
THE WORKING FATHER 

AND THE WORK OF FATHERING

by Richard Harvey
"It is the father who embodies our spiritual ideals, our ethical codes, the self-sufficiency with which we survive in the world, the authority and ambition which drive us to achieve, and the discipline and foresight necessary to accomplish our goals." - Juliet Sharman-Burke and Liz Greene, The Mythic Tarot

' "I want one daddy to stay at home and look after the babies and one daddy goes to work and then one mummy stays at home and one mummy goes to work." 

"Which daddy do you want me to be?" 

"The one that stays at home." ' - Skip, (4)

"My separation from my father has not entailed suffering for either of us. That is a blessing; but it is also, of course, a loss." - Gabriel Josipovici, Absent Fathers


We are beings of mind and body; of rationality and emotion; of body and spirit; of wildness and sophistication; of selfishness and selflessness. We have done a remarkably thorough job of driving a wedge through the middle of our selves so that we constantly have to live in a life of dichotomies, of opposites, of either/ors, of inner and outer conflict. Reconciliation is too much of a risk, since it would bring us too close to our self-inflicted wound and the pain may be too much for us to bear. So the wound goes on and on finding expression in our lives as it did in the lives of our fathers and mothers and their fathers and mothers and their fathers...

From the suppression of children and their spontaneity to the application of nuclear physics to make bombs enough to blow up our planet many times over, man stands against nature and one of the symptoms of man against nature is here... what kind of 'civilised' society is it that supports the conflict between work and home life for their parents? What sort of politics is it that results in legislation to browbeat and clone children from the outset? What sort of sensitivity to life are we demonstrating?
In this brief article I will examine fathers' dilemma about home and work; working from home and part-time work as solutions; the sacrifice of integrity in the conflict between the demands of home and work; how becoming a father stimulates accomplishment; the division of home and work; responsibility and the beauty of sharing your life with your children; parenting as 'employment'; a third way through the breadwinner/nurturer dilemma; the 'warrior' and the restrictions of 'safety' and the ideal and the actual in fathering.

I

Stating the Problem

" The male usually has the more conspicuous role, just because of the conditions of life. He is out there in the world, and the woman is in the home." - Joseph Campbell, The Power of Myth

A little boy is talking about his dad. He is interrupted by another 3 year-old, a girl called Zoe, who says, "My dad is a doctor." The boy, not to be put off his stroke says, "My dad's a dad". - Meridan Nursery, Greenwich, South London
Here is the dilemma: as men and fathers we experience an urge to act on our conditioning and become effective and abundant breadwinners for our families. At the same time, and often in conflict with our conditioned urge to provide, we feel the desire to spend time with our children, become involved in their lives from day-to-day and not be an absent dad.

Many men make a choice between either one or the other. The effective breadwinner finds too much of his time is taken up earning money and that he is missing out on being with his children. In the extreme, but not too uncommon, case he may be too exhausted from work to be an effective father at home. He may become emotionally distant even when he is with his children as work concerns encroach on family time. He may be resented by his children for not being there whilst his own resentment may grow since his original motivation for breadwinning was to benefit (ie. do his best for...) his family. This was the way he knew, the model he was shown by his own father and the fathers he knew in his early years. Finally his efforts to succeed at his work may eclipse the original motivation to do the best thing for his family. With increasing distance growing between him and his children, plus increasing resentment on both sides he may seek solace in his career which now claims, not only his loyalty, but his spare time; his emotional engagement as well as his ambition, though with a gnawing rootlessness caused by the disconnection with the part of himself he still needs to express through parenting.

The dad who spends time with his children, and forsakes the role of breadwinner, firstly has to deal with the difficulties of basic survival; providing food, clothes, shelter - this kind of basic security. If the family is poor economically it may have to go without luxuries, like holidays, treats and new clothes and this may cause difficulties for the children in their peer-groups, where there may be pressure to conform via dress-codes, snacking, owning fashionably desirable items like CD-players and so on. His presence could become cloying for the child if his raison d'etre is looking after him/her. He may try to emulate a woman's caring at the expense of his own (male) flavour of caring so that the child feels the lack of masculine energy in much the same way as he might have done if the father had been absent. The father may have to face a lonely task if he is not accepted (or does not feel accepted) by the mothers with whom he is bound to come into contact with. Although for some men this is not (perceived as) a problem for many others it is a real handicap bringing up issues around gender and socialising freely and inciting jealous husbands and partners.

The advantages inherent in each choice are perhaps too obvious to state.

