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Introduction

When I was nine years old, I watched my father become a different parent in real time. My parents’ marriage had fallen apart after my mother met the man who would become her second husband. She moved into his mid-century modern house, tricked out with skylights and a built-in stereo system, while my dad stayed behind with us kids in our Smurf-blue Colonial. The court awarded full custody to my dad at first. My parents eventually worked out a joint custody schedule, and my brothers and I shuttled between the two houses, just a couple of miles apart. As a teenager, I hauled a duffel bag to school every Monday stuffed with black turtlenecks, my toothbrush, and my collection of cassette tapes.

Before the divorce, my mother accused my dad of neglecting his share of parenting. In the evenings, while she wrangled us through our nightly routines, he hid in his study with the door closed. But after she left, he had to fend with four semi-feral children as the only parent on the scene. Still reeling from the divorce, we tested his patience. Once, when my brothers refused to turn off the TV, my dad unplugged it and threw it out the window into a snowdrift. Another time, when my brothers and I would not stop fighting over our favorite dinner plate, my dad wordlessly took the coveted plate down to the basement and smashed it into tiny pieces with a hammer. He occasionally dropped us off with our neighbor, Susi, an eighty-year-old Hungarian woman with a glass rhinoceros collection who served us chocolate pudding from a can. At my mom’s house, we had The Simpsons on TV, a basset hound at our feet, and dinners made of food we’d never tried, like prosciutto with melon and peanut noodles with scallions. At my dad’s we ate a lot of macaroni with ground beef and a pork-on-a-stick concoction he called “city chicken.” On the nights we stayed with our mom, my dad was alone with his ukulele, three cats, and an unfinished monograph about The Great Gatsby.

My dad gradually got the hang of solo fatherhood. As a surgeon who was underemployed by our small town’s sleepy hospital, he enjoyed flexing his skills with a needle and thread, and he outfitted my brothers and me with custom patches for our backpacks and jackets. He brought home extra vasectomy needles from his practice, which burned to a cauterizing heat, allowing us to etch our names onto books and bedroom furniture. On his boxy Macintosh Classic, he designed letterheads for every member of the family, including all three cats. He taught me how to drive, how to dance the tango, and how to make his famous rutabaga soup. He patiently helped us with homework. He took us to the cemetery, where we used thick crayons and poster paper to make grave rubbings of long-dead people with names like Ebenezer, Ezekiel, and Absalom. When we went Christmas caroling, he hauled his tuba out of the attic and brought it along, holding down the bass line to “Good King Wenceslas.”

At a certain point, I realized that my formerly checked-out dad had become a great father. Compared to my mother, a loving but frequently distracted workaholic, my dad was the more patient parent. There was always a lot going on at my mom’s house—music on the stereo, an elaborate dinner underway in the kitchen—but my dad’s house was a place where you could sit still and think. His house was neat and quiet. My brothers and I didn’t fight as much there, and we helped more with chores. We looked forward to our weekly routines: On Monday nights, we picked out a movie at the video rental store. On Fridays, we drove to Friendly’s for chicken fingers and Cone Head sundaes. On Sundays, we went to church, where my dad sang in the choir and occasionally got permission to bring the tuba.

When I visit my dad now, in his little house in the woods of western Massachusetts, time slows down and my whole body relaxes. Board by board, he’s built himself (and us) the perfect hideout spot: a three-story treehouse in his backyard, equipped with a radio, a zip line for the grandkids, and a bottle of bourbon hidden inside a hollowed-out dictionary.

My father has always had a knack for mending things. As a surgeon, he put people back together stitch by stitch. As the neighborhood’s volunteer arborist, making the rounds with brushes and a bottle of sticky ointment, he patched up bare trunks and broken branches. Nowadays, as a serious amateur genealogist, he pieces together family trees from long-forgotten second cousins and third wives. But his most enduring project has been tending to our fractured family. Through trial and error, instinct and research, he glued together the parts of us that had been broken open.

After the divorce, my favorite wish-fulfillment movie was the 1961 classic The Parent Trap, in which Hayley Mills (playing long-lost twins thanks to split-screen technology) conspires to bring her estranged parents back together. As adults, my siblings and I all became dedicated monogamists—we met our future spouses young, and we committed for life. When I saw my husband hold his baby nephew for the first time, I fell head over heels in love. Thankfully, he was willing to stick around when I moved across the country for graduate school. “Research is me-search” was a favorite phrase in my graduate program. We all gravitated to the topics we hoped to figure out. I became a psychologist who studies family relationships, had my own babies as I completed my training, and remain endlessly curious about how fathers tick more than twenty years later.

I am one of the few researchers in the world to have collected longitudinal neuroimaging research on men as they become fathers. I also interview new dads in my lab, asking them about their expectations and experiences of parenthood. Most of this work has taken place at the University of Southern California. But before that, as a graduate student at UCLA, I did research at the Center on the Everyday Lives of Families, run by a zany group of anthropologists, archaeologists, and psychologists who approached modern-day family life like Margaret Mead scouting out a Samoan village. We took photographs of living spaces, cataloged families’ possessions, and listened to dual-income couples argue about whose turn it was to do the dishes. After graduate school, I headed across town to join USC’s Family Studies Project as a postdoctoral fellow. My focus shifted from understanding how parents navigate family life to understanding how parents shape kids’ development.

