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Introduction


In 1977, the poet Adrienne Rich wrote that as long as women remain the only nurturing source for children, women will be considered the sole source of compassion, and that, as a result, women will be simultaneously clung to and resented. Ten years later, the psychoanalyst Gavin Smith (1987) cited Rich's observation to argue that effective fathering implicates the emotional and economic lives of men, women, and children, and that too few men take the complex issues of attachment, separation, and individuation seriously. Consider for a moment the extent to which a father's alienation may be felt throughout a family. Specifically, young infants, attuned to the emotions of those around them, develop implicit relational understandings about the concept of love (Gopnik & Seiver, 2009). To the extent that nurture is siloed to women, children will encounter an emptiness or lack of warmth in fathers that renders emptiness as an embodiment of relational traditions in its own right (cf., Cushman, 1995). As a tradition, emptiness facilitates a failure to witness, and/or a normalization of the adverse experiences that make children's brains grow up too quickly (cf., Tooley, Bassett, & Mackey, 2021). Decades after Rich's suggestion that men could be nurturing, some changes are notable for increasing awareness of what is lacking. For example, a need for a strong and emotionally nurturing father is found in the Emmy Award-winning show Ted Lasso (Goldstein & Hunt, 2020). The character Ted depicts a divorced father and coach who is having panic attacks due to memories of his own father's suicide, which is triggered after witnessing a father abuse one of his players for being fallible on the field of play.


Over forty years after Rich urgently considered the need for the cultivation of emotional literacy in men, and three decades after amplification by Smith, the clearly stated and problematic idea of integrating nurturing capacities into conceptions of masculinity remains an idea that, while recognized, is too often sidelined and repudiated. As trauma persists, statistics suggest that it is mostly boys grown into identified men who continue to feel and act on an implicit sense that embodying the traits of traditional masculinity remains valued by other men (Iacoviello et al., 2021). However, holistic social analyses find a wider explanation to account for the perpetuation of hegemonic masculinity in the superordinate factor of disintegration which is a failure to integrate doing and being (Winnicott, 1961) that implicates fractured community relations (Wachtel, 1989) that, in turn, perpetuate insecure attachments (Matijasevic, 2021), and regardless of gender identifications, find favor in an atomized and defensive autonomy that devalues relational factors such as dependency in both men and women (cf., Layton, 2004a, 2004b).


To this fractured, individualistic end, psychological explanations run the risk of uncritically affirming a practice akin to a myopic cult of personality or a solipsistic navel-gazing in which the benefits of relational continuity and dependency are denied in preference for a narrow and constricted preoccupation with personal attainment (cf., Paras, 2006). Perpetuating the belief in the importance of the rugged individualism found in traditional masculinity is the persistence of a representation of a mature (typically idealized as male) self as a static, fixed, and all-or-nothing entity (Waling, 2019). To put it bluntly, as domination remains attractive, an aggressive wish that the big and powerful really do not cry haunts the present.


My reason for writing this book is simple: We need to continue to labor to make a case for the civilizing implications of freeing compassion from a sexist nomenclature that persistently devalues vulnerability and being. The basic argument explored throughout is that a static conception of masculinity amounts to a mirage reinforced through a shared repudiation of feelings such as longing and anxiety, and that the effects of such disavowal are found in experiences of emptiness and expressions of aggression. This is a mirage that threatens not only our respective humanity, but all of life on Earth.


In an effort to deconstruct a static conception of rugged individualism, this book focuses on a father's ability to hold and let go as acts that aid the developmental integration of autonomy and dependency, as an antithesis to a static conception of autonomy that attempts to deny dependency. As a defensive response to feelings of dependency, static reifications of an unflinching masculinity are old. For example, originally spoken of as a chip of flint, the phrase “Chip off the old block” was uttered by a Homerically influenced Greek poet in the third century BCE in an attempt to provide reassurance about a son who was away (Theocritus, 2002). The popular phrase attempts to inoculate worry by denying difference and fallibility. Despite lip service to keeping calm and carrying on, longing, or a pain found in a wish for reunion, haunts our respective literatures and consulting rooms. Often, in play like peekaboo, pleasure is found in breaking and return.


Rapprochement is about looking back and risking heartbreak and loss in expressing a need to re-find and re-fuel through delight in discovering the other while forging a self. This is not easy work. A biblical command to not look back finds Lot's wife turned into a pillar of salt. In Greek mythology, Orpheus’ looking back in order to celebrate return from the Underworld severs his connection to Eurydice. As an idealized example of success in reunion, the parable of the prodigal or wasteful son has persisted for centuries. The story of an open-hearted and nurturing father who chooses an embrace over rejection appears in Luke (15: 11–32, cf., Snodgrass, 2018). The story is one in which a negligent son returns to be recognized by his father when, due to the son's behavior, it is almost too late for any reunion to take place. Also, within the homilies or midrash contained in the Jewish Pesikta Rabbati (44.9), written in the first centuries of the Christian Era, is a version in which the prodigal son struggles to return home, and the father meets him half way (cf., McArthur & Johnston, 2014). In the Lotus Sutra of Mahayana Buddhism, the father's attempted reunion frightens the son away as the prodigal son does not recognize his father, so this father decides to patiently wait for his son to return and to one day tolerate being recognized (Lai, 1981). To the extent that these stories remain idealized spiritual parables, there remains a need to continue translating the hunger for relational security into terrestrial practices.


