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THE NEED FOR HISTORICAL
STUDIES OF FATHERHOOD

The Industrial Revolution, the development of
mass transportation, and the creation of the ideol-
ogy of two separate spheres (public/occupational
world vs. private/family world) often are credited
with bringing about, in the 1800s and early 1900s,
both the glorification of motherhood and the
diminution of fatherhood (Filene, 1986; Mintz
and Kellogg, 1988). As to why this occurred, the
argument generally advanced is that mothers in-
creasingly were removed from income-producing
activities and given primary responsibility for
their children’s welfare, while fathers were re-
moved from childrearing activities and given pri-
mary responsibility for the financial support of
the family.

This shift in the division of labor is believed to
be both a consequence and a cause of changes tak-
ing place in popular culture. In people’s minds,
not only did the greater contact that mothers had
with their children, compared to fathers, make
them better-skilled parents, but more important,
women’s alleged innate emotionality and tender-
ness made them uniquely equipped for parent-
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hood. Similarly, the fact that fathers spent so little
time with their children, compared to mothers,
lent an element of awkwardness to father-child
relations, but what really made the difference, ac-
cording to conventional wisdom, was that men’s
innate lack of emotionality and hard-as-nails ap-
proach to life made them incompetent when it
came to parenthood.

Much has been written on the glorification of
motherhood in 20th century America (see, for ex-
ample, Bernard, 1974; Friedan, 1963; Margolis,
1984). Little, however, has been penned on the
diminution of fatherhood. Consequently, while
we have a fairly good understanding of the ebb
and flow of the social value of motherhood since
the early 1900s, we have only ‘‘informed guesses’’
of how the popular image of fathers changed (or
did not change) in the wake of the major histori-
cal events of the day (Demos, 1982; LaRossa,
1988; Pleck, 1987; Rotundo, 1985). This article is
intended, in part, to help remedy this imbalance.

THE DAY AND MACKEY THESIS

While our interest in the history of fatherhood
certainly was an important factor, it was not the
only motivation behind the present inquiry. Ra-
ther, the main goal of the current investigation
was to replicate a study that we found compelling
and, at the same time, puzzling.

In their study of the changing ‘‘role image of
the American father,”” Randal Day and Wade
Mackey (1986) analyzed the content of family car-
toons published in the Saturday Evening Post
from 1922 to 1968 and from 1971 to 1978. They
found that, in the earlier time period, father
figures were more likely than mother figures to be
depicted as incompetentbut that, in the later time
period, father figures were as likely as mother fig-
ures to be depicted as incompetent. The authors
explain their findings by contending that three
factors—namely, (a) the rapid increase in the per-
centage of mothers of young children into the
labor force, (b) the decline of birth rates, and (c)
the increased advocacy of egalitarianism vis-a-vis
gender roles during the 1970s (Cherlin, 1981; U.S.
Bureau of Census, 1982)—recast ‘‘the father-sta-
tus-role complex into a template equated with a
mother-status-role complex,’”’ such that men in-
creasingly were seen as ‘‘coequal’’ child rearers
(Day and Mackey, 1986: 384, 385). In the wake of
the egalitarian ethic, cartoonists of the 1970s were
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placed in ‘‘a double avoidance conflict’’: depic-
ting fathers as competent would go against tradi-
tion, but portraying fathers as incompetent would
be out of synchrony with emerging expectations.
In order to resolve the conflict, cartoonists ap-
parently deleted fathers and substituted ‘‘other,
less ambivalent topics’’ (Day and Mackey, 1986:
385).

Stated simply, Day and Mackey, using car-
toons as an indicator of how Americans perceived
fathers, contended that the 1970s were a signifi-
cant benchmark in the history of fatherhood, a
point at which ‘‘a shift occurred in the paradigm
through which fathers were viewed’’ (Day and
Mackey, 1986: 372). The implication was that the
shift was peculiar to the 1970s (and presumably
the 1980s), that up to 1971 a different paradigm
had prevailed.

Day and Mackey’s (1986) decision to focus on
the question of ‘‘incompetence’’ to plot trends in
how American fathers have been viewed was, we
felt, a good one. Although it could be faulted for
not being comprehensive enough (certainly there
are other paternal traits in people’s con-
sciousness), the image of the father as incompe-
tent often has been advanced as the modal view of
the American father. For example, in his essay on
the history of fatherhood, John Demos (1982:
442) argued that at the end of the 19th century
and during much of the 20th, fathers in popular
culture

.. .burbled and bumbled, and occasionally
made fools of themselves. They were cajoled,
humored, and implicitly patronized by long-
suffering wives and clever children. Dagwood
Bumstead (of the ‘‘Blondie’’ comic strip), Ozzie
Nelson (of the popular radio show ‘‘Ozzie and
Harriet’’), and the faintly ridiculous hero of
Clarence Day’s Broadway play Life with Father
made well-known variants of the general type
(father as incompetent).

Day and Mackey’s (1986) decision to rely on
cartoons also had merit. Again, while it could be
faulted for not being comprehensive enough
(what about other media?), cartoons reflect a
powerful ‘‘vernacular record of the social and
political history of that people’’ (Murrell, 1933:
9). Few cultural artifacts capture, so succinctly
and so strongly, popular stereotypes as much as
cartoons do, which is why the social scientific
study of the cartoon has had such a long and dis-
tinguished history (Harrison, 1981). Moreover,
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the fact that Day and Mackey (1986) were inter-
ested specifically in the image of the father as in-
competent also made the humorous cartoon a na-
tural choice. The cartoonist’s tendency to present
people and issues in an unflattering way made it
likely that they would come across a sufficient
number of ‘‘subjects”’ (i.e., cartoons) to test their
hypothesis.

