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Susan Albright: The Fatherh o o d
M o v e m e n t is a rich and illuminating
book on a complex subject. I found it
deeper and much wider than I had
anticipated. 

As I moved from chapter to chapter,
my questions were answered at just
about the time I became conscious of
them. The fatherh o od movement, I
began to ponder. Why m o v e m e n t? Are
we talking about a motley group of peo-
p l e — f rom Promise Keepers to welfare
reformers, from drum-beating, mystical,
R o b e rt Bly–following poets to noncus-
t odial dads upset with the court s — a c t-
ing separately? No sooner had that
thought begun to take shape than
Wade Horn took it on in the very first
chapter, “Did You Say ‘Movement’?”

Read a little more and you begin to
think, Wait a minute, is this re a l l y
about fathers? Isn’t it fundamentally
about the need to rethink marr i a g e ? —
and magically, the editors provide a
discussion of that very subject.

Is it really about males? you wonder.
C o u l d n ’t any team of two people bring
up kids? We all know people who man-
age. Lo and behold, here is re s e a rch on
how fathers are diff e rent from mothers.
Males really are diff e rent in a qualita-
tive way in raising children. 

The rhythm of this book is uncan-
nily effective. 

But what I most appreciated about it
goes beyond rhythm and answering the
questions you have when you read it.
The book has intellectual integrity. It
recognizes and addresses counterargu-
ments. Several authors do not have a
point of view in an ideological way at
all, but rather are re p o rting on re s e a rc h

results such as the following:

• A father’s skill as a playmate is
one of the primary predictors of cogni-
tive development.

• High levels of empathy in fort y -
o n e - y e a r-old adults were found to be
associated with only one factor that
they had in common: patern a l
involvement when they were five.

• The better the father-child re l a-
tionship when a child is three years
old, the longer-lasting re l a t i o n s h i p s
the child will have with other childre n
when he is five. 

L e t ’s start our discussion with the
indicators that have convinced you of
the need for a fatherh o od movement.
Many of us who have worked in com-
panies over the past twenty-five years
have seen tremendous—and I would
say positive—changes in the way com-
panies treat men, and in the ways men
a re able to interact with their childre n .
Dads are now leaving work to attend
recitals. My older colleagues say there ’s
no way could they have done that in
the 1950s. So why is fatherh o od Amer-
i c a ’s worst social pro b l e m ?

Wade Horn: We have two compet-
ing trends in America tod a y. You allud-
ed to one of them: many men today are
engaged in their children’s lives in a
very profound way that the typical
father of a generation or two ago per-
haps was not so engaged. They are the
ones who take time off when a child is
born or adopted, the ones you see in
physicians’ offices with their kids, the
ones who are insisting that accommod a-
tions be made in the workplace so they
can spend time with their childre n .
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The other trend is this: four out of
ten American children do not live in
the same household as their fathers.
That has never happened before in the
h i s t o ry of the United States. The fathers
aren’t absent because of disease, they
aren’t off fighting a war, they haven’t
died. They just live somewhere else.

The consequences of father absence
a re profound. We know that childre n
who grow up without an involved,
committed, engaged father in their
lives are at least five times more likely
to be poor; two to three times more
likely to fail at school; two to thre e
times more likely to have an emotional
or behavioral problem; more likely, if
they are boys, to get in trouble with the
law as teenagers; more likely, if they are
girls, to become pregnant as teenagers.
On almost every measure you can
imagine, children who grow up without
a father in their home are at gre a t e r
risk of poor outcomes. 

So on the one hand, we have
fathers who are more involved than
ever before, and on the other hand, we
have more absent fathers. The chal-
lenge for the fatherh o od movement is
to encourage the one trend and to dis-
courage the other.

T h e re is a compelling need to deal
with this issue. As a clinical psycholo-
gist, I have seen the tragic results of
fatherlessness—not just in the statis-
tics, but also in the lives of individual
c h i l d ren whose fathers are not there .
We spent two or three decades pre-
tending there wasn’t an elephant in the
room. The elephant is fatherlessness.

