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To my chosen family, for giving me a world.


To my little family, for giving me a home.


You know who you are.
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Advice for Former Selves


Burn your speeches, your instructions,


your prophecies too. In the morning when


you wake: stretch. Do not complain. Do not


set sail on someone else’s becoming, their voice


in your throat. Do not look down your nose


at a dinner party, laughing: If only they didn’t


have so many children.


Revision is necessary. The compulsory bloom.


When you emerge with crystals in one hand,


revenge in the other, remember the humble


barn swallow who returns in the spring. If not


for her markings, another bird entirely.


—Kate Baer, from What Kind of Woman















AUTHOR’S NOTE



We have a term for women with children, which is mother. What we don’t have is a great term for a woman without children other than “a woman without children”; we can name her only with a description of what she does not have, or what she is not (i.e., a non-mother). For some, this is a problem that runs deeper than semantics. “I don’t want ‘not a mother’ to be part of who I am,” Sheila Heti’s narrator muses in her 2018 book Motherhood, “for my identity to be the negative of someone else’s positive identity.” Heti suggests the term “not not a mother”: For women without children, it could be a rejection of the negative identity, “not ‘not a mother.’” For mothers, the double negative cancels itself out and they become, simply, a mother. This, Heti writes, is a “term we can share.”1 I find this suggestion delightful in theory, but it is also—at least for the purposes of writing a nonfiction book—a little bit impractical.


Not having the right words to describe the state of not having children was, as you can probably imagine, a bit of a challenge for the book that follows, which is a lot of words about the state of not having children. Wherever possible, I have tried to avoid labels that carry specific political or cultural baggage: barren, certainly, but also infertile and even, where I could, childless. Instead, I’ve tried to describe people as they lived: a woman “without children” or “who did not have children,” who “was not a mother” or “experienced infertility” or “chose not to have children.” However, the part of my training as a historian that I have tried hardest to cast off is my discipline’s enthusiasm for torturing the English language. In some cases, you just need an adjective or a noun, and in those cases I have usually gone with childless and childlessness, which are the most common and widely used terms available.


Since it emerged in the early 1970s, the alternative “childfree” has risen in popularity, eagerly adopted by those who have chosen a life without children. Many see it as a positive reframing, an antidote to the deficiency the term “childless” implies. The emergence of “childfree” is part of the history this book tells, and to employ it more widely would be both anachronistic and potentially confusing. It would also run counter to the experiences of many women in this book, who may have wanted children and would have chosen to have them if various factors in their lives had been different, who tried and were unable to have children, or who experienced their reproductive choices as so constrained that they never really felt they had a choice in the first place.


The sociologist Adele E. Clarke has observed that “we need legitimating vocabularies for not having biological children—both ‘childless’ and ‘childfree’ are already inflected/infected. We need an elaborated vocabulary for making kin and caring beyond the ‘pro- and anti- and non-natalist,’ and that does not use the binary-implying word ‘choice.’”2 I agree wholeheartedly, but I don’t have the right words either. The fact that we lack good terms for a life lived without children—that it is on us to explain and define and invent words for this sort of life, a life that has never been uncommon and is becoming increasingly common—is part of why I wrote this book in the first place.
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INTRODUCTION



WE’RE NOT HAVING CHILDREN


The History Department’s baby ceremony took place on a Thursday afternoon under the fluorescent lights in the Clausewitz Library, located in the windowless basement of one of West Point’s oldest buildings. Its walls are lined with black-, green-, and gold-bound tomes about military strategy and history, and the center of the room features clusters of glossy leather chairs appropriately uncomfortable to read them in. The Clausewitz serves as a quiet study space for the academy’s students and a venue for faculty meetings and award ceremonies. But on that afternoon, we were using it as a place to celebrate fertility. “We are a very successful department,” the faculty member at the front of the room said, mostly joking but also a little bit not. “How do you measure a department’s success? By the number of new historians we produce for the world.” He gestured to the roomful of babies and toddlers, who ate Goldfish and tried to wriggle loose from the arms of their mothers, most of whom were my colleagues’ wives.


I arrived at the United States Military Academy at West Point on the Fourth of July in 2016, a fitting date to breach the gates of the forbidding granite fortress perched on the west bank of the Hudson River. Just six weeks earlier, I’d donned a set of blue-and-gold velvet robes to receive my doctorate at the University of California, Berkeley. I’d taken a teary and devastatingly hungover red-eye flight from Oakland to Boston, with all my worldly possessions—including, for reasons I cannot explain, an IKEA trash can that I still have—packed into two large duffel bags that I commandeered from dear friends. In Boston, I ate a hot dog at my sister’s holiday barbecue, loaded the bags into a used Ford Escape I’d managed to buy on the internet, and drove south and west, diagonally across Connecticut and into the lush green forests and spiky granite peaks of New York’s Hudson Valley.


