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Abstract	
 

This thesis is an exploration of my own experience of being and becoming ‘single’ and a 
‘single-fathering’ co-parent in a 50/50 joint-shared custody arrangement. I situate this work 
within an ongoing conversation about what it means to be both a man and a father in a world that 
is re-contextualizing the work of fathering and the place of fathers in the family and greater 
society. Informed by ideas and impressions of relational constructionism, and autoethnography 
as writing method, I play at the edges of my story, inviting the reader to think with my story and 
critically reflect on fathering in the fierce landscapes of post-divorce co-parenting. 

 
I approach my fathering story through narrative life vignettes in an effort to participate in 

mapping my fathering experience rather than matching it against other dominant stories. I 
include evocative texts that include dialogue, self-reflection, poetry, journal entries, emails, 
images and quotes to draw the reader beyond demographic data and themed public narratives. 
This evocative showing and telling of the complicated world of involved fathering reflects my 
deep curiosity and interest that has emerged from my own challenging experience of separation 
and divorce early in my parenting journey.  

 
I make use of constructionist notions of masculinities as multiple and varied 

performances. I take this stance to access the relationally constructed ways of being that I myself 
have co-created, embodied, and participated with, as a man and a father. I use a spatial metaphor 
of pilgrimage in an attempt to help give a sense of movement and growth and to lend continuity 
where stories are fragmented.  

 
Throughout this work I explore many curiosities – of my own experience and fragmented 

stories of parenting through separation and divorce, with the idea of how fathers might move 
towards equality in nurturing, caregiving and family involvement, and finally with the weight of 
unhelpful notions of masculinity in community and family settings.  

 
I relate my experiences through the lens of multiple theoretical approaches to give light 

and depth to my storied approach allowing the reader to draw their own conclusions about my 
experiences of fathering in a challenging post-divorce landscape. I weave story and theory 
together to invite better thinking and more conversation about the way we construct fathers and 
how they are located in our families, communities and in society at large. I reflect on the process 
of creating an autoethnographic showing and telling and consider some of the ways this creates 
an openness to explore new possibilities both within my own story and as a way in to some of 
our more immoveable narratives about what it means to be a man and father in our local-
historical moment.  
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Samenvatting/Summary	of	this	PhD	thesis	in	Dutch	

 
Deze scriptie is een verkenning van mij zelf als ‘alleenstaande’: d.i. alleen komen te staan, na 
een echtscheiding via een ’alleenstaande co-vaderschap’ in een 50/50 voogdij overeenkomst. Ik 
plaats deze studie binnen een lopende discussie  over wat het betekent om een man en een vader 
te zijn in een wereld waarin vaderschap en de rol van een vader in de familie en in de 
samenleving als geheel steeds in een ander context worden geplaatst. Gevormd door mijn ideeën 
en indrukken van relationele vernieuwingsprocessen, en auto-etnografie als gestolde ideeën en 
indrukken, beweeg ik me tussen de grenzen van mijn relaas, waarbij de lezer wordt uitgenodigd 
om kritisch mee te denken met mijn verhaal en op de vaderlijke opvoeding te reflecteren in de 
harde realiteit van co-ouderschap na een echtscheiding. 
 
Ik benader mijn thesis over vaderschap door middel van beschrijvingen in een poging mijn 
ervaring met vaderschap in kaart te brengen in plaats van het af te zetten tegen andere dominante 
verhalen. In mijn relaas betrek ik evocatieve teksten, dialoog, zelfrefectie, gedichten, dagboeken, 
e-mails , plaatjes en citaten om de lezer voorbij de demografische data en de publieke 
thematische verhalen te trekken. Het evocatief zichtbaar maken van en vertellen over de 
gecompliceerde wereld van betrokken vaderschap geeft mijn diepe nieuwsgierigheid en interesse 
weer van wat uit mijn eigen uitdagingen en ervaringen met splitsing en echtscheiding op mijn 
weg door het ouderschap al vroeg verrees.  
 
Ik maak gebruik van constructionistische opvattingen over mannelijkheid als meervoudige en 
gevarieerde gedragingen. Ik neem dit standpunt in om de rationeel opgebouwde manieren te 
bevatten die ik zelf als man en vader gecocreërd, belichaamd en in geparticipeerd  heb. Ik 
hanteer de metafoor van een lange bedevaarttocht  in een poging om een gevoel van beleving en 
groei te creeren en om continuiteit te scheppen daar waar de verhalen gefragmenteerd zijn.  
Door dit werkstuk heen heb ik veel van mijn begeringen onderzocht  - vanuit  mijn eigen relaas 
en gefragmenteerde verhalen over ouderschap bij  splitsing en echtscheiding, met het idee  de 
richting waarin vaders zouden kunnen inslaan te bepalen met betrekking tot gelijkheid in 
opvoeding, de zorg voor en de betrokkenheid bij het gezin en tot slot met de weging van 
onbehulpzame ideeen over mannelijkheid in de maatschappij en het gezin.  
 
Ik relateer mijn ervaringen door een lens van meervoudige theoretische benaderingswijzen om 
een licht te werpen op en betekenis te geven aan mijn vertelling, waarbij de lezer in staat wordt 
gesteld zijn/haar eigen conclusies te trekken over mijn ervaringen met vaderschap in een 
uitdagende situatie na een echtscheiding. Ik verweef het verhaal en de theorie met elkaar om het 
nadenken te stimuleren en een discussie te ontketenen over de manier waarop we vaders een rol 
toebedelen en welke plaats ze hebben in onze gezinnen, gemeenschappen en de samenleving in 
het geheel. Ik reflecteer op het scheppen van een ecologische studie en verhaal  en neem een 
aantal manieren in overweging  die een openheid scheppen om nieuwe mogelijkheden te 
onderzoeken die een ingang bieden tot meer onroerende verhalen  over wat het betekent om een 
man en een vader te zijn in de dag van vandaag, beide vanuit mijn eigen beschreven ervaringen 
en verhaal. 	
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Preface	
 

 On April 19, 2007 I became a father by the birth of my daughter. Just over two years 
later, days before our seventh anniversary, my wife and I separated and eventually divorced. For 
the last seven years, I have lived as a single parent, co-parenting in a joint shared custody 
agreement where my daughter is with me fifty percent of the time. My desire, both when the 
three of us lived together and afterwards, was to be an equal caregiver and fully involved father. 
I knew how I wanted to father, but I did not understand that my fathering hopes were not the 
hope of those around me. My persistence in my fathering hope has put me at odds with many of 
the social and cultural norms in my day-to-day world. It is the intersection of my fathering and 
my broader social world that is the subject of this dissertation.     

 
This autoethnographic “showing and telling” represents my wrestling with my fathering 

as a “single” parent outside of the lens of family and normative ideas of caregiving and child 
rearing. I have embraced an approach congruent with relational constructionist ideas to guide me 
through the creation of this work and have accepted that “the lived experiences of interacting 
individuals are the proper subject matter” (Denzin, 1989, p. 15) for this dissertation.  I have 
further found that the ideas of “validity, reliability, generalizability, and theoretical relevance” 
that were my guideposts at the outset of this inquiry, have been hopefully “set aside in favour of 
a concern for meaning and interpretation” (p. 15).  

 
Out of my desire for a critical and thoughtful discussion I have taken risks in walking a 

line somewhere between autoethnography and more conventional approaches. I have maintained 
this tension, as a parallel of the in-betweeness of my fathering experience as somewhere at times 
blissful and poetic and others stilted and awkward. I have chosen to position this as an 
autoethnographic showing and telling including narrative forms, dialogue, reflective monologue, 
journal entries, emails, poetry and a wide range of other artful voices.  

 
Part I contains three blended notebooks, utilizing a voice somewhere between 

conventionally academic and storied autoethnography. I follow a somewhat traditional overall 
structure to this dissertation and follow a linear approach situating myself, the inquiry, and 
providing some sensitizing material to both the subject area of masculinity and fathering, and 
some of the guiding ideas of relational constructionism and autoethnography as an approach. 
Part II follows with a series of autoethnographic vignettes presented in a sometimes 
anachronistic form that helps to illustrate the way I have experienced my progressive unfolding 
as a father digging through my assumptions and beliefs formed earlier in my life. I have chosen 
this style to reflect my sense that in both my journey as a writer and a father I remain in process 
unpacking the traditional beliefs I have – both about academic writing and fathering – and the 
transformation I have experienced as I have followed an unfolding path in both of these 
intersecting realms. As I have moved forward in this experience my capacity for a more nuanced 
and critical reflection has grown. I have illustrated this by weaving my forward movement 
together with reflections that move back and forth between considering my experience and 
culture in which I find myself.  
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Part III brings closure to the document with considerations about what going forward 
might look like, including a post-script that includes some of my thoughts about the innumerable 
possibilities for future research and inquiry.  
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“I write when my world falls apart or the meaning I have 
constructed for myself is in danger of doing so.” 

(Ellis, 2004, p. 33) 
 
 
 

“The act of writing turns out to be its own reward.” 
 (Lamott, 1994, p. xxvi) 
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A	Fall	Walk	

I feel heavy walking on red gravel through the trees. It’s cold and gray, and the leaves are curled 

and brittle. My shoes make a crunching sound on the frozen ground. 

 

My back is stiff. I’ve slept on the floor for months now in the room next to my daughter. 

 “She has no idea this conversation will change her life. It’s not fair.”  

I think to myself as I walk. 

 

“We can’t go on like this” my wife says. 

I can’t even form a meaningful sentence.  

Stomach in knots, legs weak. 

 

We walk for hours, or maybe years, 

in a wilderness surrounded by civilization only blocks away. 

 

When we went to pick up our daughter we told my parents.  

“We’re separating. Thanks for babysitting. Bye.” 

 

The next day she called the lawyer and the realtor.  

The darkness was going to be over soon. Or so I thought. 
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Other	Voices:	The	Real	Work	
 

“Marriage too is an attempt to rhyme, to bring two 

different lives - within the one life of their troth and 

household - periodically into agreement or consent. The 

two lives stray apart necessarily, and by consent come 

together again: to “feel together,” to “be of the same 

mind.” Difficult virtues are again necessary. And failure, 

permanent failure, is possible. But it is the possibility of 

failure, together with the formal bonds, that turns us back 

from fantasy, wishful thinking, and self-pity into the real 

terms and occasions of our lives.  

 

It may be, then, that form serves us best when it works as 

an obstruction to baffle us and deflect our intended course. 

It may be that when we no longer know what to do we 

have come to our real work and that when we no longer 

know which way to go we have begun our real journey. 

The mind that is not baffled is not employed. The impeded 

stream is the one that sings.” 

(Berry, 2011, pp. 205-206) 
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Part	I	

	

An	Invitation	to	Walk	
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Notebook	#1	

Endings,	Detours,	and	Beginnings	
 

 
 

Stories move in circles. They don’t go in straight lines. So it helps if you listen 
in circles. There are stories inside stories between stories, and finding your way 
through them is as easy and as hard as finding your way home. And part of the 
finding is the getting lost. And when you’re lost, you start to look around and 
listen.  

(Fisher, Greenberg, & Newman, 1979, 
as cited in Metzger, 1992, p. 49)  

 
There is only one thing that seems to work; and that is to turn directly toward the 
approaching darkness without prejudice and totally naively, and to try to find out 
what its secret aim is and what it wants from you…Sometimes it first offers a 
series of painful realizations of what is wrong with oneself and one’s conscious 
attitudes…one must begin the process by swallowing all sorts of bitter truths.  

(Jung, von Franz, Henderson, Jacobi & 
Jaffe, 1964, p. 210) 
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This thesis is an autoethnographic showing and telling of my disorienting and 
decentering experiences of fathering during the period following my separation and divorce.  I 
am compelled to make sense of these experiences in the sometimes bright, but often dim, light of 
theory – turning up the volume on voices of those who think with more depth than I am able to 
on my own. The experience of my marriage and divorce shattered many of my dearly held, but 
largely inherited beliefs, about what life was all about. Parenting in the midst of this has been the 
richest and most profoundly challenging experience of my life. This work spans a roughly five-
year period following my separation as I make sense of my life and fathering post-divorce.  

 
I have found that one of the most profound challenges in life is found in relationships, 

where a “goodbye” is needed but somehow incomplete or simply impossible. Divorce seems this 
way to me, particularly where children are involved. I have friends who lost a partner to death or 
illness and have continued to parent, no doubt in continual relationship with the memory of their 
beloved. A different experience is found in the exploration of what it is like to say goodbye to 
your partner through the fog of anger and the groaning complexity of relational difficulty, and 
then continue to hold a space open to renegotiate another kind of partnership, that is positive, 
functional and healthy – but also separate.  

 
I come to this current inquiry with a deep curiosity about my own experience and the 

experiences of those closest to me. As I became first a father and soon after what is often called a 
single parent, many questions arose for me. I was “disoriented, bewildered, or lost in the world… 
experiencing a restlessness…an indeterminate lack of something-or-other – without at first any 
sense of what will remove that lack” (Shotter, 2010, p. 9). My own sense of lack as a father 
without suitable models has set me on a “quest of discovery” to become better oriented in my 
new surroundings (p. 9). My quest led me to address some of these questions in this work.  

 
I wrestle with how I can work together with my co-parent, when so much of what I had 

hoped for our child and myself was made impossible? How do I renegotiate all the meanings and 
hopes I had for my life while I still show up and fulfill my responsibilities as a father? One of the 
most challenging questions I have asked myself in this period is whether or not it is possible to 
co-parent without privileging either parent’s idea of ‘best interest.’ How do I assert myself as an 
involved and fully engaged father, when both my co-parent and I were raised with experiences of 
fathers who were less engaged in caregiving more involved in ensuring economic security for the 
family? Is there an equality to be found in caregiving that does not include the maintenance of a 
domestic ideology where paid and unpaid, or instrumental and caregiving activities are seen as 
best kept separate? What could this mean for me as a man and a father? What does this mean for 
the hopes and dreams of my ex-wife and co-parent who has well developed ideas of who she 
wants to be and how she wants to be a mother? If I want to be an involved caregiver and father, 
am I simply asserting my own desires with the expectation that my ex-partner in a way that 
disempowers my ex-wife’s role as a mother? I do not come to any finalizing conclusions in this 
work, though I do hope this invitation for you to overhear me “clarifying things” for myself 
(Dunn, 1993, p. ix) is helpful towards the start of a new conversation.  
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Situating	myself		
 
One of the most important relationships I have is with my daughter. The most important 

role I will ever wrestle through is as her father. I believe this to unspeakable depths. I believe that 
it is more than a role—it is a large part of who I feel compelled to be, at a deeply personal and 
spiritual level. I also believe that of all the things I have set out to do well, I am least assured of 
doing this in the way I would most like; never mind having the result I hope for. Fathering has 
been a decentering and redefining experience in my life, not only because of the arrival of my 
daughter, but because the expectations of those around me became far more actively asserted 
than ever before in my life. The responses and expectations of those around me have been 
constraining and shaping forces in my life, most of which I have struggled to resist, often without 
much success.  

 
Spring 2007. My daughter showed up twenty-two minutes before six on a Thursday 

evening, two days before my thirty-second birthday. In my heart she arrived long before 

this. Not every new father experiences the birth of his child as such a world changing 

moment. I did. In this moment I was flooded with strangely conflicted emotions. I felt a 

deep a sense of awe, love, responsibility, devotion, and, at the same time the sense that I 

would absolutely end anyone who tried to do harm to her. I was not the same person I 

was when I woke up the morning before. I felt both, the most profound sense of nurturing 

capacity alongside an unfamiliarly strong protective instinct.  

 

After this, all hell broke loose. 

 

In the months following her birth I continued working at a community based nonprofit, 

making very little money. I worked through the day, studying for a graduate level 

comprehensive oral exam during my breaks, working a clinical internship twice a week 

and writing a dissertation usually during her naptimes on the weekend. In the evenings I 

would feed and bathe her and get up about half the time in the night when she woke. We 

had very little money, and lots of stress. I began looking for a job with more 

responsibility so that I could manage our expenses better. All I wanted to do was spend 

time with my daughter. It was an exhausting period in life, as it is for most.  

 
Early in my parenting journey I became part of the faster growing segment of lone parent 

families in Canada (Ball & Daly, 2012). The loss of my marriage in a formal sense and the loss 
of hope in the promise of someone to share a future with was painful and disorienting even when 
rationalized as a profoundly difficult and conflicted relationship. The resulting loss of a clearly 
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defined role or path as a parent felt also as if some of the core ways of being a father I had 
counted on were put in jeopardy. I had known I did not want to follow the ‘traditional’ 
breadwinning path that was expected of me. However now the court was enforcing this part of 
my life and the support to be an involved nurturing father disappeared overnight. This jeopardy 
resulted in many awkward, sometimes painful, sometimes hopeful spaces that seemed to me to 
be an invitation to embark on an autoethnographic project.  

 
Fathering is a messy and awkward place where I work out my deep love for my daughter. 

I do this while myriad voices - embodied and otherwise - challenge daily my sense of what it 
means to be me – as a person, as a male adult, and a father. I’m deeply impacted by these voices 
- as I am by my daughter’s voice - and the voice of those by whom she is loved. I find myself 
striving to make sense of the confluence of these different voices – this complicated conversation 
- before it’s too late and she is grown. I hope that whatever influence I have as her father helps 
her to overcome the obstacles she faces and become the very best she can be, and by so doing 
make the world better. My voice and my influence, I have discovered, is neither singular nor 
unified. Coherence is an elusive achievement much of the time. In fact I often do not even hear 
my voice as only “mine”. This journey of discovering who I am as a man and a father is often in 
upheaval because of the “awkward spaces within which fathers live” (Aitken, 2009, p. 4).  

 
Fall 2009. Our two-year-old daughter spent that afternoon with my parents. The 

afternoon was grey and cold, and the orange leaves seemed to brown as the afternoon 

passed. I had no idea that our walk through the woods in the diminishing light of the fall 

would become something of a metaphor for the next years of my life. Until that day in 

2009 I held the belief that divorce was simply an unacceptable option. I would make it 

work no matter what. I believed that the responsibility to sustain the relationship and 

position of my family was mine, and I acted accordingly. I privileged the needs of my 

partner and tried to hold to an ideal that was unrealistic. I would tough it out no matter 

what. I used words like partnership, but did not really know what they meant to me. In 

some ways, it meant I was to put her first in all ways. I was to protect and to provide, 

even when this hurt or when I did not want to. Hers was to build a sense of community 

and foster connections for our daughter and family. Mine was to become increasingly 

isolated in keeping our family economically afloat. We enacted, a profoundly 

disconnected and binary approach that is, I think, common to many. My approach, while 

to the outside ear might sound predictably and traditionally male, was significantly more 

layered than it might sound at first. 
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As valiant an effort that I believe I put in to managing the many barriers, conflicts, 

sleepless nights, endless fights, the mental health challenges of my partner were as much 

a part of our problem as those difficult relational elements. Though my deep commitment 

to nurture and care for my partner were in many ways positive and given with free and 

helpful intent, it was my belief that I was acting in an honourable and responsible way 

that held one of the keys to our downfall as a couple. We were both acting out our 

respective roles. And my sense of responsibility to sustain our future on my own was not 

at all allowing her to rise to her full capacity and meet her reality head on.  

 

My resolve had carried us both through seven years and then, in a moment, it did not. 

Who I was and what I believed – everything seemed to simultaneously come into focus 

and it was not the picture I had imagined. I had nothing left. Broken and exhausted, I 

wanted more, but my more was to be a more present father, to have fuller and more 

deeply connected relationships. Her ‘more’ was to fulfill what she believed was what the 

world sets a western middle class woman up for - to stay at home, and make a home and 

nurture her family. It was I who had changed, and she who was acting out of an idea of 

mothering and family that she had come to understand as ‘the way it should be’. Neither 

of us is to blame, but both of us are responsible.   

 

The words we spoke on that fall walk, and the events that followed have transformed 

almost every relationship in my life as I had known and believed them to be. Most 

important and challenging to me has been the way the things said on this afternoon walk 

has forever altered my relationship with my daughter and in turn, her experience of the 

world. At two years old, she was old enough to have some words but young enough to not 

have a voice. She did not understand what was happening and to this day does not 

understand why she has had to face different challenges than her friends. Try as we might 

to make two houses and two bedrooms sound like an advantage, she is not fooled. At each 

advance in her development she tries again to make sense of her place in the world and 

why she doesn’t have a “normal” family.  

 
There is no part of my life untouched by the story of my divorce. Fracturing my 

connection with many of my friends, this new personal reality caused the gradual (and 
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sometimes sudden) end of relationships that had previously endured 20 or more years. Many of 
those relationships remain for me as influential, albeit conflicted, “social ghosts” (Gergen, 1991, 
p. 71). The end of my marriage was financially debilitating, limiting my career and pursuit of my 
passions. It has made attending faith gatherings profoundly uncomfortable, eliciting both spoken 
and unspoken judgments from those who are aligned with conservative cultural expressions of 
Protestantism. Over the course of the years following my separation and divorce, my life has had 
moments of deep pain and dark nights, profound loneliness, debilitating stress and a striving to 
not be overcome. There have been moments of light and a growing appreciation for small 
mercies like the kindness of a friend or a day when the sun shines.  

 
Like many post-divorce stories, this part of my story has been full of loss. In the period 

following my separation I have been driven to keep my daughter safe and ensure she is protected 
from a life of relative poverty and emotional abuse. In the process nearly all of our financial 
assets were ordered to go to my wife, and I took on substantial financial burden, though we were 
engaged in an otherwise equal co-parenting arrangement. Most difficult for me was the loss of an 
idea of what my life would be like, and who I would be within the arc of that story. Of where and 
how I would work, what kind of friends I would have, what houses and summer holidays I would 
take. I not only lost a person who had made commitments to me and to whom I made 
commitments, but the forms of life and intimate relationships that give meaning and sense to 
fathering. The pain and shame that go along with these changing realities is far reaching in its 
implications. I lost much of my community of friends, many of whom simply did not want to get 
involved in a complicated life beyond their own. I eventually left my job as an executive leader 
in a human services organization. A choice largely made as a result of the massive shifts in 
relationships, identity and values I have undergone as a single father. Each of these losses has 
been disorienting and further compounded the de-centering experience of fathering in my post-
divorce life. Each of these losses has also furthered my exploration of my own understanding of 
what it means to be a man and a father of a little girl through separation and divorce. These 
experiences are a significant part of how I have made sense of how I am situated with respect to 
this thesis.  

 
Beliefs, Assumptions and Curiosities 

 
I am indebted to Dan Wulff, Taos board member, for his deep well of patience and 

unassuming approach. Inspired by Dan’s invitation during a pre-conference conversation in San 
Diego in the late Fall of 2012, I chose to pursue a more exploratory autoethnographic approach 
to reach my goal of completing my dissertation. In seeing through the chaos of this early period 
of single fathering, Dan challenged me to consider this time thoughtfully, as he seemed to know I 
needed to process my recent divorce and single parenting adventure more deeply, and believed 
that I had the capacity to distance myself from the drama enough to produce this work. 
Throughout the long years of writing and thinking and rewriting, I have been sustained by 
several deep curiosities that continue to draw me forward in this work.  

 
My first curiosity is to wrestle with my own experience and my many fragmented stories. 

I’m haunted by a suspicion that there are better ways of knowing and telling my own story. In 
many ways my journey into parenting through separation and divorce was a process of breaking 
open, and at the same time the journey of being a ‘single’ father has been a context for exploring 
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my self, my place in the world and my hopes and dreams for myself as a person, and also for my 
daughter. 

 
My curiosity in the idea of gender equality generally has evolved to include an interest in 

understanding more deeply the way in which fathers might move towards equality in caregiving 
and family involvement. I am interested in what this looks like in practice and what the impact 
might ultimately be in the lives of children and at a broader scale, in terms of our life together in 
community and society. 

 
My interest in the way men wrestle with the weight of unhelpful or unhealthy notions of 

masculinity and seek to find ways of being more connected to their emotional worlds, and their 
close relationships. This is possibly the most daunting task of this work as there are so many 
knowledges and histories that come into play in finding useful ways of understanding these 
notions. I believe it is an important arena to consider when thinking and talking of how fathers 
are located in our community and in families and how they find themselves expanding in what is 
often considered a female dominated ‘form of life’.  

 
My professional life has focused substantially on how men “get on” in areas of their lives 

outside of their participation in labour market activities. Nurturing their spiritual and personal 
growth, I have spent the majority of my adult life working with children, youth and families in 
community, organizational, and clinical settings. As a youth worker, manager, therapist, and 
more recently an educator, consultant and executive leader in a large human service organization 
I developed a keen curiosity about the place, role and experience of men in contexts outside of 
paid work (Hook, 2006). In some ways this is because men often seem either vilified or absent 
from the family and community contexts within which I work or feel most at home. It’s 
interesting to me that where the workplace has been a place of alienation for women in the last 
centuries, the family and unpaid community settings seem a place where men have felt it more 
recently. 

 
Equality has been a compelling idea that I have wrestled with in this work. I am drawn to 

explore what it means in a parenting context. I find it elusive as both a concept and as a reality 
that can be identified or experienced. I enter this work with the desire and the basic assumption 
that I ‘should be’, an equal parent and further, that this is a ‘good’ desire. I also have learned 
enough to know that biological parents on their own shouldn’t hope to raise their children in 
isolation from other caring adults. I am drawn to ideas of “alloparenting” or the thought that 
there is no ideal parent or number of parents. As Carol Gilligan (2011) suggests, it is “not the 
nuclear family and exclusive maternal care but the capacity for mutual understanding and 
extended families that are coded into our genes” (pp. 52-53).  All around me, I assumed at the 
outset of my fathering journey, would support this positive intent, surely my parenting partner 
would be chief amongst these supporters. I felt that fathering in this way would be the best for 
my daughter, and for my family and ultimately for our community. My experience was far more 
complicated than this. Further still my experiences of writing this autoethnographic showing and 
telling, I hope, will demonstrate in an evocative way that fathering and father involvement is 
anything but a clear path to a better world for families and for children. I believe it is of the 
utmost importance, and that it is worth every step – but the path is not clear, and the landscape is 
fraught with danger.  
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Situating	the	work	
 
This thesis is an exploration of my own experience of being and becoming ‘single’ and a 

‘single-father’ and co-parent in a 50/50 joint-shared custody arrangement. My purpose is to 
expose my own “painful, confusing, angering, and uncertain cultural experiences” (Holman-
Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013, p. 35) in ways that are beneficial for both myself and for you the 
reader, I seek to draw you beyond demographic data and dominant public narratives into the 
nuances of these experiences to evoke a sense of the deep well of potential that can be found in 
the complicated world of involved fathering. My deep curiosity and interest in this area stems 
primarily from my own challenging personal experience of separation and divorce early in my 
parenting journey. Becoming a single father, re-constructing a sense of personal and professional 
identity, community, and faith, are profound transformations in my life replete with awkward 
moments, liminal spaces, and rich experience. Entwined with my experiences of divorce and 
fatherhood is a renegotiation of what it means to be a man both now and as I go forward. I write 
my way through difficult experiences in a way that situates my life in a conversation within the 
cultural moment.  

 
I locate my thesis within an ongoing, and, “ideologically fatigued” (Aitken, 2009, p. 54) 

conversation about what it means to be both a man and a father in a world that continues to 
recontextualize the emotional work of fathering and, far more slowly, the discursive world of 
fatherhood. I make use of a social constructionist approach to the notion of masculinities as 
multiple and varied performances (Connell, 2005). I take this stance to access the relationally 
constructed ways of being that I myself have co-created, embodied, and participated with, as a 
man and a father. I use a spatial metaphor of pilgrimage in an attempt to help give a sense of 
movement and growth and to lend “continuity to the episodic” (Bauman, 1996, p. 22) where 
stories are fragmented. I claim a degree of creative license and play with different forms of text, 
most notably short vignettes. These vignettes are at times presented anachronistically, to give 
emphasis to some parts of my story and provide context for others. My hope is that this textual 
pilgrimage (Eade & Sallnow, 1991) contributes both a new and unique voice to the ongoing 
conversation of what it means to be a father, particularly in a 50/50 co-parenting joint custody 
arrangement. Seeing fathering as pilgrimage resonates deeply for me as a metaphor of holding to 
a purpose – fathering – while travelling through different cultures and landscapes. Sometimes 
finding a safe place to rest and a warm meal, other times finding wolves and a dark night.  

 
Fathering is filled with awkward spaces that “produce and define who we are and what 

we do: they are part action, part illness, part remedy, part us, part them, part it, part fantasy, part 
fact” (Aitken, 2009, p. 4). These are the spaces, according to Aitken, that “define the relationship 
between men, women and children; between men and other men; between men and families and 
men and communities; between fathering as a practice and fatherhood as an idea” (p. 4). I seek to 
piece together these ‘parts’ to make sense of my journey to make sense of where my story is 
“hidden behind notions of masculinity and fathering that forefront more public forms of identity” 
(p. 11). I use the experience not of becoming a father so much as becoming a single father 
through my divorce with the hopes of finding a unique way into some of these hidden spaces.  
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I look critically at my experience of fathering in the context of the many and conflicted 
discourses of masculinity, fathering, and single parenting. I seek to show and tell of my 
experience in the hopes of generating further conversation about how men can enter caregiving 
roles with their children and in the community in ways that resist dominant and essentialized 
discourses of normative masculine parenting roles and popular images of the “deadbeat dad and 
family buffoon” (Ball & Daly, 2012, p. 5). I understand my story as part of a “groundswell” of 
stories that reflect a notion of fathering “as diverse, embedded in multi-faceted social contexts, 
and multiply determined”, and as an experience of interdepedence within “relational contexts 
and particular cultures, religions, and economic circumstances, as well as within the context of a 
gender-segregated labour market” (p. 6). Where I have felt excluded or shut out of caregiving 
opportunities in my own life, it is often a complicated dance of my own ongoing and internal 
conversation of what it means to be a man, my often awkward expressions and embodied 
performance of this relational world, and at times a sense of how the communities I am apart of 
seek to embrace some parts of my story and not others.  

 
I feel deeply compelled to write about this dance in a way that creates more helpful, or at 

the least, less damaging ways of encouraging men’s participation in family and community 
settings. Where there are many stories that would invite or compel suspicion and concern about 
the capacity of men to engage in fathering as equal co-parents, I believe there are many more 
hidden stories of a deep capacity of men to be caregivers and to do this in a way that can co-
create a more gender equal world. My hope is that this thesis adds a helpful voice to this 
conversation for men, those in helping professions and anyone seeking more equality for all. 

 
Finally, I locate my thesis within an evolving conversation on the role of personal 

narrative and autoethnography in scholarly qualitative research. Mindful of the methodological 
exploration that this thesis also represents, I work to combine both critical rigor with a 
compelling and evocative story. My intent with this thesis is to contribute my voice and 
understanding about the experience of being and becoming a single father in ways less accessible 
with a more conventional approach. I am critically aware of the challenge of balancing showing 
and telling with the interest of positively maintaining my ongoing relationships – particularly 
with my daughter and my ex-wife and co-parent. My approach is inclusive of their views as I 
believe them to be and as they have expressed them to me at different points along the way. I 
make efforts to reflect these voices as they have impacted me, and while I am always truthful in 
how I articulate them I make no claims of ownership of the large ‘t’ truths. I have included my 
voice where I have wrestled with the way they have at times seen things. While the voices of 
both my ex-wife, and my daughter are very present within this text, though they are often 
expressed within my own voice as the writer. They are so deeply a part of how I understand my 
story I am often unable to parse my many ‘self’ stories.  

 
There is far more acceptance of the multiplicity of masculinities (Connell, 2005) that are 

constructed and drawn upon, and the plurality of ways of being a father then there was twenty 
years ago. There are still systemic barriers, stigma, and deep challenges associated with men 
hoping to participate fully in caregiving (Levtov, van der Gaag, Greene, Kaufman & Barker, 
2015). The persuasive and insidious nature of public discourses of masculinity, fatherhood, and 
single parenting has deep impacts on the health and well-being of children and parents. My hope 
is that an autoethnographic approach is evocative and possibly provocative enough to be useful 
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to the people, professionals, communities and systems that work to support families in 
community, and hope to engage single and divorced fathers and men in general. I offer 
“reflection, insight and hope to readers and audiences who might have had, as well as to readers 
interested in, the experiences chronicled” (Holman-Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013, p. 35). 

 
My interest in this topic is to make visible, albeit in an incomplete and sometimes 

incoherent way, my journey as a father. I take an approach that enables me to wrestle with issues 
of representation – that is tolerant of the incompleteness and hiddenness of an unfolding story. 
Parts of my story are often “hidden behind notions of masculinity and fathering that forefront 
more public forms of identity” (Aitken, 2009, p. 10). I make space through narrative expressions 
of the intersection of the emotional work of fathering and the often-overpowering public 
discourse of fatherhood and masculinity. I engage with “less structured way[s] of knowing that is 
not about hierarchies (family, community, state) or dichotomies (mother/father)” (Aitken, 2009, 
p. 6). I’m curious both about the ways in which our changing ideas of fathering are constructed 
and where there are possibilities for new and more relational ways of understanding the 
structures, hierarchies and dichotomies that exist in families and communities raising coming 
generations.  

 
Approach	to	Inquiry		

 
I am intrigued with the alternative qualitative methodological directions that privilege 

and celebrate personal narrative and story (Bochner, 1997; Muncey, 2005). I wrestle with the 
experimental nature of autoethnography and play at the edges of what might be seen as 
auteothnography and what could be considered critical autoethnography (Boylorn & Orbe, 
2014). I have been open about my exploration in this area. Through my study in this area, I have 
become fully bought in to the potential of autoethnographic approaches to ‘get at’ the nuances of 
complicated human experience. While I have taken an autoethnographic approach here, you will 
sense I step back at points to more critically reflect. This is also part of my story as I wrestle with 
the draw of old stories in my life about what academic achievement could and should look like. I 
have allowed this sometimes-conflicting voice to remain, as I believe it invites insight in my 
parallel journey as a writer uncovering an affinity to these ‘experimental methods’ that in some 
way matches my ‘experimental’ journey as a father.  

 
Autoethnography done well involves “evocative storytelling, detailing concrete 

experience, and multiple perspectives that include participants’ voices and interpretations” (Ellis, 
2004, p. 29). In contrast to realist approaches that invoke “an authorial, omnipotent voice” (p. 
29), using proof texts and arguing facts, autoethnographic narratives can be seen “as meaning 
making through the shaping or ordering of experience” (Chase, 2012, p. 430) to understand my 
own story in a way that will shed light for myself and others and possibly create space for new 
kinds of conversations about what it means to journey through divorce into single fathering.  

 
I am drawn as an autoethnographer to “narratively structured, liminal, existential spaces” 

(Denzin, 2013, p. 131; Coleman & Eade, 2004) in the culture within which I live. Because of 
this, I inhabit a metaphor of journey and textual pilgrimage (Wojecki, 2004) to invite you, the 
reader into my ongoing process of becoming as I wrestle at the intersections of fathering, 
maleness and masculinity, and my personal losses - renegotiating my sense of what it is to be 
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both a male and a father, through the experience of separation and divorce. I have told my stories 
in evocative ways that include the voices of those I have met on my journey. From strangers to 
service providers, family members, and those I have only met in words as poets, writers, 
academics and the depersonalized cultural voices found in media. Putting my life back together 
while writing has required “embodied, imagined, [and] metaphorical” motion…these different 
forms of motion have been “constitutive elements” (Coleman & Eade, 2004, p. 3) of my 
pilgrimage. My “liminoid” (p. 3) experiences have created space for new growth in the ‘in-
between’ spaces. Understanding this period of my life as having movement “gives form to the 
formless”, and “makes a whole out of the fragmentary” (Bauman, 1996, p. 22) in ways I find 
helpful. Though my pilgrimage has not been to a particular geographical place, it has been a 
transformative journey that continues. Over the several years that this thesis has taken shape I 
have changed significantly and I have continued to move forward.  

 
I incorporate this sense of motion into my writing along with my awareness that as I 

write I am not just relaying some objective truth or content. I do not present my stories as truth. 
The other characters in my story – like my ex-wife and daughter – would no doubt disagree with 
parts of this and may tell a different story all together, I have done my best to represent them as I 
see them – with a deep respect for who they are and their journeys as people who are a part of 
my story, my life and my self. The truths I wrestle with here are the ones that have impacted and 
shaped who I am as a father and a man, not the ones you would necessarily find in other people 
or places. I am “entering into a relationship with you the reader” (Gergen, 2009, p. 221) to invite 
you to exercise your imagination and join me on this journey and ‘think with’ my story 
(Bochner, 1997) so that you might ask questions not just about my story but about other stories 
as well. Together, we will consider the emotional work - the “leanings into, and trajectories 
through men’s lives” (Aitken, 2009, p. 4) of fathering, and the “institutional tracings” or systems 
of gendered discourse about men’s lives (p. 4) that comprise our discourses of fatherhood and 
the complicated journey of single parenting as a male.  

