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ABSTRACT

Dra wing  on a  qua litat ive s tudy of C ana dian fat her s who se lf-defin e as  prim ary c are give rs, th is pa per  exp lore s me n's

unique challenges to the gendered politics of unpaid work. While recognizing that fathers' narratives can widen our

understandings of what it means to care for and take on the emotional responsibility for children, I also draw

attention to the political and theoretical tensions that sit on the edges of feminist research on fathering.

R É SU M É

En se basant sur l'étude qualitative des père s canadiens qui se définissent en tant que p restataires de soins primaires,

cet article exp lore les politiq ues basées  sur les sexes du  travail non rém unéré. To ut en reconn aissant que les  ré cits

des pères  peuvent éla rgir notre co mpréhen sion de ce q ue  signifie de p rendre so in et d’assume r la responsa bilité

émotionn elle pour les e nfants, j'attire l'attention sur les ten sions politiqu es et théoriqu es qui sont sur le s bords d e la

recherche féministe sur le rôle 'des pères.

INTRODUCTION

In Anne Crittenden's best selling book The Price of Motherhood, she writes:

Years ago Nobel prize winning economist Theodore W. Shultz observed that the development of human

capabilities does not come free. There are always costs that someone has to pay. According to Shultz...the

basic questions about (the development of) human capital are: Who will bear the costs? Who will reap the

benefits? The answer to the first question is families and mothers in particular. The answer to the second

question is everyone. The entire society benefits from well raised children, without sharing more than a

fraction of the costs of producing them. And that free ride on female labor is enforced by every major

institution, starting with the  workplac e. 

(2001, 86; emphasis added)

Crittenden is one small voice amidst a large feminist conversation and debate that has been waged and has

raged ov er the past thre e decad es. Feminist sch olars and a ctivists have highligh ted not only the  deep sea ted social,

econom ic and po litical issues implicit in wo men doin g most of soc iety's unpaid wo rk, but they have  also pointed  to

ways of moving beyond this gendered stalemate. Several lines of argument have been put forth as ways of

challenging the gendered politics of unpaid work including: the valuing of unpaid work (Folbre 1994; Fraser 1997);

its inclusion in census data as well as in national Gross Domestic Product (GDP) accounting (Crittenden 2001;

Luxton and Vosko 1998 ; Waring 1988); universal childcare (Jenson 2002; Mahon 2002 ); and flexible working

options for both parents (Brandth and Kvande 2001; Moss 1996). Many have also argued for the importance of men

taking on a greater share of domestic responsibility (Coltrane 1996; Dowd 2000; Ehrensaft 1987; Hob son 2002).

My own work has been located mainly within this latter strand on men and domestic life and labour.

Whereas fatherhood was deemed "a ho t topic in the 1990s" (Marsiglio 1993, 88), it has now become a familiar part

of the social research landscape on gender relations, employment and family life. With growing international

consensus on the need for state policy to assist fathers in meeting their parenting obligations and with many women

continuing to push for greater equality at work and at  home, there has been increasing interest on the part of

researchers in examining the ob stacles and facilitating factors for men's greater involvement in their children's lives.

Yet in researching men's contributions to domestic life, a puzzle has remained unsolved. In spite of men's growing

participation in domestic tasks and their slowly increasing contributions to the time spent in childcare and 

housework, the conne ction between wom en and dome stic responsibility persists. Across time, countries and cultures,

it is overwhelm ingly mothers w ho organ ize, plan, orc hestrate, and  worry. Is there so mething differe nt about the w ays



in which men take on domestic responsibility? Might we be missing some of men's contributions because we have

been using a maternal lens to view and understand their caring? In assessing this puzzle, the ways in which we

define, interpret and understand domestic responsibility matters. Speaking to fathers helps to widen our

understand ing of this conc ept, both the oretically and  empirically.

In research ing the linkage b etween wo men and d omestic resp onsibility, I have a lso becom e aware of a

political and  theoretical tens ion that sits on the e dges of fem inist research o n fathering. Intrica tely tied up with this

puzzle of trying to understand, encourage and value fathers' unpaid caring work is the possibility that we may be

detracting from mothers' struggles to have their own unpaid work valued.

This paper draws on an in-depth qualitative research study of changing Canadian fatherhood with a focus on

fathers who are self-defined as primary caregivers (stay at home fathers and single fathers). The project explored

caring processes, househ old negotiations, and mo thering and  fathering as practices, identities and social institutions.

The choice of a "critical case study" sample of fathers involved the recognition that while these fathers are

exceptional pioneers, their stories nonetheless have relevance for understanding changing fatherhood since they are

challenging the   ways in which p ractices, identities  and ideo logies of carin g remain stro ngly associated  with

femininity and women's social lives (Fox 2001; Graham 1983; M cMahon 1995 ). Central to my project were evolving

observations and a theoretical engagement with three kinds of domestic responsibility: emotional, community and

"moral." This article deals only with the first, that of emotional responsibility (for a fuller discussion, see Doucet

2000; 2001; under review).

This article is structured along the following lines: first, a brief overview of theoretical, epistemological and

methodological background to the research that informs this paper; second, some key findings around fathering and

the emotional responsibility for children, and; finally, brief highlights of the political tensions that can arise for

feminists who stud y fathering and  a propo sed theore tical strategy for gra ppling with this co nflict.

