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			“Kids are great. It’s a unique experience that everyone should experience.” Except that today, 1 in 20 French people refuse to have children. What are the reasons for this “voluntary infertility”?

			Do we really know why we have children? Isn’t it an obstacle to personal and professional development? In an overpopulated and polluted world, isn’t it selfish to take up too much space by having a family? Don’t children cost too much to individuals and to society?

			The author investigated with dozens of women and men for whom the “duty to procreate” rings hollow. Among these “non-parents”, there are exclusive lovers, artists, careerists, religious people, traumatized children, eternal teenagers, environmentalists, convinced Malthusians, as well as feminist activists who have made their refusal to give birth a standard, in order to assert themselves in a society that praises all mothers and family values.
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			There are those who want it and those who don’t. Are you, who are reading these lines, part of the pro- or the anti-? If you were attracted by this book, it is very likely that you do not have children, and even more likely that you do not want them. Don’t worry, you’re right! In this book, you will find arguments in your favor; the testimonies that you will discover will perhaps echo personal experiences, lived pains, reflections often heard and stigmatizations too often incurred. The women and men I have interviewed, about forty, have lifted a modest veil and opened their hearts to a situation that is still taboo. They belong to the 5% of the population who have chosen not to have children. This is called voluntary infertility (as opposed to involuntary infertility, which includes all couples who do not succeed in having a child, whether they are infertile or not).

			Nevertheless, I hope that among my readers will also be many parents and future parents, because this book is largely dedicated to them. They too are right! Choosing to give life deserves just as much esteem and respect as preferring not to give it, which can bring suffering. The human race would become extinct in a little less than a century if all the people on this planet decided not to procreate. Childbearing, as we will see in the first chapter, is as much an innate as an acquired reflex. Nature pushes us to conceive children, but also our culture. What are the main arguments of the pronatalists? To have a child, they say, is the most wonderful proof of love, the realization of a common project, the quintessence of any couple in love; it is also to believe in the future, to leave a trace of oneself, to give a meaning to one’s life... to fill a void, the anti-natalists will retort. The arguments of some are the honey of others, each one trying to demonstrate the incoherence of the reasoning of the opposite party and to dismantle their remarks. The question is not who is right and who is wrong, but who shows more bad faith. Contradictory? The subject is deeply subjective: the controversy between the anti- and the proponents cannot be summarized in a series of reasons so abruptly stated.

			If the road to hell is paved with good intentions, then no doubt children are a wonderful example. To perpetuate oneself: the intention is commendable, but is it reasonable? Faced with the return in force of family values and the omnipresent, even omnipotent, model of the child king, sauve qui peut! A reflection posing the alternative is necessary to all, whether one wants to become a mother and father or not.

			While France is the good pupil of Europe as regards the birth rate, why do women and men not feel the desire to have children? In this pronatalist environment, how do they live their difference? Their path off the beaten track, beyond the norm, intrigued me enough to make me want to dig deeper and investigate this minority that is often put on the back burner. At the same time, the book is also an opportunity to ask ourselves to what extent we can be influenced in our life choices, and if there is a place for self-fulfillment and self-realization without going through motherhood.

			In reporting what people have said, I wanted to give a platform to “non-parents”, barbarously and not very casually called “nulliparous”. The term, adopted by sociologists, ethnologists, scientists and the medical profession in general, is already not very nice. The idea of nul(le), i.e. zero, is established when it is said: “which is equivalent to nothing”; very quickly, the word defines someone who would be empty, uninteresting, crazy, moody, complexed, psychotic, depressive. The amalgam is quickly made and caricatures abound. How are they observed, gauged, judged by the rest of society? Are they understood, rejected, or on the contrary jealous and secretly admired?

