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SERIES EDITORS” FOREWORD

Charlotte Burck and Gwyn Daniel

Fatherhood has always presented challenges of definition, since it
mainly tends to be theoretically elaborated in relation to constructions
of motherhood. As ideas about gender, about mothering, and about
family have evolved and radically changed, so fathering has been
brought into focus, which, in turn, has posed questions and dilemmas
for both men and women. For this reason among others, this exciting
book by Gill Gorell Barnes is extremely welcome. Here, she places
fathers, with all their complexities, at the centre of her thinking and
practice, thereby redressing their marginalisation by clinicians work-
ing with children and families and by family relationship theorists.
In this rich and comprehensive book, Gill invites us to share her
extensive experience of working with fathers and their families over
many years. First, she lays out the history and context of contempo-
rary fatherhood in the UK before going on to explore the many mean-
ings and issues of fathering in the families with which she has
worked, as well as sharing her experience of her own father. As her
title implies, Gill has particularly focused on, and is acutely sensitive
to, the many dilemmas facing men and their families when they are
living separately, needing to find ways of “doing family” across more
than one household. She considers different contemporary family
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structures and multiple variations of relationship between fathers and
children. She works with a range of social fatherhoods: fathers going
through relationship transitions, non-live-in fathers, fathering in the
context of acrimonious divorce, and fathers re-entering their children’s
lives after long absences.

The book is bursting with lively descriptions of family therapy at
its best. The reader will find riveting accounts of Gill’s skilled and
nuanced clinical work. Her work is embedded in a framework that
incorporates cultural and societal influences and draws upon a wide
range of family therapy influences. She is a systemic therapist, accom-
plished at eliciting and holding complexities and moving between
levels in her work. Her unique way of interweaving the pragmatic and
concrete details of family life with meaning-making and emotional
matters is illuminating and inspiring.

Gill demonstrates a fluidity in her therapeutic practice with an
ability to move between different therapeutic positions to find creative
ways of enabling different conversations between family members. At
times, she explicitly elaborates systemic thinking with fathers and
other members of their family. She sometimes incorporates “child
developmental talk” which she and fathers together can consider with
regard to their wish to connect more fruitfully with their children and
which can free them from a polarised position in which they often
seem trapped. Her tracking with fathers of micro interactions in their
relationships with their children enables a focus on strengthening
their abilities to tune into their children, bypassing their emphasis on
rights and entitlements that has often left them disconnected. This is
particularly helpful for many fathers brought up within patriarchal
frameworks who struggle with changes in expectations and whose
attempts to replicate patriarchal ideas can contribute to oppositional
and troubled relationships with mothers and their children. Crucial
here is Gill’s validation of the men she works with as fathers with seri-
ous intent. Her ability to engage with their wishes for better relation-
ships acts as a powerful driver in the therapy.

Gill breaks new and exciting ground in the ways that she invites
children into increasingly bold questioning of their fathers, holding
them to account for developing their relationships, while simultane-
ously supporting both children and fathers. There are lovely examples
of Gill’s conversations with individual children, bringing forth their
moral positioning and puzzling over questions such as “What are
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Dads for?” This direct work also challenges traditional ways of
locating fathering as dependent on mothers. Gill tangles with the
dilemmas of mothers who have given up on the need for fathers and
ways that have informed children’s own views of their fathers. She
works with fathers to be tenacious in demonstrating that they do have
something different to offer, instead of being consumed with rage
about these “unfair” influences. This goes alongside her sessions with
children that unpack the fragments of stories and small episodes that
have sometimes constructed a “bad” father identity. This is therapeu-
tic work that has frequently been interwoven with families” entangle-
ment with lengthy court processes.

Gill addresses the additional complexities involved for families
who are living separately when mothers or fathers experience depres-
sion and mental illness. Helping parents to step into each other’s roles
when needed and the particular ways in which fathers can be helped
to manage this process has been a particular interest in Gill’s clinical
work and is elaborated in fascinating detail here.

We believe this book will become a landmark for clinicians work-
ing with families. Clinicians will find it a powerful provocation to
“think fathers” in their work. The wide-ranging challenges facing
fathers and children living separately when relationships have
become fraught are considered alongside the many challenges for
therapists working in this context. Therapists should discover ways to
hold on to their confidence to persist with this often difficult work.
The book provides many relevant ideas and stimulates important
reflections for clinicians. Gill Gorell Barnes” book should ensure a
place for fathers in family therapy that is long overdue.
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PREFACE

Sebastian Kraemer

This is a monumental text. It encompasses half a century of practice,
always—wherever located—a public service. It is inconceivable that
Gill could do anything less. Neither could she work with clients in any
context without being therapeutic. This is an effect that can also be
shared by longstanding colleagues like me. If you have not met Gill in
person, you will find her here. “I'd like to see Daddy. I'd like to talk to
Daddy,” says the child. “Shall we ring him now?” says Gill.

As a social worker in a 1960s children’s department, Gill learnt to
see families from the child’s point of view. It was less than twenty
years since the 1948 Children Act had encouraged social workers “to
view children as individual human beings with both shared and indi-
vidualised needs, rather than an indistinct mass”. Yet, this enlightened
view was soon to be swept aside by Seebohm reforms that diluted
practice knowledge of children into a too-ambitious focus on families,
now to be supported by generic social workers. Rather than abandon
one position for the other, Gill combined both in what became her
singular style of working therapeutically with parents and children,
where her early experience is still evident decades later: “much of
what we have to do with fathers requires a practical and educative
stance in addition to a ‘therapeutic’ stance”.

XV
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In her consultations with fathers, Gill locates the man emotionally
suspended between his own childhood and his child. “Anxious,
jealous and over possessive fathers may narrate stories of being locked
in the “coalhole’; having their heads put under the cold tap, made to
eat out of the dog’s bowl on the floor,” She offers father a “culture-free
science”, showing him that “a child’s brain is influenced by the envi-
ronment into which he is growing”. He learns that his child’s brain has
to be respected as much as his own, still reeling from the terror of the
coalhole. He finds out from Gill that what a father does and says to
his child when he is in a rage with the child’s mother can affect the
child for life, just as he was affected.

“Working with estranged fathers, I have found that talking in
detail about their interactions with their children when they were very
small, and taking an intensely child focused approach to their
‘remembering’ about their own childhoods, allows for rapid cognitive
and emotional processing under the intensified lens of wishing to
regain their relationships as parents to their children. Men who are so
often reported as ‘reluctant to engage’ are very keen to engage in these
circumstances”.

Thus, the man learns something about the experiences of child-
hood, while retrieving a “memory of quarrelling voices” from his
own. Instead of a reflex rebuke that “he’s just a little devil”, father now
notices that his child “gets upset when the wife and I shout at each
other”.

This work, a distillation of decades of national leadership, scholar-
ship, and practice in family therapy, is systemic social work of the
highest order. It is informed by an attachment theory that has devel-
oped in parallel with Gill's own life, which she now shares with the
reader. “Following a good principle of female sociology to work from
the bottom up” she recalls her growing up:

my network consisted of a fulltime working mother, a working father
whose work life I often shared, a live in Irish “nanny/companion”, a
Greek grandmother and aunt whom I visited more than once a week,
and an English granny with whom I spent much of my early years’
school holidays. In spite of multiple kin care, I have no doubt that my
mother “held me in mind”, but each of them also held aspects of my
“mind” in their minds, and in my professional thinking this wider
knowledge is often not sufficiently taken into account either in
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psychoanalytic thinking or in attachment theorising, or, indeed, in
many developments of a systemic approach.

All theories fall under the critical gaze of this lifelong practitioner,
holding the light of lived experience to them. Gill brings to her task a
unique mix of a permissive childhood where all things seemed possi-
ble, a privileged education, immersion in the cultural revolutions of
the 1960s and 1970s, a leading role in the first generation of British
family therapists as trainer, conference presenter, and writer, and
decades of intimate therapeutic contact with families in conflict. These
families find themselves in the presence of someone fearless and
eminent, yet without a trace of arrogance. With her clients, Gill is
plain-speaking and practical; accepting what she finds yet determined
to help change it so that children and parents can get on better—and
more safely—with one another. Quite a presence.

I have stepped into the remit on several occasions where a father had
been accused of child neglect, sometimes supervising childcare at
home where neglect was a contested issue, teaching a father how to
keep children safe while cooking their tea, or making sure they were
able to give a child a wash-down safely, without being accused of
inappropriate touching, in addition to thinking about wider safety
issues in the home or the street.