When I joined the faculty at USC and started my own lab, I launched a study to measure how men’s brains and bodies changed during the transition to parenthood. I recruited men expecting their first child, along with their partners, and followed them from pregnancy through their babies’ first birthdays. My students and I scanned their brains, drew their blood, harvested their hair, and collected their spit to analyze the neural and hormonal correlates of parenthood. We also asked them to argue with their partners, tell us their birth stories, describe how they shared baby care, and play with their infants on camera. As I write, we are in the process of conducting a seven-year follow-up study to see how these families are faring now that their children are school-age.

People often ask me why I’m so interested in fatherhood. Growing up with a hands-on father (and a stepfather you’ll meet in chapter 12) certainly primed me for this work. I’m also fascinated by the science of fatherhood. Although many wonderful researchers have explored the transition to motherhood, fathers are often overlooked in parenting research. A quick search of studies on parenthood published in peer-reviewed journals yields more than a ten-to-one ratio of papers focused on mothers. Of course, mothers undergo the physical demands of pregnancy, birth, and breastfeeding, so it’s logical that the science starts with them. But research hasn’t fully caught up with the fact that fathers also matter as parents. (A 2018 call for more studies of fathers1 featured the hopeful title “Fathers Are Parents, Too!”) Ironically, there is plenty of research on men—in fact, biomedical research has historically oversampled males, leaving many gaps on women’s health. However, surprisingly few studies examine men as parents.

The research for this book has taken me around the world, from my own laboratory in Los Angeles to a beachfront neuroimaging center in Barcelona, from a midwife’s office in Stockholm stacked high with plastic models of pelvises to a glass-and-steel lab in Amsterdam where scientists study fathers’ brains. I also spent a few years at my own kitchen table, trying and mostly failing to manage remote learning for my two elementary schoolers while administering our lab’s large-scale study of the pandemic’s impact on over six hundred new parents. In the past year, I’ve talked to men in places ranging from Australia to Nigeria about their journeys into fatherhood. I’ve interviewed researchers, writers, therapists, a police officer, a congressman, a venture capitalist, a film editor, and a couple of rock stars—all of whom shared their experiences of fatherhood with remarkable candor.

But this book really got its start during my Fulbright fellowship in Spain, where I collaborated with Dr. Susana Carmona, who does groundbreaking research on the parenting brain. In a study that followed women from before pregnancy until after birth, she found that mothers lost brain volume in regions responsible for social cognition. A shrinking mom brain sounds like a bad punch line, but volume loss may actually increase efficiency in those all-important brain areas. Indeed, Susana’s team found that women whose brains showed the greatest restructuring subsequently reported stronger attunement with their infants. During our time working together, Susana and I pooled data from our labs and found that men underwent similar neurological transformation when they became parents. Brain images of men from both California and Spain2 showed shrinkage in the same areas where mothers also lost brain volume.

When I share this research with people, the response I most often hear is “Why haven’t I heard about this before?” I’ve wondered the same thing. After we had kids, my husband and I joked that our brains were turning into mush, but we didn’t know that our brain structure could actually change. I knew my hormones had been scrambled, but I knew nothing about what was happening inside my husband’s body. Most books about early parenthood emphasize baby-care survival strategies. When they do dive into the science of parenting, they focus on moms. With this book, I hope to debunk outdated stereotypes that paint dads as lazy, clueless, or uncaring. I’ve heard the claim that parenting doesn’t come naturally to men because they lack the biology for it. That belief can make business and policy leaders reluctant to invest in policies that support men’s involvement in childcare. But new research can help us shift that narrative by showing us that great parents are made, not born. Embracing fatherhood means challenging the assumption that employees, especially men, should be unencumbered by family obligations. It also means challenging lone-wolf narratives of masculinity as untethered to others. Conversations about fatherhood, in all its facets, expand our understanding of who can parent.

I wrote this book for fathers who have been transformed by parenthood, like my own dad, but it’s not only for them. It’s also for people whose lives have been touched by fatherhood. That includes the children of fathers. It includes mothers parenting, or hoping to parent, alongside fathers, and anyone who helps take care of children. It also includes want-to-be or soon-to-be fathers who hope to feel more confident as dads. This book is also for employers who can change the future of the family one employee at a time. Finally, this book is for anyone who cares about public policy, and everyone who believes that good parents are our most precious natural resource.

The first half of this book delves into the science of fatherhood—what we know about the biology, anthropology, neuroscience, and psychology of dads. How does fatherhood change men’s bodies and minds, their mental and physical health, and their relationships? The second half explores how fatherhood shapes the lives of individual dads. I asked dads about their fatherhood challenges, how they navigate cultural messages about masculinity, and how workplaces and societies can better support fathers. These questions require us to consider both nurture and nature, biology and lived experience, science and culture.

Is it strange that I, a nondad, am writing a book about the experience of fatherhood? Possibly! But no one stopped generations of male psychoanalysts and parenting gurus from opining about mothers. Unlike Leo Kanner, the psychiatrist who coined the term refrigerator mothers in the 1940s to blame women for their children’s autism, my aim is not to shame fathers. Far from it. I’m the daughter of a dad, the wife of a dad, the sister of a dad, friend of many dads, and in general a very big fan of dads. I laugh at dad jokes. I enjoy dad bands (although I draw the line at jam bands and the voice of Geddy Lee3). And I spoke to dozens of dads in the process of writing this book. I consider it a love letter to dads everywhere.