 
I work in this autoethnographic showing to confront “dominant forms of representation 

and power in an attempt to reclaim, through self-reflective response, [and] representational 
spaces that have marginalized” (Tierney, 1998, p. 66) my voice with respect to my fathering 
experience. I seek to wrestle with my experience through an assemblage of narrative vignettes 
(Humphreys, 2005), and fragments of various forms of text – from poetry (Ramsay, 2011) to 
prose – to make visible some of the different and challenging assumptions and narratives about 
fathering and fatherhood that dominate the cultural context in which I find myself. I work to 
layer my experience “across time and standpoints”, endeavoring to “move beyond my 
experiences and provide insight into the larger social, cultural and political forces that influence 
the experiences of fathers” (Dillon, 2012, p. 286). By focusing reflexively on my experiences as 
a father to “bend back on [my] self and look more deeply at self-other interactions” (Boylorn & 
Orbe, 2014, p. 18). To do this, I include moments of deep emotional experience – both 
infuriating and blissful. I include dialogue with various individuals that I have had real 
experience with. I write with several voices, sometimes contradictory sometimes in harmony. I 
experiment with different forms and styles of writing in order to evoke a deeper connection for 
you, the reader, of the wonderful, terrible and deeply transformative experience of fathering.  
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I am compelled to write, much as Carolyn Ellis (2004) says, “when my world falls apart 
or the meaning I have constructed for myself is in danger of doing so” (p. 33). I have chosen to 
write about my journey with specific focus on my fathering realities. In most respects, I agree 
with Carolyn Ellis’ (2004) suggestion that  “you don’t really choose ethnography; it chooses 
you” (p. 26). The richness of these years of my life seem to require me to engage in a more 
thorough reflection. I am conscious that some may see my attempt to wrestle with this as 
whining or complaining, or even giving voice to my own male privilege. Some may read this and 
make judgements or see me as less a man. I am cautioned by Flemons and Green (2002), that 
“when you write a story of yourself, you accept an assumption about yourself that then 
determines in part how you understand yourself” (p. 90). I have made assumptions here that my 
story has value, and that my experiences warrant this kind of reflection and could be useful for 
others. While these assumptions have held me in stead to complete this work, there are other 
assumptions I may still be blind to that have shaped this work. I have worked to question these as 
I have come across them.  

 
At points I draw on a more analytical approach (Boylorn & Orbe, 2014; Ellis, 2004), to 

situate this autoethnography. I unexpectedly found myself resonating with Alexander (2014) 
when he notes that ‘doing’ critical autoethnogaphy is:  

 
sometimes like capturing a picture of yourself in a glass borderless frame; a 
picture in which an image of you is represented and there are sightless borders of 
containment; containments called race, sex, gender, culture, and occasions of 
human social experience fixed in time and space, floating in a fixed liquidity of 
memory, giving shape to experience, structuring vision and engagement with the 
intent for others to see and know you differently as you story the meaningfulness 
of personal experience in a cultural context. (p. 110) 
 
I work to ensure that this autoethnography is “ethnographic in its methodological 

orientation, cultural in its interpretive orientation, and autobiographical in its content orientation” 
(Chang, 2008, p. 84). By committing to an analytic reflexivity, dialogue beyond my self, and a 
theoretical analysis paired with my own story, I have worked to maintain an analytical form to 
much of this work (Anderson, 2006). I work to “present the complex process of storytelling as it 
develops over time within a variety of cultural contexts” (Jago, 2006, p. 404) including paid 
work, communities of friends, public spaces, and amidst my family or origin. Where I have 
found that “routine life interactions are packed with meaning in terms of how self is experienced 
within larger cultural and social frames” (Boylorn & Orbe, 2014, p. 27), I have worked to 
represent this to the reader in a way that evokes and challenges a deeper thinking on the subjects 
that are so very important to me.  

 
Blurring the Personal and the Cultural 
 
 My approach to autoethnographic writing refers to the personal in “relationship to culture” 
(Ellis, 2004, p. 37). As Ellis suggests, I give emphasis to displaying not only “multiple layers of 
consciousness” but also a “back and forth gaze” (p. 37). I use this back and forth approach in an 
attempt to focus “outward on social and cultural aspects” of my personal experience and inward 
to “expose a vulnerable self that is moved by and may move through, refract, and resist cultural 
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interpretations”, in effect “blurring between the personal and the cultural” (pp. 37-38). My hope 
in seeing the cultural in the personal and the personal in the culture is undergirded by the belief 
that “by contemplating the personal, public realizations emerge: by considering the public, 
personal insights become apparent” (Pelias, 2011, p. 661). 

 
I wish, at points, to “abandon the posture of defensive coherence often provoked by 

traditional writing” (Gergen & Gergen, 2002, p. 17). I employ and move amongst the 
“formalisms of traditional literature, but as well the poetic, the profane, the ironic, the 
emotionally explosive” (Gergen & Gergen, 2002, p. 19). I experiment with “polyvocality, poetry, 
pastiche” (p. 14) - both my own and the words of others that resonate with me - to undo the 
“researcher-researched dichotomy” (Ellingson & Ellis, 2008, p. 451). I am struck by Gergen and 
Gergen’s (2002) suggestion that writing in such a way as to present a coherent interior self may 
not only privilege coherence, but can also create a space that can be “threatening or repressive” 
(p. 15). Only occasionally do I have a sense of who I am as a father or as a man; rather I have 
many ideas and hopes and they do not always match. Where I live my life as a father and a 
researcher I am very conscious of the ways I am more or less open in relationship with my 
daughter and with the world. This always has implications. Instead I work to allow the 
disconnection and fragmentation that is more my experience to allow both you and I to “lose our 
defenses against our own multiplicities” (p. 16). Becoming open to these multiplicities in turn, 
may offer opportunities for us both “to participate in alterior patterns of performance” (p. 19).  

 
To gain access and purchase amongst the often jagged edges found here, I utilize multiple 

‘layers’ of text, including several of my own voices, poetically and in prose, song lyrics, poetry, 
and ancient story to ‘allow rather than specify’ a “wealth of insights reaching well beyond” 
(Sparkes, 2002, p. 221) my own particular story. Heeding Spry’s (2001) caution that “good 
autoethnography is not simply a confessional tale of self-renewal; it is a provocative weave of 
story and theory” (p. 713). In the end, I trust, there will be no end at all but rather a  “genuine 
polyphony of fully valid voices” (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 6). I work to create  a “spacious environment 
for dialogic, academic exploration” (Ramsey, 2011, p. 24), inviting a “plurality of 
consciousnesses, with equal rights and each with his own world” (Bakhtin, 1984, pp. 6-7 as cited 
in Shotter, 2008, p. 16). In this sense, I have written this document with an understanding that it 
is a collaborative effort, including the voices of many. Some of whom I have known and who 
have been involved in an intimate way in my life and many who I experience as imaginary 
figures through the words they have written. 

 
The vignettes I use show “action, dialogue, emotion, embodiment, spirituality, and self-

consciousness” in an effort to resist or dispute “the normally held divisions of self/other, 
inner/outer, public/private, individual/society, and immediacy/memory” (Sparkes, 2002, p. 216). 
I work to keep “blurry and inclusive” the boundaries amongst these constructed dichotomies, 
avoiding what Ellis (2004) calls “the game of ‘this fits, that doesn’t” (p. 39). Being a father going 
through a divorce; seeking to make sense of myself and my place in the world in relation to my 
daughter, my family and my community has made the categorical distinctions less relevant for 
me, and I hope my story of them will spark some thoughts for you in this way. I invite you, the 
reader, to not try and arrest these often disparate and conflicting voices, but to let the dissonance 
and harmonies of these “stranded, intertwined, polyphonic” (Shotter, 2008, p. 18) voices birth 
new meanings within the text. 
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To Understand, Not Tell  

 
I “foreground my own voice” (Church, 1995, p. 5) in order to “learn about the general 

form from the particular” and, to illustrate the ways in which “my subjectivity is filled with the 
voices of other people” (p. 5). I do not attempt to offer some kind of authoritative representation 
about masculinity, fathering work, or even my own experience. Rather, guided by a belief that 
there is value in a writer “being overheard clarifying things for himself” (Dunn, 1993, p. ix). By 
disciplining myself into a “storying” of this clarifying exercise has been a helpful way to not 
only make sense of my perceptions but to “see new terrain, and live with alternative views” 
(Pelias, 2011, p. 661).  In this way, my invitation to you, the reader, is that you “think with a 
[the] story rather than about it” (Bochner, 1997, pp. 435-436), allowing our moral dilemmas and 
ambiguities to resonate together. 

 
Using theory to make sense of experience and experience to make sense of theory in a 

kind of textual dialogue, I explore openings where my journey as a father seems to bump into 
entrenched stories about men and fathering. To do this I spend some time locating fathering by 
tracing some of the dominant and institutional notions of fatherhood. I then make a turn to 
privilege my story in such a way that I can creatively map my experiences as a man and a father 
dealing with a divorce and attempting to be a present father.  

 
I am drawn to what John Shotter (2005) calls “withness-thinking” (p. 2). Shotter’s 

invitation to consider the “role that other people’s situated speech can play in shaping, not only 
our actions, but also who we take ourselves to be” (p. 2) seems a helpful one for this work. It is 
the “hidden dialogicality” (Bakhtin, 1984 as cited by Shotter, 2005) that plays itself out when 
“another’s voice can enter into us and influence our own inner dialogues” (p. 2) that interests me 
here. If I consider my oft-conflicted relationship with my ex-partner, I notice I am often drawn to 
make judgments, which almost always leads to anger. When I hold to ‘withness’ thinking I am 
invited to respect voices that are not just mine. I cannot help but be drawn to an enlarged and 
amplified understanding of how I can see my relationships differently and how I might integrate 
my experiences in more positive ways for myself and for my daughter. I have found this 
approach is particularly helpful in undoing the less helpful elements of my sometimes-angry 
story.  

 

Mapping vs. Tracing  
 
I seek to wrestle with the multiplicity and not-knowing of my subjective experience. To 

do this, I approach my fathering story through narrative or “storied” vignettes in an effort to 
participate in mapping my fathering more than tracing it. Stuart Aitken (2009) suggests that 
mapping can be “simultaneously a space of meditation, a space of practice and a space of 
surprise” (p. 3). In mapping through story I “refract the tracings that are ideas of fatherhood” and 
so “embrace this awkwardness and incoherency” (p. 3) that is my fathering journey. Generating 
this “cartography”, as Aitken citing Deleuze (1994) suggests, “involves a total rejection of the 
central components of representation, which are analogy, opposition, identity, and resemblance” 
(cited by Aitken, 2009, p. 12). In this sense, I seek to refuse constructions of “masculinity” or 
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“fatherhood” as analogy for men and focus more on the experiences of coordinated action and 
language shared by those I interact with in my fathering journey.  

 
I am not seeking in this document to match my experiences against a cartography created 

by other social scientists, following the lines of social science and academic literature and 
finding stories that match my expectations. Rather I seek to pursue this inquiry as an exploration 
and to keep open to the ways my experience of the landscape is nuanced or different. That my 
map might perhaps contain shadings – elevations or depths – a topography that are sometimes 
within or outside of more linear approaches. I have not exhaustively read in the field and then 
begun my walk searching for identifiable landmarks and thereby creating a rerun – but slowing 
to experience and invite voices that would illustrate the particular grasses, bushes or the way the 
air smells along the way.  

 

Unfinished / Not Finalizing 
 
This conversation is ongoing and unfinished, and is taking place amongst myself and 

others; and now you. This work is written as it is: unfinished and in process. As the areas I am 
focusing on continually evolving, my challenge here is to study something without distancing 
myself by placing artificial boundaries around the events. I echo Julie Gibson and Katherine 
Graham’s (2006) call for “more reticent” and “ebullient” theorizing “that tolerates ‘not knowing’ 
and allows for contingent connection and the hiddenness of unfolding; one at the same time 
foregrounds specificity, divergence, incoherence, surplus possibility” (p. xxxi).  
  

I try to resist binary distinctions, particularly the “problematic distinction between ‘being’ 
and ‘becoming’ that warps discussions of subjectivity and focuses them into simplistic 
dichotomies” (Aitken, 2009, p. 11). I seek to embrace the “‘not knowing’ and ‘hiddenness’ of the 
unfolding implied in becoming” and so, a default, ‘becoming-the-same’ continues as a painful 
recapitulation of norms, while ‘being’ carries with it a huge burden of essentialism and 
separateness” (p. 11). Rather than just tell a story, I seek to push boundaries in some places and 
let go of unhelpful ideas in others to create space for other stories to “still develop” (Flemons & 
Green, 2002, p. 93). I acknowledge that not everything will always end; nor will it evoke hope as 
it ends (Flemons & Green, 2002). I am conscious that this has the potential to leave you the 
reader with a sense of the incomplete.    

 
I agree with Gabriel (1998) “ultimately the truth of the story lies not in its accuracy but 

its meaning” (p. 136). My effort with this thesis is not to present a “finalized” truth. I don’t 
purport to have the last word. Without question, if my ex-partner, daughter, father, sister or 
friend were asked to relay the events I write about here, they would no doubt contest my version 
of it. The purpose of this autoethnographic writing is not to tell the Truth, but rather to grapple 
with the events, words, emotions, and conflicting stories as I have retold them over the years in 
hopes of coming to some better way of storying them. In the rigor and discipline applied here, I 
work to bring light to some of the ways the personal and the cultural intersect in my experience 
in particular relation to fathering and my sense of being a man.  

 
Two enduring curiosities for me are with respect to how we understand our “human 

subjectivity” (Arnold & Brady, 2011, p. 4) and in a related way, how we acquire and act “from 
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‘inwardly persuasive’ discourses” (Lock & Strong, 2010, p. 94). The public narratives or 
discourse about what it means to be a father, and who fathers are have tremendous power. The 
sharper edges of dualisms we readily accept in our day-to-day talk are powerful and often 
unchallenged or unexamined in our language and ways of getting on together. Many of these 
meanings and commonly accepted ways of seeing the world are reinforced in multiple ways 
through policies, systems, processes, media and other social mechanisms.  

 
I wonder how do we reach these ever present and very powerful socially accepted 

meanings? To help wrestle with this, I borrow from Michel Foucault’s (1972) idea of discourse 
as “practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak” (p. 49). From this 
perspective, discourses “are not about objects; they do not identify objects, they constitute them 
and in the practice of doing so conceal their own invention” (p. 49). In reflecting on the concept 
of discourse, a requisite area of discussion is power.  Where there is discourse, there are systems 
of power and a reality of pull and push where inevitably a particular discursive reality becomes 
privileged. Dominant discourses are “explanations, or a generalized story, that gains prominent 
status or privileged distinction” (Dienhart, 1998, p. 10). This privileged distinction becomes 
powerful where it is the result of consensus, a phenomenon often reflective and reinforcing of the 
existing structures of power in a society.  

 
Discourse is not only about language and spoken word, but also about the rules we play 

by that determine “who can speak and act, under what conditions, and importantly, which voices 
and knowledges are privileged by and within this discourse” (Ball, 1990, p. 14). Discourses are 
more than objective perspective; they are laden with “embedded beliefs, values, and practices 
that serve to shape our sense of the possible explanations” (Dienhart, 1998, p. 21). When 
discourses gain momentum and credibility, the outcome is often a sense of dominance, or 
favoured ways of thinking and talking about things.  

 
In this thesis I seek to understand both this parenting landscape and my own fathering as I 

navigate in and around the boulders, slippery shale paths, and treacherous crevasses, loving my 
daughter and trying to be a decent father. This journey is one of “constantly being shaped and 
reshaped according to cultural context, work and family relations” (Brandth & Kvande, 1998, p. 
294). Throughout this work, I spend some time considering, though not comprehensively, how 
participants in socio-historical moments, and institutional policies have “constructed discourses 
of gender roles, men, masculinity, fatherhood, and families over time” (Ball & Daly, 2012, p. 8) 
in the hopes that this deepens the conversation.  

 
I am compelled to push and question to make more visible the assumptions and 

discursive realities that limit fathers from being more central in the life of children. As the reality 
of implications of my long-term relational disintegration settled into my day-to-day experience, I 
began paying close attention to my experience and the reaction of others to my experience. It has 
taken me innumerable hours and countless detours to realize that I myself am in the midst of a 
wilderness, on a pilgrimage of sorts. But on a pilgrimage there are always fellow sojourners 
searching and hoping. It is in hopes of this work being something useful and helpful to them that 
I have embarked on this textual journey. And while I live and work most of my days in liminal 
spaces in many of my relationships, it is into this pilgrimage that I want to invite you as I explore 
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my experiences over the past number of years going through divorce as a new parent and 
ultimately becoming a single parent to my precious gift of a daughter.  
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Interlude	
 
 
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Other	Voices:	A	Nomad’s	Story		
	

	
“To think, to write, to be, is no longer for some of us 

simply to follow in the tracks of those who initially 

expanded and explained our world as they established 

the frontiers of Europe, of Empire, and of manhood, 

where the knots of gendered, sexual and ethnic identity 

were sometimes loosened, but more usually tightened. 

Nor is it to echo the mimicries of ethnic absolutisms 

secured in the rigid nexus of tradition and community, 

whether in nominating our own or others’ identities. It is 

rather to abandon such places, such centres, for the 

migrant’s tale, the nomad’s story. It is to abandon the 

fixed geometry of sites and roots for the unstable 

calculations of transit” (Chambers, 1994, p. 246) 

	

	



	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Other	Voices:	Don’t	Ask	Questions	
 

“The best way to find things out is not to ask questions at 

all. If you fire off a question, it is like firing off a gun—

bang it goes, and everything takes flight and runs for 

shelter. But if you sit quite still and pretend not to be 

looking, all the little facts will come and peck round your 

feet, situations will venture forth from the thickets, and 

intentions will creep out and sun themselves on a stone; 

and if you are very patient, you will see and understand a 

great deal more than a man with a gun does.”  

(Huxley, 1959, p. 272)  
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Notebook	#2		

Featuring	the	Landscape:	

Contextualizing	a	Fathering	Autoethnography		
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“At least to some degree, the awkward spaces of fathers’ lives are a psychotic 
surrender; both a respite and a panic before the hysteria that emanates from 
crisis.”  

(Aitken, 2009, p. 3) 
 

“the acting self, performance, and social stage are braced and shaded by the 
structures and ideologies of gender.”  

(Arendell, 1992, p. 154) 
 

“Most of what dads do is take shit.”  
(Will Ferrell, Daddy’s Home, 2015)  
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I still remember the first jolt from the euphoria of becoming a new father. I’ve been 

up for 48 hours and the coffee hasn’t helped as it usually does. My neck is hot. I 

feel the sharp pull of nausea and a strange yet strong sense of being watched 

suspiciously as an outsider. It was minutes following my daughter’s birth. Present 

for every moment, I was beyond giddy with being the first to hold this precious 

bundle. After a short walk I am asked to leave. The nurses are going to attend to my 

wife. I return to discover this is, in part, their way of creating the space to ask my 

wife if she and her baby felt safe - policy for all new mothers giving birth in the 

hospital system. Nurses conduct a safety assessment to ensure the moms feel 

supported and safe. Fathers are not asked if they think the mother is equipped to 

care for the child, or if the dad feels he can trust the child’s mother with his or her 

care. Nor do they get asked if they are safe.  

 

Feelings I had never had before, and for which I still do not have words for, welled 

inside me. “Why are they not also asking me if I feel my daughter is safe with her 

mother?” This thought is fleeting, as I feel myself withdraw and the sense of shame 

creeps in. I think to myself “Is this just because I’m a guy?” Why don’t they ask me 

if I think her mom is stable or likely to abuse the baby physically or emotionally? 

 

This was the beginning of my fathering journey. I felt an immediate and profound 

connection with my daughter, and a seemingly corresponding suspicion, and 

expectation from those around me that I was also one of the greatest potential 

threats to my daughter’s wellbeing. I had not expected this. The sense of being an 

unnecessary outsider was palpable in that moment and has evolved as I have 

moved forward in my parenting journey. The birth of my daughter and my 

experiences in the first months of fathering intensified this immensely as my 

experience was simultaneously what I hoped for and deeply dissatisfying all at 

once. Despite a sense of deep peace and joy at becoming a father to a wonderful 

daughter, and the deep desire I have long held to be an intentional father and an 

integral part of every aspect of my daughter’s development I felt like those around 
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me began, almost overnight, to have rigid expectations about how I would fulfill my 

fathering hope.  

 

May 2007 Journal Entry:  

 

Now is the time to go to work.  

To make money and make sure your family is well provided for. 

 

To ensure orthodontics and summer holidays are made possible.  

It is not the time to realize you want to stay at home and be a dad. 

 

It is as if overnight I have realized one of my reasons for being, and turned to find 

those close to me seeing me as a bit ‘off’ as a result. 

 

It wasn’t them who turned on me – it was me who realized I had been focused on 

the wrong things! 

 

Being	Dad	
 
I was 9 when I discovered I loved taking care of others. I just loved playing with the 

younger siblings of my friends. I had little interest in solitary hobbies or entertaining myself. I 
wanted to be with friends and know what they were thinking and how they experienced the 
world. As I got older I wanted a family. I wanted to be a great dad. I believed both that this was 
the most practical way to leave any mark I could make on the world. I had plenty of my own 
wounds to make up for in my own life. I wanted to right all the things I felt were lacking in my 
childhood, all the wounds I had received along the way. My ideas of what fathering would be 
were understandably naïve – I had never walked through this terrain. I wasn’t ready. Who is? 

 
I had some sense of fathering being a place of great possibility – where I could have real 

influence on my child’s life. But also as a place where my deep sense of care might make some 
sense in some way, where it doesn’t in most places as a man in my early twenties. I was 
supposed to love sports and have a plan for wealth and success. Fathering was an invitation to be 
more myself, and have it be ok to be who I have always known myself to be. It might finally be 
ok to be as caring as I felt I always was. 

 
I write this at a time when the global west is exploding in conversations of all kinds about 

gender equality, including much conversation about how to engage boys and men toward 
achieving better academic and health outcomes and healthier masculinities. Much has been 
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written about the capacity of men to nurture (Doucet, 2010). In the United States, where 
discourse still seems to reflect male dominance, it does not reflect the reality. Women hold the 
majority of the jobs, dominate colleges and professional schools and are more present than men 
in 13 of 15 job categories according to Hannah Rosin (2010). Maybe she is right that The End of 
Men is near.  

 
Five years after Rosin’s work, the worlds first State of the World’s Fathers report was 

released, suggesting that as many as 80% of men will become biological fathers in their lifetimes 
(Levtov, van der Gaag, Greene, Kaufman & Barker, 2015, p. 15). The experiences of these dads 
are as innumerable and diverse as the men themselves. Yet there is relatively little in the way of 
understanding what the experience of fathers is. While much of the fathering discourse betrays a 
common belief that men in caregiving roles are “really only mothering” (Kraemer, 1991, p. 28), 
filling in or helping out. These arguments often have their root in claims of biological origins and 
therefore are pre-determined rather than socially constructed. Evolutionary scientists and socio-
biologists have largely debunked many of these myths (Neilsen, 2012) but they remain with a 
firm grip in our cultural stories. While I find this frustrating, I have to believe that there is a way 
of being a man and a father that really adds and makes a difference in the lives of children, and is 
not only about showing them how to tie knots or mow the lawn. I may hold these hopes dearly, 
but the experiences of my day to day interaction with popular and academic discourse suggests 
men and therefore fathers are intrinsically a part of the world’s most damaging realities – 
subordinating women in word and embodied action (Schrock & Schwalbe, 2009, p. 281) and 
perpetuating masculine norms that make victim all who relate to them, including the men who 
identify with them. Overcoming these discursive and popular beliefs and the ways men embody 
and perform them is daunting and in some ways doomed for struggle.  

 
My Canadian context is moving in the right direction from a father involvement 

perspective, slow as it may be. In 2006 there were just over eight million fathers in Canada. 
Under half of these fathers were “biological, adoptive, or step-parent fathers living with children 
under 18 years of age” (Ball & Daly, 2012, p. 3). Of the 1.4 million lone parent families with at 
least one child under 16, 20% involved single fathers, and this is on the rise. As of 2006 the rate 
of growth for lone-male-headed families was over twice the rate of growth of lone-female 
headed families. This rate of change is representative of the changing fabric of Canada’s and 
North America’s social and family landscape. For me, it is also now a reality to which I am 
deeply connected.  

 
These trends are significant, as are the moves happening in different parts of the world 

encouraging men at a policy level (Doucet, 2007; Flood, 2007) to participate more actively in the 
first months of a child’s life, for the sake of both father and child. Yet fathering, in the cultural 
sense, remains  “one of the most contentious dimensions of masculinity today [as] both a 
pervasive idiom of authority and protection in our culture and an intensely personal experience” 
(Tosh, 2011, p. 28). I seek in this work to wrestle with my own experiences of fathering 
particularly at the intersections of what I understand as the expectations on me of how to conduct 
myself as a man and a “responsible” father. To do this well I believe I must reject:  

 
…either masculinity or fatherhood as an analogy for men. To do this requires 
avoiding positioning fathers in opposition to mothers (men in opposition to 
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women), it means removing the identities of fathers from fixed time and space, and 
it means not setting up the actual father in opposition to the ideal or adequate father. 
It also requires avoiding suggesting a resemblance (or lack thereof) of fathers to 
heroic or historic notions of men. To do otherwise is to play a role in the 
management of men and their bodies. (Aitken, 2009, p. 12)  

 

Fathering	Hope	/	Involvement	
 
Before I can reject the often-compelling invitations to use masculinity or fatherhood as 

“analogy for men” I first look at the difficulties with this form of resistance. I do this by 
considering some fragments of academic and popular literatures about father involvement, 
masculinities, care work and embodiment and consider the intersections of these discursive 
worlds.  
 

Spring 2016: Please don’t splash the walls honey, I don’t want to ask again. 

“OK” she groans. My daughter is finishing her bath. At the end of the week, bath 

time is much more of a chore than the quick ones at the beginning of the week. On 

Sunday night, its in and out, no problem. By Friday, its like being at a water park.  

 

“I have questions for you,” I say nervously.  

 

She rolls her eyes. She knows I always ask deeper questions when she’s a captive 

audience. 

 

I ask her about my thesis. “You’re old enough now, honey – that I can ask you how 

you feel about me including some of our story, some of your story, in my school 

work.” 

 

“OK” she says excitedly. “Will that make me famous?” 

 

“Not exactly. But to me its an important thing and maybe will help other dads have 

good relationships with their daughters and sons. Do you think you would be ok if I 

told some of your story and what I thought was good and bad for you over the last 

few years?” 
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“Yes, as long as you check with me first.” 

 

“OK when I write it you mean? You’re sure?”  

 

“Yes, Dad. Stop worrying its fine.” 

 

I had agonized over how to ask her in a way she understood – she is far more 

trusting and eager than I expect. She often tells me I think too much about how to 

make sure she is ok with things.  

 

“OK love, pull the plug and hope out of the tub. Time for bed.” 

 
I have always wanted children and a family. I had no idea how utterly transformative the 

experience of parenting would be. As a new father, I was excited with anticipation, and at the 
same time I had a sense of fragmented disembodiment. For years I had anticipated being a father 
and as I began this journey I began to recognize that in many cases I was seen to be 
“superfluous” to the childrearing endeavor - a kind of second fiddle. For me, questions began to 
swirl around my experience of fathering. How do I understand myself in ways that are about 
fathering – rather than in contrast to mothering (Aitken, 2009)? How do I make sense of all that I 
feel and all that I want to do to be a good father – especially when my partner has strong ideas 
about what that should be? Those I held closest met my hope of an engaged and co-primary 
caregiving experience of fathering with discomforting responses. Many of these responses are 
what led to me eventually beginning this work. 
  

While I cherish the memories I have of becoming a father, I do not believe my experience 
was a wholly unique one. Becoming a parent, for anyone, is “a major transition, a turning point, 
in the life course” (Palkovitz, 2002a). For me, becoming a father, was a “profoundly emotional 
event” (Eggenbeen, Knoester, & McDaniel, 2013, p. 343). I was beginning down a path fraught 
with demons that are well documented by social scientists. Both fathers and mothers report 
“increased stress, anxiety, frustration, depression, and marital conflict” (p. 343) though many 
believe it is worth it, this period is a time of vulnerability for all closely involved. My daughter’s 
arrival was wonderful and difficult at the same time. So much was about to change.  

 
For me, it meant re-evaluating much in my life. While I did not have many “risky 

behaviors or choices” (Eggenbeen, Knoester, & McDaniel, 2013, p. 345) to reconsider as some 
fathers must, my entrance into fathering was a turning point in many respects. While it is well 
documented that the birth of children, particularly a first child, can happen along with other 
shifts in men’s behaviours – from health related choices, to reconnecting with parents (p. 347), to 
internal chemical and hormonal changes (Wynne-Edwards & Reburn, 2000; see also Bilbarz & 
Stacey, 2010; Hrdy, 2009). I felt a profound and intuitive connection with my daughter, though I 
was immediately aware of my own beliefs, and the beliefs of those close to me about the 
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“natural” or “instinctive” roles of mothers and fathers. Beliefs that can dramatically influence the 
behaviours of the family and extended family, but that are not supported by “anthropological, 
evolutionary, and neurobiological evidence” (Neilsen, 2012, p. 25).  

 

Shifts	in	Family	and	Fathering	Practice	
 

Congratulations buddy! I get the man hug and a slap on the back.  

 

We’re sitting on the back patio with cigars. I’m only partly present.  

I have always struggled with this part of the evening. The women gather together 

and the men find another place to be. Often outside. I’m supposed to treasure these 

moments, but I don’t. I hate them. 

 

Trying to listen to both conversations at once.  

 

I overhear one of the women make a joke about how men don’t have the faintest 

idea what they are doing with the kids. I hear my wife’s voice respond – I can’t 

make out what she says. They laugh.  

 

Even more punctuated now with the cry of our newborn. I want to be inside. I want 

to hold my kid. I don’t want to talk about the price of oil or how much I paid for 

that ridiculous off-road stroller that we are sure never to take off-road.  

 

What are you going to do for work now? One of the guys says.  

 

He has to ask twice. I’m distracted.  

 

I don’t know” I say. “I like my job, but she doesn’t want to go back to work. I’m 

going to have to find something that pays more.” 

 

I don’t mention that I wish she would go to work so I could stay home. They 

wouldn’t understand. In our community, it’s a basic mark of success that a guy tries 
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to make enough to let his wife stay home with the kids. To reverse this would be like 

asking to be an outcast to the group. I know better than to say this out loud.   

 
I have often felt conflicted when it comes to the common discourse about boys and men. 

I care deeply for my friends who are men – for what they hope and what they wrestle with. What 
the men I know feel drawn to be and do and how that does or doesn’t line up with what I want 
for myself, particularly as a father. My sense has often been that the accepted purpose of a male 
when it comes to family, is to play a functional role, protecting and producing for the family.  

 
There is perhaps a valid argument to be made about the cultural link between 

masculinities and productive or economic activity. Kraemer’s (1991) article on The Origins of 
Fatherhood makes a number of suggestive points about the evolution as fathering over the last 
several thousand years. Dienhart (1998) ponders one of Kraemer’s lesser points that “parenting is 
really only ‘mothering,’ whether women or men are doing it” (p. 28). While many evolutionary 
scholars have argued effectively against Kraemer’s attempt to suggest fathering practice an 
evolutionary necessity based on the myth of a hunter-gatherer dualism (Hrdy, 2009), this 
narrative remains powerful.  

 
I believe strongly that we must expand parenthood discourse beyond dominant historical-

biological or otherwise “maternal-centric” ways of thinking. I wonder what we might learn about 
fathering if we “look deeply into and beyond this potentially limiting discourse” (Dienhart, 1998, 
p. 28) and begin “listening to, and theorizing from, fathers’ narratives” with less of a maternal 
lens” where “paternal forms of nurturing are ignored or obscured” (Doucet, 2009b, p. 117). 
Where fathering and mothering are seen as practices and “embodied identities…within social 
relations and discourses” (p. 117), it becomes possible to see both the similarities and the 
possibilities both for equity and for a better sense of the ways men can perform their caring in 
more engaged and empowered ways. 

 
Widely accepted as one of the most significant shifts in how families are organized 

occurred when Western economies moved away from pre-industrial subsistence approaches 
through industrial and postindustrial societies. These shifts had a deep impact on the “roles and 
activities performed by men in families” (Dienhart, 1998, p. 22). This economic restructuring not 
only increased family role separation, but also broke the interdependent co-work of provision 
and nurturing children in the family unit. 
  

With the introduction of paid labour outside the home (often many miles away), men 
began to leave the family home. Though arguably they did this to adapt to global socioeconomic 
forces and continue to express care for their family, it is almost as if the locks were changed 
when they left. As men ventured further from the family to earn, the grand family narrative about 
men, imperfect thought it had been, became dominated by the provider metaphor. Prior to this 
shift, men were largely still an integral part of daily family life (Davidoff & Hall, 2003). Though 
often in ways that maintained a patriarchal gender order, they were still involved with the 
emotional life of the family. This metaphorical narrowing was not shared by women which in 
some ways expanded to not only include the caring work but also “servicing the family’s basic 
daily needs” (Dienhart, 1998, p. 22). As Dienhart cites Zaretsky (1976), this created a 
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“socioeconomic ideology that served to distance men from their children” (Dienhart, 1998, p. 
22). 
  

Where the 18th and 19th centuries had some strong discourse that positioned fathers as  
“moral overseers” (Dienhart, 1998, p. 22), this ‘de-domestication’ of fathers who were “pulled 
out of the family to perform paid work” evolved into the idea of “breadwinner” leading into the 
20th century. As industrial ways of organizing economies evolved into more diverse 
postindustrial economies, there has been a move back “toward a sociocultural ideology that 
values men’s active role in families” (p. 22). The increase of women in paid labour and the 
consequent de-domestication of women in this sense has also lead to an increased focus on father 
participation and involvement that will likely continue to unfold for decades. However, the 
emergence of the language of the “good provider” paralleled the de-domestication of men and is 
considered by many to be still deeply entrenched (Dienhart, 1998). Out of this orientation came 
the picture of father as instrumental-leader, and of the mother as expressive, nurturing towards 
both the man and the children in the family. These dualistic discourses falsely separating 
domesticity and productivity, instrumental and expressive, breadwinner and nurturer are 
pervasive and divisive.  

 
The emergence of discourses of domesticity complicates the involvement of fathers in 

significant ways. Karen Tranberg Hansen (1992) defines domestic “a set of ideas that over the 
course of 19th century western history have associated women with family, domestic values, and 
home, and took for granted a hierarchical distribution of power favouring men” (p. 1). It is these 
“discursive and practical distinctions” between motherhood/fatherhood, domestic/economic that 
have been “underpinned by the spatial separation of work from home, and of public from private, 
and the gendered practices associated with each sphere” (Halford, 2006, p. 384). The persistence 
of the discourse of father as provider and protector, “combined with the spatial separation of 
work from home” (p. 384) make changing configurations of fathering practice especially 
difficult.  
  

Ball and Daly (2012) suggest that shifting fathering practices to a place of higher 
involvement or even one-day equality in the home will only take place as “changes in the 
relationship that many men have toward care activities” (Ball & Daly, 2012, p. 227) takes place. 
For many men, the dominant public narratives of fatherhood “may not be congruent with a given 
man’s identity as a father or his self image as a man” (Mandell, 2002, p. 39). This can be true in 
many ways. A man may feel shut out of his family or may feel that he is ill-equipped to be a part 
of it. Either way, the mis-match of experience and public narratives for men and fathers can be a 
considerable place of distress for men, their partners and the children they care for. To consider 
these shifts, it can be helpful to listen to the many and varied voices of men in the resistance or 
commitments to change “their contributions to care“ (Ball & Daly, 2012, p. 227). As Ball and 
Daly suggest, as men embrace care-work and fathering practices more “they can expand beyond 
the traditional restrictions of stereotyped masculinity, which has reinforced their roles as 
providers, protectors, and disciplinarians at the expense of their roles as nurturers, emotional 
partners, and engaged companions” (p. 228).  
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Dualism,	Discourse,	and	Public	Narratives	
  

Our everyday language and understanding about men and women are “rooted in dualisms 
such as passive/assertive, strong/weak, irrational/rational, gentle/forceful, emotional/distant” 
(Whitehead, 2002, p. 10). I agree with Connell (2005) when he argues (citing Collier, 1998) that 
these binaries “pervade research on masculinities and need to be disrupted” (p. xix). These ways 
of thinking, talking, and acting (discourses) about gender and gender difference can be 
influential in “maintaining power differentials, accessing material wealth, limiting/enabling 
lifestyle choices, and…structuring language itself” (p. 10). In a sense, thinking about women and 
men as distinct reinforces the nature-nurture dualism that is the foundation of much of our 
gendered thinking.  