In the chapters that follow, good-enough fathering is defined as a function that helps a child find or develop their autonomy while also avowing dependency. A parent of any gender can consider how their presence impacts a child's identifications and dis-identifications with the adults involved in child-rearing. However, such a task is fraught with breakdown. In the simultaneity of looking forward and back, rapprochement also implicates struggle. As alienation remains a casual factor in pediatric and adult mental health, breakdowns are explored throughout this text.


While I think that the writers of Ted Lasso agree with Adrienne Rich on this point, aggression and reactivity remain all too often naturalized and subsequently enacted in narratives of justification. Psychoanalytic explorations attempt to move beyond the simplicity of the oft used phrase, “It is what it is.” To put matters somewhat differently, despite popular reference to the prodigal son as a beautiful parable, hegemonic masculinity remains an impediment to actual loving reunions. Rapprochement between males carries assumptions of homophobia, alienation, and violence.


Consider the following thought experiment. A patient, a successful father and businessman, is describing his narcissistically preoccupied parent who failed to nurture him during a lonely childhood. Do we hear this differently when the cold and preoccupied parent is a father and not a mother? Should a mother naturally know better? How about a father? Why? How about a gay or trans dad as opposed to a straight or cis dad? And, should a daughter be more compliant, which is to say domestic, in locating nurturing capacities than a son? If a son happens to be drawn to domestic pursuits, does it make him less of a male than a “butch” sister who dreams of being a firefighter? In order to further trouble gendered identifications with nurturance, intimacy, aggression, and alienation, the following chapters are centered in literary subjects assumed to be heteronormative males. In recognition of non-binary identifications in sexuality and gender, I hope that I have, to some degree, managed to illuminate qualities of intersubjective mutuality that transcend specific roles and identifications in a manner helpful to any human.


In addition to Freud, there is a long tradition of turning to stories in order to illuminate psychological wisdom (e.g., Bettelheim, 1975; Warner, 2014). Writing in 1930, Ella Sharpe suggested that psychoanalysts could be assessed for competency in regard to knowledge of literature and mythology in addition to knowledge of psychoanalytic theory (Sharpe, 1930, in Covitz, 2021). For patients and analysts, myths serve a function as transitional objects that afford a sense of security in working with feelings of destabilization and imbalance (cf., Said, 2003). In such a spirit, this work labors to traverse a tradition of rigorous and critical thinking through engagement with multiple disciplines aiming to make our thinking relevant to the facts of human behavior (cf., Meehl, 1973). Such a critical and pluralistic attitude also aims to revitalize a period when scientists and poets were in better conversation (Holmes, 2009), and considers that such a conversation is not only vital to a balanced education, but to the human endeavor (cf., Snow, 1959).


In working within a psychoanalytic tradition, my interpretive effort is one that runs shy of causal explanations of the human condition (cf., Nagel, 1979), and in so doing affirms a distinction between causal explanation and cultural interpretation (cf., Bruner, 1990). This is an effort to acknowledge that interpretation is not excavation, as interpretive acts alter what is held in a manner that necessitates working with what is distorted in order to appreciate what is handed down across generations (cf., Sontag, 1966) in order to affirm that multiple voices comprise our myths and ourselves (cf., Mulhall, 1994). A clinical perspective affirms a need to listen carefully and faithfully, as stories that beg to be told place us in contact with a moral imagination that can serve to provide guidance (Coles, 1989).


In addition to some classics, the stories that follow are those that stood out during my childhood, and also in time spent reading to my son while he was young enough that such activity was sought with a desire for closeness and a curiosity that marked adventure. The characters encountered are notable for their not being respective chips of flint. In literary, clinical, and personal selections, I have in mind a spirit similar to that of a hospital department's morbidity and mortality conference. In this, my focus is on the material that has left me shaken in some manner. I am grateful for such experiences, and also that much of life, and some of literature, is less challenging. When clinical material is brought into this text, I have taken pains to alter any and all identifying information in order to respect the sanctity of those who have risked free speech and passionate feeling in pursuit of situating themselves in my care. Consideration of what goes well and somewhat easier is also important, and in what follows there are, in addition to challenging moments, also moments of grace that accompany subjective distress. A desire to work productively with such variation serves to normalize experiences of holding, letting go, and situating return, and in itself is a compelling reason to initiate treatment.