The year I spent teaching history at West Point was full of jarring experiences. My students had to stand when I entered the room. After seven years of teaching classes shod almost exclusively in Birkenstocks, I was supposed to check that their shoes had been properly shined. Most alarmingly, given that I was twenty-nine years old and had recently found my first gray hair, they had to call me “ma’am,” a farewell to my youth that punctuated every statement they made and every question they asked. I learned that Army officers, some of whom were my fellow history professors, engage in elaborate rituals involving hats and saluting. They can’t stand under umbrellas. In the early days, I got a lot of mileage out of Berkeley-to–West Point jokes.


The Army officer corps is “demographically urban but culturally rural,” one captain told me, when I was still too new to understand what he meant. When I went to the first “ladies’ coffee,” a regular social event for the handful of women faculty members in the History Department and our colleagues’ wives, I started to get a better idea. As we sipped drinks and nibbled on baked goods, woman after woman introduced herself to the room by listing her husband’s name and her children’s ages. When it was my turn, I said that I was just starting to feel ready for the responsibility of keeping a houseplant alive. The laughter that followed was generous, but it also made clear just how much distance there was between our lives.


On paper, you wouldn’t think there would be much distance at all. The women sitting around the room were college educated, mostly white, and at least middle class, not entirely unlike the women in the graduate program I’d just completed or the women I knew from college. But those women and I had come to our thirties thinking of motherhood as, at most, an afterthought, something we might get around to eventually, once we’d done all the other things we’d wanted to accomplish or felt we had to do. One friend joked that we were waiting to have a “going out of business” sale: one kid before the clock strikes forty. I was still trying to figure out what to do with my face when a woman my age told me she was pregnant: Was this a terrifying, potentially life-altering mistake? Or were we celebrating? These thirty-year-old officers’ wives were pregnant with their third.


I walked out into the warm fall evening with my mind buzzing from sugar and wine, still thinking about this divide. The writer Sheila Heti has since observed that mothers and non-mothers are in “a civil war.” She asks, “Which side are you on?”1 In the years since that evening, the questions that interested me were less about which side I should be on, and more about how there came to be sides in the first place. I found myself wondering how having or not having children became the defining aspect of many women’s identities, separating them across a gulf that yawns wider and wider as the years go on, and then—bam!—through a definitive act of biology, fixes them forever on either side. We’re all familiar with the trope—unflattering to everyone and repeated past the point of cleverness in television, movies, and books—of a group of mothers primly discussing diapers and bath time while the childless outcast sits in the corner, usually drinking heavily.2 In a scene from the Netflix series House of Cards, a presidential candidate’s wife chats with Claire Underwood, who is both the sitting First Lady and the running mate on the opposing ticket. “Do you ever regret it, not having children?” she asks Underwood. Underwood looks pointedly at the door the woman’s young son had stomped out a moment earlier, after interrupting their conversation to loudly demand juice. “Do you ever regret having them?” she responds.3


Mothers and non-mothers can’t even talk to each other, popular culture tells us in articles with titles like “5 Things People Without Kids Just Don’t Understand,” “I Didn’t Lose Friends After Having Kids. I Just Moved On,” and “Can Mothers and Childless Women Ever Truly Be Friends?”4 In my own life, I have felt a creeping distance between myself and mothers my age—like the women at the ladies’ coffee, but not only the women at the ladies’ coffee. Women I got graduate degrees with, drank too much whiskey in bars with, ran marathons with, have been transformed, literally overnight, into Adults, with Real Responsibilities and Meaning in Their Lives. Meanwhile, I have remained a child, failing to feed myself properly on a regular basis, killing houseplants, and indulging in wild, hedonic pleasures like going for a run every morning and having a clean living room.


