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Abstract
The importance of social support for parental and child health and wellbeing is not yet sufficiently
widely recognised. The widespread myth in Western contexts that the male breadwinner-female
homemaker nuclear family is the ‘traditional’ family structure leads to a focus on mothers alone as
the individuals with responsibility for child wellbeing. Inaccurate perceptions about the family have
the potential to distort academic research and public perceptions, and hamper attempts to improve
parental and child health. These perceptions may have arisen partly from academic research in
disciplines which focus on the Western middle classes, where this particular family form was idealised
in the mid 20th century, when many of these disciplines were developing their foundational research.
In contrast, evidence from disciplines which take a cross-cultural or historical perspective shows that,
in most human societies, multiple individuals beyond the mother are involved in raising children: in
evolutionary anthropology, it’s now widely accepted that we have evolved a strategy of cooperative
reproduction. Expecting mothers to care for children with little support, while expecting fathers to
provide for their families with little support, is therefore likely to lead to adverse health consequences
for mothers, fathers and children. Incorporating evidence-based evolutionary, and anthropological,
perspectives into research on health is vital if we are to ensure the wellbeing of individuals across a
wide range of contexts.
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Introduction

To misquote John Donne ‘no woman is an island’, able to raise children alone. In evolutionary
anthropology, it is now widely accepted that we are a species which practices cooperative
reproduction: throughout human history, children have been raised by cooperative networks of
individuals [1,2]. In Western contexts, this idea does not yet appear to be particularly widespread
much beyond anthropology, either in academia, in popular culture or among policy-makers. Instead,
the ‘traditional’ family is widely regarded to be a nuclear family, where the husband-wife unit is
assumed to be economically autonomous and responsible for raising children with little help, with an
extreme sexual division of labour in which men are solely responsible for ‘breadwinning’ and women
‘homemaking’. In reality, across most societies, the husband-wife unit is rarely autonomous, but is
instead engaged in extensive cooperative relationships with other individuals, particularly other family
members. These include extensive help with raising children. The male breadwinner-female
homemaker division of labour is also unusual. While there is often a sexual division of labour, such
that women and men do not have exactly the same roles (for example, women do typically spend
more time in childcare), childcare is not the exclusive preserve of women in most societies and, even
more so, productive labour is not the exclusive preserve of men.

Inaccurate assumptions about the ‘traditional’ human family matter because they are reflected in
academic research, policy and health interventions, and popular discussions, meaning they have the
potential to distort research, hamper attempts to improve health and wellbeing, and feed into
problematic political narratives. These assumptions also spread into research and public health
interventions in the Global South, given the loudness of the Global North’s voice in these arenas. Such
assumptions are particularly problematic because of the ease with which ‘traditional’ becomes
’natural’ and ‘good’, despite endless repetition of the dangers of the naturalistic and is/ought fallacies.
Behaviour which is ‘natural’ or which is typically performed is not necessarily always the ‘right’
behaviour, but moral judgements are frequently made about family form, likely because of the
importance of family in human lives. To avoid hampering research, public health and policy, and
misinforming popular culture, it is important therefore to promote an accurate picture of what the
human family actually looks like worldwide, emphasising the diversity of family forms in which
children can be successfully raised.

Where does the idea that the ‘traditional’ human family is a male breadwinner nuclear family come
from?
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If the male breadwinner nuclear family is a relatively unusual family form, then where does the idea
that it’s the ‘traditional’ family come from? Evolutionary researchers need to bear some responsibility
for promoting this view. Social norms surrounding the family and gender roles undoubtedly have
complex origins, but in popular discourse in the West they are often given an evolutionary justification;
for example, the male breadwinner-female homemaker family may be considered the ‘natural’ way
of things because of the assumption that women are biologically designed to bear and raise children,
while men provide for them. This view unfortunately does appear in some evolutionary research,
particularly from the mid-to-late 20th century. For example, ‘Man the Hunter’ was an influential
conference and subsequent book in the 1960s which promoted a vision of an evolutionary past in
which hunting by men and provisioning of women and children was of key importance in human
evolution [3]. Lovejoy’s aptly titled 1981 paper “The origin of man” extrapolated this vision beyond
male provisioning into the claim that female home-making also had a long history: “the nuclear family
…may have [its] ultimate origin long before the dawn of the Pleistocene“ [4]. There were always some
voices in evolutionary social science emphasising the importance of the extended family, and recent
decades have seen an explosion of evolutionary anthropological literature providing evidence that
male breadwinner nuclear families are far from ‘traditional’ (see next section), but even in 2020, some
evolutionary psychologists are still publishing papers which explicitly refer to this family form as
‘traditional’. Given that this idea is still being (inaccurately) promoted in some areas of the
evolutionary behavioural sciences, it is not too surprising that there should still be a popular
perception that the male breadwinner family is ‘traditional’.

