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Joseph W. Maxwell, Ph.D., Committee Chair
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Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University
(ABSTRACT)

This study included five fathers’ narratives of the
death of their child. It was guided by a social
constructionist perspective of the event. Social
constructionism assumes that each person is involved in the
creation of their reality through their languaged
interactions with others. This perspective encourages
individuals to function as the authors of their own story
instead of accepting others stories about them. The
creation of narratives in fathers’ voices was particularly
important because of the marginalization of fathers in
research, in general, and in bereavement research, in
particular.

Four research questions guiding this study were:

1. How do men describe (construct) their experience of

grief after their child’s death?

2. How do fathers see themselves adjusting to their

child’s death?

3. How has this experience changed them as fathers and

men?

4. What would the fathers like to teach others about

their experience?



The long interview (McCracken, 1988)_was the
qualitative methodology used in this study. The interview
sequence consisted of two interviews approximately three
weeks apart. Participants were recruited from social
networks of coworkers. The criterion for inclusion in the
study was the father should have experienced the death of a
child no less than six months prior to the first interview.

Previous research depicted fathers as less bereaved
than mothers. In viewing the fathers as valid constructors
of the reality of their personal grief, the intensity and
length of their grief became more visible. The interviews
afforded the fathers validation of their grief and a
structured manner in which to examine that grief.

Conclusions of this study are that fathers view their
grief as life long. Fathers experience a double bind when
acting in the role of protecting not only in their marital
relationship, but also in relation to others. In protecting
others from the anxiety produced by the expression of strong
emotions, their grief is often invalidated by those they

protected.
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In Their Own Words:
An Analysis of Personal Narratives from Fathers’
Perspectives on the Death of a Child
CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

My interest in the topic of fathers and their grief has
been sparked by my personal experience with grieving males.
In reflecting on my impression of their grief after the
death of a loved one, I have been left bewildered regarding
how they handled their grief. The recent completion of a
dissertation by another graduate student in this department
on bereaved mothers (Farnsworth, 1994) helped to open my
eyes to the lack of inclusion of the context of
participants’ lives in bereavement research. My
opportunities as a therapist to hear the stories of men as
they struggle to be seen as caring individuals in their
roles of fathers, sons, and husbands have informed me that
often men desire to be recognized for the efforts of putting
action with their emotions.

Bowen (1978) describes death as the life event capable
of stirring the most "emotionally directed thinking in the
individual" (p. 321-322) and the most "emotional
reactiveness in those about him" (p.321-322). When compared
to the death of a spouse or a parent, the death of a child
"produced the highest intensities of bereavement as well as
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the widest range of reactions" (Sanders, 1980, p. 315).
Emotional thinking and reacting occur within the larger
narratives of culture, gender, community, family, and
history in fathers’ lives. "“Simply put, a man generally
responds to the death of a loved one based on the ways he is
taught to behave, expected to behave, predisposed to behave
and physically capable of behaving" (Staudacher, 1991, p.
12).

In studies on parental bereavement, it is the fathers’
voices which have been dimly heard. Fathers have occupied a
marginal position in bereavement research and in research
about parenthood in general. Much progress has been made in
the feminist research on motherhood, but to date there is
not the male equivalent on fatherhood (Daly, 1994).
Additional researchers have called for studies of fathers’
grief because of differences in emotional expression
(Johnson, 1987), double binds between demands of culture and
demands of spouse (Cook, 1988) and the need to understand
fathers’ perspectives of their grief (Farnsworth, 1994).

