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More Praise for

Hannah’s Children

“The birth dearth is the most important story of our time. Most analysts fail to explain the causes, and most politicians propose hopeless ‘solutions.’ That’s why Hannah’s Children is a crucial book. Combining the rigor of an economist with the insight of a mother, Catherine Pakaluk opens readers’ minds and hearts to the birth dearth’s real causes, and exactly why some women are inoculated against this cultural malady.”

—Timothy P. Carney, senior fellow at the American Enterprise Institute and author of Family Unfriendly: How Our Culture Made Raising Kids Much Harder Than It Needs to Be

“A beautiful celebration of motherhood showcasing the rich complexity—social, economic, and personal—of human love. Catherine Pakaluk makes the compelling case for having a large family in a modern context of adult autonomy and hyper-individualism. Informed by a multidisciplinary study canvasing economics, history, sociology, and philosophy, Hannah’s Children joins the slim ranks of other groundbreaking ethnographic studies on marriage, maternity, and demography. Within the narratives of human natality, Pakaluk reveals the possibility of greater gain within self-sacrifice, advantage in accepted opportunity costs, and expansion of self within the gestation, growth, and gift of other persons.”

—Janice T. Chik Breidenbach, Ph.D., associate professor of philosophy, Ave Maria University; member of the Aquinas Institute, Blackfriars Hall, University of Oxford; senior affiliate, Penn Program for Research on Religion and Urban Civil Society, University of Pennsylvania

“‘In a two-child world, an eight-child choice begs for an explanation.’ So begins Hannah’s Children, Catherine Ruth Pakaluk’s intrepid exploration of the reasons why some mothers of many are rejecting the temptation to limit their fertility to few. With exceptional sensitivity and clarity, she untangles the incentives behind a contraceptive culture that regards self-sacrifice as senseless at best. Hannah’s Children is a tour de force in qualitative economics, as rigorous as it is deeply moving.”

—Helen Roy, author of Ladies’ Late Rome Journal on Substack and host of the Girlboss, Interrupted podcast

“Hannah’s Children is a powerful look into a countercultural movement being led by—of all people—mothers. But this is not another book touting girlboss culture or a sentimental tale about a woman who leaves her family to ‘find herself.’ No, the women in this book are bucking the status quo because they believe children (and large families) are blessings from God to be enjoyed, not the ‘consequences’ of casual sex to be overcome. In a world that often requires children to sacrifice in order for adults to fulfill their dreams, it is both refreshing and inspiring to read the stories of dedication and devotion Catherine Pakaluk brings to life in this book.”

—Delano Squires, research fellow, Richard and Helen DeVos Center for Life, Religion, and Family at the Heritage Foundation

“Catherine has greatly advanced our understanding of the decision to bear and raise children by sharing the beautiful stories of mothers who contradict the grim trend of declining global birth rates.”

—Clara Piano, Ph.D., assistant professor, Department of Economics, Austin Peay State University

“Our world is unwilling to produce enough of the greatest resource of all: the human person. Yet some women defy that trend and continue to bring large numbers of children into that same world. In Hannah’s Children, the economist Catherine Ruth Pakaluk takes us into the dynamics that lead some families to make these radical choices, and shows us what can be done to save our civilization from the birth dearth that threatens to kill it. Read and learn.”

—Samuel Gregg, Ph.D., author of The Next American Economy, distinguished fellow in political economy and senior research faculty, American Institute for Economic Research

“Economics usually doesn’t do much to help us understand our human condition. Hannah’s Children is the rare exception: it successfully focuses on an essential choice that is offered to almost all people, to be concretely open to the affirmation of the gift of life. This choice is unlike most other choices, and Hannah’s Children understands this choice in profound ways that situates it at the heart of any possible resolution to the problem that is modernity.”

—Richard Spady, senior research fellow, Nuffield College, Oxford University; research professor, Department of Economics, Johns Hopkins University

“There’s a growing consensus—contrary to long worries about overpopulation—that developed countries are not even reproducing themselves. Policymakers, especially on the right, have started talking about what can be done about this coming demographic disaster. Yet few have asked the question: Why do some people still get married and have lots of children? Catherine Pakaluk asked that question and searched for the answer. If you’re concerned about our demographic future, and the state of the family in the twenty-first century, you must read Hannah’s Children. No public policy response and no campaign for cultural renewal that ignores Pakaluk’s findings in this book has a chance of succeeding.”

—Jay Richards, Ph.D., William E. Simon Senior Research Fellow in Religious Liberty and Civil Society and director, Richard and Helen DeVos Center for Life, Religion, and Family at the Heritage Foundation

“This is a very special book. It gives flesh and blood to people our culture tells us aren’t supposed to exist: women who are happy, healthy, interesting, real, and smart—and who have chosen to have large families. Catherine Pakaluk artfully weaves the lives of these mothers into a bright and insightful story one wants to just keep reading. The testimonies of these women reveal in a fresh way that motherhood is beautiful in all its sacrifice, wonder, tenderness, and joy.”

—Carrie Gress, Ph.D., author of The End of Woman, fellow at the Ethics and Public Policy Center, and mother of five

“The stories in this book are as beautiful as they are inspirational. Hannah’s Children: The Women Quietly Defying the Birth Dearth contains profound wisdom on how to live family life well, the blessings of children, the benefits of siblings, and how a renewal of family may get us out of our civilizational mess. My wife and I will be benefiting from this book in our parenting for years to come.”