Susan Albright: Is it really a father

p roblem, or is it a marriage pro b l e m ?

David Blankenhorn : I t ’s both.
About 33 percent of the children born
t oday are born outside of marr i a g e .
T h e re is also a very high divorce rate:
about half of the marriages entered into
this year are likely to end in divorce.

So you’re right: partly it’s a funda-
mental failure to establish the stable
male/female child-rearing unit. That’s
p robably the most important social
institution in any society, and when it
falls apart, we have these problems. 

At the same time, it’s specifically a
male problem because it is usually the
fathers who leave. We talk about fami-
lies, women, children, children in
p o v e rt y, mothers working, day care .
But what about the fathers? That often
seems to be the missing part of the pic-
t u re, so we emphasize that perspective
as a way to get a fresh purchase on the
overall issue. 

Susan Albright: Other re c e n t
movements—civil rights, feminism,
gay rights—tend to be about seeking
individual rights. Enviro n m e n t a l i s t s
seek protections the government can
p rovide. The fatherh o od movement is
quite diff e rent: you are asking men to
be more re s p o n s i b l e .

David Blankenhorn : We don’t
want to blame women or feminists or
the government. No, it’s us, the men.
Many of us are walking away from our
c h i l d re n ’s lives. We need to be more
responsible for our childre n .

Wade Horn : The language of the
twentieth century has been largely a
language of rights—and that is not all
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bad. The civil rights movement was
v e ry important. As the father of two
daughters, I think the feminist move-
ment was very important as well. But
in contrast to the social movements of
the nineteenth century, which spoke
the language of responsibility and
obligations to others, twentieth-centu-
ry movements have spoken the lan-
guage of rights. The fatherh o od
movement is diff e rent in that we speak
the language of re s p o n s i b i l i t y. Can a
social movement go back to a nine-
t e e n t h - c e n t u ry language and succeed
in a century that is more comfort a b l e
with and invested in the language of
rights? It’s an open question.

The fatherh o od movement is dis-
tinctive from the men’s movement,
which is focused inside—how am I
feeling and growing as a man?—and
f rom the fathers’ rights movement,
which is made up primarily of divorc e d
men and unwed fathers who are seek-
ing to reestablish their rights to be
involved fathers. We are not suggesting
that those movements are illegitimate,
but our focus is diff e rent: we want to
i m p rove the well-being of childre n .

Susan Albright: Dan Quayle’s
remarks about Murphy Brown defined
an enemy in the same way that, say,
some feminists saw men as the enemy,
or an environmentalist might see a cor-
poration as evil.

David Blankenhorn : The language
of “family values” unfortunately got
sucked into partisan politics. You will
almost never hear those words cross my
lips, or Wa d e ’s. They are attack word s .
We stay away from that. We don’t care

whether you are a Republican or a
Democrat, liberal or conserv a t i v e ,
black or white. Our focus is encourag-
ing more men to be more committed to
their kids. We can accommodate a
wide range of diff e rences. 

Wade Horn : The only thing one
c a n ’t do, and still be a part of this
movement, is think fathers don’t mat-
t e r. There are people who make the
a rgument that if we had enough eco-
nomic support systems, we could do
just fine without fathers. We disagre e .
If you think fathers don’t matter, then
you are not part of this movement.

David Blankenhorn : T h e re is a
point of view that says fathers are
helpful as a second pair of hands—
f resh troops—but are not really neces-
s a ry. They’re like white picket fences:
nice, but you can get along okay with-
out them.