What research exists in this area, while employing
various methodologies, has relied primarily on written
instruments, such as the Grief Experience Inventory
(Bohannon, 1990; Bohannon, 1991; Sanders; 1980; Smith &
Borgers, 1988), Ways of Coping Checklist (Feeley & Gottlieb,
1988), Marital Communication Inventory (Feeley & Gottlieb,
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1988), Beck Depression Inventory (Dyregrov & Matthiesen,
1987a), Impact of Event Scale (Dyregrov & Matthiesen,
1987a), Utrecht Coping List (Littlewood, Cramer, Hoekstra, &
Humphrey, 1991) and Bodily Symptom Scale (Dyregrov &
Matthiesen, 1987a). This use of written questionnaires
limits the narration of a father’s grief. Because written
questionnaires preselect topics for discussion,
participants cannot fully give voice to all the elements of
their stories. The participants’ responses are confined to
those areas deemed worthy of investigation by the
researcher.

Marks (1994) described this methodology as one in which
"one hears respondents’ voices but dimly - one has to
imagine them to hear them at all" (p.161). By excluding
certain questions about sibling reactions and "factual
questions requiring only one of the parents to answer"
(Dyregrov & Matthiesen, 1987a, p. 4) from fathers’
questionnaires, one study completely silenced fathers’
voices on those topics.

Techniques of participant observation (Klass, 1986) and
clinical case studies (Bernstein, Duncan, Gavin, Lindahl, &
Ozonoff, 1989) have also been utilized. Studies employing
interviews, however, (Cook, 1988; Davies, 1987; Gilbert &
Smart, 1992; Lemmer, 1991; Schwab, 1992) utilized highly
structured interview schedules designed to closely resemble
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equivalent written questionnaires, limited their inquiry to
a narrow aspect of the grieving process, or focused on the
couples’ dynamics during the grief process without
illuminating fathers’ stories as told by fathers.

Purpose of Study

The purpose of this qualitative study is to place
fathers at the center of a study about their unique
experience of grief after the death of their child.

The previous marginalization of fathers in bereavement
research results from fathers being studied primarily

with and compared to mothers and the utilization of forced
choice written instruments for the collection of data. This
study will place fathers squarely in the role of expert on
their lives (Anderson & Goolishian, 1992) and collaborators
in the construction of knowledge about their experience
(Leslie & Sollie, 1994).

The use of long interviews affords each participant a
chance to confirm their experience through their own story,
replacing the invalidation of their experience implied by
previous research (Parry, 1991). During the long interview,
a conversation is facilitated concerning "cultural
categories and shared meaning rather than individual

affective states" (McCracken, 1988, p. 7).



Social Construction of Father’s Role

The role of father and male is one that is socially
constructed through interactions with others (Leslie &
Sollie, 1994). It takes place in the context of a culture,
a social class, an age group, an ethnic group, a sexual
orientation, and life in a particular geographic region
(Kimmel & Messner, 1989). This construction serves as an
important variable in how grieving is defined and then
performed.

Wright, Ursano, Bartone, & Ingraham (1990) collapsed
this context into an easily applied "community of meaning"
defined as a series of concentric circles radiating outward
from the dead child. The next of kin occupy the first
circle. The next circle contains close friends of the
deceased and the survivors, playmates of the children,
teachers, and members of the community who may have served
as escorts for the deceased child and/or the family at the
time of death. The third circle is comprised of those
members of the community who provided service in relation to
the child and the surviving family members. Members of this
circle might include medical personnel, funeral directors,
and clergy. The fourth circle is comprised of people who
provided support to the child and family. This circle might
include the extended family network, more distant friends,
mental health workers, people from the work place, and
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community members. It is within the context of community,
family, culture, and history of previous losses that stories
of fathers’ grief are created and take on both similarities
to and differences from the stories of bereaved mothers.

In assessing similarities and differences in parental
grief reactions, Dyregrov & Matthiesen (1987a) reported on
the reactions of anxiety, anger, self-reproach, sadness,
restlessness, working more, intrusive thoughts, and sleep
disturbances. They found no significant differences between
the partners on the reactions of anger, restlessness and
work—-involvement. Statistically significant differences
between the partners were reported in the categories of:
anxiety, self-reproach, sadness, intrusive thoughts about
the child, and sleep disturbances. For these five
reactions, the fathers reported lower incidence rates than
the mothers. 1In the area of perceived support by others,
mothers reported perceiving their family and friends as
somewhat less supportive than fathers reported, but this was
not a statistically significant difference. Fathers,
however, did report a statistically significant higher
amount of dissatisfaction concerning the support they
received from the hospital.