—Ryan T. Anderson, Ph.D., president of the Ethics and Public Policy Center, and author of Truth Overruled: The Future of Marriage and Religious Freedom
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Author’s Note

What you are about to read is a narrative account of the first qualitative study of the American women resistant to the trend of low birth rates. The findings in this manuscript are the fruit of a multi-year research initiative at the Catholic University of America, in partnership with the Wheatley Institute at Brigham Young University. In 2019, I and my colleague Emily Reynolds of the Wheatley Institute, together with assistants Mary Robotham (née Bathon) and Sierra Smith (née Breshears), visited fifty-five women with five or more children in ten American regions. We interviewed subjects in pairs: I interviewed 80 percent of the subjects with Mary assisting; Emily, the remaining 20 percent with Sierra assisting. As mothers of many ourselves, Emily and I led the interviews. In this volume, I sometimes use the first-person plural “we” as I recall observations from our interviews—since we were always present as a “we.” For everything else—my impressions, inferences, and analyses making sense of the data we heard—I narrate in the first-person singular. The views I express in this volume are mine and do not necessarily reflect the views of my team members or our institutions.

Our research initiative, “Motive and Meaning among High Fertility American Women” (Protocol No. 18-083), was certified on November 16, 2018, by the Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects at the Catholic University of America as meeting the requirements of the federal regulations governing protection of human subjects. Research subjects were informed of the nature and purpose of the study, of their rights as subjects, and of the possibility that their remarks might be included in presentations, articles, and books. Subjects signed written consent forms at the time of the interviews. Identifying information and factors unique to the subjects have been removed from all descriptions. Pseudonyms are used throughout this book, unless a subject specifically requested that she be identified by her true name—as in chapter 7. Because our subjects have such uncommon family sizes, I was generally unable to provide their state of residence without risking identification. I ask the reader’s forbearance in this matter.





PART ONE

“The Meaning of Everything”— Introducing Hannah’s Children





CHAPTER ONE

“He Still Wants You”—Stranger on a Train

“Besides wanting and choosing and being moved to do this or that, men may also want to have (or not to have) certain desires and motives. They are capable of wanting to be different in their preferences and purposes. . . .”

—Harry G. Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” 1971

Returning home from a trip, backpack at my feet, I settled into a seat along the side of a Virginia Railway commuter train from D.C. to Manassas with my infant son snuggled at my chest. It was the spring of 2010, after I defended my dissertation but before I graduated in June of that year. He was three months old, downy-soft head peeking out from a front wrap. I had never ridden that train before, and I have never ridden it since. I was surrounded by working professionals headed home for the night, and the passengers noted my baby with surprise. A middle-aged woman asked, “Is he your first?” I have no idea why this is such a common question to ask a mother with an infant, but over the years I spent traveling with babies it was easily the most common icebreaker. The question poses a dilemma for those of us with lots of children. Like the canned “How’re you doing?” to which no one ever expects a negative response, “Is it your first?” is supposed to be answered with a “Yeah,” and then followed up with some kind of rejoinder along the lines of “Enjoy it while it lasts,” or “Don’t worry, eventually he’ll sleep.”

What no one expects, not anywhere and least of all on a rush-hour train, is “He’s my sixth!” At that answer, there was murmuring among the train riders. But above the din I heard one response that I never expected. The woman who had questioned me gave a swift, plaintive reply: “Six! I guess your husband still wants you.” She was right, of course. He did, and he still does—we’ve since had two more children, eight altogether. But I had never considered his desire for me as causal in relation to our family size—even though, in some sense, it clearly is. Nor had I ever wondered whether having a lot of babies might make us love each other more. I still don’t know. But no other response to my family in public has struck me with the same tragic force as that one fourteen years ago.

In a two-child world, an eight-child choice begs for an explanation. What I chose is unusual, rare, maybe a little crazy. But I certainly didn’t choose it for those reasons. I like to be on trend. I always know where denim is going, and I spend more on shoes than I should. Why not be on trend with my number of kids? Why have all these children? I had every door open in front of me. Why this choice and not another? I get asked this question a lot, and it turns out that other women with big families get asked too.

I know what the answer isn’t. It’s not because I don’t believe in using artificial birth control—even though I don’t. I know when every one of my kids was conceived, and we could have avoided any one of them. Natural family planning has its problems, but so do IUDs, condoms, and pills. Knowing how to avoid getting pregnant is easier than most things I do. Besides old-fashioned wisdom, there are apps to track fertility, wearable wristbands, and simple at-home fertility tests with red lights and green lights. None of my kids was an accident or unplanned in any strict sense. We always said, “Let’s go—we’re ready for another one if we can conceive.”

And it’s not because I’m a Catholic and the Church says that I should have a big family—because it doesn’t. One might describe the Catholic Church as “pro-natalist” because of its stance on abortion and birth control or the history of large Catholic families among Italians, Irish, and other immigrants. But whatever the Church teaches officially, Catholics nowadays use birth control at about the same rates as everyone else.1 And in my forty-seven years as a practicing Catholic, I have never heard a sermon on the value of having children. I have never been urged in the confessional to have more kids. There’s no doctrine that it’s holier to end up with more kids.

