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Resumo 

A divisão do trabalho pago e não pago nos casais com filhos tem vindo a tornar-se mais 
equitativa na sociedade portuguesa, ainda que de uma forma lenta, gradual e parcial. 
Com efeito, a expansão do emprego feminino, a emergência de novos modelos 
parentais e as políticas de família promotoras de igualdade de género não foram 
suficientes para equilibrar a balança das desigualdades entre homens e mulheres na 
vida familiar. Os processos que estruturam a persistência destas desigualdades nas 
famílias com filhos são bem conhecidos, ao contrário dos que desenham a igualdade, 
que foram ainda pouco estudados. Neste texto, investigamos as lógicas sociais 
implicadas na negociação da igualdade de género na família, a partir de um estudo de 
caso. Dando voz aos dois membros de um casal com 1 filho pequeno, analisamos as 
dinâmicas de negociação de igualdade na construção de identidades e papéis conjugais 
e parentais, e na divisão do trabalho pago, doméstico e parental. A análise incide em 
vários tempos sociais e biográficos: início e rotinização da vida a dois; transição para a 
parentalidade e vivência atual; modelos e socializações familiares. Constatamos que a 
construção de igualdade de género no casal resulta da articulação consistente entre 
fatores estruturais, institucionais e interacionais: contextos facilitadores ou 
promotores da igualdade e da conciliação trabalho/família; negociação quotidiana de 
estratégias de partilha igualitária na cooperação conjugal e parental; inclusão ativa do 
homem nos cuidados à criança e na produção da vida familiar; e procura de equilíbrios 
entre a igualdade de género e os volumes desiguais de recursos estruturais e 
individuais que se jogam no casal. Este estudo está inserido num projeto internacional 
que visa identificar similaridades entre princípios, práticas e contextos que tecem a 
partilha igualitária na família em várias culturas. 

 

Palavras-chave: igualdade de género, conciliação família/trabalho, negociação 
conjugal, partilha parental, divisão do trabalho pago e não pago. 

 

Abstract 

The division of paid and unpaid work within couples with children is becoming more 
balanced in Portuguese society, although this is a slow, gradual and partial process. As 
a matter of fact, the growth of female employment, the emergence of new parental 
models and of family policies that endorse gender equality have been insufficient to do 
away with the imbalances between men and women in family life. The processes that 
structure the persistence of inequalities in the families with children are already well 
known, but those that depict equality have received little attention. In this paper, 
based on a case study, we highlight the social processes that underlie the negotiation 
of gender equality in the family. Drawing on the perspectives and practices of both 
partners in a couple with a toddler, we investigate the negotiation of equality in the 
construction of conjugal and parental roles and identities; and in the division of paid 
and unpaid (house chores and childcare) work. Different social and biographical times 
are taken into account: the beginning of conjugal life; the transition to parenthood and 
present family life; the families of origin’ socialization models. The case study shows 
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that the construction of gender equality within the couple is shaped by the articulation 
between structural, institutional and interactional factors: the family-friendly and 
equality endorsing contexts; the daily negotiation of equal sharing strategies in 
conjugal and parental cooperation; the active inclusion of men in childcare and in the 
production of family life; the search for balance between gender equality and the 
uneven volumes of structural and individual resources within the couple. This research 
is integrated in an international project that aims to identify similarities in the norms, 
practices and contexts that generate equal sharing in families in different cultures. 

 

Key-words: gender equality, reconciliation of work and family, conjugal negotiation, 
shared parenting, division of paid and unpaid work. 
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Negotiating gender equality in conjugal life  

and parenthood in Portugal: 
a case study1 

 

Karin Wall 

Vanessa Cunha 

Sofia Marinho 

 

Introduction 

Portugal is a Southern European country with a population of approximately 10 

million, predominantly Catholic, ethnically homogeneous (only 4 percent of total 

population are foreigners) and a member of the European Union since 1986. It is a 

highly developed country, with a rank of 41 among UN countries, but with a GDP per 

capita which is below average in the EU and amongst the lowest in the 17 countries of 

the Eurozone (Eurostat, 2013).  

Portugal has followed a specific historical and cultural pathway over the last century. 

After the fall of the monarchy in 1910 and the short period of the first Republic (1910-

1928, with divorce by mutual consent introduced in 1910), it had a right-wing 

dictatorship which lasted nearly fifty years and which the April Revolution brought to 

an end in 1974. The transition to democracy was therefore late, in common with some 

other southern European countries, but the revolution made for more rapid change, in 

particular in the domain of work and family and gender equality policies. The contrast 

in work and family policies before and after the Revolution in 1974 is of particular 

importance. During the right-wing Salazar dictatorship (1928-1974), explicit pro-

traditional family policies promoted a male breadwinner model emphasizing women’s 

subordinate role and men’s role as head of family and provider (Torres, 2006; Wall, 

2011). Gender inequality and female responsibility for homemaking were written into 

                                                           
1
This paper was written to be integrated, as a national chapter, in a collective book edited by Francine 

Deutsch and Ruth Gaunt (forthcoming in 2014). The authors were invited to join the international project 

of Francine Deutsch on equal sharing couples, which intends to identify similarities in the norms, 

practices and contexts that generate equal sharing in the families in different cultures. This international 

collaboration implied to follow the research protocol designed by the coordinator: to identify an equal 

sharing couple with children; to interview both partners separately; and to put in writing a case study that 

enlighten the mechanisms that shape the equal sharing in the couple.    
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the Constitution (article 1677, 1966), and the importance of female housework and the 

care of others was promoted by the state, the church and women’s organizations. 

Family policies after the transition to democracy rejected previous gender cultural 

models and introduced a focus on state responsibilities to support full-time working 

men and women, leading to a gradual but steady increase in parents’ entitlements to 

paid leave schemes and in publicly subsidized services (both public and third sector); 

by 2010-11 nearly all children aged 3-6 were in full-time pre-school (87 per cent) and 

37 per cent of children aged 0-2 were in full-time daycare in crèches. A well-paid but 

short early return to work leave policy model was introduced in 1976, with a job-

protected, fully-compensated leave of three months for employed women (Wall & 

Escobedo, 2009). Over the next three decades, leave schemes were made more 

generous for both fathers and mothers.  As of 2009, the leave system was as follows: 

parents are entitled to 5-6 months of well-paid initial parental leave (at 80-100% of 

earnings) which may be divided between parents by mutual agreement after the first 

six weeks reserved for the mother; an extra one month (sharing bonus) is available if 

both parents share the leave, on condition that the other partner (usually the mother) 

has returned to the labour market when the father takes up the extra month (or more) 

of leave (approximately one fifth of couples shared the initial parental leave in 2010). 

Other leave entitlements include: individual entitlement to 3 months’ additional 

parental leave paid at 25 per cent of earnings; four weeks’ paternity leave at 100 per 

cent to be taken during the first month after the birth of the child; two hours’ work 

reduction during the first year of the child’s life, to be taken by either parent or shared; 

the right to miss work for 30 days to care for a sick child below age 12.  

Changing normative and policy contexts have led to a combination of old and new 

trends in family forms and gender roles. Simple family households of couples and 

couples with children have decreased but together still represent the predominant 

family form (63 per cent, in 2009), whereas lone parent, single person and 

reconstituted households have increased (Wall, Aboim & Leitão, 2011). In couples with 

children, over two-thirds are dual earner couples, with the majority of mothers in full-

time paid work (16 per cent of employed women work part-time). Female activity rates 

stood at 70% in 2011, and changes in both the attitudes to and the economic 
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behaviour of women have led to the continuing decline of the male breadwinner 

model. In contrast to this trend in women’s paid work, men’s involvement in private 

life has been much slower to evolve, in particular for men and women in older age 

groups and with lower educational levels. In 2010 (ESS, 2010), men living in couples 

(aged 15-65) did on average 5.1 weekly hours of housework while women did 18 

hours. Although, as in mid- and north-western European countries, the first has 

increased and the latter has decreased, the gender gap is still considerable. As a result, 

Portugal displays an average and distinctive overall performance in the European 

Union Gender Equality Index (Plantenga et al., 2009): it combines high scores on 

participation in the labour market, unemployment and income, with medium scores on 

political power and low scores on care intensity (number of hours spent on providing 

care for children by men and women aged 20-49), generating a medium score on the 

overall gender (in)equality index with a rank of 12 out of 25 EU member states. 

