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Praise for One and Only

“[Sandler] delves deeply, thoughtfully, and humorously into history, culture, politics, religion, race, economics, and of course, scientific research. . . . Will she or won’t she have another? The beauty of her in-depth exploration is that the larger questions she poses make this one seem beside the point.”

—Lori Gottlieb, The New York Times Book Review

“There is a welcome strain of argument undergirding this well-researched and lively book: looking out for your own happiness is not inconsistent with being a good mother. This is a vital part of the conversation that’s not being discussed in the chatter surrounding middle-class parenting.”

—Jessica Grose, The New Republic

“Sandler makes her case with zeal. . . . [She] certainly has a dramatic touch with language, and in her book she adduces a prodigious amount of reporting, data and research. . . . The data Sandler cite speak convincingly to the proposition that only children, at the very least, should not be negatively stereotyped.”

—The Washington Post

“[A] thoughtful, well-reasoned book. . . . Sandler writes movingly.”

—The Boston Globe

“[Sandler] blends a wealth of research with personal anecdote to argue that only children in fact grow up with significant advantages.”

—The Week

“The impressive depth of Sandler’s reporting . . . lends necessary rigor to important, emotionally complex questions of family size, parental well-being, and public policy. The result is a swift and absorbing read. . . . Her fervently argued book may be enough to change your mind and the national conversation.”

—Psychology Today

“[Sandler] cuts at the core of one of modern women’s most stubborn, self-defeating beliefs—that unless we are everything to all people, we are nothing, that our worth is tied up in our limitless capacity (at least when it comes to caring for others), that we don’t actually deserve to live a selective life and take or leave a number of energy-sucking pursuits.”

—Courtney Martin, CNN

“I couldn’t put it down. The book—despite what the cover says—isn’t really about only children. This is what it is: It’s about relationships with our kids, our spouse, our parents, and most importantly with ourselves. It’s also about how scientific studies are often publicized to suit our own notions of right and wrong. Or ignored, if they don’t match our morals. . . . Lauren isn’t proselytizing; she’s just stating it like it is. Seductively honest.”

—Randi Hutter Epstein, The Huffington Post

“[Sandler’s] questions have never been more relevant. . . . One and Only is peppered with lyrical anecdotes of her daily life (a tangle of limbs in a ‘family hug,’ a bedtime standoff) that seem to remind us of every family’s own intense, wonderful, maddening dynamic.”

—Nona Willis Aronowitz, The American Prospect

“Journalist Lauren Sandler argues persuasively that being born a singleton isn’t a tragedy, but a gift—both for a kid and their parents.”

—Sarah Weir, Yahoo

“Why, Sandler asks, are prejudices about ‘selfish’ and ‘maladjusted’ single kids (and their parents) so widespread in our culture, despite much evidence to the contrary? Part of the answer has to do with myths about the happiness of singletons and their families, which Sandler debunks, but the book has a broader scope that makes it worthwhile for anyone interested in government policy and contemporary American culture.”

—Katherine Stewart, Religion Dispatches

“One and Only should be required reading for any parent who wants to have only one child but thinks they should have two ‘for the sake of the children.’ It should also be read by parents of multiples who feel that their one-child peers are somehow ‘less’ as parents.”

—Michelle Richmond, San Francisco Journal of Books

“One and Only has been a great solace to mothers of only children (this writer included).”

—Wendy Paris, The Jewish Week

“Sandler delivers a work of fierce reporting, tender storytelling, and clear-eyed cultural analysis.”

—Susan Cain, author of Quiet

“Lauren Sandler’s book is eloquent, articulate, persuasive, and whip-smart. But its greatest virtue may be its restraint. This is, thank goodness, no faddish argument for only children. One and Only is something much wiser and much, much more important. It’s a plea to disregard our facile (and demonstrably incorrect) stereotypes about family size and accept a universal truth: one size does not fit all.”

—Daniel Smith, New York Times bestselling author of Monkey Mind

“Sandler’s thought-provoking—and often surprising—analysis will fascinate anyone interested in how family circumstances shape our lives.”