Finally, Day and Mackey’s (1986) decision to
examine cartoons in the Saturday Evening Post,
versus another magazine, was a sound one, in our
opinion. For a good part of the 20th century, the
Saturday Evening Post was the premier middle-
class (or, more accurately, white middle-class)
family magazine in America. A very traditional
magazine, often with a racist and sexist bias, the
Post, for a significant number of Americans,
“‘created the world they lived in’’ (Cohn, 1989;
see also Holder, 1973). The fact that the Post
tended to support a particular viewpoint meant
that the images published in its pages did not al-
ways represent the attitudes of the community at
large. What magazine would? On the other hand,
the fact that the Post’s viewpoint was decidedly
traditional, and ‘‘male-stream,”’ seemed to us to
provide a certain methodological advantage. If
one’s purpose is to see whether the image of
fathers became less traditional and if one dis-
covers that a conservative magazine like the Post
at some point began to depict fathers in a less
traditional way, one could be more confident
that, on the level of popular culture, a shift away
from the more traditional paradigm had, in fact,
occurred.

The major drawback to the Day and Mackey
(1986) study, in our opinion, was their decision to
cover over 50 years of history with a relatively
small sample of cartoons. This decision appar-
ently forced them to treat the period from 1922 to
1968 as a homogenous historical era (see p. 376)—
a risky proposition, given how much we know of
the changes in American society during this time.
Thus, to us, their findings left open the possibility
that the ‘‘paradigmatic shift’> which they argued
was peculiar to the 1970s might actually have oc-
curred at least once before. If such a shift did oc-
cur previously, its existence would raise questions
about the uniqueness of the so-called revolution
in men’s roles in the 1970s and 1980s. Knowing
whether ‘‘we’ve been here before’’ would give
current scholars and activists a much-needed his-
torical perspective and perhaps also suggest a
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precedent for current changes.

On a very basic level, we felt that the Day and
Mackey thesis was too tidy. What especially
struck us was how chronocentric the thesis was, in
that it suggested that people in the 1970s were able
to see what previous generations apparently were
too blind to see, namely, that fathers can and
should be competent parents. Our sense is that
history rarely is this neat. Thus, while we were in-
trigued by the issues that Day and Mackey raised,
we could not help but wonder whether they had
presented too simple a picture, and we set out to
design a study that would build on their work and
yet refine it.

Like Day and Mackey (1986), we reviewed a
sample of humorous family cartoons published in
the Saturday Evening Post and coded the extent
to which the father figures and mother figures in
the cartoons were depicted as ‘‘incompetent.’’
However, instead of trying to cover almost the en-
tire 20th century, we chose to concentrate on the
period from 1924 to 1944. We focused on this per-
iod because, besides including some of the major
historical events in America (i.e., the ‘‘Roaring
Twenties,’’ the Great Depression, and World War
II), the period is unequaled in 20th century history
in terms of the contradictory changes that took
place (Sales, 1973). We concentrated on this per-
iod also because the three factors that, according
to Day and Mackey, contributed to the 1970s shift
also were present in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s.
Beginning soon after the end of the First World
War, the labor force participation rates of
mothers increased and birth rates both declined
(1918-1936) and increased (1937-1943) (Smith and
Ward, 1984; Wandersee, 1981). And 1920, the
year in which the 19th Amendment to the Consti-
tution giving women the right to vote was passed,
generally is defined as the ‘‘beginning of modern-
ity’’ in the history of gender stratification (Filene,
1986).

One could argue that, ideally, we should have
included family cartoons prior to 1920. But family
cartoons did not appear in the Saturday Evening
Post (or other magazines) on a regular basis until
the 1920s. Up to then, political cartoons were the
mode.

Finally, it is worth noting that the historical
study of fatherhood—indeed, the historical study
of anything—is served just as much by investiga-
tions that examine relatively circumscribed time
periods as by those that have a broader scope.



990

While the latter offer valuable overviews, the
former often provide the kind of data needed to
‘‘contextualize’’ continuity and change (McKee
and O’Brien, 1982). As we will demonstrate, one
strength of the current investigation is its ability to
detect short-term changes.

To summarize, the object of our study was to
flesh out our understanding of the ideology of
fatherhood in earlier decades and, at the same
time, test (and ultimately refine) Day and
Mackey’s (1986) thesis that the ‘‘role image of the
American father”” has undergone a significant
change in the 20th century.

METHODOLOGY

Every single-panel family cartoon published in the
Saturday Evening Post during the years 1924,
1928, 1932, 1936, 1940, and 1944 was photo-
copied and made available for analysis. Alto-
gether, 349 cartoons were examined. A ‘‘family
cartoon’’ was one that had a family theme (vs.,
say, a political theme).!

Given that the principal impetus behind our
study was to replicate Day and Mackey’s (1986)
findings, when it came time to operationalize ‘‘in-
competence,”” we turned first to their coding
scheme. In the end, however, we decided to
modify their scheme.

Day and Mackey’s coders were told to examine
the cartoons for the following examples of incom-
petent behavior: ‘‘bumbling, did something
wrong, inexpert, blundered, made a mistake, was
awkward, unhandy, gawky, stumbling, not hand-
ling problem, improper role model’’ (Day and
Mackey, 1986: 375). This list was assembled with
the aid of a thesaurus (Day, 1989) and, appar-
ently, is not limited to first-order synonyms. A
first-order synonym is one that a thesaurus in-
cludes in its primary list of synonyms. A second-
order synonym is a synonym for one of the words
on the primary list. For example, WordPerfect
5.0, the word processing program, includes the
word ‘‘inept’’ on its primary list of synonyms for
‘‘incompetent,’’ but ‘‘awkward,’’ one of Day and
Mackey’s synonyms, is not on this initial list.
‘““Awkward’’ is, however, a primary synonym for
‘“‘inept.”’ Thus, ‘‘awkward’’ is a synonym for ‘‘in-
competent,’’ but it is a second-order rather than a
first-order synonym.

