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Scholarly interest in fatherhood emerged in the 1970s and 1980s, then grew quickly in the 1990s.1  Social history of all stripes has been examined more thoroughly over the past twenty years and even so, the subject of fatherhood lags behind its analogous subjects.  It is possible to write a history , but not the history of fatherhood, as there are many histories of fatherhood with regional and ethnic variations that are ignored in attempts to paint social history with too broad a brush.2  That being the case, it is useful to study the major trends and changes in the history of fatherhood in order to discern how the institution continues to change and evolve to the present day.  


  We will examine the broad themes in the social history of fatherhood in the United States, at the expense of class and ethnic differences.    We will focus on the twentieth century, with context provided for the modes of fathering that dominated prior to 1900.  We will follow the dominant modes of fathering, with the understanding that as one mode of fathering fades to yield to the next phase, there is a fluid and sustained transition.  These transitions are not clear cut and are less than obvious to the actors upon the stage of the present.  Rather, it is with hindsight and historical study that one is able to view the broad themes of twentieth century fatherhood in the United States.


We know that variability exists in all times, and that the current dominant mode of fathering always shares cultural space with other competing models.3  In the words of sociologist Ralph LaRossa, "Whether we are talking about this social transformation or any other, the end of one stage always blends with the beginning of another, and different segments of society undergo transitions at different moments and at different speeds."4


Professional historians have used several terms to describe the dominant modes of fathering and while there is some variation in the terms used, there is wide agreement that much of the twentieth century was dominated by a fatherhood that emerged in the years between world wars.  The "companionate family" model is the term used in Domestic Revolutions: A Social History of American Family Life, written by wife and husband team Susan Kellogg, an anthropologist, and Steven Mintz, a historian.  The concept of the companionate family was developed and disseminated by social experts such as psychologists, professors, and social workers.  Emerging in the 1920s and finding its widest implementation in the 1950s, this form prescribed affection over patriarchal dominance and urged spouses and parents alike to act as pals rather than stern authority figures.5


Alternately, historian Robert L. Griswold, author of Fatherhood in America: A History, has written of a new fatherhood that emerged in the 1920s middle class and continues (in Griswold's view) in its second more egalitarian phase.  The new fatherhood to which Griswold ascribes dominance from 1920 to his writing in 1993 is in the contemporary viewpoint of 2009 unsatisfactory.  It is unsatisfactory because the most dramatic schism in the history of fatherhood in the United States is the most recent: the muted character of parenting gender roles.  This gender muted fathering is indeed a natural enough evolution from the previous paradigm of the new fatherhood, but the wane of the doctrine of separate spheres (wherein males dominate the public sphere and females the private) sets it apart as its own  mode of fathering.  


The gender muted fathering  practiced by many men of the late twentieth century does not fit the framework of the new fatherhood.  The fatherhood practiced both by mainstream middle class fathers and social outliers pushing the boundaries should not properly be lumped in as a mere second phase of the gender restrictive 1920s middle class view of fathers as biological donors, breadwinners, and sex role identification models.  Much as more traditional patriarchal modes of fathering co-existed alongside the companionate model of a breadwinner father who also played with his children, the companionate yet gender role restrictive new fatherhood currently co-exists with the ascendant rubric of gender muted fathering.


The dominant mode of fathering as a “new” or companionate father who was nonetheless greatly constrained by gender role waxed in the 1920s, waned a bit through the economic disruptions of the Great Depression, was interrupted by conscription during World War II, then waxed and shone as bright as any moon through the middle years of the twentieth century.  As the new fatherhood (or companionate model of fathering to be more descriptive) receded in the 1960s and 1970s, a new mode of fathering was rising on the tidal wave of second wave feminism.  The second wave feminists demanded not just rights, but liberation.6  They wanted to be full human beings, unlimited by the traditional gender roles and stereotypes that have bound us throughout recorded Western history.  The feminists could only achieve their goal of equality by changing the nature of motherhood, fatherhood, marriage, and the family itself.  


The study of women's history and motherhood has developed at a more rapid pace, but the study of fatherhood is interwoven with the  history of women.  Writers of women's history are often inclined to call for changes that benefit the cause of women's rights.7  Much like the subject of women's history, there is a closeness to the subject matter that must be acknowledged to minimize projecting one's own stake in the highly politicized topic of the state of fatherhood in the United States.  As a man who has written online articles and essays on my experiences as primary caregiver to my son while my wife takes on the role of primary breadwinner, I am an example of gender muted fathering in our contemporary culture.8

We will focus on the most recent and dramatic change in the nature of fatherhood and family life, but far from being the conservative and unchanging force that is sometimes imagined, the history of the family as an institution has been characterized by change.  The family has undergone a change from being the essential component that builds our society and to which its members were inexorably bound to a much more limited and flexible unit from which individuals can and do secede.  This trend from the collective to the individual centered family has been developing over hundreds of years.9

As the family has changed over time, so has the definition of fatherhood.  Sociologist Scott Coltrane provides the traditional definition of fatherhood thusly: "In common English language usage, to father a child means to provide the seed, to donate the biological raw material, to impregnate."  Coltrane also calls attention to the contrast with motherhood, stating, "To speak of mothering implies ongoing care and nurturing of children.  Fathering, on the other hand, has typically implied an initial sex act and the financial obligation to pay." [Coltrane's emphasis]10  While it is true that this definition exists in the present day, it has been eclipsed by a more egalitarian view of fathering that has largely shed the ideological baggage of separate spheres gender role allocation.  There is a trend of fathering moving closer to the definition of mothering.  The definitions are beginning to converge.11  

It is my contention that the new fatherhood that emerged in the 1920s and found its greatest expression in the middle of the twentieth century has now yielded to a dominant mode of fathering that is worthy of its own name rather than torturing the definitions of the unfortunately named new fatherhood to perpetually fit the present circumstances as the word “new” requires.  The term I will use to describe the ascendant mode of fathering is more descriptive and acknowledges the forces that helped to shape it: gender muted fathering.  I have chosen to use this term rather than similar terms such as involved fathering, nurturing fathering, androgynous fathering, or second phase “new” fathering in order to draw a more useful and descriptive distinction between the current ascendant mode and the more gender restrictive modes of parenting available to men prior to 1970.

In order to understand how we arrived at the present state of fatherhood in the United States we will follow the story in broad strokes from antiquity to the early twentieth century, then focus more narrowly on the rise of the new fatherhood in the early part of the 1900s, the dominance of separate spheres ideology throughout the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, and the reasons this new fatherhood gave way to the gender muted fatherhood of the post second wave feminist period.