II
Possible Solutions

"An unchanging way of life is called for that requires the work and cooperation of its members in amounts not excessive to their natures... Children ought to be able to accompany adults almost wherever they go." - Jean Liedloff, The Continuum Concept
Perhaps it is a question of balance. Father as nurturer and provider in the right balance fulfils both masculine and feminine aspects of a man. This has the potential to make him a healthier, more fulfilled person who can meet the needs of his children (and wife/partner?) more completely.

However, choosing an alternative strategy to full-time work can result in very real problems. For example, working from home may lead to frustration as the unpredictable demands of family life reach over the boundaries of work time and place, or as resentment that work time is not being valued sufficiently because the father's presence is taken for granted and used for handling routine disasters and solving practical difficulties. His family needs to exercise discipline, reserve and consideration which may solve these issues.

Working part-time could result in the same difficulties as we noted above for breadwinners, though possibly to lesser degrees. The very nature of working today seems to speed us up and shorten our attention 

span and de-humanize - all anathema to sensitive parenting. So it may also be very difficult to change modes from work to nurturing, especially if the nature of the work and the work environment are insensitive or hardening of people's defences or demand and stimulate aggression.

Quality time seems to have been discounted as a valid argument at last.

We instinctively feel is that there is no substitute for time - real time - spent with our children and that no fashionable phraseology is going to alleviate our guilt or take away the responsibility and the desire we feel to be there for our children.

We need to appreciate and respond to our own natures in finding the right balance for ourselves - a balance that is sustainable and fulfilling.

What should a father do if he is not, or does not feel he is, fatherly, parental or nurturing? Is nurturing intrinsic to a man, must he have a father, fulfilled or unfulfilled, hidden or expressed inside him?

As a matter of personal insight he may find that his own experience of being a child was so difficult that he has had to repress certain memories on which effective parenting would rely. If this is so, then, if he is willing to do it essentially for his own benefit, (although the motivation to become a loving parent is in no way bad, he must be motivated to do this inner work for its own sake since the extent to which you can nurture and love another reflects the extent to which you can love and nurture yourself), personal growth work may get him through his resistances and if he can integrate his early experience he could make an unusually effective nurturing father.

Possibly a deeply significant event in his life, for example the death (or illness) of his own father, may result in a deep enough degree of personal insight which could free up the hidden nurturer inside himself.

Possibly the experience of being loved, sufficiently powerfully, by another could result in his own loving potential being released. Each of these is totally dependent on the integration of painful memories and experiences to make the experience of insight authentic and deep enough. 

If a biological father discerns in himself a lack in his tendency or ability to father his children perhaps he can best acknowledge it and make decisions for his family based on this knowledge. For example, through encouraging other male figures to be models of nurturing in the life of his children. Happily we are all very different and there is nothing to say we must all be good at everything!

note: work to mean activities outside the home

III

Work-life v. Home-life

"Absent fathers continue to play an enormous part in children's fantasy worlds, both conscious and unconscious. When they leave they confirm some of the children's terrifying fantasies about themselves and their own destructiveness." - Julie Segal in Melanie Klein
"Through means both subtle and not-so-subtle, the workaday world erects barriers between men and their children - a situation which seems to be hardening with every year that passes." - Adrienne Burgess, Fatherhood Reclaimed 

"You don't adapt people to the work; you adapt work to the people." 

- James Hillman, Inter Views

'Even after he retired, he retained the typical pride of a bureaucrat and insisted on being addressed as "Herr", followed by his title, whereas the farmers and labourers used the informal form of address, "Du", with one another. By showing him the respect he demanded, the local people were really making fun of this outsider. He was never on good terms with the people he knew. To make up for it he had established a nice little dictatorship in his own home. His wife looked up to him, and he treated the children with a hard hand. Adolf in particular he had no understanding for. He tyrannized him. If he wanted the boy to come to him, the former noncommisioned officer would whistle on two fingers.' - Rudolf Olden on Alois Hitler, quoted in Alice Miller's For Your Own Good  

Acting out of our models of working fathers we have experienced individual examples of stress and strain. Life can be hard when you have to earn money. Culturally it seems that employment is structured to avoid or deny nurture for all concerned and make it undesirable or 'softening'.

We are coerced to accept and represent a double standard in which our inner and outer lives are not harmonized, and in which we have come to wholly accept the abandonment of our integrity and wholeness. It may be that we underestimate our loss - listen to this lovely Amerindian story from Ram Dass's book, How Can I Help?
'Four elders sat at a kitchen table in an adobe building on four chairs... The youngest was sixty-five, the eldest one hundred and ten. There was something absolutely connected about the whole quality of their presence... They told me about difficulties they had been having with white people. One of their braves had recently become involved in an auto accident with a truck from the Bureau of Indian Affairs. The BIA truck had been at fault, but the BIA found a liquor bottle nearby and claimed the brave had been drinking.