Interestingly, it ranks close to countries such as France and Slovenia and is a clear 

outlier when compared to other Southern European countries such as Spain and 

Greece. 

In summary, gender equality has been an issue since the 1974 democratic revolution, 

but gender equality in couples with children has developed gradually and unequally. 

The Portuguese Constitution explicitly forbids gender discrimination in all domains, 

and gender mainstreaming is now the dominant practice in public policies, though the 

main focus has been on women’s rights in all areas of public and private life. Men are 

still a relatively new concern in terms of political debate and policies, even if the 

progressive adoption of a gender-neutral language and gender-balanced policies can 

be read as a sign (e.g. the refusal of quota policies for only one gender) that there is an 

increasing space for the public voicing of such concerns. In fact, family policies on 

fatherhood rights and men’s involvement in private life not only represent a 

pioneering set of measures with regard to men, but also project a more sophisticated 

view of gender equality, in which equality is not only a women’s issue (Aboim & 

Vasconcelos, 2012). 
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Pedro & Inês: working and caring in shifts 

Dual-earner couples with young children, both working full-time, have been a 

prevailing reality in Portuguese society for a long time (Wall, Aboim, & Leitão, 2011; 

Wall et al., 2012). However, women have been facing a double burden, since the 

structural circumstances that have driven them into the labour force from the 1960s 

onwards failed to drive men as fast into the private sphere of childcare and 

housework. This status quo is gradually changing – in response to widespread ideals of 

gender equality and a caring role for fathers, both endorsed by national public policies 

– even if couples’ experiences are often still far from being egalitarian with regard to 

the sharing of care and chores (Torres, 2006; Wall, 2005; Wall, Aboim & Cunha, 2010). 

This is not the case of Pedro and Inês though, a Portuguese couple in their 30s, who 

have achieved an equal sharing family life rooted in togetherness, empathy and mutual 

reliance. Since they moved in together some years ago, “it always was, sort of, fifty-

fifty” (Pedro), and when their 21-month old toddler Manuel was born, not only did this 

pattern not change, it was in fact reinforced. After the 6-month parental leave 

(including the daddy month taken by Pedro alone), they decided not to put the baby 

into daycare and to start taking alternating shifts to enable each of them to care for 

Manuel during half the day: Pedro goes to work at 6:30 am, returning home at 2:00 pm 

to relay Inês, who takes care of Manuel all morning. Inês gets lunch ready, feeds the 

child and goes to work as soon as Pedro arrives, returning at 9:00 or 9:30 pm, while 

Pedro stays with Manuel during the afternoon. Putting family first implied sacrificing 

potential gains and rewards in the workplace, but this was a sacrifice they both were 

ready to make. 

“Where do you think you are?”: establishing domestic leadership 

Pedro and Inês met six years ago, when he was 25 and she 29. Inês was living alone at 

the time, having ended a previous relationship which had been going on for 10 years, 

while Pedro was sharing an apartment with 3 workmates, as young policemen from 

outside Lisbon commonly do. It was but a short step from the start of the relationship 

to living together, not only on account of Pedro’s situation, but also because they soon 

saw that they understood each other well and had a lot in common. But it was not a 
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decision they took. Rather, it was a stay which gradually lengthened, until it became 

obvious that it was for good:  

“We didn’t live together per se, but he would stay over and bring his 

backpack (...) to my place and stayed there for weeks, which turned into 

months, and because we were good together he ended up moving in” 

(Inês). 

Despite the atmosphere of mutual understanding which has prevailed in the lives of 

Pedro and Inês from the beginning, like so many other couples they too underwent a 

baptism of fire when it came to dividing up housework. As soon as she began to share 

a space which had previously been all her own, Inês was afraid that her household 

organization would be challenged by Pedro’s arrival, because he would have what she 

regarded as typical male habits: “he used to flat-share with men only”. Inês felt she 

was in a position to lay down the law and so, at the first sign of slovenliness, she was 

inflexible about the tidiness she wanted, which was non-negotiable. Pedro for his part 

not only accepted Inês’ leadership without question, putting nothing in the way of her 

desired domestic arrangements, but actually played his part in a diligent and proactive 

manner, exceeding expectations and, according to her, doing even more than she did: 

“At first it wasn’t easy because I am a tidy person and he is not (...), and it 

annoyed me the mess he made around our place. But I began to show I 

wasn’t having any of it, that things couldn’t be like that, and he began to 

tidy things up, he adapted, he began to sort his things out and surprised 

me because he later tidied both his and my things up, transforming himself 

completely into the person who did all at home. I would get home and it 

was spotless just as if a maid had just left. So, and it was fast, his 

transformation was fast, it never led to arguments, not even when I got 

home and there was a sock lying about and I would say to him: Where do 

you think you are? It was fast, he quickly stopped it, he sorted his socks, 

even some I had forgotten (...). I even think that he does more than I do at 

home”. 
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Although she feels lucky and even surprised by the way Pedro has responded to 

domestic demands, Inês believes the key to his participation is in tight surveillance, 

channelling the notion of a masculinity which has to be properly domesticated (and 

feminized) for the benefit of conjugal and family well-being. Hence the occasional 

need she feels to assert her domestic leadership, whenever she feels or perceives that 

he is about to lapse.  

“Pedro, the dishes need seeing to. I am going to bed, but the dishes need 

sorting out! Because he said he would do it, so I have to remind it to him 

(...). Today I texted him saying: Thanks for taking out the trash!, he 

promised last night and then forgot about it. So there are things that are 

his tasks and I don’t need to say a thing but there are others that I need to 

spur him on because if I don’t instead of taking out the trash everyday he 

will do it every two days or three days, but things work well and we 

manage”. 
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“Here, household chores are split equally”: doing things instead 

of the other, doing things for the other, doing things together, 

doing things for two 

Despite this feminine surveillance, both agree that they contribute equally to the 

housework: “it always was, sort of, fifty-fifty”, as Pedro interjected. Most day-to-day 

tasks are carried out by one or the other in turn, when they are at home and, of 

course, when Manuel leaves them free to do so. But what is decisive for this kind of 

sharing is the couple’s strong sense of cooperation and not a logic of egalitarian 

division per se. Housework is seen as a succession of demands, to which both of them 

have to respond. Where one of them breaks off, the other begins; when one of them is 

unable to complete the planned task, the other gets into gear when his or her shift 

comes around. Using the cleaning and the laundry as examples, Pedro gives a good 

explanation of how the rotation takes place, based on who is available at the time, but 

also doing the work instead of the other, the handing over of an unfinished job:  

“Yesterday, I was tidying up, because I spent the whole afternoon home. I 

hoovered and mopped the floor (...). Usually [at weekends, when they are 

both at home] she’s more into the cleaning chores and I keep an eye on the 

boy. But, when we are alone [during the week], whoever is at home takes 

care of it”.  

“She, usually [puts the clothes into the washing machine]. I put the clothes 

out to dry (...). Usually, we use the washing machine at night to take 

advantage of the cheaper power rates. But afterwards, if she can, she will 

put it out to dry in the morning, if she can’t do it I will, in the afternoon. We 

play it by ear”. 

