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He was not wrong, of course, but he joined all the “woke” white men who set their privilege outside themselves—as in, I know better than to be ignorant or defensive about my status in our world. Never mind that that capacity to set himself outside the pattern of white male dominance is the privilege. There’s no outrunning the kingdom, the power, and the glory.


—Claudia Rankine














INTRODUCTION


THE DAD’S DILEMMA


MONDAY, JANUARY 7, 2019, 7:35 A.M.: I opened my eyes in a Nashville hotel room. I was tired from a little too much hot chicken and country music the night before. I wanted to go back to sleep, but my phone kept vibrating against the bedside table. Text messages from my mother: Was happy to see your book in the Wall Street Journal. But I didn’t like the review. It was mean. I read Mom’s words aloud to my partner, Amanda, who was lying in bed next to me, scrolling through her own morning notifications. She had a similar message from her sister about the same article.


My book, The New Childhood: Raising Kids to Thrive in a Connected World, had been published the previous week and I was in Nashville to promote it. We made a whole weekend of it, traveling with friends from Denmark who wanted to see Music City, USA, before their work visas expired. We planned to meet the Danes for biscuits, fried chicken, and sausage gravy at Monell’s—undoubtedly the best breakfast in America—in a couple of hours, but I needed to see that newspaper now!


Amanda and I got dressed quickly and took the elevator down to the lobby. The Noelle hotel is a perfect example of 1930s Art Deco architecture, with super-high ceilings, arched windows, polished brass fixtures, and shiny pink Tennessee marble walls. It’s located just off Printer’s Alley, a historic district that was once home to two newspapers, ten print shops, and thirteen publishers—a good place to stay if you’re a geeky writer, preoccupied with history. We found the Wall Street Journal near the espresso machine, on the hipster coffee counter, and sat down to read it on one of the oversize blue sofas.


At first, I was thrilled when we flipped to the opinion page and I saw my book’s cover, pictured in full color on the top left corner. This is the kind of placement authors long for. But then I read the review. The first sentence said, “When Jordan Shapiro and his wife separated several years ago, their sons were 4 and 6 years old.” The author led with my divorce and in the following paragraphs she did everything she could to cast me in the role of the overpermissive, too-cool, deadbeat dad. Trashing my pro–video game argument for more family screen time, she wrote, “He was all too happy to indulge his sons, even if their mother, apparently, was not.” For the record, neither my kids nor my ex-wife understands where this journalist got the idea that we have a tense coparenting relationship. We don’t, but that’s not the point. The real issue is the implication that a divorced dad can’t know much about parenting. My doctorate degree in depth psychology, as well as all my credentials as a recognized expert in child development and education were rendered completely irrelevant for this writer. All because she believed that a good father should be the head of a traditional heterosexual household.


I’m not Ward Cleaver (Leave It to Beaver), Phil Dunphy (Modern Family), or Howard Cunningham (Happy Days). I’m not even Mike Brady (The Brady Bunch). I’m a single dad, sharing half-time custody of my sons. Apparently, a lot of people think I live in some sort of velvet-upholstered playboy bachelor pad, where lounge music blasts from audiophile loudspeakers and children have no boundaries. As I traveled the United States, promoting a parenting book, I discovered that many folks immediately jumped to the conclusion that I can’t possibly know what’s in my own children’s best interest because I’m divorced. This prejudice felt especially hurtful to me. I had spent years writing articles, op-eds, and a book full of personal stories about my experience being a dad. Fatherhood was at the core of my identity. My relationship with my children not only defined my career, but also shaped my sense of self-worth. First and foremost, I saw myself as a father figure. It had never occurred to me that being divorced might preemptively exclude me from fitting in to the prevalent cultural understanding of what it means to be a good father.


Over the course of the next year, the book received mostly glowing reviews, but the divorced-dad stigma was always present. I started to see it everywhere I looked: throughout pop culture, and on both sides of the partisan political spectrum. For example, in April 2019 Michelle Obama was speaking in London when she said, “Sometimes you spend the weekends with divorced dad and that feels like it’s fun, but then you get sick.” The former first lady was criticizing Donald Trump. “That’s what America’s going through. We’re kind of living with divorced dad right now.” I was shocked that she would so brazenly undermine the millions of unmarried fathers who are trying to do what’s best for their children.