Not every thesaurus is the same; a first-order
synonym for one may be a second-order synonym
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for another. We discovered, nonetheless, that we
could achieve more reliability and not suffer a
serious loss in validity if we limited our examples
of incompetent behavior to the first-order syn-
onyms for ‘‘incompetence’’ and ‘‘incompetent.’’
We chose the thesaurus in WordPerfect 5.0 be-
cause of its ready availability not only to us but
presumably also to others. Thus, in our scheme,
the coders were told to examine the cartoons for
the following examples of incompetent behavior:
ignorant, inadequate, incapable, ineffectual, inef-
ficient, inept, stupid, unable, unfit, and weak.
More specifically, when it came to assessing in-
competence in the cartoons, the coders were asked
to answer two questions:

Father Incompetent Question. Is the father in
this family (whether he is pictured in the cartoon
or not) being depicted as incompetent [‘‘incom-
petent’’ having been defined by the list of words
above]? (0) Not applicable (father is not in car-
toon and no reference is made to him or about
him). (1) Father is in cartoon or is referenced in
the cartoon, but he is not depicted as incompe-
tent. (2) Father is in cartoon or is referenced in
the cartoon and he is depicted as incompetent.

Mother Incompetent Question. Is the mother in
this family (whether she is pictured in the cartoon
or not) being depicted as incompetent [‘‘incom-
petent’’ having been defined by the list of words
above]? (0) Not applicable (mother is not in car-
toon and no reference is made to her or about
her). (1) Mother is in cartoon or is referenced in
the cartoon, but she is not depicted as incompe-
tent. (2) Mother is in cartoon or is referenced in
the cartoon and she is depicted as incompetent.

Note that we included cartoons in which a
father or mother figure was either pictured or
referenced in the cartoon. This is in contrast to
Day and Mackey, who included only cartoons
that contained ‘‘a father figure or mother figure
in the presence of one or more children’’ (Day and
Mackey, 1986: 375). We chose the more inclusive
strategy because, during our pretest, we dis-
covered that a father figure or mother figure
could be depicted as incompetent even though he
or she might not be pictured in the cartoon. If we
were going to be sensitive to the ‘‘message’’ of the
cartoons, we felt we had to recognize that charac-
ters ‘‘off stage’ often were central to both the
cartoonist’s intent and the audience’s reception.
Also, in contrast to Day and Mackey, we included
family cartoons in which there was no child pic-
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tured in the cartoon. Again, our pretest un-
covered a number of instances in which a father
figure or mother figure would be depicted as in-
competent in the absence of children.

Two of the authors (RJW and AB) served as
coders. However, while they were coding, they
were not privy to the goals of the research. They
also were not told where or when the cartoons
were published. This was done to minimize any
possible effect that foreknowledge might have on
their ratings. Once the two finished their coding,
they became full-fledged members of the team.

It was decided that the coders for the project
should be a male and female and that their ages
should not be the same (at the time they were cod-
ing, RJW was 27 years old and AB was 54 years
old). The rationale behind this decision is that we
wanted ultimately to limit our analysis to those
cartoons that had a reasonably unambiguous mes-
sage. If two people with very different back-
grounds could agree on the message in a cartoon,
it is more likely that there was a consensus on the
cartoon’s meaning when it was published.

The cartoons used in the following analysis are
only those cartoons for which there was perfect
agreement on both the ‘‘Father Incompetent
Question’’ and the ‘“Mother Incompetent Ques-
tion.”” This was a relatively stringent criterion for
inclusion, again motivated by our desire to focus
only on those cartoons that had an unambiguous
message. Of the 349 cartoons in the original sam-
ple, 223 cartoons (or 64%) met the criterion.?

To check for coder consistency over time, a
random sample of 36 cartoons from the original
349 were coded again one month later. On the in-
competence variable, test-retest reliability was
93%.

Day and Mackey (1986) did not address the
question, ‘‘Incompetent at what?’’ That is, they
did not examine the content of the cartoons to see
what the father figures and mother figures were
doing when depicted as incompetent. On the ad-
vice of an anonymous reviewer, however, we did
review the content of the 223 cartoons for which
there was a perfect agreement to see if there were
significant gender or period effects. The coding
for this phase of the study proceeded in two stages
(not including category construction or coder
training). First, one of the original coders (AB)
made an effort to determine the primary area in
which the father and/or mother (or nonparent in
the no one/other category) was showing in-
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competence. Areas of incompetence included:
custodial activity, teaching/disciplining/socializ-
ing child(ren), leisure/recreational activity, eco-
nomic support of the family and other financial
matters, household chores, interaction with
spouse, interaction with other people (e.g., sons-
in-law and boyfriends), and trying to prevent or
cope with having too many children. (These cate-
gories reflected, in part, our efforts to capture the
distinctions between ‘‘custodial’’ and ‘‘interac-
tive’’ activities and between ‘‘work’’ and ‘‘play,”’
noted by others, such as Lamb, 1987; Robinson,
1977.) The coder was encouraged not to force car-
toons into one category or another but to ““flag”’
cartoons that proved too difficult to code. Of the
223 cartoons, 69 (or 31%) could not be easily
coded. In the second stage of coding, these 69 car-
toons were examined by a three-person team (RL,
AB, and CJ) and, through discussion, were placed
into one of the categories listed above.

