Fatherhood

by John Hess

In a paper presented in autumn2000, I set forth a proposition that the civility, prosperity and freedom of nations are dependent upon the primary producers of human capital, namely the family, private property and religion.  It will be the attempt of this paper to look at the struggle which is being waged over the family specifically, emanating from the attempt to clarify or redefine the role of the father in a family.

How one defines fatherhood has become a watershed in our culture. On one side stand those who would accept the view of  anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski who stated, “The most important moral and legal rule concerning the physiological site of kinship is that no child should be brought in the world without a man-one man at that-assuming the role of sociological father, that is guardian and protector, the male link betwen the child and the rest of the community…this amounts to a universal sociological law…called the principle of legitimacy…through all variations runs the rule that the father is indispensable for the full sociological status of the child as well as mother…that the group consisting of woman and her offspring is sociologically incomplete and illegitimate.”( 
  

Those attempting  to affect a redefinition of fatherhood would vary in degree but essentially throw overboard the traditional understanding which Malinowski articulated.  Redefinition, in its benign expression, sees fatherhood as trivial and unnecessary; in its venomous form, redefinition characterizes fatherhood as the fountainhead of all social evil.
  As such, it constitutes a revolution which attempts radical social engineering in the overthrow of an existing order.  Of course, one must not ignore historical factors such as the historical sociological upheavals caused by, say, the Industrial Revolution or by wide scale replacement in industry of men by women during World War II, all of which have contributed to the recasting of fatherhood.  On the other hand, one must not make the mistake of ignoring ideological considerations such as egalitarianism which powerfully effect the debate.

What is at issue as Western societies grapple with the role of married fatherhood is crucial for we are touching upon a function upon which the family, the society and the civilization is ultimately dependent.  According to family activist David Blankenhorn and economics philosopher George Guilder, marriage and subsequent fatherhood are the primary mechanisms by which men shape their male identity.
  Fatherhood guides men away from violence by channeling male aggressive drives and fastening their behavior to fundamental social purposes, primarily the protection and provision of their family.  

Fatherhood forms the basis of society’s most urgent imperative: the socialization of males by obligating them to their children.  This obligation is society’s most important determinant of over-all child well being, which in turn determines the future of that society.  How does good fatherhood determine well being?  First, it provides paternal physical protection.  Second, it provides his financial and other material resources.  Thirdly and perhaps most crucially, it provides children with what can be termed cultural transmission that the father  has the distinctive capacity to carry out.  Paternal investment also provides children with day-to-day nurturing; feeding them, playing with them, telling a story etc.



What then are the outcomes of the absence of fathers?  I should like to focus on four.  First, is youth violence, primarily male.  Anthropological and sociological studies confirm the process by which boys seek to detach from their mothers in the search for male identity.  The father is irreplaceable in this process, serving as a gatekeeper into the community of men, showing him on good authority he can be man enough.  Only by becoming his father’s as well as his mother’s son can he become a good husband and father.  When this process of male identity does not succeed, when he can not become the son of his father, one main result is rage, rage against the mother, women and finally society.
  Youth gangs and drug dependence are only two expressions of this rage.  Highly secret criminal hierarchies (Mafias) also fit the pattern.

The next consequence I would highlight is domestic violence against women.  For many scholars, domestic violence seems to be woven into the very structure of the traditional family (one man, one wife for life.)  However, this being the case, the decline of traditional family which we have witnessed in recent years should have been accompanied by a subsequent decline of domestic violence.  In reality, the opposite has been the case.  The overlooked factor in much research is the demographically confirmed change in men’s lives: men on average spend more outside of fatherhood, that is, less time living with their children and more time outside of marriage.
  