"We called the young man in and we asked him if he had been drinking," one of them told me. He said, "No." And then this elder looked at me very directly and very simply and said, "And he speaks truth."

A chill went through me at that moment. It wasn't just that I believed him or that any doubt or suspicion I might have had was immediately silenced. I experienced a kind of primordial memory of a time when you just spoke truth, a time when relationships were built on trust. That's the way it was done, because that's just how people were.'

We seem to have changed a great deal today, with truth now a doubtful currency and trust even less valued or even expected. But we need to care and we need to be nurtured and to nurture. Caring through providing though can sometimes mean doing 'whatever it takes' and then our values at work can come into conflict with our values at home.

We need to find creative and health-giving expressions for our male/masculine/yang energy which are appropriate and nurturing for ourselves. This not only supports and harmonizes us but serves as examples to our children. Sport, martial arts, rock-climbing, running, dancing are all good ways. There is nothing wrong with the energy which prefigures anger or aggression, only we need to be aware of how we direct and express it. 
For myself I can feel a very strong, almost inexorable, pressure to be a provider. This was the role my own father adopted in reaction to (or one might say in fear of) fatherhood - and his father before him and so on. This was the atmosphere of my childhood in the 'fifties when fathers disappeared in the daytime and showed up again for a brief greeting - at most - at the end of the day, but were around some of the weekend and for the annual holiday and Christmas. Routinely weekdays were a male-free zone with the exception of the greengrocer and the steam-roller driver. Out of this conditioning comes a kind of dinosaur-slaughtering compulsion to bring back the spoils, arrive bloodied and exhausted in the living-room and sling the carcass onto the floor to be divided amongst the family tribe. I am satisfied by cheques in the post, by the weekly pay cheque, by finding a cheap plumber to fix the washing- machine, by saving some money for the family at the shops. I experience an inner warmth from the certainty that I am fulfilling an age-old need; the need to support and preserve the life and the continuance of my kin. This is archetypal and also conditional and the two combined provide me with the unfailing certainty, which it is rare to have these days, that what I am doing is right. 

IV

Children and Accomplishment

"...inevitably a time comes in adulthood when small sources of simple energy dry up and you face the dark night of the soul... We have invented new terms for this: midlife crisis, identity crisis, the Big Four-Zero, the seven-year itch. It is a dark time when the small connection with boyish exuberance dries up." - Robert A. Johnson, Transformation
Before I had children and as I drifted into my forties a feeling of pointlessness began to overcome me. It was not so much that I did not think that what I was doing with my life was pointless, more that I had an increasing sense of my own mortality, that I was not going to live forever, which had somehow always been in my mind from my adolescence/twenties. Knowing I was going to die affected me in at least two ways. Firstly, I began to stop wasting my time or not doing the best I could with my time, sharpening up my decision-making and really appreciating things in a way that only age (or a precocious brush with death?) can bring. Secondly, I had a maudlin awareness of the end of my life being the very end of my life with no one to care overmuch about my passing and nobody to preserve my memory or be influenced intimately by my life. I had wanted children for a long time already but I hadn't had any.

Having children of course has changed all of this so that it's not a concern any longer, but what I do find extraordinary is how I have become so motivated to create and accomplish since having children (this magazine being an example). Now not only do I do what I do gladly and with a sense of increased significance but I am moved to put new projects through, bring them about in a way I was never really capable of, or at least motivated to do, before. I am more thorough, more able to see the job through, as well as more inspired. I've got more to say, and there is more of me.

I cannot help thinking that the need to accomplish is my continuing couvade: my masculine version of birth-giving, not in the sense of a lack in me or an envy of woman's nature, but rather an augmentation of the fruitfulness around me - the life-giving quality of birth, of new life through my male nature.

note: work should be in inverted commas really, shouldn't it? 
V

'Work' and Family - Mutually Exclusive?

"Men's participation in the world of work has been built on one of the great paradoxes of fatherhood. Since the 1950s, married men have been most sought after as employees: the British car industry, for example, specifically targeted them for recruitment, for their stability and motivation were legendary. But, at the same time, the game played in the workplace is that fathers are single men." - Adrienne Burgess, Fatherhood Reclaimed

"It may be acceptable for a man to love his work but to offer or receive love at work is another matter." - Editorial, Achilles Heel No.20
Yesterday I took three of my children into a photocopier’s to get some work-related copying done. The officious assistant remarked, "You've got a lot on your hands", as my two-year-old and one-year-old appeared dropping pieces of masticated bun and casting spent feeding bottles onto the pristine carpet. Through the open shop-door I was reasoning with my four-year-old who was screaming above the noise of the traffic his intention to walk home to see mummy. Flustered I made it into the shop and perched him on a high stool to keep him in one place while pushing tiny pieces of banana into the toddlers' mouths. All of this while trying to clearly state my photocopying needs and proffer the correct sheets of paper - master copies - without getting banana spittle all over them. I could see that the assistant was not impressed and I myself could feel that the demands of the tasks of photocopying and children really just do not mix.

