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INTRODUCTION


Under Pressure


—Rachel


I thought the day would come when I would just know. The most likely sign would be an urge, the urge. The desire to nurture would emerge unbidden from some nether region of my being, and babies would gain an irresistible power over me, exerting a magnetic pull whenever I saw one in the wild. Or, as the trial period of adulthood came to its end, maybe having kids would come to seem like the “natural next step,” sometime after moving in with my boyfriend, consolidating our furniture and streaming accounts, buying a used station wagon. Or, cliché of clichés, a panic might set in, as if to preempt the regret of not having them. Who would I have to keep me company on the holidays when I got old? What if the only things I’d have to look forward to in my waning years were Amazon package deliveries and my online book club?


Even if I never had a biological awakening or pragmatic epiphany, perhaps the weight of social pressure would one day force the issue. By most accounts, the world is not a very hospitable place for women who don’t want children. Was I bound to meet disapproval? Would I be judged by those who think that a woman prioritizing her career is selfish? Become undesirable to men for not wanting to start a family? Would I lose my friends, one by one, as they settled down? A terrifying prospect: a chasm would open between us, and I’d watch impotently as our day-to-day concerns became inaccessible to one another. Perhaps then I would feel pressed to answer the question once and for all: yes or no.


I was almost thirty, but my appointment with fate hadn’t come up. In truth, I felt strangely indifferent. If there was any pressure, it was not some deep-seated urge, abstract maternal longing, or fear of loneliness that was nagging at me, but the familiar anxiety of not knowing what shape I wanted my life to take and how children might or might not fit in.


There was, on rare occasions, the stray awkward remark from my parents to contend with. Shortly after my twenty-ninth birthday, my parents were visiting from out of town. Over French toast and diluted diner coffee, my mom turned and looked at me intently. She lowered her voice—a tell we were about to enter a delicate discursive zone. She had something she wanted to discuss with me, she said: she and my father could help me out if I wanted to start a family.


“We know it can be very expensive to have kids,” she explained. She didn’t want financial anxiety to be holding me back. My dad, nodding beside her, looked embarrassed at the intrusion, as much into my finances as into my sex life. “That won’t be necessary”—I cut her off before she could complete her pitch. It wasn’t that I was too proud to take their money (I was still freeloading on their Verizon family plan). And I knew that I was very fortunate to have supportive parents with resources to help me—many are not so lucky. But the truth was that I had hardly gotten far enough with any deliberations to consider the practical implications of having children, let alone the actual costs. My parents were grasping for an explanation about why I wasn’t having kids—why I seemed to be barely even thinking about it—and settled on the one they felt equipped to address. But I didn’t even know what the explanation was myself. All I knew for certain was that I wasn’t yet “there,” wherever there was.


BECOMING A PARENT, for those of us on the outside, can seem less like a transition and more like throwing yourself off a cliff. When my friends and I talked about the prospect of having children, we spoke about it with casual detachment, as if conducting a thought experiment populated by people who were not us but total strangers. Well into our early thirties, when the conversation veered closer to our lives as we were actually living them, we retreated to a familiar place of uncertainty: I dunno, maybe one day, I guess, it depends, we’ll see. No matter how demanding, all our attachments—to our one-bedroom apartments, our midlevel jobs, our romantic partners—felt tenuous and temporary. Adding a child into the mix was practically unthinkable. Something about parenthood seemed inimical to my existence; I suspected it would change me so much that I’d become unrecognizable to myself. I worried that everything I enjoyed or that made me a halfway interesting person would recede beyond my reach, that I’d never be able to finish a book again. We all said that if we had kids we would “somehow make it work,” but no one really believed the halfhearted propaganda. How do you figure out how to throw yourself off a cliff?


Perhaps this is why more and more American millennials are experiencing vertigo as we look over the ledge. Many in our generation are waiting to have kids until later in life, or are forgoing it altogether.1 Even before COVID-19 hit, millennials were having fewer children than any cohort in recent history before them.2 After declining steadily for thirty years, the national fertility rate reached an all-time low in 2020.3 Though the pandemic was a volatile time for fertility rates (falling sharply during the lockdown before making a slight recovery),4 they have dropped below pre-pandemic levels once more, and demographic analysts aren’t optimistic that they will recover over the long term.5 People are not just waiting longer to have kids or having fewer of them; there is mounting evidence that more are choosing to have none at all. Rates of childlessness have fluctuated over the past fifty years, but they are generally trending up.6 More than one in seven women between the ages of forty and forty-four had no biological children in 2018, up from one in ten in 1976.7 And according to a 2021 Pew Research Report, 44 percent of nonparents between the ages of eighteen and forty-nine say they do not expect to have children eventually—an increase of seven percentage points from 2018—suggesting that rates of childlessness are unlikely to decrease in the future.8


Bringing up declining birth rates at best comes off as gauche and, at worst, can smack of demographic panic and the most dangerous kind of racist ideology. In recent years, the topic has been so thoroughly co-opted by the far right that one could be forgiven for thinking it belongs strictly in alt-right forums dedicated to the Great Replacement theory, not in serious conversations about our personal and collective futures. What, after all, is there to worry about? All those statistics might make for good clickbait, but don’t they express the outcome of inexorable historical progress? Birth rates decrease in inverse proportion to access to contraceptives and abortion; women’s rising education levels and income; the modernization of the economy, with its diminished reliance on children to keep up the farm or family store; secularization. (Not to mention that, with the requisite political will, any lasting declines could be offset by immigration.9) Some point out that falling birth rates might not just be inevitable but themselves a sign of positive social change—evidence that women have finally begun to break free from the confines of the biological and social positions they had been relegated to by patriarchy. For the first time in human history, women can freely exercise choice over their life trajectories and realize their full potential. If women are having fewer children, might it not just be a reflection of the extent to which they are taking their personal destinies into their own hands? And who could blame them for hesitating, at a time when the right to end an unwanted pregnancy is once again severely restricted or banned outright in much of the country, maternal and infant care are prohibitively expensive, and giving birth continues to be a physically dangerous and painful trial, especially for women of color and those of lower incomes?10 On the margins, others are reaching an even starker conclusion: in our ecologically and politically degrading world, the choice to remain childless is the only morally responsible one.


