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INTRODUCTION
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We read books to find out who we are. What other people, real or imaginary, do and think and feel is an essential guide to our understanding of what we ourselves are and may become.


URSULA LEGUIN


“THEY’RE MY PRIDE AND JOY!” IT’S AN expression that mothers have used for decades to describe how they feel about their children. The women in this book, however, take pride and feel joy in their lives without having borne children. And they represent the increasing number of voluntarily childless women in our society.


Even though more women than ever before are choosing not to have children, it’s not always easy for them to go against the pro-motherhood social, cultural, and familial conditioning they—and all of us—receive as children, teens, and adults. Libraries, bookstores, and supermarket checkout lines are full of books and magazines on mothering—how to prepare for it, the physical and emotional stages of it, the infinite aspects of it. Television sitcoms more often than not depict women as mothers, and most fictional characters in novels who start out as single or married working women without children usually come around to the “inevitable” place of wanting to have children. Motherhood continues to be portrayed as a woman’s prescribed role.


I myself chose not to have children, and my life has been deliciously full with marriage, family and friends, work, play, travel, and education. Throughout the 1970s, when I was in my 20s, I watched many high school, college, and work friends get married and have babies. From time to time I noted my lack of interest in having children but was too active and happy for that to seem a problem. I was drawn to exploring other countries and cultures. I studied literature, cultivated friendships, enjoyed athletics and the outdoors, and began my journalism career as a correspondent for a medium-sized newspaper.


In 1987, when I was 33, my career took me from the newsroom to a software corporation where I wrote articles about the human side of the high-technology boom. During that time, another boom—a baby boom—-was occurring all around me as one colleague after another announced she was pregnant, enjoyed her baby shower, and went on maternity leave. A few friends confided their struggles with infertility. Around the same time, the American political chant became “family values,” implying that only married couples raising children were living decent lives worth emulating.


Amidst all this I continued to love my freedom to spend a lot of time with my husband, family members, friends, and by myself, to travel, write, change jobs, remodel an old house, volunteer for a variety of organizations—in short, to design the personal and professional life that suits my nature best. Yet I also noticed the subtle biases against and misconceptions about childless women evident in the remarks occasionally aimed at us. Over the years various neighbors, co-workers, well-intentioned acquaintances and even strangers have commented on my maturity, sexuality, and relationships with observations such as, “When you finally settle down, you’ll want to start having kids,” “When a woman has a baby, she feels like a real woman,” and “The holidays must be such a sad time, of year for you, without a family,” I came to see that women who choose not to become mothers are considered to possess particular character flaws: We are self-centered, immature, workaholic, unfeminine, materialistic, cold, neurotic, child-hating. I heard about mothers who were pained by their daughters’ decisions not to follow in their steps, husbands who were confused by their wives’ ambivalence about motherhood, siblings who froze every time the subject of babies came up in their childless sister’s presence. I understood how, given stereotypical images and strained relationships, the many women today who are uncertain about motherhood may not easily embrace the option of a childfree life.


Just before I turned 40, I began to wonder how many women were childless by choice and what their lives were like. How did they spend the time and energy and money that women who are mothers typically spend on their children? What were their dreams for their future? Were they as happy as I am?


About four years ago I indulged that curiosity. I looked for summaries of research done on childlessness over the last 20 years or so, and I saw that many of the studies did not distinguish between the voluntary and involuntary states.1 But the primary researchers—Jean. Veevers of the University of Toronto in the 1970s, Sharon Houseknecht of Ohio State University in the 1980s, and a few others who more recently have built upon their pioneering work—created a revealing profile of childfree women that looks like this;


Women who choose not to have kids tend to be either “early articulators,” who have a sense even as children or teenagers that they are not drawn to motherhood, or “postponers,” who wait to decide about having children and find they have developed a lifestyle they love and don’t want to give up. Childfree women tend to be firstborns or “only children” who are independent and high achievers. They’re commonly well educated, hold high-status jobs, earn above-average salaries, and live in cities. Most of them are not affiliated with an organized religion—not surprising, since they’re nontraditional in several areas of their lives and since many religions consider childbearing the purpose and duty of a married woman.