Part I: Fleshing out fathers and sons in familial contexts begins with a previously published paper (Rothschild, 2009) based in analysis of fathering and separation and individuation as depicted in the film Finding Nemo (Stanton, 2003). There, development, including masculine development, is considered a lifelong process that hinges on negotiations between an ideal and what is real. Additionally, the work of parenting is considered an action conducted by mothers and fathers that implicates contemporary challenges in fractured generational continuity and a simultaneous press for social role flexibility. The next chapter places Max, the protagonist in Maurice Sendak's (1963) Where the Wild Things Are, within a historical frame in which conceptions of family are assumed stable despite centuries of precarity. Historical analysis finds a focus on child welfare that includes examination of psychoanalytic history in which father moves from being an essentialized biological parent to being simply another attachment figure (Target & Fonagy, 2002) who helps a child see themselves in the eyes of others (Blatt, 2008). Furthermore, though examination of Max, rapprochement (Mahler, 1968) is considered to be an active process of seeking good-enough resolutions in distinguishing internal subjectivity and the external world in a fashion that implicates creativity across the lifespan. Next, terrestrial embodiment and ethics of the outside are explored in relation to The Giving Tree (Silverstein, 1964). There, the failure of a boy to appreciate a tree's point of view makes problematic a distinction between hospitality and annihilation in which narcissism is considered a function that actively denies feelings of insignificance by finding decay everywhere in manner that through disembodiment threatens to destroy succeeding generations and life on Earth.


Challenges to a son's feeling real and being constructively creative are explored throughout Part II. This section begins with Stephen Mitchell's (1988) appraisal of Daedalus’ narcissism as the significant factor in Icarus’ death. A psychoanalytic autopsy reveals that a failure to link mastery to experiential processes that include affect is a failure to integrate doing and being. Accordingly, a metacognition that affirms working with the sort of experiential fluctuations found in a youth like Icarus is considered a Dionysian (Nietzsche, 1967) or poetic attitude that is able to contain and situate illusions in a fashion that enables success in flight. Coercive elements between a father and son are further explored in the next chapter through consideration of The Lego Movie (Lord & Miller, 2014). There, Donald Winnicott's (1971) idea of a Z dimension, which is comprised of a moment or moments in which a chronic lack of parental recognition alters the developmental trajectory of a child, is considered a functional grain of sand that produces this pearl of a story. The main point of this film is that it matters how one cultivates creative capacities, and to that end the film is considered an attempt to situate threats of stasis contained in neoliberal assumptions. The next chapter turns to Mark Twain's (1982) Mississippi Writings as a scaffold from which to explore the developmental tasks of separating what is real from what is imaginary that includes cultural analysis of race and gender. Additionally, Erik Erikson's (1968) concept of a psychosocial moratorium is considered a component of separation and individuation that requests time and engagement to facilitate psychological transformation in a manner that punctures idyllic assumptions of childhood. Further analysis of intergenerational cultural transmission is found in the following chapter's exploration of challenges in the utilization of negative capability (Keats, 2014) in my own adolescent desire for junk food in relation to my foodie father through comparison to In the Night Kitchen (Sendak, 1970). Sándor Ferenczi's (1912) conception of a clever baby illuminates Peter and Wendy (Barrie, 1911b) and Frankenstein (Shelley, 1818) to round out the last chapter in this section. Of concern here is the idea that the work of integration may be denied.




Part III revolves around consideration of the question: What sort of father can help to facilitate creative movement? Genesis 22, the binding of Isaac, is considered to illustrate the danger of aggression, and a chronic and multicultural wounded union revealing that tradition appears to necessitate repudiation. Working simultaneously with thinking within psychoanalysis and philosophy, an argument is made that what has been repudiated within the repetition of tradition may be situated in a prosocial manner. Working with the implications of situating emptiness and aggression as dissociated elements of tradition, I turn to the idea of homecoming through the Iliad (Homer, 2004) and the Odyssey (Homer, 1998) to further address the idea of a hospitable environment. In this, Odysseus or Ulysses is considered a representative of an indecisive history and interminable present who functions as a projective stimulus. This approach to Odysseus’ story of departure and return facilitates thinking on the identity of an unhoused cosmopolitan family man in which return itself is partial. Finally, ethics of subjugated responsibility are further explored through a reading of Elwyn Brooks White's (1970) The Trumpet of the Swan. There, through considerations of Lacan's (1977) emphasis on the subjectivity of animals, a good-enough father is considered one who is willing to encounter and engage in serious play with the uneven rhythms found in the human dimensions of misreadings and uncertainties that may be considered symptoms facilitating breakdown and recovery in our most precious relations.


In divergent manners, each of the chapters that follow point to an indeterminacy that runs through our closest relations, and in addition, to our respective need to challenge and accept these limits felt throughout daily life.













