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			INTRODUCTION

			We threw the party for J’s first birthday. When it came time for cake, our guest of honor, the smallest person in the room by a long shot, fittingly selected the largest slice. It sat undisturbed on his high chair tray for just a few seconds.

			Soon J, his chair, the floor, and, as we like to retell it, the ceiling were covered in cake. By some miracle, J’s pudgy arms had the reach of the construction cranes he would later become obsessed with as a toddler.

			It was a mess. Encouraged by our laughter, J massaged the frosting into his face. We were happy to egg him on. Post–J cleanup wasn’t our problem. That was his parents’ job.

			As my nephew J’s nanny for the first few months of his life, I brought a good deal of experience to the role. A certified babysitter since age eleven, I had prior experience as a nanny and a stint in high school as perhaps the youngest church nursery head of all time. All roads pointed toward the inevitability of parenthood for me. My husband, Lance, was sure of it.

			Never mind that we’d already agreed we weren’t having kids. Never mind that Lance had no plans to change his mind. He knew, one day, I would change mine. My biological clock would tick on. My maternal instinct would kick in. When the time came, Lance would silently mourn his freedom, accept it, and move on.

			While Lance counted the days remaining until I changed my mind, I waited for the world to catch on to a simple truth: that not having kids is a perfectly acceptable life choice.

			We hadn’t fully “come out” as childfree yet, but we’d told a few people we weren’t planning to have kids. The “oh, you’ll change your minds” were a dime a dozen. No one took us seriously.

			It wasn’t really a surprise, then, when my sister chirped, “So when are you two going to give J a cousin?” My impassioned retort brought the room to a halt: “Never!”

			The last glob of frosting clinging to J’s flailing paws hit the floor with a thud. The news was out. We were {not} having a baby!

			

			—

			While we knew that our decision not to have kids fell outside the path that others had envisioned for us, Lance and I had no idea when we made the choice that we’d find ourselves discussing it on the set of Katie Couric’s talk show years later. Lance, one of very few publicly vocal childfree men, joined the audience. I took my seat on the stage along with Katie. I was there to be interviewed in my capacity as Dr. Amy Blackstone, professor of sociology at the University of Maine and a nationally recognized expert on the childfree choice. When I suggested during the interview that the notion of maternal instinct is a myth, Katie’s response—“This is blasphemy!”—made clear just how sacred a conviction I had challenged. But I hadn’t just challenged a deeply rooted conviction, I’d made visible a choice that for many, and even for myself for many years, had remained largely unseen.

			AN INVISIBLE CHOICE

			Sociologist of gender Judith Lorber once observed, “Talking about gender for most people is the equivalent of fish talking about water.”1 Much the same can be said of talking about the choice to parent—or not. Parenthood is so much a part of our everyday lives, from how we arrange our families to what we see on TV and in magazines to what we learn in church and hear from our politicians, that we often take it for granted. But while everyone has at least two biological parents (sometimes more, thanks to a “three-parent” technique that in 2016 resulted in the birth of the first baby to be born with DNA from the eggs of two different females and sperm from one male2), not everyone becomes a parent.

			In launching my research on the childfree, my goal was to better understand and make visible the experiences of people whose circumstances I did—and do—share. At the time that I decided I wanted to study the childfree, I had just submitted my tenure portfolio and felt confident that the response would be positive. Upon reaching this milestone in my career, many of my friends were reaching a significant milestone in their own lives—they were, to use the common vernacular, starting their families. Even friends I once thought were sure to be part of our lifelong childfree sister- and brotherhood were having kids.

			One friend, who’d declared at her bridal shower years earlier (much to the chagrin of her mother and grandmothers) that she was never, ever having kids, called to tell me that she was—quite intentionally and very happily—pregnant. Shortly thereafter, a friend from grad school, who had been on the fence about kids, shared her own good news. And though I am in no way superstitious, my friends’ pregnancies always seem to come in threes. A week after my grad school friend shared that she was expecting, a friend from work who I knew had been leaning toward not having kids, shared with me the news of her own pending bundle of joy. In all three cases, I was happy for my friends, genuinely so, because in spite of their earlier hesitation, I knew they’d made the choice they wanted to make. This isn’t always the case for parents—something I’ll explore more in the following pages.

			As someone without kids but who felt that I had started a family—I’d already built a life on my own as an adult with a household, a career, a cat, and a companion—I was struck by the notion that my family didn’t seem to count and that our friends, with whom Lance and I had once had so much in common, were disappearing. I also wondered what was wrong with me and where the batteries to my own biological clock had gone. Why wasn’t I feeling the same pull toward motherhood that so many of the women around me seemed to be feeling?

			So, as a newly tenured professor who was seeing less of her friends as they made the transition to parenthood and who now had a job from which I could not easily be fired, I decided to shift the focus of my research agenda to include a set of questions that I had a personal investment in, questions surrounding the childfree choice and the experience of being childfree. I launched what has become my decade-long study of the childfree after receiving a grant from the National Council on Family Relations’ section on Feminism and Family Studies. As a sociologist of gender at heart and by training, I focused the grant on discovering how gender and the childfree choice might be connected. Did women and men reach the decision in the same way? Did they think about their choice similarly? How did others respond? Were the consequences of their choice the same regardless of gender?