I tried to see how I fit into these grand narratives. But while I could recognize that my experience might constitute one tiny data point in a sweeping generational scatterplot, knowing that I was part of a trend didn’t make things any easier. When it came to my own so-called family planning, I didn’t feel like an agent of the march of history, or its victim—I felt confused. When I tried to look ahead ten years, to imagine the life I wanted for myself, I saw either more of the same—my daily existence no different from what it had been for years, just transposed a decade into the future—or I saw a blank screen, nothing at all.


I took comfort in ambivalence. The rejection of easy certainties seemed like the intelligent attitude to take toward a responsibility so big. It felt prudent and sensible to approach motherhood just like this—carefully, introspectively, sidelong, keeping in mind all the risks and trade-offs. The ambivalence was its own mode of sophistication, the poise of a thinking person. But not knowing was starting to make me unhappy, and privately I wondered if it would ever end. Tired of wavering, one day I caved and called my mom. I asked how she came around to deciding that she wanted a family. “I always knew,” she told me. “It was never even a question.”


Now, having children is a question, more open-ended and fraught than ever before. My mom’s easy-won certainty has become harder for women like me to adopt, and harder still to sustain. What changed? I wanted to understand why this desire had been so available to her and yet felt so alien to me. Why didn’t she pass it on to me, like her curly hair, coffee addiction, and eagerness to please? Why are so many of us hovering in indecision, or not thinking about this at all?


The longer I waited, the less I believed I might one day just happen upon the answer.


HOW TO RESOLVE a seemingly intractable personal dilemma of life-altering significance? Like anyone with a shortage of practical wisdom and a strong broadband connection, I turned to the internet. Scanning news stories and blogs about “motherhood ambivalence,” I came across a website titled “Motherhood—Is It for Me?” Can’t decide? Want clarity? the website banner read. Tired of not being able to figure this out? Ann Davidman, a licensed marriage and family counselor, has been running “parenting clarity” seminars since the early nineties—that is, for most of my life—and now regularly offers online courses directed at those struggling with the decision whether or not to have children. The homepage featured a muted photograph of a boardwalk extending out onto a sandy shore; the logo, a heart composed of two sinuous question marks. The site advertised a three-month correspondence course consisting of guided meditation exercises, a series of writing prompts, an online forum, and biweekly check-in calls with the other women registered in the class. There are countless support groups for moms, but Davidman’s course is still one of the only groups meant for women and men who are actively deciding whether or not to become parents. Those who completed the program, the website promised, would come to better understand the “subliminal messages” that had contributed to their state of uncertainty: End the cycle of “I don’t know” so you can get on with your life and feel at peace. It was the end of summer, and I was about to turn thirty-one. I signed up.


I ordered the textbook and downloaded the first “guided visualization.” I was instructed to lie down in a quiet place and breathe deeply. The voice on the recording instructed me, in a soothing, assured monotone, to close my eyes and concentrate on my breathing. There was no wrong way to experience the exercise, it said; all I had to do was to trust and pay attention to where my mind wanted to lead me—a special place I could always return to when I needed to feel safe and secure. I was invited to envision the space, to roam freely in it, to furnish it to my liking down to the most delicate detail. I pictured a boardwalk opening out onto a rocky shore. Great, I thought, I had just reproduced the website cover photo. Starting over, I conjured the image of an armchair, a green banker’s lamp, and a whiff of dust on old bookshelves. I had just swapped out one tired trope for another, but I decided to stick with it—let’s face it, being hypercritical and overly self-aware hadn’t gotten me very far up to this point. And I did feel a bit calmer, more attuned; the anxious hum in the background of my thought process seemed to get quieter. I was ready to begin.


The class opens with a mantra:




I don’t know.


I don’t know why I don’t know.


It’s not my fault that I don’t know.


It’s okay that I don’t know.


I have had clarity before about many things.


My true desire matters and no one can know it better than I.


I am the definer of me.


The answers will come because they never left.


Only I can know what’s true for me. . . . It’s all within me.11





Participants are asked to abide by this mantra for the duration of the program. We pledged to fully embrace “not knowing,” postponing trying to reach any kind of certitude until after the course concluded.


“Motherhood—Is It for Me?” is premised on the idea that there are no “right answers,”12 only your answer, and it lies within. In order to unearth this deeply buried truth, participants must excavate their family histories and reexamine their preconceptions about parenthood. At one point, we were instructed to draw a family map and scan it for patterns that could have shaped our attitudes toward having children: separations, infertility, mental-health issues, abuse. I color-coded my family’s emotional damage: divorce, illness, addiction, death. I searched the map for meaningful connections. We were told to notice any feelings that came up—anything could be a clue. What was I afraid of? Was there some kind of trauma in my family’s history I was trying to avoid repeating? I was the baby in my family—did I not want to give up that privileged status? Did my grandparents’ painful divorce shake my confidence in lasting love?


At another point, my classmates and I were prompted to imagine running into our inner child during a walk on the beach. Are there messages she needed to hear but didn’t receive growing up? We were told to deliver those messages to her now (e.g., “you’re beautiful,” “you’re smart,” “you’re loved”). Later, we composed a letter to one of our parents in order to finally express, if only on paper, the needs they failed to address when we were growing up. By vocalizing these needs and recognizing these lacks, the theory went, we could begin to see more clearly which of our feelings were merely the residue of old traumas. Only then could we move past them, onward to our deeper and more authentic desires.


Though most of the course is conducted privately, via journal entries and meditative exercises, there is an important social component to “Motherhood—Is It for Me?” that takes the form of biweekly phone calls and an optional online forum. There were nineteen of us in my class, and once a week we would get on the phone to share how we were feeling about motherhood or living without children, or what having a family meant to us that week. Some of the women were my age or a little younger, just beginning to consider whether they wished to have children. Many were in their late thirties and early forties, anxious to make a choice they wouldn’t regret before it was too late. Some came to the course because they were truly baffled about their feelings; others had partners who were “hard yeses” or “hard noes,” and they had no idea how to navigate the decision without destroying their marriages. One was in her fifties and no longer considering biological motherhood but surrogacy or adoption. Some called in from Europe or as far away as Australia. Many spoke about how alone they had felt in their ambivalence. Before finding the class, they felt as though they were the only ones who didn’t “just know.” Despite their different backgrounds and life trajectories, they had expected that one day they would no longer have to wonder whether they wanted to be mothers—the answer would become clear, and they could get on with the rest of their lives. But, for one reason or another, the answer never arrived, and they kept wondering and doubting, running through the possible scenarios in their minds, again and again.