So it is Pedro’s and Inês’ (matching) availability which dictates how housework is to be 

shared equally. Before Manuel was born, their preferences were also taken into 

account in dividing up the tasks, but these have now been relegated to the 

background, in order that they may realize an ideal of family life in which the care of 

the child is the organizing principle of their home and working lives. Pedro 
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demonstrates his awareness of this change while talking about meals, when 

questioned about how they allocate tasks among themselves. Unlike Inês, Pedro likes 

cooking and was glad to perform this task, but this changed when both went back to 

work after their child was born: 

“Now, lately, it has been more based on availability, even more than by 

preferences, because before Manuel was born, I used to cook all the time 

here at home, but not any more. Now, my partner has to prepare lunch 

and then I will make dinner, do you see what I mean?”. 

This way of organizing the daily preparation of meals is not just one more area of 

housework subject to strictly equal treatment. It is in fact a key element in the 

handover (of day-to-day tasks and parental care), and an opportunity for Pedro and 

Inês to express their ideal of companionship by helping each other in day-to-day lives 

which are separate and leave little room for life as a couple: Inês, who is at home in 

the morning, makes lunch for Pedro, who eats alone when she goes out to work; and 

Pedro, who is home in the afternoon, makes dinner and always waits for Inês so they 

can eat together, even when she gets home later. So doing things for the other also 

gives meaning to the form of household organization they’ve settled on. It is 

something they share as a couple, when rotating shifts require that they each have to 

do things in the house on their own. 

But there is one task – shopping – which is handled differently and which they always 

perform together with Manuel. Instead of one of them staying at home with the child 

while the other does the shopping, they prefer to make a family outing of it. It is 

almost a ritual, with aspects of family leisure time. They keep weekends when they are 

in Lisbon free for going to the shops (they often visit his and her family, both of whom 

live far away). In this way they put into practice another aspect of their equality, by 

doing things together.  

In Pedro’s and Inês’ 50/50 contributions to housework, the outcome of their 

symmetric and undifferentiated availability and strong conjugal cooperation and 

mutual help, there is nonetheless one other more or less routine specialised area. That 

is the field of household repairs, which are carried out exclusively by Pedro. This is 
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traditionally a male domain, which women are reluctant to enter (Wall, Aboim & 

Cunha, 2010). But the fact that one of them takes on the responsibility for a particular 

task is not a problem for them, nor do they feel it is an excessive burden. They 

recognize that the other is less able or less skilled, and this makes it legitimate to doing 

things for the two of them: “I (…) have the reputation of being a good cook (…), she 

isn’t as skilled as me”, Pedro mentioned, to justify the fact that for a number of years 

he freely took it upon himself to be the cook.  

Pedro uses exactly the same argument to justify the fact that he is excused from two 

tasks, ironing and dealing with the household finances. As far as ironing is concerned, 

he says he can do it, confessing that he doesn’t enjoy it, but that he would willingly do 

it if she wanted him to: 

“I know how [to iron], although I don’t like it, I know how to do it, and if I 

had no one to do it for me... [But] she won’t let me (...), because she thinks 

I waste too much electric power, because I am not very skilled and I can 

take over two minutes to iron a shirt!” 

As far as the household finances are concerned, Pedro acknowledges his own 

ineptitude and is relieved and grateful that Inês does not ask him to help out. Inês is 

aware of this and tries to keep her husband away from bureaucracy: 

“That’s all me. He is hopeless at it and doesn’t care for it. I even do the 

money transfers that have to be done monthly from his account, I do them 

myself”. 

Doing things for the two of them is so important here that Pedro, in an overall 

assessment of the importance of each one’s contribution to the household, chooses 

this aspect as being the most important thing his wife does: 

“What is your partner’s contribution that you appreciate the most, her 

contribution for your family life? What I like the most? The fact that she 

pays all the bills and sorts all utilities-related problems, car insurance - she 

manages it all, receipts, bills, finances... And I am very grateful to her, 

because I am neither skilled nor do I have the necessary patience for it”. 
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Inês for her part is grateful for Pedro’s unconditional willingness to do his 50%. 

Moreover, she is of the opinion that this reflects Pedro’s altruistic and caring 

personality: he takes pleasure in relieving her of the more tiring tasks. This side of her 

husband’s character emerged fully when Manuel was born and he spontaneously 

adopted the practice of doing things for the two of them – to such an extent that Inês 

mentions on more than one occasion during the interview that Pedro has already gone 

beyond the current 50%: 

“He would protect me, he wanted me to rest [when the baby was born]. Many 

tasks only he…, the worst tasks, the most annoying ones, he always wants to 

do them himself or he thinks that, at least, he has to do them (...). He likes to 

make others feel good, I think he has this need to, he is very altruistic, very… 

So the chores [back then], he did almost all of them”. 

“We take turns”: creating equal parenting 

When it comes to describing what he does every afternoon with his son, Pedro uses 

few words. He lets it be known that afternoons revolve around Manuel’s nap, which he 

tries to ensure takes place as soon as Inês has left, and a walk, when the weather is 

good. In addition, he fills the afternoons with a bit of play – some days his son wants 

him to play with him and other days he plays on his own, which leaves Pedro time to 

do housework and have some time for leisure. In fact he naturalizes his caring side, 

because it is part of his daily routine. That is why he finds somewhat strange the 

interviewer’s interest in practices, meanings and emotions governing his experience of 

being a father at home: “I think this is normal, if it isn’t, at least I think it should be…” 

(Pedro). In effect Pedro, like many other Portuguese fathers (Marinho, 2011; Wall, 

Aboim & Marinho, 2007), is emphasizing his ability to care for his son on his own: 

“I have no trouble making him fall asleep, bathing him, or dressing him, 

walking him on my own, all those situations,... or changing his nappy...” 

Although Pedro did not provide much detail of what happens when he is alone with 

Manuel, we observed his interaction with his son when we visited, and were able to fill 

in the gaps in what he had said. When we rang Pedro’s and Inês’ doorbell we 
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interrupted Manuel’s nap. Despite the father’s repeated efforts to put him back to 

sleep, he stayed awake and ended up being brought into the living room where we 

were going to have the interview. So our conversation took place against a backdrop of 

a restless, sleepy baby, who ran about the house, got himself into trouble, cried and 

wanted to climb onto his father’s lap. The father, with infinite patience, went after 

him, tried to get him to play with some toy, so we could talk, interrupted the interview 

to look after him, allowed him to come onto his lap, and pampered him as we talked. 

We were thus able to observe a completely autonomous father, one who knows his 

son’s specific needs and who, for that very reason, is comfortable and at ease in 

providing care, but we also observed an affectionate father, who cultivates a close 

father-son relationship. In fact, Inês commented that Pedro is different as a father, she 

calls him a “super father”, emphasizing how this autonomy and the closeness of the 

father-son relationship mean that father and mother have equal positions and roles 

vis-à-vis the child. 

“(…) Manuel is twenty-one months old and we can see the relationship 

with his father, he never cries when I leave the house but he does when 

Pedro leaves - but crying out loud: daddy, daddy! So, he has a relationship 

with his father that I think is different (…) I think that…, he must have a 

similar perception of what his mother and father are, there can’t be much 

of a difference to him, mother and father must be the same thing, they 

complete each other, there isn’t one who does more than the other.” 