As I turned it over in my mind, I slowly came to realize that we feel this divide because we’re supposed to. The battle lines of the motherhood civil war were given to us as the birthright of people born with female reproductive organs. Women, a swaggering Napoleon Bonaparte told his confidante Gaspard Gourgaud, “are mere machines to make children.”5 On our side of the pond, the expectation that people sexed female at birth would become mothers was forged by a long history that sought to make reproduction into white American women’s primary civic contribution, and the nuclear family into her only natural home. At the same time, various American politicians, thinkers, and cultural figures reinforced that thinking by characterizing women who did not have children as deviant, broken, unfeminine, unpatriotic, even—when they were white—traitors to their race. These efforts date back at least to the late eighteenth century, during and after the Revolutionary War, when the wives and daughters of patriots were transformed into “republican mothers,” who served the infant nation by birthing and raising its next generation of citizens, bathing their progeny in American civic virtue and spoon-feeding them American morals.6 In 1873, the US Supreme Court made it official. “The paramount destiny and mission of women are to fulfill the noble and benign offices of wife and mother,” Justice Joseph P. Bradley wrote in a concurring opinion to a ruling that allowed states to prevent women from becoming lawyers. “This is the law of the creator.”7


Unlike most laws in today’s polarized political landscape, this one has broad bipartisan support. “The most important job any woman can have is being a mother,” Ivanka Trump said in a 2016 video for her father’s presidential campaign.8 In a commencement address to Tuskegee University’s 2015 graduating class, First Lady Michelle Obama pledged her personal allegiance to Bradley’s law: “Being mom in chief is, and always will be, job number one.”9 Hillary Clinton will probably go to her grave still apologizing to Democrats and Republicans alike for the time she said there was more to life than baking cookies and being a full-time mom.10


The New York Times has repeatedly published op-eds in recent years that accuse Americans who do not have children of not “affirming life” or refusing to have “radical hope.”11 Ross Douthat, the conservative pot stirrer on the Times opinion page, has dispensed with persuasion altogether: “More babies, please,” he demanded in 2012.12 In March 2019, Senator Mike Lee, a Utah Republican, stood up in the Senate chamber to offer “the solution to so many of our problems, at all times and in all places: fall in love, get married and have some kids.”13 Republican politician J. D. Vance lamented in the summer of 2021 that the Democratic party has “become controlled by people who do not have children,” who, he argued, do not have a “personal indirect stake” in the future and therefore cannot be trusted to make decisions about it.14 Even Francis, “the most liberal pope ever,” told a crowd gathered at Saint Mark’s Square in 2015 that “the choice not to have children is selfish.”15 Francis—a man who, in a more literal sense than most, chose his other passions over parenthood—has repeatedly expressed his dismay at young people who prefer adopting pets to having children, a phenomenon he sees as an alarming “cultural degradation.”16 Fox News anchor Tucker Carlson wholeheartedly agrees. “Having children means less time for vacations and spin class, where the real meaning in life resides, right?” he asked on air. “I mean, have you ever seen anything more selfish, decadent, and stupid?”17


Though few of them say it out loud, it is mostly women’s selfishness, decadence, and stupidity that concerns them. It is, of course, equally possible for a man to live his whole life and produce no children, and if fewer women are having children, presumably fewer men are fathering them. But a man who produces no children is not usually identified with that lack. “Women’s status as child bearer has been made into a major fact of her life,” Adrienne Rich writes in her 1986 classic, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution. Unlike non-mother, “the term ‘nonfather’ does not exist.”18 This isn’t to say that men face no pressures and expectations about families. The sociologist Alice Rossi has observed that a man’s arrival into adulthood is defined by his ability to support a woman and the children she would have.19 But the pressure to produce the children who need providing for, and the blame for failing to do so, falls entirely on women.


Today, we benefit from the wisdom of Black, queer, and Indigenous feminist thinkers who have taught us that “mother” is best used as a verb, not a noun: mother is something that you do, not something that you are. The social scientist Stanlie M. James argues that radically expanding the definition of mothering and who can do it—so adoptive parents can mother, and so can men, gay couples, trans people, nonbinary folks, teachers, neighbors, friends—is the key to transforming our society for the better.20 As James frames it, mothering need not have anything to do with a uterus producing a child, or even with whether the person doing the mothering has a uterus or identifies as a woman. bell hooks called this “revolutionary parenting,” stripping gendered associations from her term altogether.21 But for much of the history this book tells, gendered associations reigned supreme: people cared very much about uteruses and what people who had them did with them. The Venn diagram of “women” and “people designated female at birth” would have been a circle, in terms of how society viewed them, and everyone in that circle would have been expected to become a mother, regardless of what she wanted from her life: who she wanted to be, whom she wanted to love, and what she wanted to prioritize.


Throughout history, some undoubtedly found ways of opting out of marriage and/or childbearing because they were not sexually attracted to men, or because they did not want to take on what were traditionally women’s roles, or because they did not identify as women. Others may have done so because they had no interest, sexual or otherwise, in the particular man their parents or community expected them to marry and have children with. (The notion that romantic love or sexual attraction were necessary requirements for heterosexual marriage and baby making is a relatively recent invention.22) Still others may have done so because they wanted to be scholars or pilots or judges or tennis champions and, at least until very recently, combining motherhood and professional ambitions just didn’t seem possible. Whatever their reasons, all of them would have paid a social price. Today, a cis woman who has prioritized her career over children, a lesbian woman who cannot afford fertility treatments, and a trans woman who does not have a uterus have equally failed to undertake the biological act of reproduction that has come to define our gender. Despite our preferences and identities and anatomies, in this, and in the social price we pay, we are united.


