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This paper reviews demographic trends in longevity and the sex ratio, marriage and
fertility, and household composition for the illumination they provide to an
understanding of parenting in individual lives and to the social ambiance
surrounding childbearing and -rearing in contemporary society. Second, the paper
reviews gender differences in parenting as reflected in recent research on solo
fathering and mothering, nontraditional family arrangements, and egalitarian
marriages that show significant paternal involvement in childrearing. Third, the
paper assesses the adequacy of current social explanations of gender differences in
parenting, and demonstrates the relevance of an expanded explanatory model that
draws upon bio-evolutionary theory and the neurosciences.

INTRODUCTION

This analysis of gender and parenthood begins
with the judgment that none of the ‘theories
prevalent in family sociology—exchange,
symbolic interaction, general systems, con-.
flict, phenomenology, feminist, or
developmental—are adequate to an under-
standing and explanation of human parenting
because they do not seek an integration of -
biological and social constructs. Research on
age and aging has attempted such an integra-
tion, while research on gender has studiously
avoided efforts in this direction. Gender dif-
ferentiation is not simply a function of so-

cialization, capitalist production, or patriar- .
‘chy. It is_grounded in a sex dimorphism that

serves the fundamental purpose of reproducing
the species. Hence sociological units of
analysis such as roles, groups, networks, and
classes divert attention from the fact that the
subjects of our work are male and female ani-
mals with genes, glands, bone and flesh oc-
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cupying an ecological niche of a particular kind
in a tiny fragment of time. And human sexual
dimorphism emerged from the long prehistory
of mammalian and primate evolution. Theories -
that neglect these characteristics of sex and
gender carry a high risk of eventual irrelevance
against the mounting evidence of sexual di-
morphism from the biological and neuroscn-
ences.

It had been my hope, over the course of the
past decade, that the life-span perspective in
developmental psychology, and the life-course
perspective in sociology, might develop in the
direction of integrated biosocial theories, but
this has not yet been the case. The “in” con-
cept in adult development these days is
“‘change,” but the change both life-span and
life-course social scientists are currently enam-
ored of -consists of cohort, historical period,
and timing effects rather than maturation, and
neither perspective has systematically dealt
with sex and gender: Their assumptions vacil-
late between the view that men and women are
free, purposive actors charting their own lives
(or would be if the economy permitted them to
do so), and the view that we are chameleons
responsive to changing currents of opinion and
historical events.!

! This is not to downplay the great intellectual ex-
citement of much recent research guided by a life-
course perspective in sociology and demography
(Easterlin, 1980; Elder, 1974, 1982; Elder and Liker,
1982; Elder and Rockwell, 1976, 1978; Riley, 1976;
Riley and Waring, 1976; L. Russell, 1982). Such
work provides major insights into the processes
thréugh which specific historical events and demo-
graphic trends impact on social systems and individ-
ual lives. .
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By contrast, my assumption is that persis-
tent differences between men and women, and
variations in the extent to which such dif-
ferences are found along the life line, are a
function of underlying biological processes of
sexual differentiation and maturation as well as
social and historical processes.

The paper proposes no formal theory inte-
grating biological and social constructs. Its
goal is necessarily more humble, to clear the
ground for the emergence of biosocial theories
in the future. It begins with an examination of
several demographic trends relevant to parent-
hood in individual lives and to the social am-
biance surrounding childbearing and -rearing in
contemporary society. I begin with demo-
graphic trends because they suggest an un-
precedented trend with important implications
for a new pattern of gender differentiation.
Second, the paper reviews gender differences
in parenting as reflected in recent research on
traditional and nontraditional family ar-
rangements, and the effect of significant male
investment . in parenting for child outcome.
With the evidence on these two topics before
us, I will then assess the adequacy of current
explanations of gender differences in parent-
ing, and demonstrate the relevance of an ex-
panded explanatory model that draws upon
bio-evolutionary theory and the neurosciences.

DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS AFFECTING
GENDER ROLES AND PARENTING

A good starting place for understanding change
in gender and parenting roles is several demo-
graphic trends: longevity and the sex ratio,
marriage and fertility, and household composi-
tion.