FINDINGS
The Question of Incompetence

Table 1 and Figure 1 show how often father
figures and mother figures were depicted as in-
competent in the 223 cartoons of the 1920s, 1930s,
and early 1940s. Like Day and Mackey (1986), we
found that, on the average, father figures were
more likely than mother figures to be depicted as
incompetent. Unlike Day and Mackey, however,
we did not find the differences to be great: our
data indicate that, overall, 53% of the father
figures versus 44% of the mother figures were in-
competent (a significant difference at the .05
level), whereas Day and Mackey report 73% ver-
sus 27%, respectively.

This discrepancy in the magnitude of the
gender differences in incompetence found in both
studies may be the result of two factors. The first
is the different operational definitions of incom-
petence that were employed. If the synonyms that
Day and Mackey used are more likely, on the level
of popular culture, to be associated with
masculine deficiencies—‘‘unhandy’’ and
‘‘stumbling’®> are two possible candidates and
both are on their list but not ours—then this
might account for their finding more dramatic
differences. Correspondingly, if the synonyms we
used are more likely, on the level of popular
culture, to be associated with feminine deficien-
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TABLE 1. PERCENTAGE OF FAMILY THEME CARTOONS IN WHICH PARENTAL FIGURES ARE
DEPICTED AS INCOMPETENT, 1920s THROUGH EARLY 1940s

Who is depicted as incompetent? 1920s 1930s 1940s Whole Period

1. Father only 56.3% 42.6% 30.5%* 38.6%

2. Mother only 22.9 31.9 31.3 29.6

3. Father and mother 12.5 14.9 14.8 14.3

4. No one/other 8.3 10.6 23.4% 17.5
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 48 47 128 223

Note: An asterisk indicates that the difference between the 1920s and early 1940s incompetence percentage is
statistically significant at or below the .05 level, on the basis of a 7 test for differences between proportions (see Bohrn-
stedt and Knoke, 1988). Also, for 1924, 1928, 1932, 1936, 1940, and 1944, respectively, the total numbers of cartoons
published in the Saturday Evening Post were 267, 409, 279, 453, 625, and 1,256 (i.e., a total of 3,289 for the years
surveyed). For 1924, 1928, 1932, 1936, 1940, and 1944, respectively, the percentages of family cartoons published
were 8.2, 11.4, 13.9, 8.1, 11.0, and 10.7 (i.e., on the average, 10.6% of the cartoons published during these years were

family cartoons).

cies—‘‘ignorant’’ and ‘‘weak’’ are two possible
candidates and both are on our list but not on
theirs—then this might account for our finding
less dramatic differences.

A second and probably more important factor
that can account for the different findings is that
our study focused on the period from 1924 to
1944, whereas Day and Mackey’s study focused
on the periods 1922-1968 and 1971-1978. It is the
1922-1968 period for which Day and Mackey
found father figures more likely to be depicted as
incompetent. If our different findings result from
this factor, it would mean that from 1945 to 1968
the extent to which fathers were depicted as in-
competent would have had to increase significant-
ly. We have no cartoon data that would allow us
to test empirically whether this did, in fact, occur.
Historians, however, have suggested that the
1950s ushered in a period during which the image
of the father as incompetent increased (see Filene,
1986; Mintz and Kellogg, 1988).

Our most important finding is apparent when
we compare the patterns of parental in-
competence depicted in the cartoons of each of
the three decades (see Table 1 and Figure 1). Be-
tween the 1920s and early 1940s there was a strik-
ing convergence in the depiction of fathers and
mothers as incompetent. In the 1920s father
figures were depicted as incompetent in 69% of
the Saturday Evening Post’s cartoons with family
themes, while mother figures were so depicted on-
ly 35% of the time (significant at the .01 level). In
the 1930s this gap grew smaller, as fathers were a
little less likely to be portrayed as incompetent
(58% of the time), and the tendency to draw in-
competent mothers rose (up to 47%), a gender

difference that is not statistically significant at the
.05 level. During the early 1940s there was literally
a complete convergence in this magazine’s presen-
tation of incompetent fathers and mothers.
Fathers were shown as incompetent in 45% of the
cartoons, compared to mothers’ 46% . Thus, from
the 1920s through the early 1940s, the portrayal of
incompetent fathers dropped from 69% to 45%
(significant at the .01 level), while the prevalence
of incompetent mother figures underwent no sta-
tistically significant rise.

Finally, Day and Mackey (1986) suggested that
in the 1970s cartoonists tried to deal with a ‘‘dou-
ble avoidance conflict’’ when it came to fathers by
substituting other topics (or targets) for fathers in
their cartoons. Similarly, we found that the
percentage of no one/other targets increased sig-
nificantly from 8.3% in the 1920s to 23.4% in the
early 1940s (significant at the .05 level).

Day and Mackey (1986) use evidence of con-
vergence in their family cartoon data to argue that
in the 1970s there was a shift in the paradigm
through which fathers were viewed. Using the
same logic, we would argue that a similar shift
had occurred in the 1930s and early 1940s.