			The fifty childfree women and twenty childfree men I’ve formally interviewed since embarking on my research taught me that there is more to their stories than gender, though gender certainly plays a big role in shaping their experiences as childfree and how others respond to their choice. They also think about and form families in new and inspiring ways, they face workplace challenges because of their status as childfree, some are deeply involved in the lives of children who are not their own, they lead full and fascinating lives, they’re involved in their communities, and they’re happy with the choice they’ve made.

			I’ve also learned from my students’ research on the subject, including a survey of over seven hundred childfree women and men, which found that women experience the stigma of their choice more deeply than other childfree people.3 And of course I’ve learned from the decades of social scientific research on the childfree choice that precedes my own, starting with the work of trailblazers Leta Hollingsworth in the early twentieth century and Jean Veevers and Sharon Houseknecht in the 1970s, to research by my contemporaries, including Kristin Park, Tonya Koropeckyj-Cox, Rosemary Gillespie, and Kimya Dennis, to emerging research by newer scholars that include Shelly Volsche, Brooke Long, Gillian Ayers, Braelin Settle, Andrea Laurent-Simpson, and Jenna Healey—to name just a few.4

			Writers, filmmakers, and activists outside of academe have also informed my work. Laura Carroll has been spreading the word about the childfree choice since the publication of her first book nearly two decades ago.5 Laura Scott, author and filmmaker, welcomed Lance and me with open arms to the childfree blogosphere.6 Childfree pioneer and author Marcia Drut-Davis has been a source of inspiration for us.7 And with filmmakers Maxine Trump and Therese Shechter I’ve found camaraderie and friendship and discovered ways of celebrating the childfree choice and critiquing the motherhood mandate that are touching, hilarious, and creative.8

			All of these writers, researchers, filmmakers, and activists—and many more—have played a role in making more visible the choice not to have children. And they’ve inspired Lance and me in our own efforts toward that end.

			WE’RE {NOT} HAVING A BABY!

			As many positive role models Lance and I spoke with, however, we also had another inspiration to begin speaking out on the childfree choice ourselves: We’d seen the letters to advice columnists lamenting the pressure to give parents grandchildren, heard the cries of “You’ll regret it!” from well-meaning friends, seen the name-calling (“Selfish!” “Stupid!” “Shallow!”) from anonymous observers online. We knew what people thought of us, the childfree. Fueled by this fury, we began writing our blog, we’re {not} having a baby!, together on April 1, 2013—and since then have had the rewarding experience of learning from the thousands of childfree people we’ve met through the blog, though it didn’t start out so smoothly.

			We launched the blog with the fanfare normally reserved for launch announcements of a different sort. “Special delivery!” we wrote on that very first post. “We’re having a . . . BLOG!” We even included a tongue-in-cheek “birth” announcement with a photo of the two of us snuggled on the couch, staring lovingly at a computer in our laps, the opening screen of our new blog displayed. Along with the photo came the requisite sap (“With much love and hope for the future, we proudly announce we’re {not} having a baby!”) and stats (Born April 1, 2013; Weight: n/a; Height: n/a).

			The significance of announcing that we were not having a baby on April Fools’ Day, no less with a pretend “birth” announcement, didn’t dawn on us until a few friends called to congratulate us on finally taking the leap by saying yes to parenthood. We were joking, right? Earlier claims that we weren’t having kids must have been just talk. They knew we’d change our minds one day! Joy of joys, we really were having a baby! We couldn’t undo our poorly timed launch, so we soldiered on and used the mishap as an opportunity to confirm with friends and family that we really, truly were not having a baby.

			Once we all recovered from the initial confusion, the response to our plans for the blog—to document our experiences as a childfree couple and share what we’d learned about the childfree choice from my research on the topic—varied. Some thought it was a great idea, saying they couldn’t wait to read it. One childfree friend was quick to offer her support and congratulations on social media: “Awesome! We so need this!!” Others were less enthusiastic, even confused. One relative, not yet a mother herself but soon would be, shared this reaction on Facebook: “LOL. An entire blog just to talk about how you don’t want kids? What’s the point?” To her credit, she changed her tone once we explained what we had in mind for the blog, but she wasn’t the only person to express wonder over the need for such a thing.

			We created the blog to have a space where we could celebrate our choice. We sought the sort of camaraderie that comes from knowing you’ve made the same life choice as those around you. Living in a small town where most people our age were parents, creating a virtual community seemed like a good option. Offering readers the chance to share their own stories, the blog also provided a space for us to learn from those who’d made the same choice but whose circumstances differed from our own. From our readers’ stories we learned what it was like for other childfree people to come out as childfree and how their experiences varied by location, age, family circumstance, gender, and so many other factors.