Let’s return to a core idea mentioned earlier: married fatherhood is the social structure which most effectively inhibits male violence. If one wishes to breed violence, give free rein to casual sex, family fragmentation and non-marital child-bearing.  Sexual proprietariness and subsequent concern for offspring, a sense of powerlessness and resentment all too often explode into male violence. The famous case of former American football star O. J. Simpson comes clearly to mind despite the controversial legal ruling of innocence.  The script is too familiar; divorced man, wife’s boyfriend, struggle over children.  Like many men who turn to violence, O.J.  grew up without a father. Let’s reiterate once more: society’s most effective prescription for taming male violence has been monogamous marriage and responsible fatherhood of its offspring.

A third consequence in society of the fathers’ absence at home is its relationship to child poverty and economic insecurity.  Fatherhood has obligated males to providing for his offspring; its decline is followed by the economic decline of children.  Statistics in the USA bear out the relationship between the presence or lack of the responsible fatherhood and the economic well being of the family.  Female-headed families outnumber by an at least 5:1 ratio families of married couples in various categories used to statistically determine poverty. William Galston, deputy assistant to the president on domestic public policy strongly under President Clinton was led to suggest that the best anti-poverty program for children is a stable, intact family.

The last consequence which I would mention is the correlation existing between teen-age pregnancies and out-of wedlock births.  This is the most significant social manifestation of paternal disinvestment in girls’ lives.  The father has a distinctive role in shaping his daughter’s sexual style and understanding of the male-female bond.  Studies have correlated the relationship of girls growing up without fathers and early sexual activity, adolescent child-bearing, divorce and lack of sexual confidence.
  The formula is simple: take the father from the home and you will increase out of wedlock births and teenage pregnancy and add to society those burdens.

Much of the statistical evidence and commentary I have drawn upon is drawn from the USA and would be reflected by a parallel situation in Western Europe.  If statistics are to be trusted, one would most likely conclude that the post-communist nations face similar trends related to fatherhood related issues. The problem may be exacerbated by some of the following historical factors: 

(1)  Socialism’s philosophical and historical antipathy to the family.
  Strong families meant an uncontrolled domain so it was not in the interest of the regime to promote family except at the level necessary to maintain populations. Life was not family friendly for the new Soviet man, so Homo Sovieticus became superfulous to women and children.  And why not if neither his sweat, brains nor integrity could gain benefits for his family?
   

(2)  The familial disruption caused by the removal of fathers through forced labor and penal practices. Compounding the situation were the many who survived the experience yet would not be able to successfully re-assimilate into their families.
 

(3)  High levels of alcoholism, divorce and male mortality rates have taken a high toll on society’s view of men.

The combined effect of these and other factors produced a dearth of good fathers and even more significant, the lack of a cultural script that positively defines and values manhood and fatherhood in the post-communist world. Thus, role model of manhood has seemingly shifted from that of party hack to Mafiya “buzinesman.”
  The effect of the loss of fatherhood is that post-Soviet woman’s defining characteristic is that she lives as a single mother even if. the man is in the home.  The concern for the health of the family is so great that the spectrum of those who have called for a re-evaluation of socialist family policy and an appeal for the restoration of family ranges from Solzhenitsyn to Gorbachev, both of whom have appealed to restoration of the husband-father role of primary provider.

Briefly, three sketches have been drawn; the current cultural war defining fatherhood and masculinity, the centrality of fathers in the well being of their children and the state of fatherhood in the post-communist world.  I have discussed these in order to frame the redressing of fatherhood as we enter this 21st century for its link to family and society’s health seems incontrovertable.    

Firstly, in attempting to remedy the situation, patience is demanded.  Tacitus aptly wrote, “Due to the natural frailty of humankind, remedies are slower to take effect than disease…it is likewise easier to stifle talent and competition than to recall them to life.”
  Brutal honesty with the issue forces us to look at a multi-generational approach in rectifying the situation.

Secondly, an accurate and pithy diagnosis is needed, taking into account both historical sociological forces as well as ideologies which have contributed to the crisis of fatherhood and its close kin, masculinity.  The Western person, in his/her individualism, fails to see the impact which history and culture have had and thus is blinded as it pertains to questions confronting him/her.  