While I will argue that the dominance of the doctrine of separate spheres has come to an end, it must be acknowledged that many structural barriers exist in our culture that prop up the corpse of separate spheres ideology and prevent many fathers from joining the ranks of gender muted fathers who provide economically, change diapers, play with their children, and share household tasks with their wives.  Social barriers to more involved and egalitarian male parenting exist as well.  Scott Coltrane, author of Family Man: Fatherhood, Housework, and Gender Equity, describes meeting an attorney friend of his, Terry, who chose to lower his hours at the firm in order to stay home to take care of his daughter.  Terry paid a price for his commitment to his family in that his colleagues no longer considered him to be serious about his work.12  These kinds of attitudes are commonplace when thinking about mothers in the work force, but now apply to men seeking to follow a "daddy track" as well.

The first written reference to separate spheres of work based on gender is credited to Xenophon, a Greek military leader during the Classical period: "And since both the indoor and the outdoor tasks demand labour and attention, God from the first adapted the woman's nature, I think to the indoor and the man's to the outdoor tasks and cares."13  This idea that men are built for some tasks while women are made for others is remarkably resilient, existing even in the present day.  With minor variations, the combination of patriarchy and separate spheres gender ideology dominated the history of fatherhood in the Old World and its eventual colonial populations until relatively recently.

  
Prior to the Industrial Revolution of Western Europe and the United States, the dominant mode of fathering (and family life in general) was that of the patriarchal family who labored and lived together, most often in agricultural pursuits but also in small artisan crafts and trades. While the family functioned as an economic unit that valued the contributions of both women and children, there is no doubt that fathers were the centers of power in their families.  Men tended to focus on the outside jobs, and women the inside, much as Xenophon set forth.  The gender based division of labor continued throughout the Early Modern period as the traditional domestic economy began to be replaced by a machine based economy.14


Fatherhood in the early periods of American history was patriarchal in the sense that fathers were the acknowledged heads of households in almost all cases and the process of fathering was very much embedded in the day to day economic activities of the family.  The patriarchal mode of fatherly authority that existed in the colonial United States was based on biblical analogy: as man was subservient to God, so would wives and children be ruled by an earthly father.15  Fathers were  considered to be responsible for the moral and religious instruction of their children, and child rearing manuals were addressed to fathers rather than to mothers until the middle of the eighteenth century.  The status of colonial fathers was also reflected in family portraiture, in which the father was usually pictured standing above the rest of the family.16  


Parental primacy shifted from the father to the mother during the American Revolution.  The fledgling republic reconciled the rhetoric of rights with the reality that they were not extended to women by celebrating motherhood as a political act in itself.  The republican mother, with the duty to rear children as good citizens, assigned a public role to the private realm of hearth and home.17  The sentimentalization of children and the growing numbers of fathers working outside the home also contributed to the rise of the concept of republican motherhood.  Republican mothers had the vital task of rearing citizens for the fledgling democracy, and were now widely considered the primary parent.18  Infants and toddlers were sentimentalized even more than older children, which further shored up mothers' status as the primary parent.19


Fathers often worked together with sons and daughters (especially sons) in the manner of an apprenticeship.  Lessons were learned along with the basic skills needed for economic survival in the chosen trade.  During the period of industrialization in America this dominant trend began to give way to the emerging model of breadwinning fathers who worked outside the home, beginning the modern period in the history of fatherhood in the United States.  Artisan skills and land to farm became harder to pass along, adding further to the loss of parental authority of fathers.20


Among the changes wrought by industrialization were the beginnings of a gradual taking over of traditional family roles by the state, a trend that continues to the present day.  Noting the emergence of almshouses and schools, Kellogg and Mintz note, "By the middle of the eighteenth century, a variety of specialized public institutions had begun to absorb traditional familial responsibilities."21


Griswold writes of the shift from the patriarchal dominance of Calvinist fathers to the more affectionate and individualistic notions of male parenting in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.22  These changes in attitudes regarding the degree of affection fathers can show for their children along with the sentimentalization of childhood helped set the stage for the new fatherhood to emerge in the early twentieth century.

Kellogg and Mintz emphasize the long transition of the family by noting some of the roots of the companionate family model appeared hundreds of years before its ascendence in the 1920s.  "By the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth, the American family had been transformed from a public institution whose functions were primarily economic into one whose major role was to rear children and provide emotional support for its members."23 


Underscoring the nineteenth century erosion of paternal authority, the courts began to award custody of children to mothers in cases of family dissolution.  Children had long been considered the property of fathers, but in the antebellum years the logic was reversed as courts considered who would best serve the interests of the child and overwhelmingly favored mothers in their calculus.24

Alexis de Tocqueville, visiting the United States from his native France in the 1830s, noted that individualism characterized family life in the U.S.  Tocqueville considered American family life to be moving toward a more egalitarian and affectionate model he termed the democratic family.  One of the distinguishing features of this new model was the carving up of roles along gender lines: men won the bread, wives made the home.25

The Industrial Revolution exacerbated the schism between the private sphere of home life and the public sphere.26  The separation of the domestic and public spheres was polarized during the Industrial Revolution as men literally left the private sphere to pursue work in the factories, often in the role of sole breadwinner.  In the words of historian Helga Harriman, "Marriage changed from being an economic partnership...to a relationship in which the wife was now totally dependent on her husband for her subsistence." [Harriman's emphasis]27  The modern day emergence of gender muted fathering has been facilitated by a return to marriages characterized by economic partnership, as we will discover.

Families were not instantaneously broken up with industrialization.  Factories employed entire families in many cases and kinship ties were often preserved on the production floor.  It was the early twentieth century with the advent of scientific management techniques that finally replaced the less efficient and informal modes of industrialized family life.28  The machines of the early Industrial Revolution were small enough to be operated in the home and so were not as disruptive to the domestic economy as the larger centralized machines that were to come.29  Those women who did hold paid jobs outside of the home during the Industrial Revolution were saddled with the "second shift" of domestic tasks when they returned from paid work.  Much of the technological progress thus often made women's lives more difficult as both the paid work of cottage industry and the unpaid work of the domestic sphere could at least be done in the same space.30 


It bears repeating that there are many different experiences that do no not conform to the dominant trends in the history of fatherhood.   Kellogg and Mintz make the point that the middle class has not always been the dominant class in the United States, "Up until World War I, working-class Americans - who earned a livelihood in the nation's steel mills, rail yards, textile and clothing factories, coal mines, and farms - made up a majority of the nation's population."31  The American middle class emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  White collar workers differentiated themselves by a high rate of consumption, moving to suburbs, and a focus on companionate relations within families.32  As well as being a population of blue collar workers, America was a nation of rural citizens in the nineteenth century.  Mintz and Kellogg point out that, "As late as 1870, just three Americans in ten made their homes in a city or town with as many as 2,500 inhabitants."33


Some of the other populations that did not necessarily conform to the broad historical trends  include black and immigrant fathers.  Black men, facing discrimination and the limited job prospects that accompanied life in the cities were even more vulnerable than their white working-class counterparts and had great difficulty in maintaining their place in their families.34  Immigrant fathers faced additional challenges to their authority, as their children were educated in English and clashed with traditional expectations of their fathers.  Child labor and compulsory education laws took power away from immigrant fathers who often viewed their children as economic assets rather than the consumptive liabilities youth had become.35  In addition to missing out on the wages of their children, some immigrant fathers found schooling and white collar employment to be less than masculine pursuits for their sons.36