Millennial women are failing to undertake this particular biological act en masse. We’re gunning for the highest rate of childlessness in American history, or at the very least, the highest rate of childlessness since the unlucky generation that lived their fertile years during the Great Depression.23 American women’s expected lifetime fertility is around 1.7 children per woman, far below the replacement rate of 2.1.24 Adoptions are down too: the annual number of adoptions in the United States fell more than 17 percent between 2007 and 2014 and has continued its downward slide ever since.25 Overall, nearly half of millennial women, the eldest of whom are in their early forties, have no children, and an increasing number of us don’t ever plan to.26 “Thinking about the future,” a 2021 Pew survey asked American nonparents aged eighteen to forty-nine, “how likely is it that you will have children someday?” Forty-four percent of them said “not too likely” or “not at all likely,” a sharp increase of seven percentage points from a 2018 survey, when 37 percent answered that way.27


The phenomenon of falling fertility is not solely an American one, of course. The lowest fertility rates in the world are in East Asia: in South Korea, women average 0.8 births in their lifetime. In Singapore, it’s 1.1.28 Fertility in several southern European countries has also dropped low enough to cause alarm: in Greece, Italy, and Spain, women average around 1.3 births. Many of these countries have responded with policies expressly designed to encourage people to have children, and to have a lot of them. In Japan, where the fertility rate has dipped to 1.3, the government has been particularly creative, instituting “family weeks,” during which parents are not allowed to work past 7 p.m., and throwing state-sponsored parties where young people are encouraged to fall in love, have sex, and marry, in whatever order. Over the past decade, the French government has spent significant sums to encourage births, funding policies for extended maternity and paternity leaves, tax breaks and other financial incentives, in-home childcare, day care, and stay-at-home allowances for mothers who prefer to take time off from work while their children are young. In France, at least, there is some evidence that these policies are working—if not to increase births, then at least to slow their decline. The French fertility rate is falling—1.83 in 2020, down from 1.89 in 2018 and 2.03 in 2010—but more slowly than elsewhere, and it remains the highest in Europe.29


The United States has been slow to institute policies that might encourage people to have more children—aside from trying to limit access to contraception and criminalizing abortion—but that hasn’t stopped us from freaking out about the fact that many Americans aren’t. Each spring, the US Department of Health and Human Services releases a report tallying up the total number of babies born the previous calendar year and breaking down the data by mother’s age, race, and location. Each spring, from 2015 to 2021, that number was lower than the year before. News in the spring of 2022 was mixed—the number of babies born in 2021 was slightly higher than in 2020, but still down significantly from 2019—and it didn’t stop the avalanche of panicked articles and stump speeches and social media posts that have now become a yearly tradition.30 American women are having fewer children, they report. Families are smaller; childlessness is on the rise. These pieces all ask the same question: Why? Why are today’s young women screwing up the one really basic function of our mammalian bodies? Why are they ignoring the imperatives of their biology, refusing to do their part in continuing the human species, denying their parents the joy of having grandchildren? Why are they missing out, seemingly choosing to miss out, on something so many people say gives their life its meaning? Why are young American women not having babies?


Theories, of course, abound. The least generous explanation for the modern childless woman usually concludes, simply, that she cannot be bothered. She is (we are) too selfish, the story goes, too greedy, too shortsighted, and too into her (our) job(s). As women moved out of the private sphere and into the workforce, heading to factories, offices, hospitals, and board rooms, this theory goes, they began to prioritize career ambition and professional success over motherhood. Women are choosing to have no children, in other words, because they want other things—lattes, degrees, careers, vacations, definitely avocado toast—more than they want kids.