According to the Pew Research Center, “the share of unmarried parents who are fathers has more than doubled over the past 50 years. Now, 29% of all unmarried parents who reside with their children are fathers, compared with just 12% in 1968.” And research about how the gender of solo parents impacts children remains inconclusive, maybe because it’s too difficult to establish comprehensive criteria. For example, when it comes to academic performance, children of solo fathers tend to get better grades and have higher high-school graduation rates, while solo moms tend to adhere to more so-called traditional routines, such as family dinner. One set of outcomes is not necessarily better than the other. What researchers can say for sure is that children are most likely to thrive in households with loving, supportive, dedicated parents—single or coupled; male, female, or gender nonconforming. There’s no evidence to suggest that dysfunctional female-headed households are better than dysfunctional male-headed households, nor that gender identity or marital status has any correlation with dysfunction. Nevertheless, stigmas persist because Americans take their “family values” so seriously. According to historian Stephanie Coontz, Teddy Roosevelt was the first president who warned American citizens that “the nation’s future rested on ‘the right kind of home life.’” Almost a century later, Ronald Reagan added his voice to a slew of others, saying that “strong families are the foundation of society.”1 But what is the right kind of home life? What is a strong family? It’s not clear.


As I’ll explain in this book, the nuclear family, as we’ve come to imagine it, with certain gendered expectations for mothers and fathers, is neither essential nor traditional. It’s just a product of the Industrial Age. Today, the dominant labor, economic, and gender norms are all in transition, yet most of our assumptions about family values—which were established to reinforce the worldview of a bygone technological era—remain the same. We’ve been stubborn about updating our understanding of family life even though we all know that it is unrealistic to expect that so much about our world could change without completely disrupting everything else. Family will change. It’s inevitable. In fact, it’s already changing, but most parents are unprepared to deal with it. They’re wedded to old beliefs that no longer provide an adequate foundation on which to build meaningful identity narratives. The kids will most likely be fine, but their parents are in for a rude awakening.


This book is specifically for fathers and about fatherhood. It considers the way popular images and assumptions about father figures are entwined with problematic attitudes around gender, sex, power, aggression, heteronormativity, and authority. Bad ideas about dads are deeply embedded in our taken-for-granted beliefs about child development, mature adulthood, and professional success. They even shape our primary understanding of individual psychology. These ideas may have been useful once, but in the current world they cause more harm than good, so in the following pages I’ll identify some of those troublesome narratives about fatherhood. I’ll also offer aspirational images of a new kind of father figure—one that’s less paternal, less dominant, and not necessarily masculine.


This book can also be seen as a first-aid kit for dads who feel like they’ve been wounded as they tried to reconcile their expectations for parenthood, and their identities as mature men, with a culture that’s actively shedding its old patriarchal inclinations. Many men today find themselves paralyzed as they confront conflicting messages. To go all in on feminism seems to betray the customary good-dad story. To go all in on the prevailing good-dad story undoubtedly betrays feminism. Even those who make valiant efforts to mediate these tensions often fail to recognize how their unconscious commitment to patriarchal narratives reinforces systemic inequality. They feel whiplashed when their good intentions backfire, so I’ll show dads how they can be better attuned to the current cultural ethos. Fathers can play a different kind of caretaking role in their children’s lives, and they can leverage a different kind of parental identity narrative, fortifying a stronger sense of self. They can be feminist dads.


What is a feminist dad? Let’s start by defining feminism. I prefer the definition with which bell hooks—acclaimed author, theorist, professor, and social activist—began her book, Feminism Is for Everybody: Passionate Politics: “Simply put, feminism is a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression.”2 I like how straightforward this statement is—not complicated, scary, or unwelcoming. It also doesn’t suggest a battle between men and women. Feminism begins with a forceful criticism of the binary gender–based hierarchy that allocates male privilege, permits dominance and violence, and promotes misogyny and homophobia. However, hooks’s definition is open-ended enough to leave room for us to acknowledge that patriarchy can also hurt men. It strips them of certain rights, challenges their self-esteem, and pressures them to adopt sexist identity narratives. Author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie put it nicely, “Masculinity is a hard, small cage, and we put boys inside this cage.”3 Women are not the only victims of sexism, and men are not the sole perpetrators. Patriarchy is a problem for everyone, whether you’re a subjugate or a beneficiary.