Besides coaching the father, Gill puts herself in the place of the
besieged child caught between feuding parents. Mother says, “He’s
trying to label me mentally ill again. I haven’t got mental illness.”
Father says, “You see and hear one thing, I recollect another.” Gill
writes, “this interview showed me how this couple had the capacity
to drive each other into a state from which there is no returning to a
middle collaborative position. I commented on this, and on the
confusing effect of our conversation on my own mind”. Here, she is
suggesting that their daughter refuses to take part in family life
precisely because she does not want to be in this disturbing place
between the parents, which Gill is occupying now. How often mental
illness is invoked, yet family consultations reveal the breakdown that
is between parents, rather than in one or the other. By temporarily
experiencing and reporting on it, Gill shows them, there and then,
what they do to their child.
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Here you can see the product of years of experience with children
in families, but also of having worked in places where there are child
psychotherapists as colleagues:

He showed me a puppet he had made with strong legs for walking “a
long way”. I said he had a lot to deal with in his young life and had
needed his strong legs, and I congratulated him on all he had done
and been through. He said, “Sometimes I am like a young man and
sometimes I like to be a baby as well”.

I think another source of Gill’s intuitive understanding of uncon-
scious family process could be more openly acknowledged. What is it
about fathers that makes them so important to children? It is not
always an attachment, but it must be an idea. Children know how
they were made. Whatever the facts and present circumstances, in the
child’s mind there is a sexual relationship that is both fundamental to
her existence but from which, at the same time, she is excluded
(Kraemer, 2017). A psychoanalytical formulation is entirely consistent
with systemic, developmental, anthropological, and sociological
discourses, and is recognisable in this simple and poetic observation:
“One continued experience I have had in much of the clinical work
described in this book is that the father is not held in mother’s mind
in any ways that can be of value to the child”.

Staying Attached: Fathers and Children in Troubled Times is, in many
respects, a report from a war zone. Gill describes being screamed at
by a persecuted father who could not allow her to express a view at
odds with his own. Her courage in keeping her head under that kind
of fire is evident. The capacity to tolerate being the bad object is funda-
mental to the analytic process. Therapeutic neutrality means holding
on to your own mind while straining to acknowledge the value of
another’s. As Gill says, this comes first from “wider knowledge” in
one’s own development. Working as a nine-year-old in her father’s
Soho café, “I was taught to greet all around me with respect and make
and serve coffee as well as I could. This gave me a security in the
world which has never left me”.



INTRODUCTION

Speaking up for fathers

This book is a tribute to the many committed and involved fathers I
have worked with over the past forty years, fathers who have con-
tributed to my thinking about what it takes to go on being a dad when
the going gets tough. The caring by these fathers, in the context of
mothers suffering from long-term physical illness or major mental
illness, was outside the “normal” parameters of what was expected
of men as fathers in the decades that followed the Second World War,
so that they were challenging norms of what was laid down as expected
male behaviour at that time. My father was the starting point for
stories of unorthodox masculinity in my own life. Additionally, the
book focuses on fathers whose relationships with their children were
in trouble, in the context of working with them in child and family
mental health settings as well as alongside the family court, where they
were struggling to maintain or regain relationships with their children.
It could often be seen that fathers were not keeping up with mothers’
wishes and expectations of them and, in some situations, had become
marginalised and were in danger of disappearing from their children’s
lives. Why was this happening and how had they arrived in these
complex, troubled, oppositional situations? Solicitors, often stuck for
a way forward, were looking for some therapeutic intervention on

XiX
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behalf of their clients into family systems that had reorganised without
them and often against them. While a new job description for father-
hood was clearly needed for many of these men, there was little
discussion about this and such an idea was very slow to develop in
any public forum. In relation to this work, I have asked many ques-
tions about father’s visions of their own role in their children’s lives
and included ideas and accounts of how fathers, over my lifetime, have
now largely become repositioned in public and private thinking about
family life.

Throughout the book, I have paid attention to some of the impacts
of extreme emotional distress which co-exist on a continuum with
many forms of mental disturbance, and which can affect both moth-
ers and fathers. Stress-related illnesses have an impact on fathers, and
have been part of my clinical concern, whether with couples or with
fathers living alone, as well as in relation to making decisions around
the lives of children. In the family court context, I also worked with
the families of mothers who no longer saw their children, in each case
for reasons attributed to their own mental illness, which had domi-
nated their children’s early lives. In these cases, fathers had become
primary carers very soon after birth. The book pays particular atten-
tion to mental health difficulties, and ongoing mental illness, which is
often unaddressed as a component in the lives of families in main-
stream social family research. It also remains largely neglected in
family therapy theory and training. The ways in which mental ill-
health can complicate the lives of all members of a family, so that the
ideal relationship a father might wish to have with his children has to
be re-positioned in the light of changing rhythms of mental distur-
bance, is revisited as a subject in different chapters.

Many men present with extreme forms of behaviour that can
include failure to connect to others’ feelings, often a lack of awareness
about themselves, and sometimes accompanied by violent responses
towards others. What can move someone between extreme emotional
distress, on the one hand, and mental illness, on the other, how these
two states of being are defined and categorised for any one individ-
ual, and how this affects the work we do in particular contexts of chil-
dren and families, is a question that always remains open to scrutiny.
In general, fathers who manifest high levels of poorly regulated emo-
tion, leading to attitudes perceived by others as irrational, are unlikely
to be seen as being in need of therapeutic services unless they can
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attract a defined diagnosis of a major mental illness (McLean et al.,
2002). States of intense distress and “mental illness”, defined and
undefined, are, in principle, thought of throughout the book as being
on a continuum, and are further discussed in the chapters that follow.

Gender equality in parenting practices: doing “male”
and “female” in the post-war decades

Although, in North European societies, we now have, as part of main-
stream social narratives about the family, models of fatherhood which
subscribe to gender equality in relation to responsibility for children,
the way fatherhoods are, in reality, played out shows widely differing
performances. These differences are practised both within and
between diverse cultural groups, and include a wide range of father-
hoods lived and carried out away from the child’s daily home with her
mother. Following the Second World War, the shared ideologies of
cohesive family life and ways of “doing male and female” in families
in the UK were more commonly defined by work structures and asso-
ciated “accepted” definitions of class than is now the case. There
might never have been a single framework for marriage and family
life to which women subscribed, but researched descriptions of family
life showed more homogeneity than would be the case now, and little
was researched or written-outside the context of war itself-about chil-
dren’s relationships with fathers who did not live with them.
Following two World Wars, ideologies constructed around recreating
a secure society in the UK, as described and defined by sociologists
and journalists of the time, are discussed briefly in Chapter One. New
arrangements of gender and sexuality, and associated practices
around responsibility for children, continue to change the shape and
definition of what might be recognised and socially allowed as
“family”, which is touched on throughout the book.

Fathers on the margins of family lives: 1975-2015

Since 1945, family configurations and roles within families have been
in continual change. Some fathers described in this book (from 1975
onwards) have never lived with the mothers of their children, while
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some have co-habited but ceased to live in the family home, separat-
ing early in the lives of their infants or toddlers. Some have married
and divorced and are struggling to develop new ways of maintaining
meaningful relationships with their children in the context of ongoing
hostility. Many of these men were experiencing competition or conflict
with other men who were “social” fathers to their children, whether
live-in partnerships, or married “step fathers”, to whom mothers had
subsequently given preference in the role of father. In these diverse
contexts, many conflicts of interest between mothers and fathers can
be generated, not only about how the bringing up of children is to take
place, but also over whether a father can have a serious place in his
child’s life at all. Further complexity was stirred up by many fathers
who continued to have assumptions about “patriarchal” rights, beliefs
that usually belie the reality of the way the families they are part of
actually think about family life. The positions to which men might
become relegated by their families, which have become primarily
constructed around women and children and outside which fathers
have to struggle to redefine their own relevance and importance in
their children’s lives, has been my particular interest, working along-
side solicitors and the family courts since the 1990s.

Fathers” invisibility within the professional “gaze”: why are
fathers left out of personal and professional thinking?
Findings from research

Fathers are often the less visible members of family households, and
may frequently live separately from their children. As an “entity”,
their needs have been, and remain, relatively neglected by the mental
health and therapeutic services. Walters (2011) in her book on work-
ing with fathers in the child and family mental health service
described this as both extraordinary and sad, given the rapid changes
in the roles of fathers in the previous twenty years. Many fathers, both
in and out of families, struggle with prolonged, and sometimes severe,
states of mental illness or depression for which there is, in reality, no
service provision (and themselves often generate unsympathetic
discussion from professionals). A study of views about fathers in
social work offices found that they were mainly given a negative press
and that there were few discourses around fathers which were
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positive (Scourfield, 2006). Fathers often do not fit current diagnostic
priorities and the type of services available rarely meet their social and
emotional needs. Furthermore, qualitative research has shown that
fathers have been seen to be neglected by professionals working with
families, including within the field of systemic family therapy (Smith,
2011). At the same time, contemporary research from studies of fami-
lies that focus on parenting programmes has shown that including
fathers in thinking about family, and working with them alongside
mothers and children, whether or not they live in the same house-
holds, increases both the likely long-term involvement of these fathers
with their children and increases the support they give to the mothers
(Matta & Knudson-Martin, 2006).