One week we were instructed to pay close attention to our professional and personal interactions by tracking all the mundane requests we received and taking note of our responses. Many of the participants—myself included—reported finding it difficult to say no. They described themselves as caretakers and pleasers, women who were reluctant to disappoint others and were always eager to help. In turn, they expressed misgivings about how the potentially infinite demands of motherhood might cause them to lose track of themselves.


I recognized myself in their accounts. I tend to avoid conflict at all costs. I struggle to deliver bad news. Only on one occasion have I successfully ended a relationship; usually I’d just wait for the other person to do it, which could take years. I’d often get roped into drawn-out, one-sided conversations with total strangers about their side projects, quixotic business ventures, and love lives. Once, on a farm in Patagonia, I drank a shot of fresh sheep’s blood because I was worried about offending my hosts (I’m a vegetarian). It was no shock, then, to learn that I reflexively accepted others’ requests or contorted myself to make them happy. But the exercise didn’t just alert me to my inability to set boundaries; I realized I was so beleaguered by the specter of others’ needs that I experienced simple instructions at work or even my friends’ venting as entreaties requiring my personal intercession. Managing others’ feelings was paramount, and always fraught. And though it was often stressful, being made to feel needed gave me purpose. If only I could somehow fill in the outline of my existence with what others needed me to be, I wouldn’t have to face the task of figuring it out on my own.


Perhaps this is why having a child seemed like such an unnerving risk: When confronted with the many potential demands of caring for a small infant—their constant, urgent needs—would my sense of self completely dissolve? For many of the participants, this was not just an abstract worry; they had seen it happen to the women in their lives—to their friends and sisters, and, up close, to their mothers. Listening in on the group call that day, I thought about how sometimes our fear of children can have its roots not in dramatic patterns of inherited trauma but in some of the most quotidian aspects of our family lives.


WHEN I WAS a child, the word “family” was invoked as a talisman against the uprootedness of an insular life that had revolved almost entirely around my parents’ careers. It was the kind of comfortable existence that was shared with minor variations by many children of the enterprising late-twentieth-century American professional class. We moved up the eastern seaboard as my parents completed their medical training and sought out better jobs. My dad, the youngest son of a trinket salesman and a typist in Montreal, went into private practice as a cardiologist to give us the privileged childhood he hadn’t had. My mom had grown up in a middle-class suburb on Long Island, the bookish peacemaker in a loud, turbulent family of shoe salesmen; she was the first in her immediate family to get an advanced degree. Together, my parents landed a pair of placements in a quiet corner of New England known for its long grassy commons and colonial homes tastefully updated with Sub-Zero refrigerators. While working full time as a geriatrician, my mother assumed most of the responsibility for taking care of us. She invested a large share of her salary and emotional energy into managing a rotating cast of nannies and babysitters—a task she undertook, like everything she does, with administrative precision and zeal. Though motherhood came naturally to her, though I never heard her complain, being a mother seemed to me, even then, like a massive headache.


“We’re family,” my mom would remind me and my sister. “We always have each other. You can tell me anything—I’m here for you always.” Yet despite my mother’s assurances, I knew there were no guarantees that this would really always be the case. On my dad’s side, my aging Canadian grandparents lacked the wherewithal to cross the border to visit more than once a year. We saw my mom’s side more frequently. But when we did, I observed how carefully she had to navigate family events and weddings, fine-tuning the seating arrangements to prevent flare-ups of old squabbles, or walkouts in the middle of the function. She tried to make our home a haven amid this strained web of family relations, but it was obvious to me, even as a kid, that no amount of planning could completely insure against breakdown. My maternal grandparents, who split up while my mom was in college, were so embittered by the divorce they couldn’t stand to be in the same building together. It felt like everything was precarious—old-world tempers without the geographic or emotional closeness that would have incentivized humility or restitution for past wrongs. When my parents tried to instill in us the message that family is the most important thing in life, it felt at times more asserted than believed, as if it had to be asserted, again and again, for it to be made real.


Gestures of love in our home were over the top and effortful. “Free time” together was hard to come by. Now and then we’d have a leisurely meal out, or go apple picking or hiking in the woods. But it only happened according to some laborious plan, concocted ex nihilo, rarely by chance or habit. And these activities required so much fussing and compromise to keep everyone happy that it was hard to remember that all this work was in the service of having fun.


With extended family far away, and our nuclear family spread thin, there was little in the way of shared traditions or mutual experience for us to fall back on. Dinner was not a collective activity, more of a necessity to be squeezed in between scheduling conflicts. Because we are Jewish, my parents would usually cover for their colleagues in the hospital on Christmas and Easter. We’d cook big meals for Thanksgiving and Passover, and my dad would gather us in the kitchen for an annual latke fry for Hanukkah, which consisted of peeling, pureeing, and frying twenty-five-pound bags of potatoes. But this ritual sometimes felt less celebratory than like a performance, half MasterChef family showdown, half gulag reenactment. Why were we doing this?


In starting their own family, my parents hoped that they could get things right where their parents had faltered. For my dad, this meant protecting us from the financial insecurity that he’d suffered in his childhood. So he worked as hard as he could—coming home after our bedtimes, working weekends, forgoing vacation days, taking on extra consulting gigs. My mom always took pride in being supportive of us, unlike her overbearing mother, who judged her taste and choices and took credit for her accomplishments. She’d pour her energy into fostering any nascent interest or talent we exhibited. But her reluctance to impose her will on us, grounded as much in a lack of confidence about her own judgments as it was in her love for us, often meant that my sister and I were the ones she turned to for advice. Moving away from their hometown and university friends to start over in suburbia had left them without much of a support network. This was especially hard on my mom. When our new house was being built, my mom looked to me for my considered opinions on floor plans and roofing tiles. Marital spats, conflicts with coworkers, even healthcare decisions were laid out for me in detail. At the time, I didn’t know what I was supposed to do; I was twelve, and she was the one who had gone to med school. When I was a small child, I enjoyed feeling that I could be her helper and the closeness this afforded. But as I grew older, the responsibility began to weigh on me. Would everything fall apart if I stopped playing my role well?


