
ABSTRACT  

 

CANTER, ALIVIA LAUREN. Shame and Obedience: Religion and the Management of Unruly 

Emotions. (Under the direction of Dr. Michael L. Schwalbe).  

 

Understanding emotion is essential to examining social inequality. Emotions help people 

make sense of the social world and can be internally managed for the purpose of remaining 

unthreatening to the social order. For women, this often means subconsciously evaluating and 

adjusting emotion through a patriarchal lens. Scholars have noted that religion, in particular, is 

influential largely due to its emotional appeals and defining of moral behavior. Religious 

narratives also offer linkages between morality, emotion, and gender identity. The current study 

investigates how a Christian denomination shapes members’ emotional and social behavior. 

Using a grounded theory approach, I draw on in-depth interviews and sermon transcripts from a 

southeastern church to demonstrate how a religious narrative guides emotion-management in 

ways maintaining gender inequality. By embracing a learned practice of appropriately feeling 

shame, my interviewees navigate life as Christian women without challenging gender inequality. 

These findings highlight shame’s status as a “master” emotion that moderates one’s social 

behavior in relation to the collective. Importantly, this study demonstrates how emotion-

management maintains oppressive social dynamics while simultaneously helping people cope 

with the inequalities they encounter. 
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INTRODUCTION 

My daily drives took me past Trinity Church. Passing by, I’d pause to take in the campus 

of lavish brick buildings, perplexed by its grandiosity and curious to know what went on inside. A 

visit to the church’s website made it clear this was unlike churches I’d encountered growing up, 

leaving me with more questions about its teachings and practices. Around the same time, I’d heard 

more about religion’s influence as those around me tried to make sense of the recent presidential 

election. My interest in Trinity made me curious about how exactly religion influences people’s 

social or political behavior: what goes on inside those halls that leads members to think and act in 

specific ways? How does religious faith guide one’s day-to-day behavior, thoughts, or even 

emotions?  

Eleanor, the women’s Bible study leader, was my first contact at Trinity. Happy to have 

me around, she introduced me to other women in the church and let me sit in on a few of the 

church’s events. I interviewed ten women from the church; they were eager to answer my questions 

and talk to me about what their faith means to them. Using a grounded theory approach, I let the 

data guide my analysis and adjusted my interviews accordingly. A pattern revealed itself early on; 

the women described turning to God to deal with their emotions. In doing so, they changed how 

they thought and behaved as wives and mothers.  

Sociology and social psychology have established emotion as a social experience (Goffman 

1963; Hochschild 1979; Riis and Woodhead 2010; Scheff 2003). People continuously learn 

through interaction how to feel and how to make sense of our feelings. When feelings fall out of 

line with social expectations, explicit or implicit, one might be compelled to manage them in 

accordance with these “rules” (Hochschild, 1979). Emotion management helps people navigate 

the social world at the expense of recreating or validating these unwritten rules. In many cases, 
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and especially for the women at Trinity, feeling rules keep people in line, behaving in ways 

unchallenging to the social order.  

My interviews with ten women at Trinity demonstrate how this process unfolds. The 

women tied their emotion management to an identity they call “believer.” Being a believer meant 

serving God in every way possible, including controlling their emotions. I began this project asking 

how religion shapes people as social beings. Answering this question requires critically analyzing 

emotions and how people act on them (Fields, Copp, and Kleinman 2006). Merging bodies of 

literature on gender, emotion, and religious ideology, I argue that Trinity’s religious narrative 

offered a framework for the women to deal with their feelings regarding sexism. I outline the 

process through which emotion management occurred, centralizing shame’s role in guiding this 

process. Although Trinity’s feeling rules constrain believers’ agency, my interviewees could 

regain agency and create emotional fulfillment through this process as well. However, the process 

through which women emotionally cope with sexism while creating joy through obedience 

ultimately reproduced the same experiences they faced.  

 

INEQUALITY, EMOTION, AND IDEOLOGY 

I situate my study within literature on emotion, gender, and ideology. Doing so sheds light 

on how my interviewees navigated their religious and gender identities, speaking more broadly to 

the reproduction of inequality in daily life. Emotion is informative: our feelings tell us information 

about the world around us ⎼ our standing in it, how we relate to others, and how we view ourselves 

(Hochschild 1979, 1989; Fields, Copp, and Kleinman 2006) This “signal function” of emotion can 

be dismissed through deep-acting ⎼ convincing ourselves of alternative feelings to the point of 

actually feeling them (Hochschild 1979). We also rely on feelings to signify identities, and emotion 

is often constructed on gendered terms. Men and women undergo different emotional socialization, 
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women often do emotional labor for themselves (and others), and feel more compelled to manage 

unpleasant emotions (Hochschild 1979; Schrock and Knop 2014). Feeling rules can reinforce 

gendered emotional meanings, and adhering to them by managing one’s emotions can be a way of 

"doing" gender (Hochschild 1979; West & Zimmerman 1987) and performing identity (Stets and 

Trettevik 2014; Wolkomir 2004). For women, accommodating these feeling rules often means 

conforming to and internalizing patriarchal expectations of womanhood (Bartky 1990; Wolkomir 

2004).  

Though my interviewees experienced a range of emotions, I focus primarily on their 

accounts of shame. Shame is a moral, role-taking emotion requiring an external view of oneself 

and some sort of evaluative cultural context (Cooley, 1922; Scheff 2003; Shott 1979; Turner and 

Stets 2006). It differs from guilt in that it reflects negatively on the moral self rather than on one’s 

actions (Erikson, 1950; Turner and Stets 2006). As a demobilizing emotion, shame motivates self-

regulation and legitimizes the authority of an imposed “other” (Bartky 1990; Fields, Copp, and 

Kleinman 2006; Shott 1979). Further, shame may be experienced differently by men and women; 

women’s shame cannot be understood without considering its patriarchal context (Bartky 

1990).  Examining women’s emotion management therefore warrants consideration of how 

women internalize men’s expectations of, and reactions to, them (Bartky 1990; Lorber 1995; 

Wolkomir 2004).  

Scheff (2003:239) considers shame to be the hidden “master emotion” of social life due to 

its cruciality for social control and for relating the self to the social world. Our collective shame 

about shame, however, has limited both scholarly and general discourse about it, restricting our 

understanding of how it rules social interactions (Scheff 2003, 2014). My study makes visible 

shame’s dominance, showing how internalized social ideals help us assess our standing in 
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relationships and evaluate our moral selves. As a master emotion, shame has more implications 

for our social behavior and internal regulation than other emotions (Scheff 2003). Therefore, 

understanding a setting such as Trinity requires centralizing and making visible these interactional 

functions of shame.  

