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Abstract  

 

 

Summary of exegesis  

The following provides an analysis of the research and production 
process undertaken for the documentary The Fathering Project (in 
production).  

 

 

Summary of Documentary Scenes  

Supplementing the exegesis is a selection of roughly compiled scenes, 
following Traverse, one of the main characters in The Fathering Project. 
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The Father Crisis and How Building Community Can Save Him 

Expanding the conversation on masculinity, fatherhood and the importance of 

community through social impact documentary 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

‘I don’t know what to do, but I know what not to do’ - Traverse, The Fathering 
Project. 
 

In the early scenes of The Fathering Project - Traverse, a single father of 

two boys offers these words to Andrew, a young aboriginal man who 

has just lost access to his son through a decision made by the family 

court. Andrew is crying in the arms of Traverse ‘I don’t know how to 

be a Father.’ ‘Neither do I’ replies Traverse, ‘I don’t know what to do, 

but I know what not to do. That’s where we start.’ 

 

The interaction comes after Traverse takes Andrew’s hand, guiding 

him through the streets of Armadale, a lower socio-economic 

community plagued by social issues. Here they sit in the offices of 

Parkerville Community Services, where he seeks help for the troubled 

man. 
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The rawness of emotion in the cry from Andrew ‘I don’t know how to be 

a father’ speaks to the specific problem this research project seeks to 

address. The sense of inadequacy experienced by modern working-

class fathers. The desperate, critical juncture modern culture has 

arrived at - confronted by an epidemic of fatherlessness and toxic 

masculinity, in which pathways towards competent fathering and 

manhood have been severed. It is a plea more than an admission from 

Andrew and Traverse, for the help they need to become the men they 

want to be. 

 

The emotional and physical intimacy that marks their interaction, 

confronts the viewer, prompting them to consider the cultural norms 

in which men express and share their pain. Traverse publicly holds the 

hand of Andrew. He hugs the young father, comforts him and meets 

him with his own pain. The exchange is uncomfortable because it is 

rare. Traverse must neglect his stoic male cultural conditioning and 

extend himself courageously into vulnerability and compassion.  

 

The encounter between the men leads the viewer directly towards the 

line of questioning forming the basis of the research: 

 

Can the solution to this crisis of masculinity and fatherhood be found through 

community? Through bringing men together, by encouraging them to support 

one another and sharing their hardships can we create better fathers? If so how 
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might we initiate this?  

 

Herein the film commences, following The Fathering Project, an 

organisation that seeks to do precisely that. The viewer is thus 

compelled forward on a journey, exploring the parameters of these 

questions and the cultural milieu in which they are situated. My goal 

here is to understand how the production of a social impact documentary 

might be utilised to address these concerns. 

 

Through my research I have carefully scrutinised this notion of 

‘masculinity in crisis’. Observing its cultural and systemic 

manifestations, expressed most starkly in statistics of suicide, violence, 

incarceration, addiction and mental illness - which disproportionately 

affect men in Australia. Further to this, I have been compelled by two 

attributes that consistently seem to contribute to these statistics: 

paternal deprivation and socio-economic status. Recent studies 

demonstrate a correlation between these experiences, providing 

evidence that fatherlessness negatively impacts a child’s social 

behaviour and neurological development (Lacoste, Hattan & Gobbi, 

2013). Both categories can be applied to my own life, and as such form 

the primary motivation to undertake this research project and the 

prism through which I reflect on the relationship between artist and 

text.  
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I outline this scene to introduce the premise of the research project and 

to demonstrate the way in which I have attempted to use documentary 

to articulate this complex and broad sociological area of interest. It is 

important to note this process works not solely to deconstruct the 

cultural context of the subject, but also to reconstruct the current 

reality. As such the work culminates in a cultural artifact which may be 

placed firmly within the parameters of the ‘social impact 

documentary’.  

 

The following exegesis will be divided loosely into 2 parts. In the first 

section, I will outline the process through which this work arose, 

identifying the methodological approaches employed to navigate the 

complex issues it addresses. Then I will look at the specific questions 

which emerged from the enquiry - in this case relative to modern 

conceptions of masculinity and related issues. I will then demonstrate 

how the final project emerged, outlining objectives, and examining the 

factors motivating the project. The second section takes on a more 

reflective tone, looking back on the production process and challenges 

encountered, before concluding with a final contemplation on the 

personal journey taken throughout.   
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REVELATION AND THE SELF-PORTRAIT 

Identifying an area of enquiry through self-reflection 

 

 

An artist’s relation to inspiration:  
 
– An artist should look deep inside themselves for inspiration  
– The deeper they look inside themselves, the more universal they become  
– The artist is universe  
– The artist is universe  
– The artist is universe  
 
-The manifesto of Marina Abramovic, Rule #7 (Abramovic, 1976) 

 

 

The early stages of my research were primarily occupied with 

identifying an area of enquiry. This is worth mentioning briefly, as the 

inception of the project idea was born of a deep process of 

introspection and self-analysis which would ultimately form the 

foundation of the resulting documentary.  

 

‘You’ve got a week to come up with an idea for your major project, 

otherwise you’ll struggle to successfully complete the course’ my 

supervisor told me. Crunch time had arrived. 

 

I was deep into the Masters program and creatively blocked. An idea I 

felt compelled to adopt as a full-time research project was proving 

evasive and inspiration to engage in a creative practice was 
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floundering. 

 

Rule 7 of Marina Abramovic’s artistic doctrine provided a starting 

point in my effort to orientate beyond this artistic stagnancy. If there is 

a starting point we can begin, and the self - being ready made and 

always accessible therefore affords no excuses. In effect I began to 

reflect on my ‘self’ as a source for a topic. Perhaps I too could draw 

inspiration from the ‘universal’, which for me spoke to the junction 

between the personal and the collective unconscious, a place of 

constantly negotiated meaning. A dynamic we see also echoed in the 

relationship between documentary and viewer.  

 

This avenue of enquiry took me on a natural course towards the artistic 

self-portrait, an artistic style emerging in the 16th century in literature 

and art, which reflected an increased sense of individualism in society 

created by an expanding upper class (Lebow, 2012). An inevitable 

expansion into cinema throughout the 20th century took place, more 

prominently in documentary than perhaps any other genre. The 

filmography of French documentarian Agnès Varda provides noted 

examples including: The Gleaners and I, The Beaches of Angès and more 

recently Faces Places. This may reflect the proclivity of documentary to 

lend itself to auteurism, its tendency towards reflexivity and the 

accessibility of the form. For these reasons, the self-portrait provided 

the most obvious way for me to explore the self-revelatory quest of the 
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artist and a means by which I might deepen my own introspective 

crusade in search of a topic pertinent to my being. 