When I was in eighth grade, we moved from Massachusetts to Maine after my dad got a new job; my older sister stayed behind to finish up high school. Not long after, my mother fell ill. With no friends or family close by and my mom sick with cancer, it felt like the responsibility of holding the family together fell to me: fixing dinner, watching TV with my mom after her chemo appointments, talking to my dad when he came home exhausted from the hospital. Right at the moment when most teenagers would be in the throes of rebellion, sneaking out of the house, trying on new identities, doing whippets under the bleachers, I mostly stayed home. Maybe this was when I stopped being able to register my desires as important, or fully real.


About halfway through the “Motherhood—Is It for Me?” course, we were instructed to imagine a dialogue with a parent with whom we had “unresolved issues.”13 We were to picture them sitting before us with an open heart, granting us their full attention. Long-simmering resentments, undervalued accomplishments, anger, or grief—it was all fair game. Things could be different, in the fantasy, at least. Perhaps this time we would have our needs met. What could I say to them? I wasn’t sure. I considered the standard generational complaints about boomer parents—that they were shallow, narcissistic capitalist consumers, that they’ve left us with little more than a burning husk of a planet to live on. But they rang hollow.


Most of the women in the course chose to address their mothers. I did too. In the imagined dialogue, I told her that I felt she could be too quick to look for solutions to my problems. I tried to say what I couldn’t that day in the diner: that it wasn’t money that was stopping me from having kids or growing up but something much harder to pin down. I thought about how lonely it felt at home, especially in those dark cancer years. I thought about how hard she worked to make sure everyone was okay, and how much I hated seeing her stressed out. I thought about how although she was, by any objective standard, a great mom, the truth was that none of it looked fun, none of it felt easy. Driven by service, she was always looking for something, searching for it in us or other people, doubting herself. Though it pained me to admit it, when I took stock of my life and asked myself whether I wanted the things she had, whether they would be worth the sacrifices, the answer was not obviously “yes.”


For my parents, it was clear what it meant to do things better, to give us the kind of upbringing they wished they’d had. But when I envisioned my own hypothetical family, there was nothing specific, nothing major, that I could point to that I would have tried to change. Sure, I’d want to have more family dinners. I’d try to really listen to my children and not hold on to any fixed notions of who they were. But would this be enough? Could I make them feel any less adrift? All my life, my parents have wanted my sister and me to be happy. I was offered every individual freedom possible—freedom to choose my career, to find love, to attain creative satisfaction. But what pleasures and pursuits to seek out and which to avoid, what aspirations and projects merit sacrifice, what challenges are worth the trouble—all of these judgments were to be worked out on our own, more or less played by ear.


One day I asked my mom if there was anything I could have done that would have fundamentally changed the way she felt about me, anything that would have really disappointed her. What if I, who got shipped off to peace camp every summer of middle school, had decided to enlist in the military? What if I, the scion of science nerds, opted not to go to college? My mom gamely paused to think about it, but refused to take the bait: “College isn’t for everyone. If that was what you wanted . . .” Okay, what if I, who made them both proud by blowing the shofar at High Holiday services throughout high school, accepted Christ as my savior and became an evangelical convert? “Well, I wouldn’t want you to try to convert me.” Is that all? Surely she would have had some misgivings if I repudiated everything she and my father held dear. Her purported indifference was sweet, but also baffling.


Like many parents today, my mother did not wish to impose a vision of happiness on us; we were meant to discover it for ourselves. Of course, in aiming at their children’s happiness, parents “have always justified themselves with reference to the future,” as the philosopher Agnes Callard has written. But there is something different about how parents think of their role today: “What’s radically new is not, at heart, how concerned or permissive we’ve become, but how fully we have given over to our children the job of defining ‘happiness.’ ” Callard calls this new paradigm “acceptance parenting.” “Traditional” parents, she explains, drew “on culture and tradition to set standards relative to which children are to be assessed.” (Think of Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof, who disowns his daughter when she announces her plan to wed a non-Jew.) “Those standards now come from the people they are to be applied to—more specifically, from future, which is to say, not yet existent, versions of those people.”14 Instead of moral guides, parents become talent scouts and trend forecasters in their own homes, doing their best to expose their children to as many activities and opportunities as possible in the hope that something will take root.


Naturally, parents still wish to see their kids “succeed,” in some ways perhaps more than ever before, but the onus is on children to figure out what that actually means. This is why acceptance parenting and intensive parenting are not only compatible but complimentary. Parents fret about preschool admissions, extracurricular activities, SAT scores, and college rankings. But beyond that it’s up to their children to make sense of the world, more or less on their own—with little meaningful direction aside from the injunction to be kind and not bully the other kids on the playground. As parents watch apprehensively from the sidelines, praying nothing goes terribly wrong, kids are left to deduce the deeper, unarticulated expectations of the adults through shrouded patterns and signs. Without a model to reproduce or rebel against, growing up with acceptance parents can feel tractionless, like a wheel spinning in a void.


For most of us today, there’s simply no going back to traditional parenting, even if we wanted to—and not many of us would want to, even if we could. Once lost, traditional ways of life cannot easily be recovered. For the generations reared through acceptance parenting, this change has and will continue to have immense consequences: shaping not just how we think about ourselves but how we understand what family is and what it can be.


What would a happy family look like? When I blinked, I couldn’t picture it. And, even if I could conjure some image of the kind of familial mutuality I thought I was after, I had no reason to think I’d be any better at executing it than my parents. Why would I be able to succeed where so many others had failed? I’d spent so long straining to meet the nebulous expectations of others, following their cues, and yet I knew that, when you had kids, this was neither a wise nor a sustainable strategy—you can’t just chase your kids around and hope they’ll tell you how they want to be raised; you have to make a life for them. There was still so much, it seemed, I had left to figure out.