Some readers might find it premature to celebrate fathers when our culture still does so little to support mothers. Why put dads in the spotlight when women shoulder most of the unsung caregiving? I’d answer that parenthood is not a zero-sum game. Acknowledging the role of dads doesn’t devalue the contributions of moms. In fact, both mothers and children benefit when fathers invest in parenting. Humans evolved to depend on a variety of caregivers. When asked what matters most for healthy child development, Urie Bronfenbrenner, the psychologist who helped create Head Start (and a dad himself), said it best: “Somebody’s got to be crazy about that kid. That’s number one. First, last and always.” Standing up for fathers helps us build the tag team of adults who are crazy about their kids. That, I hope, is a cause we can all champion.




Author’s Note

(The fine print)

Before we get into the fun stuff, a few notes, caveats, and disclaimers. When I refer to fathers, for the most part, I’m talking about cisgender, heterosexual men whose partners experience biological pregnancy. That’s not because these men represent all dads but because they are the focus of most published scientific research on fatherhood, especially brain and biology research. For this reason, I will generally use terms like mothers and fathers. I’ll cover some notable exceptions, and chapter 12 will dive more into paths to fatherhood beyond biological paternity. I’ll also be mostly citing studies on fathers whom social scientists would call WEIRD1—Westernized, educated participants from industrialized, rich, democratic countries—because, again, they are the fathers who dominate published research. When I can, I’ll bring in examples from non-WEIRD cultures that illustrate the fascinating variability of fatherhood.

Speaking of sex and gender, I can’t write about dads without acknowledging the reality of biological sex and the influence of gonadal hormones on brain and behavior. The sexes evolved with different reproductive systems, requiring different choices and trade-offs. The cultural roles of mother and father have developed along distinct, but often complementary and overlapping, channels for that reason. However, that doesn’t mean that biology is destiny.

When people ask me about the biology of sex differences, I say three things. First, for most traits, differences within sexes are generally larger than differences between sexes. We see median differences on traits like height and aggression when you compare all men to all women, but the tallest woman is taller than the shortest man, and the most aggressive woman is more aggressive than the least aggressive man. If you plot most traits on a chart, with blue dots for women and red dots for men, you’ll get a big purple blob with a scattering of red and blue dots out at the extremes. That is especially true for brain differences, which are usually small and subtle.

Second, even when objective differences exist, our value judgments about them are not objective. Take the evidence that women have better fine motor skills and men have better spatial skills. Old textbooks claim, therefore, that women excel at needlepoint and men make great cartographers. But we could just as easily say that women are better at brain surgery and men are better at quilting. Why not track women into medical school and men into crafting? Science is always filtered through our prism of cultural value.

Third, the coolest and best thing about being human is our flexibility. Gender can give us a broad framework for how people might behave, but it doesn’t write a script for us. When it comes to the fathering brain and body, it’s both amazing and useful that men can adapt to many different kinds of caregiving demands. Fathers can and do raise children with no mothers in the picture, for example.

A final note on science and skepticism. My dad’s favorite movie is The Crimson Pirate, an impossibly campy 1950s romp where a young, sweaty Burt Lancaster, playing the namesake pirate, gallivants around shirtless in striped leggings. We owned it on VHS growing up. Since we only owned about four other tapes, I have most of the film’s dialogue engraved in my brain. At the start of the movie, Burt gives a great speech while swinging from the mast of his ship:

“Remember, in a pirate ship, in pirate waters, in a pirate world, ask no questions. Believe none of what you hear, and only what you see. No! Believe HALF of what you see.”

I like to bring a similar amount of skepticism to the science in this book (and frankly, most of the science in any popular science book). Like any emerging area of research, studies on the parenting brain and body are preliminary. Most are conducted by single investigators trying their hardest to land enough grant funding to carry out their work. In the wake of what’s been called the replication crisis—the realization that many studies were built on shaky science—the fields of psychology, biology, and neuroscience have worked hard to clean up their acts, adopting more transparent reporting of data and study protocols. But this is an evolving process. The best part of science is that it’s self-correcting: Bad theories get thrown out and replaced by better theories as data and methods improve. But this takes time, and parenting brain research is still in its infancy. Every single study in this book has limitations, and it’s safe to assume that some findings in these pages will be proven wrong in the future.

I will try to thread the needle here, focusing on studies that I really trust (or the ones I’ve done myself, where I’ve seen the data firsthand) and providing caveats when needed. But I also don’t want to treat preliminary work as settled science. I’ve encountered too many books that tell me “oxytocin is the cuddle hormone” (it’s not), “cortisol comes from toxic stress” (it doesn’t), and “men are from Mars, women are from Venus” (nope). Instead, I’ll stick to the best evidence I can find and tell you when to take a few grains of salt—maybe a few tablespoons of salt—when you read.

I’ll frequently tell you, too, that more research is needed on many of the topics I’ll cover in this book. One of my goals is to make the case that fathers deserve more attention from both scholars and practitioners. In the meantime, there’s plenty we don’t know yet.

Caveats out of the way, let’s talk about what makes fathers both strange and fascinating.




Part I



THE SCIENCE OF FATHERHOOD

Building a Dad Brain




1

What Makes a Good Dad?