The doctrine of separate spheres was difficult in practice for the bulk of working class families, as necessity often called for women to work outside the home and for men to engage in child care.  The family life of the working classes may have been cohesive, but the family functioned as a unit for mere survival.  Long hours, industrial accidents, child mortality, and tenuous employment marred the experience of familial togetherness.  Mintz and Kellogg note, "It would not be until the 1920s that a more stable form of blue-collar family life would begin to appear."37

The labor participation rate of women increased during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  Steven Mintz and Susan Kellogg provide the numbers: "Women's participation in the paid labor force in the late nineteenth century rocketed upward, doubling between 1880 and 1900 and then increasing by another 50 percent between 1900 and 1919."38  Mintz and Kellogg also point to the increasing divorce rate as a long term trend in the history of the family: "In the half-century between 1870 and 1920, the number of divorces granted nationwide increased fifteen fold.  By 1924 one marriage out of every seven ended in divorce."39  These demographic changes occurred alongside calls for women's suffrage and rights now known as the first wave of feminism in the United States.   Changes in labor participation rates, divorce rates, and shifting cultural attitudes drove changes in behavior that worried some social experts.  Women at the turn of the twentieth  century began rejecting traditional roles, smoking, dancing, working, and studying in colleges and universities.  The birth rate was falling, along with a rising divorce rate, leading to experts' call for reforms to strengthen the family in crisis.40


Women in the labor force gained power, but the doctrine of separate spheres remained stronger than political calls for equality.  The fact that women played a large role in keeping industry afloat during World War I helped them gain the right to vote, however women were forced back into the private sphere once the war efforts ended.41  Ellen Key, an anti-suffragist Swedish author, wrote The Renaissance of Motherhood in 1914.  She called into question the idea that women would be liberated by working outside the home, pointing out that being useful in the home is more satisfying than the repetitive work found in the factory or office.42

A gulf began to widen between mothers and fathers in the early twentieth century.  Mothers dominated the tasks of child rearing and home making as men increasingly narrowed their focus to the role of breadwinning.  The days of the patriarchal father as the moral and disciplinary head of the family had ended, and mothers now ruled the sphere of family life within the home.43  While gender roles were polarizing in the United States, they were eradicated (at least on paper) in the new Soviet Union.  Vladimir Lenin believed in the equality of the sexes and was the first head of state to publicly proclaim this goal.44  Early Soviet policy sought to separate women from cooking and child care since socialist theory held that a woman acts as a virtual slave to her family.45


Technological changes were occurring in the early years of the century as well.  Household electrical appliances appeared on the market and became necessary for the proper performance of domestic tasks in short order.  Mintz and Kellogg observe that, "Although these appliances were advertised as 'labor saving', there is little evidence to suggest that they actually reduced time spent on housework.  The long-term effect of the domestic science movement was to elevate standards of hygiene and cleanliness and make greater demands on women."46


The wave of consumerism with its emphasis on living better through buying more placed additional pressure on breadwinning fathers leading some to bemoan their status as the family wallet.47  "Fathers were thus pulled in two directions: whereas experts advised them to spend time with their children, advertisers urged them to spend money on their families."48  Fatherhood was forced into a tight corner at the turn of the twentieth century as the breadwinner role became the last remaining hook on which paternal authority hung.  The off-loading of other functions to the state and maternal purview left a fatherhood defined solely by breadwinning vulnerable to economic disruption.49

Men turned toward their families for emotional validation as their traditional positions of authority in their communities diminished.  The paradigm of the new fatherhood emerged, as a wide array of experts and intellectuals urged fathers to play with their children, to abandon detached authority in favor of a more intimate and companionate mode of fathering.  Despite the acceptance of fathers as playmates and role models for their children, the mundane aspects of child rearing such as diaper changing, routine discipline, and housecleaning remained the sole domain of the mother.  The new fatherhood also urged men to counteract the feminizing influence of mothers by instilling the rugged virtues of manhood in their sons.50  One of the chief functions of a "new father" was to serve as a sex-role model for his children.  Family experts were concerned that father absence left sons overly feminized and daughters unsure of what masculine traits they should eventually seek in a mate.51


Ralph LaRossa, a sociologist and fatherhood scholar, places the modernization of fatherhood as developing during the Machine Age, which he defines as the period between the end of the first world war and America's entry into the second.52  Slight cultural shifts in the status and role of fathers certainly occurred before the Machine Age, but a dramatic shift occurred during the 1920s and 1930s as fathers found themselves the subject of many magazine articles, discussion groups, and books.53  In his in-depth analysis of the modernization of fatherhood during the Machine Age, LaRossa found that the words "dad" and "father" were used differently, with "dad" connoting a, "...diminutive child-rearing role for men."  LaRossa sees a culture of daddyhood in the 1920s with an emphasis on men as playmates that marginalized their contributions as parents and may blind historians to more serious parenting by men in the 1920s.54


Kellogg and Mintz describe the same transformation in slightly different terms, making  reference to the family as a safe haven model that gave way to the companionate family: "Instead of idealizing the family as a sacred refuge in a corrupt world, a small but influential group of psychologists, educators, and legal scholars gave shape to a new conception of a 'companionate family' in which husbands and wives would be 'friends and lovers' and parents and children would be 'pals'."55

The new fatherhood had roots and precursors prior to the 1920s.  Middle-class men took their children to parks, lived in suburbs, and nurtured the development of their sentimentalized children in the years leading to the 1920s, but the companionate mode of fathering was coupled to theories of social order in a systematic manner in the 1920s.56  The social experts behind the new fatherhood believed that fatherhood was in trouble as an institution due to the transfer of so many family functions to the state.57

The new fatherhood conceptualized a more nurturing father but did not attempt to challenge the gendered division of labor.  In Griswold's words, "The new fatherhood rarely if ever questioned the traditional gender-based division of labor.  Men would spend more time in the domestic sphere, but it remained women's domain."58  The experts, including the Child Study Association of America, were careful to include fathers but also to protect the unique roles associated with women and domesticity, for it would not do to allow men to dominate the world of business and the world of parenting.59

The new fatherhood was characterized by the winning of wages on the part of men, who in turn brought the wages home to their families.  “New” fathers were not to be solely defined by their breadwinning, but were to be companionate fathers who played with their children and modeled appropriate behavior.  Women continued to be dominant in the private sphere of the home as they had under the older modes of fathering, but now men were literally absent from their families for long stretches of time.  The nurturing and sex role socialization that experts decreed was needed was thus very difficult for fathers to provide.