Other work additionally found that the competence of “high risk”
fathers with their children increased, in direct relationship to their
capacity to work closely within the framework offered by the child’s
mother (Ngu & Florsheim, 2011). Where a mother is demoralised or
depressed following a child’s birth, including fathers in the thinking
about the children can also increase a mother’s involvement in posi-
tive ways (Vik & Hafting, 2009). Yet, a recent overview of many thou-
sands of family interventions worldwide has found that fathers are
still largely ignored by parenting programmes (Panter Brick and
Leckman, 2013). Family intervention programmes rarely evaluate
their own impact on both parents: impacts such as co-parenting qual-
ity, overall family functioning, depression, or stress within either
parent. This omission is likely to be partly due to the ongoing shifts
and influences between often rapidly changing cultures that do not fit
easily into pre-planned research formulations. However, in my view,
the omission might also reflect a wider social difficulty in thinking
about whether there is a distinctive role that fathers have in family
life, and a lack of commitment at higher organisational levels to create
changes in working patterns and working hours, both for fathers who
are clients and fathers who are professionals.

Working with fathers in the UK over fifty years

What is my own interest in fathers and their special place in the lives
of children? During my clinical work with fathers over half a century,
I have seen many changes in the expectations held of them between
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different generations and within diverse family groups of different
cultures and ethnicities. My direct work with fathers has been mainly
limited to the multi-cultural contexts of the UK, although I have also
worked with families in Greece, in Singapore and Hong Kong, main-
land China, and in Russia. In my early family therapy days (1968-
1972) working at Woodberry Down Child Guidance Clinic (as it was
then known) in Hackney, under the clinical directorship of Robin
Skynner, there was an emphasis on whole family work and the inclu-
sion of fathers wherever possible in all families seen in the clinical
service (Gorell Barnes, 2011). While the families in our geographical
catchment area were predominantly white working-class and Carib-
bean families who had only recently arrived in the UK, the area also
included a small number of Nigerian families, who were mainly in the
UK to study. The range of ways of “doing father” in the Nigerian
families included fathers who were absent from their children’s lives
for many months at a time, moving between Nigeria and the UK, yet
who, it seemed, did not lose their own idea of fatherhood, or their
identity as fathers, and neither were they devalued by mothers and
children. Caribbean fathers, on the other hand, were often seen by
their mothers, partners, and sisters to have a more tenuous identity as
fathers, and were frequently less valued as part of the ongoing child-
rearing structure (Arnold, 2012). Caribbean parents, at that time,
suffered from the lack in this country of grandparental and other
kinship networks that would normally have cared for the children.
However, the older generation had generally stayed in the Caribbean
to care for the children “back home” while the parental generation
came to this country both as economic providers and ambassadors for
possible new lives.

Further family variations also included the cultural mix which
constituted part of my own background: European families from
Greece and Cyprus, as well as Turkey, who bordered “cultures” of
Western and Eastern Europe and whose “cultural difference” was
harder to take conscious account of in my work because it was so
familiar to me in life (Gorell Barnes, 2002). Earlier, in the 1960s, I had
worked in Islington Children’s Department, the precursor of modern
children’s services, doing family work of all kinds, with a similar mix
of families from different ethnicities. This work included assessing
and supervising foster placements, adoption assessment, supervising
day care “child minding” placements, and providing support to
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fathers of all cultures when a mother was ill or admitted to hospital
and other relatives were not available. Like Jennifer Walters, whose
book Working with Fathers was published shortly before I started work
on this one, I have “repeatedly been struck by men’s love for their chil-
dren and their desire to participate in family life” (Walters, 2011, p.
83). My own early experience with my father, described in Chapter
One, was an inner guide to believing in the potential nurturing capac-
ity of men when a context for the legitimised expression of nurture
became socially available. I use the word “legitimised” deliberately, as
I believe there have been many social distortions in the development
of men’s emotionality, some of which are discussed in the chapters
that follow.

Fathers at the centre and fathers on the margins:
personal research studies

My own professional interest in developing the subject of working
with disenfranchised fathers developed further in the context of two
earlier research and clinical studies: the first looking at the experiences
of young people who grew up in step-families (Gorell Barnes et al.,
1998), and learning from their narratives about both fathers and step-
fathers in the 1970s and 1980s. The second study was carried out in
the context of a project on children and parents going through sepa-
ration and divorce in the child and family department of the Tavistock
Clinic in the 1990s (Dowling & Gorell Barnes, 1999). Subsequently, a
colleague, Mary Bratley, and I interviewed twenty fathers who were
the primary carers for their children (Gorell Barnes & Bratley, 2000,
unpublished). The study was not finished due to unexpected illness
and death in the families of both researchers. However, I have drawn
on some of those interviews to illustrate fathers” enjoyment of bring-
ing up their children in spite of complex and adverse circumstances
which led to major adaptations in their own lives. Their narratives of
the daily experiences of managing lives as primary carers for their
children, sometimes in the context of a former partner who had, and
continued to have, a major mental illness, offered varied thoughts and
multiple options on how “family life” (offering nurture to, and taking
responsibility for, children) can be maintained. I have continued to
work intensively with fathers following marital or partnership
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separation and re-marriage problems, in addition to fathers living
through family changes as a result of mental illnesses in partners or
children (involving some 120 fathers altogether).

Key contemporary studies

The book draws mainly on my clinical and court work experience,
with a background of key contemporary studies from the large social
science literature on fathers and families. To cite all this work would
not be possible, but there are special thanks to Intimate Fatherhood
(Dermott, 2008), Researching Intimacy in Families (Gabb, 2010), and from
the socio-legal angle, Fragmenting Fatherhood (Collier & Sheldon, 2008).
In addition, I have referenced studies from the past decade focusing on
men, challenging stereotypes in gendered roles, Do Men Mother?
(Doucet, 2006), and the work on Contemporary Fathering (Featherstone,
2009). The dedicated research by Michael Lamb is a necessary com-
panion to writing anything on fathers and will be referenced in later
chapters. Earlier work from the 1980s (Re-assessing Fatherhood, Lewis &
O’Brien, 1987) and 1990s (Children in Families, Brannen & O’Brien, 1996;
“Fathers and fatherhood in Britain”, Burghes et al., 1997) took the form
of research studies and reflections to which I have often turned, and
which influenced my clinical thinking throughout that period and
onwards.

Interdisciplinary influences on clinical work over time:
multiple contributions to a systemic approach

My own clinical work has drawn widely on four main fields outside
the schools of systemic therapy itself. Each of these has contributed to
the ongoing construction of a personal systemic framework.

1. Social research into families and the effect of social policy on
families; the intersection of the public and the private.

2. Child development research in different social contexts,

3. Psychodynamic relational understanding extended through
twenty-five years working at the Tavistock Clinic, given a comple-
mentary framework of attachment theory by John Bowlby, whose
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attachment research from the 1970s onwards influenced my
thinking. In my own mind, the added lens of being a working
woman, as well as a different cultural lens from Dr Bowlby
regarding the value of wider kin care for any single child, brought
additional questions to the focus of the mother—child attachment
frame.

4. An earlier and continuing influence which brought together the
three areas above within a wider systemic framework was ethol-
ogy (or the patterning of relationship structures within animal as
well as human living systems). This started as a child when I read
Konrad Lorenz’s early studies (1952) and continued in the 1970s
through the reading not only of Gregory Bateson, but of his
nephew P. P. G. Bateson (1976) and colleague Robert Hinde (1979).
My later friendship with Patricia Minuchin, a developmental
psychologist, brought together through her own writing and
connections further reading of attachment theory within the
wider frame of ethology (Hinde & Stevenson Hinde, 1988;
Minuchin, 1988).

Recently, neurobiology has further contributed to my understand-
ing of particular developmental difficulties and how these can inter-
sect with relational complexities in family struggles, and has again
drawn attention back to wider social contexts and the impact these
can have on individuals and the internal effects of social stress. The
book draws on these diverse but intersecting frames and puts them
together within a systemic approach that addresses them at the levels
of individual and family. This makes sense for clinical work with
fathers finding and maintaining relationships with children in diffi-
cult circumstances

Idiosyncratic threads that help fathers
hang into therapeutic work

Although what follows is not a manual or detailed guide to practice,
I have tried to draw out aspects of my work with fathers which I
believe have made it more possible for them to pick their way through
tangles of troubled family relationships, regain threads of connection,
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and, when they persevere, scaffold more secure relationships with
their children. These include the following.

A recognition of their often passionate feelings about children,
frequently a depth of emotion not formerly discovered through
previous partner relationship experience.

Drawing on an approach that is educative about child develop-
ment and child care.

Describing openly a systemic framework that takes into account
and discusses mutual influence in family relationships.
Collaborative conversations, thinking with fathers about their
own life experiences and the intergenerational influences on
these, as well as the larger social discourses that have a bearing on
their views about, and practices of, fatherhood.