			To answer this question, I went to interview them, and especially to listen to them. Similar to each other, or on the contrary totally opposed, younger or much older than me, they spoke to me about their only common point : being neither a mother, nor a father. I wanted to include men’s testimonies, because I felt it was important to repair an injustice that is done to them in the majority of books dealing with this subject by excluding them. Whether they do not want children themselves or whether they are the husbands and partners of women who have made this choice, their place in this investigation seemed obvious to me. What are the reasons that push a man to refuse the role of father? What are the solutions available to them to make sure they never procreate? Conversely, when one loves a woman who has no desire for a child, what are the options? Finally, do a man and a woman accept equally and as easily to draw a line under a child to please their partner?

			Among the “childless” there are many families: there are the passionate and exclusive lovers, the victims of psychological dramas or violence, the survivors of childhood, the artists, the careerists, the religious, the eternal children, the disappointed in life, the ecologists, the convinced Malthusians... Among the women, I also met activists (often feminists, but not always), those who have made their refusal to give birth into a standard, brandishing this absence of motherhood to assert themselves in a society that praises all mothers and family values. Then there are the discreet ones who, without saying anything or claiming anything, have voluntarily let the years pass when they “could” have become mothers, carefully avoiding the spotlight on them, dodging confrontations with the followers of motherhood. For a silent majority of them, it is a matter of diplomatically and smoothly bypassing the incessant question: “And you, when is it going to happen?”

			Finally, the question is asked among both homosexuals and heterosexuals.

			The writing of this book was both a quest and an investigation. During the interviews that were necessary for its elaboration, I tried never to judge my interlocutors. The questions I asked them were not intended to relieve or feed an unhealthy curiosity, but to try to understand their approach and their life choices. By confiding in me, sometimes with difficulty and awkwardness, or on the contrary with generosity and an extreme lucidity about themselves, these women and men have shown me confidence and have pushed me to my limits, forcing me to face up to disturbing theses that I did not want to consider.

			This book is an adventure. First, because I wanted to answer several politically incorrect questions, and second, because I wanted to be personally involved in this investigation. When I started writing it, I was about to turn 30. What do you think a 30-year-old girl thinks about? About getting married, about having a child? Is she really thinking about it, sincerely, freely, or is it society that thinks about it for her? The goal was to know if it is possible to free oneself from an education, from a cultural and social heritage, from a family tradition, and to distinguish oneself from one’s friends and professional environment. When a couple chooses to have a child, are they alone in this choice? Who accompanies them in spite of their decision? In a word, are we really free to decide?

			Since my late teens, I felt the obligation that I would have to become a mother one day. Where did this feeling take root? Was it even conscious? However, from the moment I started earning a living, the desire to have children, without disappearing entirely, was relegated to the rank of a distant project. Becoming a parent, yes, but not right away. When then? More and more people in their thirties don’t know how to answer this question. In this category, we are not only talking about “single women”, Don Juan, but also about married couples, civil partnerships or simply cohabiting couples who put off until the Greek calendars the moment to create a home.

			Feeling that I would surely become a mother one day, I wanted to at least know why. Not to have a child by chance. To be the reasoned object of my own desire.

			For the others, parents, future parents, those who are reluctant to parent in some or all of its forms, the question deserves to be asked. So that each and everyone feels good about the path he or she has chosen to take.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 - Do we really know why we have children?

			The weight of the collective unconscious

			Before listing all the reasons that push women and men not to have children, it would be good to ask ourselves why the majority of the inhabitants of the planet do.

			Having children is an act that seems to many people to be natural, the result of a historical, cultural and social movement, so much so that the question: “Why do we want children?” seems (almost) superfluous. However, it is not useless to ask the question. Our era has gone from the verb “to have” children to the verb “to make” children, with the important step of “wanting” children. Why? Quite simply, because before, until the 1960s, procreation was difficult to control, the institution of marriage and the union of the sexes resulting in the vast majority of cases in the birth of one or more children. The child would thus be a gift that cannot be refused or questioned. To attack this postulate is to defy the more or less conscious prohibition that is attached to it by discussing it. To pose the alternative is revolutionary. After centuries of social and cultural conformism, it is possible to ask ourselves if we want to be parents.