When researchers ask women who are intentionally childless why they chose not to be mothers, the women most often talk about wanting to be free—free to pursue self-development and self-fulfillment, free from childcare responsibilities, free to be spontaneous and mobile. They see their decision as natural and their lives as holding unlimited potential. Career is often mentioned as a reason why women forgo motherhood, as is the desire for a satisfying spousal relationship.2 So are financial independence and concerns about overpopulation.


How many women are choosing not to have children? In 1997 the U.S. Census Bureau study “Fertility of American Women” reported that while in 1976 only 35 percent of American women between the ages of 15 and 44 were childless, by 1996 the rate was 42 percent. The most dramatic increase was seen in women between ages 35 and 39: from 1976 to 1996 the percentage of women who didn’t have children nearly doubled, from 10.5 percent to 19.7 percent. Given that the rate of childlessness is increasing faster than the rate of infertility, demographers theorize that more women are choosing not to have children. Amara Bachu, the statistician-demographer who headed the study, has said that she expects the average rate of childlessness could double in a decade, given women’s increasing career opportunities, economic concerns, the infertility that can result from postponing childbearing, and the stress and worry that accompany raising children today.


Other sources also point to a trend in voluntary childlessness. The same year the U.S. Census Bureau study appeared, American Demographics magazine reported that while the rate of childlessness has not yet reached Depression or pre-World War II levels, it has steadily increased since the 1950s baby boom and today is up even from the early 1990s. Childless by Choice, an information clearinghouse for people without children, says that even in the current baby boom, one in seven married couples of childbearing age in the United States is opting out of parenthood. Membership in organizations such as No Kidding! in Canada and the United States and the British Organisation of Nonparents is on the rise.


A similar trend shows up in Britain, Australia, New Zealand, and Japan. In Great Britain, a survey of 76, 100 patient records published in the October 1993 British Medical Journal showed that one in ten women chose not to have children. In 1997 the Australian Bureau of Statistics reported in Australian Social Trends that families consisting of a married couple with no children increased from 30.3 percent of the population in 1986 to 33.9 percent in 1996. The University of Canterbury reports that in New Zealand in 1981 about 11 percent of 50-year-old women had no children, but by the year 2000 the figure is expected to reach about 20 percent, or one in. five. And a poll commissioned in September 1997 by the prime minister of Japan showed that childless marriages are gaining greater acceptance among Japanese: of 3,574 adults aged 20 or older surveyed, almost half responded that having children is not important for married couples.


In researching this topic, I found that in the last few years major newspapers and magazines in the United States, Britain, Canada, and Australia have run articles related to voluntary childlessness. I also found several books on chosen childlessness published in the 1970s and early 1980s celebrating the expanded career opportunities and new freedom from gender-specific roles that women were enjoying at the time. A few more titles published in the late 1980s and first half of the 1990s offer new research and insights, and several authors provide personal accounts of prolonged and anxious ambivalence about motherhood. As I read these later books, I began to understand how long and hard some women suffer over whether or not to have children. Yet I also knew from my own and others’ experiences that many women make their decision about this early in their lives and with confidence, and many who postpone the decision don’t experience great angst when they eventually make it.


Although I found all of this information compelling, nowhere did I find what I most wanted to read; stories from a diverse cross section of women talking at length about their lives, decisions, and pursuits. I wanted to hear these stories from the original sources, and I set about finding women willing to speak out. Once I heard their stories, I realized that I wanted to pass them on.


In Kitchen Table Wisdom: Stories That Heal,3 Rachel Naomi Remen, M.D. says, “All stories are full of bias and uniqueness; they mix fact with meaning. This is the root of their power. Stories allow us to see something familiar through new eyes. We become in that moment a guest in someone else’s life, and together with them sit at the feet of their teacher. The meaning we may draw from someone else’s story may be different from the meaning they themselves have drawn. No matter. Facts bring us to knowledge, but stories lead to wisdom.” The power of stories—especially a collection of them—made me want to invite the women I found to tell their own.


In this book you’ll find edited transcripts of my interviews with 25 women who are finding meaning, purpose, self-esteem, and security apart from motherhood. In reading their stories, women who have already decided not to have children will feel affirmed (even if they don’t need validation). Women debating whether to have children might find their ambivalence reduced or resolved. Women who have struggled with infertility, and women with mates who don’t want children—or want no more children—might find comfort and encouragement. Family and friends of women who don’t care to be mothers might gain information and understanding.