(Inês)  

Autonomy and proximity in father-son relationship, as well as in mother-son 

relationship, are in fact key elements in building parental equality in the couple, since 

they help to make the mother’s and father’s position and role both equal and specific, 

because they act as individuals in the parental partnership, as Inês says (Dermott, 

2008; Marinho, 2011). This couple builds parental autonomy and individualized 

practices by taking alternate care roles. This happens not just when each of them goes 

out to work, but also when they are together, thus rendering the roles of father and 

mother interchangeable. 
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Following the initial period of parental leave and during Manuel’s first year, Inês left 

for work 2 hours earlier, taking advantage of the period of breast-feeding leave, which 

enabled her to share childcare responsibilities with Pedro at the end of the day. When 

that leave came to an end, the father started doing everything on his own: by the time 

Inês gets home the baby has already had his bath and supper. Pedro waits for his 

partner so they can have supper together and as soon as Inês arrives home he steps 

back to give her space to be with the baby; it is once again Inês’ shift: “when his 

mother gets home the first hour belongs to her, and when I get home at lunch time, he 

pays no attention to his mother, then it’s my time (Pedro).  

At weekends they negotiate whose turn it is to take care of the child, according to 

which of them is freer or which of them carried out the task last time: “Now, 

sometimes I even say: Pedro, you go and change the nappy, I did it last time! Pedro, I 

did it earlier, now it’s your turn! No, no, I did it! (…) it works a lot like that” (Inês); 

during the week, the couple works out its shifts on the basis of one of them giving up 

time and activities with the baby to the one who has been out, which is also a way of 

catering to their son’s needs: “Manuel seems to feel my absence during the afternoon, 

in a way that then he won’t let me go, literally (…)”. For Inês, this is the most difficult 

shift: 

“(…) I just got home, so, just ate, I want to have that moment to be there a 

little bit watching TV and there just isn’t, there just isn’t, there just isn’t 

because he pulls my skirt, wants to play and then at the same time I 

can’t…, he is so cranky, so cranky that it doesn’t work, it isn’t gratifying 

either for him or for us, and those moments aren’t good, aren’t the best 

moments, but they are part of it.” (Inês) 

But it is also the longest shift, since it is she who gets up at night when the child cries, 

because Pedro has never looked after Manuel at night, “To this day I still don’t get a 

complete night’s sleep, Manuel won’t allow me a full night’s sleep, since the day he 

was born to this day” (Inês). This imbalance in their sharing at night does not generate 

a feeling that one of them is carrying a bigger load than the other, because it is not 

taken into account in their relational, rather than egalitarian, assessment of each 
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other’s contribution to shared parenting, if only because, being based on 

interchangeable parental skills, practices and experiences, their sharing is 

characterised principally by an openness to different ways of being, doing and sharing: 

“[Mother and father] can be different, but not in the sense that the mother 

is more caring or a better carer than the father. There are things Pedro 

does better than me and there are things I do better than him, I think 

that’s it.” (Inês) 

This is also because interchangeability is something which keeps the couple together, 

to the extent it is seen as their way of doing family together, allowing each of them to 

have a similar role and responsibility in caring for and bringing up a child, even if in 

practice one of them effectively carries a heavier burden than the other at certain 

times. That is why they interpret this imbalance in their sharing in the same way: “he is 

a heavy sleeper, and I am not, I am super sensitive” (Inês); “it’s just because she can 

wake up and I can’t, often I am not even aware that he is crying” (Pedro). This shows 

that in their design for equal parenting they are not strictly measuring each other’s 

contribution, but rather fostering the companionship reciprocity which unites them 

(Aboim, 2006; Wall, 2005).  

So even if mornings and nights are always shifts for Inês, and she is also responsible for 

organizing parental and family life, Pedro, on the other hand, spends more time 

looking after Manuel alone when he is awake. Inês therefore thinks Pedro contributes 

more than she does, 60% of care, while he thinks they contribute in equal measure. 

However, as far as the emotional aspects of parental care are concerned (comforting, 

dealing with emotions, pampering), they both feel that Inês contributes more, even 

though they account for this in slightly different ways: in her view, he only contributes 

30%, and she sees herself as being far more affectionate than he is, “70% mom…, I am 

always hugging him, kissing him, I spoil him a lot, really. He probably does as well, but I 

am not there, maybe, I don’t know, but I think I am much more than he is.” (Inês); he 

feels he contributes even less, only 20%, and is ambivalent on this topic, saying that he 

comforts the child as much as his partner and that they have an equally close 

relationship with the child. What we observed in fact was a father who comforts a 
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tetchy baby, with a lot of pampering and patience. Given Manuel’s age, Pedro must do 

this frequently. It is therefore important that we think about the reasons for this 

difference between practices and perceptions, and how this difference fits into the 

overall context of the way they build equality as a couple: when Inês is at home, does 

Pedro also step back as far as affections are concerned, thus protecting the mother-

son relationship? We know that this is a common practice among fathers at home 

(Wall, Aboim & Marinho, 2007). Or are they both putting a higher value on Inês’ 

affectionate side, which perhaps comes out more in her interaction with her son than 

in his, in the same way they place a higher value on Inês’ greater organizational ability 

in family life, thus embracing in their equal sharing paradigm two elements of 

traditional gender differentiation? It is true that Inês chooses her affectionate side to 

characterize herself as a mother, “[I’m] a very pampering mother” (Inês), but she also 

chooses her authoritarian side “I am a person of extremes, I pamper a lot but, 

sometimes, I think I overdo my authoritarian side” (Inês). On the other hand, she 

attributes firmness to Pedro’s fathering, rather than authority, while he, unlike Inês, 

sees no difference between them as far as authority or firmness are concerned, “He 

won’t do what we tell him regardless of who tells him, so it’s the same” (Pedro). The 

difference between practices and perceptions may thus be due to the fact that Inês 

accentuates those aspects which differentiate her from Pedro as an individual in 

parental sharing, and this in turn is a way of marking out territory for female leadership 

and male assent in the couple’s co-operation (Dienhart, 1998; Marinho, 2011), and 

thereby to compensate for her partner’s greater contribution to childcare. With this 

couple, the interchangeable nature of parental roles and practices involves a male 

parental autonomy associated with the father’s leadership shifts. This produces a 

greater need for negotiation of parental powers, based on knowledge of the child for 

the purposes of parental co-operation (Gatrell, 2007) and, consequently, of what it is 

to be a father and to be a mother. Contrary to appearances therefore, what we have 

here is a negotiation of the specificities of female parenting within the couple. While 

such a strategy may be unconnected with gender-based relations of inequality, it seeks 

nonetheless to balance any inequalities in the couple’s parental resources and 

practices, so as not to compromise the symmetry of father’s and mother’s position, 

role and identity in working together as parents.  
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“He wanted to do all the new things first”: creating and giving the 

father space  

Looking backwards, Pedro believes that even before his son was born he felt he was 

already as good as Inês in taking care of babies, “I think that before he was born our 

knowledge about babies was pretty much the same”, thus distancing himself from 

essentialist ideological approaches to maternity (Gaunt, 2006). These feelings were 

grounded in the experience he acquired looking after nephews as an adolescent and 

young man, which came together with his desire to be a caring father from the outset. 

This was also Inês’ perception. She admired his ability, his relaxed manner, and the 

pleasure he took in looking after friends’ children, even the littlest ones. In fact that 

was something which inspired her to have children together – even if only after three 

years of indecision, and anxious waiting on his part. So when they started thinking 

about how they would organize parental leave, dividing the leave time equally seemed 

a natural choice, “because I am as I am,” said Pedro. They ended up deciding that she 

would stay at home for 4 months and that he would use the shared leave bonus with 

the mother and take one month on his own, because they also needed to take into 

account the period of breast-feeding leave and, above all, the fact that it would be 

financially more advantageous to them to have 100% of her salary, which was higher 

than his (when tax-free)2.  