Part I


Fleshing out fathers and sons in familial contexts















CHAPTER 1


Finding a father: Repetition, difference, and fantasy in Finding Nemo*



Over a decade ago, a shift occurred within a majority of the public men's bathrooms in the United States. At issue was the appearance of Koala Bear Kare Tables, otherwise known as changing tables. In response to the appearance of these tables, Calvin Trillin (1995) wondered within the pages of the New Yorker if the presence of a cooing baby being changed by a soft, sensitive father would alter the traditional edginess found in men's rooms. Trillin's observation of traditional edginess and his curiosity regarding contemporary softness depict significant features of the social representation and compromise formation that characterize a general psychology of masculinities.


Edginess may be understood as an enactment of the belief that masculinity requires a clandestine, if not adamant, renunciation of traits marked feminine coupled with a lived inability to banish feminine identification from psychic life. A task-oriented steadiness that attempts to bypass the conflict of compromise by devaluing experiences marked feminine has been referred to as “pathological arrhythmicity” (Kupers, 1993). Within psychoanalysis, such wishful pathology has long been observed and illustrated from Little Hans’ fear of being bitten to the tragedy of Sophocles’ Oedipus. In these studies and stories, we see experiential dread over the thought that masculine security may be an oxymoron. Put somewhat differently, due to the partiality of defense, an active doubting is a part of masculinity—what Judith Butler (1992) has playfully called “penis size envy.” Such doubting appears to often lead to a homosocial enactment of desperation for approval (cf., Connell, 1990; Rothschild, 2003).


Engaged fathering heightens a pragmatic need for a psychological security that can comfortably acknowledge uncertainty and flexibility (cf., Diamond, 1998; Ducat, 2004; Herzog, 2001). This need may be attributed to a normative trend in which dual-income families require that men perform work previously categorized as women's work that is now referred to as “second shift work” (Marsiglio & Pleck, 2004). Such a trend might afford enhanced sex role flexibility (cf., Diamond, 1998). However, diapering in the men's room, or any second-shift labor for that matter, could equally be understood as a ritualized “womb envy” (cf., Munroe & Munroe, 1994) that reactively thwarts such flexibility via compartmentalization and disavowal.


A Kleinian formulation of womb envy (Ducat, 2004) posits that men disavow a feminine identity and transfer their envy of devalued and relegated traits to women's subjective desire. In this transfer, men's womb envy becomes women's envy of masculine social roles (cf., Layton, 2004a, 2004b). Such defensive disavowal would serve to inoculate the explicit identification with a feminine softness experienced by an edgy (read anxious) man. Taken as a generalized social representation that is experienced in particular compromise formations, mothering in the men's room warrants a critical evaluation of whether a contemporary heterosexual father is different from a traditional father in terms of degree or kind. By addressing father/son matrixes as depicted in the popular film Finding Nemo (Stanton, 2003), I aim to show that this tale of a father and son's quest for relatedness may be understood as a move beyond and something of a perpetuation of the edgy distancing that has been considered a primary ingredient of “father hunger” (Herzog, 2001).




This popular film affords an opportunity to assess contemporary negotiations between an ideal and what is real. As with any artistic creation, this film is approached below as a mechanized artifact that simultaneously perpetuates hegemony while creating a space in which a new experience might occur (Fischer, 1963). Framing this evaluation is what might now be considered a substantial outcropping of work on fathering within psychoanalysis. Diamond (1998) notes that when a good-enough father is available, a reassurance may be found that allows a boy a space in which identification with mother, and therefore softness, need not be disavowed. Similarly, Ducat (2004) states that apron strings may adhere to both mother and father in a manner that values mothering and fathering by mothers and fathers. Yet, Diamond (1998) has also noted that, despite social changes such as enhanced sex role flexibility found in contemporary culture, fathers are typically portrayed in an idealized fashion—not as real people—and that our view of development continues to be matricentric.


In regard to contemporary portrayals of fathering, Finding Nemo is refreshing in that it conveys a narrative of masculine development as a lifelong process in which softness and uncertainty are as primary as assertive hardness, but the film's cathartic end suggests that true completeness and certainty are possible while simultaneously devaluing women in a manner that is consistent with the womb envy of hegemonic masculinity described above. Additionally, the film's narrative illustrates structural and psychological changes within a subset of contemporary nuclear families now headed by people born into the cohort referred to as Generation X, that is, born between 1960 and 1980, and such changes have implications for hegemonic masculinity.