—Gretchen Rubin, New York Times bestselling author of The Happiness Project

“Sandler powerfully debunks generations of myths about the loneliness, selfishness, and general neuroticism of only children. Her book is a must-read both for adult only children and parents of ‘just’ one—and an eye-opener for anyone interested in a fresh look at the meaning of connectedness.”

—Judith Warner, New York Times bestselling author of Perfect Madness

“Sandler weaves a gripping tale of motherhood and modernity, bypassing the mommy wars to expose the wider conditions in which parenting choices are made. She’s one of the most cogent commentators on feminism and family there is.”

—Deborah Siegel, PhD, coeditor of Only Child

“This book, like everything Lauren Sandler writes, is lush and riveting. Only children or people who have only children will find comfort in these pages, and parents generally should read it to understand their own choices.”

—Alissa Quart, author of Hothouse Kids

“With wit, warmth, and keen intelligence, Sandler skewers the myths about only children and their parents. If you’re tired of all the foolish generalizations, buy several copies of this book and hand them out at the playground!”

—Liza Featherstone, author of Selling Women Short

“Onlies, parents of onlies, and readers still on the fence will find the book illuminating and affirming.”

—Publishers Weekly

“[T]he author’s argument dispels stereotypes of ‘onlies’ and raises provocative questions about the American tendency toward prioritizing and even elevating parenthood over relationships, individuality, social networks and other aspects of adulthood, sometimes to the detriment of the family. Recommended as an alternative perspective on an often emotionally fraught discussion.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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FOR JUSTIN AND DAHLIA



INTRODUCTION

IT’S NOT WHAT YOU THINK

This is not a memoir, but to conform to what’s expected of an only child, let me start with myself.

My mother was deeply devoted to raising me. To have a happy kid, she figured she needed to be a happy mother, and to be a happy mother, she needed to be a happy person. To do that, she had to preserve her authentic self, which she could not imagine doing with a second child.

“It was all about me,” she freely admits to me one night, in a way that simultaneously makes my chest swell with pride (feminism!) and my shoulders contract with a cringe (selfishness!). My parents are in Brooklyn for a weekend visit. It’s getting close to midnight, and my mother and I are in our nightgowns, tucked under the covers of the sleep couch. My husband, Justin, and my dad are nursing their beers, feet propped up on the foot of the bed.

“When you were three,” she goes on, “I thought I was pregnant. I stayed up all night making a pros and cons list. By morning, it was clear to me I couldn’t have another kid.” She easily recites the “con” litany: she could continue her career uninterrupted, stay in the apartment she loved instead of trading urbanity for a suburban existence, maintain a certain level of independence, and worry less about money.

I interrupt her to ask about the “pro” list. I have no idea what she’s going to say. She’s never so much as suggested that there would be a competing list. Instead of replying, she continues, “I just would have had to be a totally different person with another kid. My life would have utterly changed. Luckily, it turned out I wasn’t pregnant.”

“I get that, Mom. I do. But what about the other list?” She’s silent. My father studies the label on his beer bottle. “Dad, what did you want?” I ask.

My father looks up at me. “I so loved parenting; I always wanted the experience to be varied, to go on,” he says quietly. A vocal strain belies his next words: “But you know me. I’m not a regretful person.” He looks back down at his bottle. “What can I say,” he says. “The years passed. It became the choice. Here we are.” He grins at me. “Where we are isn’t half bad, I might add. It just took me some time to get used to the idea.”

It takes us all some time to get used to the idea. As only children, we have to get used to lacking something that the majority of people have for better or for worse. As parents who choose to stop at one, we have to get used to the nagging feeling that we are choosing for our own children something they can never undo. We’re deciding not to know two kids splashing in the bubble bath, playing in the pile of raked leaves, whispering under the cover of darkness, teasing each other at the dinner table, holding hands at our funerals.

Everyone seems to think they know who we are, both singletons and parents of singletons. We are the selfish ones. I must be doubly so, as an only child myself, and the mother of one. Who else but an only child would have the sense of self-importance to write about being one, much less suggest that other people consider it for themselves? But after investigating the whole matter, let me offer this spoiler: I don’t buy it.

•  •  •

Lonely. Selfish. Maladjusted. These are the words that Toni Falbo, the leading researcher in the small field of only child studies, uses to explain our image of only children. Falbo lists these characteristics so often, they tend to run together as a single word: lonelyselfishmaladjusted.