“I confess that the initial objective, as we always said, was for me to take 

two months and Pedro other two, the leave would be two-two, it should be 

like that, or two-three, something like that: he wanted to stay the longest, 

he really did! But financially we couldn’t do it, because for the time we 

would be staying at home, we’d get much more money - because of the 

personal tax system. At that time the difference was over 1000 euros, me 

staying home instead of the father.”(Inês) 

Manuel was born premature and stayed in hospital for a time in order to put on 

weight. During this time, the nursing team taught Inês and Pedro how to look after the 

                                                           
2
 Until 2012, the value of leave was calculated using an average of gross – not net - salary for the 6 

months prior to the birth of the child and including Christmas and Holiday bonuses. The monthly amount 

received was therefore higher than when the individual concerned was working. 
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baby, making no distinctions of gender in the teaching process. This institutional 

support was a key element in Pedro’s involvement in childcare. It not only increased 

the confidence he already had in his parenting skills, but also validated his claim to be 

as much involved in his son’s life as Inês. But sharing the leave was also very 

important. Even though Pedro was around a lot during the day, and showed great 

willingness to look after the child, spending the whole day alone with the child during 

the daddy month was different from doing it as a couple.  

Inês recounts how in the early days at home she was afraid of picking him up to bathe 

him, because he was so small, “I was really scared, so Pedro bathed him, I couldn’t, I 

didn’t know how to hold him, I couldn’t” (Inês). It seems Pedro was never flustered. On 

the contrary, just as in the maternity ward, he wanted to give the baby its first bath 

and change the first nappy. From that moment on, he was always involved as much as 

she was in the care of the child, to the point that he insisted he should share Manuel’s 

every new experience as he grew up. 

“He wanted to do all the new things first. The first bath, the first nappy 

change he did it, the first here at home, he wanted to do all the first time 

around, the first time to clip the baby’s nails, the first of everything. The 

first soup, Pedro wanted to give him his first soup! I used to say: Pedro, 

come on, let me do it! When it came to the first feed: Pedro, you gave him 

his first soup, come on!; and he replied: You keep out of it, you don’t know 

how! (…) He was a super father; he is a super father still today.” (Inês) 

Even now, Inês has to negotiate with Pedro if she wants to share some new experience 

as part of her son’s growing up, because if she doesn’t, he gets ahead. This is basically 

a way of making sure that Pedro in his keenness to look after Manuel does not get to 

have all the more rewarding aspects of an experience which belongs to both of them, 

and which they want to share equally. But even if this is a cost deriving from the 

autonomous nature of Pedro’s fathering, and deprives Inês of some of the relational 

privileges with the child which other mothers have, she feels fortunate in his being as 

he is: “I, sometimes…, think: Well, I am lucky to have a partner like this; and… if I had 

another, any other, my life probably wouldn’t be as easy and I, maybe, would do things 
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that I don’t.” Inês does also mention how giving up maternal space to fatherly 

involvement may produce insecurities of identity which need to be dealt with, 

particularly when egalitarian parenting is seen and misunderstood by others close to 

them who have essentialist views and experiences of motherhood:  

“Sometimes… I don’t think that I am not a good mother, but that I am not 

as good as the other mothers, the others live motherhood more, 

everything. The other day I was thinking: if I let Pedro go on that 

international fishing trip… I could have three or four days alone with 

Manuel, I could experience that, feel it, (…) because sometimes, I feel 

that…, I don’t know…, I have been told: you don’t know what it is to be a 

mother! Yes, you don’t know what it is to be a mother!”, and this friend of 

mine has three children, she’s a single mother with three little children, so, 

in fact, I don’t know what it is to be a mother compared to her. But, well, I 

am lucky. I wish all women were. They’re not” (Inês). 

Despite this hesitation, Inês knows that if she were not prepared to accept and 

accommodate the equivalence of each other’s parental practices, Pedro’s performance 

as a father would not be as close and immediate as it is, and parental sharing of tasks 

would not be equal, as she wants it to be. Inês believes in fact that the key to male 

participation lies in her own influence. This, moreover, is what happened in a previous 

conjugal relationship: 

 “If he was married to someone who took the initiative of doing everything 

herself, all the bathing, he’d probably be like other men… (…). Because in 

my previous relationship there was also a sharing of household chores, at a 

level…, I am sure that if he were a father, he would be a father like Pedro. 

So, this is to say, it’s not just the person, it’s not by chance that I found two 

partners like this, they are this way because I also influence them, isn’t it?” 

(Inês) 

In this way she ends up rationalizing the insecurity as a price worth paying for her ideal 

of a family: 
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“A father who can be with his son for many hours, feed him his soup, 

change his nappy, bathe him, the mother too, and they have jobs and a 

comfy home, nothing is missing, they have plenty of love, they go out a lot, 

to the countryside, the child has marvellous grandparents, uncles and 

aunts, cousins - I think this is an ideal family.” 

She thus demonstrates how in building equality in the couple it is not sufficient for the 

father to want to be involved in looking after his child and sharing those 

responsibilities with his partner, nor is it sufficient that he take on the secondary role 

of mother’s helper. He must also take the initiative and win a place like the mother’s, 

while the wife must give him the space to do it independently. All this involves the 

couple negotiating changes in paternal and maternal behaviour.  

“This was a decision we made in order to be able to spend time 

with our son”: synchronizing working lives in order to care for 

Manuel 

Pedro and Inês are both civil servants. He is a policeman, with lower qualifications than 

she (he has the 12th year of schooling and has completed the agent course). She has a 

degree, and has worked for 10 years in the academic services department of a 

university. Neither of them has great ambitions to rise further in their careers, because 

they’ve reached the thresholds they were aiming at, in Inês’ case, and further career 

progression for Pedro would not mean much change in what he actually does in his 

job, which currently involves working directly with the courts. They say they have fully 

realized their ambitions, even in financial terms, not only because they enjoy what 

they do and cannot really see themselves doing anything else, but also, and mainly, 

because their careers allow them to realize their plans for a family: their joint salaries 

give them a comfortable standard of living, not luxurious but also not too restrictive; 

and they have the flexibility to enable them to manage the working day in such a way 

as to ensure their child is looked after: 

“Of course my salary... when you ask me if I’m fulfilled, I am, because what 

I earn is more than enough for me to be happy. I am not a very ambitious 
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person at the financial level neither is Pedro, Pedro is even less than I am, 

and I am happy with what I have (...). I honestly would like to stay here 

forever, forever until I retire, to do what I do, which is to work with 

students. This is a small school, and there isn’t room to aspire to be much 

more than I already am, because I am a senior civil servant and there isn’t… 

What would I aspire to be beyond this? To be the director? No, nor do I 

have that aspiration nor would I like to, because I think that… I also don’t 

want a life that is too… I want to have time for my family, for my son, for 

my things, and I do not want to give up my free time” (Inês). 

“It may be so that one day I feel like changing or I get fed up with these 

tasks and I may want to try something else. But, so far, apart from the fact 

it suits me, I also like it (...). I have to feel fulfilled, not the least because I 

worked for many years in a shift-based system and now I am not, isn’t it? I 

managed to get some independence from that point onwards, and I think it 

was due to my previous efforts that I managed to get to where I am now. In 

the meantime, Manuel was born, and it all works out really well, at least 

for now while he is small” (Pedro). 