			“It would be one of the greatest triumphs of mankind [...] if the responsible act of procreation could be raised to the level of a voluntary and intentional action1”, wrote Sigmund Freud. Today, the dream of the inventor of psychoanalysis is within reach: control of fertilization via the condom, the pill and the IUD, etc. In spite of these medical advances and the scientific prowess to come, conceiving a child is still most often the result of a set of factors that go far beyond the private sphere. Traditionally, a woman has children to conform to a collective unconscious that aims at the reproduction of the species. She desires children because she wants to belong to a group. Need for recognition by society and the family circle, desire for omnipotence through her child, narcissistic aspiration and mirror effect, desire for a fusional link often unavailable in the couple, desire to give love, fantasy child. What is the conscious and unconscious part in this decision (when there is a decision, which is far from being the case for all couples)?

			According to a survey carried out by TNS-Sofres for Philosophie magazine2, 73% of the people questioned have children for “pleasure”, 69% for “duty” and 48% for “love”. Obviously, one answer does not exclude the others; several motivations can preside over the desire to have children. The aim was to identify the dominant principle.

			By “pleasure”, the interviewees mean that a child “makes everyday life more beautiful, more joyful, that it is a new experience that introduces novelty, that a child allows one to leave a part of oneself on Earth after one’s death and that through him, one can achieve what one could not do oneself”. By “duty”, the interviewees mean “to keep one’s family alive, to transmit one’s values, one’s history, to give the gift of life to someone, to become an adult, to take responsibility, to have a child to fulfill one’s partner’s wish, by religious or ethical choice”. By “love”, they consider that a child “gives affection, love and allows to be less lonely when one gets older, and makes the couple relationship more intense and solid”. This study is of particular interest to us here because it points out reasons that will be found with a mirror effect among people who do not want children. Thus, the question of the couple appears to be very important for both of them. In view of this survey and the testimonies collected, the question is not clear-cut as to whether a child disrupts and sabotages the life of the couple, or on the contrary, whether it is an enriching and positive element. Perhaps a little of both?

			Fourth and last category of arguments, the ontological reason (study of the being as being) borrowed from the philosopher Emmanuel Levinas who provides a daring explanation of fatherhood and motherhood. For him, having a child allows one to come out of oneself, to extend oneself, not to be a prisoner of one’s identity, insofar as the child is at the same time “radically other” and in some way, a “mini me”. One would find his metaphysical plenitude only through his child. This last point remains as much to be questioned as the previous ones. The idea that the fulfillment of the being passes by a third person and is revealed in contact with another self which is at the same time an independent person is obviously not shared by all. By oversimplifying it, this vision of parenthood seems dangerous, because it could lead to the creation of categories: are some parents more so than others? What about adopted children, those conceived by artificial insemination, with egg and sperm donation, or via a surrogate mother? Is this ontological role still applicable to this kind of fatherhood and motherhood? On the contrary, history shows that filiation is often a symbolic construction, where genes are not the determining element. In married couples, the father is the husband of the mother, and in unmarried couples, the father is the one who designates himself as such. Will DNA testing, which is increasingly practiced, undermine this data? There is no doubt that this trend will also have consequences on the notion of parenthood.

			Let’s come back to the question of “duty”, obviously important in the choice of parenthood, in addition to that of pleasure. Childbirth is not only the result of religious pressure, it does not only concern bigots, believers and churchgoers, it is also social, ethical and metaphysical.

			The social duty is explained by the heteronomy, i.e. the incapacity of the individual to found himself his own laws, which is then satisfied to conform to an external rule. This submission will take the appearance of a simple academism or, more serious, of a total alienation. Some couples literally force themselves to procreate for fear of facing the gaze of society, the family, religious authorities, and of being summoned to explain their refusal. Rare are those, being parents, who admit a posteriori having had children by social conformity. It is easier and more comfortable to invent reasons linked to love, to joy and to talk about maternal instinct.