Longevity and the Sex Ratio

For most of human history, it was a rare child
who reached adulthood without intimate ac-
quaintance with the death of a sibling and of
one, if not both, parents. Many contemporary
elderly people never knew their grandparents
and have memories of their own parents only
as middle-aged adults. Since mortality reduc-
tion is more palatable politically and psycho-
logically than fertility reduction, longevity dif-
ferences are narrowing between developed and
developing societies. Davis and van den Oever
(1982) calculate the life expectancy for men in
16 developing countries in the late 1970s at 60
years, while it was 68 in 20 developed nations.
The counterpart averages for women were 64
and 75 in the two sets of countries.

A gender gap in length of life has accom-
panied the revolution in human longevity,
greater in developed nations than in developing
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countries, with the result that women in coun-
tries like our own enjoy on average 15 more
years of life than men in developing countries
(Davis and van den Oever, 1982).

The reason the overall sex ratio in developed
countries is not lower is interesting: mortality
reduction that produces a female surplus in old
age is balanced by mortality reduction in in-
fancy and childhood that produces a male
surplus in the younger years. Countries that led
the world in reducing infant deaths now show a
male surplus well into the fourth decade of life.
In the United States between 1910 and 1980,
the sex ratio rose among those under 50 years
of age, while it declined among those over 50
years of age (Davis and van den Oever, 1982).

The sex ratio will continue to rise among the
young in the future, because of improved diet
and prenatal care for pregnant women, and the
widespread increase in heroic medical efforts
to keep alive premature neonates. The reason
recent medical efforts affect the sex ratio is
rooted in a genetic difference between male
and female: there are more points at which
aberrations may occur in the fetal development
of the male than of the female. Indeed, the
estimated sex ratio at conception is about 125,
which compensates for the higher rates of
spontaneous abortion of male fetuses and
higher neonatal death rates of male babies that
characterized most of human history.

" Increased longevity has particular relevance
for the probability of parenthood for men com-
pared to women. A longer life does not in-
crease the reproductive potential of women,
despite a secular trend to a younger age at
menarche and a slightly older age at
menopause (Lancaster and King, 1982), while
a longer life can considerably expand the re-
productive potential of men. This basic gender
difference in reproductive span produces age
selectivity in marriage in nonindustrial as well
as industrial societies. Davis and van den
Oever (1982:501) suggest “‘we are dealing with
a phenomenon so fundamental that it is inde-
pendent of economic development.” Age
hypergyny is also found among nonhuman
primates, despite the fact that female primates
remain fertile as long as they live (Altmann,
1983). Nor is it simply a matter of courtship
initiative by old and young males competing for
and winning young females, for many primate
females actively select older, high-status males
with demonstrated abilities (Lancaster, 1976),
much as many human females do. The shorter
reproductive span of the female compared to
the male, coupled with earlier ages of sexual
and social maturation of women and a probable
persistence of high divorce rates, suggests that
age hypergyny in marriage formation will re-
main highly resistant to change.
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Marriage Rates

A male surplus in the younger years, coupled
with age hypergyny, might be expected to pro-
duce higher marriage rates at younger ages for
women, but this is clearly not the contempo-
rary pattern. Increasing educational attainment
contributes to marital postponement, but even
among those in their late twenties, there has
been a tripling of the proportion of women not
married in 1980 compared to as short a time
ago as 1967 (30 vs. 9 percent). Some portion of
this increase is due to the marriage squeeze
twenty years after a period of rising fertility
rates, which produces a shortage of males a
few years older than females, but the remain-
der represents voluntary postponement of mar-
riage, an increase in preference for remaining
unmarried, an increase in homosexuality, and
the toll of divorce which leads to fewer remar-
riages among women than men. For men, so-
cial acceptance of sex outside marriage, eco-
nomic uncertainty facing new entrants to the
labor force, and the knowledge that their
chances for marriage are not drastically re-
duced with age press for a postponement of
marriage to older ages. Masnick and Bane
(1980) predict that by 1990, 48 percent of men
in their late twenties will still be unmarried.
Following a review of these trends, and the
observation that for many women, from half to
two-thirds of their adult lives will be without a
husband, Davis and van den Oever (1982) sug-
gest that marriage is ‘““falling out of fashion.”