More generous explanations focus less on our feminism or our coffee habits, and more on the colder, harder economic realities young Americans actually face. At the risk of overstating the obvious, it costs a lot of avocado toast to send your kid to day care for a month. A New York Times survey in 2021 concluded that reproductive decisions were closely tied to jobs, money, and the desperate struggle many millennials have faced to gain even a tenuous foothold in the rapidly eroding middle class. An accompanying county-level inspection of births nationwide found that fertility has dropped dramatically since 2009, not just on the coasts or in cities or blue states like you might expect, but in most counties: red and blue, wealthy and poor, urban and rural, across the nation. For those of us who graduated from college into the Great Recession, as I did, or weathered it from the small, unstable dinghies that are early career jobs, wanting to feel economically and professionally stable before signing up to provide for a new human isn’t simply a preference. Many young women see prioritizing their careers as nothing short of necessary for survival.31 We have all gotten the timeworn advice to just have a baby because, even if the finances or logistics look impossible now, “it will work itself out.” What may once have been encouraging words of wisdom now ring hollow to many in a generation that has seen firsthand what it looks like when things very profoundly do not work themselves out: When Lehman Brothers declared bankruptcy on the morning of September 15, 2008, dragging the global economy into a yearslong death spiral, millennials were twelve to twenty-seven years old. In the spring of 2020, when the COVID-19 pandemic forced Americans onto the unemployment rolls in numbers not seen since the Great Depression, they were twenty-four to thirty-nine.32


As COVID-19 spread across the country and lockdowns pushed us into our homes, demand for over-the-counter and prescription birth control soared in the United States and around the world, quickly outstripping the national and global supply.33 Four in ten American women told the Guttmacher Institute that the pandemic had caused them to change their plans about when and if to have children, or to reduce the number of children they planned to have.34 Phones at abortion clinics rang off the hook throughout the pandemic’s first year, in part because a number of states ruled abortions to be “nonessential” services under lockdown, causing spillover to clinics in neighboring states, and in part because, as women told abortion providers repeatedly, the ongoing crisis meant that “having a child right now isn’t best for them.”35


But while the crisis was global, its effects were unevenly spread, cushioned or not by economic stability and status. The pandemic years saw a drop in births among Black and low-income women, the people hardest hit by the economic downturn that accompanied the virus. Meanwhile, a small-but-not-insignificant slice of wealthier American women—the ones who found themselves working from home and saving money they’d normally have spent on restaurant tabs and vacations—saw the pandemic as an ideal time to get pregnant and did so in greater numbers than they otherwise might have.36 Births were down overall during the pandemic, but they were up in the white middle and upper-middle classes. Hannes Schwandt, an economics professor at Northwestern University, observed, “It could well be that this is the first time in a recession where some groups have increased fertility.”37


The enthusiastic childbearing of the women I met at West Point was cultural in the sense that it took place in a culture in which having children was socially expected and rewarded, but it wasn’t only cultural. It was also structural. A military life carries great risk, of course, but it also offers stability: good pay, housing stipends, free health care, subsidized day care, and—despite frequent geographic dislocations—strong community networks, often run by women, that envelop newcomers with material and emotional support. In spite of the sacrifices it requires of its members, the American military does a very good job of providing conditions under which people can—and do—have large families. In a sense, the West Point ladies’ coffee was a trip back to an earlier era for the white middle class, when time, money, and community support gave people good reasons to believe in their present and future stability. Many of the reasons American women cite for not having children didn’t apply to the women in that room because of decisions—policies, laws, and structures—made by people outside it.
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Most explanations for why women aren’t having children focus on individual choices made by individual women. One wants to have children but doesn’t think she can afford it. Another was too picky for too long and didn’t find a partner until it was too late. Another doesn’t want to grow up, get her life together, or take the leap of reproductive faith her parents did. Another chose her career or buying a house or saving for retirement over having children. Another is unwilling to look past our current crises—political, environmental, economic, take your pick—and choose hope. These women, we tell ourselves, are not mothers because they didn’t choose to be mothers. If they wanted kids, we tell ourselves, they would have chosen differently.


We can be forgiven for thinking this way. In the United States, choice is just another word for freedom. In his concurring opinion in Roe v. Wade, conservative Supreme Court justice Potter Stewart wrote that “freedom of personal choice in matters of marriage and family life”—including, he reasoned, the choice to have an abortion—“is one of the liberties” protected by the Fourteenth Amendment. The word “choice” has since become a rallying cry of progressive women’s movements, a synonym for abortion access expertly pitched to a society with a soft spot for claims to individual freedoms. The idea of choice “made” second-wave feminism, Susan Brownmiller, a prominent and controversial feminist of the 1970s, famously wrote. The choice to have an abortion. The choice between career and family. The choice to not have children. Choice was concrete, a specific ask that didn’t require making any larger, vaguer, harder changes to the world women made choices in—or to the world they would have to raise their children in.38 Framing feminist demands in terms of “choice” played nicely with the individualist ideals deeply ingrained in the American Dream: that the various paths to life, liberty, and happiness were laid at the feet of each individual American, and that they need only lace up their walking shoes and head off down the one they like best. Today, this apparent freedom to choose makes any individual’s motherhood or non-motherhood appear entirely deliberate.