Using a sense of humour as part of communal reflection on life’s
mistakes, life dilemmas and pitfalls, and the ways that we try to
overcome them. Often, the work with a particular father and
family has been long term, sometimes more than two years,
through provision made by both County Court and High Court
judges for family conflict cases of exceptional complexity. My
thirty-five years of independent practice has allowed for consulta-
tions with fathers over long periods, sometimes ten years or more.
These three settings of the National Health Service (NHS), of
family courts, and independent practice have allowed me the
richness of working across boundaries of class and ethnicity. I
have always been vigilant about the nuances of cultural differ-
ence, though sometimes making wrong assumptions that have
got me into trouble. I have been able to work with fathers from a
diverse range of social and employment settings, from penal insti-
tutions to lawyers, businessmen, and entrepreneurs to fathers
dependent on welfare, government and NHS employees, doctors
and clergy, as well as a range of therapeutic practitioners and
healers.

Unlike social research, which focuses on what specific groups of

fathers have achieved, this book addresses some of the relational strug-
gles that co-exist with the potential for both the achievement and the
failure of good relations with children for men of different classes and
cultures, within wider contexts of their families. It considers how
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professionals can help with processes of mediating emotional diffi-
culties between fathers, partners, and their children. This can take the
form of modifying their “wished for” and sometimes unrealistic
fantasies about relationships between fathers and children towards
more solid emotional territory, embedding them in realities which are
smaller than the fantasies, but which can grow and develop their own
momentum. It draws on “local knowledges” (Geertz, 1983) developed
on a case-by-case basis with fathers, whose own subjective experience
I might have shared over periods of between two and ten years. I also
take aggregated knowledge into account, reflecting settings in which
performances of “father” have been required by others: by mothers,
by children, by ex-wives, by kinship networks, and by the courts. In
these different settings, I try to look at those specificities of the mean-
ing of “father” that is being “sought” in any particular family, and by
the different individuals within it.

Following the decline of patriarchy, how does
a father think about his role?

Once the securities of “patriarchy” were dislodged during the second
half of the past century, which is discussed in Chapters One and
Three, a puzzle for many fathers became how to position themselves
within a family. This involved different dilemmas in different cultures.
There is no single father role to which all fathers should aspire. A
successful father, as defined in terms of his children’s development, is
one who finds the right fit between the demands and prescriptions of
his own social and cultural context and his own interpretation of these
in terms of love and responsibility within which his children can
thrive. In our family practice, the urgent need to redress the balance
between men and women in the direction of women’s empowerment
might have led to some lacunae in our own thinking as professionals
about concurrent developing dilemmas for fathers around “how to be
a father”. Most women taking on feminist ideas in the 1960s and 1970s
believed men should be responsible for their own thinking. This
necessary neglect by women ignored the “perturbations” urgently
needed in men’s thinking at that time to allow for more rapid and
positive changes to occur, if fathers were to “keep up” in relation to
changing ideas about fatherhood, contemporary to each decade.
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Current research shows that families can thrive well with and without
fathers, which further complicates thinking for men about “father and
family”. However, fathers themselves might not thrive without their
families, particularly when they are excluded from the lives of their
children, and this recognition entered the field at a later date, when
research on men’s health in response to post divorce living began to
emerge (Hetherington, 1989). Not to think “about” fathers and their
changing positions in families, as well as “thinking with” them, seems
to me now to be unsystemic. That is with the reflective capacity of
hindsight, rather than the anger of an earlier time, and the associated
vigour for women of “getting on with it”. For a professional as well
as for a family, it can become a habit not to think about the possible
effects of ignoring one part of the “circuits of relationship” in which a
child grows. Following the increased social freedom to divorce, as
well as to create families without marriage at all, there was a failure
to think about the changing relational processes resulting from break-
away and the development of new systems. Thinking about family
continued along former paths, in too many habitual ways. Habit, as
Bateson delineated it, is a major economy of conscious thought, but
might be an economy carried out at a price (Bateson, 1973c). When
fathering becomes “tokenised”, and acts of “performing fatherhood”
are disconnected from the changing emotional and intellectual matrix
of the child’s mind, it becomes difficult for the child to think about
“family as a whole” and a father’s part in it. Separated fathers suffer
from this.

Throughout this book, I do not think about the “performance of
fatherhood” as a universal constant in pattern, shape, and practices
throughout any child’s life. It is the recognition and witnessing of the
changing nature of what a family requires of a father within the life-
time of one or two generations, which long-term clinical work can
offer, that fleshes out sociological analysis of fatherhood. What father-
ing entails can vary in detail within the life of one man; it is a constant
work in progress. A person’s understanding of their own intimate life,
and the sets of relationships within which their own execution of the
role of father has been constructed, can dramatically change from year
to year, and even from week to week.



CHAPTER ONE

The changing social context for
fathering in the United Kingdom
in my lifetime: the family and
fathers remembered following the
Second World War

Men, women, work, family, and babies

reorganise around the inclusion of fathers returning from the

world of combat. Contemporary studies of the family did not
include any difficulties this reinstatement had involved, and also
ignored variations in gendered family practices—ways that men and
women might have behaved within the privacy of the family that were
different from roles publically assigned for “mother” and for “father”.
Idiosyncratic contradictions that might have been tolerated and even
enjoyed in family life in the 1950s were not reported, so that how
fathers “behaved” in families is recorded under broad research agree-
ments on how family life was put together: the domain of sociology
vs. the idiosyncratic and anecdotal interpretations of how this was
actually have lived (more the domain of diaries, biography, comedy,
popular songs, and seaside postcard jokes (Orwell, 1941)). The larger
institutionalised construction of family, with a preferred frame of two
parents, is our official version of family life (Mogey, 1956, Young &
Wilmot, 1957).

F ollowing the end of the Second World War, family life had to
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The 1950s and the 1960s marked the rise of “maternal” pre-
eminence (Bowlby, 1951). Women were urged to prioritise looking
after their babies over working outside the home. This emphasis on
childcare was in part to compensate for the retreat of women from the
marketplace, encouraged in order to allow men back into the labour
forces at the necessary level after the war. Anecdotally referenced by
Grace Robertson, who herself went on to become a world-famous
photographer, was the gratitude and guilt women felt towards the
men who had fought and won a terrible war and

not wanting to steal their work ... you couldn’t avoid the men who
had been hurt in the war: they were everywhere, blind or scarred, on
crutches or in wheelchairs. This made women less voluble on the
subject of equality than they might otherwise have been . . . I could no
more have thought of feminism in the face of what I could see in the
streets than I could have flown to the moon. It would have been inde-
cent as far as I was concerned. (Robertson, quoted in Cooke, 2013,

p- Xix)

The primary role consigned to women, to have babies, also marked
the significance given to re-populating a society decimated by war
through bombing and loss of civilians as well as loss of fighting men:
“the chief means of fulfilment in life is to be a member of and repro-
duce a family” (Oakley, 2014). During the Second World War, men had
been distanced from the daily experience of their families and in the
immediate post-war period of re-entry and accommodation into
family life their role as breadwinner was privileged. A father’s role
was socially defined as “the economic provider and the emotional
support of mother” (Bowlby, 1953, p 15).

Creating homes for families: public policy and private life

Standards of living for families as a whole improved in the context of
massive rebuilding programmes following the bombing and destruc-
tion of civilian life in some of the major cities in the UK (Imperial War
Museum London Blitz Archives), creating new possibilities for family
living. The population of Britain at every social level had been
shocked to discover the quality of life many families had suffered in
pre-war housing, and there was a national wish to give families of all
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social classes the opportunity for a better quality of life. A further
emphasis on the importance of motherhood as an activity arose from
public recognition of the deprivations experienced by children during
the war, both within their homes through bombing and as a result of
evacuation, an attempt to avoid the effects of bombing on children.
Evacuation itself had opened up wider public awareness of the
poverty and associated poor nutrition and health standards within
which many children were raised, creating a public momentum for
social change. There was a “spirit of hope” pushing forward the legis-
lations of the Welfare State—health, housing, and benefits all being
proposed as part of a better quality of life. The importance of the well-
being and connectedness of people throughout the country was a new
social recognition, and became a post-war principle of shared belief
embodied in the early post-war construction of the Welfare State “a
place where young people, besieged for six years of war could finally
feel they had a future. You could fairly feel the rush of air as they
raced forward to greet it” (Dundy, quoted in Cooke, 2013, p. xv). In
the early 1950s, rationing ended, economic policy showed growth,
and there were higher wages. Numbers of babies could be controlled
through increased use of birth control (but within marriage only; at
that time, contraception was provided only if a woman produced a
marriage certificate). These were all factors contributing to pleasanter
homes, husbands more at home, shared activities such as radio listen-
ing and, subsequently, watching television, more participation in
family life, a move towards the modern “involved” dad and, though
not yet realised, the father as co-parent.