			As the blog developed, so too did my research on the topic and the public’s interest in the childfree choice. I started getting calls from reporters wanting to understand who makes the choice and why. Grad students interested in writing dissertations on the topic e-mailed me for advice. Childfree people and those who love them wrote to ask for resources. Soon, I came to understand that this cultural moment isn’t just a moment. It is part of a larger conversation about how we make choices about our reproductive lives, our families, our work, our free time, and how we’ll age. It is about how we navigate the public consequences of our personal choices, who controls those choices, and how scientific discovery and new options for how we form bonds and plan for our futures shape our lives. I realized that this “moment” is so much more than a moment, and so much bigger than our own announcement that we weren’t having a baby ourselves.

			THE PERSONAL, THE PUBLIC, AND THE POLITICAL

			What became the rallying cry of the second-wave feminist movement—“The personal is political”—is as relevant today as ever. What at first glance appears to be the very personal question of whether or not to have kids has become a matter of public concern and political debate. Policy makers, media commentators, and parents worried they might never experience the joys of grandchildren want to better understand the trend. What’s been missing from much of the discussion to date is a perspective grounded in history, drawn from decades of scientific inquiry, and in dialogue with broader political and cultural questions about how we organize our lives and our communities.

			In this book, I set out to shed light on what the childfree choice is, how the lives of those who make it are arranged, and why they’ve opted out of parenthood. I also explore the consequences of the choice for those who make it. Though cultural lore suggests regret is a likely consequence, more common is an awareness of the stigma of choosing the path less traveled, an acceptance that not everyone will understand, and also the joy of arranging one’s life in the way that feels most right. In the context of an ever-growing global population and the simultaneous shrinking population in many Western nations, I consider what more people on earth means for all of us and what fewer people in some nations means for how we think about family, aging, and community. Both trends have consequences for city, state, national, and global policy and planning.

			As more people make the choice not to have kids, a new market segment has also emerged. Though, in the words of public relations executive Adrianna Bevilaqua, “the majority of marketing talks to adult women like they are all moms or want to be mothers.”9 Communications trailblazers like Melanie Notkin, who founded the lifestyle brand Savvy Auntie, and Karen Malone Wright, founder of The NotMom Summit, are working to shift this pattern. Women without kids spend 35 percent more per person on groceries and 60 percent more days abroad per year than mothers.10 They spend nearly twice as much on hair and beauty products. As Wright told The New York Times, non-mothers “have money and are beginning to get a little ticked off no one is noticing them.”11

			While marketers may not notice the childfree, others certainly do. Conservative pundits determined to keep as many women as possible out of the public sphere and at home are especially ardent in their targeting of childfree women. But the vitriol is not limited to conservatives. During the 2013 New York City mayoral race, Chirlane McCray claimed that her husband Bill de Blasio’s rival, Christine Quinn, would be unable to effectively advocate for childcare issues because she wasn’t a mother herself. In 2016, U.S. Green Party presidential candidate Jill Stein wrote that she wants our next president “to reflect the values that are part of being a mom,” defining those values as “taking care of others and being compassionate, starting with our children.”12 Across the pond, 2016 British prime minister contender Andrea Leadsom was quoted as saying “that being a mum means you have a real stake in the future of our country, a tangible stake.”13 The implication about non-mothers is clear.

			In 1976, the U.S. Census Bureau began tracking women’s lifetime childlessness. For the first time ever, we could see—publicly, with data!—what women were doing in their private lives and whether and when they would make the very personal decision to become mothers. Also for the first time, we began to see that increasing numbers of women were opting out of motherhood entirely. Today, one in six women will end her childbearing years without ever giving birth. Half of millennials don’t yet have children and it remains to be seen how many will.

			Women are judged whatever choice they make about children. Too many and you’re selfish—not enough time for each kid! Just one and you’re selfish—children need siblings to thrive! None and you’re selfish—why don’t you care about children? Whatever choice we make, it seems we just can’t win. And let’s face it, the pressure to realize their supposed “natural instincts” is much higher on women—but men are not entirely off the hook. We didn’t get here by accident—an intertwining of reproductive, family, medical, and gender history brought us here. Exploring that rich history helps us see that the current moment isn’t just comments and opinions from friends, family, or media; it is grounded in our past and built into our very society. It also varies across cultures and geographical borders.

			This book is for everyone, whether you have children or not. Who controls our fertility and which reproductive choices are available to us shape all our experiences. How we age, and who takes care of us when we’re old, are questions we all face. How we balance work and life, and who is responsible for ensuring that such balance is possible, are questions we’ve all asked. While rates of childlessness have nearly doubled since the advent of reliable birth control in the 1960s, our cultural norms, values, and beliefs haven’t caught up to this reality. Today, the childfree are at the center of these conversations, but the questions touch us all.

		

	
		
			ONE

			CHILDFREE:

			THE BIRTH OF A MOVEMENT

			OBITUARY: MOTHERHOOD. Died, as a symbol, a life role, a sacred institution, sometime in the early nineteen-seventies. Causes of death: concern for overpopulation; and the desire of many to live as free individuals, not nurturers of young.