In his analysis of letters written to child rearing experts and child care studies of the Machine Age, LaRossa found that the level of fatherly involvement was under reported, and emphasizes the diversity of parenting styles over a monolithic concept of fathers who never changed diapers and only played with their children.60  The few Machine Age surveys and studies on fathering activities (and how they compared to mothering activities) were often based solely on women's reports.  With men's voices unheard, their parenting contributions were likely under reported.61

There is a difference of course in calls for more fatherly involvement and actual participation.  Not surprisingly, studies at the time in the late 1920s show that middle-class fathers were more likely to participate in companionate activities like attending PTA meetings and reading articles about parenting.62  Working-class fathers were not attuned to the messages of expert advice in the same ways due to deficits of time and access, and so were slower to adopt the companionate model and often remained one dimensional breadwinning authority figures.63

Many of the articles written about the new fatherhood appeared in an outlet ostensibly addressed to both mothers and fathers, Parents' Magazine.  Despite the gender neutral title, Parents' Magazine was geared toward mothers, as seen through the prevalence of articles addressed specifically to mothers and the content and language used in its advertisements.64  Content was tilted toward mothers, but Parents' Magazine also included pieces geared toward men and was a major outlet for the cultural messages of the new fatherhood due to its large market share .65

While it is true that most of the messages in the modernization of parenting were directed at  mothers, fathers retained much patriarchal authority within the politics of the family and may have overruled the advice of experts, filtered through their wives.66  Unsurprisingly, given the scarcity of contact due to the breadwinner role, children preferred their mothers over their fathers as recorded in sociological studies of the 1930s.  Children and experts agreed that the mother was the primary parent.67

The new fatherhood was caring, yet casual in a fundamental way, as men were largely exempt from the messier aspects of child care such as changing diapers, doing laundry, and enforcing discipline in the home.  Fathers were not there to manage the mundane aspects of child rearing.  Fathers became pals, guides and occasional teachers, while mothers' positions as primary caregivers strengthened.  Griswold sums up the span of 1920s style new fatherhood thusly: "Until challenged in the 1970s and 1980s from both the left and the right, this reigning orthodoxy helped to modernize, redefine, and legitimate male dominance and a gender-based division of labor among the American middle class."68


Breadwinning has long been the most salient role in the lives of men.  Across differences of class and ethnicity, fathers have derived much of their sense of purpose from their resource providing activities.69  The debate about whether and how fathers ought to balance family responsibilities and breadwinning became less salient as the good times of the 1920s gave way to the financial disaster of the Great Depression.  The depression had a great effect on family life, as many families decided it was not a good time to have another child, and the birth, marriage, and divorce rates fell.70  Breadlosing has long been present in the lives of men, but the Great Depression made this vulnerability clear to staggering numbers of fathers as the unemployment rate neared 25% in 1933.71

With fatherly identity so closely allied to breadwinning, the dislocations of breadlosing could and did wreak havoc on the emotional states of unemployed fathers.  Their children even grew disgusted with fathers who failed at their sole task of making money.72  Pointing to the vulnerability of fathers who focused solely on making money, experts believed that men who had implemented the nurturing tactics of the new fatherhood would be able to better retain the respect of their wives and children when job loss occurred.73

Although the job losses of the Great Depression occurred more in male dominated segments of the workforce, working women were blamed as competitors to rightful breadwinners.  Policies of the New Deal period were therefore discriminatory against working women (especially married women) who were seen as stealing the breadwinning role from men.74  Even women's groups backed away from the idea of a woman's right to work in the 1930s, choosing to emphasize how women contributed to family survival through non-market work rather than challenging the restrictive gender ideology.75

Cultural messages of the new fatherhood continued to urge an expanded role for fathers beyond breadwinning.  The 1935 version of a popular child care manual, Infant Care, was differentiated from the previous version by only one word.  The title page of its bibliography was now addressed to parents rather than to mothers.76  Commenting upon an uptick in photographs of fathers in the 1942 edition of Infant Care, LaRossa notes that despite some improvement in the inclusion of fathers, child care manuals  continued a marked bias toward mothers as the proper care givers for sick babies.77

Child care manuals of the Machine Age did not always agree on the degree and kinds of fathering behavior, with manuals produced by feminist thinkers who were more egalitarian in their prescriptions and by doctors who were more conservative, counseling more narrowly defined gender roles.78  Warning against viewing fatherhood as monolithic, with all Machine Age fathers reading the same articles and following all prescriptions,  LaRossa points out that fathers chose from a varied menu of cultural advice, and exercised their abilities to interpret the information and choose which ideas to follow and which to reject.79

The implementation of our parenting holidays during the twentieth century has much to say about the cultural weights attached to mothering and fathering.  Although Father's Day originated in 1910, just two years after Mother's Day, the male parenting holiday was not signed into federal law until Richard Nixon signed off in 1972.  Mother's Day was acknowledged in this way in 1914 by Woodrow Wilson.80  Father's Day helped to spread the messages of new fatherhood to working-class fathers and children, as families increasingly recognized the parenting contributions of men through the ritual of gift giving.81  Not everyone was pleased with the separate and unequal treatment of fathering versus mothering.  Parents' Day rallies were held on Mother's Day in the 1920s and 1930s with the goal of changing the holiday's name to make it gender neutral.  These efforts were opposed and eventually silenced by business interests who had more to gain from two retail holidays than one.82


It would take a major world event to both end the Great Depression and influence the course of the history of fatherhood.  During World War II, an increase in both the birth rate and the marriage rate occurred as the wartime economy ramped up and servicemen were quickly wed before shipping overseas.  Wartime spurred an increased rate of marriage, but also a large increase in the divorce rate.  Many servicemen and wives of servicemen experienced difficulties due to wartime separation, and in some cases due to the haste with which they were married.83

The World War II years were good to fatherhood as an institution after the disconcerting years of the Great Depression.  As Griswold puts it, "...the World War II years not only restored men's breadwinning abilities but reaffirmed fathers' critical role in the health of the republic."84  The family took on great importance during the war, as the democratic family with its companionate relations was contrasted with that of authoritarian fascists in Europe.  Although the U.S. model did look relatively egalitarian as women joined the labor force to substitute for men fighting overseas, the restrictive gender roles persisted and it was widely understood that women would repair to the hearth once fighting ceased.85


Not only was there an increase in the number of women working, the type of working woman changed, as married women and mothers made up a majority of women workers.  Foreshadowing the second wave of feminism and the rise of gender muted fathering, Kellogg and Mintz state, "The middle-class taboo against a working wife or mother had been irrevocably repealed."86  On the other hand, the laying off of many female employees after World War II ended speaks to the persistence of the doctrine of separate spheres.  We were still a nation that believed in male breadwinning at the expense of egalitarianism.87

Fatherhood was a divisive issue during the war years since claims of duty called fathers to both nurture and rear their children on the homefront and protect the integrity of domestic family life by fighting overseas.  A bill came before the Senate in 1943 to halt conscription of fathers, arguing that able-bodied single men went undrafted and their roles as breadwinners and role models were crucial to domestic stability.  In the end, perceived military need won the day and the bill was defeated.88  Bearing out the predictions of those who advised against drafting fathers, studies showed that the absence of fathers during wartime led to less complete and nurturing relationships with their children.89  Fathers who had been away at war were more likely to use physical discipline with their children and often were concerned that their sons had grown "soft" under maternal influence.90