Fathers in family life following the Second
World War: glimpses of gender and role

Lamb (2013), the foremost researcher on fathers’ roles in family life,
confirms that social scientists of the 1940s and 1950s did not study
fathers. In the aftermath of war, little was recorded about how mean-
ingful emotional and psychological relationships were formed by and
with fathers. Unusual performances of “father” in daily life, therefore,
falls to those of us who remember these from our own lives to supple-
ment what research studies describe. A vignette of my own family
variations follows below. Fathering, like mothering, involves the
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repetitive enactment of patterns of daily care and the distribution of
these among family members depending on their age, gender, and
competence: feeding the family, doing the laundry, paying the bills,
management of children’s lives, problem-solving, boundary-keeping,
regulation of emotions, homework assistance, stress management,
demonstration of affection and aggression at expected and unex-
pected times. Patterns of family “chores” as well as emotional and
relational life for fathers in families are unlikely to have been organ-
ised in any single manner.

Women sociologists of the time dismissed the “romanticised”
stereotyped picture emerging (from the male sociologists of the 1950s)
of the large, three-generation, gender-divided, working-class family.
Oakley noted how Gavron, the first woman and feminist sociologist
to address similar terrain in the UK, considered men’s and women'’s
particular experience in her analysis. Gavron’s accounts of family life
differed from other pictures painted of fathers by showing how small
numbers of men were actively entering the domain of hands-on
fathering (over five per cent doing “anything or everything” and a
further twenty-seven per cent doing most things except nappies
(Gavron, 1966, cited in Oakley, 2014). The Newson studies (conducted
by a married couple, thus including perspectives from both genders)
concurred that men were playing a larger part in family life, with
thirty per cent of fathers of one-year-old’s putting their children to bed
and over eighty per cent playing with them regularly. Their study
shows differences related to social class, with more involvement from
fathers higher up the class scales of their time. Their population was
not in London, but in Nottingham, and social, gender, and family
norms were likely to have been differently constructed relating to the
labour practices of their population (Newson & Newson, 1963). The
research field of sociology, and, therefore, the subjects studied, was
itself tightly controlled by men, including a patriarchal stance held at
the London School of Economics. This is likely to have affected what
could be investigated and recorded in relation to changing patterns in
family life and controlled research into gender and change itself
(Gavron, 2015; Oakley 2014).

Female strength was acknowledged in the reporting of family life
in the UK, but not complemented by knowledge of men’s changing
behaviours in the family. In the 1960s and the decades that followed,
rates of maternal employment amplified, with the growth of industries
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that were machine or technology led and offered new, as well
as part-time, employment for women. So also did the growth of
commerce and administration, catering, and the service industries,
providing further work for women compatible with family life. The
expansion of teaching, nursing, and social services also provided
opportunities for women, like myself, to train and work in profes-
sions approved by the contemporary male “gaze” as non-threatening.
Attitudes were changing between generations. The increase in the
employment of married women naturally had an effect on married
relationships, as many wives were now released from complete finan-
cial dependence on their husbands. Therefore, they became freer to
think for themselves, exchange ideas with other women in the work-
place, and express different opinions at home (Gorell Barnes, 1990).
The high wages that school leavers were able to obtain gave sons and
daughters more financial independence from their parents, and the
establishment of the Welfare State—in particular the National Health
Service—now offered services for those events in life for which parents
were once the only source of help and advice. The “family” moved
towards becoming a collective of thinking individuals, in many cases
with attendant anxieties about role, power, and new gendered free-
doms. By the 1990s, fifty-nine per cent of mothers were working; a
decade later, seventy per cent of married mothers were working, the
hours depending on the age of their children (Brannen et al., 1997).

Family patterns and men’s social experience

The social and emotional positions through which boys work towards
becoming fathers have always been diverse, affected by wartime or
peacetime, by ethnicity, culture, class, family composition, and by
idiosyncratic experience. Shared male cultural experience runs in
parallel with individual development: schools, religious venues, play-
grounds, sports changing rooms, “hanging out” spaces such as
teenage bedrooms, music venues, clubs and gangs, coffee bars, work-
place canteens, as well as pubs. Shared “cultural” input from radio
and, after the 1950s, television is now overtaken by social media and
multiple cultural choices. Until 1963, there was also the powerful
collective experience for men of doing National Service—two years in
one of the armed forces or work associated with defence. War, and
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men as fighters of war and “protectors of women and children”,
remained a powerful aspect of respected masculinity into the mid-
1960s and continued to influence ideas about fatherhood. The job of
becoming a father, and developing any parity as a parent, remained
secondary to what was required of men in life outside the home, an
ideology also subscribed to by many women. This further contributed
to the elevated positions of “authority” often accorded to men across
a wide number of social domains. The research ideology and premises
about how family life should be conducted also remained within this
framework, promoting the peacetime ideal of cohesion, rather than
looking at differences in family life.

In addition, how might a father’s beliefs about his role in his child’s
life have been affected by contemporary wider economic systems?
Fatherhood roles in the 1950s and 1960s were strongly related to the
requirements of production, and the expectations held of men in the
workplace, which “excluded men from the home as effectively as
they held women to it” (Lummis, 1982). A father’s beliefs about father-
hood were primarily linked to current traditions related to labour. The
structures of many industries and their particular disciplines in differ-
ent parts of the UK were strongly associated with how family life was
run.

How do men develop their ideas about fathering
from their families as well as society?

Walters (2011), in her research, found that where fathers had experi-
enced closeness to their own fathers, they were more likely to be
participatory with their own children. However, clinical work, as well
as non-clinical interviews with fathers, suggest that when a father has
had a bad fathering experience himself, good enough care from other
relatives can mitigate the effects of this and he could strive to achieve
a better relationship with his own children than his father had with
him. He might also feel freer to try out better practices. As Sam, who
is bringing up his daughter as primary parent said,

“My dad was virtually never home . . . barely at home, used to beat us
frequently. What can I say about my dad, I think my dad was awful.
My dad was awful, you know, but you still love him don’t you . . . he
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was just ... I think my dad taught me the dangers of excessive
masculinisation very early. I just looked at it even as a kid. This is
weird . .. this is not right . . .” (Gorell Barnes & Bratley, 2000)

Quality of fathering alone might be less significant in influencing
a father’s determination to become a hands-on parent than wider
family experience of being nurtured by mothers, sisters, elder broth-
ers, uncles, and grandfathers. Recent websites (e.g., Fatherhood Insti-
tute, 2012) now offer forums where men can explore questions about
what makes a “good enough” father with other fathers and offer prac-
tical advice and models of practice (Cabrera et al.,, 2000), However,
this was unavailable to the fathers discussed later in this book, who
relied mainly on male relatives and friendship groups as well as their
“mum” to instigate better fathering.

Social discourses and individual narratives:
male and female power—multiple intersections

Men still continue to hold the larger political and economic power in
the UK, still dominating the institutions of government, judicial, and
military systems and the world of international business. However,
the population of men and women is now moving to women in the
majority (51% in the UK in 2015), and there has been an increase in
women gaining larger percentages of the intake into professional
trainings in the old as well as the new universities. The former organ-
isation of gender balance within larger social systems has the poten-
tial to be in rapid disequilibrium in the next half century, in spite of
male resurgences of power in different parts of the world. Many
schools, particularly public schools, have formerly contributed to
rigidified ideas of masculinity and fatherhood through their attitudes
to growing boys. They have traditionally reinforced distance from
femininity, and paradoxically created idealisation of it, dependence
on it, and disrespect for it (Burck & Daniel, 1995). This has had the
power to shape and restrict men’s tenderness and their capacity for
intimacy, and to form emotional connections with others close to
them. With the increase of co-education in all sectors of education
within the UK, girls’ influence will have more ongoing impact on
these former arrangements of power and intimacy in the future,
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despite the chauvinist backlash that many girls are experiencing in
schools and on line. Men'’s capacity for intimacy will change. The
patterns that still affect the majority of men over fifty who are
currently fathers are now largely in flux for those under forty.

While recognising the reality of men’s power, I have chosen, for
diverse reasons, to take a position in my work with fathers estranged
from their children that also considers men’s emotional disadvantage.
This is often shaped by the same social and economic processes that
gave them power in more public domains. When power is moved
from one domain to another, from public to private, to contexts con-
structed around intimacy and caring, some men might not understand
the basic principles of the systemic change involved and find them-
selves on the margins of family life. How can we usefully harness the
complementary power of women on men’s behalf? While changes in
fatherhood have inevitably been linked to changes in motherhood, the
wider changes and growth in women’s power in the world outside the
home demand further and more rapid changes of men within the
domain of family life—changes for which they have often been unpre-
pared, and have sometimes been unwilling to make.

What is a father for, and who decides?
Changing social discourses

The expectations of a father within the home have changed over the
past fifty years from being the “mother’s part-time helper” of the
1960s to becoming the “co-parent” of the twenty-first century. How-
ever, there remain many fathers who have themselves not been raised
to share household and childcare tasks in a responsible manner. They
are often taken by surprise at the powerful impact of the emotional
tasks involved in day-to-day child rearing. Changes in the collective
social consciousness about gender, power, and men’s roles in the UK
and Europe in the past twenty years have left many contemporary
fathers behind in an assortment of troubled contexts. They are often
ill equipped to respond to the wider de-construction of old style
patriarchy, but choose to fall back on its rhetoric when challenged
to perform differently in family life. The introduction of greater
shared paternity leave in 2015 (Paternity Leave Policy, 2015) offered
further opportunity to change this frame; but there are many reasons,
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primarily led by the economics and pressures of workplaces, which
have militated against change (Jacobs, 2016). Becoming a real dad is
less likely to be regarded as an optional “add on” in a father’s life now,
and more likely to be a requirement from mothers and from children
demanding involvement and responsibility.