Fertility

It is not clear whether becoming a parent is
also ““falling out of fashion.” It is now generally
accepted that the baby boom of the post—
World War II period is the anomaly calling for
explanation, and not the drop in fertility rates
since the late 1950s (Cherlin, 1981). Population
growth continues with an “echo boom” as the
tail end of the baby boom cohort moves
through the childbearing years, but expecta-
tions are that the “primary forces of social
change conducive to later marriage and low
fertility will persist” (Westoff, 1983:99). The
lifetime birth expectations of young women are
now below replacement level for their genera-
tion, and employment status has'only a modest
effect on these birth expectations (National
Center for Health Statistics, 1982).2

But while familes are becoming smaller and
recent research shows a desire to postpone
parenthood after marriage (Knaub et al., 1983),

2 As of June 1980, the lifetime birth expectations
of women aged 18 to 24 was 2023 births per 1000
women (National Center for Health Statistics, 1982).
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almost all adults take on parenting respon-
sibilities at some point intheir lives. There has
been only a slight increase in voluntary child-
lessness (Houseknecht, 1979; Veevers, 1979).
Surveys among )young women continue to
show fewer than 10 percent enter adulthood
with no expectation or desire for children
(Blake, 1974, 1982). This figure may increase
as public disapproval of childlessness softens
(Blake, 1979). Huber and Spitze (1983) report a
dramatic drop in the view that remaining
childless is ‘“‘selfish”: only 21 percent of the
women in their 1978 sample took this view,
while more than 70 percent endorsed it in sur-
veys five years earlier.? _

The fertility trend worth watching concerns
out-of-wedlock births. The overall rate of
childbearing for unmarried women 15 to 44
years of age (29.4 per 1000 women) is now the
highest rate ever recorded and represents 18
percent of all births. In the past, perhaps
guided by an acceptance of Malinowski’s
(1930) principle of legitimacy, sociologists
tended to view out-of-wedlock births as an
unfortunate consequence of economic
hardship, sexual exploitation of women, family"
disorganization, and lack of access to con-
traception and abortion. It has clearly not been
seen as a pattern freely chosen by women. Yet
such a trend has been in place for some time in
Scandinavian countries (Westoff, 1978), where
such births are not stigmatized, and unmarried
mothers are not subjected to the “putdown’ of
characterizing their children as fatherless
rather than as having a status derived from
their mothers. Blake (1982) suggests a compa-
rable trend is occurring in the United States.

Little is known as yet about what proportion
of these births are motivated by a desire for a
child coupled with no wish for a spouse. One
trend worth watching is the growth of sperm
banks and artificial insemination. Most women
who seek artificial insemination do so because
of infertility on the part of their partners, but
there are also women in their late twenties and
early thirties with no Mr. Right on the horizon
and strong desires for a child before they run
out of reproductive prime time. The Feminist

3 Huber and Spitze are careful to point out that
their item asked whether a “couple” was selfish if
they did not have at least one child, which may have
lowered the disapproval rate compared to earlier
studies that asked about a ‘“‘woman” remaining
childless. In the latter case, 86 percent of a 1973
survey considered childless women selfish (Mason et
al., 1976), compared to the 21 percent reported by
Huber and Spitze. On the other hand, Huber points
out that rapid opinion shifts do occur, and concludes
there has probably been a reduction in social pres-
sure to have children (Huber and Spitze,
1983:135-37).
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Women’s Health Center in Oakland, Califor-
nia, added insemination to its services in the
fall of 1982 in response to local demand, and by
the summer of 1983 close to one hundred
women were being inseminated per month,
one-third of them single women who wish chil-
dren but not marriage (Bagne, 1983). Some
proportion of this group are lesbian women,
many in stable sexual relationships. The pur-
posive choice of parenthood through artificial
insemination and adoption by single women
with economic independence is a trend worth
monitoring in the future.