			—ELLEN PECK, THE NEW YORK TIMES1

		

	
		
			
			In 1972, Ellen Peck’s New York Times editorial pronounced the death of motherhood. Though birth rates in many Western nations are lower today than they were then, our growing global population suggests the pronouncement was premature. The institution of motherhood has certainly changed since the 1970s, but it is still very much alive and kicking. Peck, co-founder of the National Organization for Non-Parents, was part of a new movement dedicated to raising awareness about parenthood as a choice and in particular about nonparenthood as a reasonable and viable alternative that adults could—and should—consider making.

			Emerging during the “contested realm of reproductive politics in the 1970s,” childfree activism represented the “nexus of identity politics and environmental activism.”2 The childfree movement called into question the assumption that life without children lacked purpose. As birth control options expanded and improved, more and more women were free to choose whether, when, how, and to how many children they would become mothers. This new freedom created a consciousness about parenthood as a choice rather than destiny. With that new consciousness came the emergence of a childfree movement, a grassroots effort to educate the public about nonparenthood as a legitimate life choice, raise awareness about the problems associated with overpopulation, and advocate for those who made the choice to be childfree.

			When the National Organization for Non-Parents (NON) launched in 1972, authors in Time wrote with disdain about its founding, dismissing its “frequently childish espousal of childlessness” as “rather juvenile.”3 The magazine has since changed its tune. In its 2013 cover story about the childfree life, “None Is Enough,” author Lauren Sandler wrote that childfree women are “inventing a new female archetype, one for whom having it all doesn’t mean having a baby.”4 But while that may be the case, and we may be more accepting of the choice now than in the past, not having a baby still often means being dismissed as childish and juvenile. Women in particular are told that parenthood is their destiny; motherhood their most important role. And women and men both are told that a primary—if not the primary—purpose of their unions is to procreate. Ellen Peck’s obituary for motherhood came at a time when many people and movements were questioning existing social arrangements and power structures. But to question motherhood was to attack a noble institution, one whose purpose was to rear and protect the most precious of blessings.

			BLESSED ARE THE CHILDREN

			Religion is among the strongest forces driving us to believe it is both our purpose and our duty to reproduce. Encouraging the proliferation of loyal followers ensures the continuation of the church. In the Catholic faith in particular, followers are taught that marriage is “primarily procreative.”5 But the tenet that followers should be fruitful and multiply can be found across a wide set of religious traditions and beliefs.6 Sociologist Tanya Koropeckyj-Cox and colleagues found that the more conservative a person’s beliefs about the Bible, in particular the more one views the Bible as the literal word of God, the greater the likelihood that person will report a low approval of childlessness. Among the religious categories Koropeckyj-Cox examined (Baptist, Catholic, Jewish, fundamentalist Protestant, no religion, and other Protestants), Baptists and those of Jewish faith were least likely to accept childlessness.

			Contraception and abortion are taboo in most religious traditions, as is sexual intercourse that is not considered unitive and procreative.7 This is likely the reason that childfree people who report that religion is important to them are significantly more likely than the nonreligious to report feeling stigmatized for their choice not to have kids.8 In the words of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, “When couples readily treat, as separate choices, the decisions to get married and to have children [t]his indicates a mentality in which children are seen not as integral to a marriage but as optional.”9

			Other religious organizations, too, assert that the purpose of marriage is children, though with varying degrees of tolerance for the possibility that sex may not always be procreative. As sociologist Mary Hunt observed, “The Evangelical mindset differs from the Catholics in that sexual acts within a heterosexual marriage which are pleasurable yet without the goal of procreation are permissible as long as the couple is willing to accept the ‘potential fruit of their love,’ meaning they must ‘be open to the possibility’ of children.”10 Theologian Cristina Richie traces these teachings back to Augustinian sexual ethics, in which children are the ultimate goal of marriage, and intercourse is deemed sinful if it is engaged in for pleasure rather than procreation.11

			Whatever the position of religious institutions on sex—for procreation only or for procreation and pleasure—religious studies scholar Dawn Llewllyn notes that the “maternal expectation” in religious traditions confuses, silences, and hurts women whose faith identities do not align with their plans regarding motherhood.12 As one childfree woman Llewllyn interviewed told her, “I have sometimes wondered whether the fact that I ended up single was a kind of punishment for not wanting children or for choosing not to have children. That God was saying, ‘Well, if you’re not open to life then you don’t deserve a partner.’” Another woman Llewllyn interviewed, a childfree married Methodist minister, said Christian sources had provoked “shame, a level of guilt” in her. She went on to share that “anything Christian I might have looked at and certainly if I looked at anything Catholic . . . [tells me] it is not an appropriate choice to make.”