Some social sciences also need to shoulder responsibility for promoting the view that the male
breadwinner nuclear family is ‘traditional’. Research on the family by the economist Gary Becker,
which has been highly influential far beyond economics, assumes the male breadwinner nuclear family
is the organisational unit on which economic production is focused. In his widely read ‘A Treatise on
the Family’, he explicitly attributed household specialisation to biological differences between the
sexes: “The most pervasive division [of labour] is between married women, who traditionally have
devoted most of their time to childbearing and other domestic activities, and married men, who have
hunted, soldiered, farmed, and engaged in other "market" activities” [5]. He even referred to men in
the household and women in the labour market as a “deviant division of labour” (p40), though he
backtracked on biological differences as the cause of household specialisation in domestic or market
work in other writings [6]. Despite acknowledging the important economic contributions of children
to the household in some societies, he also did not appear to be aware of the considerable support
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that mothers receive for childrearing: “over the years most households in Western and Eastern
societies have been headed by married men and women who raise their own children” [5].

In much of sociology and demography too, there seems to be a pervasive assumption that the male
breadwinner nuclear family is the norm: changes in family structure which have happened in (some
sections of) Western populations since the Second World War, such as increasing female labour force
participation, childbearing outside of marriage, and decreasing marriage rates, have been described
as the “decline” of the family [7] and “the earthquake that shuddered through the American family in
the past 20 years” [8]. While these ideas may have been partly influenced by Becker’s views on the
‘traditional’ nature of the male breadwinner nuclear family, they may also arise from work by
sociologists such as Talcott Parsons. Parsons, while acknowledging that other family forms existed,
concluded that the ‘isolated’ male breadwinner nuclear family was best suited to (the most ‘natural’
in?) industrialised societies [e.g. 9]. These ideas about late 20th century ‘declines’ in the family led to
concerns about mothers “abandoning” their children by going out to work, though subsequently
demographers were “perplexed” that this did not seem to have the expected catastrophic
consequences for child wellbeing [10]. McLanahan’s widely cited “diverging destinies” framework in
demography, however, does argue that a shift away from ‘traditional’ marriages – of which the
mainstay is “gender-role specialization” – is having adverse effects on children. Similar assumptions
about the importance of mothers dedicating themselves exclusively to childrearing, influenced by
Bowlby’s mid 20th century evolutionary work on ‘attachment’, are made in psychology, where the
responsibility for children’s development and success is typically placed squarely in mothers’ laps (see
Budds this issue).

What all of these lines of research which emphasise the male breadwinner nuclear family have in
common is that they arose shortly after the Second World War, as many academic disciplines
burgeoned. It was during this time period that the idealisation of the male breadwinner nuclear family
reached its zenith in the West. This family form seems to have been deliberately promoted by some
governments as a way to get women out of the labour force immediately after the Second World War
in order to ensure jobs were available for returning servicemen (Budds, this issue). Promotion which
was made easier by the rise of new forms of mass media such as television, and the rise of powerful
media corporations, which allowed this family form to be stamped on the consciousness of academics
and the general public alike [11,12]. Academic researchers responsible for some foundational work in
various disciplines during this period may have drawn conclusions about what is the ‘traditional’ or
‘natural’ human family from the family arrangements in which they grew up, raised their own children
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and saw represented in the media. These ideas have since been influential in the development of
these academic disciplines. Further, the perverse incentives in academia which encourage academics
to stay within their disciplinary lanes mean that there may be little interaction between disciplines
which draw conclusions about the ‘traditional’ family from a particular context and time period, and
those which might have different perspectives on the family, such as anthropology or history. The next
sections review research from these latter disciplines to show that the male breadwinner nuclear
family, to the extent that it exists at all, is likely relatively novel in human history.