The opportunity he had to give up patrol work, which required him to work for 8 

consecutive days in a system of rotation involving day shifts and night shifts, and to 

start working Monday to Friday only (for a total of 36 hours a week), was just one of 

the changes which took place in the couple’s careers. The mutual decision to look after 

Manuel at home, after the months of parental leave, also meant they had to change 

Inês’ working timetable, when she asked to do a continuous 6-hour day. Between 

them they were thus able to work out their working hours (making them not coincide) 

so as to achieve that objective. But while this solution was made possible by the fact 

that the government departments where they worked were open to it, the truth is that 

they also decided to give up the overtime that they were both doing previously and 

the corresponding extra money they were earning. This represented a sizeable loss of 

earnings.  
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Inês explains how they arrived at this decision after discussing the more obvious 

alternative of maintaining their existing earnings and paying someone to look after the 

child, formally or informally, as many couples in Portugal commonly do. The truth is 

that it is not uncommon for couples to adjust their working lives when children are 

born. But the usual option is for the male to work more hours or extra jobs so as to 

increase income, in the case of lower-middle class families, or even as a conjugal 

strategy for investing in the male’s career, in families with higher-level skills. The 

reverse side of such scenarios is that what falls to the female is the need to reconcile 

work and family life, which sometimes means reducing the woman’s personal 

commitment to her career, or cutting down on her working hours and so on her 

income (Wall, Aboim & Cunha, 2010). Pedro and Inês did not consider these options, 

which reflect persistent inequalities and reproduce gender stereotypes of male and 

female social roles. This couple chose to cut back their career commitments equally, so 

that they might invest equally in parenthood. And this was what they actually did, 

despite the costs involved: 

“When Manuel was born, we gave up…, Pedro had a salary, which was 500, 

600 euros more than today, because he took on some additional tasks in 

the police force, which earned him that extra money. So what did we do to 

afford this flexible work schedule? He gave up, he said he didn’t want to do 

any more of those additional tasks, so our family budget was cut by around 

500 euros. I gave up (...), when Manuel was born, I gave up working 

overtime, which amounted to 700 fewer euros per month, adding to 

Pedro’s cut. It’s almost a whole salary! And if you ask me why we did this, 

it was a difficult decision for us because this was enough to afford the 

salary of a full-time housemaid, enough to pay the kindergarten for two 

children, but this was a decision we made in order to be able to spend time 

with our son”. 

It is important to add that this decision affected Pedro’s career more than Inês’, who 

was recently promoted to head of the academic registry. With this promotion came a 

significant increase in salary, which almost cancelled out the amount the couple had 

previously given up, and produced a further imbalance in their salaries, reinforcing 
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Inês’ role as the main breadwinner. Pedro seems to be quite relaxed about this 

situation, and all the more so because it goes hand in hand with his wife’s 

responsibility for managing the family finances, which he welcomes because, as we 

have seen earlier, he is not comfortable doing it: 

“Sure, she is [the main breadwinner]! We have to acknowledge it... (…) 

Because most of our family budget comes from her, doesn’t it? (…). I have 

little patience for the financial things and she ends up organizing all of it, 

and she works with both salaries so that we can live the way we do, and try 

and save some for the future and keeping it all in order, leaving nothing 

out, and so far it has worked well”.  

While recognizing that the fact she earns more than her husband does not affect his 

masculinity – “Not in our house, that doesn’t exist!” –, in fact Inês believes her 

financial superiority brings other benefits. In particular, she is much better placed to 

negotiate possible future career sacrifices: 

 “There is sometimes some embarrassment on his side in terms of knowing 

that if anyone has to give up something professionally it will have to be him 

and not me, because we understand that if my salary carries the biggest 

weight, then he will have to make the biggest sacrifice. That is sometimes a 

bit uncomfortable (…), and I feel that he is uncomfortable because, as a 

matter of fact, my work has to be understood as the most important, 

because it is the financial cornerstone of our household”. 

Despite signalling her superiority in this way, both careers seem to be guided by the 

same principal of conjugal co-operation which they apply to sharing housework and 

looking after Manuel. Both are willing to change their shifts when the other needs to 

work a bit more or at a different time to the usual. Such co-operation is only possible, 

however, in the institutional contexts in which they work, which allow this flexible and 

balanced reconciliation of work and family life: 

“I don’t have a fixed schedule..., neither does Inês, neither one of us has a 

fixed schedule. That is why it is so easy. If we had a 9 to 5 [job] or..., it 
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would be impossible to do what we do. But because neither one of us has a 

fixed schedule… she only has to work X hours a day and so do I, well I don’t 

have to do X hours, I just need to get my work done” (Pedro).  

Pedro and Inês also acknowledge that a family-friendly culture prevails in their 

workplaces. This makes it natural for them to exercise their rights and even 

encourages them to do so, greatly facilitating implementation of their plans, as a 

family, to share the care of their child. Each of them gives an example of the culture 

which benefited them personally. Inês felt it when she returned to work after the birth 

of Manuel. And Pedro felt it when he decided to share the parental leave and take the 

daddy’s month: 

“Beyond the breastfeeding time allowance, the Law allows us to take an 

hour’s reduction when we opt for a six-hour non-stop work period. So, a 

woman can have 6x5, which is 30 [hours per week]. Not only a woman but 

also a man. Usually this doesn’t go down well, but this school is an 

excellent employer, and has always given us everything so that we can stay 

with Manuel at home, they always gave me everything. In fact, they even 

forbade me to send Manuel to the kindergarten before his third birthday! 

They are great!” (Inês). 

 “Where I work, I think..., the possibility has been there at least since 2009, 

I think nearly all if not all my colleagues took up the daddy option (…), my 

own station commander became a father when my wife fell pregnant and 

he also took the leave” (Pedro). 

This public respect for worker’s private lives – not just women’s, but men’s too – is 

thus a key element enabling a more equal and shared reconciliation of work and family 

life. 

“Things were[n’t] really different back then”: two pathways that 

led to equal sharing 
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Neither Pedro nor Inês grew up in an egalitarian family, but in the families they came 

from communion and mutual help were important for the couple, and between the 

couple and close relatives. They both want to keep this sort of conjugal fusion and 

familialism alive, adding gender equality to it in their own family. 

Pedro is the youngest of 7 children of a traditional couple who were small farmers in 

northern Portugal, with low levels of educational attainment. Their father went to 

work abroad for many years, and was unable to see his children grow up. But Pedro 

was a late arrival – his father was 60 when he was born, and so, unlike his brothers, he 

benefited from his father’s presence. He remembers him as a father who was there for 

him and who sought to teach him about life, and he has vague memories of his father 

also playing with him. In any event, he does not even admit the possibility of 

comparing the sort of father he had and the father he is to Manuel, thus stressing his 

feeling that models of fatherhood from the past are totally inappropriate to today. 

Even though the figure of the father who is there and who is close, which he enjoyed, 

is also part of the image he seeks to convey of his own ambitions as a father, he can 

also draw on other structural and cultural resources to shape what it means to him to 

be a father.  

“Maybe my father never changed one of my nappies, but he was there for 

me in other ways, or tried to educate me in his way, I think. (…) I remember 

my father teaching me things when I was little. (…) Things were really 

different back then, I think it is not even possible to make a comparison 

between now and thirty years ago.” (Pedro) 

Pedro prefers to mention the key influence on his idea of a father today of the time he 

spent looking after his nephews, enjoying what he was doing and feeling confident 

about it, even as a boy who grew up in a more traditional family as far as gender roles 

were concerned. In fact he draws on this experience to explain why he thought he 

would have no difficulty in taking his month of leave alone with Manuel, thus 

demonstrating the importance of female models in building egalitarian parenthood 

(Marinho, 2011): 
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“I thought I was going to get along fine with Manuel; I wouldn’t have any 

major problems staying alone with him. Because, to begin with, I always 

had a lot of contact with children while growing up. (…) I’ve always had to 

deal with my nieces and nephews.” 