How is it possible that Day and Mackey missed
the convergence that apparently occurred in the
1930s and 1940s? The most plausible explanation,
suggested above, is that the period from 1945 to
1968 witnessed a return to a 1920s-like portrayal
of sharp gender differences in parental incompe-
tence, with fathers much more likely than mothers
to be depicted as incompetent. Since Day and
Mackey treated the period from 1922 to 1968 as a
single unit of time, the convergence of the 1930s
and 1940s was ‘‘buried’’ by the divergence of the
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FIGURE 1. PERCENTAGE OF FAMILY THEME CARTOONS IN WHICH MOTHERS AND
FATHERS ARE DEPICTED AS INCOMPETENT, 1920s THROUGH EARLY 1940s

100

90

O Fathers Incompetent
® Mothers Incompetent

80
/70

30
20
10

_________________ S

S 60

o

O 50|

O

& 40|
o

1920s

1930s early

1940s

Note: Percentages represent the sum of Table 1 lines. Lines 1 and 3 yield the total percentage of father figures
depicted as incompetent. Lines 2 and 3 yield the total percentage of mother figures depicted as incompetent.

other decades. In other words, the modal pattern
of divergence overshadowed the convergence of
the 1930s and 1940s, and it is the modal pattern
that served as Day and Mackey’s baseline for their
comparison with the 1970s.

There is nothing basically wrong with saying
that divergence is the mode for the 20th century.
The problem comes when it is suggested that there
were no significant anomalies to the general pat-
tern prior to 1970s. The current study indicates
that the 1970s decade was not the first time that a
shift in perceptions occurred, and the two studies,
taken together, suggest that, contrary to what

Day and Mackey proposed, the image of the 20th
century American father has changed not once
but at least twice. In other words, the image of the
American father has not shifted gradually “‘for
the better,”’ as is often assumed. Rather, it has
fluctuated in a roller-coaster-like pattern,
characteristic of changes that have occurred in
other elements of American culture.

Incompetent at What?

As we noted earlier, Day and Mackey (1986) did
not address the issue of what the fathers and
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mothers were doing when depicted as incompe-
tent, so initially we, too, did not attempt to
answer this question. However, later we were en-
couraged to go back and examine the 223 car-
toons again with this issue in mind.

The answer to the question, ‘‘Incompetent at
what?,”’ is that parental figures most frequently
were shown acting incompetent in the areas of
child socialization and discipline. In the 1920s,
42% of the family cartoons showed, in a humor-
ous way, one or both parents as having failed to
teach or instill proper behavior in the child, as
unable to control the child’s behavior, or as doing
something likely to have a negative effect on the
child’s self-concept. In none of these cartoons
from the 1920s was a father or mother depicted in
a competent manner in this area. In subsequent
decades, the same pattern existed; the single
largest category of parental incompetence was dis-
ciplining and socializing children (51% of the
1930s cartoons and 44% of the 1940s cartoons).

The next most common area of parental in-
competence was basic custodial care of the child;
in all three decades about 12% of the cartoon
parents showed varying degrees of ineptitude at
cleaning, feeding, dressing, protecting, trans-
porting, or putting kids to bed. Almost as com-
mon was parental incompetence in interacting
with persons other than family members (e.g.,
their children’s boyfriends, girlfriends, suitors, or
other adults).

We were surprised at how few times parents
were portrayed as incompetent in some other
areas: doing common household chores, playing
with children, economic matters, or interacting
with each other or with relatives. In none of the
decades studied did any of these categories ac-
count for more than 9% of the cartoons depicting
parental incompetence.

As for gender and period effects, the main
gender difference was in the degree to which
fatherly and motherly incompetence was concen-
trated in the two primary categories (child
socialization/discipline and custodial care).
Mothers’ incompetence was almost always con-
veyed with allusions to just those two areas. This
was the case in the 1920s, and it became even more
extreme in the 1930s and 1940s. Specifically, child
socialization/discipline and custodial care ac-
counted for 71% of the incompetent mothers dur-
ing the 1920s, 86% in the 1930s, and 88% in the
1940s. In contrast, fathers who were acting in-
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competently were seen in these two categories
about 60% of the time in all three decades. Thus,
by the 1940s, when fathers and mothers were
equally likely to be shown as incompetent, there
was a significant difference in the way they were
so presented (significant at the .01 level). When
depicted as incompetent, mothers were nearly
always shown as having failed in raising or taking
care of their children, whereas fathers—although
also typically shown as having failed in the
socialization/discipline area—were likely to be
presented as inept in other areas, too (e.g., in-
teracting with adults).

DiscussioN

Conventional wisdom has it that America is in the
midst of an unprecedented revolution in men’s
paternal role expectations—that popular attitudes
about what fathers can and should do are chang-
ing in ways not dreamed of before. Conventional
wisdom also tends to conceptualize this revolution
in linear terms; ever so gradually attitudes have
been shifting, and as luck would have it, those of
us alive today are able to see everything come to
fruition.

The current study, coupled with Day and
Mackey’s (1986) study, suggests a different pic-
ture of social change. If the cartoons are to be
believed, the image of the American father has
shifted not once but at least twice during the 20th
century. Hence, changes thought to be unique to
the 1970s, 1980s, and now 1990s—while perhaps
significant in their own right—may have some
precedent in the 1930s and 1940s. The fluctuating
image of the 20th century American father, in-
dicated in the data, should cause us to be
suspicious of polar comparisons - between
fatherhood ‘‘then”’ and fatherhood ‘‘now,’’ for
while these comparisons are intuitively appealing
and can sometimes be heuristically valuable, they
also tend to oversimplify historical change.

Day and Mackey (1986) contended that in
patriarchal childrearing cultures (with mothers
viewed as the primary caregivers), cartoonists
would be more likely to maximize differences be-
tween fathers and mothers, and portray fathers as
significantly less competent in family situations;
and that in egalitarian childrearing cultures (with
mothers and fathers viewed as coequal
caregivers), cartoonists would be more likely to
minimize differences between parents, and por-
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tray fathers and mothers as equally competent or
incompetent. Thus, they argued that in the 1970s
there was a shift toward an egalitarian (or, more
accurately, less patriarchal) childrearing culture,
and that this shift was reflected in the cartoons
they studied.