Of all the Catholic women in history with big families, the Church has canonized precious few of them, the American educator Elizabeth Bayley Seton being one of them. The childless Maria Goretti, my confirmation saint, is more typical. She was canonized for forgiving her attempted rapist (and murderer). Meanwhile, her mother, Assunta Carlini, a devout woman who raised seven children as a widowed sharecropper in desperate poverty, isn’t a saint.2 Whatever we might say about the Catholic Church and natalism (and that would be a separate book), it would be difficult to make a case that there is any kind of social norm among Catholics to have big families. Nothing to my mind sums this up better than Pope Francis’s airplane quip that women don’t have to breed “like rabbits” to be good Catholics—a comment I found deeply offensive.3

Then there is another more personal reason that isn’t the answer. When I got married, my husband was a widowed father of six. He didn’t “need” more kids, we had our hands full, and we could have counted ourselves happy if we had raised those children and dedicated the balance of our lives to research and teaching. He already had tenure in philosophy, and I hoped to follow in an academic job. I was a graduate student in a top economics program. I had a promising “career” in front of me, and the sensible thing would have been to finish that program on time and seek a tenure-track job like my husband. And yet—we had more children anyway. By the time I finished my doctoral work, we had six more kids. A tenure-track job seemed out of the question.

So if those are not the answers, what is the answer? It’s hard to say. I suppose it boils down to some sort of deeply held thing, possibly from childhood—a platinum conviction—that the capacity to conceive children, to receive them into my arms, to take them home, to dwell with them in love, to sacrifice for them as they grow, and to delight in them as the Lord delights in us, that that thing, call it motherhood, call it childbearing, that that thing is the most worthwhile thing in the world—the most perfect thing I am capable of doing.

But that is not easy to say. Not on a train, not in a dental chair, and not in the checkout line at a grocery store. That day on the train, I began to wonder if other women who shared my choices had ideas about why they do this, and better ways of explaining it. I began to wonder if it was a common experience, and if so, whether it had a common expression. Did it have a story? Did it have a name? So I went in search of reasons, perhaps to know my own for the first time. Hannah’s Children is the result of this search. In summer 2019, I and my colleague Emily Reynolds traveled to ten American regions and interviewed fifty-five women with five or more children to find out why they do what they do and what they think it means—for themselves, for their families, and for the nation.

As it happens, in a two-child world trending to a one-child world,4 the desire for children and how it is charted in relation to competing human goods isn’t a small thing. It’s a really big thing—the thing that ultimately says how many of us there are and what kind of people we will be. Birth rates and childbearing are not a question of merely personal interest. There is no more economically significant question than where people come from, and nothing more deeply informs the way we order our lives together than the first society we experience: the family. So Hannah’s Children sits squarely at the intersection of personal and professional interests for me.

I will make the argument for the economic importance of this work in chapter 4, but my method notably breaks with Nobel economist Gary Becker’s seminal approach to the economics of the family.5 Becker argued that the childbearing desires of a household are properly outside the scope of economic analysis. The “economic” approach, he argued, assumes “that individuals maximize their utility from basic preferences that do not change rapidly over time....”6 In Becker’s work, household demand for children is modeled like a “consumer” preference: a simple taste for a good that is informed by things outside the analysis of the economists. We take desires as given. This isn’t the whole of the story, but in general economists have moved away from qualitative work, preferring deterministic models with fixed preferences and quantitative studies using samples large enough to make statistical inferences based on probability models.

In contrast, the heart of the project of this book is conversations with a small number of women about the nature of their childbearing decisions. Since my sample is not large enough to be representative of women with large families in general, each subject is herself, N=1. The narratives that make up my data do not yield descriptive statistics or causal inferences. But as MIT economist Michael J. Piore has pointed out, “What open-ended interviews do yield, and yield consistently, are stories the respondents tell. The story is the ‘observation.’ The stories are basically narratives. The question is thus what to do with the stories. Typically, stories are not analyzed as statistical data; stories are ‘interpreted.’ . . . The stories [act] not as data points but to suggest particular revisions in theory.”7 It is in this spirit that I took up this work: to find the stories that may ultimately assist in a revision of economic theories about birth rates and population growth.

The wholesale abandonment of qualitative work in economics, especially open-ended interviews, has been a mistake. Economists should still take N=1 seriously. This is not the time to make that argument in full except by giving witness to the fruits of its method. For today, I do not see this book as an exercise in doing economics. But I understand it as an economic exercise. In a minimal sense, I want to understand household demand for children better than our current theories, not one of which can really explain the macro trends in birth rates that now puzzle the world. I also want to understand the supply of children better than our current theories. Families don’t “demand” children in the way that consumers demand goods and services; they are both demanders and suppliers of the same good. What is wanted, if it is wanted, is not just any child but a child of one’s own. The upshot of this is that it is hard to know whether falling birth rates are more of a demand shift (fewer children wanted) or more of a supply shift (fewer children produced) or both. And if we expand our analysis to suppose that children are not “consumed” in a single period of time but experienced over a longer horizon, these demand-and-supply questions become even more fraught.