As the war years came to a close and servicemen resumed peacetime roles, fatherhood was poised for what many consider the glory days of family life in the United States.  By the 1950s, the doctrine of separate spheres achieved its highest form, with many families able to achieve the traditional ideal family consisting of a breadwinning father and a homemaker mother.  Divorce rates were low, birth rates were high, and the standard of living had never been better.91  The economic boom that followed World War II allowed what is often seen as a resumption of older models of family life, but Kellogg and Mintz argue that the factors affecting changes in family life in the 1950s are the exception to, and not the expression of, longer term changes.  "The high marriage and birthrates and relatively stable divorce rate of the 1950s were all sharply out of line with long-term demographic trends."92

Interrupted by the Great Depression and the sacrifices of war, the consumerism that began in the 1920s came roaring back in the 1950s.  Men were fathers and breadwinners whose role was to supply the means to satisfy a growing consumerism in the Cold War era.93  At the same time, movies and television emphasized the role of father as being most important in the lives of men and most popular programs focused on the life of the family, not the world of work.94

While fathers of the 1950s put great stock in parenting their children, they parlayed their status as sole breadwinners into a privileged parenting role that focused on fun, not egalitarian role-sharing.  A 1953 study showed that fathers were minimally involved in tasks like housework and mothers continued to manage routine child care and care for the bodily needs of children.95  Underscoring the continued dominance of separate spheres ideology, there is very little data regarding men and child care in the 1950s and 1960s.   Coltrane sums up the state of father participation during this period aptly, noting, "We do know that before the 1970s, the typical American father did very little."96  This low level of involvement included non-involvement during the birth process, a low level involvement in day to day child care, and a low level of involvement in other types of housework such as cooking and cleaning.


Not everyone saw the polarized gender roles of the 1950s in a positive light.  Separate spheres in the suburbs came under fire by some social experts who noted that long commutes and the absence of fathers from the home led to female isolation and the matriarchal domination of the home.97  Mintz and Kellogg illuminate the depth of father absence in the 1950s: "One study indicated that most fathers believed that their family function had been largely reduced to that of full-time wage earner for their wives and children."98

During the 1950s and 1960s, parenting was not only the exclusive domain of the mother, but she performed this role in newfound isolation.  Older modes of parenting relied on members of a community to enforce social standards, slowing social change.  One implication of this trend of individualistic parenting is that changes in attitudes and modes of parenting become more likely as the conservative influence of community standards withdrew.99  Where formerly it took a village to raise a child, it now took only an isolated mother.  An updated version of republican motherhood would emerge in the 1950s.  Known as the "feminine mystique", it similarly attempted to constrain women to the task of maintaining a haven from the outside world, justifying their exclusion from the public sphere by emphasizing the power of their private, nurturing roles.100  At the same time, the ranks of working women continued to grow.  Pointing to the rise in use of contraceptives, Mintz and Kellogg note that child rearing took up a smaller portion of the married life of women.  Women used this time to enter the paid labor force.  "By 1960 the proportion of American wives working outside the home reached one out of three."101

Class differences continued to affect modes of fathering in the 1950s and 1960s, as working-class fathers focused on obedience and parental authority to a greater extent than their white collar (and more permissive) counterparts.  This makes sense when viewed through the lens of occupational roles: working-class workers reared children to accept the closely supervised hierarchies they experienced in their own jobs.102

Racial differences continued to affect the experiences of black fathers, who were scrutinized by social experts for a different type of father absence than commuting to the suburbs.  A 1965 report on the black family known as the Moynihan report pointed to the literal absence of fathers in many black families to explain high rates of poverty and other social ills.  Female headed households were perceived as the source of the problem rather than a result of systemic discrimination and poverty itself.  The Moynihan Report was a lightning rod for controversy and its findings were largely rejected in the years that followed.103

Robert L. Griswold is clear in his argument that what he calls "The Great American Barbecue" of 1946 to 1966 was the end of the first phase of the new fatherhood that emerged in the 1920s, stating, "The twenty years after World War II saw the final flowering of men's monopoly on breadwinning."104  Acknowledging that what came next did challenge gender ideology, he chooses to call it the second phase of the new fatherhood.105

The tensions resulting from women working outside the home yet remaining saddled with the responsibilities of the domestic sphere led to the second wave of feminism during the 1960s and 1970s.106  Historian Helga Harriman contrasts the second wave with the first wave of feminism in the U.S. as a matter of degree rather than kind.  "Second-wave feminists want women's liberation, in contrast to their nineteenth-century predecessors, who fought simply for women's rights."107 [Harriman's emphasis]


During the 1970s, researchers began to examine the roles that fathers play in nurturing their children, even examining the basic question of whether men are capable of nurturing children in ways that lead to positive results.  Fathers were found to be competent caregivers and low rates of participation in family work were attributed to social factors as opposed to biological imperatives.108  Virtually ignored in prior years, fatherhood as a subject of psychology research took off in the years after 1970.  Researchers found that nurturing fathers contributed to sex-role socialization, resulting in more masculine sons and more feminine daughters.  Unsurprisingly, researchers also found evidence that the interaction of fathers is psychologically salient to infants in the same way as mother-child interaction.109

As part of the second wave of feminism in the early 1970s, some men extolled the benefits of casting off the limiting cloak of gender roles and embracing shared child care and housework with their working wives to fulfill the promise of second wave feminism, gender equality.110  The mode of fathering that emerged in the 1970s, with its more involved, gender muted roles for fathers, held promise for enhancing the lives of men.  Involved fathers who threw off limiting gender roles would not only be better fathers, but better, more complete human beings.111

A significant event in the evolution of fatherhood into its modern form, men began demanding access to the birth events of their children during the 1970s.  Coltrane says: "In the 1960s, few fathers were admitted into delivery rooms, but in the early 1970s, fathers began demanding to be allowed to attend the births of their children.  In 1974, the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists endorsed fathers' presence during labor, and by the end of the 1970s, fathers could be admitted to delivery rooms in approximately 80 percent of American hospitals.  By the 1990s, analysts were estimating that approximately 90 percent of fathers were in attendance at their child's birth."112  Men who are present and involved during the birth and early days of their children report that being involved early and often is key to developing competence and learning how to nurture their babies.113

One result of the growing sense of the importance of nurturant fathers in the lives of children was a men's rights backlash against the court's preference for mothers when awarding custody in divorce proceedings.  Men's rights groups and stories of men thwarted by vindictive ex-wives contributed to joint custody legislation being passed in many states by 1990.114  As a result of more men being awarded custody (when requested) the ranks of single fathers swelled during the 1980s.  Some feminists take issue with this trend, noting that under the guise of gender equality, courts often fail to differentiate between nurturing caregiving and financial providing.  These feminists argue that custody should be awarded to the primary caregiver regardless of gender.115