Why did this idea take hold? The academic basis of the miserable singleton specimen was the work of one man, who famously lectured, “Being an only child is a disease in itself.” Granville Stanley Hall was a leader of the late-nineteenth-century child-study movement and had a national network of study groups called Hall Clubs that spread his teachings. Not a bad way to disseminate his 1896 study, “Of Peculiar and Exceptional Children,” which described only children as permanent misfits. Never mind that Hall also openly fetishized his own agrarian, big-brood upbringing and disdained the smaller-family urbanity that was creeping into a rapidly industrializing country. Just consider that Hall—and every other fledgling psychologist—knew close to nothing about credible research practices.

Yet for decades, academics and advice columnists alike spread his conclusion that an only child could not develop the same capacity for adjustment as children with siblings. “Over-privileged, asocial, royally autonomous . . . self-centered, aloof and overly intellectual,” is the culturally perceived “unchallengeable given” of the only child, as sociologist Judith Blake wrote in her 1989 book Family Size and Achievement, which attempted to scientifically dismantle aspects of the stereotype. Later generations of scholars tried to correct the record, but their findings never filtered into popular parenting discourse. The “peculiar” only child had permeated pop culture, from oddball sidekicks in eighties sitcoms to demon children in horror films. Hellion only children are legendary on screen: The Shining, The Exorcist, Friday the Thirteenth, and The Butcher Boy are all films that rely on a seriously psychotic singleton (yes, even Psycho) to terrorize their innocent costars.

It’s not just fright-fests that traffic in typecasting only children. Name a genre, and there’s a list of characters to give the stereotype narrative heft and form: Tom Ripley, Veruca Salt, Eric Cartman. Even superheroes fit the stereotype, misfit loners incapable of truly connecting with citizens of the real world, suspicious in their overintelligence, often fighting against their privilege. Batman, Superman, Spider-Man, Iron Man—only children all. But this troubled image projected onto the popular consciousness can be complicated by the real-life heroism of some singletons whose ability to connect with others was central to their own superpowers: you might not know it, but Mahatma Gandhi was an only child too.

•  •  •

Around the time my mother stayed awake on the couch with her pros and cons list, she met with the administrators of my nursery school to convince them to extend hours until six o’clock in the evening, to accommodate the needs of working parents. The next morning a squadron of mothers cornered her at the door to the school. Wearing pajamas under their trench coats, they allowed her to drop me off before moving in for the attack. “We’ve been waiting for you,” they said. They were fundamentally opposed to her suggestion of an extended day. “We wanted to tell you our children are our only priority.”

During an interview with British psychologist Bernice Sorensen, who wrote a book called The Only-Child Experience & Adulthood, I mention that my mother chose to stop at one and I am considering the same for my family. Her response is to snap, “So, your mother is a narcissist, and you’re one too if you make that choice, and you will probably ensure the same future for your daughter. Isn’t that what you’re telling me?” Let’s just say she’s one singleton who didn’t enjoy the experience.

The majority of parents say they have second children for the sake of their first child, or at least that’s what they’ve told Gallup pollsters for decades. But it’s hard to imagine anything that can be reduced to a simple survey question, much less an issue that layers notions of family, happiness, responsibility, legacy—life and death itself, when you think about it. Still, we all know that there’s truth in this response: first children tend to be a choice parents make to fulfill their own lives and a second child tends to be a choice parents make to fulfill the life of their existing child.

Some people believe that a family with one child isn’t really a family, although I defy anyone to strictly define familial normalcy today. Kids are increasingly—and happily—raised by same-sex parents (in fact, recent studies suggest that lesbian mothers are the best parents of all). Divorce is as common as not. In vitro fertilization has pushed the possible age of conception into the midforties. Siblings are almost as likely stepbrothers and stepsisters as they are the children of their own biological parents.