Organizational frames ⎼ such as Trinity's religious narrative ⎼ can socialize members into 

a mobilizing emotional culture, introduce meanings of shame, and construct gendered 

emotional  meanings (Benford and Snow 2000; Riis and Woodhead 2010; Robnett 2004; Schrock 

and Knop 2014). Other literature speaks to religion’s utility for emotion management, 

demonstrating how religious organizational frames can shape experiences of happiness as well as 

provide resources for identity work and emotion work (Sharp 2010; Wilkins 2008; Wolkomir 

2004). Though these studies do not necessarily center shame, they offer compelling examples of 

how religion and interactions with imagined others guide emotion management. Literature on 

religion and emotion indicates that emotional appeals made within churches are crucial for 

members to adopt religious beliefs (Corcoran and Wellman 2016; Riis and Woodhead 2010), 

however, more research is needed to understand the implications of this beyond the church 

(Corcoran and Wellman 2016; Edgell, 2017). Following the 2016 presidential election, scholars 

have paid more attention to linkages between social location and religious beliefs, however, there 

is more to be understood about religion’s emotionally-charged political translations (Edgell 2017; 

Smith 2017).  

Jackman (1994) argues that shame and a negative view of self are necessary for the 

oppressed to internalize their subordination and act in ways affirming it. Such a dynamic underlies 

patriarchal oppression, in that women often internalize a critical male gaze. For my interviewees, 

coping with gender inequality on a daily basis became an internal process of regulation and 
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emotion management. My analysis engages these perspectives of shame, tending to its 

organizational context and implications for understanding how women at Trinity navigate gender 

inequality.  

This study contributes to the literature by demonstrating how shame is crucial to emotion 

management. I offer a case of shame’s disempowering utility for the reproduction of gender 

inequality as legitimated by a religious narrative, showing not only how it maintains social control 

but also how it makes sense to those involved. Many discussions of emotion management correctly 

examine constraints on individual agency. While my data affirm this, I argue that Trinity’s learned 

emotion management processes offer other ways of regaining agency, creating a pathway to 

positive emotions. These “repressive satisfactions” still, ultimately, uphold the patriarchal 

conditions of the women’s lives (Bartky 1990:42). This case shows how women at Trinity learn 

to navigate – and ultimately reproduce – gender inequality by managing their emotions.  

 

SETTING AND METHOD 

Setting  

The setting for this study is a southeastern Protestant megachurch with approximately 

4,000 regular members. “Megachurches” are defined as congregations with upwards of 2,000 

members, and Trinity Church (a pseudonym) is recognized as such by the Hartford Institute for 

Religious Research (Hartford Institute for Religious Research, 2015). The church is located in an 

affluent city of a southeastern state with a median household income of $95,000 and a 5.92% 

poverty rate, much lower than the national poverty rate of ~12.3% (DataUSA, 2016; Semega, 

Fontenot, and Kollar, 2018). I gained access to the church through a connection with the women’s 

bible study leader, Eleanor, who then introduced me to other women at the church. After having 
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attended some of her bible study classes out of curiosity, Eleanor made efforts to get to know me 

and was enthusiastic about the idea of me interviewing her and others at the church. The interviews 

mostly took place throughout the spring and fall of 2018.  

 

Data 

The data used in this study come from two sources: ten open-ended, in-depth interviews 

with women at Trinity and eleven transcripts of the Pastor’s sermons. All ten interviewees identify 

as women, and their ages range from thirty-one to sixty-two. All are white, married mothers whose 

socioeconomic conditions place them in the middle- or upper-middle-class, and about half have 

full-time jobs outside of the home. Most identify as politically conservative, although two labeled 

themselves as “independent.” 

The sermon transcripts are documents found on the church’s website and capture word-

for-word the leading pastor’s message delivered at Sunday services (because they are online, my 

quotes from these transcripts are paraphrased to preserve anonymity). The eleven sermon 

transcripts are dated from late-2014 to mid-2015 and all are from Pastor Daniels (a pseudonym), 

although transcripts from visiting speakers and lecturers are available as well. I chose to use only 

Pastor Daniels’ transcripts because he and his teachings are mentioned frequently, with reverence, 

by my interviewees.  

 

Method 

I recorded and transcribed each of the ten interviews. For both the interview transcripts and 

sermon transcripts, I conducted open coding. I coded line-by-line to identify themes as they 

emerged. This project began with an inductive, grounded-theory approach (Charmaz 2014). 

Initially, respondents were asked general, open-ended questions regarding their faith. As analysis 
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and interviews proceeded, I adjusted my interview guide to probe an emergent theme of the women 

embodying the identity of believer by managing their emotions. I specifically asked about their 

relationships with God and that relationship’s influence on day-to-day aspects of self, motherhood 

and marriage. My data collection and analysis were dialectical, with each informing the other as I 

directed my study toward its place in the literature on emotion management and inequality 

(Charmaz 2014). I explored my site via memo writing, which led me to merge theoretical and 

analytical bodies of research on emotion, inequality, and ideology.  

 

Organizational Context 

Even within the same denomination, Protestant churches vary by practice and doctrine. 

Understanding Trinity’s specific beliefs is essential to make sense of the emotions and interpretive 

processes central to my analysis. Trinity Church embraces biblical literalism, meaning they take a 

word-for-word approach to the Bible and its implications (Stroope, Franzen, and Uecker, 2015). 

Their doctrine states, “The Bible itself is the sole and final source of all that we believe,” and they 

claim that their teachings reflect God’s binding words.  

This doctrine shapes Trinity’s organization as well. The church has clearly outlined roles 

for men and women. These roles are rooted in their interpretations of scripture and perceptions of 

what God wants. The church teaches men and women have “distinct and separate functions in the 

home and the church.” Husbands are to lead their households and hold the offices of authority in 

the church. Trinity is organized by this rule: all of the church’s leaders are men, except in services 

that are only for women. For example, Eleanor leads the women’s bible study group, but her 

leadership position is one of few accessible to women at Trinity. Women are not permitted to lead 

mixed or all-male gatherings and are limited to gatherings that serve only women or young girls.  
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Also of note is the process through which believers learn scripture. Pastor Daniels, the 

leading pastor, is known for his meticulous preaching style, often spending entire sermons 

interpreting brief biblical passages. The women interviewed spoke of Daniels in high regard, with 

many claiming that his preaching style was what drew them to join Trinity.  