 
The local and popular cultural context I am embedded in is filled with limiting and 

negatively connoted images and discourses around fathering. Descriptions of fathers “eager to 
shed their parenting responsibilities in favour of work, sports, or personal gratification” (Ball & 
Daly, 2012, p. 4) are conflated with images of “superfluous” or “goofy” (Aitken, 2009, p. 23) 
father figures. More relevant to my new reality as a single father are characterizations of 
separated or divorced fathers seen as “deadbeat dads,” “disappearing dads,” the “abusive former 
husband” (Whitehead & Bala, 2012, p. 149). These descriptions are so pervasive in the world in 
which I live and work, I find that I am expected to show up in these negative ways long before 
I’m expected to show up in nurturing, compassionate or other more positive ways. While there is 
no question there are men who have earned labels like this. Have they earned it because there is 
something implicitly wrong with them? Or are there more layered reasons here?  

 
There is a far more public conversation about the rich and diverse ways of being a man 

and a father occurring in North America than there was twenty years ago. Popular and social 
media is focused on content creation that engages audiences in discussion (e.g., The Good Man 
Project) and the first ever report on the State of the World’s Fathers (Levtov, van der Gaag, 
Greene, Kaufman & Barker, 2015) was released in 2015. There are more dads parenting and 
taking advantage of parental leave (Levtov, van der Gaag, Greene, Kaufman & Barker, 2015) 
where it is available. The experience of individual fathers seems to rest on a more local-
contextual cultural and community level.  

 
Much of the research on fathers over the last number of decades (Marsiglio et al., 2000), 

until very recently, has been focused on the impact of father involvement on child development 
and other family relationships. While these developments in the fathering research are exciting, it 
is still disappointing to note that little heed has been paid to the “subjective experience of 
fatherhood” (Robb, 2004, p. 395). Nor have the ways in which fathers today are “contextualizing 
themselves” (Aitken, 2009, p. 2) been addressed adequately. This is particularly the case in 
relation to why men identify with particular discourses and social meanings and not others when 
it comes to their fathering efforts. I am interested in what Robb calls the interaction of these 
meanings with the “personal and emotional impact of being a father” (p. 396).  
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Men	and	Care	
 
Complicating the landscape of fathering is the contested nature of gender related terms 

like ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’. These terms are contested because “the right to account for 
gender is claimed by conflicting discourses and systems of knowledge” (Connell, 2005, p. 3). A 
pervasive gender discourse exists around the idea that there is a traditional or non-traditional 
understanding of gender differences. So-called traditional views of gender often include a sense 
that “gender is destiny” (Whitehead, 2002, p. 10). The idea that a “traditional gender dichotomy 
is a natural state” and somehow form the building blocks to a healthy society are powerful myths 
re-enacted daily (p. 10). These biologically based and reductive ways of thinking and performing 
gender tend to “reflect conservative values and forces” and can be understood to produce forms 
of knowledge that can be “co-opted as ‘evidence’ for social policy” (pp. 12-13). As women 
experienced these forms of entrenched and institutionalized forms of gender discrimination, men 
experience forms of discrimination that are difficult to make visible as they are often understood 
as those who created the gender order. Where it comes to involvement with their children and 
participation in unpaid care work, men are often left out in the cold.  

 
When particular discourses are invoked to suggest that gender is definitive or predictive 

of worldview or behavior significant challenges arise. In my experience, these discursive moves 
are mostly a “socially expedient fiction” (Whitehead, 2002, p. 62). These invocations are often 
used to present men and women as “unitary categories”, the effect of which is both to reveal and 
“reify, the political dimensions of these categories” (p. 62). As these fictions are “signified 
through social intercourse, so are accompanying myths and ‘truths’ enlisted to give some 
grounding to that which is ultimately ephemeral” (p. 62). In the following pages I work with the 
ephemeral parts of my experience, in the hopes of discovering some new, and possibly less 
monolithic truths about being a man and a father. 

 

Masculinity, Hegemony and Patriarchy  
 
I have complicated my task by committing myself to not treat as analogous the discursive 

worlds of masculinity and fatherhood with men. Many gender theorists considering masculinity 
stand in the way of this attempt. Bourdieu (1998) is considered seminal in his work Masculine 
Domination. In it he argues for this link to be made at a “primordial” level where he says:  

 
This primordial investment in the social games (illusio) which make a man a real 
man – the sense of honour, virility, ‘manliness’…is the undisputed principle of all 
the duties towards oneself, the motor or motive of all that a man ‘owes to himself’, in 
other words what he must do in order to live up, in his own eyes, to a certain idea of 
manhood. (p. 48) 
 
Masculinity “and particularly the habit of masculine domination” is exemplary in 

Bourdieu’s view, of an “ideological practice cloaking itself in the guise of inescapable 
necessity” (Arnold & Brady, 2011, p. 1). I think Bourdieu is way off here. Perhaps only 
because I am male, I refuse to accept a view of maleness that would seem to make 
choiceless my world – and suggest I am ‘essentially’ pre-destined to subordinate women. 
Further that to embrace any aspect of my maleness is as a result some kind of betrayal to 
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that end. I find it profoundly difficult to swallow that because I am male, or that if I 
celebrate any aspect of my maleness in any kind of practice then I am inherently bad.  

 
Certainly some have argued to draw an implicit connection between being male and 

being masculine – equating the two. Following this, some have argued that to speak of maleness 
is to speak of practices that “have the effect of subordinating women” (Schrock & Schwalbe, 
2009, p. 279). To take this stance is to problematize the category of men all together, and to 
bring into question, which practices do or do not lead to subordinating others?  

  
The vagaries of many conversations about masculinity are noted in Jeff Hearn’s 

(1996) work where he suggests that:  
 
Meanings stretch from essential self to deep center, gender identity, sex stereotype, 
attitudes, institutional practices and so on. What is exactly meant by masculinity is 
often unclear. Masculinity is often a gloss on complex social processes. The 
concept is sometimes attributed a causal power – for example, that masculinity is 
said to cause a social problem, such as violence – when masculinity is rather the 
result of other social processes. (p. 213) 

 
 Perhaps more accurate is either to refer more generally to “‘men’s practices’ or ‘men’s 
social relations’ or ‘men’s assumptions’” (p. 214). Where there is a more recognizable 
configuration of practices it is perhaps more useful to speak in terms of multiple masculinities.  
 

Masculinities 
 
I endorse here a view both that masculinities are multiple but also that they are embodied 

and discursively constructed and therefore open to change. I understand masculinities, and 
femininities for that matter, as “configurations of practice” (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 
840), negotiated and produced “in-relation” (Connell, 2005, p. 44). Men are not subject to a 
single pattern of masculinity but rather make “situationally specific choices from a cultural 
repertoire of masculine behaviour” (2005, p. xix). This cultural repertoire for both men and 
women is comprised of innumerable possible versions of feminine and masculine behaviour. 
Interwoven amidst these choices are discourses that are reflective of a deeply interwoven history 
of meanings. 

 
Masculinities seen as configurations (Connell, 2005) of social practices (Bowl, Tobias, 

Leahy, Ferguson, & Gage, 2012) encourage us to see past the “imperative to generalize” towards 
singular or universal explanations of the masculine and of fathering experiences towards the 
plurality of complex and sometimes clashing “multiverses” (p. 11) otherwise obscured by 
reductionist thinking. Much fathering and masculinity discourse communicates “main-line 
story(s)” that convey “ideas and practices that constrain what we feel, think, and do” (p. 10). As 
such, gender relations may “reflect, produce and reproduce discourses of power” but this does 
not mean that masculinities are “unitary or monolithic” (pp. 24-25), rather they are multiple and 
diverse.  

 



 52	

We all live, albeit to different degrees, within the constraints of gender orders. While 
these gender orders find their intersection with other discursive and embodied realities like race, 
gender orders are nonetheless a context for the construction of “multiple masculinities” (Connell 
& Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 834). R. W. Connell suggests that the concepts of hegemonic 
masculinity and multiple masculinities have been a dominant framework in analyzing 
masculinities and have allowed the field to evolve beyond “sex-role theory and categorical 
models of patriarchy” (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 834). 

 
Many elements of our gendered thinking have emerged as an “expression of the whole 

relationship between the spheres of production and reproduction” (Holter, 1995, p. 102). Our 
Western practical and discursive worlds have largely been organized in ways that put in 
opposition the “the world of domesticity as against the world of wage work, and women as the 
other of men” (p. 102). Sharing some of Holter’s perspective, I hold the idea that gender “does 
not arise from a timeless dichotomy of bodies but from the specific course of development of the 
large-scale structures of society” (p. 102) and therefore believe that the “association of men with 
wage labour and women with domesticity is neither biologically determined nor arbitrary” (p. 
102).  

 
Over time and as a result of these associations, women have come to be seen “bearers of 

gender, not just of femininity” (Connell, 2000, p. 22). Masculinities on the other hand, are often 
reflective of an over-identification with worlds outside the family. The result can be seen as 
struggle. Struggle to discover a more full experience of their social and emotional worlds and 
struggle to “re-enter the gender institution of the family as full participants” (Connell, 2000, p. 
22).    
  

Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) citing Wetherell and Edley point out: “one of the 
most effective ways of ‘being a man’ in certain local contexts may be to demonstrate one’s 
distance from a regional hegemonic masculinity” (2005, p. 841). I take a critical view of 
understanding masculinity. Where the field is ill-equipped to land either on any agreed 
understanding of masculinity or those configurations of ‘manhood acts’ that would comprise a 
particular masculinity, one must look at the individual, the specific and the particular “practical 
relationships to collective images or models of masculinity, rather than simple reflections of 
them” (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 841). What matters are the ways men “position 
themselves through discursive practices” (p. 840). 

 
Connell and Messerschmidt note that while gender relations are constituted through 

discursive and “non-discursive practices, including wage labor, violence, sexuality, domestic 
labor, and childcare as well as through unreflective routinized actions” (Connell & 
Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 842), one cannot just take up a different gender position or shift one’s 
subjectivity as if it were a “discursive or reflexive move” (pp. 842-43). Our possibilities in this 
respect are constrained massively by embodiment, by institutional histories, by economic forces, 
and by personal and family relationships (p. 843), particularly when the cost of making certain 
choices can be extremely high. 

 
 



 53	

Embodiment 
 
Bodies have a materiality. I am compelled to wrestle with this by acknowledging that a 

discursive approach that necessarily holds that many possibilities or forms of masculinity are 
possible should be matched with humility and an understanding that limitations are a part of life. 
While we may construct the meanings that limit them, there is not a future ideal state where we 
escape this.  

 
Fall 1994. I made it only one week into my first year of university before my idea of 

which I was becoming as an adult was altered in an instant. Starting a year after 

all of my friends at the local university, I was desperate to fit in. As a 19-year-old 

boy built like a football player I had experienced my body in a way where I always 

felt like it was expected of me to hit harder and go faster than my peers. Always 

trying to outdo others and demonstrate my physical capability.  

 

On the first Saturday night after class began I landed unevenly while competing for 

the most dramatic finish to a game. My knee buckled. I got up, went on with the 

evening and drove myself home. When I woke the next morning I couldn’t walk. I 

had completely torn my anterior cruciate ligament; medial collateral ligament; the 

cartilage in my knee. I spent the first 6 weeks of university late for class as I 

crutched my way around campus. I started my university days with an injury that 

would disqualify me – and my large potentially athletic frame – from skiing, 

playing ultimate, soccer, football or the like. I would never again have access to 

team sports with men. This was definitive for my university life. I was effectively 

excluded from any of the contexts where my friends made meaningful connections 

and built relationships. I gained weight, got depressed, and I gained a reputation 

for being the one who would always sit and have a beer with friends. What else was 

I going to do? 

 
Though I wrestle almost daily with this reality, I have to yield to those who note 

“embodiment matters in fathering practice” (Doucet, 2006, p. 711). Bodies matter: “they age, get 
sick, enjoy, engender, give birth. There is an irreducible bodily dimension in experience and 
practice; the sweat cannot be excluded” (Connell, 2005, p. 51). What I find at times confusing 
and at times liberating, however, is that “the body is in the social world but the social world is 
also in the body” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 190). Our embodied selves are active participants 
“generating social practice” (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 851). Masculinities, perhaps 
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especially in the case of fathering, need to be understood as playing at the “interweaving of 
embodiment and social context” (p. 851).  

 
Whether I am satisfied with the constraints I experience as a result of how the world sees 

my body, I am nevertheless constrained. As Erving Goffman – possibly somewhat cynically 
notes:  

 
when an actor takes on an established social role, usually he finds that a particular 
front has already been established for it. Whether his acquisition of the role was 
primarily motivated by a desire to perform the given task or by a desire to 
maintain the corresponding front, the actor will find that he must do both. 
(Goffman, 1959, p. 28) 

 
 Differences in mothering and fathering are “embodied, relational, and fluid”, changing 
over time, and appearing “suddenly in particular contexts while being irrelevant, mute and 
inconsequential in other contexts” (Doucet, 2013, p. 289). Practice is therefore of crucial 
importance, as “fathers, through the daily practices of care giving, can also develop a broader 
range of embodied care-giving responses” (p. 289).  

 
My experience of fathering is that there are a number of faces to how I father. How I 

father in public takes on a different form than how I father in front of my extended family and 
how I father at home. Not unlike the experience of other fathers, “men learn how to move 
through spaces in ways that are acceptable, normal, and in concert with public expectations,” 
often feeling like “misfits or threats in these ‘estrogen-filled worlds’” (p. 290). 

 
How we understand bodies in relation to fathering is “entangled with the meanings 

inscribed within them and the meanings that are brought to bear” (Doucet, 2013, p. 299) by 
onlookers of any stripe. The weight of these entanglements “figures” in all the ways that we 
make sense of “masculine embodiment as strong, physical and muscle-bound” (Doucet, 2006, p. 
711). The specificity of a particular body seems to matter immensely in this realm. How my 
daughter sees and makes sense of my barrel chest and strong arms will undoubtedly differ from 
how I see my soft stomach, and certainly from the woman watching me interact with my 
daughter at the park, who has many other meanings she undoubtedly brings to the scene.  

 
What I am concerned with for my own fathering experience is reflected in what Doucet 

(2013) calls the “shifting material-discursive intra-actions of bodies across time and space” (p. 
299). My body mattered differently when my daughter was an infant than it did when she was 
four, and again at eight and certainly every year forward into adulthood. Where parental 
embodiment is “entangled” with discourses, structures, ideology, and so on, there are always 
“moments and social spaces where men’s bodies matter in ways that exclude them from care” (p. 
299). We cannot pull the bodies of any parent or any child out of the “larger “mangle” of 
sociocultural, discursive, ideological, and structural contexts that shape, reshape, and constitute 
both the materiality and the meanings of embodied intra-actions” (p. 300). 
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Masculinities and Fathering 
 
Within a dominant masculine culture that privileges competition, “humiliation of the 

loser, objectification and devaluation of women, distrust and distancing between men, fear of 
weakness, stigmatization of homosexuality” (Kupers, 1993, p. 2) the idea of “emotionally-
involved fatherhood” (Kirkman, Rosenthal, & Feldman, 2001, p. 392) has no place.  

 
Fathering necessarily calls into question all forms of masculinities, regardless of their 

particularities. Where masculinities are embodied and performed in ways that value “control, 
strength, and rationality” are placed in contrast with what are often considered ‘feminine’ 
“values of co-operation, mutuality, and caring” (Ball & Daly, 2012, p. 226), the relationship 
between fathering and these forms of masculinity are evolving.  As Ball and Daly point out: 

 
men are slowly changing their commitment to and participation in various forms of 
care activity that erode stereotypical patterns and expectations of masculinity in 
favour of expanding meanings of what it means to be a man … These expanded 
meanings are rooted in men’s discoveries about the way in which involvement with 
children can sharpen their own emotional awareness, change their values and 
priorities, and redefine the meaning of work and play … Through the process of 
learning to be positively involved with their children these fathers are also learning 
and modeling new and broader ways of thinking about masculinity, thus generating 
a spiraling process of psychological and social transformation. (p. 229)  

 
I see myself as not only participating in the care of my daughter but also initiating, 

leading and oftentimes working to create alternative ways of performing these nurturing kinds of 
relational acts. I don’t see myself as any less a parent than my daughter’s mother. While I very 
much believe that there are few if any parenting activities I do not actively share, it often 
surprises me that some would see this as “mothering” work (Doucet, 2006) rather than an equally 
relevant work of masculinity or fathering. Stuart Aitken (2000), among others, has articulated 
these phenomena as a kind of disembodiment, where father-figures “cannot take on the work and 
responsibility of parenting without imagining themselves as ‘Mr. Mom’” (p. 597).  
  

While performances of care can be gendered, I don’t believe that the capacity for 
nurturing behavior arises out of biological differences. It is not a male or female capacity but a 
human capacity. The idea of interchangeability of mothers and fathers has given rise to some 
interesting moments in the literature. Questions “including ‘Do men mother?’ ‘Are fathers 
essential?’ and ‘Is there anything unique about fathering and mothering?’” (Ball & Daly, 2012, 
p. 229) have arisen more frequently. It is somehow still a radical idea that either fathering or 
mothering are not “gender-exclusive parenting abilities (with the partial exception of lactation)” 
(Bilbarz & Stacey, 2010, p. 16), but are learned skills and capacities “not dependent on gender” 
(Pruett, 2000, p. 18). However, many men who identify as heterosexual father and conduct their 
care work in the “context of an asymmetrical relational dynamic” (Ball & Daly, 2012, p. 231), 
where the way they provide care is largely determined by the other parent or persuaded by 
influential discourses that would constrain their ability to conduct these activities as they would 
like.  
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Both men and women are beginning to shift their care commitments in “ways that reflect 
the malleability of underlying biology, cultural norms, and power dynamics within families” 
(Ball & Daly, 2012, p. 231). While “modern gender is remarkable for its ability to absorb just 
about any social contradiction, shedding any concrete limitation” (Holter, 1995, p. 102), it is a 
dimension of our existence that seems a good example of Lock and Strong’s (2010) suggestion 
that there is no 

 
despot or Wizard of Oz enforcing such rules, or pulling these cultural strings; there 
are just people holding themselves and each other to particular cultural 
expectations. In this sense, people are free, or at least accomplices in social orders 
they may find oppressive or constraining. In upholding these social orders through 
their expectations of self and others they are unwittingly complicit. (pp. 255-256) 
 

Have we so narrowed the experience of maleness to exclude the part of the human 
experience that is most critical to our survival – the experience of love, caring and nurturing one 
another? Is it possible that men in their fathering roles are further told that being male is such a 
shameful and unhelpful thing that they must shed this skin and imitate more feminine traits? 
Surely this invitation is making men more disconnected and disheartened than less. Is it possible 
that we can listen more closely to the individual experience of men and their journey as fathers 
as one of the key life experiences that might open more conversations of a fuller picture of what 
it means to be both a man and father in our local-historical moment.  

 
I wonder, as Andrea Doucet (2009b) suggests, if we spend time “listening to, and 

theorizing from, fathers’ narratives” without obscuring these stories through a “maternal lens” (p. 
117) we might discover a world of rich potential. Can we better know how fathers define 
themselves in ways that are about fathering rather than mothering? What are more relational 
ways of understanding fathering, co-parenting, and masculinity? How can we understand 
fathering in relation to family structure, and stages in the life span, or other contexts (Brandth & 
Kvande, 1998) that help construct ideas of fathering? 

 
Some of the dominant themes in the public and popular realm are also some of the most 

disturbing. Often they are the most limiting and offensive in the popular media but I find the 
everyday interactions to be the most subversive and emotionally charged. Much of the deficit 
focus limits our “ability to capture the complexity and diversity of fatherhood” by focusing 
“merely on role profiles” (Dienhart, 1998, p. 10). Uniquely positioned in this awkward story of 
fathering is the reality of the single father. As stories of post-separation fathering become 
increasingly common, we begin to see a new dynamic of fathers exploring both what it means to 
be a dad but also a man. While there is a growing acknowledgement that legal and structural 
barriers influence the opportunities and choices of fathers following separation (Whitehead, 
2006), it is time to recognize more fully that fathers have at times been left holding the short end 
of the stick” (Whitehead & Bala, 2012, p. 149). 

 
My experience of fathering and becoming a single father has opened my mind to the 

many possibilities associated with “redoing” (Walzer, 2008) how I see myself as a man and how 
I father. This undoing and redoing has been a ‘way in’ to other issues around the health, 
wellbeing, friendships, and work. There are significant possibilities to be found in considering 
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what it means to be a man and a father in our local-historical moment. These possibilities extend 
far beyond fathering and masculinity, reaching into how men show up in their intimate 
relationships, communities and in the world.  

 
Over the last eight years as a father and five and a half years as a co-parenting single-

father I have become aware of places and relational contexts where my fathering is also an 
embodied form of resistance to an array of oppressive discourse and informal censure. My 
experience of fathering has felt public, even when my daughter and I are at home alone. This 
feeling of being on stage for all to see may be amplified because I am father to a little girl. The 
many professionals we interact with are very much in our private lives. Childcare providers, 
physicians, parents of my daughter’s friends all seem to pay close attention to how my daughter 
talks of our life together. In those moments I am intuitively careful about how I create space for 
both myself and for my fathering that sometimes resists, sometimes conforms to these many 
voices. I’m conscious that the way I involve myself in “personal care routines, coaching, 
guiding, teaching, driving and generally sharing time” (Ball & Daly, 2012, p. 5) are all open to 
my daughter’s spontaneous reporting to others. While there is nothing I am not okay with her 
sharing, I do feel that mothers are given a different kind of grace for the things that go wrong in 
their parenting journey. My experience has been that the compassion expressed for a busy 
working mom is very different than for a working dad. As a dad I feel like I am always at risk for 
meeting someone’s lowered expectations. At times, my movements and words become 
overstated so as to ensure it is known that I am not comfortable enacting more modern traditional 
or hegemonic forms of masculinity or fathering, and at some level resent the assumptions others 
make of me. The voices are many, even when they are unspoken, and often cause me to act and 
respond in ways I had not intended—as if to “argue back” with many of them, and prove that I 
am somehow an exception to their expectations.  
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Interlude	
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My	Voice:	New	Horizons	
 
 

I crave the spaciousness of new horizons. 

My body, riddled with the injuries of careless  

youth and the arthritic degeneration that comes with age is always quick to tell me  

it’s been too long since I’ve walked in the fresh air.  

My soul seems to know whether this happens on  

the sterility of the treadmill or where  

there is enough wilderness to remind me  

of my place in the world.  

I need to see the mountains.  

I love to smell the ocean.  

Something about going for a walk 

an adventure 

has always drawn me forward. 

 

 

 
Jeffrey St. John  

 
 



Notebook	#3	

Vignettes	and	Borderless	Frames:	

An	Autoethnographic	Approach	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We do not think ourselves into new ways of living, we live ourselves into new 
ways of thinking.  

(Rohr, 2003, p.  19) 
 

How to encompass in our minds the complexity of some lived moments of life? 
…You don’t do that with theories. You don’t do that with a system of ideas. 
You do it with a story.  

(Coles, 1989, p. 128)  
 
Stories always pose that question: what kind of truth is being told? Stories never 
resolve that question; their work is to remind us that we have to live with 
complicated truths.  

(Frank, 2010, p. 5)  
 

Stories are the means by which values are made coherent in particular situations. 
(Holquist, 2002, p. 36)  
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Six lanes of paved freeway slowly curve to the south a block from my house. I live on the 
outskirts of a city infamous for it’s sprawl, entrepreneurial spirit, and energy based economy. 
Calgary is also known for its rapid growth in recent decades due to the dramatic boom-bust 
cycles. It is a city that is always rediscovering its identity as newcomers bring culture and 
diversity to an area once dominated by White European immigrants farming and exploring for 
oil. As a professional working in the human services field I have learned two lessons that have 
helped in how I navigate this context, one of which is helpful in this discussion. The first is that 
where traditional masculine norms dominate the industrial economy, male voices that seek to 
push against these powerful forces are often silenced or dismissed as minority reports. The 
second is that it is critical to be clear about what assumptions guide your work, and how they 
may be different from the dominant ‘givens’. The road you chose will determine the kind of 
information gathered and influence how it is received. In exploring some of the different 
theoretical and methodological worlds that might give me access to my subject, I have sought an 
approach that allow me to act as both subject and researcher, and to “make contact with and 
respect” my own questions (Douglass & Moustakas, 1985, p. 40). I begin by exploring some of 
the critical elements of my relational approach, and conclude this section with a brief discussion 
of how I understand autoethnography as a critical, rigorous and engaging approach to my 
subject.  

 
In the fall of 2005 I came across the work of Ken Gergen. Through Ken’s work I was 

introduced to the work of Jon Shotter, Mikhail Bahkitn, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and the 
broadening community of scholars participating in the Taos Institute community. I have wrestled 
with social constructionist ideas in various forms for a number of years, but I am drawn into a 
deeper conversation that carries me forward. It feels like home in many ways. Though it is also a 
place of curious discovery and uncertainty. I experience this as an unfolding where at times I am 
aware that there are fewer borders between myself and others than I had thought. Great 
possibilities are opening up before me - it is an exciting time.  

 
I wrestle with my commitment, or sometimes resistance to what Kenneth Gergen (2006) 

refers to as “the dominant logics, values, and sanctioned patterns of action” (p. 122) of being a 
man and a father in my local Western Canadian context. I am interested in making my own life 
and practice the subject of my inquiry rather than “contriving special situations for the purposes 
of data collection” (McNamee & Hosking, 2013, p. 5). I utilize my “self as data” (Arnold, 2011; 
Holt, 2008). I embrace a stance of inquiry that “affirms imagination, intuition, self-reflection, 
and the tacit dimension as valid” (Douglass & Moustakas, 1985, p. 40) and by so doing, 
‘troubles’ constructed discourses “by showing how they play out in the world and how we 
incorporate them into our identities-or do not” (Ellingson & Ellis, 2008, p. 455). I turn first to 
some of the beliefs that undergird this approach.  

 
I have always been attuned to the “huge gap between the experience of living a normal life 

at this moment on the planet and the public narratives being offered to give sense to that life” 
(Berger, 2002, p. 176). This gap, or what John Shotter (2010) terms “difficulties of orientation, 
or difficulties of relating, to the unique, never before encountered, circumstances within which 
we find ourselves” (p. 3) invites a different kind of approach than problems that might be solved 
more concretely. Such difficulties, Shotter (2010) notes  
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cannot be overcome simply by our thinking about them, for at first we have nothing 
to think with – the qualitatively unique nature, the character of situation we are ‘in’, 
is unclear to us. Only gradually, as we begin to move around within it, does its nature 
begin, so to speak, ‘to come into focus’ for us, so that we can gain a practical sense 
of “how to go on” (Wittgenstein, 1953, no. 151) in the situation and resolve on its 
practical meaning for us, how we best should act within it. (pp. 3-4) 
 

So I explore deeply the idea of thinking ‘with’ my subject. It has taken a great deal of 
perseverance and the feeling of being lost has become a familiar one. I have found that one of the 
real differences in this way of thinking is about having the courage to hold minimal theoretical or 
methodological barriers and to be open to what emerges as we “move around within” the subject 
I am working with. The fruit of this approach is not only insight, but a fresh sense of how to go 
forward in my life as man and as a father.  

 

Relational	Inquiry	
 
I find it helpful to imagine social and cultural realities as “constituted through the 

ongoing, dialogical relationship between individuals and groups” (Muncey, 2010, p. 34). The 
realities and rules for what is acceptable and what is not that we experience and either promote 
or resist, are created, enforced and reinforced by people living out their daily lives the way they 
do. This approach seems much closer in than other approaches I have taken in previous academic 
pursuits. I am right in the middle of creating this complex web of meanings that constrain and 
guide my life. Some of these are helpful and some are frustratingly difficult. A relational 
approach seems to help in untangling this web in a way that creates possibility.  

 
My experience of what the rules and expectations are of me as both a man and a father 

have been discordant with what I had hoped and expected for myself. To gain access to the social 
orders that I find myself living within, I hold a relational view of my ‘self’ that resists notions of 
bounded individuality (Gergen, 2009). For me, this means questioning the realities we find 
ourselves in, and seeing them as neither fixed nor predetermined, and our ways of knowing these 
realities as representational of an objective reality or notion of truth. In this dissertation, I bring 
this way of seeing into focus by attending to processes of relating in the “apparently small and 
prosaic” (Muncey, 2010, p. 34) moments where “relational realities are constructed” (McNamee 
& Hosking, 2013, p. 36), to create both stability and change in our social world. I reject 
assumptions that imply an “individual mind that aims to know an external and independently 
existing reality” (p. 36) and embrace an approach that considers the multiple, and the 
polyphonic. My writing focus centres these multiple, simultaneous, and embodied relational 
processes that are constitutive of the “local realities” within which we get on with each other.  

 

A	Writing	Method	
  
 Writing is not easy for me. Yet, it is as if the struggle that comes with birthing a 
manuscript like this is necessary to honour the struggle I have experienced living through it. I 
have not “written up” my thesis after careful observation, but rather I have written “into” my 
experiences both during and after I have lived them (Pelias, 2011, p. 660). As Frank (2010) 
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suggests, “life and story imitate each other, ceaselessly and seamlessly, but neither enjoys either 
temporal or causal precedence (p. 21). Though we “all live our lives in a surrender to stories 
about our lives, and about other possible lives” (Booth, 1982, p. 47), I will not to surrender 
without resisting and active engaging shaping the story I live within. The process of writing this 
dissertation while many of the experiences are so fresh has presented numerous challenges, but 
all of them have helped me to grow and to explore my world with more depth.  

 
Coming to autoethnography as a practice stance for this inquiry was not easy. As my 

inquiry has unfolded (McNamee & Hosking, 2013) much as a conversation does, I have not 
ended up where I thought I would. Through the process I have held to an approach that is open to 
“multiplicity, to ongoing-developing-changing realities and relations, to other(ness)-including 
possible changes in self and in [my]…positions on particular issues” (p. 46). My own unfolding 
has often felt more like the unraveling that happens when you pull the string on a wool sweater. I 
wrestle with my own story in ways that have caused me to re-evaluate, reassess, and be honest in 
ways that ensure my own sense of integrity has been very tough. This practice has been 
transformative, not only because of how I have engaged with my own story in a more systematic 
and disciplined way, but because I have had to be different to complete it. Shedding old and 
unhelpful distinctions between theory and method, subjectivity and objectivity, and between 
research and narrative or story. This “form of practice” (McNamee & Hosking, 2013, p. 59) has 
opened many possibilities and closed others, allowing me to be reminded throughout the inquiry 
process, of what relational realities, practices, values, and ‘forms of life’ I want to participate 
with as my inquiry story unfolds. 

 
Stories help us to know who we are. They make the earth “habitable” (Frank, 2012, p. 46) 

by “ordering it into foregrounds and backgrounds of attention and value” (p. 48). They help us to 
make sense of where and how we fit in our world. Stories empower us to “lead more reflective, 
more meaningful, and more just lives” (Adams, Holman-Jones, & Ellis, 2015, p. 1). 
Autoethnographic texts are stories that do this in a particular way. They are “stories of/about the 
self told through the lens of culture” (p. 1).   

 
I see my choice to privilege story through an autoethnography as a “relationally 

responsive act” (McNamee & Hosking, 2013, p. 59), enabling me to consider and pursue “multi-
voiced, thick-textured, relationally engaged practices” (p. 59). These practices and the narratives 
of inquiry that have emerged from them are “co-constructions” where I have become “part of, 
rather than apart from” (p. 49) the narrative so that I can make sense of my experiences in ways 
that might help others.  

 

Situating	Autoethnography	as	Space-maker	
 

My autoethnography is a “form of self-narrative” (Reed-Danahay, 1997, p. 9) focusing on 
the “situatedness of self and others in social context” (Spry, 2001, p. 710). Exploring the meeting 
place of self (auto) and culture (ethno), autoethnography is about the process and the product of 
the process (Ellis, 2004, p. 32). I use evocative storytelling not simply for “telling a life” 
(Kiesinger, 2002, p. 121), but reflexively writing personal experience to “purposefully comment 
on/critique cultural practices” (Holman-Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013). In the following pages, I 
intend to “out” myself, believing that to “write individual experience is to write social 
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experience” (Holt, 2003, p. 25). This will happen both with and without my knowing, and it will 
be uncomfortable for me, and possibly for you, the reader (Flemons & Green, 2002). The 
darkness and difficulty of the past years of my life pull me to make sense of my story in a way 
that engages my world.  

 
One of my first priorities I articulated while navigating my own convictions about 

qualitative methodology, was to find a way into the subject that would allow my passion to be 
appropriately articulated to the reader; yet still offer rigorous thinking and critical reflection. As 
all of our lives are storied and, “our stories are relational, embodied and performative” and 
therefore inherently a “tale of cultural engagement” (Grant & Zeeman, 2012, p. 1), I am 
committed to more than just telling a story. Autoethnography has presented this kind of 
possibility.  

 
To make any kind of sense of my story I have needed to be diligent in “pushing and or 

letting go, or creating that space around it so that other stories can still develop” (Flemons & 
Green, 2002, p. 93). At the outset of this work I was determined to convince you of how wrong 
the world was and how right I was. Several years into this process I understand now more than 
ever that the process of creating space for other stories is, in many ways, the whole point. The 
development of these other stories is critical not just for me, but for the many men and fathers 
who I have had the good fortune to spend time with over the last 20 years. Creating this kind of 
space is far more challenging than I realized at the outset of this journey. I have found that it has 
required far more time and periods of walking away only to return and see my stories with fresh 
eyes. To allow my anger to dissipate, my wounds to heal, or just to experience the distance that 
has begun to take shape between events over the years, has taken a grit I was not sure I had in the 
beginning. 

 
I use writing as a “strategy of circling, of making present what might have slipped away, 

of calling into focus through an attentiveness to and negotiation with language” (Pelias, 2011, p. 
660).  I focus less on seeing the social as an external reality to be examined and more in 
considering the space between myself and the world in terms of my “positionality, politics, 
values” (Ellis, 2004, p. 27), and my story. While Carolyn Ellis (2004) notes that the research 
process in the norm leads to “theory generation, typicality, and generalization to a wider world” 
(p. 29), I am preeminently more interested in alternative modes of expression that increase our 
“capacity to realize new worlds-expanding then on the possibility of relationship” (Bochner & 
Ellis, 2002, p. 23). The activity of realizing new relational realities in this way is inherently 
process oriented, and while it often lacks capacity in terms of generating new theory, its very 
nature has great capacity to start new conversations (Gergen & Gergen, 2002; McNamee & 
Hosking, 2013).  
  

Autoethnography is a profoundly social process of engagement with readers, the real test 
of which is whether value is created beyond a self-indulgent navel gazing. The most relevant 
question to the reader is “do you, the reader, find anything of value in what has been written” 
(Muncey, 2010, p. 93)? Commonly, autoethnographic approaches have been critiqued as being 
insufficiently realist and too “aesthetic/literary” (Ellis, 2009, p. 231). I work to balance this 
critique by both taking risks in using a “literary criteria of coherence, verisimilitude and interest” 
(Sparkes, 2000, p. 29). My question to you the reader is not whether you can see the lives of 
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1000 men in my life, but whether my story I have held your attention with a meaningful and 
coherent story of the culturally situated experiences I have lived? Is my story of value to you in 
any of these ways? 

 

Relational	Autoethnographic	Subjectivity		
 
My autoethnographic approach undoes “researcher-researched dichotomy” (Ellingson & 

Ellis, 2008, p. 451). I seek to use reflexive stories that enable the reader to “try on’ the 
subjectivity of another” (Jones, 2002, p. 52). By giving the reader insight into my “multiple 
layers of consciousness” (Ellis, 2004, pp. 37-38), and my “inner dialogue” (Wall, 2006, p. 153), I 
seek to turn theory and text back “onto its own formative possibilities” (Macbeth, 2001, p. 36). 
This move makes it possible to make sense of “the disjunctions that occur between one’s own 
experience and the official narratives set out to explain it” (Muncey, 2010, p. 10). 

 
My writing looks critically at my personal experience and through this, my “relationship 

to culture” (Ellis, 2004, p. 37). I turn my gaze “back and forth” between the “outward on social 
and cultural aspects” of my experience and my “vulnerable self that is moved by and may move 
through, refract, and resist cultural interpretations” (Ellis, 2004, pp. 37-38). This back and forth 
results in a blurring between the personal and the cultural, inviting reconsideration not only the 
“condition of representation” (Clough, 2000, p. 286), but also those “representational spaces” 
(Tierney, 1998, p. 66) being marginalized by more dominant narratives.  

 
I, and most people I know, live rough-draft lives. We write our lives, and our lives 
rewrite us: the trajectory of our lives is not clearly discernible, and, when it is, it 
appears more like a scatter than a line and more like a series of starts and stops than 
a continuous progression…Interruptions are not just a stage in our writing nor a 
break in our lives; interruptions constitute our writing processes, products, and 
daily lives to such an extent that we understand interruptions as writing and 
living…Creativity and contingency, rather than certainty, motivate us to write. 
(Warnock, 2000, pp. 34-35)  

 
Most conceptions of the person start with a story of separation that can be isolating. 

Kenneth Gergen (2009) suggests that the modern sense of self reflects a belief that there is some 
essential “you” under the surface “lurking behind the eyes” (p. 6). The idea that there is some 
essential or private inner world seems at some level to highlight a sense of isolation, and 
comparative evaluation. Gergen speaks of the boundaries we construct to build and maintain 
notions of the self and “conceptions of the person” (p. 5). Gergen points out, “if we understand 
ourselves as fundamentally isolated,” a loneliness and a sense of “failure to locate something 
truly significant – worthy of a life commitment, a compass for concerted action” (pp. 6-7) are 
symptomatic.  