The women I interviewed range in age from 25-year-old Maria Rodriguez to 84-year-old Ruby Burton. Why include the young, when there’s so much time for them to change their minds? Why include the old, when most women interested in this question are under age 50? This is why: Many of the middle-aged and older women in the book say they knew their minds early when it came to not wanting to have kids, and that validates the younger voices. What’s more, women in their 20s and 30s who are pursuing a career are questioning whether they can “have it all,” and their peers in this book might help shed light on that issue. Conversely, a question that women of any age who choose to be childless hear frequently is, “Who will take care of you when you’re old?” The answers that childless elders offer might help allay that fear.


The narrators of these stories form a diverse group. They are married, partnered, cohabiting, single, divorced, and widowed, from privileged backgrounds and disadvantaged ones, happy families and troubled ones. They are of varied ethnicities and cultural traditions, and they grew up all over the United States and in other countries as well. Their educational credentials range from trade school certificates to Ph.D.s, and they hold jobs as various as actress, corporate marketing manager, yoga teacher, graphic designer, high school counselor, environmental scientist, and hairdresser. Some of them knew from childhood that they were not interested in motherhood, while others fully expected to raise a family someday.


As different as they are, several similar threads run through their stories. These women speak of being drawn to many of life’s wonderful paths and pleasures—art, activism, adventure, an intimate relationship with a husband or partner, scholarship, friendships, career, solitude, travel, spirituality. They are all leading fulfilling, productive lives. They’re contributing and happy. They understand that they are different from the majority of women; their senses of identity, femininity, productivity, and security are not tied to motherhood, and they are comfortable with that difference.


Although the subtitle of this book refers to women without children, children figure prominently in several of the narrators’ professional and personal lives. These women, however, aren’t compensating for not bearing children of their own; rather, they often feel they have the best of both worlds. As the African proverb says, “It takes a village to raise a child,” and as members of the village—as aunts, teachers, doctors, ministers, therapists, and friends—many voluntarily childless women help raise and sometimes repair or rescue the next generation while retaining the personal freedom they find integral to their identities. This larger scope of nurturing, so fully satisfying to many childfree women, is often overlooked as the major contribution to society that it is.


The women in this book who are not involved with children live out the nurturing sides of themselves with other adults, animals, and nature, and many of them make a difference on global, national, and local fronts through their careers and volunteer work. Others have assumed pivotal roles in their families of origin in caring for family members who are ill or negotiating difficult life passages. Through their service to organizations and their families, these women increase their own sense of belonging and their connections to community and tribe. In reading the stories in this book, you’ll see how stereotypical comments about childfree women—“You just hate kids” or “You’re just selfish”—are unfounded.


During our meetings I was honored by the openness and honesty of all interviewees, how freely they talked about their family histories, intimate relationships, self-images, creative outlets, fears, ambitions, dreams, and authentic connections with children. Only two women requested anonymity out of concern for their family or professional situation, and I respected those requests; the rest were happy to tell their stories publicly, and some considered their chapter as a legacy they could pass on to others. About half of the women I interviewed had terminated a pregnancy, and although I decided not to include this information in their individual chapters, I must point out that their stories underscore how essential legal abortion is to a woman’s choice not only about when, but also about whether, to bear children.


One of the biggest challenges in producing this book was conveying the “voices” of the women whose stories appear, I benefited from meeting and talking with each woman, hearing the inflection and tone of her voice, noting her chuckles and pauses, observing her facial expressions and gestures. I want you to feel a similar intimacy with these narrators, and I hope that my careful editing and their thorough reviews of their chapters help you to “hear” and “see” their levity and seriousness, their heartfelt comments as well as their lighthearted ones, their sarcasm and sparkle. I encourage you to draw your own conclusions about each of their stories and to draw inspiration and support from them as well.


While I didn’t set out in search of it, I found joy and camaraderie in interviewing these childfree figures. Meeting 25 fascinating women who spoke with vivid voices about their happy lives packed a big wallop, and for three years I was on the receiving end of a steady flow of their engrossing stories. I left each interview energized. What a huge pool of female talent and energy and experience is out there, I often thought, and how interesting and important are its applications. What purpose, what contentment! What would it mean for our society, I wondered, if women without children were as valued and celebrated as mothers are?