Wade Horn : This is separate fro m
the issue of social support systems for
fatherless families, and this is where we
sometimes get misinterpreted. Some
people say, If you think fathers matter,
then you must think that single moth-
ers don’t deserve support, and what
about the fatherless kids? We support
that kind of work, but overarching it
must be, in our view, an ideal. And we
a re very clear on what that ideal ought
to be: for every child, a legally and
morally responsible mother and a legal-
ly and morally responsible father.
David and I occupy in this bro a d ,
diverse space of the fatherh o od move-
ment an additional ideal, which is that
it ought to be an in-the-home, love-
t h e - m o t h e r, married father. 
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My ninety-thre e - y e a r-old grand-
mother says, “Wade, you make a living
saying fathers are important?” I haven’t
told her yet that I’m now saying mar-
riage is important as well. She would
find that extraord i n a ry.

Susan Albright: Maggie Gallagher
says in your book that “domicile is des-
tiny” and talks about how even active
fathers, after a divorce, tend not to
have as much influence on their chil-
d ren as a father who is sitting aro u n d
watching TV with them and washing
dishes with them. Would you talk
about the re s e a rch and the kinds of
things that make fathers not just a
picket fence or fresh tro o p s ?

Wade Horn : Sometimes the objec-
tion to our work is this: What if the
father is an abusive, horrible ax-mur-
dering guy? We can all agree that an
abusive, horrible ax-murdering father is
no good. But that is not what we are
p romoting; we are promoting re s p o n s i-
ble, committed, loving fathers involved
in the lives of their kids. 

And it is important that the father
be with his children. That is not to
deny that millions of noncustod i a l
fathers overcome this challenge every
d a y, but we think that an in-the-home,
love-the-mother father is better for the
kids than somebody who comes aro u n d
once every two weeks.

T h e re is a lot of re s e a rch that shows
that children of fathers who are active-
ly involved in their lives do better in
the long term, and the earlier the
father is involved, the better the child
does. Kids who have a strong, warm ,
loving attachment with the mother do

better than kids who don’t. But kids
who have a strong, warm, loving
attachment with the father as well as
the mother do better than kids with a
s t rong attachment to just one pare n t .
And in cases where the mother, for
whatever reasons, is not attached to
the child, an attached father serves as a
safety valve for the child.

Fathers are not just a second pair of
hands. The re s e a rch is incre a s i n g l y
clear that mothers and fathers do dif-
f e rent things for children. Take, for
example, the diff e rent way mothers
and fathers hold babies. Mothers hold
babies i n, while fathers are more likely
to hold babies o u t—to see the world.
As kids get older, that translates into
fathers tending to specialize in helping
them make the transition from the
family into the outer world. 

T h e re is also a diff e rence in terms of
the way moms and dads play with their
c h i l d ren. Fathers tend to play ro u g h e r.
When I went to graduate school in the
1970s, I was told to tell fathers to stop
w restling with their kids. Little boys
a re more aggressive than little girls,
they said, and since there is no biologi-
cal diff e rence between them (only psy-
chologists who don’t have little boys
and little girls can say that), these dif-
f e rences in aggressive activity must be
l e a rned. The little boys learn aggre s-
sion when their fathers wrestle with
them and don’t wrestle with their
daughters. Fathers are teaching and
m odeling aggression, I was told. 

We spent ten or fifteen years telling
fathers to stop wrestling with their
kids. What we are now discovering,
h o w e v e r, is that, far from teaching
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a g g ression, this physical playfulness
actually teaches kids self-regulation. If
the kid gets out of hand and starts to
punch or pinch, the father says, Hey,
cut it out, slow it down. That teaches
the little boy self-regulation: you can
go this far, but no furt h e r. We are dis-
covering that it works for girls, too.
Girls whose fathers wrestle with them
do better at school, have higher
achievement levels, are more self-con-
fident, have higher self-esteem—
because their fathers are not tre a t i n g
them as breakable porcelain dolls. 

Many of the diff e rences in the ways
that mothers and fathers interact with
their kids seem to have positive eff e c t s
on the child’s development. 