Throughout our history, framing non-motherhood as a deliberate choice was also useful for those who saw not having children as abnormal or deviant. These women could have become mothers but didn’t, and so they deserve our scorn. Infertility, of course, threatened to muddy the waters, since it generally involved women who aspired to become mothers—and who presumably accepted motherhood as a desirable social norm—but were unable to. Because of this, prominent American politicians and thinkers worked hard to distinguish between infertile women and the childless by choice; between women who would have chosen motherhood if they could have and women who could have become mothers but didn’t. “There are many good people who are denied the supreme blessing of children, and for these we have… respect and sympathy,” a bespectacled Theodore Roosevelt told the National Congress of Mothers, an organization now known as the Parent-Teacher Association, or PTA, in 1905. But women who opted out of motherhood by choice were “unlovely creatures,” as useful to society as “unleavened bread,” and “one of the most unpleasant and unwholesome features of modern life.”39 It was not simply a woman’s non-motherhood that was the problem, in other words. The problem was her choice not to become a mother.


With the introduction of assisted reproductive technologies like in vitro fertilization in the last decades of the twentieth century, such feats of distinction became unnecessary: even though infertility treatment was and is financially out of reach for most Americans, and even though success rates from IVF vary widely, its very existence—and the multibillion-dollar global industry that has been built up around it—makes it seem as though infertility is cured. We live in a society that believes women can choose to prevent, terminate, or initiate a pregnancy at will, even if it does not morally condone all those choices. Any woman without a child must have chosen that life.


Empirically, logically, anecdotally, we know this just isn’t true. Feminists of color have been pointing out the inadequacy of “choice” since at least 1994, when a group of Black women leaders, scholars, and activists offered “reproductive justice” in its place.40 The word “choice” implies the agency to choose, an agency that many American women have long been denied. Enslaved women did not legally own their own bodies, much less the right to make their own reproductive decisions. In the twentieth century, states in the Jim Crow South set up publicly funded birth-control clinics specifically to limit Black births.41 By the 1960s and 1970s, southern doctors were performing involuntary sterilizations on Black women so frequently that the civil rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer termed the procedure a “Mississippi appendectomy.”42 In the 1970s, the Indian Health Service was accused of having sterilized up to one-quarter of Native women without their consent.43 This is not ancient history: in the fall of 2020, a whistleblower alleged that a for-profit Immigration and Customs Enforcement detention center in Georgia was forcing sterilizations on immigrant women who neither gave their consent nor, in many cases, knew enough English to understand what had been done to them.44


Laurie Bertram Roberts, executive director of the Mississippi Reproductive Freedom Fund, recently explained that “reproductive justice” is “the human right to have a child, not have a child, be able to raise your families in safe, secure surroundings with your basic needs met.”45 The point is less about abortion, less about the choice to have a child or not, and more about the conditions in which that choice is made, and the conditions in which any resulting child will be raised. The right question may not be “Why are American women not having children?” but “What other decisions are women having to make that affect their reproductive choices, and what conditions are they making them under?” Or it might be even simpler still: How—how on earth—could they? For many young women—even those who have not experienced the violence of forced sterilization—the conditions in which they must make reproductive choices are so constrained that they don’t feel like choices at all.


The numbers bear this out. Over the past four decades, studies from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention have consistently found that very few women are willing to label themselves “voluntarily childless”: 6 percent in 2017, up just slightly from 4.9 percent in 1982.46 Another researcher found that 5 percent or so identify as “involuntarily childless,” usually meaning that they wanted children but infertility intervened.47 For the rest of us, the majority without kids, our non-motherhood was arrived at slowly, indirectly, through a series of decisions that sometimes had nothing, and yet everything, to do with reproduction: to go back to school to get a graduate degree and change careers, to leave a loveless marriage at thirty-five, to take a job far from family networks that could have provided support, to hold out for a partner who makes you happier than you can make yourself, to look hard at the fires and floods and storms that augur climate catastrophe within the next generation’s lifetime. In some cases, the choice was made for us, by jobs without paid parental leave or the dizzying cost of day care or our staggering student loan payments or the careful math it takes in twenty-first-century America to own a home or ever hope to retire. Some of us tried fertility drugs or IUI or IVF, decided to stop when it got too expensive or physically grueling, and exist in a gray zone between choosing not to have children and not being able to. We are what one scholar calls “perpetual postponers,” women who might have been mothers had our lives broken another way or the society we live in been different—whose biological clocks struck midnight, or taste for sleepless nights ran out, or aging parents began needing care before having a baby made even the least bit of sense.48


The explanations for individual and collective childlessness are complicated. It’s not just our finances, or the joy of living a selfish and hedonic existence, or the grief of infertility. For some of us, it’s all of these, and more: the lack of support in our current society that makes parenting a profoundly individual, isolated project; the financial pressures that make us prioritize careers and income over almost anything else; the fear of raising children on a planet already groaning under the weight of a mass of humanity doing its best to destroy it; the fear of creating another human to aid in that destruction. Some of us want to live lives that don’t allow space for children, lives that demand we spend our reserves of time, energy, and love in other ways.