 

I engaged an exercise in self-portraiture by recruiting a fellow 

classmate to conduct three deeply personal and challenging interviews 

in which I was the subject. The interviews yielded over 3 hours of 

footage which I began to view and make selections for a short compile. 

Herein lay the most critical stage of the research exercise. As observed 

by Alisa Lebow in the Cinema of Me:  

 
The act of self-articulation highlights the problem that the subject is never 
identical to the self it depicts. In effect the self-portrait becomes concerned with 
the negotiation between the two (Lebow, 2012, p. 58). 
 

The editing process thus provided a means to reflect on this 

negotiation, offering deep insight to the mechanics of personal 

narrative constituting my identity. What struck me most was the 

emotional immunity the process afforded, allowing me to penetrate 

psychological layers and construct a self-portrait with surprising 

vulnerability. Lebow refers to this process as arising from the self 

portraits capacity to: 

 

Allow the artist to view themselves as other (Lebow, 2012, p. 62). 

 

Having repeated this process over 3 separate interviews I was 
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importantly able to contrast the material. 4 prominent thematic 

patterns clearly emerged in the articulation of my life story. These 

were: masculinity, community, socio-economic status and fatherhood - 

all entwined around questions relating to myself as a man. As I 

reflected further I began to realise that all of my previous work also in 

some way had dealt with these areas. It was clear that these topics lay 

at the core of my identity and would provide fertile ground from 

which to develop a research project.  

 

 

UNDERSTANDING MASCULINITY 

 

 

Primarily and at least initially, my focus centered around masculinity. 

It seemed an obvious starting point to articulate a definition. 

According to the Oxford Dictionary masculinity is the: 

 

Qualities or attributes regarded as characteristic of men (Oxford Dictionary, 

2012). 

 

Masculinity therefore is aligned with gender, dealing as it does with 

social behaviours, roles and attributes. This provides a distinction from 

sex, which is tied to biology. 
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We need not step much further down this path before we are thrust 

into delicate terrain. Masculinity is a politically charged term and any 

attempt to understand it must acknowledge the historical legacy of 

feminist ideology which has politicised and problematised our 

understanding of gender and sex differences over the past 60 years. 

Gender Trouble: Feminism and Subversion, written by Judith Butler stands 

as an influential example. In this work, Butler uses a post-structural 

framework to challenge the traditional sex/gender divide, arguing the 

traditional model normalises an oppressive patriarchal system. For my 

purposes, rather than becoming absorbed in specific philosophical 

debate surrounding the definition of gender or masculinity - I aimed 

simply to outline a mud map of the ideological environment in which 

the term exists before moving forward. 

 

What I settled on, was the notion of masculinity as a fluid term, which 

can be said to be at least largely culturally informed. With this in mind 

I began with a survey of contemporary Australian documentaries 

dealing specifically with this topic. My focus was on films that were 

public broadcast commissioned (ABC & SBS), assuming this criteria 

would reflect national relevancy, and provide insight to the parameters 

of the public debate around masculinity as it stood.  

 

The first discovery of note was the lack of material on this topic. This 

stood in contrast to the plethora of commissioned films exploring 
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issues related to women. Gender is certainly on the public agenda, and 

understandably so if we look to the vast changes in social roles over 

the past 60 years. However, the question beckoned - why was it that 

masculinity seemingly held such little weight in this conversation, as it 

stands inexorably entwined with the former. 

 

 

CALL ME DAD 

 

 

My criteria eventually yielded a small handful of documentaries. Of 

note was Call Me Dad (2015, 57mins, ABC), a documentary following a 

group of domestic violence perpetrators participating in an 8 week 

anger management workshop. The film was directed by former AFTRS 

documentary student Sophie Weisman. I arranged to meet with 

Sophie, and on doing so she put me immediately to work, giving me a 

pram with her newly born child to push while we strolled around Rose 

Bay, having a long conversation on the topics of fatherhood, domestic 

violence, and masculinity.  

 

The most relevant take away from my time with Sophie, was the idea 

of creating a documentary in partnership with a nonprofit 

organisation. This would provide the benefit of a ready made temporal 

framework eg. an 8 week course, along with the crucial ingredients of - 



	 11	

access, goal, stakes and cast. This gave me a great starting point in the 

quest for story and access. 

 

Sophie also offered some considerations for negotiating contracts with 

NGO's - particularly pertaining to creative control. This would prove 

useful 6 months down the track when I finally negotiated an MOU 

with The Fathering Project and Parkerville Youth and Children’s 

Services. 

 

 

MAN UP 

 

 

Another program worthy of mention is Man Up (2017, 3x1hr, ABC). 

This 3 part series seeks to address suicide statistics, which skew 

heavily in favour of men: 

 

Consistently over the past 10 years, the number of suicide deaths was 
approximately 3 times higher in males than females. In 2016, 75.1% of people 
who died by suicide were male (Shae, 2012, para. 4).   
 

The program attributes the male suicide rate to a culture of silence. 

This is referred to in the Vice article How the Aussie Bloke Stereotype 

Destroys Australian Men, Patrick Malborough writes: 
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Men are a particularly vulnerable group in society. They suffer some of 
the most serious mental health issues of any group in Australia. 
Research has shown that only 13 percent of young men seek help for 
mental health issues, leaving thousands who stay silent (Malborough, 
2012, para. 1).   

 

After watching the program, I attended a workshop presented by the 

hosts Tom Harkin and Gus Worland. In a Surry Hills bar, 300 plus men 

crammed in and participated in a powerful vulnerability exercise. Men 

spoke out of their experience of violence, sexual abuse, separation and 

loneliness. After the workshop the men (myself included) continued to 

engage in incredibly open and honest conversations.  

 

This documentary series provided an interesting case study into social 

impact documentary. Documentaries are well known for their capacity 

to incite change. Errol Morris’s The Thin Blue Line is the classic 

example. The film depicts the story of Randall Adams, a man convicted 

of a murder he did not commit. The Thin Blue Line was pivotal in the 

exoneration of Adams in 1990. The documentary can firstly find, then 

galvanise an audience to a particular cause. With the turn out in Surry 

Hills, and the subsequent national tour and media campaign, Man Up  

was proving effective in this respect. This again was pivotal in my 

decision to create a social impact documentary project as the creative 

output for the research. 