Barry Hewlett didn’t set out to study the most hands-on fathers on the planet. At first, he was just looking for a good postcollege road trip. After finishing up at California State University in Chico in the early 1970s, he headed off to Europe to hitchhike around the continent. But he soon grew bored of grand old cities, ancient ruins, and familiar-looking faces. He wound up in Athens, where he hopped on a boat headed across the Mediterranean toward Egypt. Eventually, he hitched another ride on a boat traveling up the Nile and, from there, trekked into central Africa. Deep in the Congo Basin, he encountered hunter-gatherer societies like the Aka Pygmies, who live a dramatically different lifestyle from any he’d ever observed in California.

The Aka call themselves “people of the forest.” In the humid sub-Saharan rainforest, Hewlett watched them climb trees to collect honey and hunt antelope, elephants, and porcupines with nets and spears. During caterpillar season in late summer, they gather grubs by the basketful to eat, dry, and sell in local markets. They live in dome-shaped homes within mobile bands of twenty or thirty people who share food and raise children in intimate proximity. Aka fathers spend much of their time1 holding, cuddling, and carrying their infants and children.

After his travels, Hewlett returned to California, where he got a job teaching preschoolers at a Head Start program. He found it odd that he rarely saw the fathers of his young students on the premises. The Head Start resources and programming focused entirely on moms. “It was just amazing to me that fathers weren’t in the picture at all,” he told me. Remembering how much he’d seen the Aka men holding and carrying their babies, a research idea was born. After a few more field trips to the Congo, Hewlett went back to school for a PhD in anthropology. More than four decades later, he’s still studying fathers, especially among the Aka.

Although the lifestyle of the Aka people seemed curious to Hewlett at first, their society offers us an important peek into human history. Hunter-gatherers have lived on this planet for hundreds of thousands of years. Agriculture emerged only about twelve thousand years ago, just a fraction of that time. The written word is a mere five thousand or so years old. If you’re reading this book under the glow of an electric lamp, you’re enjoying an experience that represents only a few grains of sand in the hourglass of human time. As a species, we’ve spent over 90 percent of our time on earth operating more like the Aka than the suburban Californian, and our brains and bodies have evolved to suit their lifestyles more closely than ours. Studying their society can help us understand our own evolutionary heritage.

As Hewlett has observed, Aka men relish fatherhood and spend most of their time with young children. Hewlett estimates that fathers of infants are within arm’s reach of their babies an incredible 47 percent of the time. It’s not uncommon for an Aka father to work or socialize with a baby clutched to his chest or strapped to his back. Men might gather with a group of other men to drink palm wine, each of them holding an infant in their arms. Hewlett has even seen men allowing infants to suck on their nipples for comfort.2 Because of their cooperative, food-sharing lifestyle, the Aka have little use for restrictive gender roles. Male-female couples often team up to hunt with large nets to catch antelope and other game. Women are adept with the nets, and they can hunt well into pregnancy and even soon after birth. To facilitate this joint effort, fathers and mothers trade off childcare.

The Aka attach no stigma to male caregiving. In fact, in Aka culture, men regard babies as enormous sources of joy. A BBC documentary about the Aka, A Caterpillar Moon, depicts their annual foray into the forest to collect caterpillars. One scene shows a tired, sweaty family that has been bushwhacking through the undergrowth all day. Dad has a toddler riding on his back; mom has an infant clutched to her front. When they finally find a place to stop and set up camp, the father’s first words are “Give me the baby.” He kisses and tickles the infant delightedly, caressing his plump cheeks and belly, while the couple chats about where to find firewood. Watching the scene, it is easy to understand why Hewlett says that Aka men consider children to be at the heart of their lives.

The Aka represent an extreme of hands-on fatherhood, but the continuum stretches far in the other direction as well. Just a day’s journey away in East Africa, traditional fathers in the Kipsigis tribe, a shepherding people who live mainly in Kenya’s Great Rift Valley, consider it unmanly to carry a baby around outside the house and rarely feed, bathe, or dress their infants.3 Men fear that the “dirtiness” of an infant, its spit-up and excrement, can compromise their masculinity. Fathers are not supposed to see their newborns for the first weeks after birth, lest they damage the infants with the “strength” of their gaze. A new baby is not allowed to sleep on its father’s bed. Given these prohibitions, fathers steer clear of their babies for most of the first year after birth. Fathers help educate older children—for example, they might take teenage boys along on hunts—but they rarely take charge of little ones.

Comparing these two societies poses an intriguing puzzle about human fatherhood. Why do expectations for dads look so different in one place compared to another? From the Aka to the Kipsigis and beyond, men run the gamut in terms of their involvement in direct childcare. Of course, mothers vary too, but it’d be hard to find a village full of moms who refuse to pick up a baby. In part, that’s because mothers have more skin in the game: Pregnancy, birth, and breastfeeding are metabolically expensive. A woman needs fifty thousand extra calories to sustain a pregnancy, the equivalent of fifty pints of Häagen-Dazs. That’s a lot of energy to forage if you’re a hunter-gatherer living on roots and dried caterpillars. Birth is taxing and risky, and breastfeeding takes time and energy too. Given these steep costs, mothers will do whatever it takes to ensure their children’s survival. This creates a high floor for women’s investment. The cost of fathering a child is considerably lower—just a few pumps of sperm—so men who abandon or ignore their children aren’t risking such enormous sunk costs. That’s where love, obligation, culture, religion, moral codes, and complex reproductive strategies come in, explaining why some men would sacrifice absolutely anything for their children and others are fine contributing little more than genetic material.

