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Fatherhood no picnic either, psychiatrists say
By David W illiamson

(Editor's Note: D a v id  W il l ia m so n , medical 
w rite r  in the O ffice of Public Relations, expects to 
become a fa ther  for  the f ir s t  t ime in Novem ber,  
W h ile  experiencing some insomnia, he has not gone  
through the other "sym p a th y  sym p to m s"  of  
pregnancy he writes about here. H is  wife S a ndy  
w ould unselfishly have shared some w ith  h im .)

Just about everyone knows tha t 
pregnan t w om en can experience a 
num ber  of unpleasant sym ptom s during 
the nine m on ths  before they give birth.

Among these side effects of impending 
m otherhood are "m orning sickness," 
headaches, loss of appetite, cramps and 
backache.

Not so well known, however, is tha t  
husbands sometim es experience the  same 
sym ptom s during the  m onths  before they 
become fathers , according to Drs. Jesse 
O. C avenar Jr. and Nancy T. Butts, 
psychiatrists w ho have studied and 
w ri t ten  about the  phenom enon.

C avenar is an associate professor of 
psychiatry here and chief of psychiatry at 
the  VA Hospital. Butts, w ho completed a 
residency in psychiatry here  last year, 
now maintains a private practice in 
Chapel Hill.

M ore common 
than  generally  recognized

In a pre-Father 's Day interview, the 
tw o said they believe tha t  physical 
reactions in men to  ' their  wives' 
pregnancies o r  even desire for pregnancy

are m uch m ore com m on than  is generally 
recognized.

The causes, they said, may be as varied 
as the  sym ptom s and range from mild 
fears about finances and being a good 
f a t h e r  to  d e e p - s e a te d  p e r s o n a l i ty  
conflicts going back to the  husband's  own 
childhood.

"I th ink it's im portan t for men to  realize 
tha t  some em otional upheaval around  the 
time of pregnancy is to  be expected," 
Butts said. "But instead of pushing these 
though ts  and feelings under  the  rug, they 
should discuss them  with the ir  wives."

In m ost cases, talks between spouses 
will be enough to dispel a man's anxieties 
about becoming a father,  she said. More 
extrem e cases may call for psychotherapy 
tha t  can last just a few sessions or many 
years, requiring hospitalization.

Fatherhood stress
W hen pregnancy-like sym ptom s arise 

in expectant fathers, and no physical 
cause can be found, C avenar said 
psychiatrists call the  condition the 
Couvade syndrome.

The disorder derives its name, he said, 
from  the  French w ord  meaning "to 
brood" o r  "hatch." Anthropologists in the 
last cen tury  used tha t  w ord to describe a 
ritual still practiced by certain primitive 
tribes in South America and Africa.

"Essentially, the ritual consists of the 
husband of the pregnant w om an retiring 
to his bed during his wife's labor,

simulating o r  experiencing labor pains, 
and receiving a tten tion  tha t  would 
ordinarily be given to a w om an,"  he said.

"The wife may be lucky if she has one 
a t tendan t because almost everyone is 
clustered around  the  husband," C avenar 
said. "There are several different theories 
about w hy this has been done, but I think

it at least shows the ir  appreciation of how  
stressful becoming a fa the r  can be."

Not so hum orous
While the Couvade syndrom e usually 

disappears around the time of delivery, 
occasionally it does not. Anyone w ho 
thinks a husband's  fears are hum orous  
would change his mind if he knew  the 
heartache those fears can bring into a 
marriage.

In a scientific paper they w ro te  last 
year, the two psychiatrists were the first 
to point ou t tha t  unresolved rivalries with 
younger b ro thers  or sisters may be a 
major factor w hen  the syndrom e w orsens 
af te r  delivery.

In the cases they  described, four men 
were incapacitated to  varying degrees 
af te r  their  wives announced pregnancies.

T hree of the  m en recovered af te r  they 
came to unders tand  tha t their  difficulties 
resulted from subconsciously associating 
their  unborn  infants with younger 

/C on tinued  on page 41

Pioneer in vitreous surgery 
named ophthalmology chairman

O ne of the  world's most highly 
respected eye surgeons has accepted an 
a p p o i n tm e n t  as c h a i rm a n  of th e  
D epartm en t of Ophthalmology here.

Dr. Robert Machemer, currently

f

W H A T  A R E  THESE PEOPLE D O I N G ?—This activity, taking place behind 
the hospital, may look a little strange, but there's a perfectly logical 
explanation of what is going on and why. You can find out by turning to

page 4. In the meantime, here's a clue; June is National Recreation and 
Parks Month.

associate professor of ophthalmology at 
the  University of Miami's Bascom Palmer 
Eye Institu te , will succeed Dr. Joseph A. 
C. W adsw orth  in the position Sept. 1.

W adsworth, w ho founded the Duke 
Eye C enter,  will continue his practice and 
teaching responsibilities at Duke. In 
March he turned  65, the m andatory  age 
at which depar tm en t heads give up 
administrative duties.

Developed revo lu tionary  
new  in s t ru m en t  

Almost eight years ago, M achem er and 
his colleague Jean-Marie Parel began 
d e v e lo p in g  a r e v o l u t i o n a r y  n e w  
in s t ru m en t  they named the  VISC 
(vitreous-infusion-suction-cutter). Their 
device allowed eye surgeons for the  first 
time to rem ove and replace the  vitreous 
— a normally transpa ren t  liquid tha t  
helps the eyeball maintain its spherical 
shape — w hen  tha t  liquid clouds up and 
blocks vision.

Since then^ vitreous surgery  has 
developed into an ophthalmic specialty 
tha t provides t rea tm en ts  for m any eye 
d i s e a s e s  p r e v i o u s l y  c o n s i d e r e d  
untreatable. A m ong these are  the late 
stage of diabetic retinopathy, one of the 
possible complications of diabetes and a 
leading cause of blindness.

T hrough  his subsequent scientific 
writings, instructional films and lectures, 
M achemer has taugh t hundreds  of o the r  
eye specialists in this coun try  and abroad 
to perform  the  operation safely. He is also 
know n for his research th a t  established a 
good experimental model for retinal 
d e t a c h m e n t ,  a v i s i o n - t h r e a t e n i n g  
condition th a t  sometimes results  from 
injury or  severe nearsightedness.

N ative of G erm any 
A u th o r  of m ore th a n  120 papers and a 

textbook on v itreous surgery , Machemer, 
(C ontinued  an page 3 )