It doesn’t take long puzzling over the problem of childbearing desires to see that there are Gordian knots to be untangled, the threads of which have monumental significance. In times past birth rates were mostly governed by things very far from personal preference, such as famines, disease, crops, sex, marriage, death—fortune and fate. But with modern economic growth and efficient birth control, household fertility desires become an object deserving of study apart and aside from mere sexual appetite. In a contraceptive age, children will not come unless the capacity for childbearing is switched “on.” Their existence is dependent on our willingness to let them in, on our motives and desires. This is a book about those desires: not sexual desires, but desires that now change the course of nations.

Of course, we don’t merely desire and choose. We evaluate our desires and choices, making judgments about and revising them. American philosopher Harry Frankfurt called these evaluations “second order.” He wrote: “Many animals appear to have the capacity for what I shall call ‘first-order desires’ . . . desires to do or not to do one thing or another. No animal other than man, however, appears to have the capacity for reflective self-evaluation that is manifested in the formation of second-order desires.”8 The woman on the train connected the size of my family to the character of my marriage. Such a connection would give rise to the second-order desires that Harry Frankfurt described: regrets or satisfaction, shame or pride, sadness or joy. In short, second-order desires arise from the meaning we attach to our choices, looking back.

So a book about motives for having children would be incomplete without the meanings that women attach to the choices they have made—the reasons they wanted kids and the reasons they kept wanting them. To that end, I asked the women in my study to tell me how it started and how it’s going. I have presented their stories in as raw and unedited a form as possible. It was an unqualified privilege to hear the reasons of the heart I am about to share with you.





CHAPTER TWO

Reasons of the Heart—Hannah’s Chain

“The heart has its reasons, which reason does not know.”

—Blaise Pascal, Pensées 277

“We know truth, not only by the reason, but also by the heart, and it is in this last way that we know first principles.”

—Blaise Pascal, Pensées 282

I met Hannah, age forty-four, and Esther, forty-two, in a small Chabad House1 at a large state university in New England. They wanted to be interviewed together. Hannah hardly sat down, preferring to stay on her feet while she tended to her delightfully plump twelve-month-old daughter, her seventh. Esther, in contrast, never got up from the sofa where she nursed her littlest one, just born, two weeks old, her ninth. “Do I feel like my children are my accomplishments? I more feel like they are who they are,” she said.

“We Were Searching”

Esther grew up in a big family and always envisioned having kids, but Hannah didn’t plan for this life. “I didn’t even want to get married at one point in my life. At one point in my life, I could not see myself married. I thought I would be like that aunt, or you know, the medicine woman person who doesn’t get married.” She laughed and continued:

Where I was in my early twenties, where I was just doing my own thing for wherever I was at that point in my life . . . most people [who] are [in] their academic years or their professional careers are doing their own thing. And having children was not something that I would . . . if you’re a somewhat level-headed person in the world, you’d say this doesn’t fit into this lifestyle. You couldn’t do this. It doesn’t make sense. Because people think on rational levels, and I think maybe a little bit more super-rational [thinking] has to infiltrate the masses to know that things are possible. Like possibilities of expansion in your life.

The seventeenth-century philosopher Blaise Pascal defined eloquence as “a painting of thought,” the capacity to present what is real through a conversational sweetness drawn from truth that captivates the listener.2 Hannah was a paradigm of eloquence. Like a modern Pascal, she traced out her journey:

We met in Israel in a city called Safed. We met in a friend’s garden. We were introduced through a number of people, mutual friends and teachers who knew both of us, but it was an arranged meeting. Not an arranged marriage, but an arranged meeting and there was a lot of background already. We have similar backgrounds. We both come from a Reformed Jewish background. We both [went] through a series of life journeys—physical and spiritual—after high school with other religions like Native American and Sufi, et cetera. We were searching. My husband and I were searching.

For us, we had both been around the block. We had both explored, we had dated in our public-school secular life. We were both very clear and very focused that one of our main goals of getting married was to begin a family right away and . . . to have a large family. That was something that we were attracted to with the teachers that had turned us on and inspired us as we returned to our faith. And we talked a lot about that in our first dates.

That, but also on a deeper level, in my own kind of quest for meaning and purpose, I was very into the concept of infinity. I did a lot of Indian meditation and things like that, nirvana. Kind of like this search for reaching this point, like the essence of “What’s the meaning of everything?” And I kind of feel like it all came down—like the core of the answer—was that children are this key to infinity. And especially being Jewish, how much more so because this is a link and a chain that we’ve had from Moses and from Abraham and from Noah and Adam. This link, continuing this legacy by having children is a way to be a part of this chain of infinity. And to me that was it. There is nothing else that is going to do that.

Hannah remarked that, “if you’re a somewhat level-headed person in the world,” having a lot of children could seem irrational. But she preferred to think of it as super-rational. She had reasons for what she was up to, but reasons that had to do with higher things, ultimate ends, Pascal’s reasons of the heart. For Hannah, those super-reasons gave meaning to ordinary reasoning about material possessions and life choices, directing them toward what is eternal.