 

Reflexivity 

A concern of many qualitative researchers is the truthfulness and sincerity of their 

respondents (Shipman 2014). Though my interviewees recognized how personal our conversations 

were, they also expressed a need to share this part of themselves with others, thereby fulfilling an 

evangelical duty to spread God’s word. They eagerly answered all of my questions. I sensed that 

my respondents felt a moral duty to share their faith with others that inclined them to be 

forthcoming.  

 I, too, was upfront about my religiosity. When asked, I shared that I went to church as a 

child but did not currently practice faith of any kind. The typical response to this statement was 

that everyone’s faith takes a unique journey, and several women suggested that my presence at 

Trinity was part of God’s plan. Many took their conversations with me as opportunities to gently 

proselytize, seemingly out of genuine concern for my spiritual fate. Because they shared their faith 

with me in this way, I was able to see how new members might be socialized into the group and 

what language is used to do so. This was perhaps further evidence of what the women saw as the 

most compelling of their beliefs.  

As a researcher, I tried to remain cognizant of the assumptions and values I carried while 

conducting this study. As a woman, I identified with some of their accounts of gender inequality, 

perhaps making it easier for me to empathize with certain feelings or their interpretations of them. 
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Given their distinct ideals of men and women, perhaps they felt more comfortable sharing their 

lives with me than they would have with another researcher. 

 

 

GENDER, DISRUPTIVE EMOTIONS, AND INEQUALITY 
 

Shame and Disobedience 

 

In our interviews, the women shared with me how their relationship with God shapes their 

day-to-day lives. I explored how this connection influenced their behavior, emotions, and 

perceptions of themselves. Every woman I interviewed gently rejected my use of the word 

“religion” in reference to her faith, instead explaining that it goes deeper than that and was instead 

a “relationship.” When one woman, Eleanor, saw the word “religion” on her informed consent 

form, she said the following: 

I would not call, you see, my relationship with God is not a religion. Religion is man trying 

to get up to God. And if you look at every other religion in the world – Buddhists, Muslims, 

Confucius, all those different ones – there are tons of them out there. It’s all just man trying 

to get up to God. But Christianity is God coming down to man in the person of Christ, so 

it ends up being a relationship rather than a religion.  

 

My interviews would uncover that doing right by this relationship with God often meant 

having appropriate feelings. At Trinity, emotions are assigned moral meanings and can either 

challenge or affirm one’s status as a good Christian. For both men and women, the hallmark of 

this identity is feeling unwavering joy and gratitude within one’s relationship with God. However, 

facing unequal divisions of labor and prescribed gender roles in their home lives made it hard for 

the women to have the right kind of feelings. Having negative emotional responses to these 

experiences challenged their beliefs about how to be joyful, obedient Christians in good standing 

with God. Such dilemmas caused them to manage their emotions in accordance with God’s 

expectations for them to be emotionally “obedient.”  
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In his translations of scripture, Pastor Daniels distinguishes emotions as holy or sinful 

depending on how they serve God. He condemns pride, jealousy, doubt, lust, and specific forms 

of ambition and fear. Further, these emotions are attributed to an evil, inescapable aspect of human 

nature. In one sermon, “Strangled by Worry,” he explains how feelings of concern defy God: 

Worry is an ever-ready temptation...it can slither itself around the legs of Christians and 

cause them to trip up as much as any other sin. Jesus Christ has forbidden Worry. Worry 

is the sin of distrusting the promise and providence of God, and Christians commit this sin 

more frequently than any other. Worry makes us side with the Enemy in concluding that 

God is incapable in His promises, and not worthy of our worship. 

 

Worry is equated to a lack of trust in God. People who worry do not trust that He is an all-knowing 

figure capable of orchestrating destiny, that He “has a plan.” Thus, worrying about one’s life 

circumstances is incompatible with possessing unwavering faith in God. Among other things, my 

respondents described worrying about their health, the “sinfulness” and secularization of the 

world, and whether or not their children would lead a life that follows their faith. Upon realizing 

that this anxiety does not serve God ⎼ or may even indicate distrust in Him ⎼ the women would 

remind themselves of God’s “plan,” as well as of His expectations for them.   

Similarly, being discontented with life challenges God’s authority. Encouraging his 

followers to “leave the state of discontent,” Daniels says: 

You need to understand, grumbling is more than complaining. It happens to be a 

theological problem...Grumbling is the result of a lack of obedient humility - it’s actually 

a declaration of pride against God. It comes from the self-centered idea that we are getting 

something we don’t deserve, or we’re not getting something we do deserve. 

 

The pastor marks emotional and moral meanings in each of the eleven sermons. Daniels condemns 

emotions in defiance of God: worry challenges His control, pride challenges his credit, and 

discontent challenges the larger purpose he has for everyone. The information in Daniels’ sermons 

reflected Trinity’s general organizational discourse: members are socialized into a mindset through 
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which they can do this emotional boundary work themselves. As Jackman (1994) argues, there is 

strength in flexibility: broad moral principles create room for individuals to apply them when 

needed. This includes teaching believers to distrust their emotions and identify when feelings 

impede their relationship with God. Eleanor, the women’s bible study leader, explained to me in 

our interview why we “don’t talk feelings”:  

You know what, we don’t go by- as a Christian, you don’t go by your feelings. Because, 

your feelings change, I mean especially as women. My feelings go up and they go down, I 

mean even toward my husband…  

 

She later reiterates this: 

 

Yeah, feelings, well, we have to be careful, especially as women, that our feelings don’t 

carry us away. Because we can have feelings for something, but it may not be a good 

thing. And so, if we depend on those feelings, we’ll be led astray. So we have to be 

careful that our feelings don’t control us. That what’s motivating us to do what we do is 

not our feelings, but our faith, which counts as our trust, and our trust is in what, in this 

book? This book, that’s what it says. So if I’m doing that, then I’m not so concerned 

about my feelings.  

Having learned that certain emotions can threaten their relationship with God, they often evaluated 

their feelings accordingly. This included invoking scripts for assessing their status as a believer. 

When explaining to me what it means to be Christian, every respondent said some variation of the 

following:  

 

Am I representing Christ in my daily life? 

 Am I glorifying God in everything I do? 

 I wake up and say, How can I glorify the Lord today? 

 I just want to serve Him, so every morning I ask how I can best do that.  

 

Generally, they learn to turn their attention away from themselves and toward God. This included 

identifying which feelings are self-centered, or “disobedient”, then adjusting accordingly. 

Eleanor’s earlier quote indicated that she sees the emotionality associated with femininity as a 

threat to her standing with God. She is not the only one who directly problematized emotion. 