We agree with Day and Mackey (1986) that
cartoons can serve as barometers of social change
and that shifts from a more patriarchal to a less
patriarchal childrearing culture would make it
more likely for gender differences to be minimized
(or at least less maximized). The social scientific
study of humor would seem to support this argu-
ment. The content and form of humor in a society
cannot be understood without having some un-
derstanding of the society itself, for the ability to
see something as humorous—the ability to ‘‘get’’
the joke—requires some familiarity with the
multiple realities embodied in the joke. Thus, for
example, a cartoonist who intends to make fun of
fathers’ diaper-changing efforts must presume
that the audience knows the ‘‘conventional reali-
ty”’ (what generally is the case) so that he or she
can juxtapose this reality with the ‘‘unconvention-
al reality’’ for comic effect (Macionis, 1989). As
for the social functions of humor, ‘‘though jokes
feed on subversive thought, on deviations from
the normal and expected, they reinforce estab-
lished views of the world’’ (Wilson, 1979: 228; see
also Mulkay, 1988). Thus, one would expect that
racist societies would generate racist jokes
(Davies, 1990) and that patriarchal cultures would
generate sexist cartoons (e.g., women being made
fun of in the occupational world, men being made
fun of in the family world). In both cases what is
being reinforced is the established view that peo-
ple need to ‘‘know their place.”’

How do we account for the fluctuating image
of the 20th century American father? The factors
that Day and Mackey (1986) identified as the
reasons behind the gender shift of the 1970s (the
rising labor force participation rates of mothers,
the decline in the birth rate, and the increased ad-
vocacy of egalitarianism) were also present during
the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s and probably explain,
in part, the shift of the earlier period as well.
Also, the fact that the 1950s witnessed a reversal
or at least a suspension of some of these trends
probably explains why there would be the
hypothesized turnaround during the Cold War
Era (see May, 1988).

But while there are similarities, demographi-
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cally speaking, between the early 20th century and
the present, there also are important differences
that cannot be ignored. Yes, birth rates declined
dramatically during the 1920s and early 1930s, but
during the early 1940s, when in the Saturday
Evening Post images of fathers and mothers as in-
competent were the most convergent, birth rates
went up (Smith and Ward, 1984).

We also cannot overlook the Great Depres-
sion, an economic downturn unparalleled in the
20th century. When scholars have written about
the Depression and American fatherhood they
typically have argued that, on the aggregate level,
the Depression had either a negative impact on
men’s standing in the family or no impact at all
(see Filene, 1986; Mintz and Kellogg, 1988;
Wandersee, 1981). That the Depression may also
have had a positive impact on how the public—or
at least cartoonists—viewed the American father
is a question that has rarely been asked, much less
answered.

The 1940s also ushered in World War II. War-
fare generally has a paradoxical effect on gender
definitions. If a war results in a higher percentage
of women in the labor force, gender definitions
tend to become less traditional. At the same time,
warfare can enhance men’s traditionally held
prestige and perquisites because, more than likely,
men are the ones involved in the struggle
(Chafetz, 1990). Thus, the fact that there would
be such a dramatic shift toward a less patriarchal
view of fathers both before the war (1940) and
during (1944) is perplexing.

It seems clear that the shift in the image of the
American father in the 1930s and early 1940s
hinges, in part, on factors other than those nor-
mally advanced to explain changes in gender
definitions. But what might these factors be? The
history of fatherhood has received much less at-
tention than the history of motherhood—and we
should not assume in cavalier fashion that the
theories that apply to the latter equally apply to
the former. Thus, at this stage of our knowledge,
we are forced to speculate more than we would
like about why the image of the American father
changed the way it did.

One thing that may be helpful is recognizing
that the shift evidenced in the cartoons is but one
element in a series of changes taking place in the
early 1900s. In a related study (LaRossa, 1989),
for example, we found that between 1920 and
1929, popular magazine articles devoted to fathers
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constituted 29% of the articles published on
fathers and mothers; but that between 1940 and
1949, popular magazine articles devoted to fathers
constituted 45% of the articles published on
fathers and mothers. Thus, the ratio of popular
magazine articles devoted to fathers and mothers
exhibited a convergence similar to that of the car-
toons, with the 1940s being the point at which
there were about as many articles published on
fathers as were published on mothers. The
aforementioned study has resulted also in the
discovery that the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s marked
a significant change in the presence of fathers in
childrearing books; virtually ignored in the 1920s,
fathers increasingly were included in the prescrip-
tive infant care literature of the 1930s and 1940s
(though they still were treated as ‘‘second class’’
parents by the authors of the books).

Typically, changes in gender definitions are
tied directly to changes in the economy (e.g., the
labor force participation rates of mothers) and
other structural conditions. However, cultural
factors also can play a part in the social construc-
tion of reality. A prime example is how the
‘‘sacralization’’ of children’s lives in the 1800s
and early 1900s resulted in children being removed
from the ‘‘cash nexus’’ of the family (Zelizer,
1985). The 1920s and 1930s were a time when a
“‘new ideal of the family’’ emerged—the ‘‘compa-
nionate family.”’ Orchestrated in large part by the
childrearing ‘‘intelligentsia’’ (i.e., psychologists,
educators, social service professionals, and legal
-scholars), the new conception of family life em-
phasized that husbands and wives should be
““friends and lovers’’ and that parents and
children should be ‘‘pals’’ (Mintz and Kellogg,
1988: 113). Thus, one explanation for the shift in
how fathers were viewed may be that the
‘‘sacralization’’ of family life in the 1920s and
1930s, like the ‘‘sacralization’’ of children’s lives
at the turn of the century, broadened people’s
sense of the proper role of fathers to include not
only providing financially for their children but
providing emotional support as well. This change
in the cultural climate may have placed cartoon-
ists of the 1930s and 1940s in the same ‘‘double
avoidance conflict’’ that their counterparts of the
1970s apparently experienced, where depicting
fathers as competent would violate what they were
used to doing, while depicting fathers as incompe-
tent would violate the new ideal.