I opened this narrative with Hannah’s story because her contrast between two ways of life provides the best possible introduction to the women in this volume. My subjects described their choice to have many children as a deliberate rejection of an autonomous, customized, self-regarding lifestyle in favor of a way of life intentionally limited by the demands of motherhood. In general, they were motivated by a deeply religious worldview characterized by trust in God and hope in his providence. Faith enabled and dignified costly personal sacrifices—enabled, these women argued, because the gains and losses of childbearing are assessed differently on religious grounds than on secular ones; dignified, they argued, because true wealth doesn’t come from what the world offers.

Like Hannah, many of my other subjects groped for descriptions of the customized life they had rejected, where the number and timing of children were fitted to a narrative of self-identity. They, in contrast, fitted themselves into a greater narrative of childbearing. They spoke of self-sacrifice but not of losing themselves. My subjects believe they have found themselves in having children. They believe their personalities and capacities have expanded—indeed, super-abounded so richly as to give rise to other persons. This expansion has, in turn, somehow opened them to receive gifts of love and sacrifice from their own ancestors, gifts whose meaning had remained inaccessible until unlocked by their own choice to participate with those ancestors in reaching toward the infinite.

Like Hannah, the other women I met extended this contrast to their marriages, to their children, and to social order more broadly. They believe that the sustained effect of living with needy young children for an extended period of life fosters other-regarding virtues necessary for egalitarianism and civic friendship: empathy, generosity, solidarity, and self-denial. Like Hannah, my subjects typically described a life of religious seriousness in which they allowed their beliefs about God and the meaning of life to shape their own hearts and desires. Finally, like Hannah, they had adopted a posture of openness to children as a way of life and not a mere season.

Hannah’s contrast between her old “self-regarding” secular life and her new “other-regarding” religious one raises the issue of individualism—people “doing their own thing,” as she put it. One might think of Alexis de Tocqueville, who defined individualism as “a mature and calm feeling, which disposes each member of the community to sever himself from the mass of his fellows, and to draw apart with his family and his friends; so that, after he has thus formed a little circle of his own, he willingly leaves society at large to itself.”3 Like Hannah, Tocqueville used the imagery of a chain. He argued that aristocratic societies, replete with class and title, tied people together, with everyone playing a role defined in relation to others. “Aristocracy had made a chain of all the members of the community,” he wrote, “from peasant to king: democracy breaks that chain, and severs every link. . . .”4 Tocqueville worried that democratic orders necessarily initiate a degenerative shift toward individualism. For Tocqueville, individualism isn’t the same as selfishness, that “exaggerated love of self” that is “as old as the world.” But individualism, proceeding more from “erroneous judgment” than from “depraved feelings,” can give reign to selfishness in the absence of a countervailing force.5

“This Chain of Infinity”

Hannah argued that not only the aristocracy but also the ancestral family links everybody like a chain. The family works against individualism by asserting a communitarian reality. In a single generation an individual has parents and grandparents, brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles, cousins, nieces, and nephews. These are the real, flesh-and-blood human beings who make up society outside of your immediate family. You don’t have to wonder whether you care about your “fellow man.” You do care because your fellow man might be your actual brother, uncle, or son.

Moreover, across generations, individuals have ancestors to whom they have debts and also offspring toward whom they have responsibilities. Childbearing cancels the debts, as it were, while giving rise to new obligations. Paying it forward, we would say now. Having children confers an eternal status on any one individual in the chain, making her equal in dignity to her kin for all time. “Continuing the legacy by having children,” Hannah says, “is a way to be a part of this chain of infinity.” The family is egalitarian, communitarian, and hierarchical—all in one. On this account, ties to family redeem our freedom and direct its powers. The self-imposed duties of an abundant, generative family life provide the ballast against selfish forms of individualism. With strong stable families, democracy in America might have a chance of fostering the private and public virtue that Tocqueville worried about.

Hannah’s chain is a perfect image of the paradox she and my subjects described. A single link can’t “do its own thing.” But the link is never alone. She knows where she has been, and she knows where she is going. She finds her meaning in the strictures of the ties she has adopted. Hannah found her identity in the ancestral chain—a place of rest, and the end of her searching. “You know,” she said, “everyone’s searching for identity. Tattoo yourself, pierce yourself, take on another religion. . . . [But] everybody’s got an ancestry. What a way to honor your legacy and your line. What a way to connect the past and the future. That to me is being a part of infinity, to continue a chain. So, what a better way to form an identity, you know?” She added, “No regrets. Not a one. I mean like this is way harder now than [life] was then, but I have inner peace in my life that I didn’t have then. I was searching. I’m not searching now.”





CHAPTER THREE

“Red-Diaper Babies”—Political Fault Lines

“During the [first demographic transition] the issue was to adopt contraception in order to avoid pregnancies; during the [second demographic transition] the basic decision is to stop contraception in order to start a pregnancy.”