THE WOMEN
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Monica Harrington, 37, grew up in Portland, Oregon. Her father was an attorney and her mother a homemaker. She is the youngest of eight children.


Monica earned a bachelor’s degree in journalism and worked as an editor and in public relations before becoming a senior marketing manager at a major software corporation. She lives with Mike, her husband of seven years, plus two cats, Max and The Foof Cat, and a springer spaniel puppy, Emma, in a lodge-like country home overlooking a valley.


Monica enjoys the outdoors through horseback riding, hiking, snowboarding, skiing, and boating and likes socializing with friends and family. She also loves to read true-crime stories and historical nonfiction and calls herself a “magazine junkie.”
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MONICA HARRINGTON
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I walk, making up phrases; sit, contriving scenes; am, in short, in the thick of the greatest rapture known to me.


VIRGINIA WOOLF


WHEN I WAS GROWING UP, MY IMAGE FOR my life resembled the roles that Katharine Hepburn played—women of high independence who lived life for themselves, not through other people. I had an aunt who didn’t marry until she was over fifty, and she seemed to live an interesting life as a working woman in San Francisco. I suppose I thought of her as glamorous because she fit that Hepburn model, and I thought she was terrific.


As a girl I announced to my family that I was going to be “fixed” like a cat, so they all liked to joke about “Monica’s attitude towards having children.” And indeed I never gravitated toward babies or images of them. One year my mother tried to make up for not having many dolls around by giving me one for Christmas, complete with lots of clothes and accessories. I remember opening the packages and growing depressed, thinking, “Who are these for? Not me.” In junior high the only option most girls had for making money was baby-sitting, and I wasn’t the least interested, feeling quite glad when I was finally old enough to make money in other ways.


I came at the tail end of eight kids born one right after another, and I was eighteen when my older siblings started having children. I was around those kids a lot and could see that even under the best of circumstances, even for very nurturing types, motherhood is a real commitment and hard work, though it can bring tremendous rewards. One time a boyfriend and I took care of my brother’s three young children for several days. These were terrific kids, I knew them well, and it was incredibly stressful. I wasn’t used to the constant vigilance required, making sure that they were bathed, clothed, fed, and entertained. Caring for them, really tired me out, but I knew I had to bump my energy to a higher level. And that’s my image of parenthood: you’ve got to always be there and be up for your kids.
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I dated casually until I was twenty-one because I was focused on school, but after that I started dating someone who clearly wanted children eventually. That wasn’t a key part of our early conversations, but his offhand comments about a future family life made me uneasy, and I remember thinking, “That doesn’t sound good to me.” Yet it took a long time for me to regard this as a fundamental, difference between us; the relationship went on for five years before I connected the dots and saw that we shouldn’t be together.


I always assumed I would get married, and it never occurred to me that finding somebody who felt as I did about not having children might be difficult. I considered my view of the world—including the idea that life could hold more if I didn’t have kids—as natural, hut I realized that it is a minority view. The number of women and men who see things my way is smaller than I thought. After my boyfriend and I broke up, I made a career move to a new city and decided to no longer invest time in a relationship with a man unless we agreed about not having children. I think that decision had a huge amount to do with whom I met next—the man I would marry—and how our relationship proceeded.


Mike and I worked for the same company but we initially met and got to know each other by playing on a volleyball team. When we first started dating I thought the relationship would be short-term; he is four years younger than I, and to me, younger meant not ready for commitment—and that was fine with me at the time. Still, on some of our first dates we “interviewed” each other with questions like: What type of people have you dated? What do you want out of life? What about children? On this last point he told me that he had assumed he would be a father but wasn’t bent on having kids. He felt flexible and interested in exploring what it would mean for his life not to become a father.


Along the way Mike and I had other conversations about kids, and at some point when we were getting serious I made it clear to him that I wasn’t intending to have any. “I’m a package deal,” I said. “If we decide to get married, then you’re choosing not only me but a lifestyle, too. If you want children, then I’m not the right person for you.” Obviously he chose me, and we’re happy with our life together.