 
Our language and ways of being can reinforce the notion of ourselves as autonomous and 

bounded – as somehow self-contained. If we take this separateness seriously, then we see actions 
and thoughts as somehow originating from an inner world that is wholly ours. We are the author 
and originator of our fate in a sense. This familiar and oft taken-for-granted way of thinking 
about ourselves is reinforced in the individualism that could be said to characterize our current 
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world. This way of thinking, it seems to me, is an invitation to a kind of anxiety that drives us to 
perform in ways that ensure our acceptance and even our dominance over others. I notice this in 
myself very much.  

 
My own experience of my self-evaluation drives all kinds of behaviours, many of which 

are not productive or helpful in the world. I often catch myself attempting to ‘use’ different parts 
of me – sometimes my intelligence, or my physicality – to ensure that I am well situated in a 
social group. I often find myself working hard to present the impression of an “internally 
integrated, harmonious, and coherent mind” (Gergen, 2009, p. 137). Most often, I experience my 
relationships as a place where this is expected above all else. To explore my sense of what 
Gergen calls “multi-being” where I might be “fully engaged in the flow of relationship” (p. 137) 
would be to risk not only my vulnerability, but the rejection of those who seek to see me perform 
a more coherent and masculine role. A relational approach then, gives me hope not only as an 
idea but as a way to make sense of my journey to discover my less coherent forms of thinking 
and being that are outside of more traditional masculine norms.  

 
Masculinity in a modern sense is often a celebration of this conception of the bounded 

self – an embodied exemplar of the autonomous, the independent – the individual. If I am or say 
or do something “wrong” it is not just my action but the “essential” me that is problematic. To be 
a “self-made man” is to be separate from family and community, to conquer and have power-
over the other. There are times when I like, or am even impelled, to imagine myself this way. 
Believing that I am powerful and that I have achieved and conquered my fears or some obstacle. 
At other times, when I slow to reflect, I find my voice in the midst of humility and strength 
together. My exploration of masculinity at a cultural level and through fathering has facilitated 
exploration of my own sense of masculinity that has in many ways paralleled my exploration of a 
relational view of the self. I believe these journeys have in many ways been inseparably 
intertwined.  

 
I believe that “the self is an act of grace, a gift of the other” (Clark & Holquist, 1984, p. 

68). Sampson (2008) expresses this in a helpful way where he says: 
 
we are not set off over and against others, but are essential aspects of each other’s 
very being. Our selves, our minds – and, indeed, the society in which we live – are 
all co-created projects, never solo performances in which we have star billing and 
others are mere background. We celebrate the other, for without the other there is 
no existence for us either. (p. 142)  

 
I have come to understand that “I cannot do without the other; I cannot become myself 

without the other; I must find myself in the other, finding the other in me” (Bakhtin, as cited in 
Wertsch, 1998, p. 116). Holding to this belief has consequences for me for how I live and how I 
approach inquiry.  
 

This has been at times problematic for me. For years I have relied heavily on the 
metaphor of knowing my inner world. I have long understood myself to have a rich inner 
experience and a highly textured contemplative approach to life. However I have come to 
wonder, in part through the writing of this thesis, more about how our whole being is caught up 
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in relationship. Who I am, is somehow both me, and all the voices I have known and been 
closely attached to throughout the course of my life. Who I am, has been neither by my design or 
wholly within my control.  

 
A view of the self – or individual subjectivity – as a relational achievement seems to lead 

with some congruence, to Martin Buber’s conception of the “I-Thou” relationship. This view 
invites a radical respect for the dignity of the other, “in which the other is encountered without 
boundaries. In this sense there is a mutually absorbing unity; the conceptual distinction between 
persons disappears” (Gergen, 2009, p. xxiii). This unity is both an enchanting and terrifying idea 
for me. What might this kind of deep connection look like if I was aware of how it is already at 
play in my life? If my self “finds voice” through my relation to others then it is not only inside 
that I must look to see “the contingencies of identity and multiplicity of discourses through 
which we come to recognize ourselves as particular beings. (Gannon, 2013, p. 228) 
  

I have come to happily explore the idea that “when we feel most private, most deeply 
‘into’ ourselves we are in some other sense most deeply connected with others through whom we 
have learned to become a self” (Stephen Mitchell as cited by Gergen, 2009, p. 136). Gergen’s 
(2009) suggestion that “all meaning/full relations leave us with another’s way of being, a self 
that we become through the relationship, and a choreography of co-action” (p. 137) now rings 
deeply true as I consider the immense possibilities this can open us to.   

 
From my relational perspective, there is “no inside versus outside; there is only embodied 

action with others” (Gergen, 2009, p. 138). What we may talk of as private is participating 
actively in social life “without the audience present … private deliberation is, then, a partial 
performance” (p. 79). My inner world is not accessible through “passive self-observation but 
only through an active dialogic approach…destroying the naïve wholeness of one’s notions 
about the self” (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 120 cited by Brown, 1995, p. 278).  

 
In this same vein, out of every relationship – “in the flesh and in film, in literature, myth, 

and on the web” emerges our potential for being “dominant or submissive, churlish or kind, 
obedient or rebellious” (Gergen, 2009, p. 139). In this sense, we can also see that “our ‘inner 
conflicts’ reflect the social conflicts in which we live” (p. 142). Much as we do in relationship, 
we use what Gergen calls “suppressive devices” so that we can “go on together” (p. 142). 
Considering how meaning is made amongst individuals and groups can give us access and 
insight into the ‘suppressive devices’ at play and also the great potential for alternative realities 
that exist in the processes of relating.  

 
I use what I believe to be “meaningful life vignettes” (Saldana, 2003, p. 221) as an 

“alternative approach to representation and reflexivity” (Humphreys, 2005, p. 840). Rather than 
describe an event in detail and explore and reflect on it as an object, these vignettes are intended 
to “elicit emotional identification and understanding” (Denzin, 1989, p. 124) and engage you as a 
reader in critical reflection of them. I believe that “personal utterances are revelatory in the 
public sphere” and have found that “by contemplating the personal, public realizations emerge: 
by considering the public, personal insights become apparent” (Pelias, 2011, p. 661).  
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I recognize that my hopes to subvert some of the dominant discourse that influences my 
fathering experience, require that my story be well-equipped for “portraying experiences that 
don’t rely on the affinity of shared assumptions” (Muncey, 2010, p. xi). To aid in these 
portrayals, I use a strategy of “circling, of making present what might have slipped away, of 
calling into focus through an attentiveness to and negotiation with language” (p. xx).  
I use as many tools as I have access to within the confines of ink and paper. I use different forms 
of poetry and prose – both mine and others. I use the white space on the page to try and create 
breathing room for both you the reader as you engage with the text both visually and with your 
imagination. At other points I use different fonts and placement. I use voices from ancient 
writings, and voices from current popular and academic sources. I do this because all are valid as 
part of the polyphonic world I live within.  
 

Meaning	and	Truth	as	Coordinated	action	
 

I see meaning and the many truths I have become attached to as qualities that emerge 
through the “joint activities of persons in relation” (McNamee, 2007, p. 318). For me this has 
meant a fundamental shift in my focus as a consultant, researcher and as a human to refocus my 
attention from an emphasis on people and what they might be motivated by, what might be their 
intent or perceptions and to focus instead on the “coordinated activities of people engaging with 
one another” (McNamee, 2007, p. 318). I find that considering these “negotiative practices of 
epistemic responsibility” (Code, 2006, p. 62) opens up far more possibilities in research and in 
practice.  

 
Gergen (2009) suggests that words gain their “capacity to communicate – within 

coordinated action” (p. 70). Our words “constitute forms of action” (Gergen & Gergen, 2002, p. 
14), that enable or limit potential ways of being and relating with one another. These ways of 
being and relating with one another become what McNamee and Hosking (2013) call “local-
cultural, local historical constructions” (pp. 38-39). Along with “trans-cultural and trans-
historical” forms of knowledge that emerge out of our ongoing relating and coordinating, “social 
conventions…and societal structures” (p. 39) emerge with stabilizing effects. These conventions 
and structures often leave gaps where “unheard, unseen, unnoticed” (p. 39) interactions occur 
that are rich with possibilities that might help us break free from more formalized ideas of what’s 
true (Lock & Strong, 2010).  

 
It is the production of human agreement that decides not only “what is true and what is 

false” in terms not only of opinion, but also “in form of life” (Wittgenstein, 1958, aphorism 241-
1). These ‘form of life’ agreements are discursive and embodied and can become quite powerful 
in a particular local-cultural, local-historical moment. As McNamee and Hosking (2013) suggest: 

 
some cultures (as forms of life) are able to enroll and control on a larger scale than others 
– and so may appear, for example, to have more powerful Gods or better methods for 
producing objective knowledge. Once a particular performance becomes stabilized, for 
example, a greeting convention, a particular sonata form, or what counts as middle C, 
other possibilities may find it harder to achieve warrant. (p. 39)  
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As these forms of life are part of often-longstanding “traditions of co-action” (Gergen, 
2009, p. 74), the discursive meanings of these actions are not at all “the possession of the actor 
alone” (p. 74). The confluence of a multiplicity of actors coordinating, speaking, acting and 
embodying over time leads to emergent patterns, which become familiar and cherished by those 
enacting them. These familiar patterns generate the “standards and expectations that participants 
use to assess their own actions and the actions of others” (McNamee & Hosking, 2013, p. 40).  

 

Language	and	Discourse	
 

Gergen (1994) suggests that objectivity of any kind is “primarily a linguistic 
achievement” (p. 165). Where claims to objectivity are made, the “power and authority of a 
person or group to assert their particular perspective over that of other persons or groups” is 
signified (Ellingson & Ellis, 2008, p. 452), fostering “very specific discourse conventions” 
(Arnold, 2011, p. 65) or ways of talking and knowing about a thing. These discourse conventions 
are often invoked in research dialogues to establish what Andrew Northedge (2003) calls 
“expertise” in “high status discourse communities”. In these communities, to be knowledgeable 
is “to be capable of participating in the specialist discourse” (pp. 19-20). Scholars position their 
work to be seen as “legitimate knowers” (Kamler & Thomson, 2004, p. 197), fostering an 
adherence to these deeply engrained systems of thinking and have the appeal of providing 
apparent clarity. Authority of this kind and the notion of the “author”, according to Foucault 
(1984), reflect a “privileged moment of individualization in the history of ideas, knowledge, 
literature, philosophy, and the sciences” (p. 101) to the point of obscuring other ways of 
categorizing work done in these areas. 

 
I seek not to create an “authoritative” work but one that recognizes the relationally 

constructed nature of fathering and masculinity. I seek to navigate this by sloughing off the “old 
conviction that the individual subject is the seat of certainty, whether the subject so conceived 
was named God, the soul, the author, or –my self” (Holquist, 2002, p. 17). I resist the temptation 
to privilege any particular way of being or knowing as “superior to other ways of knowing” 
(McNamee & Hosking, 2013, p. 6). This approach enables me to push back on “more 
intransigent and confining aspects” (Arnold, 2011, p. 65) of dominant “academic literacies” 
(Holt, 2003, p. 18) that are often weighted with “essentializing tendencies” (p. 65).  

 
Works that seek to be authoritative can fool us into believing our fate is predetermined.  

I once thought that coming to a conclusion about something, or rather defining something in a 
certain way, would ease my anxiety. My own relational turn has brought me to believe that 
conclusions attempt to finalize a meaning and actually ‘deadens’ both meaning and the 
possibility of co-creating new realities together. For me it often signifies to myself a surrender to 
be complicit in dominant ways of knowing and being. It seems that “language lives in how we 
use it, but it can be kept dead if we adopt a passive way of understanding and mindlessly using it 
with others” (Lock & Strong, 2010, p. 101). Such ‘mindless’ use of language, even in the form of 
“consensual compromise”, Bakhtin believed, can trap us in “deterministic ‘prisons’ of language” 
(p. 95).  
 

I recognize that my use of language does not “‘reflect’ social reality, but produces 
meaning, creates social reality” (Richards, 1999, p. 929). I work to be attentive to this in 
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ways that do not perpetuate divisions and binaries but that create new possibilities for a 
way forward. I hold a view of language as a “site of exploration and struggle” (p. 929). 

 
I seek through the use of a range of textual tools to ‘interrogate’ the “processes of 

research” in an attempt to counter the “historical imperative to obscure the details of the 
construction of research findings using sanitizing strategies such as passive voice” (Ellingson & 
Ellis, 2008, p. 453). I write, at times, “on the edge-and without a safety net” (Vickers, 2002, p. 
608). I have found that Flemons and Green (2002) are hauntingly accurate in their suggestion 
that autoethnography is “an outing process” where I have put some of my most private thoughts 
in writing - for better or worse – and there will no doubt be implications for my “professional 
identity” and “personal relationships” (p. 93). These are high stakes for me, and the last thing I 
want to do with these risks I take is to focus on aspects of my story that lead you, the reader to 
conclude I am simply indulging myself in a naval gazing pity party. Neither do I seek, or need 
for any sense of gratification, to further damage any relationship or the people I share my past, 
present or future life with. 

 
 Personal experiences are “chaotic and messy requiring a pluralism of discursive and 
interpretive methods” (Spry, 2001, p. 727). Within this approach I work to balance both rigor 
and imagination, seeking to avoid the paralysis or “insanity” that accompany either end of the 
spectrum (Keeney, 1983, p. 94). I strive in this work to foster a sense of dialogue within my 
vignettes in the hopes of talking “past the already spoken and unpersuasive meanings that could 
be associated with authoritative discourse” (Lock & Strong, 2010, p. 94). 

 
Language plays a definitive role in limiting or enlarging “possibilities of meaningful 

existence” (Clegg, 1998, p. 29). We co-construct our sense of our selves as individuals, or 
“distinct subjectivities” through discursive practices of “talk, text, writing, cognition, 
argumentation, [and] representation” (p. 29). The “meanings of and membership within” 
categories of discursive practices are areas of continual struggle as we work through our 
“attachment to the subjectivity that constructs any particular individuality” (p. 29). To break the 
hold of these attachments, it is helpful to consider our language. Shotter and Katz (1999) suggest 
that in the speaking of our words: 

 
we embody a way of proceeding, of ‘going on’, of orchestrating the flow of our 
energies, a rhythm of acting, shaping, stopping, reflecting, switching positions, 
revising, looking back, looking forward and sideways, and so on – we embody 
ways or styles of responsibly relating to our circumstances, shifting between 
different activities at different moments. (pp. 83-84) 

 
 As our language is an embodiment of our style of relating to our circumstances, I have 
chosen a methodology that is well suited to the numerous shifts and changes in my 
circumstances, my self, and my language over the years that I have learned how to be in my 
fathering journey. This writing method grants some flexibility and provides a frame where it is 
possible to use different forms of text to evoke a more meaningful interaction with the reader.  
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Forms	of	Writing		
 
 I punctuate the text with the use of poems, both of others and some experimental poetry 
of my own. In accepting poetry as “a source of data, as a means of data representation, as a 
means of inquiry, and as a means of data analysis” (Furman, Langer, Davis, Gallardo, & 
Kulkarni, 2007, p. 302), I work to facilitate what Mary Oliver calls “comprehension 
accompanied by felt experience” (cited in Faulkner, 2007, p. 221). I believe that by using these 
poetic forms, you, the reader, is brought more wholly to the experience and to thinking critically 
about the relation of the personal to the social.  
 

I intend the poems and poetic text I have chosen to express “affect in context” (Furman et 
al., 2007, p. 303) and to provide a “spacious arena for joint meaning making between reader and 
poet” (Ramsey, 2011, p. 18). My hope in using more tentative and poetic forms in introductory 
spaces, interludes, and embedded prose is to not only ‘allow’ the uncertainties that emerge but 
promote them as “possibilities…for dialogic, academic exploration” (p. 24). I enjoy the 
“carnivalesque and unfinalisable in the poem” (p. 24), and hope this performs as a “vehicle 
through which to communicate powerful and multiple ‘truths’ about the human experience” 
(Furman et al., 2007, p. 302). 

 
Poetry’s “word woven and musical invocation” gives access to different kinds of 

knowing and “the increase of existence it brings” (Hirshfield, 1997, p. vii). I place poems in such 
a way to “vividly and evocatively” (Furman et al., 2007, p. 302) present my personal experiences 
and to punctuate my expression of them. I do not shy away from the evocative, nor do I try to 
“cool down” my data. I actively embrace a rhythm and approach that might “magnify the 
intensity of the affective” in the hopes of preserving the “livedness” (p. 302) of my experience. I 
do this particularly where vignettes touch on the seemingly mundane moments of life that had 
profound impact on me.  

 
I experiment with both the weaving of my own and the musicality of other poets and 

songwriters throughout my autoethnography. I utilize both narrative poetry to tell stories and at 
times I weave together more lyrical styles. Where I have taken a more lyrical approach my goal 
is to “stress moments of subjective feeling and emotion” in a short space (Faulkner, 2007, p. 
219). This weaving often means that I have at times utilized my “exact words in compressed 
form excluding explicit reference” to myself as the researcher (p. 219). In other instances I take a 
more interpretive approach “fusing” (p. 219) my perspectives with others. My hope, which I hold 
up through the use of these various forms of text, is to combine symmetry and substance with a 
“variety of shapes, substances, transmutations, multidimensionalities, and angles of approach” 
(Richardson, 1997, p. 92).  

 
As I experience the current historical moment, I find many examples and invitations to 

what fatherhood and masculinity should be. While I find myself resisting many of the realities 
that people create by speaking and living out of these powerful systems of knowledge, I am all 
the while aware of a sense that my life and experience do not match the stories we tell ourselves 
about being a man or a father. I include voices here that I find powerful and compelling, 
sometimes deeply disturbing, and in this case always shaping. The concert of voices presented 
here is fragmented and incomplete, sometimes harmonious, sometimes not. I strive to involve a 
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number of voices in thinking about some of the relations out of which I have lived and learned to 
be a man and a father, and a son.  
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Interlude	
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My	Voice:	Bounding	Up:	From	Boy	to	Dad	
A Thumbnail Sketch 

 
When you were young you didn’t notice you were different. 

 
We helped you see that your desire to care was misguided. Nurturing is not your job. 

Toughen up. If I see you flinch I’ll hit harder. It’s for your own good. 
 

You went to school and your energy and physicality scared us. It felt chaotic for us. 
 

We made sure you knew this was not acceptable. Except if it entertained us. 
 

You felt ashamed, your hurt grew. 
 

You know your place now. To fight. To provide and protect. Don’t let us see you care – it 
makes us feel uncomfortable. What if you can’t cope? 

 
You’re an adult now – you must succeed - a job a house a wife a family. 

 
Stay out and make money, show up and care appropriately – the rules have changed. 

Now you have to care but you can’t stop being a warrior. We know it’s confusing. You 
should be ashamed of your confusion. 

 
If you do we will reward you with money and you can try to fill the void of being rejected 

by your family and community. 
 

Your anger is unacceptable. Your job is to lose yourself for us. 
 

You will feel angry and hurt, but we are going to take away your chances to express it well. 
We hope it stays inside unless we need it to come out and fight for us. 

 
You may love people but we need you to learn how to use them. This is how you find 
pleasure and make money to take care of your family – who you will resent for their 

dependence. 
 

But you will be considered a valid human being if you do this. If you’re really good you 
can use these fruits of manhood to help others. 

 
We will call it philanthropy and reward you more for giving yourself up. You will talk 

about significance. Your void will continue and eventually you will give up. Hopefully in 
time to dote on your grandkids before you die and leave us your money. 
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“I have to live with how you make sense of me.”  

(Lock & Strong, 2010, p. 92) 

 

 



 76	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Part	2		

Fugue:	Fierce	Landscapes	
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Ancient	Voices:	The	Tale	of	the	Sands	(1	of	3)	
 
 

A stream, from its source in far-off mountains, passing 

through every kind and description of countryside, at last 

reached the sands of the desert. Just as it had crossed every 

other barrier, the stream tried to cross this one, but found 

that as fast as it ran into the sand, its waters disappeared. 

 

It was convinced, however, that its destiny was to cross 

this desert, and yet there was no way. Now a hidden voice, 

coming from the desert itself, whispered: ‘The Wind 

crosses the desert, and so can the stream.’ 

  

The stream objected that it was dashing itself against the 

sand, and only getting absorbed: that the wind could fly, 

and this was why it could cross a desert. 

  

‘By hurtling in your own accustomed way you cannot get 

across. You will either disappear or become a marsh. You 

must allow the wind to carry you over, to your 

destination.’ But how could this happen? ‘By allowing 

yourself to be absorbed in the wind.’ 

  

This idea was not acceptable to the stream. After all, it had 

never been absorbed before. It did not want to lose its 

individuality. And, once having lost it, how was one to 

know that it could ever be regained?  

(Shah, 1967, p. 23) 
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I never knew what you all wanted 
So I gave you everything 

All that I could pillage 
All the spells that I could sing 

It's as if the thing were written  
In the constitution of the age 

Sooner or later you'll wind up 
Pacing the cage. 

(Bruce Cockburn) 
 

Vignette	#1		

No,	I	Don’t	Want	a	Blue	Job	
	

Conversations About What You Think I Want 
 

 
Magritte, R. (1946). The Son of Man 

 
Spring 2008. “I’m not going back to work” she announces. I’m just home from a 

long day at the office. I had taken a two-hour lunch to finish a school project with a 

fellow student, I was late from an afternoon meeting. 
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“Shit.” I think to myself, “There it is”. I had suspected she was going to change her 

mind. I knew I this was going to be one of the last straws. The last time she didn’t 

like how things were in our marriage she made herself sick and didn’t work for two 

years. I am incensed.  

 

After the birth of our daughter this conversation had come up a few times. Since we 

met in 2001 she had wanted a career. I had wanted desperately to stay home, 

having spent my career working with children and youth, I had been really clear 

that I wanted to be a central figure in our children’s lives. I had thought this would 

be a great arrangement. I could take care of our daughter, and finish school in a 

way that would allow for all of us to get what we needed. I would be able to take 

irregular internship hours in the evening and she would have the career she 

wanted.  

 

We had fought through most of the first year of our daughter’s life about this leave. 

I wanted to take it – she did not want to give it up.  

 

“I know you want to stay home Jeff, but I think we both agree that I should be the 

one to be here. I am the mother.” 

 

I feel twisted inside. Frustration. Anger. Exasperation. 

 

“We really need to talk about this, I don’t like the idea that I’m the default working 

parent and you get to be at home with our daughter, this is not what I wanted and I 

want to play a different role in her life”. 

 

“Well, I’ve already given my notice to the company. You’ll be able to make more 

money than me anyway.” 

 

Whatever, I think. She’s made more money than me since we met, and I’ve been fine 

with it – it’s her that hasn’t.  
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“When we agreed that I was going to complete school and work at the same time, it 

was with the understanding that I would ease off work as school got more involved 

with internships and registering afterward.”  

 

I can feel myself losing hope. I work many more hours a week than I can handle, 

and I’m losing myself.  

 

“If I have to work and be a mother I will get worse,” she says.  

 

In the back of my head, I know how conflicted she must feel. She wanted a career, 

now she wants to stay home and go to mom’s groups. She likes being able to stay at 

home…I can understand this. Her idea of me being an involved father was that I 

would let her take the lead on everything in the home realm from diapers to where 

family vacations would take place, and I would spell her off and give her breaks at 

the end of the day for girls weekends. I understood this, in the sense that we had 

seen many other couples take this approach. But it is not what I had in mind.  

 

My ideas about parenting together, I thought, were more equal. Both of us should 

have the opportunity to be in our daughter’s life. Both of us should have the 

opportunity to work and support the family financially. Our middle class context 

had convinced us of two different things. For her, she had reimagined herself as 

stepping into her mother role in a way that fit with those she met…moms stay home 

and take on the challenging job of tending to the needs of a child, forming 

relationships with others in the community and dealing with the many and diverse 

relationships that come out of that. Fathers leave and take pride in being providers 

and protectors of this sacred home life that the mom is in charge of.  

 

Unfortunately for us, I had come up against the same pull of this dominant form of 

life and I was rejecting it. I did not want to be a lone provider, nor did I want to 

leave my daughter every day to explore, what to me was an abstract idea of 
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financial achievement. I did not want a blue job, and I did not want my daughter 

growing up believing that there were blue jobs and pink jobs. I wanted to believe I 

could be more than that – just as I want my daughter to believe that she can be 

more than what her world tells her she can be.   

 

You’re	SUCH	a	Tool	
 
One way to consider the evolution of fathering since the Industrial Revolution might be 

that the father became separated from the family. The nature of the shifting Western economic 
context required a deep fracture in the ways family was structured and had its being. In some 
ways fathers were forced to leave home, only to return home 150 years later and find the locks 
had been changed. Men had become instruments of production, in the same way they become 
weapons in times of war, and women had taken over the family. This separation and subsequent 
narrowing of masculinities, as inherently linked to productive work (Kaslow, 2013), have had 
profound impacts on what it means to be a family, and what it means to be a man and a father. 
This gender and economic basis for structuring our social world is profoundly difficult to make 
sense of. 

 
In the middle of the 20th century, the first significant attempts to articulate a social 

science of masculinity centered on the idea that there was a particular role that males play. The 
idea of this role is linked inextricably to physiology. Exceptions to these normative notions are 
still often seen as pathological. Rooted in late nineteenth century ideas, or debates, about sex 
difference, the language of ‘role’ as a “technical concept in the social sciences…provided a 
handy way of linking the idea of a place in the social structure with the idea of cultural norms” 
(Connell, 2005, p. 22)  

 
 Connell (2005) articulates the emergence of ‘sex role’ approaches in which “being a man 
or a woman means enacting a general set of expectations which are attached to one’s sex” (p. 
22). Following from this is a kind of predetermined natural binary where “masculinity and 
femininity are quite easily interpreted as internalized sex roles, the products of social learning or 
‘socialization’” (p. 22). In a family context, distinguishing between female and male sex roles 
was often articulated as a “distinction between ‘instrumental’ and ‘expressive’ roles” (p. 22). In 
Connell’s treatment he efficiently explains sex role theory as seeing enactment as “linked to a 
structure defined by biological difference, the dichotomy of male and female – not to a structure 
defined by social relations” (p. 26).  Reducing gender in this way to two “homogenous 
categories”, he says, leads to defining sex roles as reciprocal and as such “polarization is a 
necessary part of the concept” (Connell, 2005, p. 26). In the process we transform “social facts 
into natural ones” (Flax, 2006, p. 1132).  
 
 According to Connell, this polarization has an oppressing or “constricting pressure placed 
by the role upon the self” (p. 25). As readily as women in past decades were seen to be less than 
competent in instrumental arenas, so men are seen less competent and indeed less relevant in 
expressive ones. Where the social and emotional wellbeing of a person is considered, it would 
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seem that the expressive competence is more integral to health than being considered, even 
metaphorically, as an instrument.  
 

Reflection:	Man	Up,	Sell	Your	Soul,	and	Scrub	the	Bathtub			
 
I once spent three days in Red Deer and almost sold my soul for sixty thousand dollars, a 

life of chronic knee pain, and likely some kind of chemically-induced degenerative disease. Soon 
after we were married, we chose to follow through on our choice to move to the coast. I had 
always wanted to live by the water, and the graduate school I had worked for some time to get 
into was there. It seemed like a great way to start our marriage to pursue a dream and do it in a 
place we were both starting fresh. When I met my wife, she was making some life changes that 
had meant she was without a strong community of friends. My community of friends was a 
strong group and she had found it difficult to integrate with them. As I result, so did I. Five 
months after our wedding, in May 2003, we packed up and moved to Vancouver so that I could 
continue my studies.  

 
My wife found a job, and quickly became ill. By November she was unable to work and 

we began to have an unbelievable amount of pressure to move home where family could support 
us. I remember so distinctly the undertone of those messages from her family in particular. My 
dream was selfish, my hopes for a more meaningful career were childish. It was time to step up 
to my responsibilities and begin providing for my wife. My mother-in-law who, only months 
before had declared she couldn’t understand why I stayed with her daughter began pressuring us 
to return home.  

 
At the end of February 2004 we returned for a visit. My in laws had a proposal.  
 
“We are willing to advance you the money” they said.  

 

Sitting in the pastel and floral patterned living room, my stomach tied in knots – I 

began to feel lightheaded. I can’t believe this is happening. I worked for years to 

build a career working with people. Pastoral ministry had been all I had wanted to 

do for as long as I could remember. I am wired to help and to support people in their 

journey. So much of my journey in this respect had been full of adventure and rich 

friendship. My pursuit of higher education in theology was not only deeply 

rewarding, but the first time I had discovered a deep desire to learn after years of 

disliking scholastic endeavors. I hated school and I had finally found a subject and a 

way of learning that I resonated deeply with.  
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“Jack has run this company for over 10 years and it is sure to bring in a solid 

income for you guys” my mother-in-law said. “We will front you the money, and you 

can move back and get started next month”  

 

PANIC. 

 

Sixty thousand dollars a year seemed like an incredible amount of money at that 

point. I was a student with no income and my ex was on long-term disability. At that 

point sixty thousand dollars sounded like it would save all our lives.  

 

“We can buy a house!” my wife says. “Everything will be good again!” 

The next morning I spent the day in a freezing cold shed in central Alberta, breathing 

toxic chemicals, learning how to refinish bathtubs. “This is insane” I am thinking to 

myself. I don’t even take baths and I’m considering running a business where all I 

will do is chemically strip the surface of a bathtub so that it can be refinished, saving 

the cost of replacing the bathtub.  

 

We were both disappointed in me, albeit for very different reasons.  

 
Eventually, I swallowed my pride and gave up my dream. It was clear that she would not 

be returning to work any time soon. It seemed to me at the time that this was being held over me 
until I gave up my hopes and conformed to a more traditional breadwinning approach to 
marriage and family. It felt as though she would do what she had to get me to simply get a job 
and start providing for her vision of the future. Miraculously, as I began to work and make 
money, her health returned.  

 
And so I did. I took the first job I could find in the non-profit sector. I applied for 

graduate studies for counseling psychology in a school that I could work at while I worked full 
time, attending classes on Saturdays and writing papers on Sundays and in the evening. I was to 
provide for her as she found her health and worked to prepare for the next natural step – having 
children.  

 
Fathering and masculinity have been in varying relation at different points in our 

collective history. Some forms of this relation have emphasized status, power and authority, even 
virility and potency (Brandth & Kvande, 1998). A sense of masculine honour has been connected 
to being a “good provider” in terms of income generating work. This income generating work 
has predominantly meant work away from the home for the last two centuries. With shifts in the 
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nature of our economy over the last hundred, and certainly more recent years, it seems that we 
are still operating with an old idea of roles and family economics. Where performing “identity 
positions” (p. 299) of the good provider are often in conflict with ideas of an expressive or 
nurturing approach to fathering. When fathers work to combine ideas of “masculinity and 
fatherhood” (p. 299) conflicting pressures emerge. 

 
There is “no less pressure to be the main wage earner” (Nielson, 2012, p. 51) even when 

a father wants to play a central role in the lives of his children. This expectation, as implicit as it 
has become means that many men feel that to be a good father means to sacrifice time with the 
kids to earn as much money as possible (Coltrane, 2006, Palkovitz, 2002b; Townsend, 2002). 
Ironically, it often is sensed that if this is not the case the father is somehow weak or lazy 
(Prentice & Carranza, 2002). But how can I possibly do both? If making a great deal of money is 
linked so intrinsically to the health and well-being of my children, and to my credibility as a 
father, how do I do this while being also as present as I would like to be in the lives of my 
children?  

 
Popular media suggests that fathers are “eager to shed their parenting responsibilities in 

favour of work, sports, or personal gratification” (Ball & Daly, 2012, p. 4), while also suggesting 
women are hoping for more father involvement. I wonder though if this way of talking and 
thinking is not helpful in understanding the landscape.  Ball and Daly (2012) cite numerous 
studies that point to “some ambivalence on the parts of mothers about how much and in what 
aspects of childcare they want fathers to share” (Ball & Daly, 2012, p. 4). In my experience it is 
less that fathers are eager to shed parenting responsibilities, in favour of work or sports, but that 
we feel somehow outside of our own families. Required to play two largely incompatible roles 
maintaining both a traditional ideal of successful provider and present nurturing domesticated 
dad. I wonder if Anne Marie Slaughter is correct when she suggests that: 

 
Most of the pervasive gender inequalities in our society—for both men and 
women—cannot be fixed unless men have the same range of choices with respect 
to mixing caregiving and breadwinning that women do. To make those choices real, 
however, men will have to be respected and rewarded for making them: for 
choosing to be a lead parent; to defer a promotion or work part-time or spend more 
time with their children, their parents, or other loved ones; to take paternity leave or 
to ask for flexible work hours; to reject a culture of workaholism and relentless face 
time.” (Slaughter, 2015, p. 127) 
 
Much needs to be overcome for this kind of equity to be realized in the family realm. There 

are many of our systems that exist by dividing men and women and creating a sense of them and 
us.  

 
In a similar way, I often feel like I can’t quite articulate who I am fighting against. It 

often feels like fighting though. It took six months to finalize our separation agreement. 
Believing a collaborative approach would be best for both of us, we agreed to participate with a 
mediator. It wasn’t until this was completed that I sat with a lawyer, and then an accountant – 
who both said, “you totally got screwed. You could fight, but you would probably lose, and the 
court would find for her because she’s the mom.”  
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I don’t experience my life as privileged on most days, but as an educated White male, I 

am regularly reminding myself that my experience is privileged and that to undo this privilege is 
to live a messy and often uncomfortable path. I am often seen as the root of so many evils. I 
don’t believe that I participate in an active pursuit of “a specific strategy” for the subordination 
of women and other less dominate masculine norms (Donaldson, 1993, p. 645). I am often aware 
of ways that I benefit from these systems and normative practices, and of the many ways it is 
“contradictory, crisis-prone…and socially sustained” (p. 645). I feel my experience is 
complicated by the ways in which “hegemonic masculinity is constructed in relation to 
femininities, and in relation to subordinated masculinities” (Brandth & Kvande, 1998, p. 297). 
It’s as if I am damned either way – if I embrace or perform in ways that are aligned with 
dominant White maleness, I am oppressing and damaging people in the world. If I don’t 
participate I am also seen as somehow deficient and unable to be an adequate person, partner, 
parent.    

 
According to Donaldson (1993), where hegemonic masculinity intersects with fathering, 

there are particularly narrow ideas of fathering. And so, I find myself pushing both against those 
who would maintain these narrow ideas of fathering. Unpopular as it may be to suggest that 
hegemony at the intersection of masculinity and fathering is co-created by mothers as well as 
fathers, as historically both have found benefits and social capital from maintaining these norms. 
Pushing against these norms, it seems, upsets everyone. Donaldson argues that this intersection is 
the place where attempts to exercise “impartial discipline, from an emotional distance” (p. 650) 
are embraced as performances definitive of the masculine father. In my experience, however, 
these kinds of parenting performances can be seen in both men and women. From this approach, 
fathers who reflect a hegemonic masculinity “do not have the capacity or the skill or the need to 
care for children, especially for babies and infants, while the relationship between female parents 
and young children is seen as crucial” (p. 650). By both male- and female-gendered thinking, it 
seems that it is my desire to parent out of a less than normative masculine approach that puts me 
in a position of being in a subordinate position, even as I am complicit in the oppression of 
others. I reflect often on how this is a state of being in between. I must continue to participate in 
old ideas of breadwinning because of the court mandated requirement to provide financial 
resources.  

 

Work	for	it	
 

Fall 2009. I am sitting with my soon to be ex-wife in a cold dimly lit room. The air is 

stale and dry and the mediator sits awkwardly across the table. She seems confident, 

proudly telling us of her background in finance before we begin discussing the 

financial divisions that are legally required as part of the separation and divorce 

process.  
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“Think of it as a severance” the mediator said as we discussed the spousal support 

payments. “We will divide everything in half, and then you give your half to her as a 

kind of severance.” 

 

The blood drained out of my feet and flooding my face at the same time. My palms 

sweat. I am conflicted. I feel rage. “Severance!” I thought. “What about me and MY 

sacrifices! Where is MY severance!” 

 

 I am flooded with memories of our conflicted time together. Why do you think I want 

to give up my dreams to pay for your house and your vacation? Maybe something 

went wrong in my upbringing but I don’t feel romanced by an idea that you should 

get to hang out at home and invest in the miracle of children and I should make sure 

you have the right kind of SUV to drive them around in. Am I less a man because I 

don’t want to facilitate a life for you, but I do want to spend time with my child?  

What is with this crap that somehow I’m supposed to make everything better for 

everyone. I’m supposed to go to work and leave my daughter all day long. Make 

money and somehow “provide”. While she gets the greatest gift of all, to be a 

primary and daily caregiver to the miracle that is our daughter. “How is THAT a 

sacrifice?” I think to myself.  