bell hooks’s work was my first introduction to serious feminist thought. After years of seeing men become defensive at the mere mention of the f-word, hooks offered me an entryway into feminism. She showed me how to take responsibility for my actions without having to feel like a super-villain. When I began to write this book, I pulled my dog-eared and heavily highlighted copy of Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center off my bookshelf and reread it. One line stood out immediately: “Feminism is neither a lifestyle nor a ready-made identity or role one can step into.”4 I wrote it on a Post-it Note and attached it to the top of my computer monitor. As a cisgendered man5 writing a book about feminism, I knew I had to be sure that I wasn’t ever virtue signaling—wearing a feminist costume to earn progressive accolades. (Note: Cis- is a Latin prefix meaning “on this side of,” as opposed to trans-, meaning “across.” A cisgendered individual’s identity corresponds with the sex assigned at birth.) hooks’s comment reminded me that, although I was exploring the fatherhood identity, being a “feminist dad” could not be reduced to a two-dimensional part that’s played by folks who identify as men. You may indeed see yourself as a father figure the moment you become responsible for a child, but being a feminist dad will always be an ongoing, iterative practice. Despite the subtitle of this book, it’s actually not something you are; it’s something you do. It’s not about being, but rather becoming. You can always go further—there are always more stereotypes to challenge, additional inequities that need attention. Maybe you start by eschewing the common division of household duties. Who cooks in the kitchen? Who mans the barbecue grill?6 Maybe you’re careful not to buy products that capitalize on sexism by advertising with slogans such as “Choosy Moms Choose Jif,” as if dads aren’t discerning when it comes to nutrition and peanut butter sandwiches.7 Perhaps you avoid the blue/pink, trucks/dolls, sports/glamour dichotomy that’s omnipresent in newborn fashion, nursery design, and new-baby greeting cards. Perhaps you’ll choose to raise your child as gender neutral, using they/them pronouns to protect them from the asphyxiating grip of patriarchal expectations and stereotypes. No matter where you are on the continuum, feminism is just a framework that informs the actions you take, the decisions you make, and the attitudes you adopt. It always requires self-reflection, evaluation, and constant reinvention.


So, how do you do it? If you’re looking for a book full of effortless advice on how to raise confident girls and caring boys, this is not the one. Certainly, I think it’s urgent that dads learn how to compliment their daughters in ways that counteract the persistent patriarchal messaging about women’s inferiority; but this is not a phrasebook designed to teach you what to say to the young women in your life. Likewise, it’s vital that dads teach their boys how to relate to girls in ways that counteract the common misogynistic view of sex, consent, privilege, and complacency, but don’t expect a list of talking points to thwart rape culture, or to address your teenager’s obsessive porn-watching habit. This is not a parenting book—at least it doesn’t fit the genre in familiar ways. Instead, it’s more like a guide to self-intervention. It urges fathers to change their mindsets, temperaments, and dispositions. It aims to help dads acknowledge the things they do—ordinary, commonplace, run-of-the-mill things—that replicate problematic attitudes and strengthen oppressive systems.


Of course, you won’t be able to eradicate a lifetime’s worth of sexist, patriarchal thought patterns by reading this one book. Why? Because feminism is not a fixed solution to a static problem. Instead, it’s a variable tool that gives you the ability to make intentional anti-sexist and gender-sensitive choices in dynamic, ever-changing contexts. I’ll show you how to use it, and in the process I’ll offer an aspirational image of a new kind of father figure, a model for dads who are desperately trying to navigate their way through a world of changing narratives. Please remember, feminist dad is not an identity. Paradoxically, you still can, and should, try to become one.


My process of becoming a feminist dad includes four foundational principles:




1. You’ll actively cultivate critical consciousness. This means you’re willing to engage critiques of what bell hooks often calls “imperialist white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy.” I know it sounds extreme, maybe more radical and subversive than you expected when you picked up this book. Be open-minded. hooks says the phrase simply describes “the interlocking political systems that are at the foundation of our nation’s politics.”8 She can be considered one of the first intersectional theorists, acknowledging that it’s disingenuous to talk about gender inequality without also talking about sexuality, race, and socioeconomic status. A feminist dad acknowledges this fact. He tries to view the world through a critical, intersectional lens, and aims to identify, interrogate, and then reframe problematic and unjust narratives. He’s also critical of the financial, economic, political, technological, and legal structures that are designed to steer us away from questioning patriarchal thinking. A feminist dad takes this stance even when the self-referential gaze burns because his beloved privileges are at stake—when he’s forced to acknowledge things he’d rather not.