Increasingly men are expressing their need to be with their children, to see them grow and develop in a way the culture denies them by expecting them to work. A man is expected to ignore his family's needs and go to work whether his child is ill or his wife is imminently expecting to give birth. Once at work the family and their importance to him will usually be suppressed. It would be frowned upon to ask for time off to attend the school sports day, imprudent to be caught telephoning his wife and necessary to mask his leaving early to pick up his children with an excuse. Surveys have shown that paternity leave is most often not taken up by fathers even when they are officially entitled to it.

If we wish to integrate the part of us that goes to work with the parts of us which don't then it seems we are as far away as ever from fulfilment. 'Work' can be a burden, a bind and exhausting...

"Work... is still a separate compartment in life - something you tolerate in exchange for 'real' living in the time left over from doing your job, getting to your job and recovering from your job!" - Steve Biddulph, Manhood
VI

The Never-Ending Responsibility

"It is one thing for a father to sacrifice his desire to go fishing today because he needs to go to work to feed the family; it is quite another to work for forty years at a job he hates." - Carol S. Pearson, The Hero Within

"This is the time for a man to take six weeks off from his job and go away to summon the hermit in himself [which] will give him the perspective he needs for the next stage of life. People often do this against their will by getting ill and going to the hospital." - Robert A. Johnson, He 

If you ask me what are the most difficult things to handle about family life, I would say number one; the chaos, and number two; relentlessness. The never-ending responsibility is what can appal and attract you. On the one hand the certainty that you have had kids; have made your mark; that you will love them forever and in a sense live forever through them - the fundamental urge to be. And on the other the certainty that you will forever be worrying what they are doing; who they are with and if they are alright AND if you are being and have been a good parent!!!
... and this responsibility extends beyond the grave, as in this recent newspaper advertisement for life assurance, "HELP PROTECT YOUR FAMILY IF YOU DIE - or cash if you live", in which we are comforted with, "If you're diagnosed as having a terminal illness more than 18 months before the policy ends (and are expected to live less than 12 months), you'll receive the guaranteed lump sum to help you cope", and worried with, "Remember, the cost of life assurance increases with age." [There's a free camera though when you start paying in to the plan.]

We need to balance this extraordinary commitment with the unique and wondrous beauty of being acquainted with the miraculous beings who are our children. When we swap the anxiety about the future (and the future always features in anxiety) for the experience of sharing our lives with our kids we can begin to get this challenging and privileged task into the right sort of perspective. 

VII

Parenting as 'work'?

"Parental value: The work of a full-time parent is equivalent to a salary of £30,000 a year, according to the Forester's Friendly Society, which argues that not enough families appreciate the financial value of the work of full-time parents." - Cashpoints, The Guardian
“Without work, all life goes rotten. But when work is soulless, life stifles and dies." 

- Albert Camus

Parenting takes time and skill like any job. Most of us would agree that parenting is harder work than most activities which qualify as paid employment.

But what if parenting was recognised as 'work' for both male and female parents? Should it be and could it dehumanize the role of parenting? Would funds allocated for it be open to misuse? And anyway isn't parenting natural and instinctive, how could you quantify it and yet without doing so it is not valued in our materialistic society.

Nurturing and breadwinning are both aspects of fathering and the dichotomy between them needs to be broken down to allow a new model of the nurturing father to emerge for future generations. Furthermore the dichotomy between work (as in paid employment) and fulfilment, or even enjoyment, needs to be overcome for the new model too. If we are to live fulfilled lives then our work should be meaningful, enjoyable and life-enhancing. Our images and identities are bound up with work; mostly people will ask, "What do you do?", as soon as they know your name and it doesn't help that in the new classifications, which replace the old class definitions, a full-time nurturing father would be classed as unemployed down at level 8! 

VIII

A Third Way Out of the Breadwinner/Nurturer Dilemma

The breadwinner/nurturer dilemma reflects the very nature of fathering itself. It is no more and no less the invitation to walk between two opposite and apparently conflicting forces and develop a synthesis or third way out of the necessity to reconcile them. So it is with loving our children; whether that is easy for you or hard it is always necessary. Never mind that they are doing something you abhor or behaving so repugnantly you can hardly believe they are yours; the challenge remains for you to love them. 