			For heterosexual couples who don’t resist the religious mandate to procreate, what becomes of all that fruit produced by their unions? Historically, this has varied. Though children today occupy a revered status (if not in deed, at least in word), this hasn’t always been the case. As historian Steven Mintz put it, “The notion of a long childhood, devoted to education and free from adult responsibilities, is a very recent invention, and one that became a reality for a majority of children only after World War II.”13 It seems children became priceless at the very moment that they lost their economic value. Children were at one time essential to the economic survival of their families. In colonial times, American children labored on family farms, in home workshops, and as domestic help in their own or others’ homes. As the Industrial Revolution took off, children went to work in factories. Prior to the 1920s, children were considered assets of the family head, so divorced fathers had no legal child-support obligations because once they left the home, they no longer had access to their children’s wages.14 Historian Stephanie Coontz notes that among skilled and unskilled laborers in particular, “whose earning power had often peaked by the end of their teens, it could be an advantage to marry and have children early, because after only a short period of dependence, the children could enter the labor force and increase total household income.”15 Eventually, child labor came to be seen as abusive. The Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 instituted the first federally mandated minimum ages of employment and regulated hours of work for children.

			By the 1940s, children had moved out of factories, and women moved into them, as men left for war. With less need for children to work the land at home, and regulations in place to protect them from work outside the home, kids spent an increasing amount of time at school. Between 1870 and 1988, the time children spent in school quadrupled, from 11 to 43 percent of days each year.16 Sociologist Donald J. Hernandez credits both the decline in child labor and the increase in formal schooling to “the shift from farming to industrial jobs requiring stronger, more experienced workers; the enactment of child labor and compulsory education laws; and the rising level of affluence that made it possible for families to survive without child labor,” plus the increase in occupations “characterized by high incomes and high prestige, [which] increasingly required advanced knowledge and skills that could be obtained only through formal schooling.”

			After World War II, we began to think differently about children’s role in the family. Rather than economic contributors, they became precious blessings, representing the deepest kind of commitment and love between a man and woman. In the 1950s, men returned from war to the factories and other employment at home while women moved out of factories and back into the home. Marriage rates soared in this era, as did birth rates, going up from just 79.5 births per 1,000 women in the United States in 1940 to 123 per 1,000 women in 1957.17 As historian Stephanie Coontz notes, we’re inclined to forget that the 1950s was just one period in our vast history. The idea that a “normal” family constitutes a heterosexual married couple with (at least) two or (at most) three children along with a male breadwinner and a mom at home took hold in the fifties and has entrenched itself in our cultural memory as the “traditional” way. During “the long decade,” as historians refer to the 1950s, “every magazine, every marriage manual, every advertisement . . . assumed the family was based on the . . . male wage-earner and the child-rearing, home-managing housewife.”18

			While the shift away from child labor and placing such heavy burdens on children is obviously a good thing, the pendulum seems to have swung just as far in the other direction. Today it’s all about helicopter parenting, and those who don’t position the role of parent as the center of their universe are chastised for being selfish and uncaring. The shift toward helicopter parenting did not arise in a vacuum, though, and is a development I explore in more depth in the chapters to come. One thing that’s clear is that how we think of children, and upon whom and how we direct responsibility for raising them, is not a given and has changed over time.

			“RACE DEATH”

			As notions about children and their purpose shifted, so too did beliefs about who should have children and who should not. In 1883, English scientist Sir Francis Galton, inspired by the work of his distant cousin Charles Darwin, coined the term eugenics—from the Greek root meaning “good in birth”—to express the idea that we should give “the more suitable races or strains of blood a better chance of prevailing” by increasing reproduction of select classes of men and women.19 While Galton primarily advocated in favor of “positive eugenics”—encouraging the breeding of native-born, white, and middle- and upper-class citizens whose families were free from “defects”—other eugenicists promoted “negative eugenics”—efforts to prevent “socially undesirable” people, such as nonwhites (including eastern and southern European immigrants) and those perceived to hold “destructive traits,” from having children.20

			Scholar and social justice advocate Dorothy Roberts notes that racist ideology “provided fertile soil for eugenic theories to take root and flourish” not just in Galton’s home country but abroad as well. In the United States, the eugenics movement of the early twentieth century was a systemic, large-scale effort that, in the words of historian Elaine Tyler May, “resulted in political, institutional, medical, and legislative measures that encouraged some Americans to become parents but prevented others from doing so.”21

			In the early 1900s, University of Chicago biologist Charles Davenport received funding from the Carnegie Institute and railroad heiress Mrs. E. H. Harriman to conduct an investigation of evolution in Cold Spring Harbor, New York. Davenport led a team of researchers in the ancestral charting of families in the area believed to carry defective genes. In his 1911 report of findings, Davenport concluded that behavioral characteristics such as criminality, mental retardation and low intelligence, eroticism, and pauperism were determined by heredity and that particular traits could be attributed to different groups—for example, Italians were seen as prone to personal violence, Poles to clannishness, and Swedes to tidiness. Davenport recommended that the reproduction of “bad stock” be prevented through state-enforced sterilization and selective marriages and immigration.