2. You’ll practice responsive fathering. This means you’re adaptable, reflexive, and open to diverse and multifaceted perspectives. You’re dedicated to counteracting narcissistic patriarchal authority, which is the term I use in part two of this book to describe the taken-for-granted assumption that cisgendered men—especially fathers—are entitled to define and/or be the protagonists of the narrative reality that shapes everyone else’s experiences. The prioritization of a dad’s life is often cemented into our institutions. For example, medical research still approaches adult male anatomy as the default. It’s not just biology; I see the same pattern in my own professional endeavors. The western academic literary canon remains male-centric, and our psychological theories are still inexplicably dependent on gendered myths about patrilineage.


3. You’ll be committed to raising your children in an environment devoid of what I call locker-room gender essentialism in part three of this book. This means you’re willing to shed the narratives of biological determinism and replace them with anti-sexist rhetoric and actions. “Biology is an interesting and fascinating subject,” Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie wrote in her book offering advice on raising a feminist daughter, but “never accept it as justification for any social norm. Because social norms are created by human beings, and there is no social norm that cannot be changed.”9 A feminist dad knows this is true. He also recognizes how easy it is for a parent’s behavior to inadvertently reinforce the presumption that oppressive gender conventions are grounded in natural law. In addition, he knows that sexism is ubiquitous, so he goes out of his way to create alternatives for his children to witness.


4. You’ll practice rigorous inclusivity. In the simplest terms, this means you’re committed to parenting in ways that challenge traditional sexist stereotypes and gender binaries. In other words, feminist dad doesn’t ask, how do I prepare my children for the tough realities of a gendered world? Instead, he acknowledges that it’s his duty to raise people who are prepared to challenge all forms of sexism, misogyny, injustice, and oppression. A father figure owes it to the rest of humankind to cultivate a nonviolent and nondominant demeanor, modeling for his children an attitude of acceptance and an appreciation for diversity. A feminist dad extends his commitment to equality beyond just cisgender prejudices, fighting to create a safer world for transgender, nonbinary, and other gender-nonconforming individuals, too. In fact, he rejects all forms of discrimination, exploitation, indignity, and coercion. He knows that consent is a prerequisite not only for sex, but also for education, work, religion, spirituality, psychology, policy, and play.




I recognize that right now these four principles may seem somewhat vague and confusing. Maybe you’re ready to argue against a few of them, but I implore you, please hold tight. The rest of this book is dedicated to making them clear and irrefutable. Unfortunately, there’s no quick and easy way to do it. I will revisit the four principles in detail in the final section. Even if you skip ahead, you won’t find concise or simple explanations for any one of these ideas. They overlap and blend together. Likewise, becoming a feminist dad requires that all four principles be at play, all at once, all the time, so, mirroring this, I’ve written the book in an interdisciplinary fashion.


From the outset, I want to be clear about one thing. I’m not holding myself up as some sort of luminary feminist dad. I don’t abide by all four principles all the time. I certainly try my best, but I also make a lot of mistakes. Many nights, when I’m lying in bed before falling asleep, the first thing I feel is regret. I think of all the problematic interactions I’ve had with my kids during the day. I replay them in my mind, reviewing my choices, condemning my errors. Then I resolve to be a better parent—and a better feminist dad—tomorrow. That’s why this book is full of anecdotes describing my blunders. While I filled The New Childhood with positive, inspirational stories about family screen time and joint media engagement, this book is different. I want to show readers how I’ve learned to practice recognizing and reconsidering the unconscious and regrettable ways that I participate in sexist, patriarchal, binary, misogynistic systems and structures. I hope you can learn to do the same.


I’ll be honest. At first, becoming a feminist dad hurts. A lot. But in the long run, it’s liberating.
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PART ONE



IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER


THURSDAY, 6:15 A.M.: I’m gazing out the windows of our twelfth-floor, three-bedroom apartment. Dawn illuminates the Philadelphia skyline and I snap a photo for Instagram. #RosyFingers #HomericEpithets #Philly


It’s time to start hollering at my kids. Get out of bed! Brush your teeth! Put your shoes on! Pack your lunches! I flip on their bedroom lamps—bright, drastic, and severe. Light dissolves the shadows and my kids squeeze their eyes shut, resisting illumination like the prisoners freed from Plato’s cave. I march down the hallway toward the kitchen.


I need coffee, double espresso, while I’m listening to the news.


Twenty minutes later: I’m caffeinated. I’ve reviewed the lecture on ancient Greece and the origins of philosophy that I’ll deliver to Temple University students later this morning, but my kids are still under the covers.