Biologists call human fatherhood facultative, which means that it’s an optional but very useful adaptation. Chimpanzees normally walk on four legs, but if you offer them a stash of tasty nuts, they will snatch as many as their greedy little hands can carry and then run away on two legs.4 That’s facultative bipedalism: Hands are useful when you have something to grab. Father care is a little like that extra pair of hands, coming on board when needed and helping to ensure that children thrive to adulthood.

Another species that shows facultative paternal care is the house mouse, which I am mentioning largely so I can have the pleasure of typing the words house mouse. Their Latin name is also charming: Mus musculus. House mouse fathers don’t usually take care of infants, but when a male mouse is paired with a mate who neglects her pups, he increases his parenting effort to compensate for her lack of care. He picks up his pups, licks them, and carries them around, transforming into a long-whiskered helicopter dad.5 His brain changes accordingly, showing more activity in neural circuits that motivate parental care. This is facultative adaptation in action: The parenting response switches on6 when needed.

Human men tackle parenting in different ways, too. There are fathers who serve as the primary parent, or solo parent, of a child. There are also fathers who have never met their child in person. And in between those two extremes is a broad range of behaviors: dads who are around some of the time, or most of the time; dads who tag-team with partners; dads who coach their kid’s baseball team, lead their scout troops, help set up their tea parties, or braid their hair. There are fathers whose children are their first priorities in life. There are men who are solo parents by choice. But there are also men who brag that they’ve never changed a diaper, pushed a stroller, or warmed up a bottle.

When I ask Hewlett why the Aka are better dads than the Kipsigis, he balks at my question. The Aka are more hands-on, he agrees, but “better” is subjective. Kipsigis dads support their families too. They serve as protectors, providers, and role models. A father who drags home a tasty goat increases the odds that his child will survive past infancy. That makes him a great dad in the Kipsigis society. Among the Aka, a good father might hold and comfort his baby while his partner collects firewood and caterpillars from the forest. In another society, the best father is the one who defends his community during war. As Hewlett tells me, good fathers in any given culture are the ones who give kids what they need to thrive within their specific world. That’s a theme we’ll revisit throughout this book: Father involvement is an adaptation that can make children’s lives better, and it comes online when biology, culture, and circumstance converge.

Human fathers: Not like other mammals

Across the animal kingdom, it’s not common for fathers to care for their young, but there are a few notable exceptions. Some creatures excel at fatherhood, like the penguin, whose males spend months huddled in the bitter cold guarding eggs while their partners search for food. Many species of frogs and fish are also dedicated dads. Remember the plot of Finding Nemo, the Pixar film in which an anxious single father tracks his son across the ocean? True to the movie, clown fish dads are indeed vigilant solo parents. Males guard their stash of eggs and fan them with their fins to keep their water fresh. Fish fatherhood in action looks exhausting. Picture a glistening cluster of eggs nestled between the folds of an anemone and a dad-fish in constant motion, diving in to nibble off the algae, then shaking his fins like a motorboat propeller to stir up the water. Like the dad at the park whose baby stroller draws attention from single ladies, female fish prefer to mate with males who are tending to eggs, because they’ve already proven their paternal dedication.

Fathers also parent in more than 80 percent of bird species, helping to build nests, incubate eggs, and bring food to hatchlings. They even teach their babies to sing, patiently voicing musical phrases for their little ones to memorize and repeat. Fathering in many fish and bird species is not facultative but obligatory: Small fry and chicks will not survive without their dads’ involvement.

But active fathers are rare among mammals. You’ve probably never seen a tomcat, stag, or bull toting around an infant. Instead of Finding Nemo, there’s Bambi and Dumbo, two movies about mammals separated from their mothers. You’d think the fathers would step in, but Bambi’s dad is a distant figure who gets only a few minutes of screen time, and we never meet Dumbo’s father at all. The very term mammal is mother-centric, from the same root word as mammary, since mothers’ milk is a defining feature of our animal class. Males care for their young in only 5 to 10 percent of mammal species, and it’s even more unusual to find males in primary caregiver roles.

The fact that human men participate in childcare, therefore, makes us odd among mammals. But I’d venture that the involvement of fathers—and other caregivers—is one secret to humanity’s success. After all, humans don’t have sharper claws, bigger teeth, or larger bodies than other mammals. We’re not as fast as the cheetah or as strong as the rhino. We’re also not precisely adapted to a landscape, like polar bears that can skulk around in the snow or koalas able to digest bitter eucalyptus leaves. But we can boast about our adaptability. Humans thrive in the farthest-flung corners of the planet, from Greenland to the Sahara. That’s because we know how to cooperate, not just when it comes to hunting and farming but also when raising our young. In most species, if a mother gets sick, hurt, or killed, her baby is out of luck. Humans practice alloparenting—that is, we work together collectively to raise children. Contributions from grandparents, partners, siblings, neighbors, and other caregivers help keep our babies alive. Fathers aren’t the only alloparents, but they are often part of the team; sometimes as direct caregivers, sometimes as providers and protectors.