 
While I understand that many still believe that it is only men who benefit from our gender 

order, this seems an over simplification. The notions that men have “not adjusted to socio-
historical change” (Dienhart, 1998, p. 21) and that we enjoy “significant privilege in family life” 
(p. 21) seem linked to a notion that privileges material success and the acquisition of structural 
power. Privilege is often articulated through an economic lens and in this way does not take into 
consideration the opportunity to have a meaningfully engaged life with those closest to me, 
particularly my children. While it can be helpful for understanding the many injustices and 
systemic forms of oppression that are maintained in our ways of relating, it often obscures the 
ways in which the ‘privileged’ are also disadvantaged in the process. When privilege is 
understood as a monolithic or binary (privilege/not-privileged) way, we miss the whole point. 
Where men are complicit in supporting traditional masculine norms, there are well evidenced 
damaging effects on the psychosocial, emotional and physical health of men. Sacrifices are 
made, no doubt, where parents are granted the blessing of children. For me, sacrifice was in 
giving up my hopes and dreams of being a present and involved caregiver, and attachment figure 
in the early years of my child’s life to create space for her dream of being a stay at home mother. 
Neither of us, in the end, was satisfied. Supporting her to remain at home and play a lead role 
with our child was a given in her mind and in the expectations of the community, rather than a 
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conversation or a mutual choice. While she was striving for what the world sees as a natural right 
on her behalf, it had implications for me reduced the ways in which I might have meaningful 
connection with my children and the community at large. I was to perform an economic function 
and help out around the house, not be present in a way that would matter beyond basic needs. 
The opportunity to stay at home developing a wonderful relationship with our daughter as any 
dream I had of how my future might be slips through my fingers forever and I become the 
provider and breadwinner - like the faceless man in the bowler hat. This has, for me, felt like far 
more a sacrifice than my ex-partner missing out on a career she did not want. 

 
What I say through the course of mediation is quite different than what I think.  I 

am terrified that if I make the process difficult I risk losing custody of my child. If I 

show anger they’ll say I am unstable or be even more biased towards her interests. 

The mediation process is scary for me. I have heard so many stories of fathers 

losing their children. Of being urged that they don’t really have what it takes. So 

many I have talked to seem convinced there is some primordial law that says 

children should be raised by their mothers.  

 
Within days of making the decision to separate, my wife had contacted both her realtor 

and a mediator. Because this was a decision we had made together, what seemed like a 
collaborative approach seemed to be a positive one to take. We began the mediation process in 
good faith, looking for guidance and expecting a smooth process. The first order of business in 
the process is to delineate all of your collective assets. This seemed fair and straightforward to 
me. We generated a list of all the money we had, all the items of value we had collected or 
brought into the relationship. Which, for our age and how early we were in our respective careers 
was not a lot. It was all split in half. This also seemed fair to me. And then came the conversation 
about spousal support. I had wrongfully assumed that since for the duration of our marriage, my 
wife had made more money than me, until the last six months that this would be moot. We, too 
that point, had both been fairly equal in terms of many elements in the relationship. And since 
we were agreeing to precisely 50/50 childcare and custody, this wouldn’t be a big issue. I was 
wrong.  

 
The layers here feel innumerable and complexly interwoven with hopes, dreams, 

worldviews and religious conviction. I am left with nothing and the requirement to 
continue providing for years to come. I am locked into jobs I never wanted, financial 
commitments that almost break me, and a community context that can’t understand why 
I’m not “glad to be free”. It’s out of this that I now have to try to be the father I always 
wanted to be – and never stop providing. The process was so debilitating financially, that I 
am still daily feeling the consequences. While she was able to take a job far junior to what 
she was capable of, leading to the calculation of support payments that were substantially 
in favour of her, I got locked into making a certain amount of income for years to come. 
Even in divorce it seems I am held responsible for her as breadwinner and financial 
supporter. A role I didn’t even want in marriage. So much for partnership.  
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In Sarah Hrdy’s (2009) Mothers and Others, an argument is made in support of 
dismantling the “man as hunter” hypothesis which has been seed to innumerable arguments 
about how we survived the early days of humanity. At the core of this, says Hrdy, is a “sex 
contract” (p. 147) binding a man and women together where the provision of food compensated 
for sexual fidelity of the woman and a degree of certainty as to the parentage of offspring was the 
reward. Much like the four rules of masculinity that have endured decades It seems that this 
myth of the sex contract has endured with respect to the role of men and women and the primacy 
of the mother in raising children.  

 
How can we begin to reconcile the various representations about men with respect to 

the roles we are expected to play in the family? Whether instrumental or provider with 

respect to sustaining the family, or in terms of the role with in the home, it seems that I 

can’t win no matter which direction I take. 

 
In the late 1980s Arlie Hochschild’s (1989) The Second Shift was like gas on a fire in 

terms of reinforcing the myth that suggested that fathers show up for the recreational and 
enjoyable things, but are “lazy and shiftless compared to industrious wives” (Nielson, 2012, p. 
19). Despite what Nielson calls “deep methodological shortcomings” (p. 19), the idea of the 
second shift was quickly engrained in our popular consciousness. Nielson cites a later and more 
methodologically sound study by Bianchi, Robinson, and Milkie (2006) and suggests that the 
study could be seen to uphold Hochschild’s argument that for parents there is a ‘second shift,’ 
but both parents work it. There are arguments on both sides of this, however some have pointed 
out “fathers do 64% of the income-earning work for the family and have the mothers do 67% of 
the housework and childcare” (Nielson, 2012, p. 19). Couples chose how to make their economic 
and family realities work. It seems a dead end to make sense of these trends without considering 
these ideas in a broader context of how we structure work and the economy.  

 
I remember dreaming of being married. I carried with me what seem now to be naïve 

ideas of partnership – sharing a dream with someone and supporting the other person to be the 
very best they can be. I entered marriage this way. I left it wondering if this was just the naïve 
hope of a young dreamer. I am supposed to be the provider, and the sturdy protector I heard my 
world saying. Getting divorced has in many ways been a similar transition. I found myself 
locked into jobs I took out of the expectation that I be a provider, rather than out of openness to 
do something where I might find meaning or success. The expectation to provide has now been 
written into court documents in a way that maintains this arrangement, where my ex-wife and co-
parent has had the financial cushion to rediscover herself and spend time with our daughter. Our 
financial arrangements have perpetuated an inequality for us both.  

 
For me it has been in the sense that it has limited my capacity to be an involved father 

due to the burden to provide financially and recover my health. For her because it has reinforced 
a sense that she shouldn’t have to work as much as her role is as a mother. If I believe in 
equality, does this not mean I must believe she is equally capable of providing for me so that I 
might play a lead caregiving role with my daughter? Certainly our past employment choices 
would demonstrate she made more money than me for our entire married life. Now, in our post-
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divorce reality, I am required to pay for spousal and child support, taking on extra jobs to do so. 
My ex-wife, on the other hand, has been able to take international vacations, buy new cars, and 
try new career avenues. I understand that on a large scale the system is oriented towards 
‘helping’ mothers who often discover a dramatic drop in income post-divorce. As systems tend 
to disadvantage those who fall outside of the dominant view, they also can play a role in 
preventing alternate performances. I believe this is true both for myself and for my ex-wife who 
were disadvantaged in different ways by the loud voices about the role of men and women in our 
culture.  
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Other	Voices:	Healing	
 
 
 
 
 

 I am not a mechanism, an assembly of various sections. 
 

And it is not because the mechanism is working wrongly, that I am ill. 
 

I am ill because of wounds to the soul, to the deep emotional self- 
 

And the wounds to the soul take a long, long time, only time can help 
 

And patience, and a certain difficult repentance long difficult repentance, 
realization of life’s mistake, and the freeing oneself 

 
From the endless repetition of the mistake 

 
Which mankind at large has chosen to sanctify. 

 
D. H. Lawrence
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Sunset is an angel weeping 

Holding out a bloody sword 
No matter how I squint I cannot 

Make out what it's pointing toward 
Sometimes you feel like you live too long  

Days drip slowly on the page 
You catch yourself 

Pacing the cage. 
(Bruce Cockburn) 

Vignette	#2	

Dad	in	a	Box	
 

Conversations in a Box  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
On January 30, 2010 she moved out. Cold and gray, the snow was hard packed and the 

roads icy from repeated freezing and thawing. My parents pick up our two-year-old daughter 
early that day, shielding her from the ugliness of our failure. What seemed most painful that day 
was the excruciating efficiency with which it all happened. Fourteen weeks earlier we had made 
the decision. A week and a half later she had found a house and picked her renovation trades and 
chose what kind of tile backsplash she wanted. The house was purchased, and renovated with the 
help of my friends and my father and moving day was weeks later. Executed without drama with 
the precision of a competent stage manager.   
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Thirty minutes after my daughter leaves, my wife opens the door and four guys wearing 
ripped jeans and Metallica T-shirts walk in and unceremoniously deconstruct our entire 
collection of furniture and artifacts that made up our home. Their yellow stained fingers offering 
no hello handshake, just a nod and a knowing “hey buddy” was all they offered as they started. 
Everything was fair game that day, watching strangers pick up my belongings and walk out was 
a strange and terribly surreal experience. Some items we had bought together, others we had 
brought into the relationship. It was later that I discovered this was representative of what would 
happen in the rest of my life as well – not just with the couches. Allegiances and childhood 
friends seemed to be as vulnerable to this division as the objects found in our house. But 
somehow losing furniture I had picked out a decade before I met her would strike the most 
sensitive nerves. How can a relationship that lasted only a fraction of my life have such a 
devastating and far-reaching impact?  

 
Married for seven years almost to the day, we had lived four years in a townhouse in a 

suburb at the very edge of the city. A place we could afford only with the help of both our 
respective parents. I had conceded to living so far away from my work because the house, I was 
assured, would make life and our conflicted marriage better. Filled with seven years of 
accumulated treasures and furniture, my ex had argued that quite a bit more than half of the 
furniture was somehow more connected to her than I. I was convinced it was my job to make 
sure she would be okay following our separation. Even in separation, I was supposed to provide.  

 
January 2010. After 7 years of chaos, the moving truck backs away. The door 

closes. Silence rings in my ears. 

 

I walk around and inventory what’s left. A dining room table (that I hadn’t wanted), 

two chairs, a bedframe with no mattress, a bookcase, a coffee table. The house was 

otherwise empty except for a baby crib, boot prints from the movers and scattered 

garbage emptied out of drawers and boxes discarded during the whirlwind that 

lasted only an hour. I was mindful enough to take pictures of disaster. It was like 

the place had been ransacked. I felt completely vulnerable and exposed.  

 

I walk upstairs and let her cat out of the bathroom. She even took my cat. Is this 

what Job felt like when God stopped protecting him and he lost everything? The 

first year we were married we adopted two cats. I chose the runt of the litter. Kofi, 

the small, quiet, short haired, loves to play and sit on your lap kind of cat. My wife 

chose Stella – the complete spaz of a kitten that climbed the furniture and attacked 

everything that moved. Funny as a kitten, not so much as an adult. Her long haired, 
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shed everywhere, personality disordered cat that attacks people was left in my 

bathroom. I was left in an empty house, and an angry cat. 

 

 I call my dad and say: “She’s gone”.  

 

 It is the first time I cry in years. Not once through all our arguments had I been 

driven to tears. Just quiet, and sometimes not so quiet, anger. I had always found it 

chaotic and painful – I just didn’t see the use in giving into the tears. I couldn’t find 

my way to space for my emotions anyway. The intensity of her emotions seemed to 

invite me to uphold a calm and collected façade. What was underneath was 

anything but.  

 

Shortly after, my dad arrives at the house. He hugs me; maybe for the first time 

since I was a kid. I remember thinking how strange this is. My father and I don’t 

interact in this way at all. He has always left the caring stuff to my mom. 

 

He doesn’t know what to do either, I thought. At least he came.  

 

We spent the day trying to bring order to this empty home. I vacuumed every square 

inch that day. I scrubbed and cleaned as if I had moved into a new house. The 

basement, filled with the leftovers you would normally find after a rushed packing 

job and the grime of not cleaning for the weeks and months leading up to this day. I 

was desperately driven to create a calm space for my daughter to return that night. 

The main floor held only a table with two chairs, and one comfy chair I was able to 

convince her to leave at the last minute. Upstairs all that was left was a bedframe 

with no mattress. The only room left intact was my daughter’s. Everything else was 

gone.  

 
For me the day represents profound loss and numerous personal failures, 

particularly in the sight of my loved ones. With some I feel shame, knowing they believe 
I am weak for letting her take everything. Still others seem to understand the pressure that 
exists to ensure that she is well taken care of – she’s a single mom after all. At the end I 
was exhausted and so tired of fighting. There was a reason for absolutely everything. A 
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reason for why things were more hers than mine. Reasons why I should consider how 
difficult it will be for her and how I will surely recover with more ease. The whole thing 
seems rigged to favour her and punish me, regardless of the mutuality of our relationship 
and its demise. 

  
My father brings the toy kitchen that he and my mom bought for Christmas for 

Jordan. They had held on to it for fear that it would be tagged as not my 

possession but my wife’s. That it would disappear in the moving day chaos. He 

sets it down in the middle of the now barren living room. We take it out and move 

the kitchen to the basement. In the blur of the months leading up to this day, I had 

known only that I wanted to make the house as calm as possible for my daughters 

return that night, and that I wanted to make sure it felt like some kind of a positive 

change. A new start.  Cutting a door and a window in the side of the empty 

cardboard box, I find some crayons and set them aside. In the pile of garbage 

downstairs I had found some unused ribbons from a birthday celebration that 

never happened and started hanging them from the top of the box. I spend the last 

hour before my daughter came home writing in big letters on the side of the box 

“Jordan’s House”. Hoping she would be distracted from the completely barren 

house, I went to pick her up and bring her home to start a new life.  

 

2	Kinds	of	Box	
 

I spend a solid year in that box. At least it feels like it. My daughter loves playing in 

the box. Every night after work, I pick her up from her dayhome and return home. I 

make dinner while she plays and then the demands to play house “come”. We 

spend countless hours in that box. We eat many of our meals and play house and 

dolls in the box. Mostly I sit in the dark of the box while she comes and goes. 

Handing me dolls and kitchen utensils, telling me what to cook or how to change 

the diaper on the doll. She turns three.  

 
This is the beginning of three years of my life as a slow motion blur. It feels like a kind of 

exile into a very bleak desert land: “like a discharge, as if one had been fired from a task taken 
on the day of the wedding” (Bly, 2004, p. 74). Profound loneliness. Continued moments of 
conflict. Endless hours of quiet, and my daughter murmuring about how to play dolls as we camp 
in the basement.  
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On the weeks she is with her mom, I work, eat, and I sleep in a different kind of box. 

Perhaps more of a metaphorical one. I go months at a time without talking to any friends, and 
when I do, it is awkward and difficult. I’m sure they feel it was I who made the choice to not 
reach out during this time. They are busy with their own lives. When we do talk I feel judged and 
find ways to talk even less. I pour myself into work until I exhausted myself and then I cope by 
eating. I stay in the dark little townhouse and it becomes a sanctuary and a prison.  

 
“How’s Jordan doing?” a friend asks.  

 

“I think she’s doing OK” I respond with a heavy tone. If they seemed like they 

wanted more, I would inundate them with my concerns and worries about her 

growth and development. How well she was or wasn’t adapting to our new life. 

Most of the time, however, there was a quick follow up – “how’s work?” they 

would then ask. Usually, this was received as a more comfortable topic.  

 
A little over a year before we separated, my ex-wife had made the decision to not return 

to work. Making the decision on her own, I was left with needing to provide for the three of us. 
Believing I was not going to get the opportunity to be an equal caregiver for my daughter I had 
taken a job that would more adequately cover our costs. Though it was a departure from my 
career path I felt obligated. I wanted to be at home with my daughter, or at least more present 
with her. But this wasn’t going to happen the way our family was organized so I had taken the 
job.  Two years later, I became trapped in this job by the requirement to make a certain income 
and pay child support and the mortgage I locked into as a means to pay spousal support.  

 
For three long years I spent every waking moment that I could with my daughter and 

when I wasn’t with her I worked until I couldn’t any longer. Taking extra jobs to buy furniture 
and refurnish the house and rebuild my life. Some seemed to think I had become a workaholic 
and offered thoughts that maybe this was the reason my marriage ended. Adrenal fatigue set in as 
did a number of other health problems. I built an amazing connection with my daughter and 
rebuilt my life both at great personal cost and with the deepest sense of grit and determination I 
have ever known. I believed at some level that I owed my daughter the honour of not walking 
“backward through the door while looking at funny movies” but digging in and facing “the true 
darkness of the door” (Bly, 2004, p. 73). 

 
October, 2009. “CRAP” I yell in pain. I lift my foot to inspect for blood. Walking 

the laundry down the basement stairs through the toys scattered on the floor is 

always more hazardous than it seems when you can watch where you are going. I 

carry the laundry past the couch and chairs, the jolly jumper still hanging from the 

undeveloped ceiling and drop the laundry in front of the machine with a large 
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bang. I hear noises through the baby monitor. Please don’t wake up, I think. I just 

need a break. My wife is out which is now the usual. It is so difficult to be in the 

same house at the same time, so she often leaves when I get home from work.  

 

I settle into the chair in the corner of the basement, ready to check my email and review 

the banking. The desk is cleaner the usual, I think to myself. Then I see it. A coil notebook 

laid open so that whoever sat down would be sure to see it. In it were the words “I will 

never let myself be a slave again”. My wife had left it for me to find,  

I feel a flood of emotions at once. Righteous indignation. Anger. Hurt.  

 

I had left my bowl in the sink again. In the many therapy sessions leading up to our 

separation the bowl in the sink had become a symbol to my wife. One that, no matter how 

I tried, I could not get my head around. From my perspective, all I did was work to make 

it possible for her to have the life she wanted. From her perspective if I left my dish in the 

sink in the morning, this was symbolic of me expecting too much of her.  

 
My wife was far more equipped than I. She had always considered divorce a possibility 

and had brought it up numerous times in our many fights. I discovered later just how much 
practical preparation had been involved. The court deemed that while she had most of the 
physical assets the rest of our property would be divided in half, and then she would be awarded 
my half as spousal support – leaving me with nothing. She had it all, and I was to continue 
paying child support as well. The world understood her to be both more vulnerable than I, and 
the primary supporter of Jordan. I was lost, confused, and angry. Though our childcare and 
custody arrangement was precisely 50/50, and our capacity to make money was the same, I was 
still deemed to somehow be better off than her. Our daughter spends precisely the same amount 
of time with me as she does with her mother. I perform all of the same parenting duties during 
the week she is with me that her mother does. Yet she is awarded all of the assets and my 
ongoing child support. And I still provide for fifty percent of the time and all the extras. The 
result was that I was made by the system to be far worse off than her in ways from which I still 
have not recovered.  

 
After she moved out I had nothing left. I had fought to be able to simply keep the house. 

Remortgaging slightly above the value of the townhouse, I took extra jobs to be able to purchase 
furniture to refurnish the home. The weeks I didn’t have my daughter I worked an incredible 
number of hours to be able to afford this new reality. Spending all my time with her on the weeks 
she was with me, I worked to achieve some kind of superhuman reality of providing for her and 
my ex, and still trying to be the kind of present engaged father I was committed to being.  
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My world shrank rapidly. It was all I could do to keep up with these demands. In the 
weeks following her move, I decided to paint the house a colour that suited me more. Looking 
for help, the same friends that had helped her were nowhere to be found. In the end it was a 
group of women from work who had all experienced the same reality at some point in their own 
lives who showed up to help. Only fueling the idea of those who wondered about an affair.  

 
My dad is trying to make sense of this as the day goes on. His comments ringing in 

my ears for months following. “People only get divorced because of affairs or 

abuse. When she realizes what she has done she will be sorry”. I’m sure her 

parents are sending a similar message to her, believing it was me in the wrong. 

Now that I have a daughter of my own – even at this young age – I can understand 

how a parent sees where responsibility lies when their child is in pain. Even if that 

were true, the implication is that it is somehow the man’s fault when a marriage 

ends. But no one has been interested in my experience the whole way along. 

Assumptions about who and what I am as man creates a taxing burden. It’s always 

been my responsibility to have my house in order. I didn’t treat her well enough, or 

have my priorities in order. I wasn’t a good enough leader. I didn’t love her 

enough.  

 
It’s curious to me that most of the time women initiate divorces (Nielsen, 2012). Why is 

that? On the whole, women do not leave because of infidelity, but because “they are emotionally 
unsatisfied and unfulfilled” (p. 141) rather than some other scandalous reason. I don’t believe 
there is much utility in assigning blame or looking for causes for marital breakdown. In my 
experience it is almost always an effort in futility determining whether the chicken came before 
or after the egg. Of course we are impelled to look for reasons when such profound relational 
fracture occurs. Marriage and divorce, whether good or bad, intact or not, is always a relational 
achievement. That is to say it is co-created from the very beginning and often the one who “pulls 
the trigger on a nearly dead marriage is not necessarily responsible for its death” (p. 141). I 
believe this in my head as a mostly intellectual exercise. Thinking of my own experience of 
separation and divorce even now evokes such strong emotions and a sense of wanting the world 
to know what happened still burns even just a little. And I still feel as though many look at me as 
the one who failed to sustain our unhealthy relationship. Who failed to carry our relationship 
through the fire?  
  

We made the decision together in October. The feeling was mutual and the conversation 
was calm and civil. We both blamed each other as a matter of course, and both were able to offer 
a long list of the other’s faults. What went wrong? It had been years since we had a conversation 
as honest as we did that day. It was the most nauseating and liberating feeling. For a few years 
leading up to this conversation we had talked less and less and argued more and more.  
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Spring 2010 “So good to see you” my friend says.  

 

I am welcomed in the large foyer of their beautiful house. Just a few months after 

my life has come unglued, it’s hard not to feel resentment when I spend time with a 

couple that seems to have it all together. A beautiful house, thriving career and 

enough money for one of them to stay home with the kids: all the things I was 

‘supposed’ to have provided for my family.  

 

So many people trying to understand why our marriage ended. Something must be 

wrong with us.  

 

It took several months for us to arrange to get together. I had not wanted to spend 

time away from my daughter, I was nervous about how I would be received as 

newly divorced, how I would be evaluated as a single father.  

 

My friends had invited another acquaintance over for breakfast, also newly 

separated.  

 

Feeling like they thought we were alike because of our new relationship status, I 

couldn’t help but think it was like inviting the less functional people over to have a 

sense of community. At the time it didn’t cross my mind that this was a supportive 

gesture, it felt like a judgmental one.   

 

We spent the morning talking about they why of my relationship’s demise. Almost 

as if we were collectively searching for a reason that would be acceptable or 

palatable to the Christian community of which these friends were apart with me.   

 

Reflecting on the last year of our relationship, I found myself uncovering memories 

that I had already obscured. Leading up to and after our discussion I had found 

notes and emails left conspicuously on the computer screen or kitchen counter 

written to herself or by her mother and sent to her. “He’s fallen apart” or, “he has 
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no idea how hard it is for you”  were phrases often repeated by my mother-in-law. I 

had failed to provide a bigger home, better vacations. I hadn’t caught the vision 

that she was now a mother and my job was to stop pursuing my education or my 

vocational aspirations and start making money.  There were notes on how to save 

money that won’t be detected by the lawyer by buying gift cards that can be utilized 

at a later date. It had felt like there was a campaign to get me back in line. 

 

I knew the conversation was coming. Though I had prepared myself for the 

conversation I’m not sure I actually believed I would have the courage to have it. 

Like jumping off a cliff with no safety harness, I knew no way to prepare myself for 

what would come next, and there was limited places to find help. On the other hand 

it seems to ring true that my wife had “been preparing emotionally for the divorce 

long before it occurs” (Nielsen, 2012, p. 142). I don’t know if that was true for her, 

but it seemed like it. Within 24 hours of our conversation she had called the 

mediator and a real estate agent. By the end of the week she had put an offer on a 

new house and drawn up plans to renovate.  

 

In the years leading up to our separation, we had periods of intense conflict, 

interspersed with active avoidance. Numerous therapists, some fired by her, some 

just came to an end because it seemed as though I was uncooperative. The 

marriage had been over for years, if it really ever got started. But that didn’t 

matter. It didn’t matter that I had given my all and left every ounce of devotion I 

could muster. It didn’t matter who said what or who didn’t do what. It was still the 

hardest thing I’ve ever done, because choices were involved. When choices are 

involved, so is ownership.  

 

I left my friends house that afternoon, my head spinning with all that we had 

discussed. I didn’t know what to feel. I wanted to crawl under a rock. I no longer 

felt at home with my friends, and felt that even they had an idea of parenting in 

which my main role was to be financially responsible for my ex-wife and my 

daughter. There was no sense of equality and no sense that my hope of being an 
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involved father was anything more than a novelty that I was expected to give up at 

some point in the future. 

 
At the end of the day, I know that men are more likely to have a hard time adjusting to 

the reality of the divorce. More terrifying for me is the sense that daughters in particular, are 
more likely to blame their dads for the break-up of a marriage (Nielsen, 2012). I was determined 
to ensure above all else, that I had the most time with my daughter I could possibly have. To 
build the most positive connection with her possible, I sacrificed much in the first years of her 
life and following our separation. I was very aware from my professional experience that 
divorced fathers often get less residential custody than mothers. While this is less true in many 
Canadian contexts where policy and the court are shifting the balance towards a more shared 
parenting model (Ball, 2010), men generally do not fare as well as women. Many shared 
parenting arrangements that begin at 50/50 revert to a primary caregiver model within five years 
(Nielsen, 2012). There are many potential reasons for this.  

 
More likely than married fathers to have “psychological, behavioral, and financial 

problems,” divorced fathers often have “weakened their relationships with their children” 
(Nielsen, 2012, p. 146) prior to separating. Men experience higher rates of depression than 
women following a marital breakdown. Coupled with a loss of social support and less contact 
with children, “men tend to mourn the loss of their family and children, even more than their 
former partner” (Whitehead & Bala, 2012, p. 152). Often unable to “psychologically separate 
their role as husband from their role as father”, men can have trouble moving forward with a 
“distinct identity as a father” (p. 152). I didn’t find this to be my challenge, however. My 
challenge was found in the sense that mothers are set up by the legal system to be in a position of 
privilege when it comes to matters of children and families. Fathers often feel “discouraged and 
disheartened, unwanted and unnecessary” (Nielsen, 2012, p. 146) by this systemic separation and 
feel as though they will not be able to be the kind of father they want to be, even with my 
relentless drive to be an equally involved parent and a present father to my daughter. There has 
been numerous times where I felt like giving up where the people in my life seemed to want to 
see me fail and seek the help of my daughter’s mother.  

 
For years leading up to our separation I had felt gradually and progressively disconnected 

from the deeply intertwined community of which I had been a part. For a long time I believed 
this to be a natural part of growing up. I was allowed to have friends and be an active participant 
in my community of friends, until the girls got married – at which point it was no longer 
appropriate to be close – and until marriage was followed by children and all the men began to 
struggle with the burden to provide. Disconnecting from community and friends seemed to be 
part of growing up, and become a mature adult. I began to equate maturity with independence 
and independence with loneliness (Way, 2011). No longer was I a part of a group or a network of 
mutually supportive relationships, so much as I was connected to one person for whom I was 
inextricably linked and for whom my role was to provide—until I failed to sustain our 
relationship while working to provide and fulfill the very definition of masculinity that seemed to 
be in front of me. In the midst of this failure, it felt that everyone disappeared. 
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Sometimes the best map will not guide you  
You can't see what's round the bend 

Sometimes the road leads through dark places  
Sometimes the darkness is your friend 

Today these eyes scan bleached-out land  
For the coming of the outbound stage 

Pacing the cage.  
(Bruce Cockburn) 

Vignette	#3		

Ghost	Town	
 

Conversations with a Friend 
 

 
 
 
In the years leading up to our formal separation I had been less and less able to see or 

spend time with friends. During a time when most of my friends were finding their stride in their 
careers, having first, second and third kids, I found it near impossible to spend time with anyone 
because of my school, work, and parenting commitments. Exacerbated by the level of conflict in 
our relationship, I remember numerous times we went to attend parties and sat in front of our 
friends’ house fighting in the car. It became impossible to spend time with anyone because of the 
intensity of our disagreements and the extreme discomfort that social settings represented.   

 
By the time we arrived at our separation, I saw friends very infrequently and our 

relationships had become superficial. I recall wondering whether this was because of how 
uncomfortable and ashamed I was about the failure of my marriage or if this was just what 
happens to thirty-something working parents. I could always feel the discomfort of my friends’ 
wives as they learned of the state of our relationship. Most of them were privileged enough to 
stay at home with the kids. I don’t know if my sense of their discomfort was about their own fear 
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of what could happen or their disapproval of how we were coping. Regardless, I felt their unease 
and did not want to be around. I discovered some years later that my ex-wife had called all of my 
friends and their spouses and demanded they intervene on her behalf and make me see her point-
of-view more clearly. Some did, and some didn’t. Almost all of them have gone their own way 
since then. 

  

Circle	of	Sides	
 

“We love you both and will not choose sides” many of them said. Trying to remain 

indifferent to the causes I’m sure we were both declaring was one of the most 

damaging experiences at that time. I don’t think I blame them anymore. If anything I 

feel more of an indifference, which is perhaps worse. At the time the feeling of 

“rejection and isolation as the community withdraws some of its approval and 

support” added up to a “new sort of loneliness” (Bly, 2004, p. 74) for which I was 

not prepared.  

 

One night I was invited to a friend’s house for dinner with his family. I had so looked 

forward to this. Feeling optimistic that this was a way to keep old friendships alive 

and have a community around my daughter I accepted eagerly. Some six months 

after separating, I had not seen them in quite some time and was looking forward to 

our time together.  

 

Midway through our meal together my friend set down his cutlery and looked at me 

with concern. He seemed nervous – pensive.  

 

“We want you to know we love you” he said quickly and sternly.  

 

“I love you guys too”, I say awkwardly, my three-year-old daughter looking on 

quizzically. 

 

“We also need you to know that we are not choosing sides,” he said with some relief. 

His message delivered, he seemed ready to move on.  
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Calmly, I said, “I totally understand, if I was in your position I would do the same 

thing.” Why did I say that? I thought to myself. What do you mean you won’t choose 

sides? If you don’t choose sides then you must not understand! If you don’t 

understand, how can you be a friend! I thought to myself. 

  
This moment is etched in my memory and often arises for me when I interact with old 

friends. I fully understand the desire of my friends to be above the conflict and remain connected 
with both my ex and I. At the time I had hoped it would mean that my daughter would have the 
opportunity to have more consistent community in her life. The awkwardness of hearing that my 
ex-wife would also attend dinner with my childhood friends was difficult to bear, and in the end 
the friendship was lost for both me and for my daughter.  

 
Perhaps most painful in this period was the disappearance of many of my community of 

faith and friends. Friends I had known and supported since early grade school – and whom had 
only known my wife for a few years – distanced themselves and looked for ways to not express 
too much interest in how either of us processed the whole experience. While they had all showed 
up in force to support the renovation of my ex’s new house, I did not receive even one phone call 
from my community. It became evident in the following months that what people believed was 
that I was the one who failed in the relationship. She may have needs, but it was my job as the 
man to sort them out and “love her enough” to heal from past wounds and move on with her life.  

 
The day before the moving truck came and emptied the contents of our life from our little 

townhouse I wrote to my friends. 
 
To: Jeff St. John1 Sent: Fri Jan 22:52:36 2010  
Subject: This weekend and going forward 
 
Hi all,  
 
You haven’t heard from me for a while for what I’m guessing are obvious reasons. I’m 
writing now for a couple reasons; one in particular. Mainly I wanted to ask for your 
support in prayer and your best hopes and thoughts for Jordan. I don’t know who knows, 
and who doesn’t, but this weekend is our transition weekend, where my ex-wife will be 
moving into her new place effectively tomorrow and Sunday.  
 
We have been working hard to make this the very best possible for Jordan, and while it is 
difficult to make this type of situation a positive experience, we have been devoting all our 
energy to making it as easy for Jordan to adapt as possible. While my ex-wife’s2 house has 
been worked on for a little over a month, we have spent lots of time visiting and getting Jo 

                                                
1 Recipients were ‘blind carbon copied’ 
2 I have replaced the name of my former wife with the word “ex-wife” in an effort to respect her 
and her privacy 
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acclimatized, and generally spending every spare moment with her just trying to have fun 
and create adventures in the midst of difficult times.  
 
While I’ve learned in my life and work over the last 5 or 6 years that the cliché “it takes a 
village” is profoundly true, I am humbled and saddened by my own inability to ensure that 
the village is known to her in the way I would hope. Mostly I am acutely aware that Jordan 
needs to know, and be known by all of you, and to learn from and to love all of you if she is 
going to make it through this transition over the coming months, and continue to develop 
and grow into the girl she is made to be.  
 
So, I am asking you all to help in whatever ways you can: whatever prayers you can say, 
whatever words you can say to her and whatever love you can show our baby girl through 
this time. While I know that you all care deeply for her and hope the very best for her, I 
wanted to let you all know how much I would appreciate your support for her both now 
through the initial weeks, and into the future. I now know what it is to covet your prayers 
in the truest sense.  
 
Yours, Jeff  
Sent from my Blackberry  
 

 The response. Virtual silence. So began three years of profound loneliness and 
quiet in our little home. For years leading up to this day I had become decreasingly 
connected with my community of friends. Years earlier I remember fighting with my 
mom about how important my community of friends were. She believed, I think until she 
passed away, that I felt my friends were somehow more important than family. They 
were never more important.  
 
 Our marriage was incredibly difficult. My friendships seemed to make her feel 
threatened and I found it just became more and more uncomfortable to talk about 
anything related to my life with my friends. It was always so complicated, and it didn’t 
look like it was supposed to. I had never wanted to follow the common path that everyone 
else seemed to pursue. Go to school – get a job – find a wife – buy a house – have kids – 
retire – die. I was supposed to have finished school and found a great career that 
progressed logically and quickly, find a partner who was supportive and understanding – 
able to entertain and raise the kids and still be the smart and funny one. I was supposed to 
be a great dad and make enough money for a big house, an SUV and a vacation property. 
In contrast, my marriage had been filled with what appeared to be career dead ends, 
conflict, and the mental health challenges of loved ones, unemployment, and impossible 
family dynamics.  
 
 Everything felt like it was my personal failure. To be a good man and a good 
father was to achieve all these things and provide for my family. Long arguments with 
my father during my teen years about the way to think about my role as a man related 
specifically to vocation were influential in the thinking that brought me to this feeling. 
Work was something to be suffered for the sake of your family and for the weekend, that 
there might be a glimpse of joy on a Saturday afternoon before you start getting ready to 
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go back to work. The church was influential in this as well: to be good and Godly is to be 
a leader and to keep your house in order. Proof of this capacity was to be seen in the way 
your family behaves, and in the size of your SUV. While I had always felt I was wired for 
things that don’t traditionally make a lot of money, I had been prepared for some of this 
journey for myself. In the context of marriage this seemed to make me somehow 
defective from the start. I wanted to be a devoted and present father, which only seemed 
possible if I passed the entrance requirement of providing a sizeable income, stability and 
also flexibility to do all this and be present (Doucet, 2010).  
 

Guys’	Night	
 

I brought a large network and community of friends into the marriage. After years 
of volunteering and working as a youth leader in a faith-based organization, I had my 
community of friends at that point in my life had been rich and full. Almost overnight 
they seemed to disappear.  

 
Fall 2004. Shortly after returning from a brief time at grad school in Vancouver I 

invited a group of men to start meeting every other week in the evening. We called it 

“Guys Night” and it was intended to be an opportunity for us to gather and spend 

some time deliberately getting to know each other better, and to talk about the parts 

of our lives we don’t normally get a chance to. It was all I could come up with as a 

way to have a place to make sense of my failing marriage. There had been no other 

friends willing to talk about this before we got married or after. Upon our return 

from Vancouver I needed this.  

 

We had moved to Vancouver shortly after we were married. I had dreamed for many 

years of attending grad school there to pursue studies in theology. For me it was a 

dream-come true. For my new wife it was a nightmare. Within a month of arriving 

she started seeing a therapist and was diagnosed with depression and anxiety. My 

study and ultimately my vocational plans were put in jeapordy when she insisted we 

return home to be with family. Devastated, I was also committed to taking care of 

her, as I knew that for me, the idea that my role as a husband was to provide for her 

and sacrifice my hopes for her wellbeing. As I was studying at a Christian college, I 

felt tremendous pressure from both my wife and some of those around us to finally 

give up my dream and be a good Christian man by taking my wife back to Calgary 

and to begin working a job that would provide for her and her health needs.   



 106	

 
I was unprepared both for how important this group would become to me, but also 

how uncomfortable this group made the wives of the men involved. Some demanded to 
know what was discussed, or wanted assurances as to the limits of the discussions that 
would take place. Almost all of the men ended up having some kind of heated discussions 
with their partners about how they felt they should have a place to talk about things with 
other men. Almost all of the women felt they should be the ones that had access to the 
innermost thoughts of these men.  