The process of male grieving also occurs within the
socially constructed paradigm instructing men on how to
live. This idea of '"masculinity has personal meaning only
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because certain acts, choices, and policies create it"
(Stoltenberg, 1989, p.4). These ideas are

cultural metamessages about what is important,

what is of value, which differences between people

and other entities are to be emphasized and which

are to be overlooked, which dimensions are to be

used in Jjudging how similar or dissimilar people

and other entities are in the first place. (Ben,

1993, p. 140)
Included in this social construction of masculinity are the
rules for emotionality. These rules are based on a
culturally provided paradigm incorporating both fathers’
"acceptance of and attitudes toward the paradigm" (Averill,
1985, P. 93).

With few exceptions (e.g. sudden fright,

surprise), emotions endure for extended periods of

time. Once one aspect of the response is

interpreted (experienced as conforming to a

cultural ideal or to some variation of that

ideal), there will be a tendency to bring the

remainder of behavior into line. (Averill, 1985,

pp. 93-95)
This may include attempting to meet the social scripts of
remaining the strong protector and provider for his mate and
children (Brod, 1987, Kupers, 1993), doing something
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(Lister, 1991), managing their spouse’s emotionality as a
way of managing their own feelings (Notarius & Johnson,
1982), or crying less frequently and less intensely
(Lombardo, Cretser, Lombardo, & Mathis, 1983).
Literary Examples of Fathers’ Grief

Despite previous research having framed fathers as
recovering from the loss of a child more quickly than
mothers (Littlefield & Rushton, 1986), examples in
literature indicate that fathers’ grief is very intense and
remains so for a long period. The following are two
examples of narratives of a father’s grief, one from the
fifteenth century and one from the current time period.
Example from Fifteenth Century

The 15th century humanist, Giannozo Manetti (Banker,
1976), wrote in his consolateria of his grief after the
death of his seven-year-old son. After the death of this
child, one of three sons, Manetti returned to his country
villa to console himself by reading literature. His
brother-in-law, Agnolo Acciciuoli, invited him to spend time
at a monastery in Certosa in an attempt to shake him from
his despair. On Good Friday, 1438, Manetti, Acciciuoli, and
two arbiters retired to a cypress grove to discuss Manetti’s
reaction to his son’s death.

As the conversation continued the men formulated a
question to debate: "Is the grief that fathers undergo at
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the death of their sons derived from opinion, therefore
unauthentic and unnecessary, or rather from nature and
therefore a necessary expression of the soul?" (Banker,
1976, p. 353).

Agnolo began the debate, putting forth the idea that
grief is learned and therefore can be mentally controlled,
by citing examples of the historian Xenophone, who
sacrificed his son with little remorse and Horace Pulvio, a
Roman who completed a cult religious ceremony despite
receiving news of his son’s death.

Manetti lamented that his son’s death has deprived him
of a series of benefits such as the joy of nurturing and
educating his son. He felt the death had deprived him of
pleasures of the past, as well as, pleasures of the future.
These pleasures included the deprivation of his immortality
through his son. He felt this deprivation despite having
two living sons. He asserted "that fathers love their
children immediately at birth and more than themselves"
(Banker, 1976, p.357).

The two arbiters could not judge which man was the most
persuasive, each having so eloquently stated their
arguments. The arbiters enlisted the aid of the Prior of
the Cortosa, Niccolo da Cortona. Niccolo upholds Manetti’s
position of his grief being a legitimate response to the
son’s death. This grief is not one that can be repressed as
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it is "founded on a love that cannot be exceeded" (Banker,
1976, p. 358).
Contemporary Example

In the story of his daughter’s life and death, Alex:

The Life of a Child , Frank Deford (1983) spoke about the

grief and emptiness he still felt several years after her
death.