Social conservatives voiced opposition to gender muted fathering in the 1970s and 1980s, arguing that ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) and the general trend of sex-role interchangeability was bad for families.  These experts pointed to precepts of biology and religion as proof that the ideology of separate spheres was natural and correct, warning that the breakdown of traditional roles would lead to men abandoning their families.116  Conservative naysayers argued that the breadwinning obligations of fathers is the civilizing force keeping them from reverting to primitive roles of masculinity such as hunting and violence.  In their view, incursion by the state and the erosion of traditional sex-roles leads to broken families and poverty.  These views echo rejected Moynihan report ideas that female-headed households cause poverty and not the other way around.117

Despite the social changes taking place as a result of the second wave of feminism, the ideology of separate spheres persisted.  Married women continued to perform the bulk of household labor including child care.  Scott Coltrane writes, "Many researchers in the 1970s and 1980s suggested that the presence of a man in the house contributed more to the need for housework than to its completion, and this appeared to be especially true if there were children involved."118  Although many women expected that their share of household labor would equalize as they took on longer hours of employment, it did not come to pass.  Despite a slight decrease in the raw number of hours spent on household labor and child care, women in dual earner families continued to be saddled with the second shift of family work during the 1980s.119  

The second wave of feminism did not touch only the lives of women who declared themselves feminists, but all women.  Mintz and Kellogg, from their vantage point in 1988 write, "A growing majority of women now believe that both husband and wife should have jobs, both do housework, and both take care of children.  This represents a stunning shift of opinion in a decade and a half."120  Opinion polls show that the ideology of separate spheres weakened considerably among Americans since the 1960s.121

Mintz and Kellogg point to the wide variety of family types in the general population and on television sitcoms as proof that the family has changed dramatically, stating, "Since 1960 U.S. families have undergone a historical transformation as dramatic and far reaching as the one that took place at the beginning of the nineteenth century."122  Historian Sara M. Evans discerns a polarization of gender roles in the 1980s, as portrayed in media such as the film Rambo.  When seen through the lens of an economic recession in the early part of the decade, she sees this polarization as being similar to Great Depression era attempts at the scapegoating of women workers.123

The doctrine of separate spheres does persist, but in a muted state.  There has been a trend since the 1970s showing increases in father involvement in two-parent households.124  Evans takes note of a related trend, "By the late 1970s, for the first time hours spent on housework began to decline."  Evans attributes this to working women embracing lower standards of cleanliness and less elaborate meal preparation.  No mention is made of men increasing their contributions.125


Not all researchers are as hesitant to describe increasing contributions from men in terms of  the muting of traditional gender roles.  Scott Coltrane outlines the inroads men have made into traditionally feminine household tasks like cooking and cleaning, stating, "...men's contributions...have roughly doubled since about 1970, whereas women's contributions have decreased by about a third."126



Coltrane points out that in anthropological studies of "primitive" cultures there is a link between the gender roles portrayed by mythology and the gender roles that show up in the parenting of that culture.  People with egalitarian origin myths produce nurturing males, or the reverse, but either way it again points to the dominance of biology by gender ideology.127  Taking care to acknowledge that the causal direction is unclear, Coltrane states, "The most important conclusion from my cross-cultural studies is that when fathers are more involved with child care, men are less misogynist and women have more social and political power."128


Coltrane conducted several interview studies of dual earner couples who share economic breadwinning and the non-market labor of child rearing and housework, one study with white couples and one study focusing on those of Hispanic ethnicity.  Since all of the participants employ gender  role muted strategies in their daily lives, it is useful to understand what forces may have shaped their allocations of market and non-market labor.  Coltrane found that in his sample of couples who shared child care, flexibility in hours of employment was important in deciding who did what.  The spouse who had the most flexible work schedule tended to do more of the housework and child care.129


He also found that the husbands' attitudes toward gendered labor allocation is a better predictor of shared roles than their wives' attitudes: "This would suggest an individualistic model of behavior change:  as men adopt more progressive attitudes toward appropriate gender and family roles they will be motivated to assume a greater proportion of housework and child care."130  Men who spent more time at home participating in direct child care became more aware of the other household tasks that needed to be done.  "As they spent more time at home with their children, they began to assume more responsibility for cooking, cleaning, and other support activities."131  There are benefits to marriage as well, "When fathers and mothers both perform routine child care and housework, it can promote mutual understanding and enhance marital solidarity."132


Several reasons were uncovered to explain why couples turn to gender muted roles.  Men may become involved fathers in order to compensate for the absence of their own fathers.  Men who recall overburdened mothers may take more responsibility for family work, and those who remember aloof father figures may consciously attempt to be more emotionally available for their own children.133  In one of Coltrane's studies of Mexican-American dual earner couples who share parenting and household tasks, he found that husbands who "underachieved" were more egalitarian in sharing tasks.  The wife's perception of his underachieving either in terms of job compensation or status is a predictor of shared household task allocation.134  Coltrane also argues that birth timing, whether parents have their first child relatively early or late, plays a role in father involvement.  Wives who delay birth have more time to "develop employment-related identities" and such couples have a greater tendency to share child care.135


One possible consequence of gender muted fathering is that egalitarian fathers might reduce hours of employment in order to meet higher expectations of non-market work in rearing their children and maintaining their home.  This would be a marked difference from more traditional fathers who work more hours outside the home when their first child is born.136  Gayle Kaufman and Peter Uhlenberg, studying the influence of parenthood on work effort, note, "It seems clear that a shift away from the provider role and toward the involved father role has been occurring in recent years."137  


The good-provider model of fatherhood is a traditional form casting the father as sole or primary breadwinner.  These fathers take on more hours of employment when their children are born.138  For Kaufman and Uhlenberg's study, they categorized respondents' attitudes toward gender roles as either traditional (good-provider model) or egalitarian (involved father model) based on responses to questions about gender ideology and child care arrangements.139  In this study, based on data from the 1992-93 National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH), involved fathers did work at paid employment less than traditional fathers.140  "Traditional fathers work almost 11 hours more per week than comparable traditional nonfathers.  By contrast, modern fathers work about 9 hours less than comparable modern nonfathers."141


Another study on employment responses to fatherhood found that fathers with spouses who continually worked decreased market work while those whose wives did not work outside the home increased their hours of employment in keeping with a more traditional model.142  Unmarried fathers work less than their married counterparts at the time of the birth of the child, but the study found that this gap in hours worked closed to a large extent in the five years following the advent of fatherhood.143


Men once felt fatherhood was the only masculine choice, but declining birth rates, the prevalence of birth control, high divorce rates, and the tolerance of diverse life styles including homosexual and bachelor life have convinced many that fatherhood is not inevitable, but one of several life paths to be weighed and evaluated.144  As the companionate father (or “new father”) gives way to a gender muted father who participates in many of the same parenting activities as women, there are some men who push the boundaries of modern fatherhood.  One of the groups that illustrates the degree of diversity and tolerance of non-traditional family arrangements is that of gay men and lesbians rearing children of their own.  Although estimates vary widely there are likely at least one million children currently being parented by homosexual couples.145