Such developments in the way we define a family produce questions about how to define an only child. Statisticians tend to use the rule that if you spent your first seven years raised as the sole child in a household, you count as one. But I’ve met plenty of people who consider themselves onlies because they felt estranged from stepsiblings, and others who would never think of themselves as singletons, despite an age gap of a dozen-odd years, because of how close they are to a brother or sister. These definitions are murky at best. Some only-child experiences and tendencies will apply to some situations (e.g., the seven-year rule works well when understanding selfishness or achievement), and not to others (e.g., even if your sister was in college when you were born, confronting the death of a parent would be radically different without her). It’s erroneous to think there is such a thing as “normal”—much less that we should aspire to such a concept.

And still, one of America’s most successful exports has been the cultural assertion that joyful families are big families: from Meet Me in St. Louis to the Cheaper by the Dozen remakes, the Partridges to the Duggars. One young woman in China, who was raised in a rural village populated by a generation of only children, tells me she never knew what a “normal” family looked like until the Chinese television authority permitted reruns of Growing Pains when she was in middle school. “The Seaver family was the first ‘real family’ I had ever seen,” she says, admitting a crush on Kirk Cameron and excitedly telling me that the actor who played Ben Seaver married a gal from Shanghai. “They seemed so happy together—why wouldn’t I want that?”

“Nobody wants that—that’s not what people imagine for their lives,” says sociologist Philip Morgan at the Carolina Population Center when I ask him to discuss the rising number of only children. In surveys that ask young women how many children they’d like to have, ultimately and ideally, no one says they’d choose to stop at one child, he tells me. To me, that’s like asking a tween girl what her perfect wedding looks like. My childhood fantasy was to get married on an island in Boston’s Public Garden in a dress my grandmother would take me shopping for in Paris, with a swing band and guests encircling me and my groom in floating Swan Boats. Instead, my grandmother was confined to a nursing ward, I wore a two-hundred-dollar off-the-rack dress, we got hitched at my parents’ house and danced to a six-hour mix we made that blew out my dad’s speakers. My grandmother’s absence aside, it was grand. We envision one thing; we live with another. Our ideals change in concert with our emerging realities—even more so if, as we develop, we opt to interrogate what we thought we wanted, and why we thought we wanted it.

Here are some things I want: I want to do meaningful work. I want to travel. I want to eat in restaurants and drink in bars. I want to go to movies and concerts. I want to read novels. I want to marinate in solitude. I want to have friendships that regularly sustain and exhilarate me. I want a romantic relationship that involves daily communication beyond interrogatives and imperatives—I want to be known. And I want to snuggle with my daughter for as long as she’ll let me, being as present in her life as I can while giving her all the space she needs to discover life on her own terms. I want full participation: in the world, in my family, in my friendships, and in my own actualization.

In other words, to have a happy kid, I figure I need to be a happy mother, and to be a happy mother, I need to be a happy person. Like my mother, I feel that I need to make choices within the limits of reality—which means considering work, finances, pleasure—and at the moment I can’t imagine how I could possibly do that with another kid. Someone once asked Alice Walker if women (well, woman artists) should have children. She replied, “They should have children—assuming this is of interest to them—but only one.” Why? “Because with one you can move,” she said. “With more than one, you’re a sitting duck.”

Still, I agonize every time I see my daughter doting on a friend’s baby, just as my own heart has a tendency to devour itself whole when I take a new tiny person in my arms, inhaling its sweetness, nuzzling that soft neck, thrilling to every smile and coo. When my daughter was born, after all my anxiety about how I’d never changed a diaper, all my avowing that I prefer living things who can verbally communicate, all my certainty that bonding would be an infinite process, and all my fear that I would never again live life on my own terms—well, I held my girl, just moments old, and I simply knew what to do. My confidence and capability stunned me. Justin’s too—though I always knew he was up to the task. And yet when I try to imagine doing it again, I feel even greater doubt than I did the first time.

There are plenty of parents who deeply want more than one child and are willing to make profound compromises to have the family they want. These are not people beset with ambivalence or fear that they will forever damage their first child by not offering it the gift of a sibling. These are parents who know what they’re in for and know what sacrifices they’re willing to make for it. The last thing we need is another person telling women what they should or should not do with their fallopian tubes, their finances, and their futures. I’m not here to preach the Gospel of the Only Child.