I am so sick of crying. It goes on and on.
And it’s strange in a way, because I thought I
managed very well at the end. Why, it was
supposed to be so difficult, but nobody ever told
me quite how easy dying is, when it isn’t you
dying. No, the trouble is more afterward; it’s
the missing that’s so hard. And this makes me
miss Alex all the more, sifting through the
drawings, seeing her face in the photographs,
seeing her move on the screen, reading the things
she wrote or people wrote about her, listening to
her on tape. Pass the soap, Mom!

Of course, it hurts when anyone you love
dies. But, when it is a child who dies - when it
is your child - as grief fades naturally, there
still remains that vacuum, and it is replaced by
anger. More fury is growing within me that Alex
never had her fair chance. I didn’t have time to
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be mad when she was dying; there was no room for
that then. But now.
Then, too the trouble with people who give so

much as Alex did, is that when they leave you

there is so much more that they take away with

themselves. And what makes it hardest of all with

Alex is that she was so extraordinary, so special,

that she had become a sort of ideal for me.

Believe me, this is not just some sad and biased

father talking. The teacher who was my advisor in

high school, A. J. Downs, wrote me after she died:

"Before we got too smart for our own good, we

called people like Alex saints." Imagine yourself

trying to live up to an eight-year-old child.

It’s very disorienting. (pp. 14-15)
These two fathers spoke eloquently of the depth of their
loss, the longevity of the grief in their lives, and their
prediction of its continued presence over time. Each father
speaks about the difficulties they experienced in continuing
their lives in the absence of their child. Each father
addresses their emotional reaction to the lack of proper
sequencing of their child’s life, namely, that their child
has predeceased them. Manetti speaks of his sorrow, and

Deford speaks to his anger. These narratives do not seem to
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agree with bereavement literature that imply a period of
grief of lesser intensity and shorter duration for fathers.
Female Biased View of Bereavement

The process of parental bereavement has been
investigated through studies concentrating primarily on
mothers. The process that emerges is one based on female
values. This process requires demonstrable evidence of
emotion and social connection with others around the topic
to be deemed good grief work (Cook, 1988). This fails to
portray fathers’ emotional lives on their own terms. When
viewed through this lens, fathers do not measure up to the
female standard (Cook, 1988). When viewed through a lens
not incorporating the social construction of the emotional
lives of men, much of the grief work carried on by fathers
becomes invisible, leaving these men open to being labeled
as being less affected than mothers (Littlefield & Rushton,
1986).

"Men, it is said, do not express their feelings--or if
men do, they do so only with great difficulty" (Stoltenberg,
1989, p. 91). This statement is often accepted as a truth
or at least a socially constructed understanding of men’s
capability of expressing their emotions. But if the
definition of the expression of an emotion is expanded to

include the action of an emotion and not just talking about
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the emotion, the story of men’s emotional expression begins
to unfold.

Men have expressed their feelings about women,

death and absent fathers and turned those feelings

into religions. Men have expressed their feelings

about women, wealth, possession, and territory and

turned those feelings into laws and nation-states.

Men have expressed their feelings about women,

murder, and the masculinity of other men and from

those feelings forged battalions and detonatable

devices. Men have expressed their feelings about

women, [sex], and female rage against subjection

and formed those feelings into psychiatry.

(Stoltenberg, 1989, pp. 91-92)
When the emphasis of the investigation of grief is placed on
examining how grief reactions interrupt day to day
activities, this action growing out of emotion is often
missed.

Personal Stories of Grieving Males

The confusion generated by applying a female value-
biased conception of grief to males has occurred in my life.
I have watched in amazement as my college boyfriend
performed his role of pall bearer in a close friend’s
funeral. With tears in my eyes, I accompanied him to view
the body at the funeral home. My heart ached with what I
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imagined was his pain. Yet, I could not discern outward
signs of his grief. He did not engage in conversations with
me about the memories of his friend. He seemed as if he
wanted to hurry back to his studies. I wondered if it was
his way of ignoring the pain or did this friend really
matter so little to him?