From a sociological perspective, with the unfolding of the Industrial Revolution , a serious social flaw arose most acutely in nations where feudalism was still most entrenched.  The ensuing social upheavals contributed to the disintegration of the family.  In his 1941 work, The Social Crisis of Our Time, economist Wilhelm Roepke analyzed the situation and prophetically noted that forces unleashed in society via the Industrial Revolution and subsequent collectivist attempts to remedy those problems would cause the family to wither and finally degenerate into mere common address with the contract to be terminated by divorce at anytime.  He saw already that the family had been degraded to a “consumer co-operative, at best an entertainment cooperative, without children and if there are, without bestowing upon them more than a summary education.”
 

One can not ignore the social impact of WWII with its large scale replacement of the male labor force with women, long term separations of spouses and family from the presence of the father and husband, etc., all to the detriment of family.  In fact, it would be safe to say that the conflict impacted the social order as much as it did the political order.

Finally, consideration must be given to the Sexual Revolution of the 60’s which significantly weakened responsible sexual behavior.  George Guilder notes that the only real winners in the sexual revolution have been powerful men for the removal of restrictions on sexual activity did not bring equality or community but rather a more vicious sexual competition.  The most obvious victim of the breakdown of monogamy have been women who must grow old alone when their husbands leave but society as a whole as been victim.  Guilder writes, “where once the regime of monogamy established limits, now a breakdown of the sexual order will bring social ills and injustices far more grievous than that…money and power.”
  I make mention of the foregoing, not because we can somehow undo what was done but simply to make us aware that these have had immense impact upon  our perceptions and thus  continue to be affect events and people seemingly removed from them.   

Further, giving philosophy its due, a significant “gate” in Western thought was the Enlightenment.  Claiming absolute human autonomy from the divine and transcendent
,  its unleashed two seemingly contradictory forces,  radical individualism and collectivism , whose political resolution is found  in the totalitarian state.  Radical feminism and politicized homosexuality are only a continued extension of the French revolution (which gave concrete political expression to Enlightenment thought) and today are the most audible voices in the debate.   Their pitch resonates most with the values of the Western world’s regime, a regime which has promulgated a radical change of our perceptions of family. 

The dominant value of this ideology is equality.  Yet, as  Russian dissident Vladimir Bukovsky already noted in the 70’s, “The dream of absolute, universal equality is amazing, terrifying and inhuman…The moment it captures people’s minds, the result is mountains of corpses and rivers of blood, accompanied by attempts to straighten the stooped and shorten the tall.”
  And we might add emasculate men and strip women of their femininity.  The notions in real life have earned women the fundamental right to arduous labor on road gangs and only strengthened the more powerful and enfeebled the weaker . 

Some Tentative Proposals-If one of the primary functions of a father is provision, then economic and political policy must lean to make this possible.  Rule of just law has been consistently the single one factor leading to economic opportunity and prosperity.
  Its sovereignty must be made a priority on the macro level in order to allow the micro level the enhancing environment  needed to encourage entrepreneurial ventures and job creation.  It should be noted that throughout most of its history, Russia has had a patrimonial society, that is, ownership and sovereignty have originated in the political head.
  The arrangement is counter to the rule of law and its corollary, secure property.  If real and secure property is not realized at the grass roots level, then one does not inculcate the sense of responsibility, cooperation and trust that characterize a healthy civil society in which families flourish.  If one constantly needs to depend upon the state, then men will remain boys.  Employment practices should be also tilted slightly in favor of married men with families when all other factors are equal.  I would hasten this should not issue from political decree but from cultural prerogative.