What does the ‘traditional’ human family actually look like?

A more accurate picture of the human family is one of flexibility. Anthropology, including evolutionary
anthropology, has produced a large body of work on family structure and the division of labour within
families from cultures worldwide. There are some features of the male breadwinner nuclear family
which are common worldwide: the tendency to form pair-bonds between individuals who work
together to raise children, and the tendency for women to devote more time to childrearing than men.
But these pair-bonds are not always lifelong, exclusive or co-residential, and don’t necessarily involve
only the parents of the children [13]; nor are children always raised by their own parents [14,15].
Greater emphasis on childrearing among women also does not mean that exclusive female
domesticity automatically follows. For mothers across species and in most human societies,
‘childrearing’ involves making sure children are fed, which, for our species, means women typically
work in productive labour to produce food, alongside other family members. What is particularly
missing from the ‘traditional’ view of the family is acknowledgement of cooperative relationships
beyond the parents: the food that men and women produce is not necessarily used to feed their own
children, but shared more widely both with extended family and other group members. The extended
family and other group members also share other tasks needed to raise children successfully, such as
direct childcare.

It is now widely accepted in evolutionary anthropology that humans have evolved a cooperative
strategy of reproduction. In comparison with other apes, we humans bear a relatively large number
of children in quick succession, and our children are dependent on adult provisioning for an unusually
long time. This creates a heavy burden of care since mothers simultaneously have multiple dependent
children; a burden mothers can’t manage alone, as other ape mothers tend to do. We are also a
species which relies heavily on social learning, and other family and group members provide support
for children to develop the skills necessary in adulthood, both for productive work and for raising
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children. These characteristics of our species mean that we adopt a reproductive strategy which
involves an unusually high degree of investment from fathers, compared to other mammals. But
paternal investment is not universal nor necessarily sufficient [16], so that typically multiple other
individuals are also involved in raising children, though exactly who is involved in childraising varies
between societies [1,17–20].

Evidence both for the significant contributions of women to the family diet and of a cooperative
reproduction strategy come from data on production patterns across the life course, i.e. how much
individuals of different sex and age contribute to the diet, in terms of number of calories produced.
Across subsistence societies – those which are entirely or very largely self-sufficient in producing food
– women typically contribute a substantial proportion of calories to the diet. On average, female
contributions hover slightly below 50% [21,22], though these patterns do vary between populations:
there are some societies in which women produce few calories, but there are also some in which
women contribute the majority of food produced [23–26]. Analyses of how both production, and
consumption, patterns vary across the life course also demonstrate that both sexes tend to remain
net producers, producing more calories than they consume, until late in life [27–29]. The excess food
they produce is then used to help support their existing children and grandchildren.

Such intergenerational support from the grandparental generation is common worldwide, and not
just in terms of providing children with food. Grandparents provide a range of other types of support
to their adult children and grandchildren, including direct childcare, help with domestic work, as well
as emotional support and advice. Aubel’s reviews of the literature in lower and middle income
countries illustrate the influential role that grandmothers and older women have as advisors and
caregivers around the perinatal period and in child feeding [30,31]. Another recent literature review
assessed the evidence for the impact of grandparental investment (measured by coresidence,
caregiving, financial and other support) on grandchild outcomes (including physical health, socioemotional wellbeing and cognitive development)[32]. These associations were quite heterogeneous,
with the exception that studies on cognitive development tended to show beneficial associations
between grandparental investment and child outcomes. An earlier literature review suggested that
the presence of grandmothers, particularly maternal grandmothers, was associated with higher child
survival in some settings [33,34].