			President Theodore Roosevelt fueled the efforts of eugenicists in his 1903 address to Congress: “When home ties are loosened; when men and women cease to regard a worthy family life . . . as the life best worth living; then evil days for the commonwealth are at hand. . . . Surely it should need no demonstration to show that wilful [sic] sterility is, from the standpoint of the nation, from the standpoint of the human race, the one sin for which the penalty is national death, race death; a sin for which there is no atonement; a sin which is the more dreadful exactly in proportion as the men and women guilty thereof are in other respects, in character, and bodily and mental powers, those whom for the sake of the state it would be well to see the fathers and mothers of many healthy children, well brought up in homes made happy by their presence. No man, no woman, can shirk the primary duties of life, whether for love of ease and pleasure, or for any other cause, and retain his or her self-respect.”22

			Many white Americans heeded Roosevelt’s admonishment. Inspired by Davenport’s research, new organizations such as the American Eugenics Society cropped up to promote the study of eugenics. American colleges offered courses on eugenics. In 1921, after the Second International Eugenics Congress was held at the American Museum of Natural History, eugenicist Henry Fairfield Osborn wrote with glee, “On every side there is evidence that the eugenics propaganda has taken a firm root in this country.”23 Indeed, by that point the American Eugenics Society had established a foothold in both popular culture and policy making with “committees that focused on cooperation with clergymen, religious sermon contests, crime prevention, popular and formal education, and selective immigration.”24 And newspaper headlines such as “Eugenics First in the Ghetto” and “New Aristocracy Will Be Human Thoroughbreds” were common.25

			In 1908, using the principles of eugenics as its foundation, former schoolteacher Mary de Garmo established the first “Better Babies” competition at the Louisiana State Fair.26 The idea took off and in 1914 Women’s Home Companion noted that all but three states—West Virginia, New Hampshire, and Utah—had hosted Better Babies contests.27 Billed as a public health effort, babies were judged on mental and physical development. Family history, considered an estimate of babies’ moral capacity and development, also played into babies’ scores. The contests excluded black children and “promoted the idea that only White babies could achieve perfection.”28 As public health nurse Ida Williams put it at the time, “There is no corner of the country too remote, too unprogressive to respond to this new clarion call for a better race.”29 Eugenics fieldworkers submitted competition results, “a ready-made template for eugenic information on children and their parents,” to Charles Davenport’s Eugenics Record Office.30

			Soon a new kind of contest grew out of the Better Babies competitions—this one focused on families. The Fitter Families competitions of the 1920s, according to education policy scholar Steven Selden, reveal a transition from a primary focus on child development to a more clearly eugenics discourse.31 Families judged as having superior heredity received medals like one from the 1928 Third Race Betterment Conference in Battle Creek, Michigan, which carried the Psalms inscription “Yea, I have a goodly heritage.” Mary Watts, credited with bringing Better Babies contests to Iowa shortly after Mary de Garmo’s first such competition in Louisiana, later came to help lead the development of Fitter Family competitions in Kansas. When asked to describe these new contests, Watts explained, “While the stock judges are testing Holsteins, Jerseys, and Whitefaces in the pavilion, we are judging the Joneses, Smiths, and Johnsons, and nearly every one [who learns of this] replies: ‘I think it is about time people had a little of the attention that is given to animals.’”32

			As Theodore Roosevelt’s comments and the eugenics movement make clear, panic over variable fertility rates within one’s borders is nothing new; and while the composition of panic may vary across time and place, its existence has not subsided. Never mind that our global population reached 7 billion in 2011 and is increasing at a rate of 200,000 people each day.33 This fact is forgotten or overlooked in much of the contemporary discussion about changing fertility rates. Indeed, the project of pronatalism—the political, ideological, and religious system designed to encourage childbearing and retain high birth rates within nation-states—is designed to get us to be concerned only with populating the earth with people who share our national, cultural, and racial identities. As a result, many nations and states worry that “their people” are not repopulating “their territory” at acceptable rates even though the global territory we share is already overburdened with too many of us.

			Of course, pronatalist and eugenics policies and ideology do not apply to all women in the same way, nor have they ever. White women, even those who were childless by circumstance rather than by choice, were not immune from attack—all white women of middle or higher classes without children were suspect, either for willfully disobeying their duty or for making poor decisions resulting in sterility presumably caused by sexually transmitted disease or by choosing the wrong husband. Among the first to recognize that some childless marriages were voluntarily so, eugenicist Paul Popenoe referred to these unions, and those in them, as “infantile, self-indulgent, [and] frequently neurotic.”34 But as sociologist Rosemary Gillespie put it, “Paradoxically, while ‘suitable’ white, middle-class women have struggled to gain the right to avoid, terminate, or limit pregnancies, the rights to motherhood of Native American, Black, and Latina women have been compromised through their disproportional and nonconsensual sterilization.”35 Eugenicists had two primary targets: childless white women, who were accused of shirking their patriotic duty to the nation, and immigrants and other women of color, who eugenicists worried were on their way toward outnumbering white Americans.

			The systemic abuse of black women’s bodies in particular is not limited to the eugenics period; black women were being sterilized against their will in the United States as late as the 1970s, and even into the 1980s.36 As just one example, in 1971, workers at an Office of Economic Opportunity–sponsored family planning agency in Montgomery, Alabama, began administering the contraceptive injection Depo-Provera, under clinical trials, to fourteen-year-old Katie Relf without her consent. Katie lived with her parents and her two younger sisters in public housing. Workers at the agency concluded, without any evidence to suggest so, that because Katie and her sisters were “poor and black, they would engage in unprotected sexual activity and bear illegitimate children, whom they would ask the state to support.”37 The two younger Relf girls were later sterilized, without their consent, after the Food and Drug Administration terminated clinical trials of Depo-Provera.