 

The experience in Surry Hills also prompted a further investigation to 
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other publicly funded men’s health campaigns over the last decade. 

Putting aside prostate and testicular cancer, there were two clear issues 

which held prominence - suicide and domestic violence. Professor 

Rebekkah Russell-Bennett examined the proliferation of domestic 

violence prevention campaigns in the UK, Australia, New Zealand and 

the US, highlighting: 

 

The growing efforts (in these countries) to involve boys and men in various 
capacities associated with the prevention of violence against women 
(Manikam, 2012).   
 

While Lorna Keane in her article 5 Mental Health Campaigns that Made a 

Difference demonstrates a trend in health campaigns to tackle suicide 

by addressing the perceived inability of men to share feelings with one 

another (Keane, 2017).   Both works speak to the prevailing view of 

modern masculinity as highly susceptible to suicide and violence, 

emanating from an emotionally restrictive masculine culture. This 

perception is clearly maintained in both Man Up and Call Me Dad. 

Unquestionably, these are important issues confronting men today, but 

I wondered if the conversation around masculinity needed to go 

further.  

 

 

 

 



	 14	

CHALLENGING THE DOMINANT NARRATIVE  

Expanding the Conversation on Masculinity 

 

 

RESEARCH INTERVIEWS 

 

 

As Hazel Smith states: 

A creative work itself is a form of research and generates detectable research 
outputs (Smith, 2009).   
 

The self-portrait project provided me with direct insight into this, 

offering new knowledge generated directly through practice-led 

research. I wanted to further build upon my findings by devising a 

broader research exercise in this regard.  

 

I set out to conduct over 20 semi-structured interviews (Research 

Methodology, 2016) around Australia, with a number of these 

interviews extending into ongoing interviews or observational filming. 

The subjects came from diverse backgrounds, each holding a vested 

interest or unique perspective on the topic of masculinity. The exercise 

enabled me to extend my qualitative methodological approach from 

what Jeff Sauro defines as a Narrative methodology - primarily 

employed in the self-portrait exercise by: 
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Conduct(ing) in-depth interviews, read(ing) documents, and look(ing) for 
themes (Sauro, 2015).   
 

Towards a broader Ethnographic and Case Study approach. I had 

anticipated my major work heavily drawing from the two latter 

methodologies, which are defined primarily by longitudinal 

participatory observation. In addition to familiarising myself with 

these research methods, the exercise would provide a platform to test 

and develop the ideas which were beginning to form and importantly 

enable me to cast a wide net in the search for a story worthy of 

production. 

 

As Kvale states: 

 

A qualitative research interview seeks to cover both a factual and a meaning 
level (Kvale, 1996).   
 

For me Kvale speaks here of the marriage between the scientific and 

intuitive approach to research. The meaning level referring to the scope 

of understanding unrestrained by clinical observance or scientific 

parameters. To garner a ‘sense’ if you will, of how things might be. 

Thus my aim was to explore and possibly challenge the dominant 

narrative on masculinity so far uncovered, by gaining a feeling for the 

way everyday people thought on the topic. 

 



	 16	

The interviews covered a wide range of topics relating to masculinity, 

including mental health, fatherhood, identity politics, family court, 

feminism and adoption.  

 

I will provide a very brief recap of some of the stand out interviews: 

 

Russel, the former Perth celebrity newsreader, turned activist, who lost 

access to his children through a messy divorce. Russel now campaigns 

to reform family law with his organisation ‘Divorce Pizza’. 

  

David, has fostered over 18 children, many of whom are deeply 

traumatised. 

 

Jonathan, Chairman of Australian Men’s Health Forum, Jonathan has 

been campaigning for men’s issues for the past 15 years. 

 

John, was dying of terminal cancer when I first met him. I spent 2 

weeks filming with John and his family, focusing mostly on his role as 

a father and his relationship with his 3 boys who had all overcome 

heroin addiction. John was taken from his mother as a child, due to the 

adoption rules in Australia, which forced single parents to give up 

their children. 

 

Curtis, an Aboriginal father to a 1 year-old boy. Curtis talked of the 
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male rite of passage in Martu culture, the importance of ritual and 

ceremony, and the challenges of living in a city with a white Australian 

wife.  

 

Les, did not meet his Father until well into his 30s. He talked of his 

experience growing up without a father, how it led him to the hyper 

masculine lifestyle of body building, and the lessons he has taken into 

his own journey of fatherhood. 

 

Wayne, the CEO of the Fathering Project - an organisation aimed at 

building community around fathers. This would be one of the 

organisations I would eventually produce a documentary in 

partnership with.  

 

What became apparent was the emotionally crippled man that had 

been presented in Man Up and the various health campaigns I had 

surveyed, did not present himself in the interviews. On the contrary, 

every male I spoke with greeted deeply personal questions around 

depression, loneliness and manhood openly and earnestly. This 

remained true of the speakers across all socio-economic demographics, 

the majority of whom I did not know prior to the interview. The 

assumption I was led to make was that men were not only willing to 

talk, but desperate to do so. What did this disparity suggest? Had a 

cultural shift already taken place which meant men were now 
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comfortable with openness? Was it that we simply weren’t listening to 

what they were saying? Or was the sample of participants too small or 

random to make any general conclusions about men at all? 

 

 

KEY ISSUES 

 

 

The interviews allowed me to identify a number of key issues, 

providing further direction for my research. I will touch briefly on 

some of these areas: 

 

The lack of ritualistic pathways into manhood. 

 

 

In my interview with Aboriginal filmmaker Curtis Taylor, he 

highlighted the importance of ceremony and ritual in the development 

of boys in traditional Martu culture. These mark a boys maturation 

through increased responsibility, knowledge, and community status, 

and serve the function of creating social cohesion, stability, and 

identity, whilst enforcing the values of the community. My own 

journey into adulthood stands in contrast to this. Rite of passage 

initiations were minimal, being primarily associated with consumer 
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performances such as buying a house or car, or destructive behaviours 

like drinking alcohol. 