These reviews on grandparents and child outcomes do need to be interpreted cautiously, as few
studies on the topic have used methods which provide evidence for a causal association between
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grandparental presence or investment and grandchild outcomes [but see 35,36]. Associations are also
not always positive, at least when public health metrics are used. For example, some studies have
found that grandparental involvement tends to be positively associated with child BMI in high or
middle income contexts, meaning that higher rates of ‘over-nutrition’ may be seen in such children.
These findings could be interpreted as grandparents trying to support their children and
grandchildren, even if these attempts don’t jive with public health recommendations [see also 37,38].
A further difficulty is that the non-maternal childcare literature often takes a narrow perspective, with
a heavy focus on the grandmother – possibly influenced by the abundance of grandparents in the
West, because of higher longevity (though grandparents are not a novel phenomenon: [39]). But our
cooperative reproduction strategy is a flexible one, with mothers seeking help where available. If
grandmothers are not available, mothers may turn to other carers instead, meaning that children
without grandmothers may not appear to be any worse off than those with grandmothers [40,41](see
also Vasquez-Vasquez, this issue). Nevertheless, these reviews do present clear evidence that
grandparents provide many different types of support to their children and grandchildren across a
wide range of contexts worldwide, supporting the hypothesis that childraising requires cooperation in
our species.

Despite the idealisation of the nuclear family and emphasis on mother-as-caregiver in the West,
cooperative reproduction is also seen in these societies. Recent research has shown that high
proportions of grandparents in Europe provide childcare for their grandchildren [42], as well as
emotional support, advice and transfers of financial resources [43]; support which has been shown to
be sufficient to increase women’s labour force participation [44]. Even in 1959, around the height of
the idealisation of the male breadwinner family, research which explored intergenerational relations
concluded: "The answer to the question 'The isolated nuclear family, 1959: fact or fiction?' is mostly
fiction. Kin ties, esp intergenerational ones, have far more significance than we have been led to believe
in the life processes of the urban [US] family" [45].

If the extended family has been so consistently important, then again this begs the question of why is
there so much idealisation of the nuclear family in the West? Part of the answer may lie in some
differences in how cooperative reproduction is practiced in higher income, market-integrated
populations compared with the subsistence societies humans have lived in for most of our history. In
high income populations, an important component of cooperative childraising involves state-provided
or private childcare and schooling (Hughes et al, this issue, highlights how the paid childcare sector is
also rapidly growing in lower and middle income countries). Formal education may not typically be
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perceived as ‘childcare’ but it provides parents with a safe and socially acceptable place to leave
children, where they develop skills needed for adulthood, while parents can engage in productive
work. Failure to recognise paid childcare or formal schooling as one plank in our strategy of
cooperative reproduction may feed into the perception that parents are solely responsible for raising
children. The COVID pandemic may shift these perceptions, as it has clearly highlighted, in their
absence, the reliance of parents on schools and childcare facilities.

Intergenerational transfers are also somewhat different between contemporary high income and
subsistence societies. In the former, older individuals support their families in many ways and private
financial transfers still flow down generations, but older individuals often become economically
inactive relatively early in life. The provision of state-provided pensions and healthcare means that
net financial transfers flow up generations, once these public transfers are taken into account. This
contrasts with subsistence societies, where older individuals remain net producers until near the end
of their lives, meaning net transfers of resources flow down generations [28]. Another notable
difference between cooperative reproduction as practiced throughout most of human history and in
contemporary high income societies is the role of children. In high income populations, children are
expected to attend school rather than work, but in subsistence societies children make substantial
contributions to the family economy by engaging in a range of subsistence and domestic work,
including caring for younger siblings or relatives [46–49] (Page et al, this issue). The economic inactivity
of both children and the older generation in high income populations may reinforce ideals about the
married couple as the foundational family unit, responsible for caring for both children and their
parents even if – in reality – the grandparental generation, at least, is still providing substantial support
of various kinds for raising children.

Before moving on to the next section, it’s worth noting that there may be some unexpected side
effects to our cooperative strategy of reproduction. Sarah Hrdy has suggested that the reason that
humans and callitrichids (marmosets and tamarins) share the relatively unusual characteristic among
primates of maternal infanticide is because both are cooperative breeders [50]. In the absence of
helpers, it may be better for mothers to end investment in a particular offspring and wait for a time
when help is available to attempt to raise a child. Our cooperative strategy of reproduction might
therefore help explain the contingent nature of mother love, as described by Hrdy [51], by
anthropologists such as Nancy Scheper-Hughes [52] and by historians such as Elisabeth Badinter [53],
whereby mothers do not always lavish unconditional love on their children, but might withdraw or
reduce investment under some circumstances. Our cooperative strategy of reproduction also opens
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up the possibility of conflict within the family. If family members cooperate to raise children then this
means that family resources are shared between family members, who may then compete over access
to these resources [54–56]. It is important to remember that our cooperative reproductive strategy,
though it does suggest supportive relationships are often seen between mothers and other family,
does not paint an entirely rosy picture of unconditional love and devotion between all family
members.