Another woman, Elizabeth, described being distrustful of her emotions, using an example from 

her job as a florist:  
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A: What did you mean when you said your emotions get in the way of things? 

 

E: You know, there’s temptations all the time. It’s all around, so you can’t trust your emotions 

at all. You really can’t. You can’t trust your emotions and that’s why we have God’s word, 

because He’s constant. There’s no relative part to Him. It’s like “well, if you feel that way 

then do this, if you feel this way then do that.” There’s none of that. It’s just constant.  

 

A: Have you made that mistake before, of trusting your emotions? 

 

E: Oh, yeah. Well, there’s the disobedience part. Gosh, there are so many times when I mess 

up. I’ll try to think of an example. Um, so, I’ll catch myself, say, with the flowers, I’ll take 

pride in them. I’ll be proud because it’s what I did, and people will say things like “Oh 

they’re so beautiful, you’re so good at growing them,” and I’ll say “Oh, thank you!” But 

that’s all about me, me, me, trying to make me look good. And that’s disobedient. It’s really 

God’s creation and his gift that He’s given me to do that, so it’s all about Him. So that is 

a tempting thing because it makes you feel good when people say things like that. You want 

to say, “Oh yeah, that was me.” But when I do that, I know on the inside that there was an 

opportunity and I blew it. 

 

Taking pride in something she created causes Elizabeth to feel shame, prompting her to remind 

herself that the flowers are God’s creation, not hers. It is possible that part of this guilt stems from 

an internalized, gendered tendency to deny women credit. Having felt a brief moment of pride in 

her work, Elizabeth now feels that she blew an opportunity to be an example of a humble believer.  

Generally, the other interviews supported Elizabeth and Eleanor’s suggestions that giving 

credibility to their emotions is problematic. This has an especially gendered component, too. Many 

women said they had learned to distrust their own emotions over time, viewing strong emotions 

as a problematic part of femininity. While emotion itself already threatens one’s faith, this threat 

is exacerbated by what these women perceive as a feminine tendency to have feelings run amok. 

Distrusting their feelings undermined the “signal function,” problematizing emotions rather than 

the circumstances that gave rise to them. If one is truly faithful to God, it becomes wrong to have 

specific feelings regardless of why they arise. Further, having learned to evaluate themselves and 

their behaviors through the lens of an imagined other, they recognize these emotions as threats to 

their relationship with God.  
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 My interviews highlight other instances where women minimize their emotions regarding 

gendered experiences. When feelings of frustration or dissatisfaction occur due to things like 

unequal divisions of labor or prescribed gender roles, these women understand it to be a reflection 

of their moral selves rather than a result of being women in a patriarchal society. Several women 

reflected on issues within their marriages, perceiving imbalanced domestic work through the lens 

of their faith’s moral framework. Continuing her earlier explanation of the importance of 

distrusting emotion, Eleanor said: 

So, if I’m thinking things like, “I’m so put out with you, honey, because you didn’t take the 

trash out last night,” you know, silly, dumb things like that. The more I think on that, the 

more I think on it, the more I get upset! And I’m ready to just say. “Come on honey you 

need to take the trash out at night!”  which is really not very nice. So, I have to be careful 

what I’m thinking, because that leads to my emotions, and it also leads to my behavior. 

 

  My feelings go up and they go down, I mean even toward my husband. Some days I think 

he’s just the best thing I’ve ever seen and some days I’m put out with him because of 

something he’s done. So, you know, if I had depended on my feelings, we would’ve gotten 

divorced a long time ago. But I’m not depending on my feelings, I’m depending on my 

will… 

 

Though she minimizes her frustration by calling it silly, she recognizes that, if unrestrained, this 

feeling could cause tension were she to voice it. Similarly, Melissa attributes marital tension to the 

fact that she is a “nagging wife”:  

It’s like saying, “What do I want? How do I feel? That’s gonna make me feel good, how 

do I make myself feel good?” And when I do that, I can just fall into sinful patterns. You 

know, like complai- like being a nagging wife, because I’m not satisfied, you know, that my 

husband’s not cleaning up his stuff – his laptop on the floor! [points to a laptop on the 

floor] – even though I really don’t mind that, you know, things like that.  

 

So, like, my normal sinful self wants to be like “Make your bed, I can’t stand looking at 

your dirty underwear on the floor” and all these things and I think, “is that going to keep 

harmony in my marriage?” No. And who cares? Which, that’s not a big deal, but when you 

have an unmade bed for six months at a time, sometimes it bothers me! [laughs] I like a 

clean home – well not clean, but a straightened home. So I get to the point where I’m just 

like, I’m able to, and I really think this is god helping me because in the old time, I’ve been 

married almost thirty years, and in the early days, it was a lot of me just telling him, you 

know, “put that away, clean up!” like he was a kid. I would treat him like a little kid! 
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Because I like things a certain way...as time went on, I grew in my faith and realized I need 

to be glorifying God and having harmony in my marriage. That’s really important ⎼ 

especially these days with a fifty-percent divorce rate. I want my girls to see a harmonious 

marriage, too. 

 

Melissa blames herself; she believes her frustration results from her desire to keep things tidy 

rather than from her husband’s lack of effort. The burden of maintaining marital harmony thus 

falls on her ability to eliminate with this feeling. She attributes her resentment to her “normal sinful 

self” and feels shame over giving in to this self by feeling frustrated.  Further, complaining about 

this imbalance means she is not glorifying God or embodying a moral self worthy of salvation. 

Constructing a virtuous self, as Christian women, requires her to keep quiet about the gendered 

division of household labor by problematizing her response to it.  

Here, feeling shame is acceptable in comparison to other emotions because it does not 

challenge believers’ ability to adhere to Trinity’s feeling rules. In fact, it means they are doing 

right by their relationship with God. By blaming their feelings on their human selves, the women 

are thus given a way to make sense of their emotions in an unthreatening way. Once they 

recognized these negative emotions as sources of shame, Melissa and Eleanor could then manage 

and transform them into “obedient” emotions. They turned to God’s expectations of wives to 

mitigate the frustration stemming from their husbands’ dismissal of housework. Specifically, they 

recognized that these feelings threaten their marital harmony, which ultimately threatens their 

relationship with God. 