Pedro’s parents worked on their own land from sunrise to sunset, and relied on one of 

their daughters to do the housework. At age 15, Pedro’s mother taught him to cook, 

and he took over the preparing of meals from his sister – who left to go to work. On 

occasion, Pedro’s father would also cook if necessary, but that was his only 

contribution to household work. So Pedro had no role model to follow as far as the 

couple sharing family tasks was concerned, mainly sharing on an equal basis. But he 

did have his mother’s and sister’s teachings on how to do these things. This allowed 

him not only to come to Lisbon on his own to work and share a house with workmates, 

but also to acquire a taste for cooking and use it to be independent and to enjoy being 

the best cook in the house. While his family’s influence on Pedro’s egalitarian 

approach should not be underestimated, meaning that it helped him to build a new 

family model, we should note that he was also shaped by young adulthood before 

meeting Inês and, above all, by the socialization he underwent when they first lived 

together, combined with Inês’ demand for equality. 

Inês is the eldest of 3 children of a local government official in a small town in southern 

Portugal and a plumber, her mother having the 10th year of schooling and her father 

the 6th. Family dynamics here were less unequal than in Pedro’s family. It was also a 

dual-earner family, in which the wife was in charge of family tasks, although she 

encouraged her husband to share in looking after the children and doing housework; 

and he willingly responded to her appeals for help, taking on the role of mother’s 

helper in order to ease the burden of the female double working day (Marinho, 2011; 

Wall, Aboim, & Cunha, 2010; Wall, Aboim & Marinho, 2007).  

“My mother did much more than my father, much more, but he did all my 

mother asked him to, like: hang the washing out to dry and he would. My 

father cooks, he cooked often. He did a lot of the shopping, he still does it 

today; my father takes care of the shopping. My mother organises 
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everything and cleans, so it’s my mother who does the cleaning. But she 

asks him to put the washing out to dry, to cook, to do the shopping - and 

he does. So it’s not a sharing system like mine, but my father isn’t the 

macho stereotype who sits watching TV and does nothing”. (Inês) 

This was a type of sharing where the motivating force for the man’s participation was 

conjugal communion and co-operation, and Inês tried to replicate this in the family she 

has made with Pedro, to the extent she found in him the same willingness to build a 

companionship couple (Kaufmann, 1994; Lahire, 2011), in which the dominant threads 

are communion, mutual help, understanding and dialogue (Aboim, 2006; Wall, 2005) – 

but also gender equality, which implies going a step further than her parents. Gender 

equality was already one of Inês’ goals when she was a young student, and when she 

joined the army to be a woman sergeant, following a model of female emancipation 

which she did not abandon when she finally understood that this was not the 

profession she wanted. Implementing gender equality in her family was therefore a 

further step in that direction, only possible because she found in Pedro the willingness 

to travel that path with her. And this is why Inês expected Pedro to be a “super-

father”, as her own father had been: 

“My mother tells that my father was a Pedro-like kind of father, really. My 

mother says that my father… he changed nappies, he did everything. Even 

today, I still see my father as a super-father, the father who would pick me 

up from school, who sat me on his lap, played with me, a real super-

father.” (Inês) 

To this end she allowed Pedro to occupy part of her maternal space to give him a 

parental role equal to hers – so that he could go beyond being the mere helper in 

family tasks which her father had been – encouraging Pedro to use in his own way the 

caring skills he had acquired as an adolescent and young adult. She kept back for 

herself the leadership role in organizing family life, thus following the example of her 

mother. But she tried to go further in the way she arranged their sharing, by accepting 

male autonomy in the production of day-to-day family life and by being her family’s 

main breadwinner. 
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Conclusion 

The story of Pedro and Inês helps us to grasp the complex experiences involved in 

building equality in the couple. It shows us how a series of threads intersect in building 

that equality: institutional contexts which facilitate or promote equality, mainly in 

terms of the opportunity for the couple to organize the time they allocate to work and 

family; and the daily negotiation of strategies for egalitarian sharing of joint conjugal 

and parental interaction, the special feature of which is the man’s active inclusion in 

childcare and family life, and the search for balance between gender equality and the 

unequal volumes of structural and individual resources in the life of the couple.  

In fact, Pedro and Inês represent a small portion of Portuguese couples, not because 

they are egalitarian or because there are various different ways of achieving equality, 

but mainly because equality as they experience it benefits from working hours and 

conditions which are sufficiently flexible to allow them to implement their plan to look 

after their child at home up to the age of 3 years, rather than putting him in a crèche, 

with a nanny, or with his grandparents, as most couples do (Wall, Aboim & Leitão, 

2011). The idea that the child should only go to a crèche after the age of 2 has taken 

on a new lease of life among some Portuguese couples, as a result of the direct 

influence of paediatricians, who subscribe to a new trend in biomedical thought which 

sees the crèche as a place of disease, from which children should be protected. But 

this new belief does not imply a return to the idea that the mother should stay at 

home to look after the child, a notion which is in noticeable decline in Portugal (Aboim, 

2010). On the contrary, in couples where both husband and wife are working or each 

have careers, it leads to handing the children over to the grandparents, to paid 

informal carers (childminders supervised by crèches, domestic employees), or, less 

often, to parents taking turns in looking after their baby, as Pedro and Inês do.  

In fact, the key element in the way this couple builds equality is not so much their 

chosen method for looking after the child, since there are other ways of involving the 

father in the life of his children and of sharing practices and responsibilities which 

produce parental equality (Deutsch, 1999; Dienhart, 1998; Marinho, 2011; Wall, 

Aboim, & Cunha, 2010). It is, above all, the opportunities for arranging their working 
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and family lives which their family-friendly working environments provide. This is a 

couple for whom there were no contradictions between negotiating gender equality in 

family life and the institutions in which they work (Ferree, 2010), as shown by the fact 

that Pedro’s boss and work colleagues were open to his taking the daddy’s month, in a 

profession - the police - in which the gender culture tends to restrict allowing men to 

look after their children and sharing housework; and the fact that Inês’ adoption of the 

continuous 6-hour day had no adverse effect on her chances of gaining promotion, as 

might have occurred in other work environments. 

In setting out the institutional foundations for the safeguarding and promotion of 

fathers’ and mother’s rights as parents and shared childcare, overall family policy in 

Portugal also facilitates gender equality in families. Leave policies provide a cultural 

sanction for women to return to their jobs after giving birth, and encourage the 

linkages between looking after the baby, shared parenting and masculinity. These are 

all part of what it means to be a man-father, establishing symbolic points of reference 

for fatherhood which are different from the traditional links between care, male 

employment and female mediation in looking after babies (Wall & Escobedo, 2013). 

The study of men’s experiences of taking parental leave on their own clearly shows 

that couples which opt for shared parenting have embraced these new cultural values. 

In addition, as happened with Pedro, they tend to be innovative experiences, achieved 

by processes of relational, practical and even emotional learning which are part of the 

father-child relationship and the conjugal relationship. These processes question and 

even undo gender differences in the representations and practices which form part of 

their interactions (Wall, forthcoming).  

As we have seen, fatherhood for Pedro is not based on his professional career, 

because it is something relational and not statutory. And it is Inês who mainly supports 

the family, so it is her career which takes precedence in any negotiations over shared 

family tasks. But this imbalance in the couple’s resources, which is heightened by 

differences in age, qualifications and partnership experiences – this is Inês’ second 

conjugal relationship and Pedro’s first, does not jeopardize the equitable nature of 

their sharing, because they both put the family ahead of their careers, adjusting it as 

needed to their mutual investment in parenthood. Inês’ greater negotiating strength, 
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manifest in the way she has, from the beginning of their relationship, marked out the 

territory and defined the ways in which housework will be shared and monitors 

Pedro’s equal performance in this area (recall that Pedro went live with her), 

domesticated his masculinity in favour of the reciprocity of companionship which 

governs their conjugal co-operation.  

The monitoring and female leadership are not, however, to be found in their parenting 

practice, which is governed by their interchangeable parental places, roles and 

experiences. This is the result of the combined absence of essentialist conceptions of 

motherhood and fatherhood, Pedro’s willing autonomy in looking after the child and 

Inês giving up maternal space and prerogatives. These are the fundamental ingredients 

for parental equality and give Pedro a privileged position in negotiating parental power 

and resources, because he is the one who spends the most time with Manuel.  