Male breadwinning appears to be relatively novel in human history

So research in anthropology has presented clear evidence that the male breadwinner nuclear family
is not the ‘traditional’ family form, in that, across societies, women mostly work and parents typically
receive considerable support for childrearing. Nevertheless, there is variation between societies in
exactly what the human family looks like, with some conforming a little more closely to the male
breadwinner nuclear family model than others – though, as described above, even those that look
more like isolated nuclear families typically receive a lot of ‘hidden’ support for raising children.
Historical disciplines have contributed to this discussion by demonstrating that male breadwinning
appears to be relatively novel in our history; the rise of male breadwinning seems to be associated
with industrialisation in Western Europe [57–60]. In most subsistence economies, economic
contributions of women and children are vital to family success; the exceptions, where women
contribute relatively few calories to the diet, typically involve cooperation between men to produce
food [61]. Male breadwinning is a strategy which is often inefficient – wasting the potential economic
contributions of women and children – and risky – given that death, incapacity or desertion of the
breadwinner endangers the mother and children left behind, if they have no means to support
themselves. In Europe in recent centuries, a combination of increasing agricultural productivity,
wealth extracted from colonies and the industrial revolution meant that market economies grew and
standards of living rose. This made a male breadwinning strategy more feasible, since it relies on the
breadwinner being able to bring in a sufficiently high and reliable flow of resources to support an
entire family.

This broad brush overview does hide considerable variation in family structure in the industrialising
West, though: in more economically disadvantaged regions and groups, male breadwinning may never
have gained a strong foothold, because it requires a certain level of resources and security [62]. The
tendency of academics to come from the kind of affluent families in which male breadwinning is
feasible, incidentally, is likely another reason why some academic research is particularly fixated on
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this family form. Once established in those economically advantaged regions and families, historians
have suggested that the male breadwinner norm was then exported to other parts of the world from
the West [59]. In parts of Africa for example, there is evidence that the male breadwinner norm was
introduced by colonial authorities and by the Christian missionaries who accompanied colonisation
during the 19th and early 20th centuries [63]. Elsewhere, in South Asia for example, industrialisation
may also have led to the emergence of a male breadwinner norm, but through a slightly different
trajectory to that in Europe, with a progressive differentiation of men’s and women’s work and
devaluation of women’s work [64].

Changing economic conditions may well have been the catalyst for a shift towards male breadwinning
in Western Europe, but there has been a long-standing debate as to whether some elements of the
nuclear family form – notably residence patterns which involve nuclear families residing apart from
extended family members – may have predated industrialisation in this part of the world [65–67].
Henrich has recently contributed to this debate by arguing that the Christian church was responsible
for unusual European marriage patterns which extend back several centuries, where couples tended
to marry late and formed independent households after marriage. In particular, the Church banned
polygyny and discouraged extended families and strong kinship networks ([68] but see [69]). This may
have resulted in a shift towards nuclear families, and away from coresidence with extended family
members, but these nuclear families were not ‘isolated’ in the sense that mothers and fathers
provided, and cared, entirely for their own children. Domestic servants (‘hired helpers at the nest’)
were commonly employed in households in historical Europe, suggesting that support for childrearing
from non-kin may have a relatively long history in Europe [70].

Returning to the catalyst of industrialisation, this allowed not only sufficient income for a male
breadwinner strategy to become more feasible, but also a clear public/private divide, as work
increasingly took place outside the home. This meant a separation of ‘breadwinner’ and ‘homemaker’
roles, whereas in subsistence economies work and home lives are typically more blurred [64]. This
illustrates an important point about the ‘traditional male breadwinner nuclear family’ norm: it is
associated not just with a particular division of labour within the household, but also with rigid gender
roles [71,72]. This vision of the family is a patriarchal model, in which men’s roles are firmly in the
public sphere, and they have authority over wives and children; women’s roles lie firmly in the private
sphere. This model is also associated with idealisation of a particular kind of childhood and of
motherhood. Children in most societies contributed productively to the family economy [73,74], both
because their help was a necessary part of our cooperative reproduction strategy, but also because
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children’s work both in raising younger children and in subsistence tasks allowed them to learn the
skills needed for adulthood [75,76]. Perceptions of childhood changed during and after the industrial
revolution, likely influenced by declining child mortality and the rise of formal education, associated
with changing patterns of productive labour. The former meant that raising children successfully
became a less stochastic process and so intensive investment in children may have had more of an
impact in determining child success. The latter meant children were educated away from the home,
meaning that they may have had less opportunity for contributing to the family economy.