—Ron J. Lesthaeghe and Johan Surkyn, “When History Moves On”

In December of 2004, shortly after the second Bush 43 victory, New York Times columnist David Brooks drew attention to a phenomenon he dubbed “the new red-diaper babies.” He highlighted the “natalists,” as he called them, who are found all throughout the country, defying falling birth rates and the retreat from marriage. “[The natalists] are having three, four or more kids. Their personal identity is defined by parenthood. They are more spiritually, emotionally, and physically invested in their homes than in any other sphere of life, having concluded that parenthood is the most enriching and elevating thing they can do.”1

Brooks’s interest wasn’t limited to curiosity. He wanted to draw attention to the fact that people having big families were associated, as much then as now, with “red America.” They were Republican voters. Brooks cited scholars who noted that “Democrats swept the largely childless cities—true blue locales like San Francisco, Portland, Seattle, Boston and Manhattan have the lowest percentages of children in the nation—but generally had poor showings in those places where families are settling down, notably the Sun Belt cities, exurbs and outer suburbs of older metropolitan areas.”2 Brooks urged his readers to see the “true motive forces behind” the political divisions. The real fault lines of consequence, he argued, were familial.3

Just how consequential? More than Brooks knew. Two years later, Ron J. Lesthaeghe and Lisa Neidert, demographers based at the University of Michigan, published findings about the relationship between red and blue voting patterns in 2000 and 2004 and family-related data by state and county.4 They included birth rates, marriage and divorce rates, cohabitation, and more. What they found was nothing short of remarkable. Birth rates and marriage behavior correlated powerfully with voting.5 Places with high fertility and more traditional marriage were vastly more likely to vote for Bush; the converse was also true—low-fertility locales favored non-Bush votes. The authors stated that the robust “correlation found in the United States between [traditional family formation] and the percentage of votes for George W. Bush in 2000 and 2004 is to our knowledge one of the highest spatial correlations between demographic and voting behavior on record” [emphasis added].6

Between 1800 and 1900, the total fertility rate of American women halved from 7 to 3.5.7 Birth rates continued to decline during the World Wars, rebounded a bit after the Second World War, and nearly halved again between 1960 and 2000, from 3.5 to 2.0.8 The United States recorded its lowest-ever total fertility rate in 2020, at 1.64 lifetime expected births per woman.9 The first decline, in the nineteenth century, is generally thought to have resulted from the economic shift away from agricultural and home-based work to non-home-based work, which rendered children a net cost to the household. There is also the fact that as infant mortality decreased in the same time period, families could have fewer births for the same number of surviving children. But demographers debate how to interpret the decline of the second half of the twentieth century. Is it a continuation of the trend that began in the early 1800s or something new, a “second” demographic transition? Some, including Ron Lesthaeghe, began making the case for the latter theory.10

These scholars pointed out that rising rates of cohabitation and divorce since the 1960s had not been prominent features of the earlier demographic transition. The first shift, they noted, had favored improvements in the lives of children—marked by better nutrition, health, education, and family stability. In contrast, modern trends marked an unwelcome reversal of that trend. Today fewer than 50 percent of children live with their own two married parents in their first marriage. That number is down from nearly 75 percent in 1960.11 The scholars also stressed the changing social norms for the pursuit of adult happiness:

The idea of the distinctness of the [second demographic transition] stems directly from Philippe Ariès’s analysis of the history of childhood (1962) and particularly from his Bad Homburg paper (1980) on the two successive and distinct motivations for parenthood. During the [first demographic transition], the decline in fertility was “unleashed by an enormous sentimental and financial investment in the child” (i.e., the “king child era” to use Ariès’s term), whereas the motivation during the [second demographic transition] is adult self-realization within the role or lifestyle as a parent or more complete and fulfilled adult.12

The contrast calls to mind the two ways of life highlighted by Hannah: fitting oneself into a narrative of childbearing versus fitting children into a narrative of the self. What would it mean for demographic patterns to be shaped by the quest for a more complete adulthood? To answer this, it helps to examine the history of marriage before modern times.

Sociologist Andrew Cherlin has documented patterns of marriage in America from 1650. His findings converge neatly with the demographers’ hypotheses about the second demographic transition. Looking back to the Founding era, he notes that if something like rugged individualism characterized the American temperament, it was a feature of the household rather than the individual man or woman. The household was understood to be self-sufficient and independent, or mostly so, from the larger community, and certainly from the state. This seems to be the kind of individualism that Tocqueville had in mind, an individualism of the family with respect to other groups—not an individualism within the family. “Within the family, then,” Cherlin wrote, “there was little individualism. The husband and wife were engaged in a joint enterprise, struggling to subsist in the New England climate.”13 However, that attitude began to change in the twentieth century. Cherlin describes the emergence of an expressive individualism in the mid-twentieth century that is about the self in contradistinction from the family. Individuals increasingly rejected the idea of fitting themselves into roles in the traditional institution of marriage, such as breadwinner or housewife. They began to look for satisfactions outside of the family, and even began to ask how the family itself suited their well-being. This transition placed a new tension on marriage, a threat from within. No longer engaged in a joint struggle against merely outside forces, now the other spouse may be the very force to be defended against. Cherlin explains,

The shift [in how people viewed their marriages] was part of a broader increase in expressive individualism in American culture—the kind of individualism that involves growing and changing as a person, paying attention to your feelings, and expressing your needs. Expressive individualism encourages people to look inward to see how they are doing, and it encourages them to want personal growth throughout adulthood. It is not incompatible with lifelong marriage, but it requires a new kind of marriage in which the spouses are free to grow and change and in which each feels personally fulfilled. Such marriages are harder to keep together, because what matters is not merely the things they jointly produce—well-adjusted children, nice homes—but also each person’s own happiness.14