A personal frame


In regard to the post–baby boomer cohort referred to as Generation X, Carlo Strenger (2005) has noted that fathering is fraught with uncertainty, as one's frame from which to act is altered in a social world in which marketability, and therefore a tantalizing transience, are viewed as inherently more valuable than the continuity of cultural tradition. Similarly, Milan Kundera (2007) has noted that one sign of modernism is that comfort with the status quo is comfort with continual change. Kundera and Strenger are describing a Zeitgeist in which uncertainty is certain. Utilizing Lacan, Strenger describes fatherlessness as the disruption of the familial transmission of cultural values due to a privileging of the horizontal values of the cohort. To the extent that a father feels outside of the world inhabited by offspring, the ability to perform what Campbell (1949) has referred to as atonement with the father, which may be considered a second birth of initiation into the order of the world, is truncated.


It is my contention that the film Finding Nemo may be understood as a portrait of fathering in a post-structural world as the central plot rotates around a doubting father whose ability to maintain relational continuity with his son is in jeopardy. In this regard, the film is viewed as depicting changes and challenges in contemporary life in a fashion similar to Freud's understanding that the differences between the stories of Hamlet and Oedipus revealed changes in those respective civilizations (Freud, 1900a). For my purpose here, Finding Nemo is to Pinocchio (Collodi, 1892) what Hamlet is to Oedipus. Simply, although each father possesses a strong drive for a relatedness and continuity with their respective sons, Pinocchio's father Geppetto possesses a certainty of the larger world and subsequently a sense of self that Nemo's father does not, and that this loss of an intergenerational holding environment has significant implications in regard to autonomy and generativity (cf., Blatt, 2008).


An interpretation that connects art to the psychology of the author was not far from the mind of Andrew Stanton, who wrote and directed the film. Stanton, a member of Generation X, was thirty-seven years old when Finding Nemo was released in 2003. He was candid regarding the manner in which feelings of protectiveness in response to uncertainty regarding his own sons, then ten and seven, underscored an anxious daydream of abandonment and loss experienced while visiting a crowded aquarium (Corliss, 2003). Although Stanton does not speak to his particular uncertainty as culturally mediated, the writer's commentary and film's primary focus on uncertainty co-occur with the demands of contemporary social role flexibility and fractured generational continuity. My own experience in fathering supports the idea that in addition to unique individual history, shared cultural representations significantly shape mental life in the construction of fathering.




On a day when my son's mother was at work and I was the parent at home, the pediatric nurse practitioner whom we see looked up to inform me that she had diagnosed pneumonia after listening to my then three-year-old son's chest. Memories of my own childhood asthma were rekindled as I carried my son from car to pharmacy and finally to the video store. His cohort affords what may be considered a sort of pre-school coffee klatch that possesses a symbolic order that I know a little about. In possession of some common ground, I could decipher that over the past weeks he had been referring to Nemo and that this was the name of what was then a new movie that had little to do with the captain in 20,000 leagues under the sea (Verne, 1870) other than sharing a name and the setting of an ocean. A cartoon whose impact has spawned clown fish–decorated beach towels and themed attractions had found its way into my son's psychology despite his not yet owning any accoutrements or having seen the film.


While renting the film, I remembered a helpless look on my own father's face signifying the isolation each of us felt some years ago when my pediatrician had difficulty inserting an IV into my then five-year-old arm during what was to be a three-day hospital admission for asthma. In this transgenerational moment of remembering as a son while simultaneously acting and feeling as a father, I was not aware that my son and I were to view a film that reviewers have considered a portrait of love in a father/son dyad whose narrative addresses the difficulty found in the tension of holding and letting go (O'Sullivan, 2003). Further, I had no foresight that repeated viewings were to lead to a rekindling of my undergraduate work on gender and a return to conversation with a mentor from that time (i.e., Ducat, Metzl, & Rothschild, 2008).


Nemo's tale


Following a traumatic opening in which Nemo's father Marlin witnesses the death of his wife and the consumption of every fish egg, save the one that will be Nemo, we fast forward to an excited Nemo waking his father on his first day of school. Marlin, the father clown fish, is nervous, and Nemo's excitement is experienced by Marlin as a threat. He suggests that his son put off school for another year. What will be an eventual rupture in their relationship has begun with the father's insecurity related to the recognition that his son is motivated and capable. Marlin cannot situate Nemo's autonomy in a manner that might co-exist with dependency needs met by a supportive father. This lack of recognition leaves Nemo in a fatherless situation where being initiated into the structure of the world is in jeopardy, as Nemo is asked to sacrifice autonomy in favor of a rigid dependency. Such a precarious position is illustrated throughout the film as Nemo possesses a chronic and motivated habit of getting stuck in tubes and requesting help in freeing himself. Repetitive attempts to experience the affirmation of autonomy appear as attempts to complete a second birth in which father provides a holding environment.