We need alloparents because raising a human is too much work for just one person. Our babies are born helpless and immature, like a loaf of bread that’s not quite baked. The competition between mothers’ upright pelvises and our huge heads means that babies can’t develop too much before birth or they’d be impossible to deliver safely.7 A baby giraffe can emerge from the womb, shake out its long legs, and take its first steps an hour later. Piglets, fawns, and foals also walk within hours of birth. That same feat might take us a full year. By the time a human infant is starting solid foods, a baby giraffe is already ten feet tall and finding its own leaves to nibble on.

Thanks to this long developmental runway, we humans can build bigger brains and develop more complex skills. Fathers play a key role in the social web that surrounds our underbaked infants, making us more resilient than mammals whose survival relies on a single caregiver. But as the Aka and the Kipsigis dads illustrate, the extent of men’s participation in direct caretaking is shaped by culture. When Hewlett compared the fathering practices of dozens of societies, he noticed a link between how a community earns its living and how much childcare fathers typically do. In hunter-gatherer societies like the Aka, members must work cooperatively, since women’s hunting and foraging adds essential calories to the family diet. Hunter-gatherers move around frequently to source the best plants and animals. As a result, these communities live lightly, close to the earth, and don’t accumulate many possessions. The harmony of the group is paramount, so the Aka rarely boast or seek praise. Their egalitarian social structure helps to ensure that roles don’t become too entrenched and makes it natural for both men and women to contribute to childcare.

Parenting roles look different within agricultural communities, which must stay in one place in order to plant and harvest. Unless you eat every kernel of grain you grow, you will accumulate wealth over time, which creates the need to store, guard, and trade that wealth. The flexible trade-offs of a society like the Aka give way to more stable jobs, and male and female roles get more specialized, too. As the work of mother and father diverges more widely, parental roles like protecting, providing, and caring end up in separate occupational baskets. Other types of economies, from shepherding to manufacturing, demand other forms of specialization that shape culture and gender roles, too. Outside events, like wars, diseases, and disasters, also affect who cares for children. These dynamics explain why fathers vary so much around the globe. You could argue that we’re in an in-between zone in contemporary cultures—men and women often share breadwinning, much like the Aka, but we’ve inherited long-standing, specialized gender roles from thousands of years of agriculture. Fatherhood is in flux.

The evolving story of fatherhood

Barry Hewlett became a father a few years after he began studying fathers. He eventually raised a blended family of seven children, all adults now. When I ask him whether his experience as a father informed his research on fathers, he tells me that it was the other way around—studying the Aka shaped his approach to being a dad. He says that one of the biggest lessons he learned was about “quantity time.” Aka dads spend most of their days in close physical proximity to their children. They aren’t necessarily paying full attention to kids in every moment—they are working and socializing and going about their lives. But they are always close at hand. Hewlett internalized that lesson and made a point of being home with his kids as often as he could. In that sense, he was a few decades ahead of his time, because contemporary fathers are much more hands-on now than when Hewlett became a dad in the ’80s.

In her wonderful book Father Time, the anthropologist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy chronicles the evolutionary biology of fatherhood. As she writes, her book was partially inspired by her own observations of men’s changing contributions to childcare. Hrdy grew up in 1950s suburban Texas with a father who was typically hands-off. Parenting was a woman’s job. She writes, “Odd as this may seem today, I do not recall ever seeing a man change a diaper.” When she was pregnant with her daughter in the 1970s, her husband took Lamaze classes and attended the birth. But once the baby was home, Hrdy oversaw her care. When Hrdy’s grandchildren were born, decades later, she marveled at the sight of her son-in-law and her son bathing their babies and changing their diapers.

As Hrdy recognizes, fathers vary not only across place, like the grassy terrain that separates the Aka from the Kipsigis, or across species, from the fish to the human. They also vary across historical time. And the role of father has changed especially quickly in recent history. Picture a “traditional father” and you might envision a stern, distant man in a gray flannel suit, headed to the office while his wife tends the home front. The “father as provider” role was ingrained in men of past generations. For much of the twentieth century, many families followed the arrangement shown in sitcoms like Father Knows Best. The social scientist Richard Reeves, whose book Of Boys and Men chronicles men’s changing roles, calls it the “breadwinner-carer marriage”: Dad earns the salary, mom tends to home and children. This specialization emerged after the Industrial Revolution, when wage-earner jobs became the norm, and it still applies to many families today.

But as our manufacturing economy shifted into a service and knowledge economy and women entered the workforce en masse in the second half of the twentieth century, the breadwinner-carer deal started to fall apart for many families. By the early 2020s, men were the breadwinners in only about half of heterosexual marriages.8 In a growing share of couples, women outearn their male partners.

As more mothers have moved into paid employment, expectations for fathers have shifted too. Since 1965, partnered fathers in the United States nearly quadrupled their daily time spent with kids.9 That’s a striking change, echoed by increasingly dedicated dads all over the globe. In Finland, fathers now spend eight more minutes a day with school-age children than mothers do—the first country in which men’s daily time with kids outstrips women’s. Men’s attitudes about parenting are also changing. Today, men are about as likely as mothers to say parenting is a key source of meaning and a central priority in their lives. About 85 percent of fathers identify parenthood as one of the most important aspects of their identity.10

Compared to men of previous generations, contemporary dads have more agency in deciding whether and when to become fathers. Thanks to modern birth control, men can usually avoid fatherhood if they choose. This means that we now conceptualize fatherhood (and motherhood) as a deliberate choice, which entails greater commitment. Ann Davidman, a psychotherapist, runs a program called Fatherhood Clarity for men who are ambivalent about fatherhood. It’s a rigorous nine-session course that asks attendees to delve into their deepest hopes and fears regarding parenting. Davidman says the men who take her class feel that if they do opt for fatherhood, they want to be the kinds of hands-on dads they admire. As such, they are already a few steps ahead of men in previous generations who “stumbled into fatherhood,” she says. “They want to know, how can I have a good relationship with my child? How can I be there for my partner? You didn’t hear those worries from fathers of the ’50s.”