 
I felt a particular discomfort with the struggles each of the men had with their 

spouses related to their participation in the group. I did not want to cause problems for 
people but it did seem as though there was a pressure to not need any other male support. 
I never thought about it in the context of manliness, but I quietly felt in my bones the 
influence of a culture “where needing or wanting emotional support or intimacy is the 
antithesis of manliness” (Way, 2011, p. 263).   

 
Spring 2009. “Just love her” said one of the guys. “It’s your job to love her, 

regardless of what she says or does. You just need to keep your house in order.” 

 

My stomach turned. In this moment I knew there were limits to the support I 

would receive from this group. It has taken years to process this one moment as 

the years of committed friendship seem to culminate in a very clear message to 

me. Be stronger. Be more committed. If there is conflict it is your fault. There 

seemed clear messages about what my role was in the marriage as a man (rather 

than as a person in a deeply painful and conflicted situation). Messages that felt 

interlaced with a sense of shame where I was being seen as ‘not up to the 

challenge’. If I did not make my marriage look like the members of the group – by 

doing whatever I had to do to reflect my vocational competence, my role as head 

of a household and so on – I would be considered less a part of the group. This 

was made abundantly clear as these group of men I cared deeply for ‘policed’ me. 

There were so many messages layered into this exchange, not the first of all was 

that I did not get to be an equal participant in the family, I was somehow over and 

above it. A sense I had, and continue to have a profound discomfort with, as it 

seems a losing game for all – particularly myself.  
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While I would normally point out that this is a negative message as it relates to 

the woman in this context, for me in this moment I recall the shame I felt in front 

of this group of me. Shame that I was somehow less than. Somehow I was failing 

at what it means to be a man and a father all at once. But this failure was because 

of my own emotional pain. Again I was pushed back, shoulders slumped. I don’t 

get to feel or get equal recognition for my feelings. Family is not a place of safety 

but a place of performance and sacrifice. 

 

No wonder those wives did not trust our conversations. From then on, neither did 

I. Except I left the mountains that day knowing I would not be able to share my 

inner thoughts and feelings with those men either.  

 
The group was a profound experience for all the men involved. I had not experienced 

such connection with other men since I was in high school. The relationships we had as a result 
of that group were deeply rewarding. But they were in some ways matched in their effect as 
policing relationships. In Guyland, Michael Kimmel (2008) cites Robert Brannon’s (1976) four 
rules of masculinity written in Boyland. Kimmel suggests that all these years later these four 
rules haven’t really changed that much. The boys’ code endures, where boys and men are 
expected to be strong, successful in work with ample material wealth and power, reliable and 
self-reliant, and ready to take risks. Kimmel suggests that these rules are enacted in the life of 
boys and men in ways that are largely “homosocial”, or in other words, “performed for, and 
judged by, other men” (p. 47). Men’s peers are a kind of “‘gender police,’ always waiting for us 
to screw up so they can give us a ticket for crossing the well-drawn boundaries of manhood” (p. 
47). I don’t know whether this is true or not but it often feels true enough to see it in action in my 
relationships. Even in relationships that I have that are open and honest and expressive with other 
men, there are always moments of guardedness and humour used to point out our transgressions 
or make judgements. On a moment’s notice we are prepared to cover up and act like a man if 
another man walks into the room. The guy code requires “that boys and young men shut down 
emotionally, that they suppress compassion, and inflate ambition” (Kimmel, 2008, p. 55).  

 

Relationships	and	men	generally	
 
 Both in my experience and in much of the literature on men’s relationships, there is a 
dominant sense that male friendships are “built largely around sports and work-related interests, 
often characterized by a lack of intimacy or a belief in the lack of intimacy, competition and 
homophobia” (Doucet, 2000, p. 178). While I have had experiences of closeness with some of 
my male friends, they have been few and far between and reflect what Rutherford suggests “is 
like entering an uncharted territory and inventing its geography” (Rutherford, 1999, p. 2). Male 
gendered friendship patterns and forms of intimacy are often depicted as being less “of the face-
to-face variety that women are identified with” but more of a “side-by-side nature” (Brandth & 
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Kvande, 1998, p. 301). This seems to translate into fathering approaches as well, where 
‘friendship with the child is important’ expressed by fathers generally more in action-oriented 
styles as noted in numerous places (Doucet, 2000, 2009a, 2009b, 2013). 

 
It seems like common knowledge that men are somehow less competent as social animals 

than women, or that men simply “lack the emotional tools, empathy, sensitivity, (self-) 
understanding, indeed maturity, necessary to enable a committed relationship on equal terms” 
(Whitehead, 2002, p. 156). The suggestion that I am better suited to climbing the career ladder or 
hunting rather than the “emotional labour required to sustain a relationship” (p. 156) is 
provocative, prejudicial and grossly misrepresentative of the social and emotional capacity of 
men. Unfortunately it is also a view that seems to dominate my social world. 

 
Yet it is also true – or it often feels that way. While I can think of countless examples to 

the contrary, it seems as though much of the world feels that the boys and men are often  
 
not prepared to manage the complexities of a loving relationship because they’ve 
been shortchanged on the basic skills of emotional literacy: empathy, conscience, 
the vocabulary for meaningful emotional expression, and the idea that emotional 
interdependence is an asset – not a liability. (Kindlon & Thompson, 2000, p. 90)  
 

Summer 2009. I arrive to find two of my close friends waiting. It’s a restaurant that I 

know I can’t afford. I’ve been confused since Thursday as to why this is happening. 

My wife is normally against me spending time with friends. Normally against me 

having time that is neither work, nor giving her a break from parenting. I feel 

uncomfortable with the whole idea, even though they are two good friends.  

 

“Hey Jeff.” Neil says.  

 

Odd. They never call me by my actual name. Normally our time starts with an insult 

or a nickname - meant as an endearing welcome to communicate familiarity but keep 

the distance. Something is up.  

 

I soon discover that it is an intervention – one that my wife has orchestrated. In the 

years following, I discover that she had phoned most of my friends, trying to get them 

to intervene on her behalf.  

 

“It doesn’t matter how you feel, Jeff, it matters that you stay in this marriage and 

support your wife no matter what because that is what God calls you to.” 
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Our conversation is awkward, and I feel deeply conflicted. These guys had known of 

our struggle for years and hadn’t known how to help. I understood that and did not 

blame them for it. At the same time, it felt like a betrayal that they connected with me 

to reinforce the importance of the commitments I made rather than listen to my 

experiences or hear my point of view. In the moment, I didn’t feel their compassion; I 

only heard their judgment that my character as a man was not up to the challenge. 

 

It seems to me that men suffer, much as boys do, living in “a culture that tells them to 
disconnect from others, including their families in order to be men, to be mature, or ‘find 
themselves’” (Way, 2011, p. 272). The sense that I have is that I can come once I am sorted out 
and have it all together – but until then I may be dangerous or too physical. Much effort has been 
exerted in research to reinforce the idea that “men’s forms of intimacy are seldom of the face-to-
face variety” (Brandth & Kvande, 1998, p. 301).  

 
In an interesting treatment, The Beauty of Friendship: Foucault, Masculinity and the 

Work of Art, Steve Garlick (2002) extrapolates some of the musings of Foucault, Derrida, and 
Nietzsche on friendship. Garlick argues that the “institution of heterosexuality, and the fear of 
homosexuality, have been essential to the construction of hegemonic notions of masculinity that 
effectively disallow an engagement” amongst the “complex inter-relations between art, 
masculinity, sexuality and friendship” (p. 56). According to Garlick, Enlightenment era ideals of 
“spiritual brotherhood” (p. 561) that were rooted in notions of reason and believed to be superior 
to more bodily forms of love gave way during this establishment of an institution of 
heterosexuality to an awkward transition in the late 1800s. 

 
Garlick notes that social practices around male friendships underwent massive shifts in 

the late 19th and early 20th century. From the discouragement in institutional contexts of close 
male friendships between schoolboys to the emergence of fraternal organizations that some 
(Franco, 1997) suggest performed the function of shielding “men from the normative societal 
demands of manhood” (Garlick, 2002, p. 562). The disappearance of the idea of brotherly love 
and the emergence of suspicion connected to male friendships related to close male relationships 
gave rise to what Garlick terms a “hegemonic notion of friendship that (as with art) has been 
effectively ‘feminized’” (p. 563). 

 
Garlick further argues that while “good friendship” is “conceived in implicitly ‘feminine’ 

terms based on the importance of self-disclosure” (p. 571), we need to understand in our current 
postindustrial setting “how the current ‘feminine’ condition of friendship articulates with the 
overwhelmingly ‘masculine’ tradition” (p. 571). I like Garlick’s way of suggesting that this 
leaves men in an “impossible, or impassable, position” that is made up by a “heritage that is 
effectively denied a place in the present, ‘masculine’ friendship is at once prescribed and yet 
already foreclosed” (p. 571). 
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What emerges through this discussion of discourse of male embodiment, power, 
relationship is a sense of impassable circularity. To be competent in contexts where we are 
currently not, we must slough off our hegemonic, traditional masculine, achievement oriented 
patterns of being. However to be accepted in these worlds long enough to become competent, we 
must first provide the price of admission which seems to be a demonstration of those very 
elements men might want to be set free from. As Doucet (2000) suggests, were men “more 
involved in the lives of children” they might be able to change their friendship patterns and 
possibly relate to other men on more emotional levels (p. 179). This is profoundly more difficult 
than it seems at first glance.  

 

Where	did	everyone	go?	
 
 There was a stark difference between how my friends handled both me and my ex in the 
wake of our October decision. In the three months between deciding to separate and the day she 
moved out, she had spent countless hours gutting and renovating a new home. The community of 
friends I had brought into the relationship rallied. My male friends arrived and helped with the 
demolition and offered their help to ensure she got on her feet. My father spent over a week of 
labour to redo all the electrical work in the new home. It was truly a sight to see, as my 
community of friends all ensured that she was going to be okay, and that they responded to her 
concern that she be able to provide a safe home for our daughter.  

 
In my post-divorce life, I have found my relationships have changed substantially. Within 

six months of being separated I was again invited for dinner at friends’ houses. The wives of my 
friends viewed time for just the guys to hang out suspiciously. There was a profound discomfort 
spending the evening with friends. They didn’t know what to say, and neither did I. I would 
arrive with my daughter, and after an initial time of reacquainting everyone, the awkward 
conversations would begin. I had the sense that I couldn’t represent myself as too happy or too 
sad lest it appeared I wasn’t taking the seriousness of my situation seriously enough. If I am too 
happy the wives would become uncomfortable, almost as if the reality of my divorce might make 
it look appealing to their husbands.  

 
 If I spoke of work, then it seemed I would be understood as a workaholic. If I spoke of 

holidays, it seemed I would be enjoying myself and shirking my parenting duties. Many of my 
friends would have my daughter and I over for dinner and then a week or two later have my ex-
wife and my daughter for dinner. No doubt they were hearing very different stories. All seemed 
to look for the one reason. Almost as if blame could be determined and this would help them 
make sense of it. As if having one story – the truth – would make it easier to deal with the 
complexity of my life.  
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Other	Voices:	Boys	Don’t	Cry	
 

A mother left her child on the doorstep of school’s first day.  

His weeping was more bitter because he was alone  

For eternity, that time that never moves for one so small 

Trapped in a classroom. Boys don’t cry! He was soon himself again,  

 

Or so it seemed but he had changed. Children always do.  

One poet says they are like eggs stewing in  

their lives and we have no control over what the cooking will do. 

 

Some get harder and harder. That’s the way life works,  

He says, especially for boys, young men to be precise. 

In the afternoon, his mother came back and he was quiet, no tears. 

 

 

That happens when we turn on the heat that first day of school,  

When we distinguish boy tears from girl tears, and tell them  

Boys have to tough it out. Ah, the lessons we teachers teach  

When we disperse the salts of human kindness according to gender.  

 

 

Joseph T. Cox – Garden’s Close 

(as cited by Way, 2011, p. 281)  
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I've proven who I am so many times 
The magnetic strip's worn thin 

And each time I was someone else 
And every one was taken in 

Powers chatter in high places 
Stir up eddies in the dust of rage 

Set me to pacing the cage. 
(Bruce Cockburn) 

 

Vignette	#	4		

Laying	Waste		
 

Conversations with Myself 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
March 2010. I wake to the sight of blood on my pillow. Rolling over, a mix of blood and 

fluid pours out of both of my ears.  

 

I’m disoriented. What is happening to me? I can’t hear! Wait. I can’t hear. Where’s 

my daughter?  

 

PANIC 
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I call my ex-wife.  She had moved out almost two months ago.  

 

Me: “Help. Whatever you’re saying I can’t hear you. I need help. You need to come 

and pick up our daughter. NOW. I have to go to the hospital.”  

 

She comes. My daughter leaves. Confused. She’s two.  

 

I fall to the ground in tears. What’s happening? I never cry. I’m not invincible. This 

is the moment where I come unglued. Not the separation. Not the day she moved out. 

Nor was it the many visits to therapists along the way or the way my friends treated 

me like I had some kind of moral disease. This moment where I was unable to push 

through any longer. Where my strength failed and the intense fear that this could 

somehow be used to demonstrate I was incapable of taking care of everything – 

taking care of my daughter – would be used against me and I wouldn’t be allowed to 

be the father I long to be.  

 

Hospital visit: The doctor has to yell for me to understand. “just an ear infection. 

Take these”. He holds up a prescription pad. 

 

Thanks. 

 

This is the first of several visits to the doctor over several months. Repeated 

infections I can only understand as the result of total exhaustion and stress.  

 

I return home and climb directly into bed. The house is silent and I am bedridden. 

Weak and unable to hear, I type an email to ask my parents for help. They are 

thrilled to be asked, and I am ashamed to need the help.  

 

Every morning and every evening for two weeks my father drives the twenty minutes 

to my house to help me with my various medications and ensure that I am getting 
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enough food. For a week – longer than since I was a child - I lay in bed. I can’t hear, 

so I can’t watch TV or listen to anything. Everything feels like it has come undone.  

 

During the long period in bed, I have more time to reflect than I have in years. My 

mind wanders far and wide. All that I have studied, all that I have experienced my 

mind is relentlessly searching to make sense of how I got to where I am. I have 

imaginary conversations with various people as I lay convalescing.   

 

I’m curious what caused my Dad to care for me in this way. He has never done this 

kind of thing for me.  

 

Why are you willing to do this now? You never seemed to pay much attention to my 

day to day wellbeing before. You have always seemed proud that mom was more the 

primary caregiver. Never wanted anything to do with the sickness or the feeding of 

my sister and I.  

 

His presence every day, twice a day, was disconcerting. Why now? 

 

I hear the door open. Something is set on the table in the kitchen. Scuffing on the 

stairway. He brings a bag with magazines and more medicine.  

 

A monologue about not keeping my house clean enough. 

 

I nod. He leaves shortly after with a short “goodbye”.  

 

My mind wanders. 

 

I have always found it difficult to cry or show weakness. Not because I don’t have 

significant emotions, and certainly not because I don’t have weakness, more because 

the consequences of demonstrating these emotions publically always felt incredibly 

risky. What if it makes people uncomfortable? What if they think I’m too physical 
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with my emotions? Some might applaud this kind of vulnerability, I’ve always felt I 

would be attacked for it. Or worse – dismissed for it. Until my divorce five years ago, 

I could count the number of times I have cried during my adult years on one hand. As 

I have gotten older and experienced the loneliness that comes with profound loss, I 

no longer find it such a challenge, but there is always a moment’s hesitation. A block 

of some kind. 

 

I’ve been called cerebral, and stoic – a man’s man. I don’t see myself in this light 

remotely; a selective yet effective performance maybe. I’ve wanted to cry at different 

points, but it always seems as though there is an oppressive unnamed force 

restraining me. What has been even more confusing is the profound depth of emotion 

I feel, and the intense level of care for those I have close to me. How I express or do 

not express my inner world has often very little to do with what is happening in it. 

 

I don’t think I’m emotionally “inarticulate” (Frosh, Phoenix, & Pattman, 2002, p. 

1), nor do I see myself as lacking capacity emotionally. In the right setting – and 

often with women – I am able to talk at length and with dome depth about my 

emotional and spiritual experience.  I have certainly been well exposed to many who 

believe that a man’s ability to experience emotion is somehow lacking at a 

primordial or biological level. Culturally we are very uncomfortable with men’s 

emotional lives outside of some narrow ways of expressing them.  

  

As I’m lying in bed surfing the internet I come across Linda Lee’s article in the New York 
Times (2002), in which she describes a brief moment on CNN, where well-known TV anchor 
Wolf Blitzer was reporting on news of a Senator dying in a plane crash. I am off-put by Lee’s 
description of Blitzer, where she points out that Blitzer warns viewers of the chance they may be 
disturbed not only by the death of the Senator, but the “very emotional” response (Lee, 2002) 
one of the men responding to the news of the death. As Lee describes it, “It was as if the sight of 
men’s tears threatened viewers’ own composure, implying that the social order itself was in 
danger” (Lee, 2002). If only this was a rare find in the popular media of our time. More recently, 
the headline of a local newspaper decries the increasing number of ‘angst ridden’ men portrayed 
in popular television shows. I wonder how we got here? Not only are we cut off and cold 
hearted, we are angst ridden and peppered with anxiety.  
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I hear the door open. Steps on the stairs. My dad is back to help. I can’t believe he is 

doing this I think.  

 

Another monologue about how I need to take better care of myself. 

 

He asks if I need anything else, and then turns and goes for the night.  

 

As I turn my light out, I ask myself, “how did I get here”? This is such a strange 

place to me. For years my grit was part of what defined me, or so I thought. I knew 

where everyone was positioned in my life. My father was traditional and usually 

argumentative, now he is helpful and caring. I was strong and healthy, now I lay sick 

in bed. My friends were all that mattered, now they are nowhere to be seen. What 

crazy sequence of events or unhelpful beliefs landed me on the floor in the front 

hallway with both my ears bleeding, crying and terrified of losing the most important 

thing in my life. I had been living out a story that I didn’t understand, and in many 

ways I didn’t believe.  

 

As I fall asleep, I remember the Shah’s Tale of the Sand, and reflect that I have spent 

many years knowing that I was “hurtling” in my “own accustomed way” (Shah, 

1967, p. 23). I let myself feel the darkness around me, dwelling, as Robert Bly (2004) 

says, in the “cunning expressions of [my] isolating wound” (p. 74). This was my 

“invitation to go through the door,” and find a better way through. There had to be a 

better way. The door was certainly dark, as were the many nights that followed.  

 

GEEZ. 

 

I’m startled awake by my father standing in the bedroom doorway. I hadn’t heard 

him come in. We do our routine and he leaves unceremoniously.  

 

It’s the first of the month. I forgot to renew the automatic payment for child support. 

It’s the first day of the month still but that doesn’t stop the angry barrage of texts. My 
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body tenses and I feel a jolt of energy. Any time we talk of what she feels she is owed 

we are off to the races. Any time I feel like the world might see me as less than the 

very best father and borderline superhuman provider protector of both my daughter 

and even my ex 

 

My role from the world’s perspective – particularly as a divorced dad – is to provide 

financially. No one ever asks me how I am doing as a parent, or what I’m working on 

with my daughter in terms of her behaviour or developmental stage. They don’t ask 

me what I struggle with as a parent who has great hopes for my daughter and who is 

not only single parenting but needing to provide financially for a second household. 

The sometimes subtle and more often blatant questions seem directed towards 

whether I am taking care of my ex and my daughter financially.  

 

Every day that I wasn’t at work and I wasn’t taking care of my daughter I felt I was 

losing.  Work harder. Work faster. I found my security in these impulses, as I had 

bought into this for quiet a long time. It seemed that the world around me reinforced 

these when I was first separated. That my job wasn’t to father so much as it was to 

ensure that my daughter and her mother were taken care of. 

 

I hear the door open and my moms voice. They’ve both come to see me. Out for an 

evening drive.  

 

My mom gives me her stern look. The one that simultaneously communicates layers – 

that she’s disappointed in me for not taking care of myself, that she’s disappointed in 

herself for not raising me more successfully, and just generally being sad about the 

state of things. I love my mother, but she has her demons too, I think as she leaves.  

 

I’m no stranger to the dark night, I think. Why do I find it so hard to know the 

difference between fatigue, and depression and being angry or just sad? I know I’m 

not unique in this sense. When I feel like this I withdraw, become indecisive and 

irritable (Spector, 2006). I don’t want to be around anyone, which makes my journey 
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as a single father even more difficult. How do I redo my sad and depressed, my 

experiences of “guilt, difficulties in work, and often, uncontrolled anxiety” (p. 869) 

and still show up for my daughter the way I want to?  

 

I’m watching Rocky as I drift to sleep. I wonder about my fascination with this 

underdog warrior version of maleness. Why is this appealing to me? Is it the 

strength? The solitary figure overcoming? Why have I always been drawn to these 

heroic figures in literature and film?  

 

My mind drifts.  

 
Many portrayals of the masculine have gained popular attention and favour and then 

receded at different points over the last several hundred or so years. In the Victorian and 
Edwardian periods, being manly was understood in part as being openly “not feminine” (p. 15), 
and by expressing some clear sense of “physicality, virility, morality and civility” (p. 15). These 
cultural and class based ideas of manliness were an evolution in contrast to dominant gender 
ideas of earlier moments in our history. The aristocratic Renaissance man of the 1500s was 
idealized as a “complex combination of emotional, sentimental, foppish beau and militaristic 
aggressor” (Whitehead, 2002, p. 15 citing Armitage, 1977). The Elizabethan man of stature was 
often found wearing “extravagant, diverse and outlandish garments” (p. 15), and then as more 
puritanical sensibilities emerged in the late seventeenth century the “emotive exhibitionism and 
hedonism” connected to manliness became “less fashionable” (p. 15). In ancient Greece 
manliness had much more to do with “acquiring the virtues and habits required to engage in 
household management, friendship, pursuit of wisdom, and citizenship” (Flax, 2006, p. 1137). If 
men have, at different points in our history, been expressive in ways that perhaps today would be 
understood as anything but manly. I wonder why I find it so difficult to land on what kind of man 
I really want to be. Why do I seem to care so much about being one way or another? What is 
drawing me forward to this unknown ideal that I cannot quite articulate? 
  

Implicit in our language about maleness and masculinity is often what R. W. Connell 
(2005) suggests is the assumption of a “fixed, true masculinity beneath the ebb and flow of daily 
life” (p. 45). This dominant discursive reality is often invoked when speaking of what it means to 
be a man. While notions of masculinity in any singular form are likely to be “idealized products, 
representative of both the social conditions of the time and dominant ideological or discursive 
‘truths’” (Whitehead, 2002, p. 16), it seems more helpful and possibly more reasonable to think 
of masculinity as “historically variable and subject to change” (p. 16). Other elements, like race 
and economics enter into this consideration as well. Flax (2006) suggests that for White men in 
particular, the capacity “for abstract rationality and their ability to control emotions (and tears)” 
and redirecting aggression into “appropriate, culturally sanctioned activities” (Flax, 2006, p. 
1136) is prized. Though, from my own experience, this just means there are more and more 
complicated ways I don’t measure up to someone else’s idea of masculine. No doubt as a result 
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of both my local context and the passing of time, what it means to be a man has changed 
substantially in some ways and not at all in others.  

 

Reinforcing	unhelpful	stories	
 

I moved through my adolescent years very involved in Christian faith communities. My 
relationship with these religious communities has added another layer to this difficult and 
convoluted masculine landscape. Protestant theological orientations unsurprisingly have drawn 
heavily on “the mythopoetic men’s movement, Jungian psychoanalysts, Christian 
fundamentalist, sociobiologists and the essentialist school of feminism” (Whitehead, 2002, p. 
45). You don’t have to listen too closely to hear of “‘real men’, ‘natural man’, the ‘deep 
masculine’” (p. 45). The myth of so-called “true masculinity” is still alive and well and often 
thought to be “inherent in a male body or to express something about a male body” (p. 45). 
Reductive and essentializing, I wrestle with these voices from time to time. The idea that there is 
somehow an ideal, or worse, a biblical way of being male can be helpful when someone is 
unhealthy and looking for a model. On the other hand the effect of this mythical ideal ideal can 
be incredibly damaging and used to shame men. 

 
It’s twenty-eight degrees below zero centigrade. My friend and I make our way 

along the sidewalk to the entrance of the elementary school. It’s Sunday morning 

and my stomach is in knots. I tried going back to the church I worked at when I met 

my wife. It was an unpleasant experience. I attended this church before I met my 

ex-wife. It was a positive time in my life and I’m hoping to find some part of myself 

still here I think.  

 

You can’t tell by looking at me, but I bear signs of what this community sees as 

disgrace and disqualification. Sin.  

 

Lucky me: today’s is the last in a series on divorce. I’m glad I didn’t bring my 

daughter. I’m tempted to leave, but it’s taken me two years to show up. I’m staying. 

 

I see a few more old acquaintances. “What’s new?” they ask. They are friendly and 

kind. As individuals there is a deep sense of compassion. “I’m so sorry you had to 

go through all of that” they say. I’m thankful for their kindness 

 

We sit and the Pastor begins. “You have to understand what Paul is saying in 

Ephesians. Women are to serve men, men are to sacrifice and die to their wives”. 
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I’ve heard it all before. It always made me uncomfortable, but I identified 

somewhat with the idea that my job was to suffer somehow for my family’s gain.   

 

Now it not only sounds wrong, but also feels wrong. I know the intent and I know 

the background from my training. But now all I can feel is the heat on my neck as 

my mind races. There is a sense that being first a Christian man and then a failure 

at marriage is an exceptional failure. “How could you know Jesus and still this 

happens” is the sense I get. We will take care of you but brace yourself, when the 

pastor preaches the word you’re going to feel some shame. 

 

The Pastor makes some jokes to win back the women. “This passage is not about 

inequality, but about love” he says.  

 

“What does THAT mean?” I think.  

 

He doesn’t let the men off the hook. We are to persevere no matter what. “You’re 

there to serve the women,” he says.  

 

He’s trying to find a middle ground, I think, but now I don’t care. All I can here 

him saying is that in God’s eyes, I’m the one who failed to sustain our marriage. 

None of the context matters, God expects me to be stronger. I know in my head that 

this is neither what he is saying, nor what I really believe. But there are so many 

intermingled thoughts and feelings in my return to church on this cold Sunday 

morning.  

 

I leave and do not return. I very much feel a gap in my life where these more public 

demonstrations of faith and community experiences used to be. I no longer feel at 

home there. Yet I remain conflicted because I want my daughter to know some of 

what I knew in these close communities. How do I talk to her about my beliefs 

without letting her feel that she is somehow part of a broken or spiritually 
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disadvantaged family? Like there isn’t a place for her without feeling that even her 

family is a shame to be overcome?  

 
Others have considered the post-enlightenment move in the global west where overnight 

angels moved from being predominantly masculine to feminine. Women became symbols of 
purity and the caregivers in the home and men became mediators of the public world (Davidoff 
& Hall, 2003). Men moved outside the home as the dominant economic forms began to become 
institutionalized. Family structure continued to be closely linked with the necessity for economic 
productivity, but more than ever before this meant left the home to work in factories and cities.  

 
In the conservative Evangelical world I had been a part of there was a strong 

culture where men acted as provider, protector, and head of a family (Gelfer, 2010). I was 
always uncomfortable with this, but always felt more accepted by friends and family 
when I used these metaphors in my talk. What Arendell (1992) calls a “masculinist 
discourse of divorce” is powerful in the evangelical tradition I come from. Families that 
ended in divorce were “broken” and consisted of two parts: “the male-self and the wife-
and-children or, as referred to, “‘me’ and ‘them’” (p. 157). Divorced fathers were cast out 
and stigmatized – particularly if they did not get custody of the kids. The single mom was 
venerated and cared for by the “real men” of the church – those with intact, ordered 
households and the resources to help solve financial problems.  

 
During my time working in the church I recall moments where board members 

would recuse themselves because their “house was not in order” and what was meant was 
that their four-year-old was not behaving in a Godly way. The messages this sent were 
powerful and the pressure to perform in this way felt immense—a role that I somehow 
both wanted to fulfill and resist all at once. I remember feeling a mix of discomfort and 
anxiety. I don’t want that kind of responsibility; I don’t want what that means to my 
dreams or me and I don’t want what that creates in a family context. I want a partner. 
While I don’t see myself as ever really wanting this traditional or religious idea of 
maleness, I felt as though the community I was a part of saw this as the valid way of 
being.  
  

One of the more influential and recent fields of study grew out of Freud’s seminal work 
and his psychoanalytic oriented disciples. Connell (2005) suggests that Freud believed that 
sexuality in general and masculinity in particular are “precarious construction(s)” (p. 11) pieced 
together through a “long and conflict-ridden process” (p. 9). Freud’s influence echoes a century 
later. Though his view evolved to be quite different at the end of his life than at the beginning, 
his influence helped to surface ideas of normative, and to those participating in this discursive 
world, pathological, ideas of gender and sexuality. The idea that masculinity is a precarious 
construction (Vandello, Bosson, Cohen, Burnaford, & Weaver, 2008) is alive and well in the 
academic world in the underlying assumptions of many gender theorists.  

 
Linked to this psychoanalytic tradition is Jung’s unabashed embrace of this dualistic 

approach positing a mythological “masculine/feminine polarity” (Connell, 2005, p. 13), 
abstracting an “opposition of masculinity and femininity” (p. 14). Jung posited that there exists a 
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“universal structure of the psyche” where “no historical change in their constitution is 
conceivable; all that can happen is a change in the balance between them” (p. 13). Not 
surprisingly this mythological approach evolved into spiritual, religious and oft called mytho-
poetic movements in gender discourse (Whitehead, 2002, p. 45). Jung’s influence cannot be 
underestimated. Though not based in clinical or scientific knowledges, Jung’s philosophical and 
“mythopoetic” work has played a powerful role influencing popular and religious discourse 
about sexuality and gender psychology. 

 
I want very much to be a good man and a great father. To do that I am always considering 

my surroundings in a way that I am noticing what might be “for the best in a particular situation” 
but that is often not something I must open myself and be “spontaneously responsive to it” 
(Shotter, 2010, p. 8). For me this seems like opening myself up to be quite vulnerable. In the 
context of a high conflict divorce where most conversations about our daughter are highly 
emotionally charged – being unprepared and spontaneously responsive opens me up to great risk. 
What if I lose whatever power I have in this situation? Does being spontaneously responsive in 
these moments offer more benefit than fighting to hold my power to be an involved father when 
the deck seems stacked against this?   

 
Emphasizing the uncertainty of the constructing of individual masculinities, well-known 

gender theorist Stephen Pleck (1981) suggests achieving manhood is “risky, failure-prone 
process” (p. 20). Vandello et al. further argue that where “manhood” is achieved, it is often 
limited to “themes of agency, instrumentality, and achievement” (Vandello et al., 2008, p. 1326). 
Such narrow ideas of what it means to be a man are profoundly destructive and painful to deal 
with as a man. This idea that manhood and masculinity is hard won and easily lost has Vandello 
et al. (2008) is prevalent though often mis-construed as a universal idea. In both my faith 
community and amongst many of my friends, there was almost a sense that my openness to 
responding spontaneously responsive to my unfamiliar situation rather than just sticking it out 
had put me in jeopardy of losing my hard won status as a pillar of strength and a masculine 
person. My masculinity had been hard won, and it was easily lost. 

 

The	Crisis	
 
In the early 1990s the idea of a crisis of masculinity emerged and entered the mainstream 

(Greig, 2013). A kind of “male crisis” rhetoric was more common, shaped by what Greig 
suggests were “outdated essentialist notions of gender” where a “male disadvantage” caused by 
“women’s liberation in general and the work of feminists in particular” (p. 273). This discourse 
of a “crisis in masculinity” became a theme utilized by many to make arguments about the fate 
of males in terms of education, health, mortality and more.   

 
In Susan Faludi’s (1999) popular Stiffed: The Betrayal of the Modern Man, she suggests 

that a crisis of masculinity erupted out of a  “sexist consumer culture that commodifies and 
objectifies the male” (Faludi, 1999 as cited by Whitehead, 2002, p. 48). Faludi’s argument is that 
this culture coincides with a male loss – of economic privilege and dominance in the world of 
work and very public conversations about the nature of masculinity and its faults. Generally 
speaking, crisis discourse is about a failure by men to overcome cultural “emasculinization” (p. 
48).  
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Following this argument, feminism is seen as contributing “to the undermining of 

patriarchy and the male paradigm of control” resulting in men reconsidering “previously held 
beliefs about male roles and dominant masculinities” (Whitehead, 2002, p. 48). We have thus 
been left with a “crisis of confidence” (p. 48). Under this crisis, men buckle from the pressure to 
be both “be at the helm”, and also “engage in reflexive analysis” of their particular masculinity. 
Whitehead condenses Faludi’s thesis to ultimately suggest, “men have no clearly defined enemy 
who is oppressing them” (p. 48). Indeed, how is it possible that men can be oppressed when 
culturally men are identified as oppressors, and applauded by many when they also see 
themselves in this light?    

 
Socialized “to be independent, fearless, and tough and to avoid emotional expressions” 

men experience “tremendous pressure to adopt these masculine norms throughout their lives” 
(Garfield, Isacco, & Rogers, 2008, p. 475). Where men hold more traditional views on their 
masculinity are more likely to have poor health and hygiene habits, get hurt more, have more 
anxiety, depression and generally “maladaptive coping and psychological stress, as compared to 
men with less traditional beliefs” (p. 475). Gough (2006) further argues that the discourse around 
men’s health generally has been that men should “try to be healthy, but don’t forgo your 
masculinity” (p. 2476). 

 
Underlying much of the writing on the crisis of masculinity are assumptions that are 

essentialist and reductionist. Writing that embraces this discourse suggests that men and their 
respective experience of masculinity are somehow “homogenous and biologically indivisible” 
(Whitehead, 2002, p. 56). Often this discourse refers to masculinity “in the singular; usually 
white, heterosexual and ethnocentric...ahistorical and absolute, with men perceived as an 
homogenous group lacking class, ethnic, sexual or racial differentiations” (p. 55). Paradoxically, 
men are seen as “simultaneously powerful and threatening, yet also rendered powerless by 
external (often feminist) forces” (p. 55). Yet, it remains that men fare worse on almost every 
health indicator and are less willing to seek help until it is too late (Garfield, Isacco, & Rogers, 
2008). Substance use, depression, and stressful events are just a few of the significant issues 
around which men are unlikely to seek help. Health issues such as “heart disease, forms of 
cancer, stress, suicide, smoking, drinking and mortality rate” (Whitehead, 2002, p. 52) have been 
linked to dominant or “toxic” masculinities (Flood, 2007), as has educational underachievement. 
Men are more likely to die sooner, often as the result of an accident and they are less likely to 
attend preventive medical appointments, or seek help if they are feeling sick (Garfield, Isacco, & 
Rogers, 2008, p. 477).  

 
Whitehead suggests that the crisis discourse is utilized by some (men) in hopes of a 

return to a previous dominant or what they would like to believe is a ‘natural’ gender order. 
Implied here, according to Whitehead, is that some men desire to return to a recent historical idea 
of power relations between men and women, or at some level to construct a sense of potent 
masculinity in the midst of an “increasingly insecure world” (p. 61). Problematic with this view 
of course, is the notion that for there to be crisis, one must assume that there was some ‘natural’ 
state that has given way to an ‘unnatural’ state. This being said, it would seem that individuals do 
not have to believe this to invoke the crises discourse (p. 61). 
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Many believe that what is missing for me are some kind of symbolic way of progressing 
to manhood in the form of a rite of passage. The hope is that this kind of symbolic rite functions 
as a test to confirm the formation of masculine gender identity and provide a touchstone for 
young men progressing into adulthood.  At different points the absence of “formalized manhood 
rituals” has been argued by some as a reason that there is such concern about the “precarious 
nature of manhood” (p. 1325). Indeed, Robert Bly (1990) and Vandello et. al (2008) have argued 
that a lack of established rites of passage for men makes identities of manhood “troublingly 
ambiguous, uncertain, and problematic” (p. 1325).  In some instances, this can result in attempts 
to make these identities less ambiguous through informal “and sometimes harmful – 
demonstrations of masculinity” (p. 1325). In some ways, I suppose, my divorce and the journey 
into the wilderness of single fathering has been a kind of rite of passage for me, but in a way 
different than these scholars and writers suggest. 

 
My sense of being so sick that I was unable to care for my daughter for a time was 

largely because of how I approached my marriage AND my divorce. Continually shadow boxing 
with persuasive voices that tell me I am not allowed to have needs, I’m not allowed to take 
breaks. I must be like granite – able to have all the world crash against me and I will still be here 
standing strong and quiet. When I fell apart, it was because of years of coping and fulfilling at 
least a part of what I understood was my role and place in the world. Perhaps it was the way I 
responded to these powerful voices that contributed to where our marriage ended up. Or perhaps 
it was a lack of wrestling with these voices that led me into the marriage at the very beginning. 
What was unbearable in that moment of collapse was not just my sense of internal shame but the 
thought that in that moment the world would choose a side, and it would not be mine. In that 
moment I was alone, but the voices I heard were overpowering.  