One of the primary sources of fatherhood and corresponding family renewal at the grassroots level should emanate from the religious sphere.  In the Creation story, marriage and family are clearly instituted by God thus giving them an ontological basis beyond nature.  In the account of the Fall, we understand the origin of twisting of the original creation, including marriage and family.  Finally Jahweh continues to uphold marriage and family throughout the unfolding of redemptive history. The Ten Commandments taught us to honor not our generic parents but our father and mother.  In the final verse of the Old Testament, which is like a hinge to the New, the prophet in announcing the preparation for the Messiah, makes it a central issue: “He will restore the hearts of the fathers to their children and the hearts of the children to their fathers so that I will not come and smite the land with a curse.” (Malachi 4:6)   

Christianity has taught and affirmed the husband-father’s responsibilities to his wife and children and where it has taken root, there has generally been an improvement in the status of both women and children.
  The Christian faith has as its central theme the reconciliation of the individual with the one God and Father of all, thereby transcending the problem of those who suffered from paternal abuse and offering hope to be different in their families. A dynamic church has and is one primary source of not only stemming the tide of paternal disinvestment but as she lives consistent to her Scriptures, has shown that much lost social good can be regained.  The church today simply must make priority for the rehabilitation of fatherhood in its teaching and strive to create social structures that foster healthy development of fatherhood and masculinity for the betterment of family life. 

In education, serious consideration needs be made as to whether early education with its androgynous emphasis does not indeed tilt in favor of young girls, causing boys to quickly lose interest and to turn to socially destructive behavior.  For example, it has been well documented that boys are normally 9 months behind girls in digital coordination at age six.  The emphasis in early years, penmanship and reading, puts the boys at a distinct disadvantage.  In an article in “The Economist”, studies showed where boys on average were until age 15 well behind girls in all scholastic areas.  At age 15, boys suddenly overtook their female counterparts in math and sciences but would never catch up in verbal areas.  The hidden tragedy is that by age 15, many young men have given up on school and subsequently have little chance to develop innate abilities they have.  Should not our coeducational model be somewhat revised to allow separation for each sex to develop in areas where they have unique skills?  An education would thus prepare young men for constructive contribution in society and simultaneously make opportunity for providing their families.  

In conclusion, while attempting to define a fatherhood model, fathers interviewed by Blankenhorn were inevitably drawn to moral philosophy issuing from the classical language of civic virtue and the language of Judeo-Christian religious tradition.  At the center of the moral vocabulary was the language of servanthood.  To them, servanthood is equated to masculinity.  Based upon these interviews, Blankenhorn set forth this definition of the role model for fatherhood: the Good Family Man.  Good = moral values, Family = purposes larger than self , and Man = a norm of masculinity.  The Good Family Man is given concrete expression as servant primarily by  provision, protection, nurture and sponsoring of his offspring.

The rehabilitation of fatherhood perhaps rings too simplistic a cure for those accustomed or resigned to a state of frailty in the society.  However, there are others who recognize that while the prescription may be simple, treatment, although effective, will come only with great effort.  Those others also recognize the good things in life are rarely achieved without some struggle but once obtained, well worth that struggle.
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� Blankenhorn provided an interesting comparison of classical Marxist and radical feminist thought to show a perhaps not coincidental relationship:


				Classical Marxist			Radical Feminist


Problem of authority (who has it and doesn’t):   	Bourgeois -proletariat		Men-women & children


Social evil driving all reality			Means of production		Means of reproduction


Central dynamic of society			Class conflict			Gender conflict


Main antagonist					Capitalist			Father


Radical transformation needed			Link of capitalist and worker	Realign relation of father 


`										to child


Vision of utopia					classless society			genderless society


Transcendent moral ideal				equality				equality
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� As a tip of the icepber, one needs to only recall the missionary efforts of William Carey or Amy Carmichael.  In Russia, one of the recent pioneers for women’s rights was a devout Orthodox, Tatatyana Goretchnikov, who was exiled by the Communist regime for her efforts to improve women’s place in Soviet society.  In England during the Industrial Revolution, Lord Shaftsbury and others, motivated by Christian ideals, labored ceaselessly  to improve the conditions of women laborers and abolish child labor.