Barry Hewlett thinks that the role of fathers has taken on more importance today than ever before—not just because mothers are more likely to work outside the home, but because there are fewer alloparents around. When you’re surrounded by extended family or living in a communal camp like the Aka, it’s easy to get help with kids. Fathers care for children, but so do lots of other people. A study of the Agta, a hunter-gatherer society in the mountains of the Philippines,11 found that fathers provided only about 7 percent of infant care—but mothers provided only about 25 percent. The rest came from siblings, grandparents, extended family, and other community members. In industrialized societies, we often live apart from extended family, in separate homes within spread-out suburbs. Contemporary fathers contribute more to childcare than even the most hands-on hunter-gatherer dad, because there is less of a village to support shared care.

However, even as many fathers step up their participation in childcare, some men lag behind. Women’s growing success in the labor market has outpaced men’s willingness to contribute at home. Stay-at-home dads have become more common in the last twenty-five years, but they still constitute only 20 percent of stay-at-home parents. Most Americans say that men’s paid work is valued more than their household work. This creates what Reeves calls a “dad deficit” that leaves men struggling to break out of the provider model as women’s roles expand. The most common family configuration today is for both parents to work outside the home, leaving the job of child-rearing floating somewhere in the middle. Yet even when men and women earn equal incomes, women take on more of the childcare—a common source of relationship conflict, as we’ll cover in chapter 10.

And that’s when dads are in the picture at all. About a quarter of US children live apart from their fathers, a rate that has doubled since 1960 (although it has ticked down since its peak in the 1990s). As we’ll discuss in chapter 13, many nonresidential fathers want to remain involved in their children’s lives but face obstacles to daily participation in childcare. Six years after a separation, close to a third of fathers never see their children. These diverging trend lines—more involved fathers at home, but also more fathers living apart from young kids—give contemporary fatherhood a split personality. Fathers living in poverty are the least likely to reside with their children. At the same time, the most educated and affluent fathers are forming families that engage in what Reeves calls “high-investment parenting.” The widening gap between the most involved and least involved fathers exacerbates differences in children’s economic, academic, and emotional thriving. We know that when children have involved fathers, they show better mental health, social skills, and school performance. Teens who live with their fathers are more likely to finish high school, less likely to use drugs and alcohol, more likely to be stably employed as adults, and less likely to become incarcerated later in life.12 These trends hold true even when we adjust for family income. Having an involved father offers kids a leg up in life.

But it’s not just children who gain an advantage from hands-on dads. These fathers reduce their partners’ stress. They enjoy better marriages. They contribute more to their communities. They bring new insights to their workplaces and become better leaders. And—in a theme that will echo throughout this book—fathers themselves benefit from fatherhood. They may lose more sleep and gain more responsibilities, but they can also discover a richer life enhanced by greater social connection.

But before men can start to adapt to parenthood, they need to determine whether they are actually dads. They need to figure out how to identify their own babies.
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Who’s Your Daddy?

In the dystopian science fiction novel Oryx and Crake, Margaret Atwood imagines a genetically engineered race of humans, the Crakers, who are free from jealousy and relationship drama. When women are fertile, their bellies turn blue, sending a signal to the surrounding men that it’s time to copulate. Although I’d never want to live like the Crakers, Atwood’s scenario does not seem so wild when we consider how females broadcast their fertility across the animal kingdom. In many species, females give off obvious “tells,” like unique smells, special mating calls, and visual changes. When a female baboon or chimpanzee is ovulating, her hindquarters swell up and turn crimson. Female dragon lizards develop orange patches on their underbellies when they are fertile. One enterprising researcher painted orange splotches on the bellies of nonfertile lizards,1 and found that they became more alluring to males.

But human women’s windows of fertility are less obvious than those of many animals, because our ovulation is hidden from view. As a result, men never know for sure whether they’ve caused a pregnancy. Evolutionary theorists have postulated that concealed ovulation may be a strategic adaptation that allows women and their children to receive more protection from males and avoid conflict with females. If a child’s paternity is a little unclear, everyone has a stake in the baby’s survival. Concealed ovulation also gives women more ability to choose potential fathers for their children and may encourage longer-term pair bonds by motivating men to stay close to potential partners. (Would-be dads can’t just helicopter in when it’s time to procreate; they have to spend time courting and maintaining a relationship in order to optimize their odds of fatherhood.) On the flip side, paternity uncertainty may also dissuade men from investing2 in their children.