As a result of the son rebelling under his father's suffocating inability to constructively support Nemo's autonomy, the angry son is exposed and kidnapped by a hobbyist diver who maintains an extensive saltwater fish tank in his dental office. The surrogate characters Nemo comes into contact with while living in the dentist's fish tank lead him to learn something new about the relation between autonomy and dependency. It so happens that the fish leader of the tank has the same injury as Nemo—a damaged fin. In his identification with this fish, Nemo learns to act on and in the world, injury notwithstanding. Having surmounted his weakness by accepting it, Nemo finds self-assurance in his successful swimming up the intake tube of the tank's filter in order to disable it and initiate an escape plan for the fish. Despite having been formally initiated into his fish tank family, affording a new-found self-assurance, and having an escape plan to return home, Nemo longs for a reunion with his father.


The father on a quest to rescue his son also finds greater self-assurance from his interaction with three characters: First, a potential love interest who alters Marlin's rigid conception of autonomy by teaching that fleeting certainty is an existential truth; second, an enraged shark who bemoans never having known his own father, thus illustrating the danger that too little support of a son's autonomy may create the distorting threat of angry compensatory exaggeration (cf., Blatt, 2008); and then a sea turtle father who dwells in an extended kinship network that affords an ability to maintain a mutual intergenerational relationship with his own son and father in which autonomy and dependence exist in an affirming dialectic.




Eventually, the central father and son clown fish are reunited, and encounter a conflict that affords an opportunity for the father and son to recognize and affirm each other as separate, autonomous, and capable of generativity, on the one hand, and simultaneously connected in mutual love. Their relationship healed, the film ends at the beginning with a significant difference. Again, it is the first day of school. This time, a now playful father wakes his son announcing that it is time for school, a reversal illustrating a new-found security and capacity for play.


Analysis


With elements of exposure to danger, rescue, and homecoming, the Nemo story fits the criterion of a folk narrative that embodies oedipal themes (cf., Dundes, 2002; Rank, 1909). The proximal or primary parent who is the source of affection is depicted in a manner in which the parent has no interests other than parenting. This hyper-engaged parent who is fantastically idealized may be considered as a wish-fulfilling character.


Considered an additional object to mother's primary status, traditional developmental lines favor father as an agent of separation, as fathers are considered to help resolve dyadic conflicts from rapprochement through the oedipal triad (Tyson & Tyson, 1990). However, starting in the 1980s, developmental research began to challenge such assumptions due to social change in family patterns (Lamb, 1984, cited in Tyson & Tyson, 1990). For example, in nuclear families in which there is a primary nurturing father and a working mother, father becomes the primary object representation yet with typical oedipal (read not negative) involvement (Pruett, 1984, cited in Tyson & Tyson, 1990).


The challenge depicted in the film is the challenge of finding a voice that speaks with authority while simultaneously tolerating uncertainty so that another's voice may be affirmed. As Nemo's father is terrified of the vulnerability of uncertain relatedness, there is no room for him to support his son's autonomy. From an attachment theory perspective, father's demand for Nemo's excessive dependence interferes with his son's self-assurance (Fonagy, 2001). Nemo runs the danger of a collapse of self, found throughout most of the film, as shown by his frequent utterance of “I can't.” This eventually changes to “I can,” as assertiveness no longer ushers in the threat of abandonment (cf., Masterson & Rinsley, 1975).


For his part, Nemo's father may also be considered to be contending with abandonment fears that retard his ability to appropriately weather his son's developmental process. Such an impediment renders the father unable to see the manner in which his own anxiety has thwarted the affirmative mirroring necessary to forge a mutual relationship. Nemo's rebellious break begins to rework the pathological separation between father and son in a hopeful direction of finding a tolerated and playful separateness. In the externalized separation born of rebellion lies the struggle to negate without sacrificing the other—a threat of destruction as an effort to differentiate in order to be recognized (cf., Benjamin, 1988). The center of narrative gravity, then, in Finding Nemo is the struggle for a recognition that facilitates action. To that end, the drama of the film focuses on the questions: Will Nemo or his father be forever separated, destroyed, or will they survive, and if so, might these two selves recognize each other in a supportive fashion? The storyline supports a conception of fathering in which assertion and difference need not lead to abandonment, as, by the end of the film, Nemo finds that his father can tolerate and support his assertiveness and, knowing this, is able to say, “I don't hate you.”


It is striking that at a historical juncture in which fathers may become primary objects in some families, as Nemo's father is depicted in this film, there is a concern regarding fatherlessness—that is, a lack of a holding environment that would be considered a sphere of cultural authority and continuity. It is my contention that the fear of fatherlessness is related to the loss of an idealized father in a postmodern climate. To that end, I would suggest that, while indeed a father who is not all-knowing is potentially terrifying due to the presence of uncertainty, there exists in this very uncertainty an opening in which a son's difference may be affirmed. Although uncertainty appears necessary for relatedness (Mitchell, 2002), defensive attempts to resurrect the certainty of a strong father appear as ordinary edginess. Within Finding Nemo, such defensiveness is found to afford a reified certainty. Here, news of Nemo's father's quest reaches Nemo in the dentist's aquarium via a stork with a hysterical character, and father is presented as a superhero who has gone to war to save his son. However, the viewer is situated to know that the father is in fact fallible and, to that end, the idealization is fractured and becomes a focus of play within the story.