  

In his book Tribe, Sebastian Junger argues this lack of initiation is what 

attracts young men to violence and ultimately war:  

 

In many tribal societies, young men had to prove themselves by 
undergoing initiation rites that demonstrated their readiness for 
adulthood. Modern society doesn’t conduct such initiation, however 
boys do their best to demonstrate their readiness for manhood in all 
kinds of clumsy and dangerous ways. They drive too fast, get into 
fights, haze each other, play sports, join fraternities, drink too much and 
gamble with their lives in a million idiotic ways (Junger, 2012, p. 37).   

 

Curtis spoke to this also, suggesting that as traditional Martu cultural 

practices have been neglected, boys have turned to prison to fill this 

need. 

 

A lot of the young guys don’t think they’re men until they’ve been to prison. 
It’s sad and I want to teach my son this is not the right way (Interview with 
Curtis Taylor, 2018).   
 

These sentiments were echoed in an ABC news interview with author 

Tim Winton:  

 

Boys don’t have a very defined rite of passage in our culture anymore. I 
think it’s sad. I think boys just put themselves together from spare 
parts. Whatever is closest to hand which is often cheap and defected, 
and that’s dangerous (Winton & Grant, 2012).   

 

Winton’s novels: Cloudstreet, The Shepards Hut, Breath and Eyrie played 
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a large role in shaping my understanding of this topic. Aside from 

drawing inspiration from his poetic depiction of the Western 

Australian landscape (where I would eventually film The Fathering 

Project), his exploration of the male rite of passage through each of 

these novels left me with a sense of the profound importance of 

creating healthy pathways for boys into manhood. This would 

ultimately form one of the core messages of my creative project.  

 

 

The Patriarchal Narrative and Masculine Guilt 

 

 

It is a truism in documentary that the off-camera conversations are 

usually the most honest. In the words of documentarian Catherine 

Scott: 

 

Just keep rolling! (Interview with Catherine Scott, 2018).   

 

This provides the opportunity to capture a moment of truth or 

vulnerability otherwise inaccessible from the self-conscious subject. 

The documentary The Jinx builds its climax around this, when the 

subject of multiple murders confesses in the bathroom, unknowingly 

being recorded on his radio microphone. Throughout the course of the 

interviews I conducted, the off camera space would lend itself time and 
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again to a rather controversial sentiment: 

 

The pendulum has swung too far don’t you think? 

 

This suggestion - that feminism had ‘gone too far’, was confronting for 

me. As a left leaning, liberal arts graduate, I had been indoctrinated 

into the postmodern world view, which derives all meaning to reflect 

embedded power structures. In the case of the West I had always been 

taught, this was patriarchal by nature. I was now being confronted 

however, to re-examine the ideological underpinnings of this 

particular worldview. 

 

In keeping with the spirit of my research I began firstly with self-

examination, asking myself: 

 

How had the patriarchal narrative shaped my identity?  

 

For as long as I could recall, I bore a hereto now unconscious 

masculine guilt for the wrong doings of my male fore bearers. It stood 

after all, that if the innate nature of the masculine was oppressive, it 

must therefore be defective. Consequently I now realised, I had to 

some extent rejected myself as a male. This I also realised, had 

profoundly shaped the way I viewed men and women, placing the 

latter on a pedestal. I began to question this view and reconsider my 
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own approach to masculinity. Certainly in a Jungian sense, to reject a 

part of oneself has dire consequences. I wondered if these dynamics 

might also be reflected in culture at large. Canadian psychologist 

Jordon Peterson thought so as he suggests in his book 12 Rules for Life: 

 

There is an insistence in our culture that all forms of masculine 
authority are nothing but tyrannical power. If we think about power as 
psychological archetypes, in a balanced society we would have the good 
and bad mother and father. Unfortunately now we have only the 
tyrannical father, where all forms of masculine consciousness are 
destructive, with the reverse being true for the mother. I think this is 
sucking the vitality out of our culture (Peterson, 2018).   

 

Reconsidering the ‘pendulum’ comments, I could see now this 

reflected a threatened sense masculinity - a backlash against the 

sentiment that to be a man is to somehow be defective. The #metoo 

movement provides a poignant example of this, the consequences of 

which seem only to exaggerate the vitriolic nature of identity politics 

and push men further towards the right in a desperate attempt for 

acceptance. 

 

So how might the individual or the culture reconcile a masculinity that 

is considered inherently oppressive? This is difficult to answer, but 

what can be said is that there is growing support for commentators 

such as Peterson, who are seeking to do precisely this, by creating new 

frameworks for understanding masculinity. Certainly these 

commentators have been attracting strong criticism, which seems to 
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reveal certain ideological restraints in how we might talk as a society 

about the topic at hand. The banning of The Red Pill documentary in 

Australia provides a pertinent example. My focus for this research has 

always been to map the ideological terrain of the subject, not to align 

with specific arguments or positions which frame the subject. The 

purpose of which is to consider how I might most effectively expand 

the conversation around masculinity to as wide an audience as 

possible. This most certainly requires an awareness and sensitivity to 

entrenched ideological barriers. 

 

 

Fatherlessness 

 

 

A fatherless son will carry his absent father's baggage until he gives it back 
(Kort, 2017).   
 

Fatherlessness, whether in the sense of physical or emotional absence 

was a prominent theme throughout most of the interviews I 

conducted. As mentioned previously the topic holds great emotional 

significance for me having never met my own Father. The self-portrait 

exercise I conducted revealed a number of pressing questions, which 

lay at the core of my identity as a man - relevant to my father. Most 

pertinent of these was the question of how the fatherless man himself 

becomes a good father (and man). 
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I sought firstly to gain some historical context on the topic. This led me 

to the work of genealogist Donna Przecha. In her article Illegitimate 

Children and Missing Fathers: Working Around Illegitimacy, she provides a 

general history and analysis of the ‘illegitimate child’ in Western 

society.  Przecha observes social attitudes towards fatherless children 

(or more aptly their mothers) depended greatly on time, wealth of 

family, country and religion. In English culture she cites: 

 

Ilegitimacy wasn't as much a stigma in earlier times as it became during the 
Victorian era and later (Przecha, 2018).   
 

We see these Victorian attitudes remaining entrenched well until the 

60’s. Until this time Australia maintained a forced adoption policy for 

single mothers. Susan Gair writes: 

 

From the 1950s, babies of unmarried women were labelled illegitimate 
and, as such, the women were deemed “unfit” to mother. These young 
women could best serve society and themselves, they were told, if they 
relinquished their child for adoption (Gair, 2012).   