			From a spiritual point of view, we have children to return the gift we were given at birth; we respond to the gift of life with the gift of life. Obviously, there is no contract or rule that obliges human beings to pay tribute to the community in this way. The other side of this equation, more pragmatic this time, would be to give a gift to those who gave birth to us, that is, our own parents. There is no doubt that children are not a repayment, even if it often turns out in practice that the arrival of grandchildren is a real joy for the previous generations. How many show themselves to be better in their role as grandparents than as parents? Can we then see this as a reparation, or is this vision of things abusive and does it constitute an a posteriori demonstration?

			We will see throughout the book that the notions of duty, as well as those of pleasure, hedonism and egoism, potentially belong to both camps: the pronatalists and the antinatalists. Selfishness, in particular, an argument often used as a weapon against the “childless”, also applies to many parents: one can have a child to make one’s life more joyful, to create a “hybrid” being that embodies the union of two people who love each other, to have at one’s disposal a little loving companion, a source of sweetness and dependence on one’s self, in order to feel one’s existence. The desire for a child is rarely disinterested. In spite of everything, an irrepressible reason seems to top the edifice, as Marcel Gauchet concludes, who was interested in the question in “L’enfant du désir”3. For him, procreation is linked “to the forces of life in which our animality participates”. Biologically, we continue to reproduce, like all the other mammals, to perpetuate our species, animated by an irrational vital impulse. From there to conclude that women and men who do not wish to have children are not animated by such a drive, there is only one step.

			However, the reality is more complex than that. First, because we cannot ignore the environment and the context in which these women and men make their decisions. At the beginning of the 21st century, we cannot say that the human species is in danger and that there is a risk of extinction. With its 6.8 billion human beings, our planet is rather overpopulated than the opposite. This is one of the arguments put forward by the “childless”4. Secondly, some women and men may have succeeded in taming their vital impulse; this is the case of those who live in abstinence, especially religious people, whose choice is guided by a spiritual commitment5, it is also the case of people who feel that they do not have sufficient financial means to raise a child and prefer to curb their fleeting desire6; women and men whose childhood was so badly treated that they are psychically unable to reproduce and to let this vital impulse speak. These people must first heal the suffering child within them before being able to project themselves into the future and identify themselves as potential parents7. Finally, by refusing to have children in order to preserve the Great Love, some couples kick Schopenhauer’s philosophical argument to the curb when he writes that “the passion of love has in view only the procreation of an individual of a determined nature8” and that the exaltation of the lovers is only the echo of the “sighs of joy of the Genius of the species, when he succeeds in taking advantage of a unique opportunity to realize his projects9”. Is love only an illusion, a trick of nature to procreate? Not according to these couples who talk about their passion and their love links outside of any child project10. The individual impulse to preserve our genes, the desire for immortality of the species, is therefore not shared by all.

			The refusal to procreate, the no kid: childfree or childless?

			Finally, if procreating is rarely the result of a conscious choice because it is the norm - the majority of women give birth on earth and have done so for thousands of years without really thinking about it -, on the other hand, refusing to procreate forces us to reflect on ourselves and on the society around us. Why don’t I want to have a child when everyone around me has one?

			Whether it is made with full knowledge of the facts or generated by obscure reasons that it will be good to unravel and know, the refusal to give birth for a woman, the refusal to take on the role of father for a man, is absolutely not insignificant. It is a silent declaration, a decision sometimes heavy to bear, sometimes full of promise and freedom. An affirmation of oneself.

			The term “no kid” is a banner under which “non-parents” from all countries gather. It appeared on the French editorial scene with the publication of Corinne Maier’s booklet No Kid11, which gave readers “Forty reasons not to have children”. Since then, the psychoanalyst, who is also the mother of two children, has been emulated. “Childfree” groups are flourishing on the Web, invading social networks like Facebook. The logo is always the same and the message is clear: “Hell is children”. Whatever their country of origin, they generally agree on these five principles:

			1. You have the right to choose not to have children;

			2. You are equal to people who have children;

			3. You are not being selfish by choosing not to have children and you should not be made to feel guilty for making this choice;