THEORY AND EPISTEMOLOGY

My study on fathering is framed by a layered process of investigating and understanding the social worlds

inhabited and co-constructed by fathers and others. Several overlapping bodies of theory underpin this research, four

of which will be briefly mentioned here: structuration theory, symbolic interactionism, a focus on gender relations

and gender regimes, and a critical realist position. This study is rooted in the interplay between agency and structure

(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992; Connell 1987; Giddens 1984; Smith 1987 & 1999). Second, a view of agency as

relational and collectively enacted and experienced is posited. Influenced by principles of symbolic interactionism 

and  by a  trad itio n of f ami ly re sea rch  whic h em plo ys su ch p rinc iple s, em pha sis is  placed  on a ttem pts t o ga in peop le's

own understandings and meanings as well as how they interpret these meanings and actions in light of the

observations and judgments of other people (Barker 1994; Daly 1993 & 2002; Finch and Mason 1993; McMahon

1995). The third theoretical strand in my work is that of placing  these observations about relational and

interactionist agency within larger sets of social relations (Stryker 1980 & 2003). B uilding particularly on the work

of Dorothy Smith, individuals, couples, families, and communities are located within larger "relations of ruling"

(Smith 1987 & 1999). Fourth and finally, in taking a position such as Smith's, I am thus holding a position that

resembles "mitigated relativism" (Code 1993) or, set in different terms, a "critical realist" (Porter 2002; Sayer, 1999)

or a "subtle realist" (Seale 19 99) approa ch whereby I am ma king claims about how I be lieve the social world works.

Comb ined with this po sition is a strong se nse of theore tical, method ological and  epistemolo gical accou ntability

(Code 1987; M authner and Doucet 2003; Seale 1999).

METHODOLOGY

The sam ple of respo ndents for m y study are 12 0 fathers who  self-define as prim ary caregive rs of their

children (m ainly single fathers an d stay at hom e fathers). M ost of the fathers (5 8% or 7 0/120) w ere found in

Canada's capital city, Ottawa, while the geographical location of the other 50 fathers were as follows: 16 from other

Ontario cities; 13 from rural Ontario; 8 from Quebec; and 13 fathers from six other provinces. Fourteen couples

(with a stay at home father and with some diversity along the lines of income, social class and ethnicity) were



interviewed in order to include some mothers'  views in the study. A wide sampling strategy was used: fathers were

recruited thro ugh schoo ls and  varied  commun ity centers (i.e. health-re lated, com munity, and eth nic minority

groups), in parks and playgrounds, as well as through placing ads in mainstream Canadian newspapers and in many

small comm unity papers. S everal fathers w ere also foun d through sn owball sam pling whereb y one father wo uld

provide me with the name of friend or relative (Miles and Huberman 1994).

The study includes an extensive range of care giving experiences: 40 single fathers (28 sole custody, 9 joint

custody, and 3 widowers); 55 stay at home fathers (at home for at least one year); 12 fathers who are single and

are/were stay at home; and three fathers currently on parental leave (including one father living in a same sex

partnership). In the latter stages of the study I broadened my categories to include 10 shared caregiving fathers in an

effort to include  participants w ho did no t necessarily fit into the c ategories o f stay at home fathe rs or single father s. I

was thus able to include gay fathers who did not have legal custody but were active caregivers in their children's lives

and several immigrant fathers for whom stay at home fathering was not readily compatible with their cultural

traditions.

In terms of diversity, there are 9 gay fathers with considerable variation in the parenting arrangements. The

sample ha d a fairly high de gree of ethnic  diversity with 3 fathe rs of Native o rigin and 18  fathers from visib le

minorities (with all but one being first generation immigrants). In addition, there were 14 first or second-generation

immigrants of varied white ethnicities (e.g., Italian, Polish, Czech, British, Irish, Greek, German, Danish, Scottish).

Finally, the social class, income levels, and education levels of the respondents were diverse.

Of the 120 fathers who participated in the study, 62 fathers were interviewed through in-depth individual

interviews, 27 through telephone interviews; 12 in one of three focus groups; and 34 through web correspondence.

Within these numbers it is important to point out that 19 fathers participated through web based correspondence

only, while 10 1 were interv iewed in pe rson throug h the varied m ethods de scribed ab ove or by te lephone. T wenty

eight fathers were interviewed two or three times using d ifferent methods.1

THE PUZZLE OF EMOTIONAL RESPON SIBILITY

Unpacking the connection between women and emotional responsibility requires establishing what

emotiona l responsib ility is. As evinced in J oan Tro nto's descriptio n of caring, em otional resp onsibility involve s skills

which include "knowledge about others' needs" which the carer acquires through "an attentiveness to the needs of

others" (1989, 176-8). An understanding of emotional responsibility is theoretically rooted in literature on an ethic of

care (Gilligan 1982  & 1993;  N oddings 198 4 & 2003 ) combined with mo re recent recognition of the close

integration of connection and autonomy, and the ethics of care and justice (Benhabib 1992; Gilligan 1988;

Sevenhjuisen 1998 & 2000 ; Tronto 1993 & 19 95).

In spite of women's dominance in taking on the emotional responsibility for children, there is increasing

evidence that fathers can also be nurturing, affectionate, responsive and active with their children (Coltrane 1996;

Daly 199 3; Lupton  and Ba rclay 1997 ; Pruett 200 0). These  findings abo ut fathers' capab le nurturing wer e strongly

confirmed in my research. For example, Cameron, a stay at home father of two small children as well as the foster

parent of a mentally challenged teenager told me: "I often find myself even ahead of them. I know what they want

before they even express it." When asked to describe his fathering, Jerome, living in a small Nova Scotia town and a

stay at home father for ten years of two school aged children, chose only the following words: "Kind and  gentle.