What I’m saying is this: when we obsess about which stroller to buy, or whether to go with cloth or paper diapers, or whether organic produce is a must, or whether Mozart or Mingus will make our babies brilliant, or if we’ve overscheduled or underscheduled or overfed or underfed or overvaccinated or undervaccinated our kids, yet we fail to consider whether we should actually be having another child, it’s time to change the conversation.

We ask when people are having kids—never a kid, never one child at a time, which is how it usually happens. If a kid has no siblings, it’s assumed that there’s a hush-hush reason for it: that parents don’t like parenthood (because they are selfish), or they care about their status—work, money, materialism—more than their kid (because they are selfish), or they waited too long (because they are selfish).

Over the past century, adulthood has come to promise more than just duty, but pleasure. We search for a partner who will satisfy our desires, develop a career that reflects our strengths, build a life that suits not just our needs, but our wants. Despite the fact that it’s no longer possible to have a middle-class life on one income—and often not even on two—we envision a liberated existence, one of satisfaction and fulfillment, a life built upon intentionality and individualism rather than obligation and role filling. This liberated adulthood exists at odds with parenting.

It doesn’t take forced population control to raise the number of a country’s only children—the relative incompatibility of motherhood and modernity has taken care of that. Germany, Austria, Spain, Italy, Japan, and Korea all have fertility rates of less than 1.4 per woman, about half the number of kids women in those countries were having in the seventies. While family policy that helps to manage the collision between work and parenthood—and particularly motherhood—is nearly nonexistent in the United States, governments elsewhere have recently inserted themselves into the business of families. This is mainly to address the fact that so many people have decided the cost of children isn’t worth it.

In the early sixties, Europe represented almost thirteen percent of the world’s population. About a century later, those numbers are projected to drop to about five percent. Women have consciously refused parenthood in favor of education, careers, and a greater degree of freedom, or have delayed their fertility until biology made the choice for them. In this depopulation “crisis,” as the European Union has defined it, public support has become indispensable to make the sacrifices required of parents more manageable, and thus more palatable. In the more secular regions of the United States, our fertility looks like Europe’s, but you’d never know by looking at our national averages.

That’s because so many Americans commit to a family-values ethic that lionizes maternal sacrifice and exalts large households. Back when the mandate “to be fruitful and multiply” was first intoned, it had a purpose. The more you bred, the more likely your family line would survive—crucial wisdom in the days of high infant and child mortality. A biological imperative became a religious one, imposed by spiritual leaders and faith communities. If you comb the World Value Survey, you’ll find religiosity and family size go hand in hand. Because of the very relationship between faith and fertility, a wide stripe of thinkers, be they demographers, anthropologists, or evolutionary psychologists, believe the religious will inherit the earth. They believe parents like myself who deeply value an extra-familial identity will simply be outbred over time by the fruitfully conservative.

In the United States, the recession has dramatically reshaped people’s childbearing intentions. This happens during all financial meltdowns: the Great Depression saw single-child families spike at nearly thirty percent of all families, and that was back when onlies were still considered an anomaly. But today it seems more extreme than ever because of the price individuals pay to attain a place in our shrinking middle class. A Guttmacher Institute survey recently found that two-thirds of Americans feel they can’t afford to have a baby in the current economy. No wonder: our total student loan debt alone—of $1 trillion—is forcing people to delay having their first child or preventing them from considering a second one. Some demographers estimate that nationwide single-child families might surge to Manhattan rates of more than thirty percent. But that doesn’t mean anyone feels good about it.

As desires and identities evolve, we continue to deify old myths instead of creating new ones. We delay childbirth in our classrooms and boardrooms, working and wishing, dating and dishing. Our bodies get older. Our lives get crazier. Our dreams expand instead of contract. By the time we’re ready to admit that we’ll never be ready, it’s tougher to conceive. And even if it’s not, it’s tough to conceive of doing it again. This is the story of most people in the developed world: we’re in a fertility panic. But there’s a different, if related, panic that governments and grandparents alike ignore. It’s the terror of raising an only child.

•  •  •

We all know that stereotypes must be based on some reality, even if they reflect a warped and expanded version of the truth. But in considering the components of a lonelyselfishmaladjusted identity, only children are not who you’d expect. I’ll unpack the myth at length, but here’s a teaser. On loneliness: as kids, we’re usually fine. As adolescents, we’re often disempowered and isolated. As adults, we face the logistical and existential nightmare of our parents’ aging and death alone. But the good news is we develop the strongest primary relationships with ourselves. On selfishness: as long as we go to school, we’re plenty socialized to play well with others. On maladjustment: we’re fine. Overall, we’re pretty fantastic.