Mike is the center of my emotional life, and we’re definitely cheerleaders for each other’s careers. We genuinely like and love each other, and we talk four or five times a day from our offices, maybe just a two-minute call to share good news about work or to vent after a difficult meeting. We’re always the one the other wants to turn to when something interesting happens.


Because we both have demanding jobs, we’ve established boundaries around work—like spending every weekend together and reserving Thursday as “date night.” On summer weekends we go boating, on winter weekends we snowboard, and we take drives in the country and go for short getaways all year round.


[image: Image]


Recently I spent a day or two with one of my brothers and his wife, who have a baby. I like kids, particularly my nieces and nephews, and I had a good time on this visit. A friend who was with us that weekend said to my sister-in-law, “Monica must want children. It’s obvious she likes them.” I thought that was an interesting comment, because for me what’s obvious is the separation of ideas: I like kids, but more as little people than as people I want to take care of.


Even though I haven’t wavered from my image for a life without motherhood, I’ve never considered sterilization because I like the idea that I’m constantly making choices about how I want to live. Nothing I foresee would make parenting an attractive choice for me, and I would be astounded if I ever did an about-face on that, yet I leave this remote possibility intact. My oldest sister didn’t have kids until she was in her thirties, and a few friends who shared similar views to mine about parenting changed their minds and had kids. Those events showed me that it’s important to keep my options open, that the life I want today may not necessarily be the life I’ll want tomorrow. I will also say that I’m probably the most careful person on the planet about contraception: I grew up in a time where people had sex at a pretty early age, and I can tell you that I have never had unprotected sex, never in my life.


Because having children is the majority experience, we women who don’t want to have kids sometimes experience pressure to change our minds. Some people think a woman’s life can’t be fulfilled unless she has kids, and they have a negative attitude about childlessness. Among my friends who have had children, several seem to want me to join their “club” as they begin to relate more with the woman down the street who has a child than they do with me. Some get quite evangelical!


I tell close friends that I’m not planning on having children but I’m not a crusader for the childfree life. That said, I also think that a lot more people should seriously consider not having children. It’s pretty clear from everything we see around us that people who probably shouldn’t be having children are. Some people are temperamentally not suited to parenthood, but because childlessness isn’t encouraged as a viable choice, they don’t get to explore it. Others go on automatic pilot and have children, and sometimes they’re not happy with the kids they get or the family lifestyle.


When I see situations like that I think, “What a waste! What if they’d been able to think things through consciously and make a choice that was a better fit for who they really are?” Society would be better served if some people who were truly cut out and prepared for parenthood and really wanted kids had four or five of them and those who weren’t didn’t have any.
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“The diverse, real-life stories in Pride and Joy offer a valuable sense of community for

WOMEN's ISSUES

women who feel they stand alone in their families and in society because they have
made the choice to remain childless.”
GLORIA FELDT, president of Planned Parenthood

Federation of America

s an important, fascinating, and brave book. Women have been told how they

must have children to be happy. Now her a book that shows how happy

comes

women can be without children. All of the women profiled are innovators, thinkers,
risktakers who have listened hard to hear their own voice through the cultural din and
not followed convention for convention's sake. Each tells us that there are many ways

to make the journey of life worthwhile.”

PER SCHWARTZ, author of Love Between Equa
How Peer Marriage Really Works

Pride and Joy: The Lives and Passions of Women Without Children is a collection of interviews
with 26 women who have chosen not to have children. In lively stories and vivid voices,
these diverse narrators talk proudly of their contributions to their communities, causes,
and families, and they speak joyfully of intimate relationships with husbands and part-
ners, of family and friends, work, volunteer and leisure activities, solitude, and connec-
tions with children. Their stories dispel the social myth that women must have children
to be happy, and they debunk the stereotypes of childless women.

For the 20 percent of U.S. women who are currently childless by choice or by
chance, Pride and Joy offers validation and community. For the millions of women decid-
ing whether to have children, it provides inspiration. For parents, siblings, and friends
of women who have chosen or may choose not to have children, it offers insight.

TERRI CASEY is an award-winning writer who has worked as a
newspaper reporter and editor and as a marketing writer for
Microsoft Corporation. Her free-lance articles have appeared in
metropolitan daily newspapers and regional magazines. She lives

in Seattle.
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