“Why do you think I pay for your smartphones?” I shout, “Just for YouTube? Learn how to set an alarm or I’m turning off your data plan.” Ugh! It’s the worst timbre of my own father’s voice and it’s coming out of my mouth—involuntary, bitter, and rancid like vomit.


“Do you really think I want to start my day by screaming?” I ask disingenuously, escalating my irrational anger as if it’s their fault. Of course, it’s not. I’m just frustrated because I’m hearing the soundscape of my own adolescence and I don’t like being trapped in a cyclical algorithm, an intergenerational recipe for household drama. I don’t like the tragedy of mindlessly performing a role, reciting a script—especially one that I didn’t write. I button up a blue oxford, thread my belt through its loops, and glance at the mirror to see whether this shirt reveals my expanding, middle-aged belly. It does. I decide to wear a darker color, something more slimming.


Now I’m combing my beard and thinking about Ram Dass, spiritual teacher and hippie guru to my father’s generation. He once said, “If you think you’re enlightened, go spend a week with your family.” He was talking about the way old patterns trigger poorly considered reactions and emotional responses. We all know it’s true. Family drama can feel inescapable, enclosed and recurring like a player-piano roll. That’s the real reason why this morning routine hits me so hard. It’s disempowering. It’s evidence of my own lack of autonomy. My anger toward my children swells in proportion to my disappointment with myself. I hear the dissonance of my own emotional vulnerability and I do exactly what I assume my father—and so many men before him—always did. I flex my muscles, show off what little authority I can muster.


If I can’t control my own actions, you’d goddamn better believe that I’m going to try to control yours!


I bark until my throat is sore. I shepherd my boys toward that awkward moment when we all stand at the front door—coats on, backpacks slung across our shoulders, nudging our fingers into our gloves. We’re ready to head out on the day’s journey, but for some reason we stop to take a breath before undoing the dead bolt. It’s almost like we’re—all three of us—acknowledging that we’ve been acting out some sort of primordial improvisational drama.


We pause, as if to give an imaginary audience a chance to applaud, and then we exit stage right.


Act Like a Man


People are always performing. Like actors, we embody roles and characters. You’ve probably heard the overplayed line from Shakespeare’s As You Like It: “All the world’s a stage. And all the men and women merely players.” More recently, Kurt Vonnegut opened his 1962 novel Mother Night with the sentence, “We are what we pretend to be.”1 These words are much deeper than just poetic sentiment.


Consider the word person. It comes from the classical Latin persona, which once referred to the mask a player wore, not only in a dramatic role but also during ritual. Think about the powdered wigs that Britain’s barristers wear. They are clear residual manifestations of those ancient ceremonial persona masks. Likewise, a bride’s white wedding gown, a priest’s collar, and a professional athlete’s team uniform—these are all modern cases of persona being implemented in the traditional sense, as costumes and vestments to accompany a ritual performance. There are many more subtle examples: a dark pinstriped business suit, perfectly polished cap-toed dress shoes, the smooth synthetic sheen of an Under Armour golf shirt. And it’s not just our clothing. We also tailor our vocabularies. Think of the way sitcoms like The Office or Silicon Valley mock buzzwords and acronyms, the silly scripts that folks use in corporate or start-up settings. You’ve got to know the language if you want to fit in and succeed! Combine that with learned etiquette and situation-specific routines or behaviors. Soon, you get a sense of the intricate play-acting that constitutes your social reality.


The famous Swiss psychologist Carl G. Jung used the term persona to designate an individual’s outward-facing attitude.2 He described it as “a kind of mask, designed on the one hand to make a definite impression upon others, and, on the other, to conceal the true nature of the individual.”3 Jung knew that we all metaphorically dress in uniforms and costumes designed to communicate belonging and status, to show that we are the rightful players of the everyday parts we intend to enact. For me, this give-and-take improv game becomes readily apparent when I arrive home from work at the end of the day. As I slide my arms into a cardigan sweater, I think of Mister Rogers. I imagine the huge pedestal TV cameras and bright Fresnel lamps that sat just beyond the proscenium of his make-believe living room. I step into my fuzzy, warm house slippers and offer my kids a healthy after-school snack. Then, I sternly suggest that they focus on their homework before they start playing video games. I want to encourage good habits. I want to teach them to prioritize their obligations responsibly. But as I’m slicing apple wedges and carrying them to the table, I wonder if I’m just acting like a father, adopting a dad’s persona. Am I simply trying to play the part in the only way I’ve ever seen it played? That’s what the famous sociologist Erving Goffman would say. He described human mental life as the product, not the cause, of an ongoing social performance. His most famous book, The Presentation of the Self in Everyday Life, was published in 1956, and it’s now one of the most cited social science books of all time.4 Theater was the book’s core metaphor.