Lots of hugs. Protective." The overwhelming majority of the 120 fathers interviewed for my  study spoke about

connection, hugging and  holding their children, and know ing intuitively what each child wants. But do fathers'

stories about caring add anything new to our understanding of nurturing and emotional responsibility? That is, can

there be different kinds of nurturing and are the se evident in fathers' narratives?

In my study, fathers' narratives draw attention to the following kinds of nurturing: its fun and playful side

(Coltrane 1996; Lamb 1981; P ruett 2000); a physical and outdoors approach to caring (Brandth and Kvande 1998);

promoting children's independence; and the encouragement of risk taking. The latter two aspects will be examined

here.

PROMOTING CHILDREN'S INDEPENDENCE

One aspect of father's emotional connection with children is, ironically, their role in facilitating processes of



autonom y in children. T hat is, most fathers  in my study playe d a strong ro le in  promo ting the children 's physical,

emotional and intellectual independence. The most recurrent example that fathers pointed to as an instance of the

promotion of the children's independence was how parents reacted to the child falling down. There were exceptions

and variatio ns, but the ove rwhelming m ajority of fathers sa id that they respo nded differ ently from their fem ale

partners when children fell down or hurt themselves, either through physical play or through exploring

independ ently. The ex ample of the  child falling do wn came u p on its own in  so many of the  first interviews that I

began using it as an anecdote and having fathers as well as mothers comment on it. Denise gives the example without

being asked : "If Nathan  falls down, and  hurts himself. I am  more likely to g o and pic k him up right a way."

The words of Shahin, an Iranian cabinetmaker and stay at home father of a 6 year-old boy, reflect those of

most of the fathers in my study: "If my son falls, my wife immediately hugs him, whereas I would immediately go

ther e an d sa y 'no  cut,  no b ruis es - o kay g et on wit h it. '"

RISK TAKING

Closely linked with the promo tion of children's independence w as the encourageme nt of risk taking. That is,

there is a relation ship betwee n encoura ging the child to  "get on with it"  and letting the ch ild climb just a little b it

higher on a play structure or to try something else on his or her own. Burt, a self-employed sole custodial father of an

11-year-old daughter points to how his daughter learns from taking on physical risks. He compares himself to other

mothers in the  park: "Fo r example , the appro ach to when  she's going to hur t herself and wh at not, the mo thers will

try to prevent their kids from falling off the balance beam. They know it's going to hurt and they identify with the

pain and the  emotion. I w ould say - 'This is ho w she is going to  learn'."

Bernard, an accountant and a gay father who shares custody of his son with two lesbian mothers, talks about

his approach in contrast to the child's mothers: "If he were climbing a tree, the mothers would be sitting back and

watching him  and then yelling  out that that was far  enough. T hey would b e more ca reful. I would b e close by him

helping him to  make the d ecision abo ut how far he c an do; I wo uld guide him  through that d ecision."

Why are  there appa rent difference s between m others' and fathe rs' approac hes to emo tional respo nsibility?

Within the n arratives of fathe rs, as well as mo thers, several re asons eme rge. First, both m others and  fathers point to

the residue of gendered upbringing. Second, strong beliefs are held by fathers, as well as by many mothers, that

mothering and fathering are inherently different as identities. Third, many fathers speak about the social taboos

around men and  physical touching, both with boys and  girls in the pre-teen and teen years.

GROWING UP M ALE

It should not be surprising that most fathers exhibit more traditionally masculine qualities in their caring

given that most boys grow up in cultures that encourage sport, physical and emotional independence, and risk taking

(Connell 1995; Mac an Ghaill 1994). Alistair, a writer and father of two daughters points to how he learned on the

playing fields (and arenas) of boyhood that the rules of the sports take precedence over the attention to somebody

getting hurt:

I was thinking we were out playing ball hockey and Vanessa got hurt. It is the kind of accident that happens

in ball hockey, and someone gets hurt, you kind of stand around like a bunch of male apes and you kick

them gently and say - well can you play or not? We're not a great nurturing bunch. Because you are learning

certain things when you are playing ball hockey. Here was my daughter and she was hurt in the face, and

you know I  was conce rned, but also  this is ball hocke y and you are  learning certa in things when yo u do that.

In contrasting her more cautious parenting approach with that of her husband Peter, Linda, a high school

teacher says: "I don't know if boys take mo re physical risks than girls. I suspect that they do. Having grown  up as a

girl, you know you see the boys on the highest bars at the park, or riding their bikes on one wheel. I think that has

some be aring on it." It rem ains to be see n, however , if these fathers' daugh ters - since they "a re learning ce rtain



things when playing ball hockey" - will also grow up  to exhibit these "masculine" qu alities.

A BELIEF  THAT M OTHE RS AND  FATH ERS AR E DIFFER ENT AT  NURTU RING: 

"A LONGER &  TIGHTER HUG " 

One of the most surprising findings for me in my research was that although many fathers expressed few

positive sentiments towards their ex-wives or partners, the overwhelming majority of fathers still pointed to how

mothers are more protective, nurturing, and emotionally connected to children. Jack, for example, a civil servant and

sole custod y father of two ch ildren living in N ew Bruns wick, reason s that although h is ex-wife is an exce ption to his

views, women are nevertheless more nurturing than men:

I still think in general that the most common situation is that women feel an attachment, that attachment or

whatever to  the children. A nd in most ca ses - I don't know  if this is driven from e volution or fro m society

today - but the fact of the matter is, in most relationships, when things break down and people separate, the

assumption, not only by the man, but in most cases, the assumption by the man and the women is that she

will take the child. B ecause she 's the mother, right?