The combination of structural, institutional and interactional elements which defines 

Pedro’s and Inês’ egalitarian sharing also gains from the coming together of two 

individual lives with a record of predilection for new forms and beliefs in relation to 

conjugal life and parenthood. Here the influence of family origins and life paths has a 

strong impact on this couple’s egalitarianism. As we have seen, in Pedro’s case his own 

family’s influence derives mainly from having been exposed to learning feminine care 

and preparing meals, rather than from examples to follow, even if his close and hands-

on fathering finds an echo in the portrait he paints of his own father. As we know, 

however, skills acquired in one’s own family as a child and young person are not 

always put into practice and developed subsequently (Wall, 2010). So it was of crucial 

importance that Pedro should have encountered Inês’ demand for equality at the start 

of their conjugal life, and that she should have wanted to find a “super father” who 

was not just a carbon copy of the father she had had, but who would also go further 

and take on a role and position equal to hers as a parent. In the same way, it was 

fundamental that Inês should have encountered in Pedro the propensity to follow her 

leadership in building equality in household work and career, and in the plans for her 

parenthood-oriented family. Indeed, right at the end of the interview, when she was 

asked what the ideal family for a child would be, Inês answered: 
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“Mine! Manuel’s! At this moment, I think Manuel’s. Sometimes I think: 

You’re such a lucky kid! At this moment, now… I think, modesty aside… So 

how would you describe that ideal family? What is it like? A father that 

can be with his son for many hours, feed him his soup, change his nappy, 

bathe him… The mother too, and they have jobs and a comfy home, 

nothing is missing, they have plenty of love (…). I think that this is an ideal 

family”. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………. 

References 

ABOIM, S. (2006), Conjugalidades em Mudança. Percursos e Dinâmicas da Vida a 

Dois, Lisboa, Imprensa de Ciências Sociais. 

ABOIM, S. (2010), "Gender cultures and the division of labour in contemporary 

Europe: a cross-national perspective", The Sociological Review, 58 (2), pp. 171-196. 

ABOIM, S., VASCONCELOS, P. (2012), "Study on the role of men in gender equality 

in Portugal, ICS Studies & Reports, ER3-2012, pp. 1-32. 

http://www.ics.ul.pt/publicacoes/workingpapers/wp2012/er2012_3.pdf 

DERMOTT, E. (2008), Intimate Fatherhood. A Sociological Analysis, London and New 

York, Routledge. 

DEUTSCH, F.  (1999), Halving it all: How equally shared parenting works, Cambridge 

MASS, Harvard University Press. 

DIENHART, A. (1998), Reshaping Fatherhood: the social construction of shared 

parenting, Thousand Oaks, Sage Publications. 

FERREE, M. (2010), "Filling the glass: gender perspectives on families", Journal of 

Marriage and Family, 72, pp. 420-439. 

GATRELL, C. (2007), "Whose child is it anyway? The negotiation of paternal 

entitlements within marriage", The Sociological Review, 55 (2), pp. 352-372. 

http://www.ics.ul.pt/publicacoes/workingpapers/wp2012/er2012_3.pdf


ICS  WORKING PAPERS  2013 

 

34 

 

GAUNT, R. (2006), "Biological essentialism, gender ideologies, and role attitudes: 

what determines parents’ involvement in child care", Sex Roles, 55, pp. 523-533. 

KAUFMANN, J.-C. (1994), "Rôles et identité: l'exemple de l'entrée en couple", Cahiers 

Internationaux de Sociologie, XCVIII, pp. 301-328. 

LAHIRE, B. (2011), The plural actor, London, Polity Press. 

MARINHO, S. (2011),  Paternidades de Hoje. Significados, práticas e negociações da 

parentalidade na conjugalidade e na residência alternada. Tese de Doutoramento em 

Ciências Sociais, Lisboa, ICS-UL, 

http://repositorio.ul.pt/bitstream/10451/4940/1/ulsd061760_td_Sofia_Marinho.pdf. 

PLANTENGA, J. et al. (2009), "Towards a European Union Gender Equality Index", 

Journal of European Social Policy, 19 (1), pp. 19-33. 

TORRES, A. (2006), "Work and Family in Portugal". In G. Rossi (ed.), Reconciling 

Family and Work: New Challenges for Social Policies in Europe, Milão, Franco Angeli, 

pp. 9-36. 

WALL, K. (ed.) (2005), Famílias em Portugal. Percursos, interacções, redes sociais, 

Lisboa, Imprensa de Ciências Sociais. 

WALL, K. (2010), "A conciliação entre a vida profissional e a vida familiar em casais 

com filhos: perspectivas masculinas". In K. Wall, S. Aboim, V. Cunha (coord.), A Vida 

Familiar no Masculino. Negociando velhas e novas masculinidades, Lisboa, CITE, pp. 

97-128.   

WALL, K. (2011), "A intervenção do Estado: políticas públicas de família". In A. N. 

Almeida (coord.), História da Vida Privada em Portugal. Os Nossos Dias, Lisboa, 

Círculo de Leitores/Temas e Debates, pp. 340-374. 

WALL, K. (forthcoming), "Fathers on leave alone: does it make a difference?", 

Fathering - A Journal of Theory, Research and Practice about Men as Fathers. 

WALL, K., ABOIM, S., CUNHA, V. (coord.). (2010), A Vida Familiar no Masculino. 

Negociando velhas e novas masculinidades. Lisboa, CITE. 

http://www.cite.gov.pt/asstscite/downloads/publics/A_vida_masculino.pdf 



ICS  WORKING PAPERS  2013 

 

35 

 

WALL, K., ABOIM, S., LEITÃO, M. (2011), Observatório das Famílias e das 

Políticas de Família. Relatório 2010, Lisboa, OFAP/ICS-UL. 

http://www.observatoriofamilias.ics.ul.pt/images/pdf/ofap_relatorio_familia_e_mudana

_e_politicas_de_familia.pdf 

WALL, K., ABOIM, S., & MARINHO, S. (2007). "Fatherhood, Family and Work in 

Men’s Lives: negotiating new and old masculinities", Recherches Sociologiques et 

Anthropologiques. Articuler vie familiale et vie professionnelle une entrée par les pères, 

XXXVIII (2), pp. 105-122. 

WALL, K., ESCOBEDO, A. (2009), "Portugal and Spain: two pathways in Southern 

Europe". In P. MOSS, S. KAMERMAN (ed.), The Politics of Parental Leave Policy: 

Children, Parenting, Gender and the Labour Market, Bristol, The Policy Press, pp. 207-

226. 

WALL, K., ESCOBEDO, A. (2013). "Parental leave policies, gender equity and family 

well-being in Europe: a comparative perspective", In A. MORENO MÍNGUEZ (ed.), 

Family Well-being. European Perspectives, Series: Social Indicators Research Series, 

Vol. 49, Springer, pp. 103-129. 

 WALL, K., et al. (2012), Observatório das Famílias e das Políticas de Família. 

Relatório 2011. Lisboa, OFAP/ICS-UL. 

http://www.observatoriofamilias.ics.ul.pt/index.php/publicacoes/relatorios/55-relatorio-

2011 

http://www.observatoriofamilias.ics.ul.pt/index.php/publicacoes/relatorios/55-relatorio-2011
http://www.observatoriofamilias.ics.ul.pt/index.php/publicacoes/relatorios/55-relatorio-2011



	1: WP Nº1/2013
	Page 2
	Page 3
	4: WP Nº2/2013
	Page 5
	Page 6
	7: WP Nº3/2013
	Page 8
	Page 9