The self, Goffman explained, “is not an organic thing that has a specific location, whose fundamental fate is to be born, to mature, and to die; it is a dramatic effect arising diffusely from a scene that is presented, and the characteristic issue, the crucial concern, is whether it will be credited or discredited.”5 What he means is that the self, as we know it, is created in response to its social context. My identity is not a product of nature—at least not in the sense that I have a true, inner, authentic self, or a unique biologically predetermined disposition. Rather, for Goffman, the individual self is just the effect, not the cause.6 We discover who we are as we stage-manage our performances, receiving feedback from our audiences (who are also our fellow actors). The process of self-discovery is the same as learning social behavior. It’s like a dress rehearsal: We take the role as it’s written, and we try new things—always seeking a standing ovation. To paraphrase superstar singer-songwriter Taylor Swift: We become the people they want us to be.7


But remember, nobody goes to the theater without predetermined expectations, least of all the actors, so, in real life, where do those expectations come from? How do we get our scripts? Who writes them? How do I know what it means to be a father, to feel like a dad? Did it all come from my childhood experiences? Are we molded for the parental roles we’ll eventually play just by watching our parents? Or are there some things about the human family that are absolute and innate? Is there some deep, psychological patterning, the way Jung imagined the archetypes of the collective unconscious? Are we born with hardwired, essential truths already in place? Fixed neurological structures shaped by eons of evolutionary adaptation? Are the stage directions of fatherhood written into our DNA?


Certainly, some research suggests that men undergo biological changes when they’re expecting children. Testosterone levels dip, prolactin and cortisol levels rise.8 There also seems to be increased activation in areas of the brain linked with attachment and nurturing.9 And those fathers who undergo the greatest physical fluctuations tend to take more responsibility for infant caretaking once the baby’s born. Does that indicate a causal connection? Does that mean the motivation to be an involved dad is biologically determined? Not necessarily.


Some researchers, looking more closely at men’s prenatal physical changes, note that they don’t correlate with the number of days remaining until birth. Instead, men’s bodies seem to mirror similar hormonal shifts happening to the mother.10 So it’s nearly impossible to trace the line of causality with any real certainty. In other words, nobody knows for sure whether it happens because of the baby or the spouse, the child’s gestation or the mother’s pregnancy. The father’s biological changes could be purely psychosomatic—an unconsciously triggered sympathetic expression of domestic partnership, the body’s way of adopting a husband’s persona.


Many psychologists have written about cases in which expectant fathers experience weight gain, nausea, loss of appetite, and other symptoms ordinarily associated with women and pregnancy. Experts call this “Couvade syndrome.” It’s a name derived from the Old French verb couver, which can mean both “cowardly inactivity” and “to sit on”—to hatch like a bird on an egg.11 The term was coined in the mid-nineteenth century by anthropologists who studied so-called primitive cultures. Many of these researchers identified examples of ritualized customs in which the father feels (or at least pretends to feel) the mother’s labor pains.12 It may sound crazy, but the great Sir James Frazer, a folklorist famous for his influential book The Golden Bough (1890), attributed Couvade to the belief in “sympathetic magic,” explaining that the lack of tangible, measurable, and efficient causality is irrelevant because “the idea that persons and things act on each other at a distance” is commonplace among indigenous cultures.13


Modern medicine, early anthropology, psychology, and comparative mythology all have different explanations for what appears to be a common phenomenon associated with pre-fatherhood. They all seem to agree that a man’s prenatal transformation is somehow related to the way he thought about the gendered division of postpartum labor even before the pregnancy began. Which hints at more of the same questions: Where do those ideas come from? Are men’s and women’s child-rearing roles innate, fixed, universal? Is there a natural difference between the psychology of how men and women, or mothers and fathers, relate to their children? What happens with same-sex couples? Does one partner act like a mom, the other a dad? If so, it’s probably by choice, influenced by cultural expectations. Ultimately, it doesn’t seem to have much impact on the children’s developmental outcomes. Research has consistently shown that there are no differences that can be attributed solely to the sexuality, gender, or biological sex of the parents.14 Those who disagree with this scientific consensus15 tend to base their opinions on outdated assumptions about maternal or paternal influence. They might say something like, “A boy needs a father to teach him how to be a man!” But it’s not true.