None of these reasons are new. History is full of women who may have wanted kids badly, or been ambivalent about them, or been freed by not having them, but who in any case never did have them. They were not having children long before the highly effective forms of birth control we have today existed, and long before feminist theory began to tease out the space between motherhood and womanhood. In our struggle to build our lives and to figure out whether those lives allow for children, we are products of our historical moment, of the tiny gift of time we have been given on this planet. But history also tells us we are not alone.
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I began writing this book in the early days of lockdown, during the coronavirus pandemic. With schools and day cares closed, extended family support systems cut off, friends out of reach, and parents working inside the same four walls as active toddlers, bored elementary schoolers, and sullen teenagers, in some ways the gulf between parents and nonparents was greater than ever. In particular, the experiences of mothers—who took on the lion’s share of childcare and virtual school responsibilities under lockdown—and women without children were stretched so far apart that the last threads they held in common threatened to snap.49 For many mothers, tales of boredom baking and at-home yoga and Netflix binges from their friends without children were as unintelligible as they were infuriating. For those friends, the early months of lockdown may have felt like vindication. “There’s a reason I chose not to have kids,” one woman wrote on Twitter, “and while being stuck at home for weeks during a pandemic wasn’t explicitly [it], it isn’t far off.”50


The crisis of American motherhood is not a product of the virus, of course. COVID-19 exposed what women with children and without both already knew: that despite the expectation we all become mothers, we receive little support once we do. Pediatricians’ offices are open Monday to Friday, nine to five. The American school day ends at two or three o’clock, hours before the end of even the most humane twenty-first-century workday. In some parts of the country, paying for day care or preschool can cost nearly one full professional salary. Small humans must be fed every day, it turns out, multiple times per day. Someone must fold the clean laundry, pack everyone’s lunches, book after-school programs and summer camps, help with homework, make it to doctor’s appointments, and spend precious paid time off to stay home with sick kids. Parenting in our society requires pouring time, money, and energy into holes in systems that never worked—often, systems that were never set up to work in the first place.


In recent years, the so-called Mommy Wars have pitted mother against mother in fierce disagreements over the “right” way to parent. Battle lines have sprung up around unmedicated childbirth versus epidurals, breast versus bottle, staying at home versus day care, co-sleeping versus sleep training, vaccines, and whether your kid should be wearing a coat in the parking lot of Trader Joe’s in October. It’s worth pointing out that these are all things individual mothers largely can control. The Mommy Wars are not fought over the vast territory outside of that control: the cost of childcare and medical care, or our collective lack of maternity leave and paid time off, or the so-called motherhood penalty that suppresses the salaries of women with children. This makes sense. American mothers are set up to fail on the big things, so it’s no wonder they’re fighting over the scraps. Even after becoming a mother, fulfilling the role society demands of you, you still can’t win.


Not having children, of course, is nothing new. But in other places, and in other times, the hands and hearts that cared for a child didn’t necessarily, or solely, belong to the same person as the uterus that incubated them. There and then, the risks, responsibilities, and rewards of raising the next generation would have been shared by communities—communities that included women who had not given birth alongside biological mothers. Today, in the absence of community, societal, institutional, or really any support, reproductive life has been reduced to a question of individual willingness to assume the responsibilities and risks that come with reproducing. Parenthood is demanded of us, but we are asked to parent in isolated bubbles, supported—to put it crudely—by our bank accounts and little else. The reward for acquiescing is shouldering the sole responsibility for every aspect of your children’s care; the punishment for not doing so is having little recognized role in the lives of children at all.