Gary, a carpenter and  stay at home father of three boys, speaks ab out how his wife Kathy, like most

mothers, is more nurturing: "Well, like I said, men do nurture. We do give them a hug, tell them it's okay, sit them on

our knee. B ut I just find with the m other, they do  it more or lo nger, or a tighte r hug."

TABOOS AROUND FATHERS' PHYSICAL TOUCHING

It may be that a mother's hug is "longer" and "tighter" because there are different social perceptions of

fathers' and mothers' acceptable physicality with children. While the early years of fathering with infants and

pre-school children provide fathers with ample opportunity to freely hug and hold their children, many fathers of

pre-teen and  teenage bo ys and girls note d that they were  more clos ely scrutinized. In  terms of bo ys, Brenda n, a

self-employed sole custodial father of four, exemplifies Connell's link between hegemonic masculinity and 

hom oph obi a (1 987 ; 19 95;  200 0). B rendan  says : "I m ean  I hug  and  kiss  them  but  it's no t the  sam e. A nd fr ank ly I'm

not as comfortable hugging the big guys as the little guys. Like the older guys go 'Hey man.' I mean we're not

homop hobic, bu t it's something you're ra ised with."

Similarly, most o f the single fathers o f pre-teen and  teenage girls p ointed to the  ways in which p ublic

displays of close physical affection could be misinterpreted and specifically mentioned  daughters' sleepovers as an

area of tension and scrutiny. Alexander, a University professor who took two parental leaves and is now a joint

custody father, reflects on how things changed when his daughter reached puberty: "When puberty arrives the entire

dynamic changes. You don't think much of the physical thing that goes on with your kids until then. Embracing and

hugging. I am trying to think about the parallel with a mother-son. Obviously the same thing happens to a degree, yet

far less starkly."

AND Y ET IN PRA CTICE: 

"MOVEMENT & FLOW"

While most fathers pointed to deep-seated differences between mothers and fathers in their caregiving styles

and their pe rception tha t mothers hav e a greater p ropensity tow ards emo tional conne ction, what em erged in the d aily

practices of care and emotional responsibility was not so stark. In everyday life, there is great deal of, in the words of

one mother, "movement and flow" in emotional responsibility; these movements are, however, very much led by

mothers. In two-parent households and in joint custody households where parents live apart, fathers tend to expect

that the mother will be the more protective parent and that the children will turn to her when they are upset or

emotionally troubled. In sole custody father households, and even in gay father households, there is often a mother

somewhere (the birth mother, or a grandmother, an aunt, a close friend, a caregiver) and it is frequently expected that

this mother will more readily take on the emotional responsibility for children. Yet, in practice, when mothers are not

available, or where mothers let go of caring for brief or long periods, fathers do come to take on and fill that



powerful and protective space where emotional responsibility is taken on. There are times when women are

unavailable, involved in other activities or where they simply need to let go. The mother moves over and the father

readily or reluctantly fills that gap.

There are no clear predictors of when this "movement and flow" occurs. It plays out between parents in an

infinite variety of ways. Most notably, where children are born premature or are seriously ill, where children have

special needs such as learning d isabilities or debilitating allergies, where a child dies, or when one p arent leaves,

families are thro wn into situations  where bo th mothers an d fathers act in w ays that challeng e their own d eeply felt

beliefs abo ut nurturing and  emotiona l responsib ility.

What is most revealing about the permeability of motherly and fatherly nurturing is where sole custody

fathers were parenting without the children's mother. In their interviews, many found themselves admitting that they

had bec ome a differ ent kind of fathe r as a result of be ing on their ow n with their childre n. For exam ple, Roy, a

military technician  and sole cu stodial father o f a  four-year-old  boy says: "I p robably try an d give him m ore of a soft

father than anything else. But a soft father that wants him to learn, not just have fun." Golin, an African Canadian

civil servant and sole custody father of four school aged children, finds himself constantly moving between

autonomy and connection: "I always have to remind myself to set boundaries. I have to remind myself to do that

because I  get lost in the nurtur ing."

DO FATHERS, THEN, TAKE ON EMOTIONAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR CHILDREN?

Primary ca regiving fathers c are and nu rture in ways that d emonstrate  qualities that we w ould gene rally

consider masculine (physical play, outdoors-oriented, sports, the promotion of independence and risk taking). In my

research, this occurs for the majority of fathers across social class, income levels, occupations, ethnicity, and

sexuality. Nevertheless three theoretical points help to widen out this discussion so as not to hold it trapped in what

Barrie Thorne refers to as "the well worn grooves" of viewing and theorizing separate gendered worlds (1993, 95).

FATHERING WIDENS THE LENS OF EM OTIONAL RESPONSIBILITY

It is important to be clear that fathers draw attention to the differing dimensions of care and emotional

responsibility. They widen the lens in terms of what we can look for when we study parental caring. Their words

represent g ood em pirical evide nce for wha t theorists of care  have been  pointing to in the  last few years: the intrica te

connections between autonomy and connection, justice and care, individual rights and relational responsibilities

(Minow and Shanley 1996; Sevenhuijsen 1998, 2000). These qualities are part of the care of children, particularly as

they develop and m ature. The emotion al responsibility for children, with its qualities of attentiveness, responsiveness

and com petence, inv olves both  holding on  and letting go a nd it is the careful letting  go that fathers d emonstrate

particularly we ll.