As children’s roles in the family changed with industrialisation, so did women’s. The emergence of the
male breadwinner model pushed women into the home, where childhood was being re-interpreted
as a period of consumption rather than production. Women’s roles therefore became focused on
being ‘good mothers’ who devoted their energies to caring for husbands and children [77]. Basu [77]
considers that these new ideals of maternal self-sacrifice – which could be measured, for example, in
reduced leisure time for women – also shifted power relations within the family, by ‘clamping down’
on women’s autonomy. This is not to suggest that pre-industrial societies were paradises of female
empowerment. Patriarchal families existed long before the industrial revolution. But some elements
of women’s status do seem to track their contributions to subsistence; various lines of evidence
suggest that in those subsistence societies where women contribute more productive labour, they
have higher status [78]; for example, higher nutritional status [79]. The male breadwinner nuclear
family represents a family form in which women have little economic power and, potentially, reduced
access to support from their families, suggesting the status of women may not be high in societies
which idealise this family form.

What are the implications of a male breadwinner isolated nuclear family norm for health and
wellbeing?

So there is considerable evidence that the idea that the ‘traditional’ human family is an isolated
nuclear family, in which mothers are solely responsible for childcare and fathers solely responsible for
providing for their families, is a myth. Isolated nuclear families, who raise children without help
beyond the parental unit, barely seem to exist at all, even in 20th or 21st century Western societies,
and male breadwinning is both rare and novel in our history. Myths about the ‘traditional’ family, and
what ‘traditional’ maternal and paternal roles should look like, are likely to have real world
implications. The assumption that mothers are primarily responsible for childrearing, that they should
sacrifice themselves to invest intensively and over a long period in their children, may put considerable
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pressure on women to behave in ways compatible with this difficult-to-attain, and novel, ideal of
motherhood (Budds, this issue). Particularly damaging may be the idea that mothers should be able
to cope with relatively little support. Research has shown that new mothers in the UK spend a
significant proportion of their time alone with their infants (one study found 38% of mothers spent >8
hours a day alone, and 34% between 4-8 hours [80]). This is a situation which appears to be less than
desirable in a social species which relies on cooperation to raise children, and on social learning for
developing skills in a wide range of behaviours including parenting. Such isolation and the expectation
that mothers should cope with little support is not likely to provide ideal childrearing conditions for
either mother or child; for example, prompting maternal guilt where mothers feel they are not living
up to this ideal [81,82], increased rates of postnatal depression [83] and decreased breastfeeding [84]
in the absence of support, and other negative effects on mother’s wellbeing [85].

Assumptions about the adverse effect of the ‘breakdown’ of marriages, which idealise the nuclear
family as the best way to raise children, and blame adverse child outcomes on the absence of such a
family structure, have also led to government interventions aimed at persuading couples to marry
rather than cohabit in the US [86]. These interventions tend to focus on socioeconomically
disadvantaged groups because such groups have lower rates of marriage than more advantaged
groups. A belief underlying these interventions appears to be that if disadvantaged groups can be
made to form marital relationships which mirror the family structure of advantaged groups, then their
disadvantage will melt away. Such interventions have attracted criticism, because a more effective
way of reducing “bad family outcomes” is likely to be to tackle economic disadvantage itself, rather
than a marker of disadvantage such as cohabitation [87]. These marriage interventions also don’t
work.