At one point in the “Motherhood—Is It for Me?” course, we were asked to spend a week imagining that our answer to the central question of the course was yes. When I applied myself to fantasizing about motherhood, I could summon up pleasant scenes—reading to my children, cooking with them, going sledding, collecting sea glass on the beach. Yet none of these seemed adequate to the monumental task of cultivating another human being. And though it felt like a betrayal to admit it, when I looked back on my childhood, I couldn’t quite say what I’d want to re-create, were I to have children of my own. Raising a happy family presented itself as an impossible challenge, like trying to build a house on sand.


I’D BEGUN TO entertain the possibility that I might end up not having kids—not by grand design or willed intention but almost unwittingly, by putting the decision off, over and over again. The time for deliberation was not infinite. In The Bell Jar, Sylvia Plath analogizes the process of choosing between possible futures—motherhood, writing, traveling, a career—to an Edenic dilemma of picking fruit from a tree: “I wanted each and every one of them, but choosing one meant losing all the rest, and, as I sat there, unable to decide, the figs began to wrinkle and go black, and, one by one, they plopped to the ground at my feet.”15 A decision delayed long enough makes itself.


I had spent my twenties admiring the figs of possibility dangling overhead. I went to college to read books with those who liked them as much as I did, eager to leave behind the bored kids who copied my homework and the grade-grubbing nerds I competed with in high school—finally, I could be among my own people. On campus I could feel myself expanding in many thrilling directions. After graduation, most of my friends moved out of Chicago, and I was left behind. I didn’t have a real career, or a plan. I gravitated toward people who seemed smarter or more self-assured than me. It was only through exposure to others’ strong opinions that I felt capable of fumbling, however tentatively, toward my own. My ideas, which felt embryonic and only ever partial, needed to be coaxed into the light; they needed friction to take form. Aimless and striving, a year and a half out of college, I quit my full-time publishing job and gave up my health insurance to become the first employee at a small literary magazine run by three idealistic, hyper-earnest grad students. When I was hired, it was a one-year gig with no promise of renewal, and the whole enterprise felt like an experiment: Could we, could I, make this magazine work? I was in charge of managing the production schedule and keeping the magazine administratively afloat, but of course what I really wanted was to write. If only I could land on a subject I could speak about with any authority. (For two years I had a draft of an essay on the Museum of Broken Relationships languishing in my drafts folder, only to be scooped by Leslie Jamison.)


It was there that, in 2015, I met Anastasia. She was writing a dissertation in philosophy and had just joined the magazine’s staff as a part-time editor. The first memory I have of meeting her was at one of our release parties, where she showed up straight after canvassing for Bernie in Iowa. Her big parka was covered in campaign stickers. “I just convinced all these nice Iowan grandmas to vote for Bernie,” she beamed. “I’m not even American!” From the first time she came to visit our small, closet-like office in downtown Chicago, I knew I wanted to be her friend. She was tall and put together, all hard angles and strong feelings, full of fresh thought. I was indecisive; she took unapologetic stances. I was tentative and overaccommodating, slow to come around to my own convictions; she was very impatient. Once or twice a week, she’d join me in the office to edit and work on projects for the magazine. Sometimes she’d arrive and declare—to the interns or no one in particular—that she was kidnapping me, which meant dragging me to a “Russian-French bistro” for a lunch that consisted of crepes and vodka martinis and lasted until 4:00 p.m.


After finding purpose for so long in being merely useful, here was someone who treated me as a peer and coconspirator. I wanted to live up to her expectations. With Anastasia around, I no longer saw myself as being relegated to shuffling around commas and turning double hyphens into em dashes. Now, every assignment, down to the most modest tweet, was important, imbued with excitement and urgency. She didn’t just nod along or commiserate with me; she pushed me—to share my offhand remarks in office-wide emails, to shed my veneer of cautious professionalism and betray my sense of humor, to write.


It was the ethos of the magazine that there was nothing more serious than everyday life. And it became the ethos of our friendship, too. Our work together spilled out of the margins, and soon we were talking, and talking, about everything in our lives. Before long, we were interpreting each other’s dreams. Amid the ardent discussions of the magazine drama and grad school gossip, a deeper current of thought emerged, one that led, searchingly, into the future. Anastasia was more confident in her desire to start a family, but even then there were obstacles: a very long-distance relationship, the bleak academic job market. It was during these conversations that we began asking each other: What would it be like to have kids? What would a life without them look like? How would we reconcile family with our intellectual and social lives? Why did it all evoke so much fear? What are children for?


Where before, my conversations with friends about these subjects felt weightless and conjectural, now I saw my thoughts become sharper and more concrete. We knew the stakes of these questions were high—it was, after all, the rest of our lives we were talking about. We kept trying to zero in on the source of our dissatisfaction with the narratives that we saw circulating, with increasing frequency, about the choice to have children. Those discussions were the seeds of this book. We knew the answers we were looking for couldn’t be found through amateur self-analysis or by scanning the endless streams of millennial trend pieces and memoirs on offer. Maybe, though, we could find them together, in conversation. In her poem “Dreams Before Waking,” Adrienne Rich asks, what would it be like to live “in a city whose people were changing / each other’s despair into hope?”16 We didn’t have a city, but maybe the two of us would do.


And yet we realized that this was not really a task we could undertake all on our own; we had to invite others in. Our experiences gave us a starting point, but to penetrate to the core of the contemporary mood of ambivalence, we had to look outside ourselves: to history and sociology, to literature and film, to philosophy. Above all, we had to talk to other people. Through in-depth interviews and surveys, we asked hundreds of our contemporaries about their attitudes toward children and family.


We felt the conversation about millennial ambivalence about children was shallow. But how could we loosen the grip of hackneyed generational narratives while still doing justice to people’s real, legitimate concerns? We shared the conviction that defending women’s right to decide their reproductive fates did not mean that each of us had to deliberate alone. But how could we begin to publicly discuss the ultimate private decision, and especially at a time when reproductive freedom is coming under fatal attack once again?