Finding Nemo is a developmental story for both father and son. It is told from each of their perspectives. In this story of mutual development, mother is not the proximal object of affection, and father's distance is not depicted by a foreign monster or giant to be fought in an edgy standoff of “kill or be killed.” Father is primary, and the love between father and son cannot satisfactorily be explained as a triadic portrayal of a negative Oedipus complex. The narrative is closer to a heteronormative relational quest for mutual recognition of one's capacity to be generative (cf., Garfield, 2004, on endeavor excitement for an excellent gender-inclusive depiction of the necessity of recognition in regard to generativity).


The narrative thrust for Finding Nemo is found in the father's central preoccupation of whether or not he and his son are capable of successful action. In my reading of the film as a drama concerning a child coming to terms with the conflict of separateness and connectedness, it is possible to read scenes of the film, such as father being trapped inside a whale while attempting to rescue his missing son, as the fantastic mental representations of a child wishing to be picked up, say from school. However, an alternate interpretation also appears valid. Such a fantasy appears to point to a real moment of parental absence and motivation, and could also have arisen in a father's mind. That the film is depicted as a shared developmental journey pulls for such an interpretation.


The contemporary father and son dyad depicted in the film does not embody the hegemonic masculinity found in the classically strong oedipal father/son dyad, but presents the assurance of complete individuation as a distant and uncertain goal for the father as well as the son. Father hunger, then, is understood not only as hunger for father, but is also father's hunger made explicit when males embody a masculinity that is both hard and soft in a culture where softness is often essentialized as feminine.


A developmental theory that explicitly posits that dependency and autonomy co-exist in a relational tension across the lifespan (e.g., Blatt, 2008) is congruent with my first interpretation of this film while watching it with my then preoedipal three-year-old. At that point, with conviction, I found that the film perfectly depicted development within the subphase of rapprochement, as Nemo's developmental tasks concern mastery of intensified separation anxiety, affirmation of basic trust, deflation of symbiotic unity, and firming up a sense of self through increased autonomy (Settlage et al., 1977, in Tyson & Tyson, 1990). That this preoedipal subphase is strikingly similar to the Oedipus milestone has been noted in that both phases grapple with the dangers of engulfment and abandonment (Covitz, 1997). What is unique to the film Finding Nemo is that it explicitly depicts a father, who, like a child, continues to encounter opportunities to develop and grow.


Although by now it should be clear that there is much about this film that I find appealing, some elements warrant critical commentary. First and foremost, one may find an essentialist portrayal of the irrational as wedded to the feminine in the character that is Nemo's father's love interest in a manner that perpetuates hegemony through misogyny. This central female character suffers a short-term memory loss, and finds that she can only think in the presence of Nemo's father. While I prefer to read this as highlighting the need for relational security that is part of the human condition and a playful way of teaching the father that certainty is fleeting, this character may also be understood to represent an old sexist binary of an irrational woman that needs to be tamed by a strong, steady man (Merchant, 1980). This, coupled with the opening of the film entailing the death of the mother, supports a line of thinking that in the quest to find relational security, the feminine, with all of its softness and uncertainty, is disavowed, or that once men obtain a capacity to diminish edginess, women are dismissed.


Such a reading suggests that, in this film, despite the promise of a father who can mother, masculine security remains an oxymoron. Furthermore, the new-found security of father and son is presented in an everlasting manner. Such an ending suggests a need to vanquish the knowledge that apron strings are reconfigured across the lifespan as fluctuating dependency is encountered throughout a life in which uncertainty exists. This reading suggests that a joyful postmodernism in which ambiguity and uncertainty could be tolerated, if not embraced outright, is fantastic at best. This lack of a tidy embrace of uncertainty certainly fits with everyday clinical experience, and the human desire for assurance and continuity.




Clinical gleanings


In a given day of sitting with clients, one may hear cross-sectional narratives privileging divergent roles and stages across the lifespan. Working with the symptoms that arise when good-enough fathers appear lost or to have never existed affords a data source that supports my contention regarding the importance of an engaged father. Threats of a father's engulfment or abandonment appear to lead to a dichotomization of autonomy and dependency based on a rigid belief that these states cannot co-occur in a functional tension in a manner similar to that experienced by Nemo's character and his father in the film. To that end, working on an analysis of this film impacted my capacity to hear themes related to fathering in my clinical work. What follows are two cases that capture this experience and, like the film, situate the psychologies of both father and child.