Gay fathers

With the legal recognition of same-sex marriage coming into force in
March 2014, the primary structural family feature of “institutionalised
patriarchy”—father as head of the heterosexual and legally privileged
form of family—became invalid. While heterosexual family life
remains the predominant form of family, it is no longer exclusive in
law. This can further free fathers to “invent” fatherhood forms and
expand definitions of family in multiple ways, as gay fatherhood has
shown. Inevitably, as male partners are having their own children,
there will also be dramatic changes in the range of motherhoods.
Some aspects of this are touched on further in Chapter Eight.

Fatherhood following breakup: children as players
in the definitions of what a father should be

Following partnership breakup, changes in fatherhood also need to
develop congruence with children’s wishes. An influence that men
often do not face until they have to do so is the power their own chil-
dren carry to shape the way they will perform fatherhood. This
scrutiny and questioning by children has meant that many fathers can
no longer expect that formerly held assumptions about the nature and
status of being a father can be taken for granted. Following a separa-
tion from a mother which he has initiated himself, a man’s children
will be especially unlikely to subscribe to any ideas he might have
about “rights” or respect “due to him as a father”. This will be partic-
ularly true if the children have no understanding of why he left and
of his chosen way of life away from them and their mothers. Even
where a father is secure in the knowledge of his own biological
parenthood, other men are often preferred as social father by a
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mother. Social fathers will often form an equally strong attachment to
the child if they are actively involved in co-parenting with the chil-
dren’s mother. The more we go into the texture of what a father is “for”,
the more we recognise how strategically mothers might re-position
themselves on behalf of children and family life. This can involve choos-
ing partners whom they regard as more suitable for social fatherhood,
relying on their own family and friends, or preferring to “go it alone”
rather than sustain the uncertainty of relationship with former “unsatis-
factory” partners.

Non-traditional fatherhood

I have always been interested in the use of the term “non-traditional
fatherhoods”, presuming, as it did, that there was a “traditional”
fatherhood against which other models of “doing father” were to be
measured. As noted above, the parental features specific to fathering
(other than relations of power and control) were given little attention
by early post-war family research. Lamb himself became responsible
for much of the research documenting child development in contexts
then named “non-traditional” because they did not reflect the demo-
graphic characteristics of the traditional families on which contempo-
rary social scientists had largely focused (Lamb, 1999, 2013). One
large, under-researched group which itself was “traditional”, but not
studied, includes the fathers reared in fatherless families following the
First World War. This includes my own father. In the 1990s, Lamb pub-
lished numerous studies on changes in fatherhood in the contexts of
changing patterns of marriage, co-habitation, and partnership separa-
tion (Lamb, 1999; Lewis & Lamb, 2005). The chapters that follow illus-
trate aspects of these changes. As clinical practitioners, we are always,
in addition, potential pioneers in small-scale research. We enquire
about the idiosyncratic way that each family has constructed itself,
and record these differences to broaden our historical knowledge of
diversity in family forms and behaviours. We are likely to see varia-
tions of family that are more diverse than research frameworks are
often able to encompass, including hidden “femininities” emerging in
the private discourses of men, shown in family life but undeclared to
social researchers.
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My own experience of non-traditional fatherhood!:
putting it together in a personal frame (1943-1960)

As my own experience of being “fathered” was non-traditional for the
time, I developed most of my personal notions of mother and father
outside the contemporary mainstream of the patriarchal culture of the
time, and have never carried that particular internal model or the
emotional dynamic of a male-dominated family framework. My
mother was the economic provider, model of authority, and the
powerful and emotionally “violent” one, and my father was the figure
of safety and secure attachment. Patriarchy as a lived experience of
my own did not become a significant part of my consciousness until
the 1960s, when I married a man who worked within the business
world of contemporary “institutionalised masculinity”. I then found
myself relegated to the fringe of “woman’s work” within the gaze and
intellectual framework of his “city” peer group.

While growing up, I was more aware of class, culture, and ethnic-
ity as different lenses through which to view the world and locate
ideas than I was of the lens of gender—my own versions of multiple
descriptions lodged within the former at the expense of the latter. The
wider family I grew up in was a matriarchal family on both sides, the
grandfathers having died earlier: one (English) in the service of coun-
try in the First World War, and the other (Cretan Greek) in the service
of business, losing his venture in the 1920s crash. Thus, the women on
both sides (my mother’s mother and sister and my father’s mother), as
the holders of family stories, provided a series of robust female
discourses which limited my perceptions of patriarchy as an adverse
social influence. Throughout my childhood, fatherhood was narrated
predominantly within a southern European frame of strong women as
the power behind the throne, (“take power but never openly subvert
your man while doing so”). In the case of my English granny, father
was remembered and honoured, but never discussed at all.

Fatherhood as a childhood experience of my own was also domi-
nated by the two World Wars: during the first (1914-1918) my father
lost his own father and during the second (1939-1945) he had to
choose what being a man in wartime Britain meant for him. How to
perform fatherhood, and how to be a man in and out of the family,
required my father to find a new invention for himself. While there is
obviously a level at which this is true for every father, he had grown
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up without a father himself, and with a clever twin sister and mother
as his intimate household companions. I never learnt about what he
was expected to do in the way of household tasks as a child, except by
the delegation of what he taught me to do in turn. He taught me how
to wash and hang up his drip-dry shirts when I was eight (a role I
believe he wanted to avoid for himself, as I knew my granny, his
mother, had always done all the washing) and how to cook a Sunday
lunch by the time I was nine—cooking being a way in which I believe
he had allowed himself to identify with some of her skills. The life
stories that could organise a role called masculine in his childhood
family were absent from the telling, although the articulation
of values, mainly subversive to the predominant culture of the
time, were handed down in two widely divergent ways. On the one
side was a love of music hall and of seaside “end of the pier” humour
that specialised in meanings about otherness (not exactly smutty,
but always with double meanings). On the other side was a commit-
ment to pacifism and Fabian Socialism, striving for a better world for
all, ideals strongly handed down in gender-free and non-specific
ways.

During the Second World War, when masculinity outside the home
was largely determined by a capacity to fight for country, he chose,
and hung on fiercely to, pacifism. This was perhaps the main legacy
from his mother’s narrative about his father, who was killed in the
final year of the First World War and whom he never saw. He went
through the contemporary assessments of authenticity of pacifism,
was found to be sincere in his views by the legal tribunals and was,
therefore, required to carry out civilian war work. He subsequently
spent the war years working for the Pacifist Service Unit. When the
Second World War ended, he did not pick up any of the threads of the
institutional masculinities available at the time in which he might
have found employment. He avoided hierarchical structures with a
dominant male at the top. Instead, he opened a café in Soho, which
formed a second childhood base during my school holidays (and at
weekends) from the age of seven onwards.

In considering how the domains of home, wife, and café mutually
influenced one another in the development of his fathering of me, I
saw my father as the nurturing, feeding parent and my mother as the
economic provider (since the café project barely covered its own main-
tenance costs). I learnt that it is hard to maintain one without the other
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and that it was important to do both. However, it was only later in life
that I realised how powerfully contemporary gendered social roles
were being subverted in my family at that time. I never had the experi-
ence, so powerful among many female colleagues and friends, of a
mother who sacrificed herself to domesticity to support her husband’s
career (see Oakley, 2014). There was little debate about the unusual
nature of what had been created, and what had been avoided, by con-
structing this second intimate familial context of café as companion
and rival to the project of home life, although there were endless argu-
ments about the café not making money and my father not having a
“proper job”.

My father merged levels of intimacy into a single context. We (the
café and the customers) were all family. The café was my validation as
much as I was part of the café—the context in which I could have my
own life witnessed as well as observe and accommodate others. A
multi-layered description of aspects of life with my father would
include intimacy, nurturance, pacifism, equality, and freedom from
gender and class definitions. This could be found in his choice of
lifestyle (as well as the lifestyle of many of his customers). Through
the experience of life in the café in Soho, I also learnt most of the tenets
of respect for people that inform my way of seeing the world. A Fabian
Socialist framework, with some complex Marxist reworking on the
subject of sex and the capitalist machine, taught me that we were each
performing our part and that prostitution is as valuable as making
coffee.  was, therefore, taught to greet all around me with respect and
to make and serve coffee as well as I could. This gave me a security in
the world that has never left me; I operated on assumptions of basic
respect and trust, as well as recognition of the value of different skills.
At the same time, it left me vulnerable through lack of a developed
ability to make certain distinctions. In the intimacy of the café culture,
there was an absence of discussion of difference and social discrimi-
nations as the rest of the world (my school friends, my mother, and,
later, the world into which I married) understood them. I had to learn
to perceive, though not necessarily respect, these social and classed
nuances as I travelled through life. In a world where, through the eyes
of my father, everything except the abuse of power (epitomised by the
Nazi atrocities of the war era) was to be respected for its potential
intrinsic goodness and necessary function, it was difficult for me to
distinguish “bad”. This has remained hazardous for me throughout
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my working life and, while of immense benefit in getting on with and
enjoying humanity, has led me most often to seek consultation about
how I distinguish between changeable, or possibly unchangeable,
“badness” in the various contexts I have worked in (Gorell Barnes,
1990, 2002).