David Blankenhorn : In a study of
the sexual satisfaction of women—is
your sexual relationship with your
spouse fulfilling, and does it make for a
happy and productive re l a t i o n s h i p ? —
re s e a rchers tried to figure out what
made sexual relationships good or bad.
Was it qualities that the woman was
bringing to the relationship? They
looked at self-esteem, cigarette smok-
ing, diets, attitudes about gender ro l e s ,
working wives and at-home wives. 

The single most important pre d i c t o r
of female sexual satisfaction turned out
to be a woman’s relationship with her
f a t h e r. The women who felt loved and
accepted by their fathers when they were
c h i l d ren had a greater sense of their own
l o v e w o rthiness. Twenty or thirty years
l a t e r, they were confident women who
knew they were worthy of love.

Being loved in a good way by the
first man in your life helps you believe

that sex can be a great thing with these
c re a t u res called males—because, hope-
f u l l y, you saw a great love between your
dad and your mom.

Susan Albright: We re n ’t there
some re s e a rch indications that men
who are active, involved fathers tend to
be happier themselves, and to be more
effective leaders in their companies?

Wade Horn: R e s e a rch shows that
when men are connected to family and
to children, they actually advance far-
ther in their careers. Family seems to
be a refueling station: they get filled up
emotionally at home and are then
m o re energized in the workplace.

We talk about the importance of
fathers in socializing children, but chil-
d ren also help to socialize men. This is
not a piece that we should ignore. 

I can cite re s e a rch, but let me give
you a word picture instead. Imagine
you are the guy in the movie G r a n d
C a n y o n who is hopelessly lost in the
worst section of Los Angeles when his
car breaks down; his cell phone isn’t
working, so he has to get out and walk.
Imagine you’re stuck in this terr i b l e
p l a c e — e v e ry window is broken, every
light is out—and you have to walk to
get help, and suddenly you see a man in
his early twenties walking down the
s t reet toward you. It’s ten or ten-thirt y
at night, on a lonely street, nobody else
a round. Would it make a diff e rence to
your sense of security if, as that man
got closer, you saw that he was holding
the hand of his five-year-old child? A
man with a child is not as dangerous as
a lone male. 
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R e s e a rch shows that when a man
experiences the birth of his child, he
thinks about being a more positive ro l e
m odel. He straightens out his life: he
drinks less, he drugs less, he caro u s e s
less. All sorts of good things happen—
to the man as well as to the child—
when the man is connected to his kids.

Susan Albright: At a very basic
level, this is about something that one
of the authors in your book addre s s e d
as reinvigorating social and cultural
s t ru c t u res that provide a social order in
which both freedom and opport u n i t y
can survive. How do we help younger
men achieve a balance between fre e-
dom and responsibility? 

David Blankenhorn : F reedom is the
American ideal, but it doesn’t just come
f rom nowhere, like the air we breathe. It
depends rather decisively on certain
ideas and certain ways of living for men,
women, children, society. The possibili-
ty of a free society depends on men
being responsible partners to mothers
and good fathers to their children. 

The opposite of freedom is incarc e r-
ation. We are building jails as fast as we
can build them, and we are locking up
m o re young men than we’ve ever
locked up before, more than any nation
has ever locked up. Which young men
a re we locking up? It tends to be young
men from fatherless homes who can’t
f i g u re out what it is to be a man. They
s c rew up and we lock them up. Our
main solution to fatherlessness is
prison construction. 

Without male responsibility an-
c h o red in the paternal obligation, you
a re not going to sustain a free society.

The stakes are very high. If you want
f reedom, you have to have a society in
which males accept some re s p o n s i b i l i t y.

Wade Horn: F reedom without self-
regulation is anarc h y, and fathers help
c h i l d ren develop self-regulation. Chil-
d ren need a combination of a high
level of love and nurturance and a
m oderately high degree of contro l .
H e re is a very politically incorre c t
statement. I’m known to be misunder-
s t o od about this, but I’ll say it anyway.
Study after study shows that fathers
tend to exert more behavioral contro l
over their children than do mothers.
When fathers are absent, you get a
high degree of love and warmth and
n u rturance—and lower degrees of con-
t rol, and that leads to kids who feel
v e ry good about acting out. 