The repeal of Roe v. Wade and the wave of antiabortion laws that followed it have made any conversation about the potential value of having children fraught, to say the least. In a representative essay published a year after the Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization decision, the journalist Andrea González-Ramírez described how she began thinking more seriously about becoming a mother when she was about to turn thirty, but then Dobbs put an end to all that: “I have never been sure that I desire to be a mom, let alone that I desire it enough to assume the risks. These days, however, that door is shut. I choose myself.”17 This sentiment testifies to the ways that right-wing attacks on women’s reproductive freedom not only threaten women’s access to birth control and safe abortion but also affect how they approach the very question of whether they want children for themselves. The conversation has become highly politicized, seeding real, and understandable, aversion. But to permit the antiabortion movement to alienate women and men from the very question of whether they want children in the first place, to let it prejudice their capacity to deliberate about their own future, only allows conservatives to set the reproductive agenda for the rest of us in yet another way. Simply put, the question of whether or not to have a family is too important to allow it to be a casualty of the culture war.


Any invitation to reevaluate how we are living will touch on live nerves, and we felt we couldn’t ask our readers to grapple with such a personal topic without sharing and risking something of ourselves in turn. This is why we decided that I would write the introduction and Anastasia would write the conclusion, not only to establish the personal stakes of these questions for us but to show how the social and cultural forces that we will go on to probe can shape individual lives. As of this writing, I still do not have children. But this is no longer because I am undecided. I started IVF in the spring of 2023. I’m still nervous about motherhood, but I have different worries—not so much abstract fears about an unimaginable future but more concrete concerns about fertility, pregnancy, and parenthood. Anastasia gave birth to Lila, my goddaughter, while we were researching and writing this book. The chapters in between these personal essays follow the arc of our conversation as we tried to peel back the layers of resistance: What do material concerns—about money, career, and the desire for autonomy and flexibility—reveal about our priorities and what “happiness” has come to mean to us? What do people look for in love today, and how do these pursuits align or conflict with the possibility of one day starting a family? Is the choice to become a mother the fulfillment of a feminist ethos or a betrayal of it? Where do men fit in? Isn’t it perverse that the question of parenthood is so frequently treated as only a women’s issue? How do we acknowledge ambivalence without letting it make the choice for us? And, above all, for all its cruelty, for all the suffering it entails, is human life still worth the trouble?


If you’re reading this book, it is unlikely you’re asking these questions in the abstract. You are asking them because you are thinking about children: whether to have them, whether to have more of them, how to justify having had the ones you have. Perhaps you are wondering how to talk to your partner about your desire for them, or lack thereof, or worrying about how to ask your children whether they’ve ever given thought to having their own. Maybe you were not able to have them, or never wanted them in the first place. If you are facing the decision yourself, we cannot make it for you, just as you cannot make it for others. We can, however, reassure you that if you’re finding the choice paralyzing, you are not alone, and you are not simply indecisive, or cowardly, or selfish. It’s anxiety-provoking even for those to whom the decision comes with relative ease. It requires a precise and elusive alignment of circumstances—material, biological, and personal. And it requires risking the unknown not only because you cannot predict how parenting would go for you—whether it would be physically possible, whether you would enjoy it, what costs it would exact—but also because in having a child, you tie the uncertain fate of your own life to that of another human being, vulnerable in body and heart just like you. It is possible, however, to approach the decision with a better understanding of the sources of our ambivalence and fear, as well as the deep philosophical stakes of the question; it is possible not to face it alone.





CHAPTER 1


The Externals


 


In 1991, Ann Davidman, a marriage counselor by training, teamed up with Denise L. Carlini, another therapist, to found a support group for women who were unsure about whether or not they wanted to have children. Davidman and Carlini were looking to expand their practice and decided that the life transition around motherhood would be a good topic for group work. Setting up weekend workshops in the San Francisco Bay Area, they invited women to come together to reflect on their unresolved feelings about starting a family. Davidman eventually branched out on her own and began to offer the program remotely, allowing English-speaking women from all over the world to participate by phone. The “Motherhood—Is It for Me?” founders were among the first to recognize the growing demand for opportunities to explore the question of whether or not to have children in a therapeutic setting. Thirty years on, Davidman’s course remains one of the only programs of its kind, and certainly the best established.


Over the span of ten to twelve weeks, participants try to penetrate their ambivalence and discover whether or not they really want to become parents. This insight will not necessarily translate into a decision—perhaps they will realize they don’t have an innate desire to have children but choose to have them anyway because it is important to their partner; maybe they will discover that in fact they want them very much, but circumstances render having them out of the question. Whatever happens, they will, at least, know what they want—a necessary precondition for making any well-considered choice.


One of the key tenets of Davidman’s course dictates that participants distance themselves from what she calls the “externals” to the decision: age, fertility, health, finances, their relationship status and partner’s preferences, familial expectations, the fate of the environment. These factors, she counsels, can interfere with the ability to truly get to know oneself, and only by putting them aside, at least temporarily, can one reach inner clarity. “What needs to be known first,” according to the course book, “is what you want for yourself regardless of the circumstances of your life.”1 The “externals” are literally cast away: participants are instructed to write out their circumstantial concerns on scraps of paper and place them inside a “tightly lidded jar.”2 If they’d like, they can make a craft project out of decorating the container—perhaps this will help them see its contents in a new, lighter way!—before placing it squarely out of sight.


After the course Rachel took part in concluded in autumn 2020, we spoke to some of Davidman’s former students about their experiences. The call to mute external influences, even temporarily, could be liberating, they said. All too often, women are asked to prioritize others’ desires before their own. For such women, the invitation to focus on their own wishes and needs was a welcome change. For others, it was an immense relief to shrug off, if only for a moment, the material anxieties that had hijacked their decision-making process. Whatever might have been holding them back, the promise was the same: Cut through the static, and you will finally be able to hear your inner truth. An authentic desire lies dormant within you ready to light your way forward, if only you can uncover it.