There is little evidence, then, for the view
that parenting is falling out of fashion, at least
among women. What these trends do suggest is
that we may be moving through a period during
which parenting is being separated from mar-
riage, as sex was separated from marriage in an
earlier period. If this happens, there will be a
widening gap in the proportion of each sex
carrying family responsibilities.

Household Composition

The modal household in the United States has
shifted from one headed by a marital pair rear-
ing dependent age children to a household
headed by a single adult (Kobrin, 1976a, 1976b;
Masnick and Bane, 1980). Postponement of
marriage, rising rates of separation and di-
vorce, and longer years of widowhood have
combined to effect an increase in single-adult-
headed households, from 25 percent in 1960, to
35 percent by 1975, and a projected 45 percent
in 1990. The trend to independent residence is
particularly striking among young adults. Mas-
nick (1983) has recently shown that as late as
1950, only 17 percent of unmarried women in
their late 20s headed their own households; by
1980 this had jumped to 60 percent.

For an increasing proportion of well-
educated young adults, there is now almost a
decade between departure from their parents’
household and the formation of a marital
household. This moratorium from family living
in early adulthood may eventually have posi-
tive effects, in the sense of greater equity, upon
gender roles in employment and household di-
vision of labor, but less positive, if not negative
effects, upon adjustment to parenthood. In-
creasing proportions of women are acquiring
economic and social self-sufficiency through
career commitment and employment con-
tinuity, which in turn reinforces independent
political and social values and an expectation
of equitable sharing of family and household
responsibilities after marriage. By the same
token, more young men are living on their own,
acquiring competence (and, one hopes, taste)
in the domestic skills they bring to marriage.
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What is not clear is the impact of early adult
independence for a couple’s ability to shift
concerns from their own personal gratifications
to a-shared and greater concern for the welfare
and care of children. Solo living may increase
skills in household maintenance, cooking and
clothes care, but it contributes nothing to skill
in caring for a child, or placing the needs and
desires of others above one’s own. Premarital
independent living and postponement of
childbearing after marriage may pave the way,
for some couples, to an eventual decision to
remain childless. That there may be greater
difficulty when parenting is opted for was sug-
gested in a pilot study of mine, in which late
timing of parenthood was associated with
greater reported difficulty in childrearing than
early “on-time” parenting (Rossi, 1980a, 1980b).

Looking back over these various demo-
graphic trends suggests three general points
relevant to the place of parenthood in individ-
uval lives and the ambiance surrounding child-
rearing in the larger society. For one, small
families with closely spaced births, coupled
with greatly extended life spans, means
childbearing and -rearing have become trun-
cated, sharply contracted as a phase of life that
previously occupied a significant proportion of
adulthood. Only one in four American house-
holds now include even one dependent age
child. On a societal level, this may carry with it
an erosion of a major source of social integra-
tion. Slater ([1964] 1974) pointed out twenty
years ago that parenting serves social functions
by linking dyads to the community. More re-
cently Fischer et al. (1977) and O’Donnell
(1983) found that parents in the active stages of
childrearing are more involved in neighbor-
hood and community -affairs than childless or
postparental adults. Looking ahead, children’s
needs may have a lower priority on public
agendas, since only a minority of political con-
stituents will be rearing children, thus under-
cutting the responsiveness of elected public
officials to the needs of the very young.

Second, there is a growing difference in the
proportion of each sex that is carrying family
responsibilities. Despite a slight shift toward
shared or primary father custody of children,
women overwhelmingly carry the major child-
rearing responsibility following divorce. An
increasing proportion of women are having
children outside marriage, which implies a
larger proportion of women than of men are
tied into communal activities and institutions.

This gender gap in embeddedness in the
caring institutions of society also carries
broader political and social deviance implica-
tions. One may not go as far as French social
scientist Gaston Bouthol (1969), who argues
that the best predictor of war is a surplus in the
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number of young unattached males, but
sociologists need no reminder that the same
subpopulation group predominates in sexual
violence, alcohol and drug abuse, crime and
social deviance. Unattached males roam the
interstices between socially cohesive groups,
kill and are themselves killed and maimed, but
the machine cultures of the West have shown
no inventiveness in developing new social in-
stitutions capable of providing individual loy-
alty and social integration to replace the bonds
of family. Our only answers have been armies
and prisons.