Cherlin’s work connects the dots from the pursuit of “selfrealization within the role or lifestyle as a parent” to the demographic patterns of the second demographic transition: cohabitation, divorce, and lower lifetime fertility. If the demographers are correct, then expressive individualism, the cultivated habit of adult self-regarding lifestyles, lies at the heart of the current demographic trend in the West. And, moreover, if their correlations are right, expressive individualism, Hannah’s “doing your own thing,” was a determining factor in the 2000 and 2004 elections. David Brooks was onto something. “The people who are having big families,” he wrote, “are explicitly rejecting materialistic incentives and hyperindividualism.”15

But what if the 2000 election and 2004 reelection of George W. Bush were singular events in American cultural history, decided by a greater focus on family values after the Clinton White House scandals?16 In 2009, Lesthaeghe and Neidert extended their voting analysis to the 2008 election, where the dominant issues were apparently economic ones. But the correlation between traditional family demographics and voting for the conservative candidate (John McCain, in that election) was “replicated in 2008.”17 Finally in 2017, the demographers looked at the same relationships going back to 1968 and forward through the Trump election of 2016. They showed that “the spatial patterns of . . . [family demographics] and voting start converging in the 1990s,” with a steady and “substantial correspondence after 2000 and continuing through the latest 2016 elections. More specifically, after the turn of the century, correlations were observed between [0.83] and [0.90] for no less than 5 successive elections.”18 These are whopping associations in statistical terms. The authors conclude that “family behaviour and composition by the turn of the century becomes an excellent predictor of a state’s position on the Republican-Democrat continuum for all subsequent elections.”19 Statistical controls do little to change the association, they tell us, noting the correlation “cannot be considered spurious or merely the result of effects of major structural or cultural common predictors.”20

What conclusion should be drawn from the striking association between voting on the one hand and marriage and fertility on the other is not entirely clear. At a minimum, the authors urge caution about supposing that the Trump victory marked a new political era since voting in the 2016 election was consistent with demographic patterns crystallizing since 1996.21 Indeed, it was apparent to me that Hannah and Esther’s families were Trump voters, in spite of living in an area of the Northeast that went overwhelmingly for Clinton in 2016. Esther’s husband had greeted us, sporting a classic Jewish beard and hair—and a bright red MAGA hat. Upon our arrival he grinned and asked whether the point of the study was to “make fertility great again.”

The causal channel from lower or higher lifetime fertility to a Democratic or Republican vote is only now emerging as a demographic fact pattern. But the research raises the question of just how we come to find certain first principles intuitive. Are our families, perhaps, the source of those reasons of the heart of which Pascal said, “reason does not know”? Where do Brooks’s natalists, so unusual and so consequential, come from? Why do some people become like Hannah and Esther, living a life that is “way harder now” without compensation or social encouragement? And what does it mean for them to be the kind of person who can have nine children almost disinterestedly, taking on all their burdens but celebrating their otherness: “I more feel like they are who they are.” These are the questions that sent me in search of Hannah, Esther, and dozens of others like them.





CHAPTER FOUR

The Future of Humanity—Economic Demography

“The edict of Louis XVI in favour of marriage, awarding pensions to those parents who should have ten, and larger ones to those who should have twelve children, was attended with no better success. The premiums that monarch held out in a thousand ways to indolence and uselessness, were much more adverse, than such poor encouragements could be conducive, to the increase of population.”

—Jean-Baptiste Say, A Treatise on Political Economy

America is in the midst of a population collapse. The year 2020 marked the lowest general fertility rate ever recorded—56 births per 1000 women aged fifteen to forty-four—and the lowest total fertility rate ever recorded: 1.64 projected lifetime births per woman.1 Virtually unchanged since 2020, these trends are not explained by the arrival of COVID. They are the culmination of a decades-long implosion. In 1920, and again in 1960, National Vital Statistics recorded 118 births per 1,000 women aged fifteen to forty-four; there were 87.9 in 1970, 68.4 in 1980, 70.9 in 1990, 65.9 in 2000.2 A total fertility rate of 2.1 lifetime births per woman is required for a population to replace itself. The CDC reports, “The U.S. [total fertility rate] has generally been below replacement since 1971 and has consistently been below replacement since 2008.”3

But academics and experts have long overlooked the possibility of demographic collapse. Stanford professor Paul Ehrlich’s 1968 blockbuster, The Population Bomb (co-written with wife Anne Ehrlich), forecasted exploding birth rates and a grim Malthusian scenario of famine, disease, and premature death.4 Today it is regarded as a failed statement. Even its authors admit it got the future of food supply and birth rates wrong.5 Nevertheless, the book helped ignite an international population control movement with appalling consequences—China’s One-Child Policy among them.6 Other academics offered less dismal scenarios, including a theory about alternating waves of growth and decline.7 But none of the prominent experts predicted what did happen: a steady decline in domestic and global birth rates since the 1960s without abatement. It was an outsider to the elite academy, a Bronx-born son of Jewish immigrants without a Ph.D., Ben Wattenberg, who challenged the prevailing alarmism after more than a decade of statistical forensics. In his 1974 The Real America, he argued for a profoundly unorthodox position: that a “birth dearth” had replaced the “baby boom.”8 His analysis received little attention. Continuing fears of population explosion so obsessed leaders and intellectuals that President Carter commissioned the Global 2000 Report in 1977, whose findings, now as laughable as The Population Bomb, propped up the dire myth of overpopulation.9