Another possibility, related to the above, is
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that changing childrearing expectations, with the
1920s being a decade in which scheduling was em-
phasized and the 1930s being more ‘‘permissive’’
(Margolis, 1984), helped move the ideology of
fatherhood away from traditional notions of what
fathers can and should do, which, in turn, helped
to shape cartoonists’ renderings. In other words,
the fact that parents in the 1930s and 1940s were
being told to adapt to their children rather than
vice versa may have ‘‘softened’’ father-child rela-
tions in the minds of the public—and the cartoon-
ists.

A third, more conflict-theoretical explanation
for the convergence is that, although fathers were
the parents being depicted as incompetent in the
cartoons of the 1920s, the real targets of the car-
toonists may have been the social movements of
the 1920s, and in particular the women’s move-
ment. Since the publisher of the cartoons was the
conservative Saturday Evening Post and the car-
toonists were almost always—if not always—men,
the intent may have been to poke fun at a society
which, in their opinion, had lost its gender com-
pass. If, through the cartoons, people could be
made to see how foolish fathers and husbands had
become under the new system, perhaps everyone
“‘would come to their senses’’ and ‘‘return to their
proper place.”” As for the shift of the 1930s and
1940s, it generally is recognized that the Great
Depression and World War II temporarily put the
brakes on the women’s movement of the 1920s
and before (see Filene, 1986; Wandersee, 1981).
Thus, the perceived need to defend traditional
norms and values may have dissipated during this
time, so that some cartoonists and editors put
down their ‘‘swords.”’

The bottom line is that, because we really do
not know enough at present about the forces that
have shaped American fatherhood, our specula-
tions as to why the image of the 20th century
American father changed must be seen for what
they are—hypotheses in need of testing. The
evidence does seem clear, however, that the con-
tours of 20th century American fatherhood are
more complex than previously supposed and that
the challenge facing future researchers is to try to
understand not only ‘‘why’’ but also ‘‘how”’
fatherhood has changed. What Day and Mackey
(1986) started, we have tried to continue. But for
historians of fatherhood there is still much work
to be done.
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1. If the object of the cartoon was clearly political
(e.g., if the figures in the cartoon represented politi-
cians, political parties, or countries), the cartoon
was not included in the sample. Cartoons that were
deemed to have a ‘‘family theme’’ pictured one or
more family members doing or saying something
family-related (e.g., a mother taking her son to the
grocery store would qualify, while two children
swimming who make no reference to family
members would not). In a few cases, animals were
used to represent family members. If these cartoons
were deemed to have a ‘‘family theme,”’ they, too,
were included.

2. The percentage of cartoons in which the coders
agreed on both the ‘‘father incompetent’’ and
‘“‘mother incompetent’’ question did not vary much
over the three time periods studied. Coders’
judgments were in agreement on 70% of the car-
toons from the 1920s, 62% for the cartoons of the
1930s, and 63% of the 1940s cartoons.

REFERENCES

Bernard, Jessie. 1974. The Future of Motherhood. New
York: Dial Press.

Bohrnstedt, George W., and David Knoke. 1988. Statis-
tics for Social Data Analysis (2nd ed.). Itasca, IL:
Peacock.

Chafetz, Janet Saltzman. 1990. Gender Equity: An In-
tegrated Theory of Stability and Change. Newbury
Park, CA: Sage.

Cherlin, Andrew. 1981. Marriage, Divorce, Remar-
riage. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Cohn, Jan. 1989. Creating America: George Horace
Lorimer and the Saturday Evening Post. Pittsburgh,
PA: University of Pittsburgh Press.

Davies, Christie. 1990. Ethnic Humor around the
World: A Comparative Analysis. Bloomington: In-
diana University Press.

Day, Randal D. 1989. Phone conversation, July 25.

Day, Randal D., and Wade C. Mackey. 1986. ‘““The role
image of the American father.”” Journal of Com-
parative Family Studies 3: 371-388.

Demos, John. 1982. ‘““The changing faces of father-
hood: A new exploration in American family
history.”” Pp. 425-445 in Stanley H. Cath et al.
(eds.), Father and Child: Developmental and
Clinical Perspectives. Boston: Little, Brown.

Filene, Peter G. 1986. Him/Her/Self: Sex Roles in
Modern America (2nd ed.). Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press.

Friedan, Betty. 1963. The Feminine Mystique. New
York: Norton.

997

Harrison, Randall P. 1981. The Cartoon: Communica-
tion to the Quick. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Holder, Stephen C. 1973. ‘““The family magazine and
the American people.” Journal of Popular Culture
7: 264-279.

Lamb, Michael E. (ed.). 1987. The Father’s Role:
Cross-cultural Perspectives. Hillsdale, NIJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum.

LaRossa, Ralph. 1988. ¢‘‘Fatherhood and
change.” Family Relations 37: 451-457.
LaRossa, Ralph. 1989. ‘‘A social history of fatherhood
in America.”” Progress Report No. 1, National

Science Foundation Grant SES-8812583.

Macionis, John J. 1989. ‘““What makes something fun-
ny?”’ Pp. 12-17 in J. J. Macionis and N. V.
Benokraitis (eds.), Seeing Ourselves: Classic, Con-
temporary, and Cross-cultural Readings in
Sociology. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Margolis, Maxine L. 1984. Mothers and Such: Views of
American Women and Why They Changed.
Berkeley: University of California Press.