Still, sidelining their externals wasn’t always easy. Some participants in the program struggled with the demand to silence their worries: they might run out of time, disappoint their parents, damage their careers, or lose their partners. When we asked them what they might have changed or added to the program, they expressed surprise that they did not get to return in a meaningful way to the externals they’d initially been instructed to put away. The course book includes a short final exercise prompting readers to revisit these factors, in order to see which “no longer apply and which have shifted in importance.”3 But there’s no serious attempt to investigate what those externals mean to the women and men taking the course, let alone guidance on how to confront them in view of the new insights they’d gained. Of course, there’s only so much one can cover in an hour-long biweekly call, especially in a group setting. But, like it or not, when the twelve weeks are up, participants must return to their lives—to their partners, parents, and bank accounts. In the end, the externals can’t stay in the jar.


The decision whether or not to have children is too important to be made according to someone else’s preferences or the vagaries of circumstance alone. But no one lives in a vacuum; taking personal responsibility for the choice can’t possibly mean bracketing off everything else that goes into making it. After all, becoming a parent is not a self-contained activity, and this is not just because having a child comes with many personal and social repercussions. To have a child is to reconstitute the shape of your life. If you are doing it with a partner, it will mean binding yourself not just to your mutual offspring but to them, in one constellation or another, in perpetuity. It will also likely mean radically reconfiguring your existing material and professional priorities and your relationship to leisure, to your existing family members, to time itself. The “externals” aren’t just distractions from what matters; they make up the substance of our lives.


According to the narrative of the course, one’s internal desire, precious and pure, needs to be rescued from outside interference. But these so-called external factors—chief among them concerns about money and relationships—are inescapable. It is hopeless to try to rid ourselves of their influence over our deliberations by fiat. We have to examine these forces, and not just because of their immediate consequences for our lives; in facing them, we find ourselves confronting some of our deepest and most entrenched attitudes toward family formation. Behind the façade of straightforward concerns about financial security or the difficulty of finding a partner lies an intricate web of convictions and doubts: What ought to matter to us? What goals should we pursue and how should we adjudicate conflicts between them? To determine the proper place for such considerations in our deliberations about having children, we will have to do nothing less than probe the very frameworks of meaning and value that constitute our lives.


THERE ARE MANY reasons people give for hesitating about or choosing not to have children: climate change; mental illness; health problems; traumatic family histories; intellectual, artistic, religious, or other higher callings; simply not having the desire for it. But which factors are most decisive for those facing the dilemma?


To find out, we interviewed dozens of Zoomers, millennials, and Gen Xers and conducted in-depth qualitative surveys that received responses from three hundred more. We distributed the surveys through our social media platforms, friends, and acquaintances. Our goal was to get beyond the media headlines and hear, firsthand, from as many people, with as many diverse perspectives on the question of children, as possible. The vast majority of the replies came from people we do not personally know. The median age of respondents was thirty-six; 75 percent identified as female, 24 percent as male, and 1 percent as nonbinary. They were mostly highly educated: 95 percent of respondents had a college degree, and 68 percent had an MA or above. Their education levels and careers suggest most, though not all, were middle to upper-middle class. Most were either married or in a serious relationship, and roughly 40 percent had kids. Some of the people we spoke to came from religious backgrounds, though most did not. The majority identified as straight or mostly straight, but we heard from queer, lesbian, gay, bisexual, asexual, and pansexual people as well. We did not ask them to identify their race or ethnicity; based on volunteered information, we know it was a diverse group, but we estimate that most were white. (All names of interview and survey subjects have been changed.)


When we asked our survey respondents and interview subjects what might have made it easier for them to make the decision, they cited some variation on financial security more frequently than any other factor. Of course, given the demographic composition of our surveys and interviews, we cannot assume that any particular response or trend is representative of the American, let alone global, population. But in foregrounding financial anxiety, these respondents were expressing a widespread mood. Responding to a news story about the “crisis” of declining birth rates, the millennial political phenom Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez took to Twitter in March 2021 to express her annoyance: “The actual crisis,” she said, “is how entire generations are sunk with inhumane levels of student debt, low incomes, high rent, no guarantee of healthcare and little action on climate change which creates a situation where feeling stable enough to have a kid can feel more like a luxury than a norm.”4 Ocasio-Cortez’s cry sounded a familiar refrain. The high cost of raising a child is one of the most tangible external obstacles to starting a family today, certainly in the United States. Concerns about the affordability of housing, feeding, dressing, educating, and entertaining children are exacerbated by anxieties about the lack of affordable health-and childcare, student debt, and the state of the economy. As the feminist Guardian columnist Moira Donegan has argued, these pressures are felt especially acutely by women, who suffer from career and pay stagnation, pregnancy discrimination, and the unequal distribution of housework and childcare duties, and who, in the United States, are not entitled to paid parental leave by law: “Women are not given enough material support by the state to be able to raise children while still leading prosperous, economically productive lives.”5


Among our respondents, financial anxiety took many forms. For some, the risks were straightforward. Camila, a thirty-four-year-old graduate student in anthropology who said she would eventually like to have children, told us that “precarious labor conditions and increasingly expensive healthcare and education systems make the decision seem more momentous—more of a ‘gamble,’ even.” Similarly, Anthony, a gay thirty-two-year-old attorney, said that the challenges of his own upbringing had affected his attitude toward parenting. He fondly recalled his experience babysitting in France after college: “I really enjoyed spending time with the children and teaching them about Black American history and culture. I taught them how to sing Aretha and Whitney, and memorize poems by Langston Hughes. I got excited about the idea of having children and passing on culture and tradition.” But though he was happily married and gainfully employed, financial concerns made children a distant hope. “Seeing how my mom and everyone else struggled makes me not want to be unprepared financially for kids.” He was “just waiting to crawl out of a mountain of debt and make sure that my mother is secure.” He added that the situation was “very stressful.” Amal, a literary agent who, at forty-three, did not have kids, put it most succinctly when we asked what might have swayed her: “A shit ton of money.”