Compared to animals who mate briefly and never meet again (or even eat their partner after consummating the relationship, like the praying mantis), humans tend to stick with the same partner for a while, sometimes even for life. Much like fatherhood itself, though, human coupling varies by culture. Some societies, especially those with unevenly distributed resources, practice polygyny—multiple wives per man. A smaller number of societies practice polyandry—multiple husbands per wife. (I’ll tell you about one model of polyandrous fatherhood, partible paternity, later in this chapter.) But globally, monogamous relationships are by far the most common. That doesn’t mean that people within committed relationships are always perfectly faithful, though. If they were, our telenovelas and gossip magazines would be much less captivating. Humans are best described as serial monogamists with benefits. We usually couple up for the long term, but sometimes both men and women flirt with more promiscuous strategies. These strategies may include subterfuge or confusion, and even the occasional switching up of fathers. Globally, the false paternity rate—the number of men raising children they erroneously believe to be biologically theirs—has been estimated at 1 to 2 percent,3 or nearly one in every fifty births,4 and some researchers think the number is even higher.

False paternity is not unique to humans. Even fish, the fabulous fathers that they are, may inadvertently end up caring for other males’ spawn. A study of plainfin midshipman fish5 found that about half the eggs under a father’s protection were actually sired by other males, despite all the vigilance the male fish put into guarding the eggs. As an author of the study told The New York Times, “There was a lot of hanky-panky going on.” Bird fathers can also fall prey to false paternity, and they are understandably suspicious of rivals. If you introduce a strange male into the nest when a female house wren is laying eggs—one study used a taxidermic bird suspended on a wire to test this theory6—fathers are less likely to bring food to the babies after they hatch.

False paternity fears haunt many human men, too. At an extreme, the involuntary celibacy, or incel, movement promotes the idea that women intentionally trick men into phony fatherhood in order to collect child support. Incels advocate extreme means, such as vasectomies, to free themselves from the possibility of parental entrapment.

The incel movement’s preoccupation with false paternity is nothing new. Patrilineal cultures, which pass property down from fathers to sons, have an especially significant stake in preventing cuckoldry, because it upends the whole inheritance system. For thousands of years, these societies have attempted to ensure paternity certainty through checks on women’s reproductive behavior. Menstrual rites and taboos, which publicly signal women’s fertility timing to the community, can be found in many cultures around the world, including India, Japan, Israel, South America, and Africa. In Mali, for example, the traditional Dogon religion compels menstruating women to stay in special huts, making it clear when their fertile periods will occur. In a 2012 study, a team of researchers in Mali calculated rates of false paternity by genotyping Y chromosome markers within father-son pairs over multiple generations.7 Families that practiced the Dogon religion had much lower rates of false paternity than families that practiced other faiths.

Although menstrual huts might serve a paternity-identifying purpose, they are uncomfortable, restrictive, and sometimes unsafe. Thankfully, very few cultures use them today, and the practice has been outright banned in India and Nepal.8 But many societies continue to enforce rules—from dress codes to restrictions on women’s movement—designed to ensure female chastity. And, although the science of DNA testing has come a long way in ensuring genetic transparency, paternity uncertainty still shapes fathers’ participation in family life. For example, we know that fathers are more likely to invest in raising a child9 when they are in a committed partnership with that child’s mother, which affords them greater confidence about their paternity.10

Some societies have figured out ways to motivate father involvement without enforcing chastity and monogamy. A few Indigenous societies have found a creative solution to the paternity-uncertainty challenge: partible paternity, the belief that multiple fathers can contribute genetic material to a pregnancy. This recalls the musical Mamma Mia!, in which the main character discovers that her mother had three overlapping romances around the time of her conception. She invites all three potential dads to her wedding, and, since no one can figure out the real father, the three men decide to share the role. Much like the three dads in Mamma Mia!, the forest-dwelling Aché tribe in Paraguay embraces the practice of partial fathers. They even distinguish between primary and secondary fathers based on how likely dads are to be related to their children. Husbands might be considered primary11 fathers (“the one who put the child in”), whereas an occasional partner might play the secondary role (“the one who mixed it”). These fathers aren’t threatened by each other’s presence. In fact, co-fathers are often brothers or cousins who live near each other, and they contribute amicably to shared fatherhood. The practice of partible paternity looks like a good deal for children, who are more likely to survive to the age of ten if they have multiple fathers. If the part-time dads are related to each other, shared care promotes their own genetic interests, too.

Shared paternity is not unique to humans. Although partible paternity in humans is more a social construction than a biological reality, some animals actually can have more than one father. Marmosets, tiny little monkeys who live in the tree canopies of South America, can inherit DNA from multiple sources. That’s because marmosets are chimeric. In ancient Greek mythology, the chimera is a mythical beast with the head of a lion, the body of a goat, and the tail of a serpent. We now use the term to describe real creatures whose bodies contain cells from different genetic sources. Chimerism is more common in marmosets and tamarins than any other species, but it can pop up in tortoiseshell cats (about 1 percent are true chimeras) and even, very rarely, in humans.

In 2002, an American mother named Lydia Fairchild applied for child support for her three kids, which required her ex to take a paternity test. Bizarrely, the test revealed that she had no genetic connection to her children. She was accused of welfare fraud and almost lost custody, even though the obstetrician who delivered her babies swore they were hers. It turned out that she was a genetic chimera, with cells from another DNA line in her ovaries. As in other cases of human chimeras, the double DNA probably came from a vanished twin—that is, a second fertilized egg that had spontaneously aborted when Fairchild herself was in utero, and whose cells had fused with hers. In a twist worthy of a Hollywood thriller, Fairchild’s vanished twin was the genetic mother of her children.

Chimerism in marmosets also comes from twin pregnancies.
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