GENDER DIFFERENCES IN PARENTING

There has been a significant shift in the lan-
guage used in the social sciences to refer to
human parenting. Twenty years ago parenting
meant mothering, and studies either frankly
labelled their subjects ‘“‘“mothers,” or one
quickly learned that all the subjects were
women, though the title referred to parents. A
decade ago, one began to see the label “‘care-
giver,” presumably to project the notion that
parenting can be done not only by fathers as
well as mothers, but by nonparent surrogates
too (Lewis and Rosenblum, 1974). By the
1980s, the research literature has become
richer and we can begin to compare fathering
and mothering.

Three types of research permit a close-up
view of what it is that men do when they carry
primary child care responsibility and how they
differ from the more traditional circumstance
of women carrying this responsibility. The first
type is solo fathers, men whose wives died or
who hold custody of their children following
divorce; these studies permit us to compare
solo fathering with the more prevalent pattern
of solo mothering. The second type are men in
nontraditional family circumstances—
communal groups or social contract couples.
The third type are men in intact marriages who
carry primary child care responsibilities out of
a commitment to marriage and parenthood as a
full partnership.

Solo Fathers

The best research on solo fathering has been
conducted in England, where Hipgrave (1981)
estimated fathers were 12 percent of all solo
parents. Three factors are found in common
between solo fathers and solo mothers: a more
restricted social life, a somewhat more demo-
cratic style in family management, and when a
new partner enters the domestic setting, some
difficulty in deciding what responsibilities to
delegate to the partner. Although solo mothers
are far more apt to slip below the poverty level
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than solo fathers, there is a considerable nega-
tive impact on income for solo fathers as well.
Hipgrave found half the men experienced a
decline in income after taking on childrearing
responsibilities, only 12 percent attributable to
the loss of a wife’s earnings. In another study,
some 35 percent of solo fathers left their jobs in
order to meet their parental responsibilities for
young children (George and Wilding, 1972).
Most of the income drop was a direct result of
increased parental responsibility: shifting to
less demanding but lower-paying jobs; loss of
overtime pay in order to mesh with children’s
schedules; absenteeism to care for ill children;
and a drop in social ties with business or pro-
fessional associates that had increased income
in the past.

The problems of solo parenting differ for
men and women. Solo fathers receive more
volunteer help from friends and kin, probably
because men are assumed to be less capable of
childrearing than women, but when men do not
receive unsolicited help and they need it, they
are less apt to seek it out than solo mothers.
Solo fathers make fewer new social contacts
than solo mothers, because men make new
contacts primarily through informal associa-
tion with work colleagues, which they have
little time for once they become solo parents.

Solo fathers show anxiety about their role
just as solo mothers do, but on different
grounds: many men report that although their
children seemed to be faring well at the mo-
ment, they expect trouble in future, some an-
ticipating a ‘“‘volcanic eruption” when their
children enter puberty. The men feel they fall
down in providing intimate emotional support
to their children, particularly their daughters, a
finding also reported in American studies

. (Santrock and Warshak, 1979; Santrock et al.,

1982). Solo mothers’ anxiety centers on in-’
ability to maintain past living standards, and a
breakdown of disciplinary control, particularly
where sons are concerned. Discipline problems
do not emerge in the experience of solo fathers,
who follow stricter rules and are more consis-
tent in disciplining their children.

That there is some reality to these parental
concerns is suggested by the changes that at-
tend remarriage by solo parents. Daughters in
solo-father households benefit with the entry of
a stepmother—as sons do in solo-mother
households with the entry of a stepfather.
Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) report increased
self-control and a growth of emotional maturity
in boys who acquire stepfathers, and increased
emotional maturity and subjective self-
confidence for girls who acquire a stepmother.
Hence it seems to be the absence of a same-sex
parent that has a negative impact on children,
while the kind of impact varies by gender.