Other middle-and upper-middle-class millennials worried not so much that children would be unaffordable but that they would not be able to give their children the same standard of living that they had growing up. “I think about student debt a lot,” said Meera, a twenty-eight-year-old magazine writer who grew up in India and now lives in New York, “because I don’t have any.” She was afraid that she would not be able to guarantee the same for her own children: “I would consider it a failure (both to the child and to my parents) if my child had to have debt, or if it were not able to benefit from or maintain the security I grew up with and that my parents worked so hard to give us.” Danielle, a thirty-six-year-old diplomat, shared this concern: “I would not want to raise kids if I didn’t feel I could provide them with the same standard of living I enjoyed growing up, which included things like summer camp, sports lessons, vacations, and private college tuition.” For these respondents, bringing up children responsibly meant not only shielding them from financial precarity but providing them with the same opportunities they had access to in their childhood, or more. Trouble was, they hardly felt confident in their capacity to secure either.


ACCORDING TO A widespread generational narrative, millennials and Zoomers have experienced substantial precarity, especially as compared to their predecessors. This impression is hardly baseless: by many gross economic metrics, millennials have gotten off to a very shaky start. They graduated into the worst recession since the Great Depression and have been saddled with historic levels of student debt.6 Despite being the highest-educated American generation to date and having worked in the most productive economy in history, millennials have suffered from job insecurity, rising costs of living (especially in large cities), record levels of personal debt, stagnant wages, and a tattered social safety net.7 Meanwhile, millennials have earned the unfortunate distinction of being the “first American generation to experience as much downward mobility as upward mobility,” with 49 percent in lower-status positions than their parents.8 Though they are currently the largest cohort in the American workforce, and with the oldest millennials now entering their forties, millennials have amassed just 5.6 percent of the national wealth.9 They struggled to gain professional footing well into the peak of their productive years and then had to contend with the effects of a global pandemic. “After accounting for the present crisis,” the Washington Post reported in May 2020, “the average millennial has experienced slower economic growth since entering the workforce than any other generation in U.S. history.”10


The Great Recession hit at a formative moment in many millennials’ lives, shaping their self-understanding and life choices. It’s no wonder that, amid such continuous disruption, they have grown disillusioned with the promises of progress. In a 2023 YouGov poll, nearly one in four people under the age of forty-four responded to the question “How attainable is the American Dream for you personally?” with “the American Dream does not exist.”11 Promised that education and hard work were the only sure pathways to success, by now many millennials have lost the blind confidence in the system but have kept its obsession with productivity. And while millennials are well aware that they may have to work even harder to offer their children a standard of living comparable to the one they have enjoyed themselves, they must also contend with an even more basic dilemma. In our hyper-competitive economy, where the gap between rich and poor only continues to grow, will having children cause them to lose their edge and forfeit whatever gains they have managed to claw away for themselves?


The mood of precarity, distress, and resentment is undeniable. But exactly how much worse off millennials are compared to previous generations is not as obvious. In recent years, millennials have started to reach some of the benchmarks of prosperity set by previous generations. While in absolute terms millennials are still poorer than their predecessors—owning seventy-two cents in 2023 for every dollar boomers had when they were the same age, back in 1989—according to economist Jeremy Horpedahl, when adjusting for the significant differences in generation sizes, as of 2022, millennials were roughly equal in wealth per capita to boomers and Gen Xers at the same age.12 In addition, after some years of stagnation, millennials earn more—with a median adjusted income per household of $71,566 in 2022—than nearly all earlier generations on record.13 (In large part this is due to more millennial women participating in the workforce than ever before, and being paid significantly higher salaries.) Their rates of homeownership, though still trailing behind earlier generations, are rising, too; now, more than half of American millennials own their own homes.14


When economists with the Federal Reserve examined the impacts of the Great Recession in 2018, they warned that millennials were at risk of becoming a “lost generation.”15 But when they revisited the data in 2021, they found that millennials had “staged a remarkable comeback,” increasing their median wealth by 29 percent between 2016 and 2019, with more “time to gain lost ground.” While older millennials (those born in the 1980s) were 40 percent behind wealth targets for their age in 2016, by 2019 the gap was only 11 percent. And though millennials’ debt-to-income ratio remains the highest of any age group, the researchers added that, given the high levels of education among younger cohorts, “it is possible that younger generations will simply have a steeper wealth life cycle than older generations . . . and will eventually make up the difference.”16 Among other achievements, during the pandemic, millennials’ net worth more than doubled, from an average of $62,758 in early 2020 to $127,793 in early 2022 (largely because they were able to buy homes and build equity when interest rates were low).17 And while they may have gotten off to a slow start, many millennials will soon get a lot richer. In what economic analysts are projecting will be one of the “greatest wealth transfers” in history, millennials are projected to inherit as much as $68 trillion from their parents by the end of this decade, coming to hold five times more wealth than they do today.18 Reflecting on similar findings suggesting millennials have caught up with or even surpassed previous generations, in an April 2023 essay in The Atlantic titled “The Myth of the Broke Millennial,” Jean Twenge wrote that, “all in all, this is a generation on the cusp of middle age that looks successful, not lost.”19


These gains are far from evenly distributed and vary sharply by education level, socioeconomic status, and race.20 But the millennial turn of fortune, unequal as it is, is not lost on those lucky enough to benefit from it. Indeed, many Americans report being fairly optimistic about their long-term material prospects. While on average American millennials, like their global counterparts, report lower financial well-being at present than other generational cohorts, a 2019 T. Rowe Price survey on attitudes toward future finances among over three thousand working American adults found that millennials were the most sanguine age group, with 74 percent reporting being “somewhat or very comfortable” that they’re on track to reach their financial goals.21 In a similar vein, in a nationally representative survey in late 2020 of more than four thousand young Americans (aged thirteen to thirty-nine), 81 percent of respondents reported believing that if they work hard, they will succeed in life. Seven in ten said that their hard work will enable them to rise up the economic ladder. And nearly eight in ten maintained the belief that their lives will be better than or roughly on par with their parents’. More recently, in Schwab’s 2023 “Modern Wealth” survey of one thousand Americans of various ages, millennials were the most likely generation to report that they “feel wealthy” today, with a majority of millennials and Gen Zers surveyed saying that what makes them feel wealthy was “being able to afford a similar lifestyle as my friends.”22
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