Along with many other professional organizations, the American Anthropological Association has issued a statement supporting same-sex parents and their children: "The results of more than a century of anthropological research on households, kinship relationships, and families, across cultures and through time, provide no support whatsoever for the view that either civilization or viable social orders depend upon marriage as an exclusively heterosexual institution.  Rather, anthropological research supports the conclusion that a vast array of family types, including families built upon same-sex partnerships, can contribute to stable and humane societies."146  Arguing that the days of anti-gay policy are numbered, author Robert A. Bernstein points out that corporate America is leading the effort: "Nearly half of Fortune 500 companies offer domestic partner benefits...60 percent extend adoption assistance to the domestic partner, and 72 percent also allow employees to take extended family leave to care for a domestic partner or their dependents."147


Bernstein describes the 1980s as the "frontier of gay male parenting" and notes that while gay male couples take on parenting at a lower rate than lesbian couples (partly due to biological constraints), the men who do become parents show their dedication to the task in advance by successfully navigating the biological and social obstacles on their path to fatherhood.148  Esera Tuaolo, a former defensive lineman in the National Football League (NFL), was a closeted homosexual during his playing days and became a father to adopted twins after coming out.  Reflecting on how elusive family life seemed during his NFL career, Tuaolo says that now, "I have a spouse, two children, two dogs, and the picket fence in the suburbs."149


Steven Lofton and Roger Croteau, a gay couple rearing foster children who were born HIV positive, provide a striking example of the contradictions that abound at the edges of fatherhood.  Despite a Federal court finding that points out their parental competence and family integrity, the state of Florida has been harassing the family for years in an attempt to end custody of one foster child.  This results from a state law outlawing homosexual adoption.150


One of the interesting results of the blurring roles of mother and father in homosexual couples is how they handle our gendered parenting holidays: Mother's Day and Father's Day.  Katie Potter and Pam Moen, a lesbian couple in Portland, Oregon, have an unorthodox view of Father's Day.  Since both of their children were products of artificial insemination, they are considering celebrating the day as Donor's Day to acknowledge the critical role their agency donor played in creating their family.151  Tim Fisher, a gay man who had wanted to be a father since childhood, has been active in his children's school life and helps to plan holiday themed parties in the classroom.  Interestingly, Mother's Day celebrations are renamed Primary Caregiver's Day parties under his influence.152


As further evidence for the diversity of family types, Coltrane points to the high numbers of divorces, remarriages, and stepfamilies, as well as an increasing number of homosexual couples.  There has been a trend since the 1950s toward non-family households (single people, co-habitators who are not related), as married couples with children constitute a decreasing percentage of households in the U.S.  As a result of divorce and an increasing range of family types becoming more culturally acceptable, men now occasionally find themselves not only as a contributing parent, but as a primary caregiver to their children.  Coltrane, writing in the mid 1990s, observes, "Although single parents are still overwhelmingly female, the number of single father households increased faster than any other household type during the 1980s."  Summing up the rise of individualism and tolerance for non-traditional families, Coltrane states, "The most important attitude shifts in the past three decades can be summarized by saying that there has been a weakening of the rules surrounding family behavior and an expansion of the range of acceptable behavior."153

Despite media attention in the 1990s and beyond on what is often still called the "new fatherhood", mothers continue to perform more in the way of child care than fathers.154  Though men may be performing domestic tasks, the management of these tasks may still be done by the female.  Here, a woman relates her view that differences in housecleaning styles may be attributable to gender.  "He does what he sees needs to be done.  That would include basic cleaning kinds of things.  However, there are some detailed kinds of things that he doesn't see that I feel need to be done, and in those cases I have to ask him to do things...He thinks some of the details are less important and I'm not sure, that might be a difference between men and women."155


Gary Carter, a man who shares parenting responsibilities with his wife, describes how mothers are often skeptical regarding the depth of his role as a primary caregiver to his children.  "At first they'd ask me, 'Is this your day off?'  And I'd say, 'If it's the day off for me, why isn't it the day off for you?'  They'd say, 'Well, I work 24 hours a day!"  And I'd say, 'Yeah, right, I got my wash done and hung out, and the beds made, and the shopping done.'  It would take the mother a couple of times to realize that I really did that stuff."156  Carter, a contractor, found a way to inject masculinity into his housecleaning by comparing the implements of housework with power tools.  He spends more money to a get a quality vacuum cleaner for instance, much as he would spend more money for a quality table saw, and focuses on "using the right tool for the job."157  Another involved father expresses  resentment at the special attention he receives from women: "Constant going shopping and having women stop me and say, 'Oh it's so good to see you fathers.'  I was no longer an individual; I was this generic father who was now a liberated father who could take care of his child.  I actually didn't like it."158


Why did fathers in the past (and many in the present) choose breadwinning and alienation at the expense of nurturing time with their children?  Part of the answer may be that fathers retained patriarchal power and control by being the instrumental parent, by adhering to gender ideology and concentrating on the palpable fruits of breadwinning over the intangible flowers of the domestic sphere.159  In Griswold's words, "The simple fact is that fathers resist because it is in their self-interest to do so."160  Noting that the overall trend is still for men to increase hours of employment and women to decrease hours once a child is born, Kaufman and Uhlenberg state, "Despite changes in gender roles sine the 1960s, data from the 1990s suggest that traditional gender differences in the effect of parenthood on work effort persist."161


Corporate policies that inhibit family leave prevent many fathers from embracing more egalitarian co-provider and co-parenting arrangements.162  Some men report that they experience prejudice or backlash from their male co-workers due to their involved parenting and may avoid discussing parenting activities out of fear that their masculinity will be called into question.163  Looking into the future of separate spheres gender ideology, Scott Coltrane projects that as men are increasingly pressured to shoulder family responsibilities due to the acceptance of women as full economic co-providers employers will be pressured to permit family friendly flexibility for men as well as women.164


Noncustodial fathers also present a challenge to the ascendency of gender muted fathering.  If fathers are so involved with their children, then why the phenomenon of deadbeat dads?  Noncustodial fathers often find it very difficult to maintain an important role in the lives of their children, and financial support often dries up along with meaningful relationships with the mother and children.  One theory holds that marriage and fatherhood are often perceived as a package deal, with the dissolution of one leading to the dissolution of the the other.165  The meaning behind the high numbers of non-custodial fathers who are behind on child support payments (deadbeat dads) is open to interpretation.  Many of these fathers have no visitation rights and many of the statistics are based solely on the information provided by mothers.166


The welfare laws in the U.S. have also played a part in displacing fathers from their families as there are often disincentives for fathers to stay in low income families.  If the presence of a father means a mother and children will go hungry, men will leave to allow their families to be eligible for welfare benefits.167