My respondents’ view of themselves as godly women was not limited to being good wives; 

they also had to “glorify God” as mothers. Motherhood, too, presented emotional dilemmas that 

were seen through a religious lens. For instance, Suzanne, who had had twins and triplets, had 

once felt apprehensive about being a mother: 
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I mean, I never thought I’d – I do mundane things that stay-at-home moms do – laundry 

and dishes and cooking. That was definitely not in my plan. I pictured myself as an 

executive putting on a suit and going to work. So I never thought I’d enjoy just being at 

home, a stay-at-home mom, doing those things. And being with my children, being there to 

share with them, to experience life with them, you know, it’s challenging. I have five kids 

– I had twins and then I had triplets. So that was definitely a challenge especially when 

they were little. But it’s, there’s no depression. I used to feel, not severe depression, but 

there were just times when I’d go through the day and think “Well, maybe I’ll feel better 

tomorrow.” I felt like my emotions were subject to my experiences in my life, and now I 

can find peace and joy through the trials of life. Which is amazing, I never experienced 

that before. So that’s really nice, just knowing I have this connection [with God]. I guess 

it’s really a relationship – that’s what Eleanor says, too. The most important relationship 

we can have. 

 

Fulfilling the traditional ideal of motherhood, particularly being a stay-at-home mom and forgoing 

career opportunities, was once unappealing to her, although she now finds joy in it. Prior to having 

a relationship with God, when she had only twins, Suzanne struggled emotionally with aspects of 

motherhood and being a stay-at-home mom. For her, finding and investing in this connection 

offered ways of alleviating these tensions.  

The mothers I interviewed also felt compelled to be spiritual role models for their children.. 

They voiced concerns over their children’s spiritual growth, feeling that they must lead by 

example. Suzanne described this: 

You know, in particular, as a mom – especially a homeschool mom – you’re with your kids 

all the time. And so they observe you every single moment. They see the expression on your 

face, which, sometimes speaks more powerfully than your words. And they’re looking to 

me to be a model to them. That’s a huge responsibility. And so I do feel like I fall short 

because I know I’m not perfect. That nobody is perfect. And I just hope and pray that God 

would use me to be, and mold me to be a godly woman, to help my kids as they grow and 

mature into adults. But, they also see how I react when I do sin. That I humble myself and 

apologize.  

 

By humbling herself and apologizing for having sinned, Suzanne is demonstrating for her children 

how to react to disobedience. Not only does their religious framework help them cope with 

imbalanced housework, it also legitimates inequality in childbearing responsibilities and reaffirms 
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a larger societal trend in which mothers’ actions sit under intense scrutiny. Meredith similarly 

described criticizing her own actions as a mother: 

And I just wanted to make sure that I was modeling for them really good behavior. I stopped 

listening to secular music and only listened to Christian music. There’s this station called 

k-love that is all Christian music. So I started listening to that when we were all in the car. 

Especially since one day when my daughter, she was probably eighteen months or so, just 

learning how to talk ⎼ and she started saying “I’m a bad bad girl.” [her tone and facial 

expression indicated the lyrics had sexual connotations] Or something like that. And I was 

like “Whoa!” And it hit me ⎼ no more of that! [laughs] And then I went back to teaching 

and I taught in my church’s preschool. So I was actually able to teach based on biblical 

principles and pray and things like that whereas in secular school you can’t do anything 

like that.  

 

Her daughter’s repetition of seemingly sexualized lyrics caused Meredith to re-evaluate her own 

actions and adjust accordingly. As a mother, she sees her daughter’s actions as a reflection of 

whether or not she is embodying God’s expectations of her.  

Not only are these women faced with keeping their own thoughts and emotions in line with 

Trinity’s feeling rules, they view themselves as being responsible for men’s feelings as well. This 

was apparent in Eleanor’s and Melissa’s statements about not making their husbands feel bad, or 

like “a little kid,” when it comes to housework. Further, these women are faced with the burden of 

being responsible for men’s “sinful thoughts,” especially when it comes to feelings of attraction. 

Suzanne described the following experience:  

I mean, my girls, we talked about modesty, for example; covering ourselves up. And we 

talked about how it’s important to God. We talked about it, especially as the girls got older, 

and we went away on our purity weekends to talk about what marriage looks like; the birds 

and the bees, that sort of thing. And we talked about when we dress provocatively, that 

guys are wired to look at that, and be attracted to that, and start to think things that they 

ought not to think about. Right? And I said, so when we dress modestly, we’re protecting 

them from thinking sinful thoughts. We’re protecting their future marriage as well as ours. 

I used the example with my twins, I said, “Can you imagine if I went out with your dad to 

a restaurant and I wore a really skimpy outfit, and the men in the restaurant were all 

staring at me. What do you think about that – about dad?” And they said, “Oh, my 

goodness, I would be broken-hearted.” So I asked why, and they said, “Because you belong 

to him,” and I said that’s right. I said “So, how I look is for him only.” And if you read 
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through the book of Genesis, it talks about how God made man and one woman to be 

together, in a marriage relationship, and we’re to protect that. 

 

Again, being a “good” believer meant having the right kind of thoughts and feelings. In 

saying that her presentation as a woman could lead men to have the wrong thoughts, Suzanne 

indicated that she’s learned to take responsibility for men’s feelings of attraction and that her 

daughters should do the same. While she may have felt anxiety or discomfort regarding women’s 

hypersexualization, Suzanne instead felt shame – or at least recognized the potential to feel it – in 

response to immodesty. Viewing modesty as a way to “protect” marriage was a way of reminding 

herself of God’s expectations for believers. Therefore, learning to respond to immodesty with 

shame, actual or anticipated, could be a way of meeting those expectations. She also described 

consistently guarding herself and her children from sexualized media messages: 

My kids all kind of live in a bubble, and they don’t really have to deal with the real world. 

So when we go out and we see people that are dressed immodestly, you know, later we will 

talk about that and we’ll say “What did you think about that? Was that appropriate?” 

 

…but even going to the grocery store, it’s all over the magazines. And so, I’m kind of the 

doofy mom that grabs the Cooking Light magazines and I cover them up! Sometimes I get 

some awkward stares and I just smile, and I have conversations with my kids, too. I told 

them, I said, “It’s our responsibility to protect our eyes. And why is that important? 

Because we want to protect your thought life.” 

 

Going to the mall posed another situation in which she needed to remain on guard: 

If you go to Payless Shoe Store, which is where we like to buy frugal shoes, right across 

the way is Victoria’s Secret. And, you know, very provocative pictures of gorgeous women. 

I told my kids, I said, “You need to hide your eyes. That’s something you’ll have to do as 

an adult, I will not be able to hide your eyes for you.”  

