committing suicide is that "Traditional male gender roles 

can make it hard for men to ask for help when they need it" (Kennard). According to these 

traditional gender norms, men are not supposed to feel or express emotions. This expectation 

causes many men to feel isolated and pressured stay stoic and unfeeling even in times of 

adversity. Sexual abuse in men also contributes to high suicide rates because many feel they 

cannot discuss the abuse they experience. Gender roles are far from harmless—they can lead an 

individual to end their life because of the harmful impacts they can cause.  

 Traditional gender roles are especially harmful for gender-non-conforming (GNC) people 

and those who are transgender. Whether someone identifies with a different gender from their 
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assigned sex or simply does not identify with either traditional gender, they may find it hard to 

navigate a society that expects conformity to traditional gender roles. Expectations regarding 

gender and how an individual presents may lead trans or GNC individuals to feel pressured to 

pursue expensive options like hormone replacement therapy or gender reassignment surgery so 

that their appearance better matches their sense of gender identity. GNC and trans people often 

face the threat of violence as well, even from legislators; in 2023 there were "550 anti-LGBTQ+ 

bills introduced into state houses across the country, more than 85 of which were passed into 

law. This trend continued into 2024, where over 500 additional anti-LGBTQ+ bills were 

introduced, and over 40 passed into law across 14 states" (Robinson and Cooper, 2024). These 

laws threaten the livelihood, comfort, and access to healthcare for the transgender and GNC 

community, all because some are uncomfortable with individuals who do not fit neatly into 

traditional gender roles.  

 

Conclusion 

 There are many harmful effects of forcing people to conform to traditional gender 

expectations: lack of productivity, mental health decline, and even death. These harms should be 

sufficient to demonstrate that traditional gender roles have a negative effect on our society and 

should be discarded. Additionally, it is not only those who do not conform or do not wish to 

conform to these expectations who experience harm—even those who fit conventional ideas of 

femininity and masculinity may face criticism, dismissal, and backlash because of snap 

judgments others make about them because of their gender identity and corresponding choices. 

As a society, when we push back against gender stereotypes, we open up pathways for women 

who want to pursue careers in male-dominated fields and help men express emotion and avoid 
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isolation. Gender should not determine a person's worth, and when it no longer does, there will 

be a happier, more productive United States. 
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