Susan Albright: My daughter was
acting up in the car, and my husband
said, “If you do that once more, we are
going to stop the car and walk home.”
We were seven miles from home. I was
thinking, “Don’t do it, don’t do it, don’t
do it.” He was thinking, “Go for it, kid.”
She did, and we walked home—and she
didn’t do that anymore.

David Blankenhorn : Fatherly love
often does include more abstract ru l e s
than maternal love, which is more
about the relationship. Forget about
which is better, who is the better par-
ent. Forget about wanting fathers to be
m o re like mothers. Children need both. 

Your daughter needs to know that
she is not going to be thrown out of the
car and left to find her way home by
herself; she needs to know that you
re p resent unconditional acceptance
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and protection. At the same time, she
needs to follow the rules. 

A recent re p o rt said that more and
m o re single-parent homes are now
headed by fathers. They found some
people to say that this is very pro g re s-
sive and we are now abandoning gen-
der stereotypes. The idea that this is
p ro g ress is a joke: the whole point is
that the two parents together give the
child the best chance to develop fully.

At this point, the discussion was
opened to questions from the audience.

David Pence: I appreciate the lan-
guage you are developing, and I think
what you are doing is a good thing. But
I’m with your grandmother: You make
a living saying this? The reason you
can is that two or three things have
happened that are nuts. I want you
guys to answer three questions, man to
man. One: What do you think of the
religious movement to demasculinize
G od? Two: What do you think of the
general movement to not have all-
male organizations? Three: How do you
a d d ress the question that feminism, the
w o m e n ’s movement, at its core asks for
a b o rtion as a fundamental right?

David Blankenhorn : I think that
calling God “father” is good (I was per-
suaded by a very profound book by
John Miller called Biblical Faith and
F a t h e r i n g), and I think all-male org a n i-
zations are okay, and I’m going to punt
on the abortion issue. We are trying to
not draw hard lines. For two re a s o n s ,
one not very important and one
e x t remely important, we are trying not
to polarize and especially trying to

avoid saying that some bad people
called the feminists are responsible for
all of this mess. The not very import a n t
reason is that it would alienate a lot of
people who otherwise would agree with
us. The important reason is that it is
not tru e .

Susan Albright: T h e re is nothing
inconsistent in believing in the femi-
nist goal that women should be able to
make choices and recognizing that
men and women offer diff e rent impor-
tant things to childre n .

Wade Horn : And as the father of
two daughters and no sons, I would not
want to be part of any movement that
would restrict the choices and the
options that my daughters have as they
g row up.

Steven Blake: I’m with Our Kids of
Minnesota. I am a representative of a
subgroup of fathers, divorced fathers,
who are denied access to their childre n .
My question is this: Is the current stan-
d a rd of visitation—every other weekend
and four hours on Wednesdays—ade-
quate for fathers to be a significant
influence in their childre n ’s lives?

Wade Horn: No, of course not. One
of the great tragedies of divorce is that
it generally marginalizes one pare n t ’s
i m p o rtance and involvement in the
lives of the kids. I was in New Yo r k
b e f o re I came here, so it meant two
nights this week I was not home with
my children. I don’t think that’s good
for my kids, so why would I think it
would be good for kids for a father to be
out of their lives for ten days out of
e v e ry twelve? 
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I do believe that court systems need
to be reformed, and I do think we have
to find more effective ways to keep
n o n c u s t odial parents involved in their
c h i l d re n ’s lives, but I’ve got to be hon-
est and say that I don’t think there is a
magic bullet called joint physical cus-
t ody or joint legal custody or co-pare n t-
ing. All of those could be helpful, but
they don’t offer a substitute for in-the-
home love of a mother and a father.