PERCEPTUAL WEIGHT ATTACHED TO GENDER DIFFERENCES MAY AT TIMES SUPERCEDE

PRACTICES

It is not at all clear that the  differences to  which fathers re fer are differenc es in action or  differences in the ir

deeply held beliefs about how men should act. The "perceptual weight" attached to gender differences may at times

superced e practices (T horne 19 93). Th is is particularly the ca se with caregiv ing because  there are de eply held

gendered scripts and discourses around mothering as primary  caregiving and fathering as bread winning (Luxton and

Corman 2001). In spite of efforts to challenge these discourses, they nevertheless remain as symbolic residues. As

Sara Fenstermaker Berk  highlighted nearly two decades ago, family life and labour encompass "interwoven

structures of the m aterial and the  symbolic so  that househo ld labor is br ought into line w ith an image o f how it

should be divided" (1985, 206).

THE LEADING ROLE THAT M OTHERS PLAY IN EMO TIONAL RESPONSIBILITY

The role of the mother is a key factor in determining the ways in which fathers will take on the care and

emotiona l responsib ility of children. So me theorists w ithin the sociolo gy of the family hav e called this "m aternal gate



keeping" (Allen and Hawkins 1999) pointing to how women may exclude men and may not want to give up this area

of power and expertise. My research suggests that many fathers also expect mothers to take this on. Furthermore, the

lead that mothers take in emotion al responsibility cannot be reduce d to its domestic negotiation betwe en partners.

Rather it is deeply  rooted in women's profoundly felt "moral" obligations to care (Finch and Mason 1993; McMahon

1995)  and men's "m oral" com mitment to finan cially provide  for their families. It is also  embedd ed in the differe ntly

embod ied exper iences of mo thering and fa thering with the un ique pre-na tal and pos t-natal connec tions available  only

to women  and the soc ially perceived  incompa tibility between m ale adult bo dies and p re-teen and te enage you th

(Doucet, under rev iew). Furthermore, wom en's greater propensity to take on emo tional responsibility, and fathers'

expectations that  mothers will do so, is further facilitated by the advantage that women have in often becoming the 

early expert in c are giving (Fo x 1997  & 200 1). This also  combine s with women 's frequently greate r ease with

forming community networks around children, networks that assist parents in responding to their children's social

needs (Doucet 2000 & 2 001). In spite of all of these obstacles, fathers who have the opportunity to be a constant

presence in the lives of their young children through parental leave, unpaid leave, or the experience of being a stay at

home father or a single father can find within themselves the capacity for taking on, or sharing, the emotional

responsibility for children.

HIGHLIGHTING A FEMINIST TENSION AND A THEORETICAL STRATEGY

Underlying my work on fathering and domestic responsibility is a positive encouragement of active

fatherhood  and ope nness to the p romise and  possibility of me n taking on the  emotiona l responsib ility of children. I

also recognize that this case study focused on 120 self-defined primary  caregivers has limitations in that these were

fathers who felt willing and able to tell their stories.  Nevertheless, their narratives along with an emerging literature

on fathering provide evidence that, in material and ideological terms, men's lives are widening to include caregiving

in a more central way. My view is that, in challenging the current injustices of the politics of unpaid work and

revisioning the  ways in which so cieties' care for their yo ung and d epende nt others, men  should shar e in this

important set of social responsibilities (Ehrensaft 1987; Held 1993; Ruddick 1989 & 19 95).

There a re, howeve r, unexpec ted dange rs and tensio ns in taking such a n appro ach. This lo omed re cently

when I was inv ited to give a p ublic lecture a bout my wo rk and to d o some m edia-related  interviews aro und this

event. Outside of the safe spaces o f academic and feminist con ferences, I found myself with a sense of unease

speaking about my work on fathering (Mandell 2002). The source of the discomfort was crystallized when I found

that a father's rights group as far away as Australia had made a link to a newspaper article (Tam 2003) that was

written on the general thrust of my public lecture.

This unex pected turn  of events, and  the way in which a  positive light shed  on fathers co uld be used  to

justify a completely different, indeed conflicting, set of claims is an example of the importance of recognizing "the

epistemology of reception." As Tim May (1998, 173) points out, this "epistemology of reception" raises critical

questions about "how and under what circumstances social scientific knowledge is received, evaluated, and acted

upon and under what circumstances" (Grosz 1995). The epistemology of reception that awaits any positive work on

fathering is that som e fathers' rights grou ps (particula rly the most militan t and anti-feminist o nes) may use  this

information to make their case that fathers are better parents than mothers are (Farrell 2001). Feminist and

pro-feminist writing about fathers and men's rights movements have highlighted how these groups have taken up

discourses of equality and gender-neutral parenting and use it to reinforce their claims for greater access to children,

either through sole custody, joint custody and through limited support payments to their ex-wives (Boyd 2002).

This dark side of encouraging shared parenting pulls at the edges of feminist work on fathering. In

recognizin g the impos sible task of reso lving this tension, I w as neverthele ss keen to find a  way of workin g through it.