The tide began to turn during the Reagan administration. Ben Wattenberg was appointed to the U.S. delegation to the Second International Conference on Population in Mexico City in 1984, and he helped to formulate the position that the United States would adopt—that population growth was a “neutral phenomenon” and ought not be reduced through forced measures or incentives when it would fall organically in response to fundamentals of economic behavior.10 While this position shocked observers at the time, inviting scorn from global elites, it had a growing number of adherents. Michael Teitelbaum and Jay Winter published The Fear of Population Decline in the following year, and in 1986 even the National Academy of Sciences raised doubts about the prevailing alarmist orthodoxy.11 Wattenberg’s The Birth Dearth, published in 1987, established the heterodox view more firmly and raised more consideration than any prior attempt for the view that population decline, not explosion, would be the future of humanity.

Wattenberg passed away in 2015, but he is remembered as a “prophet” of demographic winter.12 He had argued early that total fertility rates, rather than crude birth rates, were the best measure for forecasting population growth and decline.13 Sustained fertility rates below replacement inevitably lead to an aging population, economic recession, depression, and ultimately to depopulation—a decline in the number of people living in a country. Japan has been shrinking since 2010.14 China experienced its first year of depopulation in 2022.15 Dozens of countries will follow suit in the next ten years—including Italy, Spain, and Russia. Around the globe, countries that had high birth rates just a few decades ago, such as Mexico, India, and many African nations, have displayed rapid convergence toward the low fertility rates of Japan, Europe, and North America—without population-control interventions. Mexico accomplished a demographic transition from seven births per woman to two in a mere half century. It had taken the United States two hundred years to do the same.16 South Korean fertility fell from six births per woman to less than three in just eighteen years—compared to the United Kingdom in a hundred years.17 Convergence to low birth rates is an iron fact of modern demography.

The political and economic consequences of these trends cannot be overstated. Below-replacement fertility in the United States imperils every New Deal–era entitlement program, every state pension program, and the future of economic prosperity as workers become scarce. Social Security trust funds will be depleted as soon as 2034; deficits are already underway and projected for all future years, to depletion.18 Medicare Part A will be insolvent even sooner, with its trust fund exhaustion expected by 2028.19 State budgets are already straining to meet entitlement liabilities. School district finances are bowed under the weight of low or flat student enrollment growth, rising teacher pensions, and state and federal budget cuts.20 All these and many other programs and institutions will become crippled artifacts of a golden age when we were rich enough, and there were enough of us, to entertain collective transfers from a broad base of young and middle-aged workers to a smaller group of retiring and aged generations. One in six people in the United States is over sixty-five today, compared to about one in twenty a century ago.21

Worse, the very transfer programs imperiled by population implosion may have been the cause of their own undoing—deleteriously vitiating a major incentive to form families. Children can be an economic benefit to a household in two primary ways: by providing labor or wages to the family when they are still young, mostly a thing of the past, and by providing support and care for aging, retired parents. A guaranteed pension will tend to reduce the interest in having enough children of one’s own to rely on in old age. Births will go down. This is not a mere theory: Italian scholars Alessandro Cigno and Furio Rosati estimated that “as much as three-quarters of the reduction in the total fertility rate which occurred in Italy between 1930 and 1984 can be ascribed to the expansion of the public pension system.”22

If tomorrow’s pension is funded by today’s children, when births go down funds available to pay the pension will also go down. Tax-and-transfer pension programs make the economic benefits of childbearing public and push them into the future, while the costs of childbearing remain private and immediate—setting up a free-rider problem. A free rider is someone who receives a benefit without paying for it. In the United States people are eligible to receive Social Security if they contributed earnings when they were younger, but it makes no difference to their benefit if they contributed no future taxpayers. The solution to ordinary free-rider problems is to make the contributions of beneficiaries non-voluntary. Taxation isn’t optional. But childbearing is. The disincentive effect of modern old-age programs on childbearing can only be solved in one of two ways: reducing or dismantling them, leaving families to again plan their children with a view to requiring their future financial support if parents cannot save enough; or increasing retirement payouts for women in proportion to how many children they have, not only in proportion to wages they earn.23 Old-age programs that will be funded in the future by today’s children but that reward only working but not having children contain a fatal flaw: the assumption that the propensity to have children does not respond to incentives.

The propensity to have children has been central to economic theory since its beginnings. While Adam Smith, David Hume, and their contemporaries all wrote on population, it was the Reverend Thomas Malthus, an English economist and cleric born in 1766 who is remembered for offering the most famous, though inaccurate, account of the relationship between population growth and the wealth of nations. Beginning with the idea that food is a natural limit on the growth of an animal population, Malthus compared the tendency of the population to increase with the tendency of the food supply to increase. Noting that agricultural production tended to increase slowly and that human reproduction tended to increase exponentially if unchecked, he advanced as a “principle” that human population growth would always tend to outstrip growth in food supply: “Taking the whole earth instead of this island, emigration would of course be excluded; and supposing the present population equal to a thousand millions, the human species would increase as the numbers 1, 2, 4, 8, 16, 32, 64, 128, 256, and subsistence as 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9. In two centuries the population would be to the means of subsistence as 256 to 9; in three centuries
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