I recognize that life sometimes gets
in the way of ideals and people find
themselves in difficult circ u m s t a n c e s .
The fatherh o od movement must be
b road enough to deal with the special
c i rcumstances of the divorced father,
but I don’t think it should give up the
idea that a 50 percent divorce rate is
just too high.

Rodney Johari: Within the past
y e a r, one of the major weekly news-
magazines published a cover art i c l e
that posed the question “Do Pare n t s
Matter?” If we assume, as implied by
the title, that parents, whether they be
fathers or mothers, may not matter in
the lives of their children, why do we
then presume a subordinate pare n t a l
role for men? If, in fact, we didn’t pre-
sume a subordinate role for fathers,
would there be a need for a fatherh o od
m o v e m e n t ?

David Blankenhorn: The book the
a rticle was re f e rring to is called T h e
N u rt u re Assumption, and it basically
says that, in terms of outcomes for chil-
d ren, parents don’t matter nearly as
much as peer groups and other things. I
d o n ’t have much respect for that book.
The real question is why was this silly

book so widely discussed?

Rodney Johari: What I’m saying in
e ffect is that if we didn’t presume a sub-
o rdinate role for fathers, would there
be a need to call something a father-
h o od movement?

David Blankenhorn : I would not
say that fatherh o od is “subordinate” to
anything. In human societies, the
f a t h e r-child bond is weaker than the
m o t h e r-child bond—that is just an
empirical fact of life. In that sense, we
need a cultural narrative that re i n-
f o rces the notion of the good father. I
w o u l d n ’t call fatherh o od subordinate, I
would just call it diff e rent from moth-
e rh o od. If society stops caring what
p a rents do, if we just become agnostic
on the whole situation, mothers will
basically raise the children and fathers
will drift away.

V. J. Smith: I re p resent MAD
DADS: Men Against Destru c t i o n ,
Defending Against Drugs. We’ve been
on the streets for twenty weeks, try i n g
to get guys to turn their lives aro u n d .
We are having trouble finding funding.
W h e re is the money? We need re -
s o u rces. We are going to stay out there
because we believe that we can make a
d i ff e re n c e .

David Blankenhorn : The MAD
DADS—which started in a church base-
ment in Omaha—are showing the po-
wer of male integrity in the community.

Wade Horn : T h e re is a paucity of
funding for fatherh o od programs. In
the foundation world, you can count
on one hand those that offer any major
funding for fatherh o od programs. The
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federal government gives very little
m o n e y. I don’t know about Minnesota,
but most state governments do very lit-
tle. They fund family support pro g r a m s ,
which generally means mothers and
c h i l d ren, and they fund child support
e n f o rcement programs, but they don’t
fund fatherh o od support, outreach, and
skill-building pro g r a m s .

T h e re is hope. There is a bill in
C o n g ress called the Fathers Count Act
that would provide $2 billion over five
years in block grant funding to states to
help support the burgeoning father-
h o od movement. I think it is a re a s o n-
able bill and something that is
n e c e s s a ry. 

The complaint from most father-
h o od programs is that they have no
m o n e y. They operate on passion. No
one is getting rich off fatherh o od pro-
grams. I hope that foundations will
jump in and that someday the news
will be better.

Penny Steele [a Hennepin County
commissioner]: You have a great way of
addressing the issue of single parent-
hood by advocating that fathers are
important, but I don’t think what you
a re doing is always taken as benign, is it?

Wade Horn: I t ’s changing. Five years
ago, the reaction to our messages was
much more suspicious than it is today.
Part of that I think is precisely because
we do not have an anti-woman or
anti–single mother message. We ’ re say-
ing that we don’t have a parent to spare. 

At the same time, it doesn’t do us
any good to ignore some additional re a l-
ities. Wo u l d n ’t it be better if something
less than one out of three kids were born
out of wedlock? Wo u l d n ’t it be better if
less than 50 percent of marriages ended
in divorce? Wo u l d n ’t it be better if fewer
than four out of ten children would go
to sleep tonight in a home in which
their father does not live? ■