 

Being vigilant in identifying and interpreting sexualized depictions of women for her children 

indicates that Suzanne was regularly on guard. This may have been a source of anxiety, along with 

what appears to be general discomfort about men’s objectification of women, which she viewed 

women as responsible for. However, she instead recognized feeling shame and relayed this same 
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message to her daughters. It appears that feeling shame – or avoiding it altogether by being modest 

– helped Suzanne make sense of what seemed to be worry or concern. Any seemingly immodest 

presentation of self invokes feelings of shame or guilt, and thus their bodies must be regulated to 

manage their own feelings and those of others. As mothers, both Suzanne and Meredith found that 

confronting women’s hypersexualization meant managing their children’s responses as well as 

their own. In these instances, they relied on God’s expectations for them and learned to feel shame 

whenever their actions or emotions might have been disobedient.  

 Generally, my interviewees felt troubling emotions about aspects of marriage and 

motherhood. Since moral selves are constructed on emotional terms, the women are required to 

police their own emotions. They know to avoid feeling pride, anger, and worry as well as to feel 

shame when experiencing such emotions, and their relationship with God guides them in doing so. 

Managing their emotions solidified that relationship.  

Feeling shame is not incidental to, but an essential part of, their emotion management 

process. Shame must be felt, occasionally, by truly good Christians because everyone is vulnerable 

to sin. What matters, in the end, is confessing to this sinfulness and recognizing it as something to 

be addressed. Shame then lets them manage the unmanageable: they cannot undo the patriarchal 

conditions that give rise to their “disobedient” emotions, but they can manage them by being 

ashamed of having them in the first place.  

The women’s accounts indicate that shame is not only a mechanism of ideological control, 

but also a tool the oppressed use to navigate it. They rarely feel shame first ⎼ they might feel 

frustration, pride, fear, anger, or anything else deemed sinful before realizing these feelings are 

inappropriate ⎼ and then they feel shame. Shame is therefore not an emotion to be managed, but a 

tool for managing other emotions. Feeling shame is the crucial step for believers to turn to God 
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and manage otherwise unmanageable emotions through “obedience,” while helping them cope 

with emotional tensions posed by aspects of gender inequality in their home lives.  

 

Obedience and Joy 

 

The women’s statements show that they have learned to correct disobedience by feeling 

shame. Feeling shame offered an emotional incentive to behave in ways better-serving God. 

Alongside learning to feel shame when disobedient, the women also learned to “do” faith – and 

feel joy – by being obedient. 

I quickly learned that the idea of “obedience” had significant meaning for these women; 

most brought it up on their own, and others became noticeably enthusiastic when I mentioned it 

first. The women often referenced obedience in coded language. For example, many discussed the 

importance of “trusting in” or “relying on” God, which meant not taking matters into one’s own 

hands, denying one’s wants, desires, or sense of self-direction, and instead embracing the belief 

that God is in control. Doing so qualifies as obedience, as does feeling shame over slipping up. 

Eleanor, who led the women’s bible study, told me what she tells the other women in her class: 

You see, if we think we can do it, we don’t need God! And that’s not right, because we do 

need God. We need Him for our strength, and if we have strength on our own, well, that’s 

when we get into trouble. When we rely on ourselves instead of God, that’s when bad things 

happen. We can’t rely on ourselves because there’s no strength in our self. You see, the 

weaker we are, the stronger God is.  

 

Eleanor viewed self-reliance as being inherently defiant of God. Turning to herself for 

strength can lead to trouble, and she learned to feel guilty for doing so. She then likened obedience 

to God with obedience to parents:  

Just like your parents discipline you to encourage you to do the right thing, so often times 

God will send little signals of discipline into our lives to help us, motivate us to do what’s 

right. Also, my fellowship, my intimacy with God, is cut off in my disobedience… [they are] 

always still your parents. But, you may not be close with them if you decide to do something 

that isn’t what [they] think you should do. It’s the same way with God. The way you develop 
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is how you grow, how much you’re willing to surrender and submit to Him. Because 

otherwise you just get stuck in your spiritual life. You’re not really growing 

anymore…because you got stuck back there in this area of disobedience. And that’s why 

obedience is so important. 

 

Being obedient is crucial for believers like Eleanor to be in good standing with God. She then 

described how this offered ways of investing in this connection: 

A: When in your life have you felt closest to God? 

 

E: Okay, so when I am getting my mind set on things above, as the bible says. And when I’m 

focusing on all this that I know to be true. Just submitting and surrendering; that’s when I 

feel closest.  

 

A: When you’re obedient? 

 

E: Yes, when I’m obedient. Thank you, I needed help on that, but that’s the best way to put it. 

So yeah, if I’m struggling with something, which I am now, there’s some turmoil going on 

because I’m struggling between my way and God’s way.  

 

She went on to say that following “her way” leads her off track, off God’s path. I continued to 

probe this: 

A:  Can you talk more about why being obedient makes you feel closer to God? I want to make 

sure I’m understanding you.  

 

E:  Okay, well it makes me feel good because I know God is pleased. So, see, when I am walking 

by faith and trusting him, in obedience, then there’s blessing and enjoyment that I have 

with God! I feel his pleasure. I see this sense of pleasure, it’s not really, it’s not like we go 

by our feelings, because of what I just said, but I just sense that He’s with me, that he’s 

pleased, that I’m pleased- that I’m pleasing Him, that there’s that intimacy. But it’s when 

I choose to go my own way, which we struggle with!  

 

Choosing her “own way,” for Eleanor, often meant getting caught up in emotional 

reactions, as demonstrated in the previous section. When she replaced frustration toward her 

husband with shame for having that feeling, she was enacting obedience. For her, and for others, 

obedience entailed a denial of self and prioritization of God. This could then be translated into a 

joyful intimacy with Him.  
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My respondents could not entirely avoid what they defined as sinful emotions, so they 

needed a way to atone for their wrong feelings. Here again they relied on their relationship with 

God to manage feelings of shame and guilt. After casually mentioning a need to “control” her 

thoughts, I asked an interviewee to elaborate:  

A: I’d like to hear more about what you said in regard to controlling your thoughts, about 

thinking the right things. How do you keep yourself on track? 

 

E: The Holy Spirit comes in. And we don’t have audible voices, but it’s like a conscience 

that you have that people without that faith may not have. And so, when I get that little 

feeling, you know, like God’s gonna say, “Was that feeling appropriate? Was that an 

appropriate thing to say or do?” Or whatever. So that’s what helps me stay on track – 

and do I screw up? Absolutely. On a regular basis I go to God and I’ll tell Him! 

Sometimes I’ll do something and immediately, I’ll tell Him immediately and say “I’m so 

sorry that I just did that. Please forgive me.” And then I know it’s gone. There’s no guilt 

– I don’t have to worry about it.  