As this book will show, there’s nothing solid at the foundation of gender-specific parenting roles. The way we think about fatherhood is merely the result of arbitrary cultural expectations that are promoted and maintained by religious sermons, television commercials, and bad science—ideas that are reinforced through everyday interactions. It’s socialization. We teach men how to play the part of “Dad.” We send signals encouraging them to do it the way most people expect to see it done. I know this is true because I’ve experienced it firsthand.


Be the Breadwinner


When my oldest son was born, I celebrated with a shot of bourbon. At home that first week, I held him in my arms while listening to the entire catalog of Beatles songs in chronological order. We started with “I Saw Her Standing There” on Please, Please Me (1963), and finished with “Get Back” on Let It Be (1970). I sang every lyric to him, off-key but with conviction. My son was a mini-me, and even before it was developmentally appropriate, I wanted to share a legacy of entertainment, hobbies, interests, movies, and music.


His mother suffered minor health complications and needed some extra time in bed to rest, so I took the baby around the corner to his first visit with the pediatrician. When she stepped into the room, it was clear that she was uneasy with my then-wife’s absence. Before even beginning the examination, the doctor suggested that the baby wasn’t eating enough. It was as if the lack of a mother’s breast, at that moment, constituted sufficient evidence of malnourishment. I made a mental note of the pediatrician’s narrow-mindedness—her commitment to a fictional narrative about the sanctity and necessity of maternal caretaking. The notion of a metaphysical mother–infant bond preemptively discourages the efforts of well-meaning fathers. Plus, it’s been used to legitimize gender inequality, to oppress women, and to limit their freedom. bell hooks writes, “It is very telling that in the wake of feminist movement the patriarchal medical establishment which had previously downplayed breast-feeding suddenly began to be not only positive about breast-feeding, but insistent.”16 The pressure on mothers to breast-feed is so obviously out of proportion with the scientific evidence pointing to its benefits over formula (where clean water is available) that it can only be understood as a move to place more child-rearing responsibility on women.17 But at the time, I was too focused, excited, and anxious about being a new father to let the doctor’s bias bother me.


During those first few weeks, I loved being with my newborn son. It was the early days of e-commerce and I ordered a baby wrap online. The large, colorful swath of earth-green organic cotton twill fabric was marketed as an ancient and essential child-rearing tool, a pivotal object in the evolution of human civilization, an iconic artifact of pure attachment parenting.18 What luck that it had been adapted and manufactured for modern times! It was complicated to don but very comfortable once you got the folds, drapes, and knots just right. I strapped my son to my chest and headed out to buy groceries and diapers at Target. My son was going to enjoy all the benefits of “nurturing touch.” And I felt a kinship with my hunter–gatherer ancestors.19 It was like I was now a part of the primal lineage of human father figures, harvesting essential sustenance for our family.


Soon, there was even more gear. A wealthy relative gifted us an overpriced modular car-seat/stroller. It was called the Frog, or the Salamander, or some other amphibian species. Presumably it was branded that way because it was a hybrid, engineered so it could adapt to multiple environments. Maybe it was also supposed to hint at some reptilian-brain origin story. So much of the marketing aimed at new parents features a paradoxically techno-utopian form of pseudo-Darwinism. We want a fully medicalized and scientifically endorsed version of child development, but we want it to feel primitive and natural. We’re even happy to ignore archaic narratives of gender provided they make us feel like we’re raising our kids with the wisdom of our ancient ancestors. Anyway, I learned to transform the overengineered stroller contraption into a pram, and I pushed my son on walks around the neighborhood. Of course, people stopped along the sidewalk to admire the “cute” and “adorable” newborn. I quickly noticed the question that came up over and over again: “Where’s his mother?” It was almost like a series of billboards beside the highway. THREE MILES UP AHEAD. EXIT HERE. TURN NOW. Were people trying to tell me that my commitment to fatherhood conflicted with the predominant cultural understanding of mature manhood? Was I supposed to conform to the popular perception, or to resist it? Was there any place for me to find the kind of validation that I’d need to stay motivated on my journey to become an involved, feminist dad? Maybe not. Perhaps it was time to pull off the road.
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