			4. Happy childless Big Kids contribute or can contribute to society in ways other than reproduction;

			5. Having children does not make them better, it makes them parents, good or bad.

			The English language offers the advantage of being able to play with the word “freedom” in conjunction with the word “child”: thus, childless and childfree do not have the same meaning at all, whereas their translation into French would be identical if we are not careful. Childless refers to all women and men who have to face an unchosen infertility (sterility, psychological infertility, absence of partner, refusal of partner, accident of life, etc.) while childfree defines individuals “who have chosen not to have any or who do not want any”. Without children, they feel free, uninhibited, and enjoy what life has to offer thanks to their non-parental status. The former may see the absence of a child as a lack, a negative fact, while the latter fully appreciate their situation.

			Having now specified these terms, I will take the liberty throughout this book of using them here and there so as not to weigh down my sentences too much by the equivalent which exists however in the language of Molière.

			 

			 

			

			
				
					1. The exact phrase is: “It would theoretically be one of the greatest triumphs of humanity, one of the most tangible liberations from the natural constraint to which our species is subjected, if we succeeded in raising the responsible act of procreation to the rank of a voluntary and intentional action, and in freeing it from its entanglement with the necessary satisfaction of a natural need.” In Sexuality in the Etiology of Neuroses. Cf. La Première Théorie des névroses, Presses universitaires de France, collection Quadrige, p. 172.
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			Chapter 2 - Voluntary infertility

			 

			 

			 

			The way in which I conducted this survey is in itself indicative of the taboo that exists around not wanting a child. When I had to find people who would agree to tell me their experiences, I had to expressly mention that their testimonies would be anonymous. This was an unavoidable condition for the majority. “Putting a name to a testimony like that? You don’t think about it,” I was told almost every time. The women who agreed to speak openly could be counted on the fingers of one hand. Two of them insisted that I not change their names and that they be easily identifiable. In both cases, the writer Nathalie Rheims and the psychoanalyst Claude Schlienger, they are women in agreement with themselves, with an extremely coherent background, having thought long and hard about their place as women - women who have not experienced motherhood. I would even say more: they seemed serene to me. Strong heads, with strong characters, they are also women that life has not spared, having known and gone through ordeals, without leaving them drained or bitter, mean or depressed. This point seems to me important to underline, because the prevailing discourse wants to make the “childless” appear either as potential egoists, depressives and chronic pessimists, or, as far as women are concerned, as repressed lesbians, neurotic hysterics obsessed with their bodies. This does not mean that all those who do not want children are perfectly happy and balanced. Some, as we will see, are not happy with themselves, and hide behind their lack of desire for a child an absence of desire at all, others repress images of a damaged childhood. Others simply have professional and aesthetic priorities that do not go well with the arrival of a child. However, let’s stop caricaturing these women and men and taking some particular cases as generalities.

			From a sociological point of view, and not only a psychological one, the situation of couples has changed. As Arnaud Régnier-Loilier explains very well, with the introduction of contraception “couples have left the ranks of natural fertility and even directed fertility; they are now in a state of infertility. Infertility is the reversible state of couples who have no chance of conceiving during a normal cycle because they have protected their intercourse. The woman is now permanently unfertile, unless she voluntarily takes action to the contrary. Whereas couples used to have to intervene to make their sexual relations non-fertile, they now have to intervene before intercourse if they wish to procreate. The relationship that couples have with their fertility is therefore diametrically opposed12.”

			In France, remaining childless is more often a matter of choice, or induced by one’s life course, than a determined and stable life choice over time13. In the course of his or her life, the same individual will also have to deal with the desire or lack of desire for children from potential spouses. In general, there is a strong feeling of infertility in our society, which is due to a pressure from society, rooted in cultural reflexes. Undoubtedly, the experience of parenthood is nowadays highly valued.

