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Life Without Father

(Sociology and You, pages 384-385)

“Fathers should be neither seen nor
heard” Oscar Wilde once wrote. “That is the
only proper basis for family life.” With each
passing year, American society has
increasingly become an immense social testing
ground for this proposition. Unfortunately for
Wilde’s reputation as a social analyst, to say
nothing about the health of our society, the
results have proved highly unsupportive.
American fathers are today more removed from
family life than ever before in our history. And
according to a growing body of evidence, this
massive erosion of fatherhood contributes
mightily to many of the major social problems
of our time. . . .

The print pages and airwaves have been
filled with discussions of fatherhood in recent
decades. Yet most discussions have focused on
just one issue—how to get fathers to share their
traditional breadwinner role and take up a new
(for them) child-care-provider role. The call
from younger womien has been loud and clear:
We need a new conception of fatherhood, a
“new father.” one who will help equally in the
home just as women now strive to help equally
in the workplace; one who will share the
“second shift” with his mate.

The father’s role—what society expects
of fathers—has indeed changed enormously in
recent years. Fathers are expected to be more
engaged with their children and involved with
housework—if not nearly as much as most
women would like, certainly far more than the
past generation of fathers would have thought
possible.

This role change has been highly positive
in most respects. But with all the concentration

on “role equality” in the home, the larger and
more ominous trend of modern fatherhood has
been mostly overlooked. We have been through
many social revolutions in the past three
decades—sex, women’s liberation, divorce—
but none more significant for society than the
startling emergence of the absent father, a kind
of pathological counterpart to the new father.

While the new father has been emerging
gradually for most of this century, it is only in
the past thirty years that we have witnessed the
enormous increase of absent fathers. In times
past, many children were left fatherless through
his premature death. Today, the fathers are still
alive and out there somewhere; the problem is
that they seldom see much, if anything, of their
children.

The main reason for contemporary father
absence is the dramatic decline of marriage.
Divorce rates have skyrocketed in the past
thirty years, and even more recently we have
seen a veritable explosion in the rate of unwed
motherhood. What this means, in human terms,
is that about half of today’s children will spend
at least a portion of their growing-up years
living apart from their fathers.

As a society, we can respond to this new
fatherlessness in several ways. We can, as more
and more of us seem to be doing, simply
declare fathers to be unnecessary, superfluous.
This is the response of “single parents by
choice” It is the response of those who say that
if daddies and mommies are expected to do
precisely the same things in the home, why do
we need both? It is the response of those who
declare that unwed motherhood is a woman’s
right, or that single-parent families are every
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bit as good as two-parent families, or that
divorce is generally beneficial for children.

In my view, these responses represent 2
human tragedy—for children, for women, for
men, and for society as a whole. . .. Fathering
is different from mothering; involved fathers
are indispensable for the good of children and
society; and our growing [trend in] national
fatherlessness is a disaster in the making. . . .

No one predicted this trend, few
researchers or government agencies have
monitored it, and it is not widely discussed,
even today. But its importance to society is
second to none. Father absence is a major force
lying behind many of the attention-grabbing
issues that dominate the news: crime and
delinquency; premature sexuality and out-of-
wedlock teen births; deteriorating educational
achievement; depression, substance abuse, and
alienation among teenagers; and the growing
number of women and children in poverty.
These issues all point to a profound
deterioration in the well-being of children.
Some experts have suggested, in fact, that the
current generation of children and youth is the
first in our nation’s history to be less well-off—
psychologically, socially, economically, and
morally—than their parents were at the same
age. Or as Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan
has observed, “the United States . . . may be the
first society in history in which children are
distinctly worse off than adults.”

Along with the growing father absence,
our cultural view of fatherhood is changing.
Few people have doubts about the fundamental
importance of mothers. But fathers? More and
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more the question is being raised, are fathers
really necessary? Many would answer no, or
maybe not. And to the degree that fathers are
still thought necessary, fatherhood is said by
many to be merely a social role, as if men had
no inherent biological predisposition
whatsoever to acknowledge and to invest in
their own offspring. If merely a social role, then
perhaps anyone is capable of playing it. . . .

The decline of fatherhood and of
marriage cuts at the heart of the kind of
environment considered ideal for childrearing.
Such as environment, according to a substantial
body of knowledge, consists of an enduring
two-parent family that engages regularly in
activities together, has many of its own routines
and traditions, and provides a great deal of
quality contact with their parents’ world of
work. In addition, there is little concern on the
part of children that their parents will break up.
Finally, each of these ingredients comes
together in the development of a rich family
subculture that has lasting meaning and
strongly promulgates such family values as
responsibility, cooperation, and sharing. . . .

What the decline of fatherhood and
marriage in America really means, then, is that
slowly, insidiously, and relentlessly our society
has been moving in an ominous direction—
toward the devaluation of children. There has
been an alarming weakening of the
fundamental assumption, long at the center of
our culture, that children are to be loved and
valued at the highest level of priority. Nothing
could be more serious for our children or our
future.
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