Gender studies and gay and lesbian studies

Readings about performance of gender in family life and wider social
contexts clarify how language itself contributes to maintaining unnec-
essary dualism and gender stereotypes in social and family groups.
Similarly, readings in gay and lesbian writing about family over the
past ten years has led to further clarifications in my own mind about
my long-term interest in the diversities of fatherhood and my lifelong
mistrust of totalising assertions about the “role of father” (Lewis et al.,
1976; Parsons et al., 1955; Skynner, 1968). Our everyday language
contributes to the discourses about being a father and shapes fathers’
ideas about themselves. Gay men and women have overtly challenged
and written about traditional role assumptions in their own family
lives over the past twenty years, which throws reflections on to other
forms of contemporary family life as well as historically illuminating
the shadows of my own (Portch, 2011, pp. 3-8 Reynolds, 2010). My
father was bisexual and sustained a hidden gay lifestyle in a period of
post-war living when to be gay was to be criminalised. Being
“allowed” to be legally gay did not take place until after his death and
to be caught in homosexual acts could lead to imprisonment and often
did. In my family life, and among the network of my parents’ friends,
this was joked about—possibly as a way of distancing themselves
from the reality that they faced. My mother was working in the film
industry where, as a woman, she was breaking through a number of
gender barriers in the male dominated studio and production indus-
try. This meant that, for long periods of time, “the film came first”,
with studio hours that were often twelve hours a day. In my later
childhood, she also worked away from home in other countries, and
so my father operated as the nominal, if erratic, “responsible parent”.
My reliable other companion of mind and of humour at that time was
my Irish “nanny Kathleen”, who was the person who was there after
school, with whom I listened to Workers Playtime, Life with the Lyons,
Tnake It from Here, The Goon Show, and other BBC comedy staples of life.
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We both deferred to the magic phone call my father would make at
7.45 p.m., which was the time to “stop reading and go to bed”. He
rarely came home, but he usually made the phone call. He then
conducted his gay life in the Turkish Baths—a place which retained
impermeable layers of mystery for me, in that nothing, of course, was
explained.

Grannies as caring kin

Nothing, therefore, was run traditionally in the family household. The
discordance between these arrangements and those highlighted by the
sociological studies of the families of that time confirm how unusual
it was for a woman to be the source of economic strength in England
in the 1940s and 1950s. My father’s mother became my additional base
during school holidays in my pre-adolescent years. She represented
the stability of a single-person female household and lived within the
framework of a very small war widow’s pension in the small bunga-
low in Margate where my father had grown up. Under her calm Eng-
lish exterior, a Fabian political stance was quietly imbued in me, along
with knowledge of how to make white sauce, the daily reading of the
News Chronicle and the enjoyment of “end of the pier” entertainments.
Too young to train for a profession, she had worked as a clerk before
the First World War. The Sex Disqualification Removal Act, which
allowed women’s entry to the professions, was not passed until 1919,
by which time she was the lone widowed mother of twins. The rigid
divisions between what constituted male activity and what was con-
sidered appropriate for females were further deconstructed by the
processes of the war itself (Adie, 2013). None the less she did not gain
full women’s franchise (the vote) until 1928, by which time she had
lived ten years of managing as a lone mother. She represented a class
of women who were widowed and did not remarry—strong and able.
In a country that had lost over a million of the young men who might
have become fathers, and those whose sons were growing up without
fathers, this female power was respected. Undoubtedly, they drew on
mother’s brothers, cousins, and available others in their community
and school network as male models for their sons, but it was not a
“golden era” of two-parent families as is sometimes romanticised by
politicians.
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Sex, birth control, babies, and rights over children: the slow
decline of patriarchy and the emergence of nurturing fathers

Following the ending of the Second World War, changes in attitude
towards marriage and divorce continued to alter decade by decade as
did attitudes to sexual relationships outside marriage. Marriage
initially became more popular and people married younger, but
simultaneously an increasingly permissive attitude towards sex out-
side marriage, which had developed in the earlier context of war, loss
and death, continued to develop more openly when those threats had
diminished. However, the significant change in attitudes to sexual
freedom came with the arrival of safer contraception in the form of
“The Pill” in the mid-1960s. For women whose religious beliefs did
not proscribe the use of contraception, this drastically changed their
options regarding their sexual activity Increasingly, women in the
UK did not feel they had to wait for marriage and “save themselves”
for marital legitimisation of their sexuality, however much their
parents continued to champion these time-honoured ideas. During
the 1970s, much of the mystique around marriage disappeared as free-
dom to have safe sexual partnerships developed outside marriage,
and marriage became more connected to the idea of family than to
sexuality on its own. Subsequently, the internet and social media, by
creating the possibility for multiple conversations and contexts for
legitimising different performances of sexuality, has transformed
women’s as well as men’s freedoms to “do sex” on their own terms.
The context for different conversations is now pervasive (BBC, 2015).
The development of sexual and economic freedoms for women began
to affect men and, in turn, the many possible performances of father-
hood.

Being able to regulate fertility more safely also created other free-
doms for women. It provided opportunities and time to think without
the constant anxiety about not becoming pregnant and about the
hazards of surviving the economic and daily physical pressures of a
household with many children. Both outside and inside marriage, this
new assurance opened up multiple opportunities to critique male
assumptions and male discourses. Women were freed, as Goldner
later wrote, to become preoccupied with establishing themselves as
actors in the public, not just the domestic, arena (Goldner, 1991). The
combination of greater earning possibilities, control of fertility, and a
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new capacity to think about who defines relationships and how the
rules are made, contributed to a huge increase in women seeking
separation when the “fault-free” divorce law was enacted by Parlia-
ment in 1969. This legislation, in addition, elaborated earlier changes
that had given mothers preference over fathers in the rights over the
care of children (Guardianship of Infants Act, 1925). The welfare of
the infant was now to be the consideration of paramount importance
in deciding where a child should live. Mothers were able, therefore, to
be even less fearful about the potential loss of their children if they
chose to separate. This significant shift in legal emphasis towards
women as primary guardians further led away from the prevalent
model of family that, in the early 1960s, could still be depicted as a
cohesive social institution that was father-led.

However, in spite of the advent of women'’s greater sexual freedom
in the later 1960s, the power base in families continued for many years
to be seen and experienced by women as resting primarily with men.
This was largely due to their greater earning capacity, but was also
because contemporary families were still operating by earlier inter-
nalised models of male and female role and power in family life.
Sexism remained prevalent in the national ruling educational and
financial institutions of the time and it carried over into much of
family life (Gorell Barnes, 1990). None the less, the increase in higher
education for women and the increasing pace of debate about male
and female power, as well as the growth of collective female voices
challenging the legitimacy of male assumptions in almost all previ-
ously taken for granted social domains, inevitably began to restruc-
ture assumptions about family itself and about fathers and mothers
and their required performances in family life. Fletcher’s 1962 gender-
determined definition of “family” defines the following functions:
regulating sexual behaviour, providing a legitimate base for the
procreation and rearing of children, providing sustenance and care for
its dependant members, acting as an agent of socialisation, of educa-
tion and the transmission of culture, giving status to its members, both
in terms of role and relationship.

Forty years on, Hill and colleagues (2003) offered a set of princi-
ples in a different language, suggesting that the key elements of
family can be seen as “defining attachment processes and offering
affect regulation, interpersonal understanding and the provision of
comfort within intimate relationships” (p. 205). This way of thinking
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about family is much less dependent on gender and role but, instead,
uses descriptions that are more related to domains of nurture and
responsibility (Bugental, 2000).

Psychoanalytic framing of fatherhood: what are
the “essential” characteristics of “father”?

As family-systems thinking developed in the UK in the early 1970s, the
predominant influence, other than sociology, was psychoanalytic
thinking. The collected volume on the psychoanalytic study of the
father (Trowell & Etchegoyen, 2002) reflects some contemporary think-
ing about the role of fathers in the second half of the twentieth century.
Fonagy and Target were pioneers in pointing out that while mothers’
and fathers’ roles are not identical in terms of the child’s psychic organ-
isation, their roles were not as clearly separated and defined as some
psychoanalytic writers assumed. They proposed the view that gener-
alities about fathers are of less value in theory than considering a
particular father within the context of a relationship with a particular
mother (Target & Fonagy, 2002). However, strong positions on a defin-
ition of “the father’s job” were put forward by other (male) writers. For
them, mothers were central to the formation of the child’s psychologi-
cal wellbeing, and fathers were primarily positioned in relation to
acting as a bridge to the world outside the family. Fakhry Davids, for
example, proposed that, in both biological and psychological spheres,
the mother “psychoanalytically the first object is the essential parent,
and the father necessarily has a secondary place” (2002 p. 75).