So too with your commitment to them and to your family; what is it you are committing to? On the one side there are your aspirations, your vision of how you would like things to be and how you want them to progress - and on the other there are the twists and turns, the unforeseen misfortunes, the sudden sweeping joys. Life, however we imagine it, is completely unknown, it is tricky and unpredictable. So what have you committed yourself to? - the unknown, and the only way to honour your commitment is to steer a course between how you want things to be and what is (and they are never the same thing for any length of time).

Seen in a broader context then our dilemma can be approached more profoundly and more cautiously since our decision about how to meet it reflects on the whole rest of our fathering. If the work of fathering demands a sense of balance, something to do with harmony, with give and take, with the male and the female energies within and without ourselves, with our respecting the physical, the emotional, the mental and the spiritual beings that we are asked to care for in our lives then some vital and certain skill is required. In a way the breadwinner/nurturer dilemma, which seems to be such a potent issue just now in our culture distils the deeper challenges in the parenting journey; I am asked to shed my preferences, relive my own conditioning, my own childhood, confront myself through my fathering, see myself in my children, watch myself face the selfsame challenges my own parents had to face. And the payoff is in life experience, in wisdom, in the harmony of my own and others' lives, in the ability to be with life through its ups and downs, to transcend my happiness and my unhappiness and to find a way to live which is at once engaged and reflective of my inner self; through which I am more complete in myself. I don't think I know of anything more certain to bring that about than the experience of parenting willingly and totally entered into. 

IX

'Safety' and the Warrior

'Being a warrior of the heart does not mean acting aggressively or "toughing it out". It means prevailing through inner strength rather than through domination, as exemplified in the ancient Eastern dictum. "The greatest warrior is one who never has to use his sword".' 

- John Welwood, Journey of the Heart

 "... among the Aztecs... who had a number of heavens to which people's souls would be assigned according to the conditions of their death, the heaven for warriors killed in battle was the same for mothers who died in childbirth." - Joseph Campbell, The Power of Myth

There are risks in 'safety'. Our world is being increasingly sanitized into a comfort zone. With none of the traditional challenges associated with the life journey of our race preserved (in fact isolated, distanced and turned into legend) the life-enhancing dangers have become self-imposed, sublimated into career strategies. You "beat" the other guy to get the job, increase your qualifications to "get into a better position". Executive businessmen read books about the Samurai...

The breadwinner enters the world of the warrior because where else in our modern society can the warrior find expression. The warrior must be the complete antithesis of the loving nurturer. Or must it? True, the follower of Aries has to scrub around outside night-clubs, barrooms, football matches to get a good fight nowadays (unless he finds himself in Kosovo, Rwanda, East Timor, Sierra Leone or the Gulf... at this time) but is it possible to find a model of a gentle warrior - a warrior which is a model for fatherhood?

X

Caring and Learning

"Arjuna saw in both armies fathers, grandfathers, sons, grandsons; fathers of wives, uncles, masters; brothers, companions and friends. When Arjuna thus saw his kinsmen face to face in both lines of battle, he was overcome by grief and despair..." - The Bhagavad Gita
The Bhagavad Gita was written about two and a half thousand years ago and yet it may have something important to say about modern fatherhood. Arjuna is the would-be Rambo in the story which is set on an ancient battlefield called "The field of duty". Arjuna is placed between the two opposing forces, both families who are related to each other:

"Relations... are entangled amongst his enemies, and he realises that his own heart's blood is, as it were, arrayed against him."

Duty, two forces, family - heart's blood: this is beginning to sound like our problem, isn't it? All we need are some theories, guidance and belief-systems about parenting, and sure enough, when you read on you find that Arjuna...

"... has submitted to the guidance of various ideals and traditions and only now is it realised that all these relationships must be destroyed and all these ideals... must be ruthlessly sacrificed."

Not only must we realise that, in the words of Kahlil Gibran, "Your children are not your children", but also we need to let go the rule book. For it is a profound truth about parenting that only when you drop the idea and the ideal that the actual and unselfconscious feeling of love, guidance and compassion and the acts of care which come out of this feeling transform you. This transformation transcends and yet incorporates the ordinariness of parenting and you can see that there really is just two souls on a journey through life and that you are learning as much being a carer for your child(ren) as they are by receiving your care. This is the real work of fathering because this is the real work of life.

By Richard Harvey - Psychotherapist, Author and Spiritual Teacher, see  www.therapyandspirituality.com/