In my choice to use data from a case of a young woman whom I will call Kris, I want to note that, although I have focused on the father/son matrix, similar themes of engulfment and abandonment in regard to the mutual recognition of generativity exist in relation with girl children as well. Kris complained of the manner in which her father, in his attempt to be helpful, continually thwarted her autonomy in his need to be needed. She complained of generalized and chronic anxiety, and described that her father told her what she would have, never consulting her in regard to what she might want. Mother appeared distant and of little use regarding the renegotiation of this relationship. As a result, artifacts such as her car could become intrusively monstrous sources of engulfing anxiety and rage marking a relational space in which mutuality could not be found.


For example, father would worry when visiting his college-age daughter that she might forget to move her car, and would move it for her. Kris would complain that it felt as though her father was being intrusive as his inability to perceive that she had been able to care for the car in his absence left her feeling as though she had no voice. Further, when she would return home to visit, she described a chronic uncertainty regarding whether in fact she would have the car to drive back to campus. Attempts to improve communication on this front appeared futile.




What began to emerge was that her father's intrusive conception that his daughter might not be capable of successful action was becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy. In one session, Kris described leaving the driver-side window open while the car was parked in a snow storm. She added that, upon remembering this, she did not initially act to rectify the situation. We began to focus on a generalized relational pattern in which Kris would either avoid engagement, rebel in the face of potential mutuality, or attempt to tolerate engagement with a dread that things would fall apart. In the wake of such a disturbing relational matrix, a greater capacity for play is a distant goal.


Another client, a man in his fifties, whom I'll call Jim, became tearful when discussing the fact that his own son was about to enter college. While crying, Jim informed me that, “It was all over,” and that “The apron strings were going to be cut.” Although he began to look forward to some additional time with his younger son, across several sessions Jim spoke of his older son's matriculation as a college student with such affective intensity that I began to wonder about the distinction between grief and depression.


Prior to this disturbance, Jim and I had addressed that, as a child, he had experienced his own father as perfect. Jim further related the uncritically adopted belief that his father's success was not only made possible due to such perfection, but that success in general demanded perfection. For Jim, this idealization was sealed in his father's death, and persisted despite his awareness of his father's alcohol abuse. This persistent idealization was accompanied by Jim's devaluing of himself as being an imperfect man who abused alcohol following moments of ego-deflating loss.


One memory of Jim's own attempt at boat-building as an adolescent was met with a critique by his father that left Jim certain that he was not perfect, and therefore prone to failure. While this memory was considered prototypical of his childhood, Jim's associations to feelings of abandonment led to a discussion of his implicit sense that he should be needed, certain, and perfectly steady if he were to be good enough—both as a son and as a father. His insecurity regarding the relational uncertainty sparked by his son's development appeared unyielding. Although the insecurity did not diminish, once his son did in fact start college, Jim began to see that his son continued to seek his advice. This fragile reassurance afforded a temporary reprieve, and continued over the following summer, when he noted that his son was not yet reliably punctual. Here, Jim's narcissism may be considered to demand that his son persist in being identified as the fallible one in the manner that Jim had sacrificed his own self for his father. Situating this rigid sensitivity in relation to his alcohol misuse became the central axis of our work together. This work included management of the countertransferential fantasy that we would watch Finding Nemo together so that he could see that uncertainty could be part of a healthy masculinity.


Conclusion


Encountered in public space, the changing table may be experienced as an enriching or depleting force for a father, as its presence challenges a hegemonic masculinity. If read as a depleting force, one might consciously support the continuity of an idealized and mythic masculinity that devalues softness. Despite neoconservative and hegemonic trends in our culture, the film Finding Nemo suggests that there is something normative regarding finding men capable of privileging uncertainty and holding. Simply, the film suggests that it may be possible for heterosexual adult males to tolerate a loss of steadiness without encountering defensive misogyny or homophobia. However, the film suggests that such a plastic conception of masculinity might itself be an idealization, as the film's narrative does not entirely break from a sexist binary. The film ends showing that the leading female character finds security in dependency and the leading male characters find security in separation and individuation.


Despite a pluralism found in what some call postmodernity, change appears to exist along a continuum, not a paradigm-shifting break. Campbell's (1949) observation that attachment and separation are psychological not biological positions has in my opinion yet to be fully assimilated into our lived experience, as edginess persists, albeit in changing forms. A psychological theory and methodological frame that afford a perception of masculinities as developing along a spectrum as opposed to a developmental model that implies the existence of tidy breaks provides movement away from a reifying hegemony that threatens to thwart play. Such a move might well aid a secure and pluralistic therapeutic action and intergenerational continuity.


___________


* This chapter was originally published as: L. Rothschild (2009). Finding a father: Repetition difference and fantasy in Finding Nemo. In: B. Reis & R. Grossmark (Eds.), Heterosexual Masculinities: Contemporary Perspectives from Psychoanalytic Gender Theory (pp. 217–230). New York: Taylor & Francis. Copyright © 2009 by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC. Reproduced with permission of The Licensor through PLSclear.
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