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NATURALISATION OF THE DIFFERENCE:
THE EXPERIENCE OF FATHERHOOD
IN SWEDEN AND POLAND

Research indicates that the gender of a parent has a great impact on how s/he engages in parenting. The ex-
pectations towards men and women significantly differ and are strictly connected with dominating models of
masculinity and femininity. They are also related to biological differences between men and women that often
serve as a convenient explanation for the unequal power order. The article seeks to answer questions on how
men in Sweden and Poland experience their parenting, taking into account the naturalised differences between
fatherhood and motherhood, and how these differences affect power relations.
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INTRODUCTION

Research shows that there are great disparities between male and female parenting (Dribe
and Stanfors 2009; Schober 2013). The role of a father is often defined in contrast to the role
of a mother. The definitions of fatherhood are still based on the obligation of breadwinning,
while motherhood is mostly seen in terms of care work and emotional engagement. Yet in
times of changing gender roles and greater focus on the issue of gender inequality, the tradi-
tional models of parenting are being reconstructed. The new model of fatherhood indicates
men’s ability to nurture and take on traditionally female duties. The aim of this article is to
show how men in Sweden and Poland deal with their parenthood and the often conflicting
social expectations on fathers and mothers. The crucial problem is the impact of biological
differences between men and women on actual practices of fathers and their engagement in
parenthood. Parenting is not only an area of negotiations between men and women, but also
a sphere based on power relations — male domination and female subordination — that fit
a broader system of gender inequalities. The society uses different strategies to explain this
power order. Those one that interests me here are strategies based on the process of naturali-
sation of the differences between men and women.
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Naturalisation of the Difference: The Experience of Fatherhood in Sweden and Poland

the swimming pool, I entered the water with her, my wife stayed outside and she [the daughter —
KS] was very stressed and she started to cry. | was trying to calm her down and at some point one
woman approached me and she told me: “With all due respect, but as you may know, the mother
is needed here”. And she was right. Ida was 8§ months old at that time, she was very little, but it
shows that in a stressful situation a child’s instinct leads her to the mother (Poland, Marcin,
30 years old, 2.5-year-old child).

In this situation the reaction of a bystander results in a deeper reflection about the gen-
der roles and parenthood. Marcin did not question the remark he heard, but took it seriously
and explained it by referring to the naturalised differences between men and women. This
example shows that men, who more or less consciously overtake some female care practices,
have to face disapproving or negative reactions?® from the society. They also often notice that
they are not treated as equal parents.

A woman is not only biologically determined to have a different role [than a man — KS], but also
the society makes her... feel guilty and thus she has to control everything. For example, just recently
we happened to have an interesting situation in the nursery. So for a few days in a row I brought
and took our son to and from the nursery and the teachers didn’t have any contact with my wife
and they didn’t tell me anything. Then after a while, my wife came to pick him up and they told
her, her not me, although the situation has already lasted for a while, that she should give a bigger
portion of food to Staszek for lunch?, because he is hungry. And of course I felt offended that
they hadn’t told me. And I even told them that they should have told me. And they rightly
noticed that my wife is a person who makes decisions about feeding our son. And after all
this is true (Poland, Dominik, 28 years old, 9-month-old child).

In the described situation Dominik’s reaction is similar to Marcin’s: although at first he
felt that he was treated unfairly, he then realised that they were right. These two situations
show that social expectations can have an enormous impact on men’s parenting behaviour — if
men at some point cross the naturalised borders between male and female parenting, other
people’s reactions have the power to restore the right order of gender relations.

THE NATURALISED!DIFFERENCES AND POWER

Crossing gender roles in parenting is strictly connected with the issue of power and the
men’s and women’s right to choose how to combine engagement in parenthood with paid work.
In both the Swedish and Polish interviews, the problem of situational and debilitative power
is evident. In my opinion, these two types of power should be studied in the context of the
right to choose. Tina Miller (2011) analyses the category of choice along with the category of
constraints that can restrict or deny men’s possibilities as they become fathers. Fathers in my

3 T call these reactions negative, since they question men’s behaviour, yet I am aware that they are usually a result
of a wish to help — especially from older women who believe than the man simply does not know how to take
care of a child.