I thus revisited the  gender eq uality, gender d ifferences and  essentialism de bate which w as particularly sa lient within

feminist theory in the 1980s and early 1990s (Bacchi 1990 &  1991; Doucet 1995; Flax 1992; Rhode 1989 & 1990

& 1992; Scott 1988 & 1990). In sorting through theoretical and empirical conflicts between equality and difference,

an interesting third position came to be struck between these two sides of the debate. Feminist scholars came to argue

that not only were difference and equality not antithetical positions, but that feminist theorists needed to draw on

both. In relation to women's caregiving, and the need to both value as well as critique it, Deborah Rhode (1989 &

1990) called this "taking a more contextual approach" while Joan Tronto called for a disentangling of the "feminine

and feminist aspects of caring" (1989, 184). Referring to feminist struggles more widely, Luce Irigaray used the



metapho r of "occu pying two po sitions at once " (Wh itford 199 4) while Dia na Fuss (19 89) emp loyed "strate gic

essentialism" a s an appro ach and as  a strategy.

In taking up Irig aray's metapho r of the "two p ositions," the first p osition entails a c lose attentivene ss to

"context a nd the com plexity of wom en's interests" in co ncrete situation s (Rhode  1990, 2 04). Th e second  position is

to remain m indful of the fact tha t, while in some c ontexts, it is impo rtant to recog nize gende r differences, this sh ould

not translate into "absolutist categorizations of difference" but rather a recognition that "meanings are always relative

to particular constructions in specified contexts" (Scott 1988, 175). Put differently, Diana Fuss argued that

"essentially speaking we need to theorize essentialist spaces from which to speak and, simultaneously, to deconstruct

those spaces and keep them from solidifying" (1989, 118).

How m ight we emp loy such a theo retical appr oach in stud ying fathers? T he first position o f a  "contextu al"

or strategic essentialist approach would look widely to the social positioning of women and men in most societies

and the recognition that while gender equality remains a lofty goal, profound gender differences still exist in regard

to caregiving. Within this "first position" we could, for example, recognize several social "facts": the invisibility of

women's caregiving; that the fathers described in this study are the exception rather than the norm and that women

still take on a disproportionate share o f the responsibility for children; that women's earnings are still less than those

of men; that domestic violence a nd spousal abuse d o exist in some families.

The "second position" is the larger terrain of challenging the politics of unpaid work. As Selma

Sevenhuijsen eloquently argues, this would entail integrating the work of care "into a wide set of social practices, not

only when it concerns the combination of paid labour and informal care in the life plans of individual citizens, but

also when it co mes to integra ting care as a c onsideratio n in the social infra structure and  institutions of civil soc iety"

(2000, 21). In concrete terms, this would include strategies to change the politics of unpaid work (Crittenden 2001;

Luxton 1997) and specific measures to assist mothers and fathers to achieve greater symmetry between employment

and caregiving.

Such measures would include income equity for women, greater acceptance by employers of fathers' use of

parental leav e, and wor k flexibility option s for both m en and wo men. It would  also mean r ecognizing  the possibility

that men can nurture and care for children. This recognition is, however, not an unconditional one. Theoretically and

politically, the femin ist position I am  advoca ting here calls for  the inclusion o f men where  it does not wo rk to

undermine women's own caregiving interests. A feminist position on fathering must work towards challenging

gendered asymmetries around care and employment, encouraging and embracing active fathering, while valuing the

long historical tradition of women's work, identities, and power in caregiving.
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ENDNOTE

1.Analysis of the data was comprised of several components. First, research assistants carried out in-depth readings

of verbatim interview transcripts on their own and then in conjunction with me, utilizing the "Listening Guide"

(Brown and Gilligan 1992; Mauthner and Do ucet 1998 & 2003 ). My layered theoretical approach, moving

heuristically from individuals to social relationships to wider social structures was reflected in the four readings

employed within this analytic strategy. Group discussions of common themes and issues were then conducted,

followed by a lengthy process of coding (conducted mainly by myself) using the data analysis computer program,

Atlas Ti.

REFERENCES



Allen, Sarah M. and Allen J. Hawkins. "Maternal Gatekeeping: Mothers' Beliefs and Behaviors That Inhibit Greater

Father Involvement in Family Work," Journa l of Marria ge and  the Fam ily 61.1 (1999): 199-212.

Bacchi, C arol L. Same Difference: Feminism and Sexual Difference. London: Allen and Unwin, 1990.

_____. "Pregnancy, the Law and the Meaning of Equality," Equality, Politics and Gender, Elizabeth Meehan and

Selma Sevenhuijsen, eds. London: Sage, 1991.

Barker, R ichard W . Lone Fathers and Masculinities. Avebury, U.K.: Aldershot, 1994

Benhab ib, Seyla. Situating  the Self . Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992.

Berk, Sa ra F. The Gender Factory: The Apportionment of Work in American Households. New York: Plenum, 1985.

Bourd ieu, Pierre an d Lois W acquant. An Invitation to a Reflexive Sociology. Chicago: University of Chicago  Press,

1992.

Boyd, S usan B. Child Custod y, Law and  Women 's Work . Don Mills: Oxford University Press, 2002.

Brandth, Berit and Elin Kvande. "Masculinity and Child Care: The Reconstruction of Fathering," The Sociological

Review 46.2 (1998): 293-313.

_____."Flexible Work and Flexible Fathers," Work, E mploym ent and  Society  15.2 (2001):251-67.

Brown, Lyn. M. and Carol Gilligan. Meeting at the Crossroads: Women's Psychology and Girls' Development.

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992.

Code, L orraine. Epistem ic Respo nsibility . Hanover and London: Brown University Press, 1987.

_____."Taking Subjectivity into Account," Feminist Epistemologies, Linda Alcoff and Elizabeth Potter, eds. New

York and London: Routledge, 1993.

Coltrane, S cott. Family  Man: F atherho od, Ho usework , and G ender E quity. New Yo rk: Oxford University Pre ss,

1996.