 
 

One of my interview subjects John, spoke of his Mother forging 

documents to retain custody of him as a single mother, before 

eventually losing him at 5 when the authorities found out about her 

situation.  
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Przecha also looked at how fatherlessness has increased in every 

generation since the industrial revolution. She attributes this to 

society’s transition from the village to the city. This created anonymity, 

leaving fathers less accountable for their family obligations. She also 

examined the psychological impact of the two world wars, referring to 

a generation of traumatised men, incapable of emotionally nurturing 

their families, resulting in increased divorce rates. 

 

Divorce rates have continued to climb since World War 2, now as high 

as 50% in the US (Marriage & Divorce, 2008).  As such, fathers have 

less to do with their children than ever before. The proportion of 

children living with just one parent in the US has risen from 9.1% in 

1960 to 20.7% in 2012. Currently, 55.1% of all black children, 31.1% of 

all Hispanic children, and 20.7% of all white children are living in 

single-parent homes (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). In Australia at present 

40% of teenagers do not have their biological father in the home 

(Fatherless Families, 2012). 

 

So what are the consequences? Robert Falzon, author of The Father 

Factor describes the increasing number of children growing up without 

fathers as: 

 

The biggest social problem facing Australia (Falzon & O’Shea, 2014).   
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Dr Bruce Robinson, supports this sentiment. In his book Fathering in the 

Fast Lane he highlights the pivotal role of a father, particularly in a 

young boys life, citing a strong correlation with behavioural issues in 

fatherless households.  

 

About a quarter of children are not being raised by their biological father. This 
drastically increases chances of incarceration, substance abuse and depression 
(Robinson, 2003).   
 
 

These findings compelled me towards fatherhood as the subject for my 

final creative project. With the topic being so entwined with my own 

identity, coupled with the pressing cultural relevance of issues around 

fathering today, this decision was unavoidable. 

 

Shortly after arriving at this decision, I met Wayne Bradshaw, CEO of 

The Fathering Project who spoke to me of his organisations pilot 

program - ‘The Armadale Project’. This was aimed at providing 

mentorship and building community around fathers and father figures 

in lower socio-economic communities. I knew immediately that I 

would produce a documentary around the implementation of the 

program and that it would provide the ideal platform to further build 

upon my research. The story had been discovered. 
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The Crisis of Masculinity 

 

 

The interview process had broadened my scope and understanding of 

many core issues informing the crisis of masculinity today. I had come 

to understand that men today were committing suicide at between five 

to six times that of females (WISQARS, 2018). That in 2018 males 

accounted for 81% of the Australian prison population (Corrective 

Services, 2018) and 93% in the US. That men are dying at a younger age 

than women from the fifteen leading causes of death (National Vital 

Statistics, 2018). That since 1981 male college graduates have decreased 

by 31% while female graduates have increased by 61% (Elementary & 

Secondary Education, 2016). That men were far less likely to seek help 

for mental illness than women (APA, 2015). That overwhelmingly men 

were feeling as though their identity was under threat and that 

Western culture offered few healthy pathways for boys to transition 

into manhood. I had discovered the numbers of men teaching in our 

schools was dropping radically (Rubinzstein-Dunlop, 2017), and as 

such many boys were experiencing adolescence without a single 

consistent male role model. I had also learnt that fathers were ill-

equipped and often absent in the lives of children today, carrying with 

it alarming consequences. 
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My research had provided insight to how the crisis of masculinity was 

manifesting itself in the culture. It had also raised concern that the 

current public conversation on this topic might be lacking the breadth 

to truly address the complex issues informing it. And it had cultivated 

a personal desire to address this, by exploring how the modern father 

reflected the broader crisis. What remained elusive however, was a 

clear research question that might guide me to the fulfilment of this 

goal. As I considered the topic of community however, I was able to 

identify such a question.  

 

 

Community 

 

 

Having addressed the ‘what’ I now turned my attention to the ‘why’. 

Why are men killing themselves? Why is depression so prolific in 

modern society? Why are men more absent from children lives? Why 

are we now defining masculinity as toxic? Sebastian Junger provided a 

starting place for many of these questions. In his book Tribe he explores 

the relationship between community and the psychological wellbeing 

of modern society: 

 

As society modernised, people found themselves able to live independently 
from any communal group. A person living in a modern city or a suburb 
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can, for the first time in history, go through an entire day—or an entire 
life—mostly encountering complete strangers. They can be surrounded by 
others and yet feel deeply, dangerously alone. The evidence that this is 
hard on us is overwhelming. Although happiness is notoriously subjective 
and difficult to measure, mental illness is not. Numerous cross-cultural 
studies have shown that modern society—despite its nearly miraculous 
advances in medicine, science, and technology—is afflicted with some of 
the highest rates of depression, schizophrenia, poor health, anxiety, and 
chronic loneliness in human history. As affluence and urbanization rise 
in a society, rates of depression and suicide tend to go up rather than 
down (Junger, 2012).   

 
 

Johann Hari takes this line of enquiry further in his book Lost 

Connections, looking at the correlation between loneliness and 

disconnection with depression, from an evolutionary perspective. He 

talks of the early African human tribes living on the savannahs: 

 

Imagine if—on those savannahs —you became separated from the group 
and were alone for a protracted period of time. It meant you were in 
terrible danger. You were vulnerable to predators, if you got sick nobody 
would be there to nurse you, and the rest of the tribe was more vulnerable 
without you too. You would be right to feel terrible. (Loneliness therefore) 
was an urgent signal from your body and brain to get back to the group, 
any damn way you could (Hari, 2018).   

 
 

Hari tries to reframe our modern understanding of depression as a 

chemical imbalance, by highlighting it as an important biological 

mechanism, triggered by a movement away from social connectedness 

and a rise in individualistic values.   

 

I began to question whether this modern trend towards disconnected 

communities and social isolation might be the key to both 
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understanding and addressing the issues confronting modern 

masculinity. Having focused my topic to the father, I was able to now 

devise the over arching thesis question of my research: 

 

Can the solution to this crisis of masculinity and fatherhood be found through 

community?  

If so how might we utilise social impact documentary to advocate for this. 

 

 

THE FATHERING PROJECT 

 

 

According to their website the core aims of The Fathering Project are 

to: 

-Help fathers realise how important they are in a child’s life and to give 

them advice on how to encourage their children. 

-Encourage fathers to become proactive and get involved early with their 

children. 