* In Polish nurseries parents often have to provide their own food for their children.
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Naturalisation of the Difference: The Experience of Fatherhood in Sweden and Poland

This quotation is interesting, because I only asked how the domestic duties are shared in
their household and it was Fredrik’s own remark that it might look sexisz. It may indicate that
in the Swedish context the focus on gender equality and men’s engagement in the domestic
sphere is so strong that people might actually feel uncomfortable if they have to admit that
they do not do everything to achieve real partnership. On the other hand, the traditional model
is also deeply rooted in people’s attitudes and therefore men and women tend to engage in
different parental activities. A good example is Anders, a father who actively engages in his
parenthood and tries to deal with the naturalised differences. Together with his partner they
seek to share domestic and care duties, yet Anders worries that even though he really tries to
participate in everything and does not want his partner to be overwhelmed with the parental
duties, her responsibility is still greater.

She [his partner — K.S.] does more, but more important is that she feels that she has a lot more
responsibility for it, so even if I help her out with washing the clothes, she still thinks it’s her respon-
sibility and that’s hurting us in the end (Sweden, Anders, 31 years old, 3- and 2-year-old children).

2Q WKH RWKHU KDQG PHQ DUH QRW DOZD\V DEOH WR X'

in the way they want. I described above the process of negotiation between Markus and his
girlfriend, who did not trust him to properly take care of their son. She had situational power
and Markus had problems gaining access into the traditional female sphere. This case shows
that debilitative power of men has its limits, especially in situations when it is used to violate
the traditional gender order. One way to deal with it is to actively assume traditional female
duties, for instance by taking a long period of parental leave. Yet the essential thing seems
to be the woman’s attitude toward her partner.

For me it was very important — the knowledge I learned during the birthing classes [...]. This
NQRZOPIBGEAH PH FDDODPWKPHG, UVW ZKR JBKYOIHQG/HKBIS B WK D Y H
any problems [...]. But I think that the role of a woman is also very important. If she helps her
husband or partner, supports him and is aware that it is for him mentally difficult, taking

into account the fact that as men we often have no models or bad models, you know? (Poland,

Oskar, 40 years old, 9- and 6-year-old children).

3HRSOH LQ JHQHUDO QHHG WR OHDUQ KRZ WR {X0¢,0 F

terviewed men underlined that they had no good examples of fathers in their life course. The
generation of their parents is especially negatively evaluated, both in the Swedish and Polish
societies. The contemporary new fathers usually look to their friends or other people their age
as they seek inspiration on how to be a dad. They learn parenthood by participating in various
professional courses for new parents or by reading books about parenting. Encouragement
from women also plays an important role in men preparing to become an involved father. The
woman often becomes her man’s teacher. Furthermore, women usually expect their partners
to be involved. In the Swedish interviews men frequently underlined that the decision to have
a child was based on an agreement that they would share the parental leave equally.

It was obvious that I would take at least half a year of the parental leave. My wife told me that

this was her condition and if I didn’t agree, we wouldn’t have kids at all. And I guess this is fair
(Sweden, Lars, 41 years old, 10-, 7-, and 5-year-old children).
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NATURALIZACJA ROZNICY: DOSWIADCZENIE OJCOSTWA W SZWECII I POLSCE

Badania pokazuja, ze ple¢ ma wptyw na to, w jaki sposob rodzice angazuja si¢ w rodzicielstwo. Oczekiwania
formulowane wobec mezczyzn i kobiet zasadniczo si¢ rdéznia i sg silnie zwiazane z dominujacymi modelami
mgeskosci 1 kobieco$ci. Sa one réwniez zwigzane z biologiczna rdznica pomigdzy mezczyznami i kobietami,
ktora czesto odgrywa role wygodnej wymowki dla nierdownego uktadu wtadzy pomigdzy ptciami. W artykule
tym autorka probuje odpowiedzie¢ na pytanie, w jaki sposob mgzczyzni w Szwecji i Polsce do$wiadczaja
rodzicielstwa w kontek$cie znaturalizowanej rdéznicy pomigdzy ojcostwem a macierzynstwem oraz jak owa
réznica wptywa na relacje wladzy.

Stowa kluczowe: ojcostwo, proces naturalizacji, role genderowe, Szwecja, Polska