Connell, R obert W . Gender and Power . Cambridge: Polity Press, 1987.

_____ . Masculinities. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995.

_____ .  The Men and the Boys . Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000.

Crittenden, Anne. The Price of Motherhood: Why the Most Important Job in the World is Still the Least Valued.

New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2001.

Daly, Kerry. "Reshaping Fatherhood: Finding the Models," Journal of Family Issues 14.4 (1993): 510-30.

_____. "Time, Gender, and the Negotiation of Family Schedules," Symbolic Interaction 25.3 (2002): 323-42.

Doucet, Andrea. "Gender Equality and Gender Differences in Household Work and Parenting," Women's Studies

International Forum 18.3 (1995): 271-84.

_____ . "'There's a H uge Differen ce Betwe en Me a s a Male C arer and W omen': Gen der, Do mestic Resp onsibility,



and the Community as an Institutional Arena," Comm unity Wo rk and F amily  3.2 (2000): 163-84.

_____ . "You S ee the Nee d Perha ps Mo re Clearly T han I Hav e: Explor ing Gend ered Pro cesses of D omestic

Responsibility," Journal of Family Issues 22.3 (2001): 328-57.

_____. "Do Men Mother?," submitted to Men and Masculinities, (under review).

_____  and Nata sha S. M authner. "K nowing Re sponsibly: E thics, Feminist E pistemolo gies and M ethodolo gies,"

Ethics in Qualitative Research, Melanie Mauthner, Maxine Birch, Julie Jessop and Tina Miller, eds. London: Sage

Publications, 2002.

Dowd , Nancy. Redefining Fatherhood. New York: New York University Press, 2000.

Ehrensaft, D iane. Parenting Together: Men and Women Sharing the Care of Their Children. London: Collier

Macmillan Publishers, 1987.

Farrell, W illiam. Father and Child Reunion: How to Bring the Dads We Need to the Children We Love. New York:

Jeremy P/ Tarcher/Putnam Publishers, 2001.

Finch, Jane t and Jennifer  Mason . Negotiating Family Responsibilities. London: Routledge, 1993.

Flax, Jane. "Beyond Equality: Gender, Justice and Difference," Beyond Equality and Difference: Citizenship,

Femin ist Politics and  Fema le Subjec tivity, Gisela Bock and Susan James, eds. London and New York: Routledge,

1992.

Folbre, N ancy. Who Pays for the Kids? Gender and the Structures of Constraint. London: Routledge, Chapman and

Hall, 1994.

Fox, Bo nnie. "Rep roducing  Difference: C hanges in the L ives of Partn ers Beco ming Pare nts," Feminism and

Families: Critical Policies and Changing Practices, Meg Luxton, ed. Halifax: Fernwood Publishing, 1997.

_____ . "The F ormative Y ears: How  Parentho od Crea tes Gend er,"  Canadian Review of Sociology and Anthropology

38.4 (2001): 373-90.

Fraser, N ancy "After th e Family W age: A Po stindustrialist Th ought Exp eriment,"  Justice Interruptus: Critical

Reflections of the Postsocialist Condition. Nancy Fraser, ed. New York: Routledge, 1997.

Fuss, Diana . Essentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature and Difference. London; Routledge, 1989.

Gidden s, Anthony. The Constitution of Society: Outline of theTheory of Structuration. Cambridge, U K: Polity Press,

1984.

Gilligan, Carol. "Remapping the Moral Domain: New Images of the Self in Relationship," Mapping the Moral

Domain: A Contribution of Women's Thinking to Psychological Theory and Education, Carol G illigan, Janie

Victoria Ward, and Jill McLean Taylor with Betty Bardige, eds. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988.

_____ . In a Different Voice (2nd edition) Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982 & 1993.

Graham, Hilary. "The Concept of Caring in Feminist Research: The Case of Domestic Service," Sociology, Volume

25 (1991): 61-78.

_____. "Caring: A Labor of Love," A Labor of Love: Women, Work and Caring, Janet Finch, and Dulcie A . Groves,



eds. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983.

Grosz, E lizabeth. Space, Time and Perversion. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1995.

Held, V irginia. Feminist Morality: Transforming Culture, Society, and Politics. Chicago: University of Chicago

Press, 1993.

Hobso n, Barba ra, ed. Making Men Into Fathers: Men, Masculinities and the Social Politics of Fatherhood.

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002.

Jenson, Ja ne. "Again st the Current: C hild Care a nd Family P olicy in Queb ec,"  Childcare Po licy at the Crossroads:

Gender and Welfare State Restructuring. Sonya Michel and Rianne Mahon, eds. London: Routledge, 2002.

Lamb, M ichael E. "T he Deve lopment o f Father-Infant R elationships,"  The Role of the Father in Child Development

(Second Edition). Michael E. Lamb, ed. New York: John Wiley and Sons 1981.

Lupton, D eborah a nd Lesley B arclay. Constructing Fatherhood: Discourses and Experiences. London: Sage

Publications, 1997.

Luxton, M eg, ed. Feminism and Families: Critical Policies and Changing Practices. Halifax: Fernwood Publishing,

1997.

_____ and Leah Vosko. "The Census and Women's Work," Studies in Political Economy 56 (1998): 49-82.

Luxton, M eg and Jun e Corma n. Getting By in Hard Times: Gendered Labor at Home and on the Job. Toronto:

University of Toronto Press, 2001.

Mahon, Rianne. "Gender and Welfare State Restructuring: Through the Lens of Childcare," Childcare Policy at the

Crossroads: Gender and Welfare State Restructuring. Sonya Michel and Rianne Mahon, eds. London: Routledge,

2002.