What the stereotype largely ignores are two areas where we tend to separate from the pack. The first is achievement. Simply, we tend to succeed at significantly higher rates than people raised with siblings, whether it’s at school or in our professional endeavors. Solitary pursuits like reading train our focus and curiosity, and the verbally rich environment of life among adults accelerates our learning. Secondly, everything in a family without siblings is amplified. That means that the dynamics of our parents’ marriages—and divorces—and the way boundaries and needs are policed and expressed in our familial equations tend to have an augmented effect on us. Siblings provide diversity and distraction in a family. We have none of that. Instead, we have at times a ferocious intensity—for good and for bad. I found this common intensity conspicuously absent in the data, but unequivocally present in lived experience, threaded through my interviews, my biographical reading, and my own family. As one psychologist murmured quietly to me, “It’s a very powerful way to grow up.”

By demystifying the perceived problem of the only child, I want to legitimize a conversation about the larger societal costs of having more than one. It’s not just a question of who wins the culture wars, but also who pays for them. Who will support our elderly? Who will be our labor force? But there’s not just the economy to consider, there’s the environment. Isn’t it better for the planet to have fewer megaconsuming SUV drivers and airplane passengers addicted to air conditioning and cheeseburgers?

Yet nobody has more babies to boost the economy, nor do most people stop at one to save the planet. No other decision is as personal. And yet so many of us are beholden to social and cultural pressure, to the threat of stereotypes. If parents no longer felt they had to have second children to keep from royally screwing up their first, would the majority of them still do it? What if those of us who don’t otherwise feel compelled to have more kids opted instead for greater autonomy and self-fulfillment? If the literature tells us—in hundreds of studies, over decades of research—that my kid isn’t better off with a sibling, and it’s not something I can truly say I want for myself, then who is this choice serving?

When our internal desires clash with accepted wisdom, it’s incumbent upon us to wonder why. I believe that when we interrogate our assumptions, we find they’re usually coming from the culture, which needs us to behave. We need to be more assertive in questioning why exactly we believe our children need siblings. Because if I’m going to choose to have another one, while billions of other people do the same, I should be able to know the reason.

And if it’s not because I want to—I mean, really want to—have another child, there’s a body of supposed knowledge I need to start questioning. For myself. For my daughter. And for the world I brought her into. Instead of making a choice to enlarge our families based on stereotypes or cultural pressure, we can instead make that most profound choice our most purely independent one. It might even feel like something people rarely associate with parenting: it might feel like freedom.



ONE

THE UNTEACHABLE EAGLE

In the beginning, there was land. Land that needed to be planted and tended, animals that needed to be minded and slaughtered. A family was a workforce. The more children a family had—once they were of able working age, by ten years old—the more people could help turn surviving into thriving. Children were life insurance. Infant mortality was high; life expectancies were short—just two centuries ago only half of all children survived past age five—and blood meant everything. The lesson was clear: parent or perish. A labor unit of one was a close second to nothing. Furthermore, throughout the centuries when one’s culture essentially began and ended at home, the society of a lone child was a hearth of darkness.

Of course, I didn’t dust my hands off on a pinafore apron before I sat down to write this—modernity gradually emerged. Children maintained their usefulness, continuing to pitch in with some light farming or manufacturing, minding the shop or the little ones, and entertaining one another. But big families were no longer a necessity for a family’s survival. And yet the perceived darkness of the single-child family loomed. Only children posed no threat to a family’s survival, but they were objects of scorn all the same. They were a mealy, sour, mysterious fruit. And their parents were to be pitied, or judged, or both.

Folk advice and popular myth remained the source of expertise as far as family dynamics and child development were concerned; we had not yet witnessed the birth of psychology. Once theories of the mind, and how it is shaped by environment, began to emerge with some legitimacy, they did so without what could be considered scientific testing. But, fittingly, they left the enigmatic and suspicious singleton just how he was perceived—alone.