 

Turning to God and confessing to having inappropriate feelings helped the women deal with 

unwanted emotions. The shame that arose in response to feeling frustration, pride, or worry could 

be alleviated by turning to God. Doing this also created room to replace these emotions with 

feelings of love and fulfillment. Eleanor spoke of the emotional and psychological rewards 

provided by this connection with God: 

It’s able to transform me and renew me and help me start thinking right. So then I’ll have 

that peace, I’ll have joy. The bible says I have joy, and I do have joy when I am trusting 

Him. If I’m over here worried and fearful about something, I don’t have any joy. I don’t 

have any peace. I am upset, and it shows.  

 

The bible says we will grow in how much He loves me, how much He cares for me, and my 

knowledge will motivate my love for Him. And that’s going to fill my desire to please Him 

and my desire to be obedient to Him. That’s all going to bring great blessing in my life.  

 

The peace and love offered by her relationship with God motivates Eleanor to continue being 

obedient. By doing faith via obedience, the women turned negative feelings into positive ones.  

The women knew to do so by managing their thoughts, feelings, and actions in ways that served 

God.  This exchange of obedience for forgiveness, however, furthered their dependency on God.  
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Suzanne told me how her relationship with God helped her find contentment in embodying 

traditional roles for women. Turning to her relationship with God helped her generate the feelings 

necessary to accept a conventionality she once rejected: 

My life has changed dramatically. I used to struggle with joy in my life. I would say I 

experienced temporary joy through friendships or relationships or music, but it was all 

temporary. It felt a little bit like a rollercoaster of emotion sometimes – through life – and 

even once my twins were born…  

 

…I found myself not experiencing the peace and joy and contentment that I thought being 

a mom would bring. I prayed to God, I actually prayed that I wanted to know Him. I asked. 

And that’s when He started to reveal Himself to me. It’s waking up in the morning and 

knowing you have a purpose. And enjoying what you’re doing... 
 

…I felt like my emotions were subject to my experiences in my life, and now I can find 

peace and joy through the trials of life. Which is amazing, I never experienced that before. 

So that’s really nice, just knowing I have this connection. I guess it’s really a relationship 

– that’s what Eleanor says, too. The most important relationship we can have. 

 

This is one way of doing obedience; by committing herself to obedience to God, Suzanne finds 

the love and protection promised to believers.  

By accepting subordination within marriage, the women achieved a form of marital 

harmony. Earlier I quoted Melissa as feeling guilty about making her husband feel like “a little 

kid” when reminding him to do housework. Realizing the tension this created in her marriage, she 

reminded herself that her husband should not feel this way: 

But, I need to not do that [nag] because it’s not helpful and doesn’t lift my husband up, it 

just pushes him down. So I feel like God is telling me “You need to not do that.” When I 

stopped saying things like that and making those things important, and making harmony 

more important, then yeah. For me, it’s been a religious experience. 

 

And, for Melissa, this strategy worked: 

He [her husband] would probably say, in reference to me no longer getting on him about 

everything, he would say, “It makes me want to be around you more.” And he actually has 

said that to me recently. I can’t remember the conversation, but he said it makes him want 

to be around me more, because he knows I’m not gonna rag on him about every little thing 

he leaves out, or doesn’t put away, or doesn’t fix, or whatever. That, you know, I’m more 

pleasing to be around. Which obviously makes him more happy, you know? He’s happier 
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with me if I’m not on his case. Same thing as a nagging wife, you know? A wife that’s 

always doing that. Who wants to be around that? Nobody does. 

 

Not only did she make her husband feel better by not nagging, she made herself nicer to be around. 

But she also delegitimated her feelings of frustration over imbalanced domestic work. By turning 

to God, she helped her husband feel less belittled, and perhaps felt better about the situation herself. 

Still, the inequality at the root of the problem remained unchanged. Melissa performed obedience 

by managing an emotion she saw as problematic to her relationships with both her husband and 

with God.  

A relationship with God helped the women deal with difficult emotions they experienced 

going through life as Christian women. As the women saw it, this relationship was the only means 

to being a moral person capable of finding peace. After asking me about my research and whether 

or not I had considered studying other faiths, one woman said: 

This could be interesting – the idea of interviewing someone that is an atheist! Because, 

especially if you’re thinking about how people find peace, whether it’s through their faith 

or what...do atheists have peace? How do they even have peace, first of all? Because 

there’s so much turmoil in the world, you know? We’re inherently sinful and drawn to do 

sinful things, like, how is there peace in any of that. We can have peace because we know 

that even if we sin, we can repent, turn away from our sin, and God forgives us. It is this 

sense of just – you were dirty, and now you’re clean. There’s a peace in that. An atheist, 

they’re always dirty. They have no way of being forgiven, or their sins are not forgotten in 

their mind, because it’s always there. But to us, God throws our sins in the ocean and it 

goes to the bottom of the sea, never to be seen again. And there’s just a peace in that.  

 

She referred to how her relationship with God helped her make sense of feelings of guilt and 

shame, and had trouble imagining a way of alleviating these feelings without turning to Him. My 

interviewees’ statements show that unwanted, potentially disruptive feelings were perceived as 

arising out of inherent human sinfulness. Those negative feelings could then be alleviated by being 

close to God.  
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Though their ideological framework offers ways of creating joy in the face of emotional 

distress, it also limits how they cope with gender inequality and general feelings of dissatisfaction. 

Since their religious doctrine associates dissatisfaction with disobedience, their course of action is 

limited if they are to remain in good standing with God. By challenging the gender inequality that 

they face, they would be calling into question their moral status as believers. Thus, they must cope 

with these emotional struggles within a moral framework that still allows them to be good 

Christians. The women have learned to find joy in obedience. In pleasing God, they are also 

affirming the values that sustain her moral identity as a good Christian. Many of their interview 

statements mimic Pastor Daniels’ instructions (quoted in the previous section) for being “good” 

believers.  

Church doctrine holds that men and women have distinct roles that justify women’s 

subordination to men. Under what it calls “Moral Issues,” the church puts forth the following 

statement on “Gender and Family Relations”: 

We believe that men and women are spiritually equal in position before God but that God 

has ordained distinct and separate functions for men and women in the home and the 

church. The husband is the head of his household, serving as a shepherd/leader in the 

home. Likewise, men are to hold the offices of authority in the church. Accordingly, only 

men are eligible for licensure and ordination by the church and qualified to exercise their 

authority by leading mixed adult worship services and adult Christian education classes. 

(Galatians 3:28; Colossians 3:18; 1 Timothy 2:8–15; 3:4–5, 12) 

 

The husband is to love his wife as Christ loves the Church. The wife is to submit herself to 

the scriptural leadership of her husband as the Church submits to the headship of Christ. 