My stories of this man’s grief did not include a
narrative that could offer other explanations. In my view,
he lacked either the knowledge about his feelings or the
ability to care about a friend. 1In one story he became an
uncaring man, while, the other story only offered the
opportunity for me to shoulder the responsibility of
educating him about his feelings. Not considered in either
story were any cultural edicts concerning public displays of
emotions by males (particularly males in military training)
and the discussion of emotional issues with others
(particularly women).

While I was still married, my father-in-law was killed
on Father’s Day when a tree fell on him during a storm.

When we received the call about his death, my husband
retired to the porch crouching in the dark and crying alone.
I did witness shared tears the next day when we arrived at
my in-laws’ home. My explanation was that the impact of his

father’s death overrode any social rule about not crying.
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He remained dry-eyed during the funeral, to my
amazement. It seemed as if we lost the ability to notice
what others around us were doing as we attempted to manage
our own intense feelings. One female friend of the family
said she was being strong (meaning not crying) until she saw
me cry during the funeral service. I didn’t remember her
crying.

The only other knowledge I had of my husband’s crying
about his father’s death was through one of his male
friends. I had begun to be concerned by whether the death
was being processed since he was not discussing it with me.
His friend reassured me that at least once he and my husband
had shared a long, tearful conversation about the death.

The extent to which he would handle his grief
differently came during a dinnertime conversation one
evening. I had stated that I missed his dad. I was
reminiscing about the times when we would visit his
parents and the special greeting I always received from his
father. I tried to encourage him to join in by asking what
he missed about his father. His response was one of anger.
He made it very clear that he did not want to have a
conversation about the matter. To my invitation to grieve
together, he announced he intended to grieve alone. He

stated his preference was that I do the same.
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I had not expected him to handle his grief so
differently. I wanted to talk, wrap the memories around me
like a warm blanket, and share my love about this second
father with whom I had been blessed. I cried and shared
memories with friends and relatives. He seemed to withdraw
from the very people whom I sought out to give me strength.
I feared that he was not grieving correctly.

My narrative was that private grief, the lack of
reportable conversations about his father, and the lack of
crying equated to a lack of grief. According to Gilbert &
Smart (1992) this was incongruent grief: a disagreement on
the most appropriate choice of grieving and coping behavior
and the meaning of that behavior.

Recently my mother revealed to me that my own family
held deep in its history the loss of a child. My great
grandfather had lost a child, two years old, before our
family emigrated from Scotland in 1920. From family
records, she had discovered the child died Christmas Eve of
bronchial pneumonia. This was a story shared secretly with
her by her mother. The men who had lived this story never,
in her recollection, gave voice to it. She later confirmed
this piece of family history by locating the birth
certificate and receipt for the grave site found during
genealogy research. Previously, she had never understood her
father’s (the child’s older brother) and her grandfather’s
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seeming depression each Christmas. It is only now that
their noticeable sadness at Christmas becomes clear.

Each man in these stories followed patterns common
among men as they grieved a loss. They employed
techniques that allowed them to engage in an act that for
them was very private and solitary. When evaluated from a
female-biased value, they were seen as deficit in their
demonstration of grief. The result was that its existence

became questionable.

These men created their own stories of grief in concert

with the people in their lives, the culture around them, and

the history of other losses. McNamee (1992) pointed out
that this type of story can only be constructed through a

cooperative community effort which first defines the

situation as a crisis and an event that is languaged amongst

others to take the status of crisis. As a languaged process

a crisis can thus "emerge as an opportunity for identity
reconstruction" (p. 197) and " a wonderful moment to free
oneself from ideas of ‘correctness,’ ‘objectivity,’ [and]

‘acceptance’" (p. 197).
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