-Help fathers and father figures get connected in positive ways. 

-Reach fathers in their situation: schools, workplaces, community groups. 

-Utilise research-based evidence to encourage positive changes in fathers. 

-Highlight the strong causal link between good fathering and the reduced 
incidence of harmful behaviours such as suicide, self-harm and substance 
abuse. 
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 (The Fathering Project Overview, 2018).   
 

 

From my extensive survey of Australian organisations providing 

services to men, this was the only group I could find with a specific 

focus on fathering. The organisation was founded by Dr Bruce 

Robinson. In his book Fathering in the Fast Lane he speaks of his work as 

a doctor dealing with many dying men. Frequently they would share 

their regrets with him as they confronted their mortality. 

Overwhelmingly he recalls: 

 

I heard the same thing. I didn’t spend enough time with my family. With my 
kids (Interview with Dr. Robinson, 2018).   
 
 

This inspired Dr Robinson to found The Fathering Project, in an effort 

to encourage men to become more involved in their children’s lives 

before it was too late. In 2013 he was awarded the Western Australian 

of the Year award for this work, and the organisation has gone on to 

have great success NSW and Victoria, in addition to Western Australia. 

 

 

MY STORY 
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The question that stands out for me, in my interview with The 

Fathering Project CEO Wayne Bradshaw, was as follows: 

 

It’s great that you are encouraging fathers to be more involved with 
their children, however being that a large number of children in 
Australia are fatherless, how does your organisation aim to address 
this? 

 

His answer was: 

 

By also encouraging father figures to play a role in children’s lives. We 
never say just fathers, its always fathers AND father figures. Our goal 
for the future is to ensure every child in Australia has access to a 
positive father or father figure (Interview with Wayne Bradshaw, 
2018).   

 

This impacted me profoundly. I was a fatherless child and had very 

few healthy male role models in my life. With hindsight the 

consequences seem clear. My pathway to manhood was clumsy. I 

found myself grappling with many of the behavioural issues, akin to 

those indicated by the research. I left school at 15, endured years of 

alcoholism, suffered crippling depression and found myself numerous 

times as a young man on the wrong side of the law. I was fortunate 

that I was able to return to school and work hard on myself, eventually 

giving up drinking and creating many opportunities to improve my 

life. 

 

Growing up in Karawarra, a lower socio-economic community in the 
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early 90s in Western Australia, many of my friends came from similar 

circumstances. Unfortunately, very few of them were as lucky as I was. 

Incarceration, substance abuse and suicide stood almost as the norm. 

In 2006 I made a documentary entitled A Dollar for the Good Ones, 

which documented this. The film was a portrait of my childhood friend 

Luke. It had been 10 years since I’d seen Luke, and through the course 

of production we rekindled our friendship. The film follows Luke and 

his friend Germaine, swimming in golf course lakes, finding golf balls, 

which they would sell to fund their respective drug habits. The film 

achieved success on the festival circuit, winning best documentary at 

the WA Screen Awards, screening at ACMI for the Australian 

Perspectives series, receiving a positive review on the Triple J movie 

show and playing at reputable festivals such as Guangzhou Doc Fest, 

Flickerfest and Revelation. To this day I still regularly receive messages 

from people on the impact it had on them watching it. For me, it was a 

means of making peace with where I came from and recognising how 

lucky I was to have not taken a similar path to Luke and many of my 

childhood friends. It showed me the capacity of documentary as a tool 

for personal growth, and I approached production on The Fathers of 

Neverland with this firmly in mind- carrying a desire to make peace 

with myself as a man and perhaps one day as a father. 

 

In the 90s Karawarra was notorious for crime, drugs and violence. 

When I returned to this community to conduct pre-production for A 
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Dollar for the Good Ones, I had discovered the neighbourhood was now 

radically gentrified. The public housing had been redistributed to the 

outlying suburbs of Perth, focused primarily in an area called 

Armadale. Armadale was once a peaceful rural region of Perth known 

for its apple orchards. It is now a deeply troubled area, situated at the 

end of the Eastern train line from Perth, baring the unfortunate title of 

‘domestic violence capital of Australia’. This is the ‘new’ Karawarra 

and in many ways is the community I grew up in. 10 years after I shot 

the final scene of A Dollar for the Good Ones - Luke falling into a heroin 

induced coma whilst his life around him had come unstuck - here I 

was again returning to this community to tell their story. To tell my 

story.  

 

 

THE ARMADALE PROJECT 

 

 

I will provide a longline, synopsis and social impact statement for The 

Fathering Project, before providing a reflection on the challenges which 

confronted me during production.  

 

 

LOGLINE 
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Armadale is Perth’s most violent suburb. Boys here are raised in 

fractured families, facing suicide, crime and mental illness. Australia’s 

first preventative program ‘The Fathering Project’ will combat these 

entrenched, intergenerational problems, one father at a time. This raw, 

heartfelt documentary will explore the triumphs & tragedies of the 

men and boys of Armadale, providing insight to a modern crisis of 

masculinity. 

 

 

SYNOPSIS 

 

 

Armadale is the last stop on the Eastern line from Perth station. Its 

colonial town centre, refurbished public housing and revamped 

community spaces reflect a government effort to address its notorious 

record as the domestic violence capital of Australia. The modern 

architecture and public art lend themselves to a sad irony, as the streets 

carry an unmistakable sense of desperation and dire circumstance. 

 

It is a city of lost boys with hapless futures. 

 

As you stroll through the streets of Armadale, the trauma present in 
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the community is clearly visible. An unmistakable pain only skin deep 

which is all too familiar to me.  

 

Like many of the young boys in Armadale I grew up fatherless, in a 

community where drugs, suicides, crime and violence were 

commonplace. Where jail was considered a rite of passage for young 

men and where families strived meagrely for survival.  

 

I’ve seen many childhood friends become apart of these harrowing 

statistics, and it’s prompted me on a journey - to understand why the 

young men from these communities are so often fated to destructive 

futures. 

 

It was in Armadale that I came across the vehicle for this journey, a 

unique and pioneering preventative program called ‘The Fathering 

Project’. The first of its kind in Australia, aiming to help the children by 

building better fathers.  