 
“See, he can’t parent, he is a mess without a wife”, unable to take care of himself, he 
certainly won’t be able to take care of his daughter. “See, he called for help”. The 
voices were shaming and condemning. They were “absent but implicit” (White, 
2000).   

 
As unlikely as this may or may not have been – we were still in the middle of negotiating 

our separation agreement and making sense of how custody and living arrangements would 
work. I was terrified that I would lose my daughter because I exhibited weakness. Weakness that 
I couldn’t cover up, or hide, or push through. In that moment I realized that I was not just failing 
to fulfill an idea of who I am supposed to be but I felt that there were people and systems around 
me waiting for me to falter so they could step in and remind me that I am not equipped to be 
father to a young girl, because I am male. 
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Ancient	Voices:	The	Tale	of	the	Sand	(2	of	3)	
  

 

‘The wind’, said the sand, ‘performs this function. It takes 

up water, carries it over the desert, and then lets it fall 

again. Falling as rain, the water again becomes a river.’  

 

‘How can I know that this is true?’ 

 

‘It is so, and if you do not believe it, you cannot become 

more than a quagmire, and even that could take many, 

many years; and it certainly is not the same as a stream.’ 

  

‘But can I not remain the same stream that I am today?’ 

  

‘You cannot in either case remain so,’ the whisper said. 

‘Your essential part is carried away and forms a stream 

again. You are called what you are even today because 

you do not know which part of you is the essential one.’ 

 

(Shah, 1967, p. 23) 
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“He was shut out from all family affairs. No one told him 

anything. The children, alone with the mother, told her all 

about the day’s happenings, everything. Nothing had 

really taken place in them until it was told to their mother. 

But as soon as the father came in, everything stopped. He 

was the scotch in the smooth, happy machinery of the 

home. And he was always aware of this fall of silence on 

his entry, the shutting off of life,  

the unwelcome.”  

 

(Lawrence, 1976 / 1913, p. 62) 
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The park is full of Sunday fathers and melted ice cream 
We try to do the best within the given time 

A kid should be with his mother 
Everybody knows that 

What can a father do but baby-sit sometimes?  
(Sting) 

 

Vignette	#	5	

Mum’s	the	Word	
 

Conversations with ‘Others’ 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I walk out of the dentist exam room with my four-year-old and my ex and take my 

well-rehearsed place at the front desk. Standing there, elbows on the counter. 

Everyone seems to disappear when it’s time to pay. . 

 

The dentist is always a challenge. I’m not sure what went wrong along the way, but 

my daughter is terrified. Needles, dentists, and mascots – in that order. This time 

they asked if I would hold her down during the procedure. That will make bedtime 

routine a joy tonight I think, shaking my head to myself.   
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Dealing with healthcare professionals with my ex-wife is always a challenge. I can’t 

get a word in edgewise during the consult, but when the lady at the front desk looks 

to settle up, they’re only looking at me. It’s like they’ve planned this in advance. 

When the professional is female it makes it that much more challenging. The subtle 

cues that I’m not welcome take some real effort to overcome. My ex-wife works hard 

to appear as the one leading the charge or with the special insider knowledge about 

our daughter. I’m sure she feels she needs to do this to look like a good mom. I can’t 

blame her for this I suppose. Until my daughter is uncooperative, and then I’m 

somehow supposed to be the authoritative one. Though many of these professionals 

know us, and know our daughter spends exactly fifty percent of the time with each of 

us, they look to my ex-wife for 90% of the knowledge about her health. Particularly 

when we have conflicting stories. When for a time my daughter was having stomach 

aches at her mother’s house, and not my house – my theory of high stress bedtime 

routines, or irritating dietary choices that are made at her mom’s and not at my 

house were dismissed. Instead my opinion was dismissed because I was either less 

aware or my daughter wasn’t communicating with me for some reason.  

 

The administrator interrupts my thoughts. “Your insurance only covers part of 

today’s check-up. You will need to pay for the XRay and the cleaning”, the 

receptionist says. “That’s fine. Can I also confirm that you have my new address 

both for my daughter and I? Thanks.”  

 

The receptionist rattles off the address on file. It’s been changed again. Back to my 

ex-wife’s new address.  

 

In an instant my neck feels hot. My ex-wife is watching now.  

 

“Oh, Ok.” I say. “Can we please change it back to my address? You see, our 

daughter doesn’t have a primary address – she’s equally at both our places. And 

since she’s on my insurance and I pay for her for dentist appointments, I would 
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greatly appreciate if she was on record as being at my house – particularly so all the 

relevant health and financial communication comes to me in a timely manner? 

Thanks.” 

 

The receptionist looks nervous. She can tell I’m frustrated. She looks at my ex-wife. 

They exchange looks. 

  

“What’s your new address?” she says sheepishly. She writes it down. 

 

I’m angry. This is the third time my ex has changed the address back to her. I’ve 

missed payments and other communication – but more I’m frustrated that all seem 

complicit in this effort to ensure that mom is seen by all to be the ‘main’ parent. True 

or not, the receptionist seems to be operating under the pressure of some kind of 

code. Some way of knowing that the implications are greater for her if she doesn’t 

stick to what the other woman in the picture wants. Possibly through a suspicion that 

I might be trying to control the situation, she approaches me in a way that seems 

tentative. She may have had experiences that would reinforce this – other men who 

try and control. Where there is no evidence of this in my situation, her approach still 

impacts my ability to act as an equal decision maker in my daughter’s medical care. 

 

I pay and we leave. Frustrated, I get my daughter buckled into the car as my ex-wife 

drives off. I take a moment as I settle into the driver seat and get ready to drive my 

daughter to school to continue the day. I find these exchanges exhausting. The 

dentist, the doctor, and the eye doctor – it happens every time. I have never once 

missed my daughter’s health-related appointments. Every time it is the same 

experience. Body language, eye contact – even which questions get answered. No 

matter the professional I have to work hard to be considered a part of the 

conversation.  

 

Later, my ex shrugs and says I’m too sensitive, that it's no big deal. “Why don’t you 

trust me with our daughter’s appointments?” she asks, completely dodging the 
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premise of my concern. I want to be an equal caregiver – an equal parent, a role that 

I am actively shut out of despite my diligent attempts.  

 

Six months later we visit the dentist again. The address was never changed. I’m sure 

it’s possible there was a clerical error. It just seems more likely the receptionist was 

holding to some idea of the mom making those kinds of decisions. 

 

Involved	or	Not	
 

It is curious to me that I rarely find any references to how involved women are as 
mothers. There is a kind of “valorization of the full-time, stay at home mother” (Prokos, 2002, p. 
8). Balancing life and career is a challenge for a parent regardless of sex or gender. It is a reality 
that is pervasive in our Western consumerist culture. Where women speak of guilt going to work, 
there seems a mix of judgement and compassion for those who wrestle with whether to stay 
home or to go to work. I think men have a similar struggle, however there is few contexts where 
talking about it isn’t met with sharp critique. The word involvement is problematic to me in this 
respect. Much as it may have been that women were seen as not equipped for the workforce 
some years ago, men are still seen as ill-equipped to be a proper parent.  

 
Systems support the idea of a primary parent in ways that are pervasive but slowly 

changing. We are so oriented to thinking in terms of a primary or lead parent, there is a dominant 
idea that the mother is a default lead parent and men are a sidekick to the whole effort. I’m Robin 
to her Bat-mom. A kind of parenting intern to the resident mother. It is embedded in the 
language people use and the systems that parents interact with.  

 
Research over the last several decades has started to look more positively at men as 

fathers, particular in Western postindustrial contexts. While there are positive impacts to this 
trend there are also some subversive realities perpetuating the sense that fathers are second tier 
parents. Involvement discourse considers the quantity and quality of time spent and are typically 
biased against men. While this somewhat appreciative approach looks at what fathers are doing 
to be with, support and care for their children, few would invoke this discursive world for 
mothers. It would be unusual to hear someone ask how involved you are as a mother.  

 

Moms	Know	-	Dads	Learn	
 
So are mothers meant to mother and fathers destined to be second mates in parenting? 

Andrea Doucet (2006) ponders this question in her book Do Men Mother? In response to what 
she says are many authors who have “argued that the essence of mothering is the responsibility 
for children” (Doucet, 2006, p. 15). As Doucet points out, authors like Diane Ehrensaft (1984) 
have suggested that “mothering” refers to the “consciousness of being directly in charge of the 
child’s upbringing” (p. 47, as cited by Doucet, 2006, p. 9). The debate about whether good 
fathering is really just mothering in disguise holds implicitly the idea that being a good dad is 
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somehow an expression of feminine traits, or that men are not wired for care. We are so locked 
into this gender mythology we no longer see men as having expressive, nurturing or caring 
capacities aside from their ability to imitate female models.  

 
Often found with this theme in the popular media and everyday discourse is a more 

subversive discourse that women are the standard for comparison. Usually compared to women 
as mothers, men as fathers will, for a myriad reasons, not match in comparison. Mothering is 
privileged in this dualistic discourse, and our ideas of motherhood “seem to be the template for 
men as they fashion ways of participating in family life, as if motherhood is itself a universal 
experience” (Dienhart, 1998, p. 13). In much of the fathering literature, the template of 
motherhood shows up continually, arguably leading researchers into a “comparative trap” which 
inevitably privileges the dominant discourse (Dienhart, 1998, p. 13). This comparative approach 
also limits the scope of inquiry into the many and varied experiences of fatherhood.  

 
When I get most stressed about my capacity as a father, it is not where nurturing or 

caregiving is concerned, it is where I am aware of the way my performance will be evaluated by 
outsiders. It is this awareness that causes anxiety - where I have no model, no real concrete idea 
how to approach a parenting task, and often a sense of shame that I don’t know how to do it as a 
mother might. Comparison to a female parent who has been raised with these role expectations is 
intimidating. I find this is most difficult when it is in an area where I have few models for the 
behavior even just in terms of being a male. My experience of being in a position of learning 
does not mean I do not have the capacity. I understand it as being the result of being born at a 
particular time – of the cultural –historical moment I have been born in to. I expect to have to 
learn and grow my capacity. As I do, I find my sense of self is expanding and my life is 
becoming more fulfilling. I hope that the coming generations will be supported by a post-
industrial economy that will allow a more equal approach in parenting contexts. 

 
Men can seem “unsure how to go about doing and managing child care, meal preparation, 

daily household maintenance, and other routines of everyday family life” (Dienhart, 1998, p. 23), 
particularly while remaining committed to both their ventures outside the home and their 
partner’s desires for how things might be done. But what is the impact of this uncertainty? 
Where many women very much deal with this challenge as well, I wonder if the experience is 
different where there are such well-developed patterns of behavior and social connection. In 
other words do women grow up knowing this is their way to be and do men arrive at fathering 
and realize they’ve missed out on a whole side of the human experience, not necessarily of their 
own choosing? I very much feel, as Dienhart ponders, fathering men have “virtually no models, 
nor any perceived support network” to wrestle with what feels like uncharted territory (p. 23). 
Where this may have been true as women moved in to what has been for years a male-dominated 
world of work outside the home, there are arguably “higher ‘rewards’” and arguably clearer 
paths for women moving into pre-dominantly male worlds working outside the home, than for 
men trying to find a way back inside the home (p. 23). Women may have initially sought male 
models for success in business, but as the world has continued to change in this respect, few 
enlightened people would uphold an argument that suggests women are just doing men’s work. 
Why would we argue this with respect to fathers role in the family? 
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While it has been true to some in recent moments of local-historical discourse, “mom as 
child raiser and Dad as breadwinner is not the evolutionary norm” (Nielsen, 2012, p. 25 citing 
Hrdy, 2009). Regularly there are stories in popular media emphasizing the differences between 
men and women that are tied to their biology (Gray, 1993). I echo Nielsen’s (2012) discomfort in 
this area as research conducted over the last thirty years has “found very little if any gender 
differences in behavior, with the exception of physical aggression” (p. 28). It seems, though, that 
those who stray “from normative gender expectations” (Risman, 1998, p. 19) feel somehow out 
of place. In some cases it “may be this very gender differentiation that plays a role in marriages 
coming apart” (p. 19). 

 
Embedded in our Western discourse about mothering is the idea that there are infinite 

chemical and hormonal reactions occurring in postpartum women related to the movement and 
noises of their children. While this is often spiritualized and offered as proof of some divine 
mothering rite, this is also true in fathers (Nielson, 2012). Interestingly, some of these hormonal 
changes and variances are connectedly more with the previous experience of the individual. If 
the male has been exposed to, or has experience with, children he is more likely to be sensitized 
physiologically (Hrdy, 2009). If, as may be the case for many de-domesticized men, an 
individual male has grown up in contexts isolated from childcare and nurturing activities or 
indeed has spent the first part of his adult life disconnected from this type of human contact, he is 
probably less likely to experience these biological changes. What is relevant here is not his 
gender or physiology but his experience of his world. 

 
As Nielson (2012) suggests that the myth of maternal instinct can “undermine a new 

father’s confidence with his newborn” and likely also his bonding with her (p. 27). Nielson 
suggests that if the father believes the mother has an “instinctive bond or instinctive expertise” 
he will likely be reticent to engage with his son or daughter. This reticence can ultimately 
deprive both he and the child of the contact and the hormones that go with it.  

 
Other areas often tied to the myths of gender difference include “empathy, compassion, 

nurturance, helpfulness, and communication” (p. 28). On all of these areas, researchers have 
demonstrated that women and men are extraordinarily similar. There really is “no single pattern 
at work here, “any more than there is one easy or natural model of fatherhood for all men to 
follow” (Whitehead, 2002, p. 153). Interestingly, for men who are primary caregivers the role 
“can engender feelings of illegitimacy (as a man), self doubt and social isolation” (p. 154). Social 
setting appears to play a significant role here. While there is much evidence to suggest that the 
popular perception that fathers use of physical play with their children is reflective of embodied 
differences in parenting, there are also different perceptions of acceptability (Doucet, 2009).  

 
Summer 2014. “Thanks” I say as I take the room key from the hotel attendant.  

 

We have been watched since we walked from the heat of the Vancouver summer 

outside. It’s nice to finally have the air conditioned hotel lobby to cool us.  
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My daughter and I have been on a short 5 day getaway to the coast. I had wanted to 

introduce her to the ocean, and to some of my favourite places. It is a rushed trip as 

we try and make it around.  

 

“When can we go to the pool, daddy?”  

 

“Soon baby” I say.  

 

We waited on taking this trip for a few years. I wanted her to be old enough to 

appreciate it. She’s now 7 and beginning to have a sense of wonder for things 

beyond her day-to-day world. We saved the hotel for the last night – she had insisted 

that our trip have at least one night with a pool. 

 

I turn away from the desk attendant. She has seemed suspicious of me since we 

walked in. She seems to relax when Jordan calls me daddy.  

 

“No I am not a kidnapper,” I think to myself as we walk away. I’m used to this, but 

had been grateful for some days away from more public settings. When I first started 

taking my daughter to parks, and pools, and little adventures I was very aware of the 

surveillance I experienced. At the local indoor playground, I would walk in with my 

daughter. Groups of moms sipping lattes would not say hi, but their conversation 

would slow and they would watch me. I’m invading their space, I always felt.  

 

Several years later I notice more men with their kids. It’s often comforting to not be 

such a glaring minority.  

 

We walk past the restaurant and Jordan is vibrating with excitement to go swimming.  

 

“What’s your favourite part of our trip?”  

 

“It’s going to be the pool!!” she says loudly.  
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I insert the room key and open the door as an elderly lady walks by.  

 

She gives a fearful glare. What business do I have taking a little girl to a hotel. Am I 

going to hurt her? Or worse?  

 

It grates on me and I snap at my daughter. “C’mon, Jo, get inside”  

 

The woman flinches.  

 

I forget how much this impacts me. My natural desire is to want to explain how I’m a 

great father. How I make a living trying to promote positive involvement. How I’m a 

good person and I was once even a pastor.  

 

Of course I don’t. And in some small way I fulfill their idea that I might be unsafe 

because I’ve now been firm with my daughter as I usher her into the room.  

 

All of this goes unsaid, but after five years of single parenting, I feel I know what the 

responses are to the sight of my daughter and I exploring the world. Some people are 

encouraging, some are suspicious. All are watching. Do they need to do something to 

help this little girl escape?  

 
Fathering researcher Andrea Doucet (2009b) has, in recent years, suggested “when a father 

is attending to children – by cuddling, feeding, reading, bathing, or talking to them gendered 
embodiment can be largely negligible” (p. 115). In public however “the social gaze upon men’s 
movements with children is tinged with suspicion and surveillance” (p. 115), in a kind of “covert 
level of surveillance as men are scrutinized as carers of children” (p. 112). I have felt this 
surveillance in so many varied and uncomfortable ways. I sometimes wonder if this has been 
made all the more true because I am a male single parent raising a little girl. Through this culture 
of surveillance, fathers are alienated from a meaningful place and role, particularly in the social 
and emotional elements of family life. And while there is a kind of implied sense that the 
problem is simply men not engaging, many mothers express ambivalence about whether they 
actually want to see more or different involvement or whether this might actually threaten their 
role in family life (Ball & Daly, 2012, p. 4). 
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More familiar in this sense is the idea of “maternal gatekeeping” (Cannon, Schoppe-
Sullivan, Mangelsdorf, Brown & Sokoloski, 2009; Gaunt, 2008; Schoppe-Sullivan, Brown, 
Cannon, Mangelsdorf & Szewczyk Sokoloski, 2008) where parents and the community 
coordinate themselves to manage the father’s access and connection to children. I find that in the 
case of many of my friends who are involved male parents, it is also the men who have “been 
socialized to feel that women know best when it comes to parenting” (Hauser, 2012, p. 53). 

 

Keeping	the	Gate		
 

What I find deeply difficult to overcome in my co-parenting relationship is that my ex’s 
ideas carry more weight than mine. I know she would say the same about me. That is likely the 
nature of divorce, particularly when divorced and trying to actively parent a child when you both 
have different ideas and values you want to instill. All the way along I have found that her ideas 
often receive more support from friends, from family, and certainly from the systems with which 
we interact. The world seems to expect her to take on the role of “default parent” and “play the 
role of mediator when it comes to fathers involvement” (Townsend, 2005, p. 200). This is both a 
burden for her in terms of the expectations that she perform in certain ways, and on me, in terms 
of what I am assumed not to have capacity for. 

 
Mediating or gatekeeping occurs through a control over decisions and information even 

when the gatekeeper is not present (Hauser, 2012). Maternal gatekeeping can be understood as 
“beliefs and behaviors that facilitate or inhibit collaborative childrearing between mothers and 
fathers” (Pruett, Arthur, & Ebling, 2007, p. 712). Allen and Hawkins (1999) nuance this by 
extending this constraint to include “men’s opportunities for learning and growing through 
caring for home and children” (p. 200). In more direct terms, it is the idea that a parent can 
“leverage control” to support an open or a closed “gateway to the other parent’s access to and 
authority with their shared children” and as a result limit the other parent’s influence (Pruett, 
Arthur, & Ebling, 2007, p. 712).  

 
Interesting about this approach to understanding the mother–father relationship is that 

there is not only a sense of control, but also evidence to suggest that mothers can deter father - 
child relationships by acting in ways that “impact how fathers feel about their paternal role” 
(Pruett, Arthur, & Ebling, 2007, p. 714). Mom is seen to be the primary parent and “the monitor, 
supervisor, permission grantor, and controller of the father’s…involvement” (p. 712). The 
elements of this gatekeeping relationship include the mother’s “reluctance to surrender 
responsibility for family matters by being rigid in their standards, mother’s receiving external 
validation of their identities as mothers, and differentiated conceptions of parental roles” 
(Hauser, 2012, p. 36). Gatekeeping behaviours are an “instrument of control,” used to control 
parenting decisions. This control extends to what kind of parenting style will be adopted and how 
choices are made.  

 
Navigating these mothering performances is difficult even when I have my daughter half 

of the time. The language and performance of this approach to parenting deeply affects our 
efforts to co-parent together. While I know from experience that my relationship with my 
daughter is “highly connected to the quality of the co-parental relationship” (Pruett et al., 2007, 
p. 714) in ways that the mother-child relationship is not. Perhaps this is because of the way 
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friends, professionals and institutions support this primary parenting approach. Ball and Daly 
(2012) have suggested the more a father feels supported by his partner, the more involved and 
fulfilled he is. While these same researchers suggest a possible rationale for this may be the more 
entrenched meanings attached to mothers’ roles and responsibilities than the more ambiguous 
meanings around fatherhood. 

 
How well my ex-wife and I coordinate and keep the peace impacts my relationship with 

my daughter on a weekly basis. Interactions with systems and professionals are often where this 
comes to the fore most readily. I suspect that this is where she also feels that she must protect the 
impression that she is in charge and functioning as the primary parent. It is also where I feel that 
she would prefer I was not as involved, as it upsets the “balance of power…and the important 
role mothers ascribe to themselves” (Pruett et al., 2007, p. 715). As Pruett et al. suggests, this 
disinclination to more fully share family responsibility and ultimately “maintain the 
differentiated conception of family roles” can be seen as “a desire to validate maternal identity, 
or the mothers’ perceptions of paternal competence” (p. 715). It is disappointing that perceptions 
of paternal ‘competence’ continue to be linked to productive economic activity.  

 
I am intensely aware of the particular challenges I face as a single father to a little girl. In 

many ways the cards are stacked against her and I keeping a thriving father-daughter relationship 
alive. Father-daughter relationships are one of the most vulnerable subsets of relationships in this 
area. Where father absence is the most damaging potential post-separation experience for 
children I have made huge sacrifices to ensure that I do not fall to the fate of many fathers 
feeling “pushed out by the legal system, by the mother’s behavior, and by how our society treats 
divorced fathers” (Nielsen, 2012, p. 149). I understand now why so many fathers choose to 
withdraw from their children’s lives because of the incredible uphill battle we face, and how 
oriented towards the mother every part of the process is. 
  

One of the most conflicting and difficult experiences for me is being aware that money is 
such a substantial predictor of child outcomes. While parents are responsible for ensuring there 
are resources available for sustaining children’s lives, because of the inequalities in the work 
world, men are often required to ensure that ample money is available both for their own home 
and for their ex-spouses. Often burdened with keeping two homes afloat, the impacts on the 
health and well-being of the father can be significant. At the same time it is well accepted that 
fathers “need enough time with their children to be engaged in a wide range of activities and to 
do authoritative parenting” (Amato & Dorius, 2010; Fabricius, Braver, Diaz, & Schenck, 2010). 
Having a decent and meaningful relationship with a father as a young adult is not related to 
income but time spent fathering (Peters & Ehrenberg, 2008), which is the catch. Good fathers 
somehow need to be fortunate enough to be able to provide well and spend a lot of time with 
their kids--two things that are often in opposition in a Western economic context where time is 
still traded for money for most middle-class people. 

 
I often feel “pushed out” (Hauser, 2012, p. 48) of my fathering position by the way the 

world sees my daughter’s mother as the more legitimate parent. While this can create and 
reinforce a sense of “indispensability” (p. 51) for mothers, “gatekeepers, metaphorically, keep 
their male partners unemployed in the home” (p. 54). I think those that suggest that “traditional 
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gendered parenting roles are being perpetuated by, and for the overall benefit of fathers” (p. 36) 
must have a view that sees men as being disinterested in fathering.  

 
Our cultural context is crowded with “unflattering images of the post-separation father: 

“deadbeat dads,” “disappearing dads,” and the “abusive former husband” (Whitehead & Bala, 
2012, p. 149). Nevertheless, there seems to be a growing appreciation that where these 
dominating stories were rooted in some very real and tragic realities, men and fathers on their 
own did not create these realities. The reality for both men and women experiencing divorce and 
separation is that “legal and structural barriers” play a significant role in determining options and 
choices. This is particularly true for fathers, and has been often noted that “fathers have at times 
been left holding the short end of the stick” (p. 149).  
  

Carol Gilligan’s insight that “the politics of equality are incompatible with the structure 
of the traditional family” (Gilligan, 2011, p. 49) resonates strongly with me. This poses 
questions, however, that I do not even begin to know how to answer. How would our most 
cherished beliefs and social worlds be altered if some ideal form of equality was actually 
achievable. Achieving equality in sharing parenting is a distinct challenge regardless of whether 
parents are together or separated. An incredible amount of commitment, discipline and sacrifice 
means that my day-to-day existence is shaped around our parenting schedule. If business trips 
and conferences occur during a week where I am scheduled to have my daughter, I simply don’t 
go on the trip. This has significant implications for navigating my career, and has meant that I 
have worked to obtain a sense of autonomy and self-direction in my career. The choice to 
sacrifice elements of my career feels risky. I’m very aware that “in our culture, the key channels 
of influence available to the father aside from breadwinning are emotional and instrumental 
support of the mother” (Mandell, 2002, p. 38) and direct interaction with children second. My 
attempt to maintain my connection with my daughter while putting my financial success 
secondary is a value decision I make. Making this choice, however, puts me at risk with her 
mother who does not have the same interest as me most of the time. 

 
Making sense of the “complex web of interacting influences” (Dienhart, 1998, p. 27) that 

plays a role in determining the make-up, dynamics, and roles of parents in family life is difficult. 
Not only does the mother in a parenting partnership have significant influence when it comes to 
determining the role and meaning of the father in the family, but men often feel, for many 
reasons, uncomfortable taking active roles in this area. Often times the employment structures 
many of us are engaged in are unsuitable or not flexible enough to accommodate participating 
actively in family life demands. 
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My	Voice:	Bounding	Up:	From	Boy	to	Dad	
A Thumbnail Sketch 

 
When you were young you didn’t notice you were different. 

 
We helped you see that your desire to care was misguided. Nurturing is not your job. 

Toughen up. If I see you flinch I’ll hit harder. It’s for your own good. 
 

You went to school and your energy and physicality scared us. It felt chaotic for us. 
 

We made sure you knew this was not acceptable. Except if it entertained us. 
 

You felt ashamed, your hurt grew. 
 

You know your place now. To fight. To provide and protect. Don’t let us see you care – it 
makes us feel uncomfortable. What if you can’t cope? 

 
You’re an adult now – you must succeed - a job a house a wife a family. 

 
Stay out and make money, show up and care appropriately – the rules have changed. 

Now you have to care but you can’t stop being a warrior. We know it’s confusing. You 
should be ashamed of your confusion. 

 
If you do we will reward you with money and you can try to fill the void of being rejected 

by your family and community. 
 

Your anger is unacceptable. Your job is to lose yourself for us. 
 

You will feel angry and hurt, but we are going to take away your chances to express it well. 
We hope it stays inside unless we need it to come out and fight for us. 

 
You may love people but we need you to learn how to use them. This is how you find 
pleasure and make money to take care of your family – who you will resent for their 

dependence. 
 

But you will be considered a valid human being if you do this. If you’re really good you 
can use these fruits of manhood to help others. 

 
We will call it philanthropy and reward you more for giving yourself up. You will talk 

about significance. Your void will continue and eventually you will give up. Hopefully in 
time to dote on your grandkids before you die and leave us your money. 
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I learned as a child not to trust in my body 

I've carried that burden through my life 
But there's a day when we all have to be pried loose. 

Last Night of the World 
(Bruce Cockburn) 

 

Vignette	#	6	

Fathering	Endurance	
 

Conversations with Shadows 
 

 
 

 
I haven’t wanted to go to parties since I separated. Going as the only divorced 

person feels like something between having a terminal illness and an unseemly 

growth on the side of my face. I clutch my drink and make my way around to visit 

with some more of the friendly guests.  

 

“Hey, have you talked to Matt? He got divorced too!” one friend says. 

 

Great, we’ll start a club. 
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I see another friend and make a beeline. This guy should be safe, I think.  

 

“Hey Jeff, we’re headed out for a guy’s weekend next month, can you make it?” 

 

“What are the dates?” I ask. “I can’t make it if it overlaps with when I have my 

girl.”  

 

“What are you talking about?” he asks. Confused, he can’t understand why I am not 

now free as a bird since my divorce.  

 

“My first priority is my girl, sorry I can’t make it. 4:30 every Saturday – no ifs ands 

or buts.”  

 

My old friend shakes his head and begins to lecture me on how I need to have a life 

and get back in the world.  

 

He doesn’t understand. This is my world now.  

 

Five years post-separation, I feel as though I still cannot let my guard down. If I 

show weakness, or any sense that I am not as present or engaged, I will lose some of 

my standing to be an equal decision maker in my daughter’s life. It always feels like 

a scramble to ensure that I miss nothing, so that I don’t appear to fulfill the 

stereotype of a disengaged or deadbeat dad in any way.   

 

“Do you get to see her much?” another acquaintance says, glaring with contempt.  

 

“I do” I said, “as much as anyone else will ever get to”. Instantly hot with 

indignation. 

 

The implied judgment feels like a slap across my face. Not man enough to stay in a 

difficult marriage. Not man enough to stick it out for my daughter. Not spiritual 
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enough to persevere a difficult situation. I know you’re thinking all these things when 

you say this to me, why don’t you just come out and say it? 

 
My ‘friend’ is one of the more conservative and traditional women I have ever known, 

though she’s also my age. Average height, she is mother to three kids, and wife to another old 
friend who’s now a lawyer. He refuses to change a diaper or watch the kids for more than an 
hour or two at a time. Straight out of Mad Men, I always think. She used to work for the same 
organization that I did. Conservative and evangelical, her religion seems to be more about 1950’s 
Western culture than a statement of faith. She represents well the attitude I get from many in the 
conservative Evangelical communities of people I once associated with. It’s never quite clear if 
the assumption that people make that I don't have my daughter half time or that I am not fully 
engaged to the same or more of a degree than her mother come from beliefs of how the legal 
system works, or how the universe was made. I regularly feel that the intonation of the 
conversation contains “metacommunicative messages” (Bateson, 1972, p. 151 as cited by 
Shotter, 2000, p. 6) of judgment or disappointment that I am not somehow better as a man or a 
father. Certainly I am not living up to the standard God has laid out for us.  

 
I feel out of place at the party. I remember the last time I was at a party with these 

people. My ex-wife and I were still together, though it was near the end. We pulled 

up to the house, and while we had fought for the forty-minute car ride, when we 

parked our uncomfortable conversation turned to screaming. We were stuck. Some 

kind of invisible force locked us in terrible conflict for over an hour.  

 

Once in a while the hosts peaked out the window, having recognized our car and 

noticed we hadn’t come in.  

 

Humiliating. 

 

When we finally walked in, the women mobbed my wife, hugging her and staring 

daggers at me. The men hadn’t even noticed. I never felt like I started the fights, but 

they always ended up being my fault. And the way our friends worked, the women 

seemed to always ensure that this way of seeing it was firmly entrenched while the 

men shrug with resignation.  

 

It was crazy-making.  
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Five years later I explain myself less to people, but there is a deep cost to being so 
committed to parenting this way. If I have a business trip that overlaps, I don’t take the trip. If 
there is a conference I want to go to, I don’t go. If there is a weekend away with friends that 
doesn’t fit the calendar, I don’t see my friends. It feels very much that if I were to ease off of this 
rigid schedule, my place in my daughter’s life could be compromised. What we call “transition” 
happens every Saturday afternoon at four-thirty. Without fail I have been there give or take five 
minutes rain or shine. One week with me, one with her mom.  

 
You don’t need to look far in popular culture to find images of fathers either 

unrealistically idealized or vilified as the “deadbeat dad” (Dienhart, 1998, p. 13). Normally 
depicted as “scoundrels who are only too willing to get away with the minimal demands placed 
on them legally and socially” while “little to no attention is paid to the complicated beliefs and 
events that lead to such estrangement” (p. 13). I can’t even find a movie to watch with my 
daughter with representations of fathers that are highly engaged and more than “the mother’s 
sidekick or apprentice in parenting” (Nielsen, 2012, p. 13). Where fathers appear to not conform 
to so-called traditional images of the working patriarch, they are often, almost condescendingly, 
qualified as “new”; “hands-on”; “enlightened”; “modern” and so on (Dienhart, 1998, pp. 7-8). I 
don’t feel the need to qualify myself as any of these things, except when the people I am talking 
to have a particularly negative idea of fathering.  

 
It’s nearly impossible to find a bedtime story that doesn’t depict mothers as more 

nurturing as fathers (Nielsen, 2012). When my daughter was too young to read I would find 
myself changing the story to say dad where it seemed that all of the books were about how 
special their relationship with their mother is. When I watch TV with her the dialogue is often 
“ridiculing, ignoring, or demeaning fathers” (p. 13). In fairytales, fathers are often presented as 
characters who “ignore, mistreat, imprison, or abandon their daughters” or “give their daughters 
to the devil or to an ugly beast” for money. If fathers aren’t mean and cold hearted, they are just 
foolish and naïve, allowing their daughters to be “harmed and mistreated by evil stepmothers” as 
in Snow White and Cinderella (p. 16). While I don’t see myself in any of these ways, I find that a 
wide range of people I interact with start with a stance that implies they are prepared for me to be 
that way.   
  

Themes have emerged in the post-divorce separation literature that suggest that “shared 
parenting children were better off on all measures of well-being,” and do not in fact feel that they 
are “shuffled around” between households. There is an increasing amount of research that has 
been used to suggest that “fathers and the children who did not have shared parenting wanted 
more time together, but most mothers opposed it” (Whitehead & Bala, 2012, p. 154). Children in 
shared care situations have also been found to have “fewer stress-related illnesses” and are “less 
depressed, less anxious, and less aggressive” regardless of the level of conflict between parents 
(p. 154). 

 
While outcomes for children raised in a two-parent home are moderately better than 

single parent families, “the reality may be that it is the quality of the father in the child’s life that 
makes the biggest difference” (Whitehead & Bala, 2012, p. 153), not just whether or not there is 
one at all. Why is it so hard to be a good dad then?  
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All	the	World	is	a	Stage	
 

There are some parenting realities that are made more difficult by being a single father to 
a little girl. There is an extra dose of suspicion particularly in settings where I am one of the few 
males, which in parenting circles five years ago, was almost everywhere.  

 
My daughter is part fish, and absolutely loves being in the water. We would go 

swimming more than once a week, and I came to know the local pools very well. Very few of 
them were equipped to serve families like ours. I went to great lengths to ensure that if we went 
to a pool I would be able to accompany my daughter to help her get changed and ready for a 
swim. More of an issue when she was three than now that she is older, yet still an issue. I learned 
this very well on a weeknight in November when she was four-years-old.  

 
We were attending a new pool for my daughter’s swimming lessons. I chose the pool 

and drove the extra distance specifically because there were family change facilities. 

When we arrived we were in a rush and in line behind a mother and her son, 

obviously in the same scenario. The mother asked and was quickly given the 

combination and directions to the family change room. Not two seconds later, I 

asked the same question and was eyed with concern and suspicion.  

 

Mothers of children of both genders seem fine to walk in and out of change rooms 

full of boys under the banner (field trip) that they are a teacher or a mother. The 

same phenomena in reverse would spark lawsuits and criminal charges.  

 

 “We would prefer that you send your daughter into the girl’s change room” the girl 

said. 

 

“But my daughter is young and is nervous about getting ready by herself. Would you 

please give me the combination and let me know where to go?”  

 

“No sir, you need to let your daughter go on her own. She’s old enough to figure it 

out and there are other women who can help her in the change room.”  

 

“Not on your life” I thought to myself. Immediately feeling like a second-class 

citizen. I left in anger and eventually found a way to get in to the family change room 
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by sneaking in behind another mother. I feel angry as I walked from the front desk. 

My body feels flushed as I looked to see who was watching. My daughter asks what is 

wrong. She is anxious to get to her lesson. I am short with her and her feelings are 

hurt. I feel even worse, as now I feel as though I look as though I am fulfilling 

whatever unhelpful ideas they might have of a father and his daughter going for a 

swim.  

 

For days following the experience I couldn’t understand why I was singled out, nor 

why someone would be so intent on not letting me help my daughter get changed. I 

went over the experience in my mind repeatedly. Had I done something wrong? Did I 

look creepy? What was her reasoning? 

 
True masculinity, our cultural discourse tells us is “thought to proceed from men’s 

bodies”, as if “the body is a natural machine which produces gender difference” (Connell, 2005, 
p. 45). This dominant discourse privileges biology as determinant rather than seeing the body as 
a “more or less neutral surface or landscape on which a social symbolism is imprinted” (Connell, 
2005, pp. 45-46). As these two approaches have been pitted against each other in the last decades 
there have been more generous approaches posited. While there is a deep complexity of gender 
differentiated elements that can facilitate or inhibit father involvement with children from 
identity to gender discourse and ideology (Doucet, 2006), fatherhood research has infrequently 
attended to “how bodies matter in fathering” (p. 697). 
  

My daughter loves to wrestle. I make sure to be very careful when we wrestle. Not at all 
because I might hurt her – to the contrary its more often she hurts me. I’m very aware, though, of 
both fulfilling what I believe are people’s expectations of me, so that I don’t get pigeonholed as a 
“roughhousing” dad. I’m more concerned with ensuring that I manage the  “thin thread of public 
suspicion about the proximity between male bodies and children, especially the children of 
others” (Doucet, 2013, p. 288). Even writing it now I wonder how you the reader will receive it. 
Will you dismiss me as being the kind of dad who just knows how to be physical? Will you 
suspect that I am somehow less than appropriate with my daughter?   