Public health initiatives around maternal and child health in lower and middle income countries
typically also assume a default nuclear family structure in which mothers are largely responsible for
the health of their children – this excludes vital support structures such as grandmothers (see Daniele,
this issue). There are even some perceptions in global health that grandmothers are the ‘guardians of
tradition’ [88] and that, if they have a role at all, it is a role which has the potential for negative
maternal and health outcomes given that the advice of older women may contradict that of public
health professionals. This echoes some of the findings from the literature on grandparental
investment which suggests that input from grandparents may not always result in child outcomes
which would be approved of by a public health professional. But even if older women’s advice does
contradict that of public health professionals, they are typically very influential in decisions around
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maternal and child health, which suggests it is even more important to incorporate older women into
public health interventions [30]. The positive results in the handful of studies which have incorporated
grandmothers and older women in public health initiatives suggest this would be a fruitful avenue for
improving maternal and child health [88–91], and mental health (Dixon Chibanda’s ‘Friendship Bench’
is perhaps the best known example of a successful intervention employing ‘grandmothers’ [92,93]).

Ideologies around the family and ‘traditional’ gender roles feed into political ideologies which promote
hierarchies of male dominance over women. Online fora have facilitated the spread of misogynistic
movements, including Mens’ Rights Activist groups and Incels (“involuntary celibates”), which are
collectively referred to as the ‘manosphere’. These movements use and misuse evolutionary
psychology as their theoretical justification, and draw on supposedly biological arguments that
women are ‘designed’ to bear and raise children while men are ‘designed’ to do pretty much
everything else in society [94,95]. These movements have led to fatal terrorist attacks [96,97]. These
ideologies not only present a terrorist threat, but also do not seem to benefit the men who adopt
them, given such ideologies sometimes promote ‘men going their own way’ and removing themselves
from (female) society [98]. The cooperative nature of our species suggests that such isolationism may
not suit our evolved preferences [99]. At a less extreme level, the male breadwinner norm promotes
ideals of male independence and isolation from others, since it assumes that men should have the
ability to entirely provision a wife and children without support, which may feed into gender norms
and socialisation which have been popularly referred to as ‘toxic masculinity’. These include emphasis
on male dominance and self-reliance, and are considered to be detrimental to men, women and
children [100].

Finally, despite the belief in some circles that intensive mothering, and lengthy, dependent
childhoods, is optimal for children, the little research on the impact of intensive mothering does not
find clear and conclusive evidence that such parenting has substantial positive effects on children
[101]. Such childhoods may even fail to allow children to develop some of the skills they need to
succeed in adult life [102]. Children and adolescents typically lack opportunities to develop parenting
skills in Western societies, for example, as they are no longer involved in caring for younger children.
Hrdy [1] also cautions us that, if we are a species adapted to a strategy of cooperative reproduction,
then mothers raising children with little support from others, and keeping children dependent on
mothers for lengthy periods, may hamper children’s abilities to develop the social, cognitive and
emotional skills they need to succeed in adult society:
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“If empathy and understanding develop only under particular rearing conditions, and if an everincreasing proportion of the species fails to encounter those conditions but nevertheless survives to
reproduce, it won’t matter how valuable the underpinnings for collaboration were in the past.
Compassion and the quest for emotional connection will fade away as surely as sight in cave-dwelling
fish”

Conclusion

Humans are a social species, and our success, our ability to thrive in almost all environments across
the globe, is likely related to our cooperative nature [103]. Hrdy suggests that our strategy of
cooperative reproduction may even have led to cooperation in other spheres and affected our
cognitive evolution, thereby underpinning our success as a species [1,104]. Contemporary Western
society seems in danger of forgetting this, however, and perhaps of encouraging such memory loss in
other contexts. Or at least, there is significant idealisation of the isolated nuclear family as the
‘traditional’ family in the West, even when mothers do in fact receive support with childcare. It may
be the rigid gender roles and stereotypes which are associated with this idealisation of the nuclear
family which are particularly problematic. Gender roles that expect mothers to be very largely
responsible for childcare and men to be able to support families without help may lead to beliefs about
what the household division of labour and parenting strategies ‘should’ be and discourage mothers
and fathers from adopting strategies which are best suited to their own situations, and from fully
accessing all the support they need. A vision of parenting, family life and childhood which both
recognises the cliché that ‘it takes a village to raise a child’ and also recognises that this ‘village’ can
encompass considerable diversity may be necessary in order for women, men and children to thrive.
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