 

The Fathers of Neverland follows The Fathering Project over an entire 

school semester, sharing the challenges and stories of the fathers of 

Armadale whilst asking the question: can strengthening community 

and connection provide the solution they desperately need? 
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SOCIAL IMPACT 

 

 

The mission of this film - aligned with the work of The Fathering 

Project, is threefold. Firstly, to create better outcomes for children, 

secondly, to shift statistics around suicide, mental illness, addiction 

and incarceration, heavily weighted towards young men and finally to 

advocate for services which directly support fathers.  

 

The Fathering Project is unique in their quest, aiming to develop a 

national support network for men, which specifically works to foster a 

culture of positive fathering. The research is clear, a positive father or 

father figure has a significant impact on the development and 

performance of children.  

 

In a suburb such as Armadale:  

 

There are on average 10 reported assaults per week (Walsh, 2017).   
 

 

There is mounting evidence that preventative programs which engage 

fathers, reduce violence and reverse negative fathering patterns 

between generations. Richard Tolman highlights 5 preventative 
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programs in his article How Working with Men and Boys Could Stop 

Domestic Violence, which have already demonstrated positive results in 

this regard (Tolman, 2018). 

 

As we find ourselves in the midst of a fatherless epidemic, with almost 

a third of Australian teenagers living at home without their biological 

fathers, this has never been more relevant and necessary.  

 

Direct outcomes for The Fathers Documentary include:  

 

-Highlight the lack of services available for men/fathers and the necessity 

to provide these. 

-Highlight the effectiveness/validity of preventative programs over a 

purely punitive approach.  

-Raise the profile of both the Parkerville and The Fathering Project, and 

support their mission to get their program in every school in Australia.  

-Provide a resource for young people and fathers.�-Create awareness 

around the importance of effective fathering on children. 

 

I have looked at a number of social impact strategies implemented by 

successful Australian documentaries including: Call Me Dad, Man Up, 

Blue, That Sugar Film and Gayby Baby.  

 

That Sugar Film provides perhaps the most well known example. A 
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recent Nielsen and George Institute study revealed a growing trend in 

Australians taking a greater interest in low or no sugar alternatives 

when grocery shopping (Karpaviciute, 2018). The film having achieved 

domestic and international box office success coupled with a rigorous 

social impact strategy suggests at least some influence on this outcome. 

Key components of the films social impact strategy include: 

 

The set up of an interactive website, promotion and distribution of the 

School Action Toolkit, a Community Screening program and a free 

smartphone That Sugar App. The director also established the Mai 

Wiru Foundation to support the work of the Aboriginal nutrition 

program featured in the film (Bateman, 2016). 

 

Drawing from the tried and tested impact strategies of these films I 

have made a start towards implementing my own social impact 

strategy. This however, has been severely limited by a lack of funds, 

time and experienced crew, factors I hope to address as I take the film 

towards completion in the upcoming year. I have already established a 

website (www.fathersdocumentary.com) and a facebook page, as well 

as conducting a fundraising campaign which enabled me to purchase a 

camera for production.  

 

It is my hope to secure post production and marketing funding to 

further expand my website, releasing clips from the shoot, building a 
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forum for discussion and providing resources that may help fathers. I 

will also continue to work in partnership with The Fathering Project 

and Parkerville to utilise their extensive networks and seek 

collaboration with a social impact producer to further develop 

strategies as postproduction progresses.  

 

I acknowledge in regards to my social impact strategy I am still in the 

early stages of development, and for this reason it may be some time 

before I can really answer the question previously posed - how might 

one use social impact documentary to address the father crisis? 

 

 

CHARACTERS 

 

 

Once production was underway I felt great. Finally, I was doing what I 

came to the film school to do. Make films! I had felt extremely 

frustrated at the lack of time allocated to do this during my time at 

AFTRS. For me film school felt like an unnecessary bureaucratisation 

of the filmmaking process, and in many ways detracted from the joy I 

derived from it. But here I was in full flight of production, finally doing 

what I loved.  

 

There were 4 components to the film. Firstly, community interviews. 
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Here I conducted around 15 interviews with community members 

including the MLP for Armadale, community workers, WA Police, 

teachers, fathers and researchers. Around this was documenting The 

Fathering Project activities. The focus for me was the fortnightly BBQs 

at Neerigen Brooke primary school and the weekly mens group 

workshops run for fathers who have children in DCP care. In addition 

to this I followed 3 main characters, gaining observational footage.  

 

Sourcing the characters proved challenging, much of my time in 

between shoots was spent trying to call people and arrange interviews. 

Many of the potential characters were difficult to get ahold of and 

would often not stick to appointments. I was fortunate that the 3 main 

characters- Traverse, Gracie and David were extremely 

accommodating. 

 

Traverse 

 

 

Traverse is the main character of the film. He is the downtrodden 

battler who grew up in an abusive family. He is a single father who 

desperately wants to be better, but having had no guidance throughout 

his life he often struggles to find his way. He is the meter by which we 

measure the success of The Fathering Project, and by the end when the 

program loses its funding we see the bleak consequences this has on 
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him.  

 

Gracie 

 

 

Gracie is a larger than life Maori father who is the heart and soul of 

Armadale. After fighting his way out of a deep depression and almost 

losing his family he now commits himself to supporting other men 

throughout the community. Gracie is the primary means by which I 

talk about the importance of community throughout the film. He 

shows us that each citizen has an obligation to their community and 

only by coming together can we truly address the social issues that 

confront lower socio-economic communities. 

 

David 

 

 

David is the facilitator of The Fathering Project. He is the rock and 

represents the father figure the world needs. He is consistent, balanced, 

fair and supportive. He also provides the narrative device to frame the 

other characters and build context.  

 

 

There are a number of supporting characters in The Fathering Project, 
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which I gained access to in various ways. Firstly, through The 

Fathering Project activities, I would attend, film and simply approach 

people. If I felt a person’s story was of relevance or their character 

suitable for the documentary I would then request contact details and a 

follow up meeting. Usually I would conduct a preliminary interview 

and then try to get access to the characters life. Very few of the people I 

dealt with however allowed access to go beyond an interview. I also 

spent most of the 7-week production period in the community. At 

cafes, in the library, walking the streets. Here I was able to meet a 

number of fathers and community members who would feature in the 

film, and it also enabled me to build trust with the people of Armadale. 

I also attended a number of community events, including rotary 

events, indigenous meetings and community lunches as a means of 

sourcing characters and developing story. 