Mac an  Ghaill, M artin. The Making of Men: Masculinities, Sexualities and Schooling. Buckingh am: Ope n University

Press, 1994.

Mand ell, Deena. Dead Beat Dads: Subjectivity and Social Construction. Toronto: Un iversity of Toronto Press,

2002.

Marsiglio, William. "Contemporary Scholarship on Fatherhood: Culture, Identity and Conflict," Journa l of Fam ily

Issues 14.4 (1993): 484-509.

Mauthner, Na tasha S. and Andrea  Doucet. "Reflections o n a Voice Cen tred Relational Me thod of Data Ana lysis:

Analysing Maternal and Domestic Voices," Femin ist Dilemm as in Qu alitative Res earch: P rivate Lives a nd Pu blic

Texts . Jane Ribbens and Rosalind Edwards, eds. London: Sage, 1998.

_____ and And rea Dou cet. "Reflex ive Acco unts and Ac counts of R eflexivity in Qualita tive Data A nalysis,"

Sociology 37.3 (2003): 413-31.

May, Tim. "Reflections and Reflexivity," Know ing the So cial World , Tim May and  Malcolm W illiams, eds.

Buckingham: Open University Press, 1998.

McM ahon, M artha. Engendering Motherhood: Identity and Self-Transformation in Women's Lives. New York: The

Guilford Press, 1995.



Miles, M atthew B. an d A. M ichael Hub erman. Qualitative Data Analysis: An Expanded Sourcebook. London: Sage,

1994.

Minow, Martha and Mary L. Shanley. "Relational Rights and Responsibilities: Revisioning the Family in Liberal

Political Theory and Law," Hypa tia 11.1 (1996): 4-29.

Moss, P eter. "Rec onciling Em ployment a nd Family R esponsib ilities: A Europ ean Persp ective,"  The Wo rk-Fam ily

Challenge: Rethinking Employment, Suzan Lewis with Jeremy Lewis, eds. London: Sage, 1996.

Nodd ings, Nel. Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral Education (2nd edition). Berkeley: University of

California Press, 1984/2003.

Porter, Sam. "Critical Realist Ethnography," Qualitative Research in Action, Tim May, ed. London: Sage

Publications, 2002.

Pruett, Kyle . Fathern eed: Wh y Fathe r Care Is A s Essential A s Mothe r Care for Y our Ch ild. New York: Broadview

Press, 2000.

Rhode , Debor ah. L. Justice and Gender: Sex Discrimination and the Law. London: Harvard University Press, 1989.

_____ , ed. Theoretical Perspectives on Sexual Difference. London: Yale University Press, 1990.

_____."The Politics of Paradigms: Gender Difference and Gender Disadvantage," Beyond Equality and Difference:

Citizenship , Femin ist Politics and  Fema le Subjec tivity, Gisela Bock and Susan James, eds. London and New Y ork:

Routledge, 1992.

Ruddick , Sara. Maternal Thinking: Towards a Politics of Peace. Boston, MA: Beacon, 1989 & 1995.

Sayer, And rew. Realism and Social Science. London: Sage, 1999.

Seale, Clive . The Quality of Qualitative Research. London: Sage Publications, 1999.

Sevenhuij sen, Selma. Citizenship and the Ethics of Care: Feminist Considerations on Justice, Morality and Politics.

London: Routledge, 1998.

_____. "Caring in the Third Way: The Relation Between Obligation, Responsibility and Care in Third Way

Discourse," Critical Social Policy: A  Journal of Th eory and P ractice in Social We lfare 25.1 (2000): 5-38.

Scott, Joan . W. Gender an d the Politics of History . New York: Columbia University Press, 1988.

_____. "Deconstructing Equality-Versus-Difference: Or, the Uses of Postructuralist Theory for Feminism," Conflicts

in Feminism , Marianne Hirsch and Evelyn Fox Keller, eds. New York and London: Routledge, 1990.

Smith, Do rothy. The Everyday World as Problematic: A Feminist Sociology, Milton Keynes. UK: O pen Univ ersity

Press, 1987.

_____. "Telling the Truth after Postmodernism," Writing the Social: Critique, Theory and Investigations, Dorothy

Smith ed. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999.

Stryker, Sheld on. Symbolic Interactionism: A Social Structural Version. Menlo Park , California: Cummings,

1980/2003.



Tam, Pauline. "Fathers Can Mother Children Too," The Ottawa Citizen (April 8, 2003).

Thorne , Barrie. Gender Play: Girls and Boys in School. Buckingham: Open University Press, 1993.

Tronto, Joan. "Women and Caring: What Can Feminists Learn About Morality From Caring?"

Gender/Body/Knowledge: Feminist Reconstructions of Being and Knowing, Alison M. Jaggar and  Susan Bordo , eds.

New Brunswick and London: Rutgers University Press, 1989.

_____ . Moral Bo undaries: A P olitical Argumen t for an Ethic of Care . New York and London: Routledge, 1993.

_____. "Care as a Basis for Radical Political Judgements (Symposium on Care and Justice)," Hypa tia 10.2 (1995):

141-49.

Waring , Marilyn. If Women Counted. San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1988.

Whitford, Margaret. "Reading Irigaray in the Nineties," Engagin g with Irigaray: F eminist Philosop hy and M odern

European Thought, Carolyn B urke, Nao mi Schor a nd Ma rgaret W hitford, eds. N ew York : Columb ia University

Press, 1994.