Children are a heritage from the Lord, and parents are responsible to oversee their 

children’s spiritual and moral instruction, which includes a consistent lifestyle example 

and appropriate discipline, including scriptural corporal correction. (Genesis 1:26–28; 

Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 6:4–9; Psalms 127:3–5; Proverbs 19:18; 22:15; 23:13–14; 

Mark. 10:6–12; 1 Corinthians 7:1–16; Ephesians 5:21–33; 6:1–4, Colossians 3:18–21; 

Hebrews 13:4; 1 Peter 3:1–7) 

 

Women, in this view, are likened to “followers” of their husbands, weakening the validity of their 

frustrations in the face of marital tensions and generally subordinating their needs to those of men. 
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Complaining about gender inequality would thus challenge God’s roles for believers. For them, 

turning to God is a realistic way to cope with gender inequality. This solution, however, solves 

some problems while preserving the inequalities that cause emotional strain in the first place.  

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  

My participants' relationship with God motivated them to police their own emotions. 

Facing sexism gave rise to feelings that threatened both this relationship and their status as faithful 

believers. Instead of connecting these feelings to their patriarchal roots, the women learned to view 

them as evidence of an inherently sinful self. Within Trinity’s religious narrative, this negative 

self-conception is an ever-present source of shame that could be invoked situationally. Invoking 

this view of self allowed the women to deal with unwanted emotions in a way that did not threaten 

their believer identity. By being emotionally obedient ⎼ knowing when to feel shame or when to 

ignore feelings altogether ⎼ the women managed negative feelings while generating emotional 

fulfillment from this investment. In doing so, their attention was turned away from issues of gender 

inequality and toward learning to distrust their own feelings in order to better serve God.   

This study corroborates existing literature connecting religious faith to gendered emotion 

management. Previous research shows how, in the face of major life experiences, such as abuse or 

divorce, women invest in their faith to emotionally cope with gender inequality and navigate 

identity (Sharpe 2010; Wolkomir 2004). Similar to how the women at Trinity invested in their 

relationships with God to reaffirm their status as good Christian women, Wolkomir’s interviewees 

turned to God to redefine and perform feminine identities (Wolkomir 2004). In both cases, the first 

step toward doing so was to remind themselves of God’s expectations for them.  The women in 

Sharpe’s (2010) study also viewed their dangerous circumstances through God’s lens, finding 



26 
 

strength in the idea that He would watch over them and had a “plan.” Again, viewing oneself, or 

one’s circumstances, through the eyes of an imagined other drove emotion management, 

paralleling my participants’ accounts of obedience, disobedience, and serving God.  

Other scholars note that viewing oneself through the lens of an internalized “Other” is 

conducive to maintaining oppressive dynamics (Bartky 1990; Fields, Copp, and Kleinnman 2006; 

Shott 1979; Wolkomir 2004). Having learned to view and evaluate themselves from the standpoint 

of an oppressive other (one designed to obscure their own interests), my interviewees could ignore 

their emotions’ signal functions. Affirming Scheff’s (2003) assertion that shame invisibly rules 

social life,  my interviewees’ accounts demonstrate how they continually evaluate themselves 

against internalized social ideals. In doing so, they can manage their expression of all other 

emotions, and therefore, their social behavior (Scheff 2003, 2014).  

It is possible that the emotions the women manage have signal functions regarding their 

relation to the world (Hochschild 1979). When my interviewees had feelings potentially reflective 

of subordination, they viewed them as evidence of sinfulness rather than of disempowerment, then 

dismissed them altogether. This practice of deep acting eventually changed their emotional states, 

alleviating negative feelings while generating positive ones. In doing so, they could emotionally 

cope with depleted “economies of gratitude” in their marriage and home life, where they face 

demands for disproportionate domestic and emotional labor (Hochschild 1989a, 1989b; Fields, 

Copp, and Kleinman 2006).  

For my interviewees, being “obedient” through shame was a short-term solution to the 

emotional dilemmas posed by being Christian women. Ultimately, their emotion management 

processes did little to challenge sexism in their daily lives. Replacing anger, pride, or anxiety with 

shame turned their attention inward toward their own supposed shortcomings rather than their 
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disempowerment as women. Further, they learned not to behave in ways giving rise to the emotions 

they viewed as a threat to their faith. In these ways, knowing when to feel shame became a complex 

practice of social inequality. On the one hand, doing so alleviated negative feelings in response to 

inequality and offered a path toward investing in joy. On the other hand, the women become 

complicit in maintaining an oppressive social dynamic. Shame, then, became a learned practice of 

social inequality the women used to navigate social life. Scheff (2014:138) and Lewis (1971) 

propose that shame induces “silence or violence”; for my interviewees, embracing the practice of 

shame promoted their silence about gender inequality. 

That the women have adopted this practice is not to say that they are responsible for the 

sexist conditions they face. Rather, my analysis attests to how dominant ideologies alienate 

members from their own emotions to the degree that they become practitioners of moral social 

control (Calhoun 2004; Scheff 2003). As Calhoun (2004) argues, it is not the burden of the 

subordinated to reject moral criticisms of themselves as induced by these dominant ideologies. 

Hochschild states that feeling rules operate wherever one feels compelled to evaluate their 

emotional state (1979). My interviewees’ descriptions of managing emotion daily, in almost every 

situation, demonstrate the degree of this alienation as they must constantly accommodate these 

feeling rules. The women’s accounts further affirm shame’s role as a “master emotion,” signifying 

its necessity for regulating social life and maintaining the social order (Scheff 2003:239). 

       This study speaks to emotions' utility for ideological social control. My interviewees' accounts 

demonstrate how they learn to feel love and joy through managing their emotions to better serve 

God. These positive feelings in return for feeling shame further legitimize their dependency and 

commitment to God. Their religious narrative also affirms their inferiority to God, reminding them 

that they are nothing without Him. In this way, coercive love and dependency speak to the depth 
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of ideological social control present at Trinity. As Jackman (1994) argues, power runs deepest 

where relations of love, rather than hostility, persist. A patriarchal society in which men and 

women live in close proximity is therefore more conducive to using emotional control rather than 

other forms of power (Jackman 1994; hooks 1989). My study examines a case of coercive love as 

power, attesting to the emotional investments and rewards that motivate self-regulative social 

control. That the women exercise this social control upon themselves is crucial to maintaining 

inequality, as it relieves men of that burden, allowing intergroup affection to mask inequality. My 

study reveals this process, highlighting the role of shame and its exchange for emotional fulfillment 

in the face of inequality.  
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