Until Granville Stanley Hall, whose popularity and influence was monumental. Sigmund Freud made his first visit to America at his invitation. As the first president of the American Psychological Association, with a white beard and dark eyebrows framing a squinting eye, Hall taught a hybrid of unrepentant eugenics that preached that schools should exist to indoctrinate military discipline, a love of authority, an awe of nature, and a devotion to the state. But while Hall has been mainly relegated to now-forgotten leather-bound volumes, his remaining fame hangs stubbornly from a single peg: an 1895 study he oversaw titled Of Peculiar and Exceptional Children. The deficiencies of the only child, according to his conclusion, are no less than an unassailable, eminently verifiable rule of nature. As he wrote, “it will be noticed that creatures which have large families, whether beasts or birds, have less trouble in rearing them than those which have only one or two young. Little pigs are weeks ahead of young calves, and the young partridge, with its dozen brothers and sisters, is far more teachable than the young eagle.”

Raised in a Rockwellian scrum of siblings in rural Massachusetts, Hall looked back on his own pastoral childhood with eyes damp with nostalgia. Like many of us, he believed that what worked for him must work for everyone else. Furthermore, the converse was true: alternatives to his big-brood happiness were suspect. And though there was no scientific measurement of any kind beyond his work, Hall’s authority made it so. Even more than his own fame or a network to disseminate his work, it may have been Hall’s language of absolutes that made his conclusions so permanently written in our collective understanding. At the end of a 1907 lecture about how singletons are sickly, selfish, strange, and stupid, Hall simply concluded: “Being an only child is a disease in itself.”

“Politicians, not scientists, spout hypotheses—make proclamations without testing—and then move on to the next one. That’s what Stanley Hall did,” science historian and evolutionary psychologist Frank Sulloway tells me. Sulloway spends a great deal of time thinking about Charles Darwin and family formation in his office at the University of California, Berkeley, where photographs from the Galapagos Islands hang above the Eastern Mountain Sports frame pack he carried on his first voyage there forty years ago. He believes a Darwinian impetus may well underlie the stereotype because our relatives had an evolutionary imperative to spread their own genes. “They need a good story to convince us to do this. So they say, ‘Have just one and it’ll come out rotten,’ ” Sulloway says. Then again, he adds that Darwinian interests could also tell us “you’re better off investing in a small number of offspring; larger families are no longer adaptive.”

It wasn’t just Hall supporting the notion that parents of only children are responsible for producing “rotten” kids. A cottage industry of parenting literature, in books and periodicals, sprung up in the fallow provinces of his child study movement. The wisdom of the Abel sisters, Elsie C. and Theodora Mead, argued in their 1926 The Guide to Good Manners for Kids, that as a parents’ “chief concern,” an only child is bound to be a “spoiled child,” with apparently shameful behavior—not that the Abel sisters cite any research to this effect. Two married speech therapists, Smiley and Margaret Gray Blanton, offered even more damning—but no more scientific—conclusions in the 1927 issue of Child Guidance. “The only child is greatly handicapped. He cannot be expected to go through life with the same capacity for adjustment that the child reared in the family with other children has,” they write, adding that the singleton is forever stunted, as “the only way in which he can exceed these adults is in infantile behavior. He can scream, louder than they can. He can throw himself on the floor.” Bad manners indeed.

Infantile behavior has nothing on how Viennese neuropsychiatrist—and former Alfred Adler protégé—Erwin Wexberg diagnosed only children in his 1927 book Your Nervous Child: “For the most part, such children have a boundless egotism, they tyrannize over their friends and will suffer no gods beside themselves.” (Now read it again in an Austrian accent and tell me you don’t feel like a nervous child.) Such denunciations weren’t simply found in parenting books by so-called professionals, but in the popular press. An article on only children in Liberty magazine that same year, featuring an illustration of a child on a throne with a scepter in his hand, discussed how only children are late to walk and talk, lack initiative, think the world “owes them a living,” are overly negative and fearful, crave undue sympathy, and are finicky eaters and hypochondriacs.
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“Sandler delivers a work of fierce reporting, tender storytelling, and
clear-eyed cultural analysis.” —SUSAN CAIN, author of QUIET
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