 
It is widely accepted that fathers caregiving with young children is often characterized by 

high levels of activity and play (Doucet, 2006). According to Doucet, how fathers “narrate their 
embodied subjectivity” reflects not only a “profound belief in distinct differences between 
mothering and fathering as identities and as embodied experiences” (p. 702) but a difference in 
social perceptions of what is “acceptable physicality with children” (Doucet, 2009b, p. 114). I 
am profoundly aware that as a man, my care for my daughter is “not only done, but also judged 
and observed by others” (Doucet, 2013, p. 289). I am continually self-monitoring my movements 
“in the sense that men learn how to move through spaces in ways that are acceptable, normal, 
and in concert with public expectations” (p. 289). As I have become accustomed to the 
surveillance I experience, I have also learned to become intentional about “whether and how to 
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maintain or disrupt routine social and public interactions” (p. 289) when I am out with my 
daughter.  

 
This is particularly difficult in “women-centered postnatal venues” (Doucet, 2006, p. 

704). Often seen to have a “disruptive presence…in female-dominated community settings” (p. 
710), I know I often feel I am seen as a possible threat to “estrogen-filled worlds” like indoor 
play areas, schoolyards and other areas that are “populated mainly by mothers and mothering 
networks” (p. 704).  

 
I found it extremely difficult to break into the network of mothers that frequent play 

places. Being a part of these “mothering networks” for men means establishing cross-gender 
friendships in child rearing settings. These friendships often have a “complicated dimension” (p. 
705). Doucet suggest men “express a sense of ‘dis-ease’ as they move and mingle on this female-
dominated terrain” paralleling the experience of “women entering into masculine-dominated 
venues” (Doucet, 2006, p. 705). These experiences are laden with complex emotions for men, 
especially those who sense not only their masculinity is in question but their right to be father to 
their child. While I don’t know that I agree that this is wholly a parallel experience to that of 
women navigating paid work in a male-dominated profession, I do wonder if the impacts for a 
father and his child has social and emotional repercussions for both. 

 
Doucet argues that while there are strategies for minimizing the “visibility of 

embodiment” (p. 707), this is another tenuous arena for men. These strategies, according to 
Doucet, include leveraging existing female friendships as a kind of sponsor to be vetted into the 
group. Connecting with “mothers in extra-domestic spaces; being known in the community; and 
the passage of time” (p. 707) are other strategies employed by men to be able to be accepted into 
these mother dominated networks.  

 
I found time and again that I am more readily accepted in groups dominated by mothers if 

I somehow let it be known that I also have a legitimate job and provide for my family. Until 
people know this, it’s almost as though you are the guy who is unemployed for some reason and 
watching the kids while the mom is forced into the workforce. Men are constructed as either 
aimless or risky, or both somehow, and so this must be overcome to create space for acceptance. 
The most expedient way to be accepted as a father in these settings is through a leveraging of 
what Doucet calls “resources of masculinity” (p. 707). Ironically, what might be understood as a 
“key resource of hegemonic masculinity is that of social status acquired through being a family 
provider, especially in a high-income or high status profession” (p. 708). Alternatively, as 
Doucet notes, the “economically unsuccessful male caring for children represents a form of 
double jeopardy” (p. 708), where if a man has achieved success economically by breadwinning 
he “can feel more accepted in his community as a caregiver and issues of male embodiment thus 
recede in their salience” (p. 708). Where being in a primary caregiving role, and not having had 
economic success, Doucet argues that men feel that there is something “out of sync” with what 
we consider a “socially acceptable ‘moral’ identity for a male and for a father.” Fathers are 
otherwise viewed with “particular suspicion within communities” (p. 707).  

 
Establishing and maintaining relationships outside of work, sports, or other activity-based 

contexts is widely accepted as being an area of challenge for men, particularly where gendered 
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meanings around heterosexuality are tightly embraced by the community. Navigating this 
multifaceted area while also renegotiating gender and parenting adds profound complexity to the 
relationships men try and establish in traditionally female-dominated worlds. 

 
For several years following our separation, I exerted much energy pushing against 

systems and navigating areas I sensed I was losing influence in terms of parenting my daughter. 
To be involved the way I want to be, and to be seen as credible by the various entities that I deal 
with, as a parent is exhausting and continual. This is all energy that is robbed from my time with 
my daughter while I try to ensure I’m known to be on top of things. The thought of losing this 
place of privilege in the life of my daughter by acquiescing to my co-parent seems far worse 
most days. This is a reality I know to be distressing to my ex-wife who wishes I would be far 
more of a weekend father, or so it usually seems. In my experience individuals representing the 
various systems we interact with as parents wait for her queue as to the level of my involvement 
and at some level my competence. Being an engaged father is an act of resistance and strategic 
navigation all at once. The world is not oriented toward supporting men in being great and 
involved fathers. It may be chicken and egg in terms of how it came to be this way, but as both a 
father and a single father, I find that things would be much easier if I simply made the money 
and showed up at a soccer game.  
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Grow	Up,	Man	Up	
 

 

 

 

I recall entering adulthood quietly 

Not wanting to disturb anyone too greatly I aimed to do right 

More right than the next guy 

I live a legacy of making it OK for others 

I am a happy young boy, 

mom thinks I have something special to offer the world. 

I have a hard time reading, but I love music, and I love being outside. 

I’m nine and our family moves across the country, from Toronto to Calgary. 

My Dad is angry and feels ashamed. We move for his job. 

It is an adventure for me but traumatic for my mom. 

I am compelled to overcome her grief. 

It’s a mountain, and I have to leave. 

I am grown now. 

I'm married, but that ended 

I have a kid, but she’s likely to turn out like me. 

I’m a musician but that’s just a hobby. 

I’m an executive but I still don’t have a real job. 

I’m fired. But I’m not a single mom – it’s up to me. 
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Mythology is full of stories of the bad father, the son-
swallower, the remote adventurer, the possessive and 

jealous giant. Good fathering of the kind each of us wants 
is rare in fairy tales or in mythology.  

(Bly, 2004, p. 120) 
 

Vignette	#7:		

Out	of	the	Marsh		
 

Grief and Poetic Reflections 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I was wounded more by your disinterest than by your belt.  
(Bochner, 2012, p. 172) 

 
 

Most of us want our father to be close, and at the same time, we want him to be 
“at the edge of all human feeling,” where he already is.  

(Bly, 2004, p. 120) 
 
 

 I think a lot about how I can be a better father. I wonder often how my daughter will see 
me as she grows up. Will she see me as gentle and kind? Tough and critical? A disciplinarian? 
Will she want to go for coffee with me or will she dread having to interact with me? I wonder if 
my desire to resist the invitations to be less involved in her life is causing me to over-parent in 
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some way. Does my resistance mean I actually am simply responding and not making proactive 
choices? Niobe Way suggests “resistance to conventions of masculinity more generally, are, for 
boys and men, significantly associated with psychological, physical, and academic wellbeing” 
(Way, 2011, p. 117). So I continue to push, but what does that mean for my daughter or possibly 
someday stepchildren?  
 

I had bought into the idea that “the human qualities of sensitivity, empathy, and emotions 
are given a sex and a sexuality” (Way, 2011, p. 275) creating division and excluding one sex 
from being able to freely experience these fundamental human emotions. I feel very deeply, I 
just know not to share this with most people. I had far less awareness prior to my divorce, just 
how implicit and engrained my beliefs and assumptions about the ways we construct ourselves. 
Marriage, work, and adult relationships were firmly planted in inherited ideas about the way 
roles are ordered. While the idea that action is somehow sexualized as ‘male’ and emotional 
expression is ‘female’ seems to dominate, I find that as I detach from more normative role 
definitions, I am far more conscious of the impact that holding these definitions has on the 
people they are used on (Walzer, 2008).  

 

Unfathering	the	Father	
 

Mom died on a Tuesday, the last of July. I was 39, the same age she was when we moved 
to Calgary, and she felt her life could never be good again. My father has always talked about 
how she did it all for him, how she uprooted and left what she knew to support him. I wonder 
now what her going will mean to me and to my little girl who loves her. I wonder how it will 
change how I father her. In the days leading up to her death and the days following, I watched 
my dad grieve, and experienced my own, like watching a movie in slow motion. There was such 
deep pain intermingled with such a profound sense of clarity about so much of how my father 
sees his world, and how he sees me as his son. Losing my mom was only part of what I 
experienced in those months around her death. His overpowering presence and permeating anger 
was like a journey into my past in a way for which I was completely unprepared.  

 
My summer began with conflict. It always does; my ex-wife and I have to negotiate the 

summer schedule and share our tax returns to adjust child-support payments. It’s always a 
difficult and uncomfortable conversation. Suspicion on both sides. The summer schedule must be 
equal in all ways, but somehow neither of us feels it is. I suppose it’s still the pain that lingers 
from having to miss time with our daughter. No more multi-week vacations - week on; week off. 
Everything planned according to this rigid co-parenting schedule – helpful in the winter months, 
infuriating in the summer.  

 
Summer 2014. It’s the last day of school in June. Plans made, the long scheduling 

negotiation at an end. I’m excited for summer to begin, when at 11 am I get a phone 

call and I am told we are without daycare for the whole summer. I’m not too 

worried; I have a busy schedule planned. My little girl and I have a trip planned to 
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the coast. It is her first trip to the ocean. I take hundreds of pictures and send them 

hourly to my mom at home so she can see.  

 

We’re only gone for a week. My mom is so different when we return. The end is 

getting closer. We all know it but don’t speak. No one ever speaks about it. We just 

speak around it. 

 

On the last Saturday of July the phone rings: it’s time to take her to the hospice. 

 

I weep for hours. It is the first time my seven-year-old daughter has seen me cry and 

I gather myself in the moment. Conscious both of my grief and some internal sense of 

needing to make it ok for my daughter. Collecting myself I try and make sense of how 

to help my daughter say goodbye. After nearly two years of countless hospital visits, 

home visits, crafts made, runs for cancer fundraising, she has been very brave all the 

way along and now it’s unclear to what degree she understands.  

 

She loves her grandmother and does not want to see her go. We spend the morning 

with her just holding hands. My mom can’t speak.  

 

The pain is so deep, and everyone is raw.  

 

“It’s time to talk about the funeral,” my dad says. 

 

That night, we stood in the parkade of the hospice and yelled at each other about the 

funeral of all things. In that moment so much seemed to become clear about the 

nature of my relationship with my parents and particularly my father over the years. 

My mother was no longer there to make the peace, and it was as if the floodgates 

opened.  

 

I was angry and so was he. I have years of practice masking this part of my life. His 

anger has always been larger than life to me and completely terrifying.  
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It was in this strange moment that I realized just how much his anger had ruled my 

life. Even in those last hours in the hospice, with mom breathing her last breaths my 

father’s anger overflows into every conversation. It was such a confusing time when 

I am at the foot of my mother’s bed for hours and mostly I am feeling displaced by 

the anger my father carries. It is at this point I begin to realize that it’s now become 

my anger.  

 

The days that follow are like a long, slow, painful exhale.  

 

In five years of fathering as a single parent, I have not missed tucking my daughter in 

more than three or four times. I have kept my promise to myself in ways that are 

uncompromising and at times requiring much sacrifice. I think she has come to count 

on my presence in an important way. 

 

“Honey, I’m going to go back to the hospice tonight to be with Grandma, are you ok 

to sleepover with Ava?”   

 

“I’ll be OK daddy” she says. She seems to have a mix of fear and excitement. She 

knows I’m in a different place.  

 

I hug her for what seems like an hour. I am reeling from the grief of watching my 

mom enter these last days, and the realizations that my adult life and who I have 

been trying to be as a man and as a father is so very much wrapped up in my the 

difficulties of my relationships with both of my parents.  

 

She knows that I would only miss bedtime for something very important. She is 

scared but trying very hard to be brave for me. 

 

The morning my mom died I had spent the night in her hospice room with my sister 

and my father. I sat up in a chair at the foot of her bed. She made it through the night 
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and so, at 6 in the morning I left to go home and check on Jordan. Thinking she must 

be scared and worried I thought it would be great to be there when she woke up. I 

returned home, she woke up and I received a call to return to the hospice.  

 

My mom died as I was stuck in traffic, on the way back to the hospice after spending 

the night at her bedside.  

 

In the days that followed memories of my childhood swirled and mixed with the 

painful interactions with my father, and I had so many moments of realization about 

how I have chosen to be a man and as a father out of my own pain and hope to be in 

my daughters life in ways that she feels loved and accepted for who she is.   

  
During this time I write several journal reflections that poetically capture some of my 

thoughts.  
 

Coming	Up:	A	Poetic	Reflection	
 

I entered my twenties hopeful and naïve. I cared little about money and 
acquiring things. I had my friends and my faith. I wanted to explore what the world 
had to offer. I had strong opinions that I borrowed from others in the world around 
me, and a quiet resolve hid behind a laid back exterior. I would achieve my goals in 
secret because if they knew they would never let me get there. Son to a traditional 
father who was quick to anger and unhappy with the loves I had developed for 
friends, music and spirituality. My dad wanted little to do with me and seemed to 
wish I had a different temperament. That was my mom’s domain he would say – 
almost implying this was a sign of respect and trust. My dad is angry, and I know I 
don’t fit what he thinks I should be. I learn to hide. My mom was deeply wounded 
and never really moved on from our move out west. I was young when it happened 
and unaware of the depth of this wound. She spent my adolescence battling an 
unnamed depression. 

 
I experience my first betrayal of a close friend. Make that three. I find the 

promise of community and a sense of belonging in a conservative evangelical youth 
group. I earn my way into the group of boys by tacitly accepting to be the butt of 
most jokes. I have little self-esteem left and I cope by learning to master an 
instrument. I’ll show them. 

 
In my teens I escape into a world of friends and expanded family through a 

religious organization for youth. I lose myself. The right way to be was a continual 
conversation in those days. I made it into university with borrowed views on gender, 
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marriage, and family. Most of them are half formed and all of them were put on, like 
an oversized coat over ill-fitting clothes. 

 
I am on crutches after a botched knee reconstruction. I am pathetic. I can’t go 

home and face my parents. My dad will have a heyday with this one.  
 

Fathering	Father	
 

Sometimes I can’t even breathe through the anger. It’s like an anvil resting on my 

chest and no matter how I struggle against it I can’t make it budge. I can’t fix it. 

The problem with anger in this part of my life is that it’s much more aptly described 

as pain. The kind of pain you can’t see your way out of. It follows you around and 

seeps into so very many thoughts. So very many relationships. It often scares me 

when I least expect it. Bubbling up to the surface and spilling over. How can I even 

think that who I am in so many of my relationships isn’t just an immature pushing 

back on all the ways I felt so ashamed of who I was to you.  

 
Robert Bly says it is possible “we will never have the closeness we want from our 

fathers. ‘Male,’ John Layard says, “symbolizes that which is ‘set apart’” (Bly, 2004, p. 121). 
The closeness we could have now is different than when I was a kid. My father did precisely 
what he was supposed to do in his mind. Common for men of his generation, there was a 
strict division of labour in our house. My mom was at home and took care of all the 
nurturing and feeding and cleaning and my dad went to work and returned. When I reflect 
on the work of men like Robert Bly I find myself wondering if it is simply the course of life 
that a son must fear his father and hold a deep anger until midlife, when some kind of 
confluence of events become painful enough that he must deal with it. Possibly by writing a 
doctoral dissertation to explore the subject. Or is Bly’s writing actually an invitation to men 
of a certain time in our post-industrial transition?  
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The	Tale	of	the	Sand	(3	of	3)	
 

  

When he heard this, certain echoes began to arise in the 

thoughts of the stream. Dimly, he remembered a state in 

which he – or some part of him, was it? – had been held in 

the arms of a wind. He also remembered  

– or did he? – that this was the real thing, not necessarily 

the obvious thing, to do.  

  

And the stream raised his vapour into the welcoming arms 

of the wind, which gently and easily bore it upwards and 

along, letting it fall softly as soon as they reached the roof 

of a mountain, many, many miles away. And because he 

had had his doubts, the stream was able to remember and 

record more strongly in his mind the details of the 

experience. He reflected, ‘Yes, now I have learned my true 

identity.’ 

  

The stream was learning. But the sands whispered: ‘We 

know, because we see it happen day after day: and 

because we, the sands, extend from  

the riverside all the way to the mountain.’  

 

(Shah, 1967, p. 24) 
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Part	3	

A	Refrain:	Walk	On	
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Notebook	#4	No	Last	Words	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The world, the truth, is more abounding, more delightful, more demanding than 
we thought. What appeared for a time perhaps to be mere dutifulness, that dried 
skull, suddenly breaks open in sweetness-and we are not where we thought we 
were, nowhere that we could have expected to be. It was expectation that would 
have kept us where we were. 

 
(Berry, 1983, p. 206) 

 
The meaning of a story depends on the other stories it will generate. 

 
(Ellis, 2009, p. 232) 

 
 

As I come to the end of the written part of my thesis, I am struck by the changes in my 
world and so, in my self since setting out on this journey. I set out to wrestle with my experience 
of being a single father in the light of my divorce, to understand some of the ways my experience 
was being shaped by the different stories both others and I were living out. I was unsure of what 
we would discover as we set out on this journey of discovery. I hoped not for certainty but for a 
more connected and helpful way of seeing my experiences and a way forward. I discovered a 
world of possibilities within my relations and myself that has been in many ways transformative. 
Along the path I also discovered a deep enthusiasm for inquiry, writing as a “way of knowing” 
(Richardson, 2000) and for the art of thinking “with” rather than about and by virtue of this have 
begun to find ways to make space in my life for the multiplicity of the ‘unfinalizable’ (Ramsey, 
2011).  
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Thinking	With	Father		
 

My time in the wilderness of my separation, divorce and journey into single parenting has 
transformed the trajectory of my life and the arc of my story. For a time, I refused to be cheered 
up; I wrestled in the dark. The depth I discovered within some relationships and the resources for 
relating that I now have access to because of this time is hard to give words to and I would not 
exchange it for much. Perhaps longer than I had hoped or intended, the experience of writing this 
work has in a similar way been transformative on a number of levels. I am a work in progress, as 
are all of us. As Bauman (1996) muses:   

 
The desert-like world commands life to be lived as pilgrimage. But because life is a 
pilgrimage, the world at the doorsteps is desert-like featureless, as its meaning is yet 
to be brought into it through the wandering which would transform it…The pilgrim 
and the desert-like world he walks acquire their meanings together, and through each 
other. Both processes can and must go on because there is a distance between the 
goal (the meaning of the world and the identity of the pilgrim, always not-yet-
reached, always in the future) and the present moment (the station of the wandering 
and the identity of the wanderer). (p. 22) 

 
Fathering has continued to be a challenging and transformational experience for me. More 

than ever I have an understanding both of the importance of good fathering in the lives of 
children and the significant positive impact that the opportunity to father can have on the life of a 
father. Fathers matter, and men need for their own sake to think with their children, partners, ex-
partners and the communities they find themselves in, toward the innumerable possibilities that 
might emerge in a more engaged and nurturing relationship.   

 
The grand narratives around men and fathering are beginning to shift and change. Breaking 

apart as an ice flow might as it moves south. There is much to wrestle with where issues of 
gender equality in practice and policy, systems of family law and local knowledges meet about 
what parenting in general and fathering in particular could look like in the families and 
communities we inhabit. We can benefit greatly by thinking less about how fathers have been 
and think more with a learning approach “how best to orient ourselves in our surroundings so as 
to be knowingly in touch with the others and othernesses around us” (Shotter, 2010, p. 10).  

 
Rather than treating the circumstances we find disorienting as problematic and looking for 

a solution – by adjusting policy, shifting the amount of time spent washing dishes, or changing 
family law – we might be better served by entering into a “dialogically-structured relationship to 
them, and, as we ‘dwell on, with, or within’ them for a while, gradually gain an orientation 
toward them as their ‘inner nature’ becomes familiar to us” (Shotter, 2000, p. 46) as I have 
worked to do in this autoethnography.  

 
Writing who I am as a father has been an experience of re-orienting my ‘self’. As I have 

become familiar with the rhythms of both my fathering and my writing, I have come to know 
these ways of being “in terms of a whole realm of possible responsive, living relations” (Shotter, 
2000, p. 47). Both have awoken what Shotter terms “calls” to go on in a more open and 
responsive way.   
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Loosening the cumbersome burden of beliefs about what it means to be a man, a father, 

and a success in relationship with intimate others has been a key outcome of working through 
this process. I am far more aware of the “plenitude of possibilities available to us as to how to 
relate ourselves to our surrounding” (Shotter, 2010, p. 24), and yet also aware of the need for 
more conversational partners in this area of life. We embody and perform our stories in ways that 
co-create our children’s stories and I can think of no more important work than to reimagine how 
we partner in better ways with our spouses, ex-partners, co-parents and extended families and 
communities to invest in the lives of children.  

 

Writing	as	Method	
 

Those who write seem to have an unspoken understanding that “agonies of the word” 
(Bakhtin, 1981, p. 286) are suffered deeply, sometimes sweetly in the process of creation. I am 
only somewhat comforted by Bakhtin’s suggestion that “the finished work language is an 
obedient organ, fully adequate to the author’s intention” (p. 286). Maybe it is, maybe it is not. 
Writing this autoethnography “as an intimate conversation about the intricacies of feeling, 
relating, and working” (Ellis, 2009, p. 105) has brought me to places and moments I would not 
have imagined possible. The “borderless frame” I have written within “bleeds the lives narrated 
in the picture and the very moment of viewing the picture (Alexander, 2014, p. 111).  

 
Engaging in an “emotional sociology” (Ellis, 2009, p. 105) or “evocative” story demanded 

that I “dialogically look back upon my self as other, generating critical agency in the stories of 
my life” (Spry, 2001, p. 708). This has been hard work. Through it I have not made any 
resolutions, but I have discovered an imaginative and ‘feelingful’ “landscape of possibilities” 
(Shotter, 2010, p. 8). I have more capacity now than when I began for going on in more creative 
and hopeful ways.  

 
Research is a relational and creative process. The experience of ‘doing’ research on my 

own experience and with those closest to me offers a profound invitation for reflection and 
growth. Where there are opportunities to avoid some of the hard things there is a call to 
responsibility, both personally and professionally, to really “think it through, improvise, write 
and rewrite, anticipate and feel its consequences” (Ellis, 2009, p. 309). I do not know how some 
of my close family and friends might think or feel about this work. I am sure that the discomfort 
I anticipate with some will be more in some instances and less in others than I expect. The cost 
of this, from where I stand now, is well worth it.  
  

As an approach, autoethnography is “a method that calls upon the body as a site of 
scholarly awareness and corporeal literacy” (Spry, 2001, p. 727). I have found this to be 
particularly rewarding element of this process, allowing a far more holistic approach to thinking 
and being in the world. I have given you, the reader, ‘frontstage’ and ‘backstage’ (Goffman, 
1959) access to some of the most impactful and personal moments of my life. Yet, your access 
has not been complete.  
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Unfinalizable	Voices	
  

There is always music on at our house. From morning to evening the genre, cadence and 
flow of music changes as does the volume. It often matters greatly which kind of music I listen 
to and at what volume; whether I listen to some kinds of music in the office that I don’t in the 
living room. My daughter sings along now with just about any type of music that comes on. 
Different feelings and memories seem to go with different kinds of music. Analogous to the idea 
of changing tune, tone and volume, I have wrestled through this thesis with the numerous voices 
I have allowed in. Some I have turned up, some I have turned down with the hopes of clearly 
articulating my story in a way that realizes the personal and public in ways that lead me to 
toward some new possibilities.  

 
While I have worked to maintain a high degree of critical reflection mixed with evocative 

and possibility-generating narratives, I have made no claims for Truth in this thesis. I have tried 
to create space for exploration and maintaining a tension of different voices that have some 
semblance of equality within them. I recognize that “human experience is chaotic and messy, 
requiring a pluralism of discursive and interpretive methods that critically turn texts back upon 
themselves in the constant emancipation of meanings” (Spry, 2001, p. 727). The chaotic 
emancipation of meanings in this story has likewise required numerous voices from academic 
and scientific, to poetic and mythological.  

 
I have not tried to represent my ex-wife’s story, any more than I have tried to represent 

my daughter’s. My effort here has been to wrestle with my experience of being a man holding a 
hope for an engaged way of fathering and how this hope and effort has come up against or 
interacted with the realities in the culture in which I am an active co-creator and participant. My 
ex-wife, my daughter, and a host of others have been integral in ‘shaping, stopping, reflecting, 
switching positions’ as I have moved along my fathering journey. I have found it helpful to 
consider Bakhtin’s helpful work on ‘dialogism’ here.  

 
Mikhail Bakhtin died just over a month before I was born. Starting from privilege, he 

worked hard to distinguish himself from the achievements of his father and brothers. Resonating 
deeply with the works of Martin Buber and Soren Kierkegaard, Bakhtin wrestled with the Neo-
Kantian influences that he and his peers were compelled to debate (Holquist, 2002). Bakhtin’s 
work is in many ways a “meditation on how we know” (p. 16). I have borrowed heavily from his 
idea that the “site of knowledge…is never unitary” (p. 16). Bakhtin’s suggestion that meaning 
needs to be considered in terms of the “shifting times, places and purposes for its specific use” 
(Lock & Strong , 2010, p. 91) invites us to understand that words mean different things at 
different times to different people. Bakhtin’s ideas of chronotypes and heteroglossia are helpful 
in considering the importance of both context and of multiple meanings. His reference to 
chronotypes communicates the idea of the “contextualized timing of any meaning” (p. 91). This 
contextual consideration should include both the circumstances around the writing, and the 
reading. The “plurality of possible meanings associate(d) with the use of a word or symbol” (p. 
91) Bahktin coined as heteroglossia. Heteroglossia can considered to be a “precondition for 
dialogism (since its significant reduction or absence produces monologism)” (Shevtsova, 1992, 
p. 754). From Bahktin’s view we do not wholly control the meaning of the words we choose. He 
suggests: 
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no living word relates to its object in a singular way: between the word and its object, 
between the word and the speaking subject, there exists an elastic environment of other, 
alien words about the same object…It is precisely in the process of living interaction with 
this specific environment that the word may be individualized and given stylistic shape. 
(Bakhtin, as cited in Morson & Emerson, 1990, p. 51) 
 
The ideas of chronotype and heteroglossia are helpful understanding Bakhtin’s concept of 

dialogism. Dialogue is one of the ways that we participate in “engaging with multiple voices in 
(real or imagined) dialogue without merging them” (Lock & Strong, 2010, p. 94). To live is to 
participate in conversation throughout life “with his eyes, lips, hands, soul, spirit, with his whole 
body and deeds” (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 293). Dialogue in this sense conveys a stance of 
responsiveness. It is this “kind of responsivity to each other and to our circumstances that can 
take us beyond the limits of particular ideologies” (Lock & Strong, 2010, p. 101). It is in this 
responsive, dialogic interaction that “utterances” are made in responsiveness with one another. 
These utterances are:   

 
never just a reflection or an expression of something already existing outside it that is 
given and final. It always creates something that never existed before, something 
absolutely new and unrepeatable, and, moreover it always has some relation to value (the 
true, the good, the beautiful, and so forth). But something created is always created out of 
something given (language, an observed phenomenon of reality, an experienced feeling, 
the speaking subject himself, something finalized in his worldview and so forth). What is 
given is completely transformed in what is created. (Bakhtin, 1986, pp. 119-120) 

 
The words we use to talk about what we mean, “always recall earlier contexts of usage, 

otherwise they could not mean at all…every utterance, covertly or overtly, is an act of indirect 
discourse” (Emerson, 1983, p. 284). It is as if “deep traces left by these words have a 
determining effect on the present and visible worlds of the first speaker…” (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 
197).  

 
In a given text, the process of considering context and multiple meanings in the ongoing 

exchange of utterances is understood as creating space to “to sustain and think through the 
radical exteriority or heterogeneity of one voice with regard to any other” (de Man, 1983, p. 
102). Voice, in this sense, “refers to the possible articulations that can be given to any 
experience” conflicting or otherwise that can be used to articulate a particular experience 
(Johnston & Strong, 2008, p. 48).  

 
Meaning is “thus always somebody’s meaning, and meaning for somebody” (Bostad, 

Brandist, Evensen, & Faber, 2004, p. 9). This approach is necessarily seen as “nonteleological, 
open-ended, and nonconsensual” (Kent, 1992, as cited by Brown, 1995, p. 276). The vignettes I 
use, and the critique I make is at once an attempt to story the events of my life and the ways I 
responded and reacted to them. The truths of which I speak within this these vignettes is “born 
between people collectively searching…in the process of their dialogic reaction” (Bakhtin, 1984, 
p. 110) and therefore it will shift and change slightly as you the reader interact with the text 
using your imagination and the meanings you bring to bear. In this sense truth is not objective 
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nor pre-existent but emergent and contingent on the interplay of the participants and the 
meanings they carry.  

 
Seen in this light, dialogism “recreates a kind of linguistic interchange” (Hirschkop, 1992, 

p. 107). This interchange invites the reader to consider the “open-ended and irresolvable nature 
of dialogic discourse where no single voice carries authoritative conviction” (Brown, 1995, p. 
278). This leaves me wondering what to do with the “irresolvability” (p. 278) of the concerns I 
wrestle with in this text. What I speak of in this text is certainly grounded in what I believe to be 
true events, true conversations, true emotions and true effects. However, I make no claims to 
truth in this thesis. My ex-partner, my father, my friends, and even my daughter would likely tell 
their own story, making sense in their own way with their own words. Beyond the dates on the 
calendar of particular events, there would likely be little agreement. There are layers of stories 
contained within this document. Some meanings can only be ethically discussed amongst 
intimate relations. What I have attempted here is to pull out the cultural tales that intersect with 
the most private parts of relations. 

 
It is “part of the object of writing autoethnography to get yourself to the place where you 

can feel hope” (p. 94). There have been times over the last years that have felt hopeless, 
nonetheless I have written myself as a survivor (Flemons & Green, 2002). I haven’t survived, 
yet, as these stories – my stories – are not finished yet. I know now more than ever that “each 
ending is a new beginning” (McNamee & Hosking, 2012, p. 151).  

 
I am instinctively drawn to bring coherence and continuity to what has been in experience 

a fragmented and chaotic period in my life. I have created a sense of coherence using story and 
metaphor and the progression of time. The process of “writing into” (Pelias, 2011, p. 660) has 
taught me that our stories are created “in collaboration with others…within particular cultural 
and historical contexts… to make sense of the past and provide a template for the future” (Jago, 
2006, p. 401). This collaboration happens in many and varied ways, and so there is never one 
story, one truth. There are many, and I am grateful that we have the capacity to author our stories 
but also “re-author them” (p. 401). 
  

The unfinalizable nature of the approach I have taken has brought me to feel on both ends 
of a continuum at different moments. On the one hand this approach has been tremendously 
freeing, allowing me to re-story and reimagine some of the shaping narratives of my life. Some 
of these have been rigid and debilitating and to escape them into a world of multiplicity and 
polyphonic collaboration has been wonderful. The process of staying with my story long enough 
to come to some of these realizations, on the other hand, has been very challenging. 
Auteothnography in this sense is not for the faint of heart.  
  
I have worked to fulfill the high requirements of rigor and creativity allowed for in a “substantive 
sophisticated weave” of textual and contextual analysis and “somatic acumen” (Spry, 2001, p. 
727). I have sought to make space for the “emancipation of the voice and body from 
homogenizing knowledge production and academic discourse structures” (p. 727). My hope is 
that this emancipation has been useful and provocative enough to cause you the reader to think 
with and come to some new or different conclusions for yourself.  
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No	End	in	Sight	
 
I acknowledge I have written with an agenda. By taking a relational approach to 

considering my story, part of my agenda has been “aimed at enhancing human agency and 
personal empowerment in dealing with psychological suffering and transforming dehumanizing 
theories and practices” (Hoelson & Burton, 2012, p. 113). Which is an agenda to which I invite 
you, the reader, to continue on with. My hope is that my story will cause others to come into 
being and as a result, that the meaning of my story will be re-shaped by “the other stories it will 
generate” (Ellis, 2009, p. 232). 

 
Our ways of ‘getting on together’, particularly where issues of gender discourse, gender 

equality and the way fathers are involved in the lives of children needs to continue to evolve and 
change. As I have considered my life as a man, a divorced person and a father, it has become 
clear to me that in many ways, the way forward is far more complex and far simpler than I 
understood at the beginning. Our children pose innumerable questions to us with their lives. Our 
best love is to think with them and create the future together.   
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Post	Script:	Thinking	After	Thoughts		
 

Creating space for fathering and single fathering stories to emerge is of critical 
importance if we are to support men and fathers in rediscovering their emotional and nurturing 
capacities and lead ourselves to a more gender equal world. At the outset of this journey, this 
autoethnographic showing and telling was meant to help me make sense of my own path, as 
much as it was to create space around my story “so that other stories can still develop” (Flemons 
& Green, 2002, p. 93). The development of these other stories is critical not just for me, but for 
all of us working and hoping to create possibilities for going on together (Wittgenstein, 1958); 
ways that are more equal, compassionate, and relational.  

 
In the global west there are an increasing number of studies and a great many more 

programs and campaigns designed to support boys and men in the development or renegotiation 
of healthy masculinities, healthy relationships and engaged fathering. The aim of these efforts is, 
at some level, to enable more involved fathering, better health outcomes for men, more equality 
in traditionally unpaid spheres of family and community life, an end to violence against women 
and children and ultimately a world where gender equality is realized. This work is of critical 
importance but cannot be reached only through the implementation of leave policies or by 
campaigns supporting the mental health of boys and men. There are innumerable important 
questions about how this work might move forward in terms of practice and inquiry. Chief 
among these questions are those related to the how of achieving equality in caregiving and other 
forms of human effort that are viewed as less because they do not directly lead to profit or 
privilege. How can we embrace a relational and even radically equal way of getting on together 
in the most intimate and arguably most important relationships in our lives and our children’s 
lives? I address several areas of potential further research to the personal, cultural and systemic 
areas upon which this work has touched.  

 
My own experience, in concert with popular, grey and more academic literatures suggest 

that fathering is a site for personal revelation and a renegotiation of gender identity as well as 
other elements of personal growth. Though this autoethnographic and relational constructionist 
approach allows for a way into a complicated area, further work and other approaches are needed 
to understand the relational worlds of both together and separated co-parents. Particularly where 
men find the pull to face the impact of toxic masculinities or other rigid embodied performances 
on their children and co-parents, how do men do this renegotiation? What is this experience like 
for the men and those closest to them? How do their intimate relations support or represent 
traditional counter positions to their gender identity work and how might more relational realities 
be co-created?  

 
Much more work is needed in this respect as some scholars have started to understand the 

“awkward” and often complicated emotional worlds of fathers and single fathers. While much 
more could be done to understand the worlds that these men inhabit, it would be very helpful to 
understand how we might make changes earlier in the lifecycle of men. How do we raise boys 
who not only develop and negotiate healthy masculinities but masculinities that are nurturing and 
life giving to those around them? How do we support adolescent boys and young men to have 
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emotionally fit and mentally healthy lives? How do we raise boys and girls in an increasingly 
gender fluid world, to find healthy and responsible ways of writing new family narratives within 
which their own children can grow?  

 
In the literature I found little that was inspiring. There was much talk about division of 

labour, contrasts in biological differences, or binary “better than” propositions. The change we 
seek is complex and most of our theories about what is possible are recapitulations of old ideas. 
We need methods that not only get to the raw and the real but also that draw the reader into a far 
more intimate understanding of what is going on for men in their renegotiating of their sense of 
what it can mean to be ‘father’. Where there are recent shifts in parental leave policies and 
workplace gender equity policy, there is much to learn and understand about the impact and 
counter narratives that emerge where these initiatives are in place. What do gender equal parental 
leave policies look like, and how can they be shaped to create radical equality as an expectation 
within family life and in our workplaces? What are the impacts on women or mother’s maternal 
health or participation in economic activity? There are numerous policy and systems change 
questions that can be asked in this realm.  

 
Finally, and perhaps most important are questions of what the real impact on children is 

through the lifecycle. We know, for example, that the children of fathers who take paternal leave 
perform better in school, and that their female partners end up making more money in their paid 
work. What are the other impacts of more involved and gender equal parenting on children, 
families, and communities? How can we support fathers differently with systems? To begin to 
wrestle with these and other questions like this will no doubt help us find more creative, 
relational and compassionate ways of inviting men and fathers into healthier, more active and 
involved ways of getting on with the families and communities in which they find themselves, 
and supporting the work ahead of all of us towards gender equality.  
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I am of old and young, of the foolish as much as the wise, 

Regardless of others, ever regardful of others, 

Maternal as well as paternal, a child as well as a man. 

 

From Leaves of Grass, 16,  
(Whitman, 2007, p. 27) 
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