			Margaret Sanger herself, champion of the birth control pill and founder of Planned Parenthood, “appropriated eugenic rationales” in her advocacy for birth control in order to gain the support of physicians who believed it was their role—and their right—to determine which women were fit and which were unfit for motherhood.38 Sanger’s role in the reproductive rights movement is a contradictory one. On the one hand, she “honored and exalted motherhood,” calling for better health care and a reduction in maternal mortality. She also advocated in favor of sexual pleasure for its own sake, separate from reproduction.39 But historian Rebecca Kluchin argues that Sanger’s efforts compromised the feminist ideals that originally drove the birth control movement, and her collaboration with eugenicists ultimately undermined women’s ability to control their own reproduction.

			Details about trials of the female birth control pill also complicate narratives about Sanger as a champion of reproductive justice. The trials were launched in the 1950s in Puerto Rico, first among American female medical students at the University of Puerto Rico School of Medicine. Students were pressured to participate and those who did not comply with the procedures were threatened with academic failure. In the end, the results from the trial on students were tossed, in part because of the small sample of participants and in part because the students were “regarded as too sophisticated for demonstrating how well women with less education could deal with the contraceptive.”40

			Eventually, researchers expanded the trials in Puerto Rico, Haiti, and Mexico, targeting impoverished women, a group that researchers and birth control advocates such as Sanger viewed as in need of population control. It was assumed that if women who were “semi-literate or illiterate” could be taught to take a pill daily, the pill’s likelihood of marketability and success in other regions of the world would be high.41 Researchers brushed aside participants’ complaints about side effects. Although the pill has since been linked to circulatory disorders, one woman’s death from congestive heart failure and another’s development of pulmonary tuberculosis were thought to be independent of their participation in the clinical trial. And writer and former UN consultant Betsy Hartmann notes that one study at the time “even blamed most occurrences of side effects such as nausea, vomiting, and dizziness on psychological factors.”42

			Also happening was the coerced sterilization of women throughout Puerto Rico. With other forms of contraception either unavailable or prohibitively expensive, women—an important source of cheap labor in an increasingly industrialized workforce—were offered sterilization at little or no cost. They were not, however, offered complete information about the permanence of the procedure. By 1968, approximately one-third of Puerto Rican women of childbearing age had been sterilized, making them ten times more likely to be sterilized than women in the United States.43 A 1982 film, La operación, documents the experiences of women who were sterilized during this period, some of whom regretted having received the procedure, others who felt they hadn’t had a choice, and others who felt unclear about what had happened to them.44

			These abhorrent practices and the racist ideology that drove them are not limited to our distant past. In 2013, the Center for Investigative Reporting found that 148 female inmates in California’s prison system had been sterilized between 2006 and 2010.45 The women had been signed up for tubal ligation surgery while pregnant. At least one woman told reporter Corey G. Johnson that she was happy to have had the surgery, but others said they were pressured to do so. African American inmate Kimberly Jeffrey said she was pressured to say yes to sterilization while strapped to an operating table and under sedation as doctors prepared to deliver her baby via C-section.

			While many states and nations have moved to outlaw eugenic practices, including the 1978 Federal Sterilization Regulations in the United States, complete reproductive freedom remains beyond the reach of many women. Debates today over Planned Parenthood funding, access to contraception, and the availability of and access to abortion make clear that many people, both women and men—representing a range of institutions and belief systems—claim some stake in the right to make decisions about individual women’s reproductive autonomy. Yet without complete access to the range of reproductive choices and the right to make those choices for themselves, whether they choose to have children or not, we can never claim that women enjoy complete freedom.

			FRUITFUL WOMBS

			As some women faced coerced sterilization, others have been effectively coerced into parenthood. Those who advocated “positive eugenics” shamed women perceived to be of good stock into procreating. But even as the eugenics movement waned, the push toward parenthood did not decline for these women. During the Second World War, parenthood became patriotic.46 White, middle-class women were urged to focus on their families and, in response to fears that their foray into work outside the home during the war might have discouraged them from returning home, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover referred to American housewives in 1956 as “career women” because, as he put it, “I feel there are no careers so important as those of homemaker and mother.”47

			Mothering, women were told, was the best way they could contribute to the fight against communism. And along with the push toward procreation came attention to infertility and efforts to solve it. While Planned Parenthood (previously known as the American Birth Control League) in its early days focused on developing and distributing birth control, its mission expanded to include encouraging childbearing among couples deemed good candidates for parenthood and fighting infertility. In 1944, Harvard physician John Rock and his lab technician, Miriam Menkin, were the first to fertilize human eggs outside the body, a feat met with mixed reactions from their peers and journalists, one of whom compared them to cattle breeders.48 The Rock and Menkin experiments would “ultimately shake the foundations of contemporary reproductive medicine and raise profound ethical and moral questions.”49