History shows us that this need not be the case. Women—from eleventh-century nuns, to nineteenth-century suffragists, to twentieth-century environmentalists and Black and Indigenous feminists—have been telling all of us for a long time that supporting mothers and restoring societal value to women without children are two sides of the same coin. Maybe it’s time we listened.
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When I started writing this book, I thought I’d exclusively focus on the stories of women without children. Their stories haven’t been told, I thought, and now’s the time. But I slowly realized how little sense it made to tell the stories of childless women in isolation from the stories of the mothers they loved and helped, from the men they slept with and turned to for medical advice, from the broader communities they interacted with every day. In most places on earth, and even in the not-so-deep American past, the distinction between mothers and non-mothers wasn’t so stark. From West Africa to the Haudenosaunee (or Iroquois) Confederacy to the American colonies, there was far more space for motherhood to be a social role, not just a biological one, more space for women who did not birth children to fully participate in loving and raising them. Throughout history, women without children lived their lives in societies that included mothers, men, and structures and policies that others made for them. As the historian Natalie Zemon Davis once pointed out, you can’t expect your reader to understand feudalism, the medieval European economic system, if you write only about peasants and never mention that there were also lords.51 When Davis wrote this in 1976, scholars were just beginning to study the history of women in earnest, and her point was that women’s history had to be about women in relationship with men, just as those women lived their lives in relationship with men. If you popped women out of their social context and viewed them as a historical phenomenon unto themselves, you would never understand the full picture. In the book that follows, you’ll meet women without children you might not have heard of; women you might have heard of for reasons other than their non-motherhood; men whose decisions, work, and lives had some bearing on the experiences of women who were not mothers; and mothers of every kind: biological, social, step, adoptive, temporary, and part-time. The full picture of women without children is a picture of all of us. We are not as different as we have been led to think.


Among the women I know without children, very few fit cleanly into the categories society wants to slot us into: voluntarily or involuntarily childless, joyfully childfree or devastated by infertility. Our reproductive status has come with griefs large and small: watching our parents mourn the grandchildren they will not have; regretting past choices that may have led us here and anticipating what regret might come; shedding tears over another negative pregnancy test or an abortion that felt like the only way to keep the load-bearing pillars of our lives standing; realizing that the pain of failed infertility treatments has faded into joy at the life that failure allowed us to live—and finding that there is grief in that too. There is sadness in missing out on, or even not wanting, the thing that so many others say gives their life its meaning.52 Many of us have mourned the passage of what Cheryl Strayed has called “the ghost ship that didn’t carry us,” the shadowy, silent version of the life we did not choose that glides parallel to us, barely visible through the mist.53 For everyone I know, even those for whom not having children has made possible lives they love and would not change, the decision (if it could be called a decision) involved some measure of anguish. There is both joy and grief in lives that don’t look quite like they’re expected to.


It can be tempting to see rising rates of childlessness as a feminist triumph, as the normalization of a lifestyle that breaks, or at least bends, the heteronormative box that has for so long contained the American family, as the collective expression of a generation of women with options and the ability to choose the life they most want to lead. But I hesitate to call it a triumph when so many of those choices were determined by economic pain, lack of support, and fear about the future. The reasons American parents struggled in COVID lockdowns, the reasons American parents struggle even in the best of times, are not so different from the reasons American women give when they say they don’t plan to have children at all. This is a depressing thought. I hope it is also a unifying one.


The activist and writer Jenny Brown has argued that we should understand falling births in America as a work slowdown or a strike: the people who do the labor of birthing and raising children are increasingly refusing to do it under the poor conditions they’ve been provided.54 On the scale of aggregate social trends, this is probably the best way to think about it. But the word “strike” also implies agency and intention—a lot more agency and intention than many women report feeling in regard to their reproductive decisions.55 The anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot has observed that workers’ absence from the workplace is not a sufficient definition of a strike. A large number of employees failing to show up for work on the same day could be the effect of a large snowstorm, perhaps, or of a stomach virus making its way around the office, or simple coincidence. They need reasons, collective ones, and they need to have made a collective decision not to show. “To put it most simply,” Trouillot writes, “a strike is only a strike if the workers know they’re striking.”56


I’m not convinced that American women know that we’re striking. We aren’t having children for reasons that seem more diffuse and individual than they do collective or connected, reasons that often seem to have little to do with children in the first place: lack of money, social support, partners, or flexible work schedules; fear of fires and floods; failures of biology; desire for different lives. These reasons also aren’t new, but they’re presented to us stripped of their history: Feminism made us prioritize our careers, we’re told. Alarmists made us paranoid about the climate, they tell us. Waiting too long made us infertile. Being born in the eighties and nineties and early aughts made us selfish, somehow. Without the history that helps to link them, the reasons women aren’t having children look and feel less like a strike than like individual decisions to opt out, less like a shared experience and more like a personal failure to overcome modern-day stresses, real and imagined. If this is a strike, a wise friend observed, we don’t even get the solidarity. It is that solidarity, with each other and with history, that this book hopes to offer.
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