 

 

CURRENT STAGE 

 

 

I have now compiled around 50 hours of material, all of which has 

been transcribed. I was able to secure federal funding through Screen 

Australia to produce a trailer: 

 

https://vimeo.com/326160973  
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And have received state funding from Screenwest to develop a 

treatment, which is currently in the works.   

 

I’ve produced and directed a piece of work that I am immensely proud 

of. I know without a doubt I have shot something that given the 

opportunity could truly make an impact for the better on our society. I 

have achieved this in light of considerable adversity and know now 

that I have a great reservoir of strength and courage at my disposal. 

This leaves me with a huge sense of accomplishment for the work I 

have already produced.  

 

Certainly I confront a large degree of anxiety at the current state of my 

film. I have a large number of organisations and people placing large 

expectations on me to deliver a strong piece of work. I am deeply in 

debt, having funded the bulk of the film myself and have a huge 

amount of work ahead of me.  

 

Despite this, I’m confident that I will find a way to complete the project 

and hopefully engage the impact I had hoped - in expanding the 

conversation around masculinity in this country. Throughout the 

journey I’ve been impassioned to continue using my craft to try help 

people. After completing The Fathering Project I expect to set back out 

into the world, to continue meeting people, learning and telling stories 

that speak to my heart. My feeling is that I am not done with the topic 
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of masculinity and will continue to work towards improving issues 

confronting men today. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

There is no doubt this research project has presented an immense 

opportunity for self-development. In the fires of adversity I have 

cultivated a strong sense of resilience, determination and 

resourcefulness. This I will continue to draw from to complete the final 

project beyond my graduation from AFTRS. I have been able to 

implement a number of research methodologies to navigate a field of 

enquiry previously unfamiliar to me. In the process I have gained deep 

insight to the breadth of issues informing it, engaging a wide range of 

communities, individuals and organisations in the process. I believe I 

have been able to demonstrate, that there is a real necessity for us to 

consider the needs of both fathers and men, beyond what we currently 

do, and I feel confident the finished film will support the message that 

more services are required in this regard. I’m also confident that the 

finished work will highlight the key role community plays in 

cultivating healthy fathering. In this respect, my work provides an 

example of the capacity for practice-led research to generate new 

knowledge. Finally, I believe I have garnered the skills and confidence 
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to eventually implement a social impact strategy around The Fathering 

Project, which will initiate these changes in society at large. The 

outcome of which will finally provide an answer to the question of 

how social impact documentary might address the current crisis of 

masculinity and fathering.   

 

 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

 

 

The topic of my research has pushed me to deeply consider the current 

cultural climate, particularly relating to identity politics and the 

representation of the white male. In today’s world, the white male 

stands as the benchmark from which everything is set in opposition to. 

Certainly, it is the aspiration for equality, which has motivated the 

construction of this dichotomy and that is an honourable cause. 

However, having investigated this topic deeply, it’s become apparent 

that in many ways this patriarchal narrative has been leveraged, and 

the consequences may stand in conflict with the aspirations of the early 

feminist movements. It may be necessary to reconsider the way we 

understand and represent the modern male and examine the accuracy 

and consequences of the prevailing dichotomy attached to the male 

sex. This is a time we need to be advocating for equality of 
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opportunity, not for the disempowerment of one half of the 

population. We need to build the self-esteem of both women and men, 

to create a healthier society, not a divided one. 

 

After all, have we forgotten that we live in the most peaceful and 

affluent times known to man. That our system, imperfect as it is, has 

enough flexibility to embrace all people of difference. That if your 

sexual inclination doesn’t fit within a conventional gender role, our 

culture can change to accommodate that. That there has never been a 

better opportunity to make art which elevates us as humans. That 

things are actually not that bad. Yet here we are, forever focused on 

what we lack, determined to categorise everyone and everything by 

rank of most to least oppressed. Surely I will be misunderstood as 

someone against equality, but I contest that is not that case, nor does it 

represent my motivation for such sentiments. 

 

I am aware also of my hypocrisy. I too am guilty of this story. As I 

found myself fresh from Western Australia, attending the prestigious 

Australian Film Television and Radio School, I could not help but look 

at my peers and think about where they came from. About the 

overwhelming representation of middle and upper middle class 

students who found their way in this school. These students from the 

best private schools, who would go on to make projects about 

empowerment, and never know what it is to see their friend dead 
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because no one ever believed in them. Or to feel like university was a 

place that they didn’t belong. Or to be told, you are a man and you are 

privileged already so take the back of the line, all the while 

remembering a sister dying from heroin or the shame of getting a hand 

outs from the salvation army for Christmas. Certainly I lent my 

thinking to such things. To categorising myself. To staking a claim for 

the pie of oppression. The kid from the lower socio-economic 

community. Poor me.  

 

No doubt we all have pain, we all have a struggle. And thank god we 

do, for like the tree that feels no wind, we break without it. I 

acknowledge I don’t have the right to take away another’s struggle and 

I know I contradict that here.  

 

As I look back on this journey, I can see now that this whole project 

was an attempt to reconcile my own sense of inadequacy. The poor 

fatherless boy at the fancy film school. Who felt a bitter anger at the 

label of white privileged male. It’s funny how everything really boils 

down to this. When you strip away all the quotes and fancy words and 

get really honest about who you are. It’s selfish, insecure, angry and 

self pitying. And on the journey to find that out, you also discover that 

you’re strong, courageous, loving, and passionate.  

 

I leave my musing on an excerpt from my favourite novel, Martin Eden 
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which surmises my research experience (and my film school journey) 

more aptly perhaps, than the previous ten thousand words: 

 

 
Who are you, Martin Eden? he demanded of himself in the looking- glass, 
that night when he got back to his room. He gazed at himself long and 
curiously. Who are you? What are you? Where do you belong? You belong 
by rights to girls like Lizzie Connolly. You belong with the legions of toil, 
with all that is low, and vulgar, and un-beautiful. You belong with the 
oxen and the drudges, in dirty surroundings among smells and stenches. 
There are the stale vegetables now. Those potatoes are rotting. Smell them, 
damn you, smell them. And yet you dare to open the books, to listen to 
beautiful music, to learn to love beautiful paintings, to speak good English, 
to think thoughts that none of your own kind thinks, to tear yourself away 
from the oxen and the Lizzie Connollys and to love a pale spirit of a woman 
who is a million miles beyond you and who lives in the stars! Who are you? 
and what are you? damn you! And are you going to make good? (London, 
1970).   
 
 
― Jack London, Martin Eden  
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