While advances in assisted fertilisation in the twenty-first century
mean that none of the bodily functions, either male or female, need to
be held in fixed positions for reproduction, and may even be transferred
from other carers of different biological roles, the question of how psy-
chological roles will change remains open for exploration in these mul-
tiple changing contexts. In families co-created with other bodies in a
number of different ways (for example, sperm or egg donation, in addi-
tion to surrogacy, carrying a child for a heterosexual or a gay couple),
the notion proposed by Hrdy (2009, p. 25) that “infants with several
attachment figures grow up better able to integrate multiple mental
perspectives” will be a key model for co-constructed families to prac-
tise, as well as for attachment researchers to hold in mind.
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Bringing fathers in or leaving fathers out:
how does a mother’s mind affect a father’s position?

Fakhry Davids also outlines a belief, vital to the continuation of the
function of “fatherhood” as formerly constructed, that “an internal
father can arise even when the child has no direct experience of a
father figure within the family”, additionally proposing that the child
who does not have a father will find “fathers” in the outside world.
Theoretically (the analyst) deals with this (absence) by postulating
that the “presence of father in the mother’s mind is sufficient to
compensate for his physical absence” (2002, p. 87).

Alternatively, Kraemer (2017) has put it thus: “in his mind no child
is without a father and in the absence of a given story he will invent
one” (p. 115).

One continued experience I have had in much of the clinical work
described in this book is that the father might not be held in a mother’s
mind in any ways that can be of value to the child. This experience is
replicated across court work, work with mothers who have never
lived with the fathers of their children, and with those situations
where children have been conceived without a specific father in the
mind of the mother (other than as sperm donor for her eggs). Many
fathers recognise the possibility of another man succeeding them,
choosing to be with their children whether they live with the chil-
dren’s mother or not, before someone else does their work. Sometimes,
however, mothers reject the terms on which a father offers a presence,
denying that their child has a need for a second parent. Frosh located
some of the dilemmas for fathers in positioning themselves in the
context of contemporary cultural and social developments, suggesting

not only is it hard to become the nurturing pre-oedipal father created
de novo from the absence of any received ideology of fathering but it
is difficult to sustain any sense of being a proscriptive father enforc-
ing social values. (Frosh, 1997, p. 49).

Families should be father led: sociology, and some early
family therapy lenses on fathers’ role, authority, and power

The diversity of what is publicly recognised as “father” from the insti-
tutionalised and idealised model so prevalent when I began practice
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in the 1960s is discussed in the chapters which follow. “Father as boss”
was prescribed by sociologists such as Talcott Parsons (Parsons et al.,
1955) and taught by some influential male family therapists of the
1960s and 1970s. (Skynner, 1968, 1976 in the UK; Minuchin, 1974 in the
USA). Both Skynner and Minuchin had themselves had analytic train-
ing and despite coming from widely different cultural backgrounds
(Minuchin Argentinian Jewish and Skynner from Cornwall in South
West England), both firmly positioned the father as “head of the
family”. In doing this they were not necessarily men of the decade
within which they were teaching, but were more of their own father’s
time, and had not accommodated wider social and gender changes in
their outlook. Concomitantly, if unintentionally, they underplayed
recognition of, and questioning around, male control and spousal and
family violence, which so easily accompanied family life whose
successful functioning was modelled on a “dominant’ male” . As
Goldner (1991) described in a later critique of structural approaches to
family work in the 1970s, the notion that motherhood and fatherhood
were socially constructed notions and not “biological givens” barely
entered the thinking, let alone the discourse, of family therapists at
that time. Fatherhood as authority was justified within a contempo-
rary “recommended” performance of masculinity “for the good of the
family”. The dangers of this preference could be seen within some
contemporary recordings of family sessions, which often did not inte-
grate or value the different and divergent thinking expressed during
interviews by women and mothers. Their views and opinions in
family sessions were normally placed second to those of men, or could
not be “heard” unless expressed again by a man. This was not the
whole story in relation to fatherhood and family therapy in the 1970s,
but, in retrospect, it was a surprisingly powerful force at a time when
women’s thinking had progressed more widely in other social
domains.

Pattern and mutual influence: the development
of systemic approaches to family work within
a psychodynamic frame in the 1970s

In the earliest days of family therapy in the UK, systems theory was
eagerly welcomed by some therapeutic practitioners as a way to free
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the prevailing field of ideas from psychoanalysis, with its assumptions
about position and role in the family, and its dominant discourse about
the inner workings of the individual mind. Systems thinking devel-
oped around the concept of mutual influence and of the interrelation-
ship of “parts” within a given framework; proposing that problems
could most usefully be thought about in context, as part of a network
of mutually influencing interrelated events within a defined boundary.
Different clinicians championed different aspects of a systemic
approach as being of most importance, some focusing on hierarchy
and some on information and feedback (Gorell Barnes, 1985).!

For me, systemic thinking allowed an integration of social and
psychological factors as an overall framework for considering family
difficulties, with each family managing aspects of both in different
proportions at different times. These included developmental
strengths and difficulties within individuals, and the ways family
patterns influenced and, in turn, were shaped by these over time.
Later, genetics and epigenetics (factors concerned with the transitions
of genetic specificities) could be additionally brought into systemic
thinking. A widely shared approach to family disturbance centred
around error-controlled systems and “runaways”, resulting from the
increased stress created by divergence from the system’s central prop-
erties, and much clinical practice included studying such processes in
families. (This is discussed in more detail in Chapter Twelve.) How-
ever, other early thinkers preferred propositions drawn from anthro-
pology, biology, and ethology. These looked for the more general
principles that could be used to explain those aspects of biological
processes that led to increasing complexity of organisation within
living, as distinct from mechanical systems (von Bertalanffy, 1950).
Within these alternative stances for considering the processes of living
in families, social influences which related to increasing gender strug-
gles in family life and ways in which these were diverging from
gendered “norms”, as discussed above, was given little attention.

Pattern recognition forms a key dimension of understanding life in
a family. This fundamental aspect of living together over time was
described early in systemic theory as a key issue in human problem
solving:

that elusive sense for patterns which we humans inherit from our
genes . . . involves all the mechanisms of representations of knowledge,
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‘nested contexts, skeleton conceptualisation, and mapping: the repli-
cated ways in which ideas slip or become fuzzy; as well as the ways in
which shared descriptions, metadescriptions, symbols and different
dimensions of description are shared’. (Hofstadter, 1979, p. 674)

This poetic attempt to capture and define the core of idiosyncrasy in
family functioning that constitutes a particular family has been an
ongoing quest in family therapy theorising. Dunn, whose professional
research lifetime has paralleled my clinical work lifetime, came to
name this as the “core coherence” in families in her epidemiological
studies of the development of children within varying family contexts.
She described them as patterns of finely tuned anticipation and
response known to, and constitutive of, core aspects of “family” which
she unpacked through research projects into children and family life
(Dunn, 2004). Hill and colleagues (2003, 2014) have conceptualised
these patterns within different domains of family function and behav-
iours around love and attachment, and authority and discipline,
making it more possible for therapists to observe and consider where
conflicts are arising in family communications between misclassified
sequences and domains.

The failure to recognise patterns: dilemmas for estranged fathers

The concept of shared patterns in family life and the failure to recog-
nise these is particularly problematic for fathers living separately from,
or estranged from, their children. Following parental separation, the
development of differing living patterns with their “loops” and
“tangled hierarchies”, as well as “stories” about these, develop rapidly.
Either partner might increasingly fail to understand the new patterns
and rules (epistemologies) of the other parent (see Chapters Five and
Six). Whereas in separating couples there is often an attempt to re-
establish the system as it was before (usually by fathers), mothers more
often aim to establish new patterns of behaviour, new structures, and
the development of new problem-solving abilities within these.

A new focus on fathers in clinical practice

In the 1980s, more focused attention began to be given to differences
in family structure through the study of reconstituted families and
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their differences from first time intact marriages and, therefore, to the
differences in the position, tensions, and behaviours of fathers (Gorell
Barnes et al., 1998). In the 1990s, more serious attention was given to
families going through separation and divorce (Dowling & Gorell
Barnes, 1999). More attention was now given to “two family systems”
that, through conflicts of interest and the earlier dissolution of couple
ties, would necessarily have to incorporate new learning and develop
significant differences with the family system as formerly defined.
More recently, I have continued conversations with fathers about their
own changes throughout their life transitions. Do they see themselves as
being intrinsically the same? What have they learnt along the way? Is
fatherhood always work in progress as the transitions of life continue?

In the chapters that follow, some of these questions will be
addressed by fathers, mothers, and children themselves in a variety of
different contexts.
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