			Nevertheless, fertility research and treatment continued, fueled by the postwar baby boom and an interest in technological innovation. Louise Joy Brown, the first “test tube baby” conceived through in vitro fertilization, was born in 1978. But just a few years earlier, Nobel molecular biologist James Watson decried the procedure, telling a congressional subcommittee in 1974, “All hell will break loose, politically and morally, all over the world,” if embryo transplants were allowed to occur.50 Though news of Louise Joy Brown’s 1978 birth is said to have thrown millions of people into moral panic at the time, in vitro fertilization is widely accepted today. Between 1964 and 1984, office visits for infertility nearly tripled.51 Today more than six million babies have been born through IVF, a fact celebrated in a UK Science Museum exhibit in 2018.52

			These days, it is questions about “designer babies” that occupy geneticists, ethicists, and the public. While our ability to avert serious conditions like cystic fibrosis, Tay-Sachs, and Down syndrome is mostly considered positive, some doctors assist patients who wish to choose the gender and even the eye color of their babies. One such physician, dubbed “the Benjamin Moore of the laboratory,” offers parents a “choice of 30 shades of blue eyes.”53 And in discussions that teeter dangerously close to those from the eugenics period of the early twentieth century, recent news focused on findings from controversial evolutionary biologist Satoshi Kanazawa that the higher a woman’s IQ, the lower her likelihood of having children suggests that we haven’t moved past the idea that some babies are better, some families fitter, than others.54

			YOU SAY YOU WANT A REVOLUTION

			
				Stop. Before you even think of having a baby, you must read this book. It could keep you from making the biggest mistake of your life!

			

			The dust jacket on the 1971 book The Baby Trap did not mince words.55 Author Ellen Peck had a habit of challenging taken-for-granted notions about the way the world worked, observing that the mystique we’ve built up around motherhood “verges on the hysterical.” Peck begins The Baby Trap by asserting, “To the extent that babies are emphasized, adults are de-emphasized. To the extent that a woman is regarded as a means to an end (propagating the species) she is not seen as beautiful, vibrant, valuable, in and of herself. To the extent that a man is seen as a mere provider, he may be seen as less of a person.” Her critiques were scathing, radical, and totally feminist-sounding for their time. When it came to talking about parenthood, sex, relationships, and living a “creative, full, and free life,” Ellen Peck was unorthodox.

			But Peck didn’t reject the constrictions of femininity or challenge gender relations in the way we might expect of someone known for her critique of compulsory parenthood. In one moment, Peck takes the seemingly feminist stance that women should enjoy their sexuality, and in the next she asserts that women without children are prettier and better able to keep their husbands happy than are mothers. As historian Jenna Healey put it in her 2016 piece on the history of the National Organization for Non-Parents, “Early childfree writings were more inspired by the sexual revolution than by any feminist impulse. . . . Childfree activists took aim at mandatory parenthood while leaving the rest of the domestic infrastructure—heterosexuality, monogamy, and marriage—largely intact.”56 And in a move that historian Rebecca Kluchin calls neo-eugenic, Peck also targeted poor mothers, accusing them of having children for the government benefits, and criticized welfare and housing policies she viewed as encouraging poor women to reproduce.57

			Even with a generous reading within its historical context, it is clear that Peck was not seeking to mobilize a diverse array of allies. As The Tonight Show host Johnny Carson said of Peck’s appearance on his show in 1971, “I thought the audience was going to lynch her . . . it was like [she was] against motherhood, against the American flag, Kate Smith, and Lassie combined.”58 Peck did not, it seemed, critique the institution of parenthood with the interests or concerns of parents in mind, some of whom might have been sympathetic to her cause. She did, however, found NON together with parent and environmental activist Shirley Radl in the year following The Baby Trap’s release and her efforts signaled the start of the childfree choice going from personal matter to social movement. At first only a grassroots movement, childfree activists organized so well that they eventually had in NON a “professionalized activist organization” representing the cause.59

			Much like the woman who birthed it, the childfree movement itself embodies contradictions, some of which may serve the very useful purpose of drawing in a diverse range of supporters while others make the movement vulnerable to criticism. On the one hand, those who critique compulsory parenthood and the culture of intensive parenting, or who at least live by the notion that not everyone must become a parent, are as diverse a group as any. Think nuns, priests, atheists, environmentalists, and mothers fed up with too many PTA meetings. On the other hand, there are days when a quick scan of the childfree Reddit page, or a close read of Peck’s book, could confirm the worst. While I personally don’t endorse the name-calling that sometimes occurs in these forums, I think I understand where at least some of the vitriol—a sometimes equally hostile treatment of the childfree choice and those who make it—comes from, and why using it might feel cathartic at times. Responding in kind may not always be effective in the long run, but it can be empowering to push back against critics.

			For the most part, the childfree choice today is about inclusivity, both within the movement and as one facet of a larger goal, for all women, of all races and socioeconomic statuses, to be supported in the choices they make about parenthood or lack thereof.
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