Writing about the sentimentalization of children that has been ongoing for many years, Coltrane notes that a contradictory trend of providing fewer resources to children exists.  "In the overall picture, children may be becoming more symbolically precious to men precisely because father-child relationships are becoming more tenuous and optional, even among the middle class.  Today's Mr. Mom could easily become tomorrow's Deadbeat Dad, so we develop elaborate cultural symbols to celebrate the joys of fatherhood."168  The long-term trend of individualism supplanting familial obligations presents a danger to family integrity.  Mintz and Kellogg write that "...many Americans today tend to regard familial responsibilities as an impediment to individual self-fulfillment."169


An increasing divorce rate led to increasing rates of households without a father present.  Griswold provides the raw numbers: "By the mid-1980s, 43 percent of all black families, 23 percent of Hispanic families, and 13 percent of white families were female-headed."170  No fault divorce laws have been a major factor in the rise of divorce rates, single parenthood, and the feminization of poverty.171  


Coltrane, writing in 1996, notes that although the divorce rate is high in the United States, the remarriage rate is high as well.  Using NSFH data, he found that couples in remarriages are more likely to share child care and housework than their counterparts in first marriages.172  Although many point to the high rate of divorce and prevalence of step-families as a negative, there is a silver lining for egalitarian parenting as step-families tend to negotiate more equitable and gender muted labor allocations.173  There is an upside to the trend of cohabiting parents as well, with evidence showing higher levels of gender egalitarianism than in married couples.174


Cornel West, co-author of The War Against Parents: What We Can Do for America's Beleaguered Moms and Dads, stresses the many obstacles fathers face in the years after a divorce.  His own experience was difficult but doable, as he re-arranged his work schedule in order to spend entire summers as the primary caregiver to his son.  Cornel notes that other dads with more limited resources and job flexibility are not as successful at maintaining parenting relationships in the wake of divorce.175


The divorce rate for African-Americans in 1990 was more than twice as high as for caucasian women.  When combined with the social problems faced by African-American males, it is no surprise that the rate of single parenthood is higher for blacks.176  Researchers Christine Percheski and Christopher Wildeman reveal the extent of the racial disparity in the late 1990s: "In 1999, one in three births was to unmarried parents; the proportion was twice as high for blacks."177  Mintz and Kellogg make sense of this troubling difference, noting that poverty is the difference between black and white rates of father absence.  "The statistical gap between the races largely disappears when one compares blacks and whites of the same economic level."  Mintz and Kellogg also point to a higher proportion of females than males in the black population that contributes to black families headed by women.178  The decline of blue-collar jobs and the increased need for breadwinning as real wages decline has also taken a disproportionate toll on fathers in minority groups.  Thus, the father absence that is often decried by conservative voices is exacerbated by structural problems of inequality and reduced access to the economic tools of the middle-class.179


Cornel West and co-author Sylvia Ann Hewlett recognize that despite many obstacles modern men yearn for a more complete parenting role, stating that, "If we can create the conditions that allow many more men to become loving, attached fathers, we can underpin the lives of children, anchor men much more firmly in productive lives, and greatly enhance our store of social capital."180  As fathers spend more time with their children, they develop skills in nurturing that are reflected in how a child in emotional distress calls for a parent.  In couples that share child care, the child will call out for either "mommy" or "daddy" depending on who had been in most recent prolonged contact with the child.  In addition, these children will often inadvertently address a parent by the incorrect form without noticing (calling mommy "daddy" or daddy "mommy").181  Thus, the child knows what we are becoming aware of, that mothers and fathers are interchangeable gendered forms of what they are really calling for, which is a parent.


Middle-class fathers who have muted the gender role distinctions of earlier times may view their willingness to commit to egalitarian values as a class marker, distinguishing them from what they perceive as more intolerant beliefs and outdated modes of parenting practiced by working-class fathers.  The reality however is that class identity is not strongly correlated with involved, nurturant fathering.182  Fathers who share or manage routine child care report that the experience helps them to grow emotionally, though the day to day care of children can be challenging.  Men who care for young children are often put in touch with feelings of anger and frustration that they might not otherwise have an occasion to confront.183  Most studies on the subject show that children benefit from the activities of involved fathers.184  Regarding studies that confirm the benefits of involved fathering on the development of their offspring, Griswold writes, "In a nation perplexed about family values, it is comforting to learn that nurturant, involved fathers will produce happier, smarter, better-adjusted children."185


One factor that has led to the more modern family (characterized by working wives, low birth rates, high divorce rates, and a tolerance for a diversity of family arrangements) is the affluence and material expectations of the baby boom generation.  Growing up in relative material luxury, they had time and money to pursue individual self-fulfillment.186  The decline of real earnings by men in the decades following the economic boom of the 1950s and 1960s is crucial to understanding the movement of so many women into the work force.  Our consumerist appetites could no longer be satisfied by a sole breadwinner model.187  The acceptance of wives in the role of economic provider is key to husbands accepting the role of parent and homemaker.188



Men are catching on to the reality of economic co-providing, and reexamining outdated attitudes about gender and breadwinning.  One father speaks of the shifting attitudes: "It doesn't bother me when she makes more money than me.  I don't think it has anything to do with being a man.  I don't have any hangups about it, I mean, I don't equate those things with manhood.  It takes a pretty simple mind to think that way."189


Shifting away from his argument that a second phase of the new fatherhood is emergent, Griswold points to the variety of family types, stating, "More than even before, diversity is the defining characteristic of American fatherhood."190   On the one hand, Griswold speaks of a second phase of new fatherhood, but on the other states that chaos and confusion are the defining characteristics of the modern fatherhood, claiming that fatherhood has "...lost cultural coherence."191  Despite his hesitance to call the modern form of involved, nurturing fathering by a different name, Griswold admits that, "...nothing has changed and continues to change fatherhood more than the collapse of men's monopoly on breadwinning."192  It is women's work outside the home that has "destroyed" the traditional division of labor that left sole breadwinner fathers the option of minimal contributions to child care and housework.193


As more women share the provider role with their husbands, fathers will likely reduce time on the job in order to spend more time on family work.194  Speculating from his vantage point in the mid 1990s, Scott Coltrane predicts that in the future, "Most men will end up participating in hands-on parenting because of the many unerlying [sic] demographic, economic, and social forces that continue to shape their lives."195  Wrapping up the most comprehensive and well researched book-length history of fatherhood in the United States, Robert L. Griswold predicts, "While mothers still do most of the routine child care, fathers are slowly assuming more of the burden.  This trend will continue."196  For those who would seek gender equality, it is important to understand that family roles shift over time and that the institution of fatherhood has changed and will continue to change in tandem with our beliefs regarding work, gender, and parenting.  Some modern fathers continue to act out the models of separate spheres ideology despite the prevalence of two income families, while others are transcending traditional gender restrictions and taking on more complete parenting roles than those championed by the new fatherhood that emerged in the 1920’s.   Is a man who changes only a few diapers and rarely has sole supervision of his children in a dual earner household a "new father"?  He is a new father of the 1920s, but not a gender muted father of the twenty-first century.
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