			For most of us, the idea of motherhood is a legacy of our family heritage. Personally, children were part of my family, cultural and social codes. Everything has always encouraged me to have them, to hope for them, to desire them. Now, I am an adult and for the first time in my life, I am able to ask myself this question: do I really want to have children? Is it a matter of course, as I have been told since my first games as a little girl? Do I want to have them now, later, or never? What kind of life do I want to build? I hesitate between entering the mainstream or categorically deferring to it and taking a path that will not resemble that of my mother’s generation (the Wonder Women who simultaneously assumed a large family and a career, sometimes to the detriment of family balance or their health) or that of my grandmother (the generation of housewives who had no choice but to raise their children, to hold on to them at all costs, outside of any contraception and before the right to abortion).

			Added to the cultural pressure in France is an ideal that knows no borders, emanating from the cinema, showbiz and the jet set, where actresses, singers and top models are constantly flaunting their maternity in the newspapers. As one of the women I interviewed remarked, “Political correctness pushes us to have babies. I am very struck by the image of celebrities (such as Angelina Jolie and Madonna) which adds to the general pressure. Even they, the canons of beauty and fashion icons, references of ready-to-think, they are involved!” Via the written press, television or the Internet, French women are showered with images of “modern” and attractive Madonnas. The mother who was once confined to the house to look after the children and the household, curlers on her head, permanently draped in a smudged apron and having no time to apply make-up, has been transformed under the spotlight into a superb model, with a rounded belly that disappears immediately after giving birth. In just a few days, the parturient is transformed into a wiry, tanned, smiling and muscular bimbo, with a child in each arm, dressed in the latest fashion and bursting with happiness and health. How can we fight against this model, which seems to be fundamentalist to some and which causes more anxiety to all women who do not want to have children or who have not succeeded in having any? Once they have decided to have a child, women, if they do not succeed, quickly feel a sense of failure (especially in environments where fertility is traditionally higher). Stopping their contraceptive method should be followed by an immediate effect, but this is often not the case. Nature needs time; our age has run out of time.

			The French demographic situation of non-parenthood

			The study of demography in France began well before the Second World War, but it was with the creation of INED (Institut national des études démographiques) in 1945 and then INSEE (Institut national de la statistique et des études économiques) in 1946 that it took on its modern dimension and that it finally had measurement tools worthy of the name and significant dedicated funding. One of the missions of INED and INSEE is to organize and conduct population censuses and general interest surveys (regular or ad hoc) of businesses and households. It is thanks to these two institutes that we can now measure what interests us here: the fertility intentions of the French population.

			Curiously, among all the surveys and figures available for more than fifty years on the French population (birth rate, fertility rate, infant mortality rate, etc.), infertility is the bad pupil of the class, an almost forgotten element. This is certainly not by chance. Perhaps the subject has not interested anyone until now, or has been considered marginal to the point of being relegated to the rank of invisible minorities. A new generation of demographers and sociologists seems to want to fill this gap and has been working on the issue for a few years: at INED, I met or spoke by phone with Laurent Toulemon14, Magali Mazière and Charlotte Debest. The articles by Arnaud Régnier-Loilier15, Ariane Pailhé and Anne Solaz16 (Ined), Pascale Donati17 (doctoral student in sociology at the University of Versailles-Saint-Quentin-en-Yvelines attached to the laboratory Printemps - Professions, institutions and temporalities), and Maria Rita Testa18 (from the Institute of Demography in Vienna, Austria) have also enlightened me.

			In general, infertility (voluntary or involuntary) is quite low in France (compared to other European countries). It is higher among men than among women and is quite socially polarized: men without children tend to be at the bottom of the social ladder, whereas women without children are more often at the top. The reason is both financial and socio-cultural. In order to feel fulfilled and to “exist”, a woman who is a senior executive, married or not, has less need to raise children than a woman without a job and without diplomas. In disadvantaged areas in general, women find fulfillment and a place by becoming mothers. On the other hand, a man who is unemployed, and therefore has no income, and moreover has a low level of education, has a high probability of being excluded from the matrimonial market; he will therefore have great difficulty in starting a family.
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