May, Elaine Tyler. 1988. Homeward Bound: American
Families in the Cold War Era. New York: Basic
Books.

McKee, Lorna, and Margaret O’Brien (eds.). 1982. The
Father Figure. London: Tavistock.

Mintz, Steven, and Susan Kellogg. 1988. Domestic Rev-
olutions: A Social History of American Family Life.
New York: Free Press.

Mulkay, Michael. 1988. On Humor: Its Nature and Its
Place in Modern Society. Oxford, England: Basil
Blackwell.

Murrell, William. 1933. A History of American Graphic
Humor. Vol. 1, 1747-1865. New York: Whitney
Museum of Art.

Pleck, Joseph H. 1987. ‘‘American fathering in histor-
ical perspective.”’ Pp. 83-97 in Michael S. Kimmel
(ed.), Changing Men: New Directions in Research
on Men and Masculinity. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Robinson, John P. 1977. How Americans Use Time: A
Social-Psychological Analysis of Everyday
Behavior. New York: Praeger.

Rotundo, E. Anthony. 1985. ‘‘American fatherhood: A
historical perspective.”” American Behavioral Scien-
tist 29: 7-25. ’

Sales, Stephen M. 1973. ““Threat as a factor in authori-
tarianism: An analysis of archival data.’’ Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology 28: 44-57.

Smith, James P., and Michael P. Ward. 1984. Women’s
Wages and Work in the Twentieth Century. Santa
Monica, CA: Rand Corporation.

U.S. Bureau of Census. 1982. Statistical Abstracts of
the United States, 1982-1983 (103rd ed.).
Washington, DC.

Wandersee, Winifred D. 1981. Women’s Work and
Family Values, 1920-1940. Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press.

Wilson, Christopher P. 1979. Jokes: Form, Content,
Use and Function. London: Academic Press.

Zelizer, Viviana A. 1985. Pricing the Priceless Child:
The Changing Social Value of Children. New York:
Basic Books.

social



	Article Contents
	p. 987
	p. 988
	p. 989
	p. 990
	p. 991
	p. 992
	p. 993
	p. 994
	p. 995
	p. 996
	p. 997

	Issue Table of Contents
	Journal of Marriage and the Family, Vol. 53, No. 4, Nov., 1991
	Volume Information [pp.  1119 - 1136]
	Front Matter [pp.  827 - 1122]
	Editorial Comment [pp.  829 - 830]
	Of General Interest
	Marriage and the Sense of Control [pp.  831 - 838]
	Marital Status and Personal Happiness: An Analysis of Trend Data [pp.  839 - 844]
	Premarital Sex and the Risk of Divorce [pp.  845 - 855]
	Intergenerational Solidarity in Aging Families: An Example of Formal Theory Construction [pp.  856 - 870]
	Sibling Structure and Intergenerational Relations [pp.  871 - 884]
	What Changes the Societal Prevalence of Domestic Violence? [pp.  885 - 897]
	Families and Hazard Rates That Change over Time: Some Methodological Issues in Analyzing Transitions [pp.  898 - 912]

	Family Formation
	The Role of Cohabitation in Declining Rates of Marriage [pp.  913 - 927]
	Sociodemographic Differentials in Mate Selection Preferences [pp.  928 - 940]
	A Methodological Review of the Sex Ratio: Alternatives for Comparative Research [pp.  941 - 957]

	Fathers
	Are Fathers Fungible? Patterns of Coresident Adult Men in Maritally Disrupted Families and Young Children's Well-Being [pp.  958 - 972]
	Paternal Engagement Activities with Minor Children [pp.  973 - 986]
	The Fluctuating Image of the 20th Century American Father [pp.  987 - 997]

	Issues in Parenting
	Family Structure and Home-Leaving: A Further Specification of the Relationship [pp.  999 - 1010]
	Psychological Distress and the Recall of Childhood Family Characteristics [pp.  1011 - 1019]
	The Quality of Family Time among Young Adolescents in Single-Parent and Married-Parent Families [pp.  1021 - 1030]
	Economic Stress in the Family and Children's Emotional and Behavioral Problems [pp.  1031 - 1041]
	Mothers' and Fathers' Perceptions of Daily Hassles of Parenting across Early Childhood [pp.  1042 - 1050]
	Does the Sex of Your Children Matter? Support for Feminism among Women and Men in the United States and Canada [pp.  1051 - 1056]
	Productive and Reproductive Decisions in Turkey: The Role of Domestic Bargaining [pp.  1057 - 1070]
	The Willingness to Change to Formalized Child Care Arrangements: Parental Considerations of Cost and Quality [pp.  1071 - 1082]

	An Exchange on Maternal Employment and Young Children's Adjustment
	Early and Extensive Maternal Employment and Young Children's Socioemotional Development: Children of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth [pp.  1083 - 1098]
	On Comparing Apples and Oranges and Making Inferences about Bananas [pp.  1099 - 1100]
	Belsky and Eggebeen's Analysis of the NLSY: Meaningful Results or Statistical Illusions? [pp.  1100 - 1103]
	Maternal Employment Should Be Studied within Social Ecologies [pp.  1103 - 1107]
	Scientific Criticism and the Study of Early and Extensive Maternal Employment [pp.  1107 - 1110]

	Book Reviews
	untitled [p.  1111]
	untitled [pp.  1111 - 1112]
	untitled [pp.  1112 - 1113]
	untitled [pp.  1113 - 1114]
	untitled [p.  1114]
	untitled [p.  1115]
	untitled [pp.  1115 - 1116]
	untitled [pp.  1116 - 1117]

	Back Matter



