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The first line in Fathers in Cultural Context reads, “The book reviews the latest research on
fathering in cultures representing over 50% of the world’s population” (p. i). From my
reading, the book offers an overview regarding some fathers’ interactions with their children
and families in 14 different countries, including China, Japan, India, Bangladesh, the Arab
world, Russia, the Americas (Indo and African Caribbean, Brazil, and the United States),
Scandinavia, the United Kingdom, Australia, and Africa (Central, East, and Southern).
However, covering 50 percent of the world’s fathers in one book is a lofty and unattainable
goal—there are simply too many fathers from too many countries and so few pages.

Each chapter is organized in a similar fashion, starting with a presentation of a father
from a particular country being discussed (a case story that one assumes is intended to
represent a “typical” father of that country). Gender roles, historical accounts of fathering in
the country, contemporary fathering, notions of fatherhood, fathering activities, family
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structures, parenting styles, father–child interactions, and a short summary are briefly
discussed. Given the book’s title, I assumed that each contributing author was from the
country under consideration and thus had some relevant knowledge and ability to place that
father within the cultural boundaries and contexts of the relevant country.

The final chapter offers a brief reaction to each chapter as well as suggestions for
future research and provides five themes (conclusions) that emerge from the offerings. These
“emerging” themes are that (a) cultural and historical backgrounds and changes have major
impacts on fathers; (b) fathers are portrayed as secondary to mothers in all countries; (c)
social policies designed to affect fathers’ activities vary across countries; (d) fathers are
diverse across cultures; and (e) economic disparities affect fathers’ roles.

The book is readable, well organized, and presented at an advanced undergraduate/
beginning graduate level. Important and significant research is cited, as are suggestions for
needed future work. The contributors seem to have a history of being interested and engaged
in research efforts related to fatherhood. All are involved with universities where Western/
European-oriented research approaches tend to be the focus and direction of the social
sciences. Thus, there is a clear Western influence and flavor in the presentations. Some of
the contributors acknowledge the very broad task before them and appreciate that many of
their comments are rather basic generalizations, as only certain subsets of fathers can be
discussed in such a volume.

A wide diversity of fathering activities is noted. I was initially excited about the
volume, anticipating (hoping for?) an “in-culture approach” offering information and
insights about different cultures deriving from the explicit experiences of fathers from those
cultures, as opposed to academics discussing “others’” experiences from an out-culture
academic framework. However, it quickly became evident that the Western/European slant
noted above is the focus. Pleck, in the foreword, notes, “Because of globalization, American/
European cultural practices have permeated non-Western societies” (p. xvii). And the editors
write in their concluding chapter, “Research is guided by theory, but if the theory continues
to derive exclusively from the U.S.–Europe, the fathering literature cannot avoid some
degree of . . . U.S.-centrism” (p. 396).

Thus, although the goal of researching fathers in cultural contexts is an important and
missing research focus, the effort falls short. Too much basic information is omitted, and
generalizations abound. For example, the chapter on U.S. fathers begins with a case
presentation of a biracial child that “typifies the ideals of freedom and opportunity, equality
and negotiations . . . and cultural diversity of U.S. fathers” (p. 251).

Unfortunately (and typically), discussions of biracial issues are presented in the
psychological literature as new or recent phenomena, thereby ignoring America’s original
biracial children—the offspring of enslaved African women impregnated by slave owners.
These slave owners were also the original absentee and deadbeat dads, another fact routinely
ignored in the literature. Although it may be uncomfortable and problematic to discuss these
issues, it is at least disingenuous for the field to provide a contextual discussion of U.S.



fathers while minimizing/ignoring the historical and ongoing realities that continue to impact
African-descended fathers and their families by suggesting opportunity where little exists.

Too often when discussing racial–cultural diversity in the United States, researchers
ignore or minimize the daily realities impacting certain racially diverse fathers in the
country. For example, themes of freedom, equality, and educational and economic
opportunity are emphasized, completely ignoring the long histories of enslaved,
disenfranchised, and marginalized Africans and the continuing problems associated with this
ugly history (see Connor, 2011). The approach also ignores issues faced by dispersed Native
nations (including Mexicans in the Southwest and West).

Opportunity is simply not available for a significant number of fathers who continue
to be affected by long-standing social policies designed to marginalize them. Systemic
policy issues affecting African descended families are ignored, including the 400-plus years
of lack of educational/vocational/social opportunity; the Jim Crow laws enforced throughout
the country post-Civil War into the civil rights era; social policies prohibiting nonworking
fathers from residing with the mothers of their children, who were forced to go on welfare in
order to survive; and the current mass incarceration of Black and Brown men (Alexander,
2010).

Additional topics routinely ignored include the widespread practice of middle-class
and affluent White women/families hiring Black and Brown women to provide child care for
long hours at minimum wage (with no concern or accord for the welfare of the caregivers’
own children, who are being left alone or being reared by siblings and extended family
members), and the absentee professional White men who choose to work long hours
(making large sums of money) rather than spend significant time with their families and
children. (Interestingly, toward the end of their careers, these men tend to lament about their
choices and indicate they wish they had spent more time with their families; Levine &
Pittinsky, 1998.)

Thus, it is difficult to ascertain what diversity is being discussed and what freedoms,
opportunities, and equalities are being referenced, as well as what cultural context.
Additionally, the few pictures of U.S. fathers seem to depict only White dads and their kids.

In short, although there is little doubt that the authors are discussing some fathers in
the countries under review, I cannot but wonder how representative the samples are. In this
regard, I’d prefer to read words from tribal elders, community activists, and local historians
(in their words directly translated into English, as needed) who have not been formally
trained in the Western/European tradition.

Again, I caution those attempting to offer a perspective of fathers across the world to
take care in generalizing their findings to entire populations. It would be useful to
specifically identify the fathers being discussed, and not generalize to entire countries.
Although the comments offered regarding fathers in China, Japan, the United Kingdom,
Australia, and so forth may accurately reflect a specific subgroup of fathers in those
countries, there is likely significant deviation, and significantly more research is needed to
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offer an accurate and more complete view (and, as noted above, some of the authors do
make this point in their chapters).

Philosophically, I applaud efforts to shed light on the status of contemporary fathers
anywhere and everywhere, and I do recommend the book—but take caution with the
overgeneralizations. Fifty percent of the world’s population is not being represented.

Finally, I am concerned about the picture of the father throwing his child into the air
on page 334. I’ve worked with several families in which a child was dropped or missed and
was seriously injured. Although I appreciate and encourage paternal “rough and tumble”
play, I advise my fathers (parents, adults) to avoid this activity.
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