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        Preface

      
      For decades, I’ve researched shifting fertility dynamics—especially the intersection of economics, reliable birth control, family structure, and women’s movement into civic life. But growing up, I watched that change progress for years earlier.

      In 1991, as a young professor, I recall standing in my university’s central plaza processing with amazement the news that, suddenly, I lived in a place with a female governor (Ann Richards), a female mayor, a female university president, and a female police chief. In none of the cities or states I’d operated in previously, and just one of the schools (a women’s college), were any of those roles filled by women. Now the better world where women had an active role in running things had arrived—and it was here, in Houston, Texas!

      Fast forward to spring 2024, where the Feminist Theory seminar I was teaching looked out on the same plaza. Although the Roe v. Wade decision won by Texas lawyer Sarah Weddington in 1973 had been overturned two years before, and we no longer had women in three of the roles they’d filled on that day in 1991, we did have a (second) female university president. We also had a striking statue on display on that plaza—an idealized eighteen-foot gold female figure called Witness representing women’s progress in the judiciary, by Pakistani American artist Shahzia Sikander.

      The piece—a streamlined body with roots for arms and legs1 and a lattice hoopskirt/metal frame from the waist down—had been co-commissioned by the university with New York City’s Madison Square Park. There it had been displayed in 2023 along with a similar but skirtless figure called NOW by the same artist, which had been placed atop the nearby Manhattan Appellate Court building—the only female figure among nine others that had long stood there representing great legal minds from across history and cultures (Confucius, Moses, Zoroaster, Justinian, Manu-smriti, St. Louis, Solon, Lycurgus, and Alfred the Great).2 The Witness statue’s presence in NYC and then in Houston testified that while the movement toward equity was challenged, it was still underway.

      The seminar met in the evening, and over the term, our sessions coincided with a series of protests—against the statue. The marchers, from an anti-abortion group called Texas Right to Life, had decided (following the logic of a New York Times op-ed published during the statue’s New York run) that the figure was “satanic” because its thick braids resembled rams’ horns (though the artist saw them as “universal symbols of strength and wisdom”) and because it wore a jabot—a lace legal collar like those worn by Supreme Court justices Sandra Day O’Connor and Ruth Bader Ginsburg.3 The protesters took the nod to Ginsburg, an abortion-rights supporter, as “honoring abortion,” so they invested many hours circling the plaza, shouting. Although the statue didn’t directly reference abortion, having women’s voices represented in the public square (literally) after millennia of exclusion has been the direct result of their ability to control their own fertility, and the protesters connected those dots—disapprovingly. Their signs called the statue “ugly,” and they carried a shrouded figure of the Virgin Mary with only the face and praying hands visible as a counterexample of appropriate representation of women. Although officials didn’t feel they could eject protesters exercising free speech, they posted guards 24/7.

      The dynamic produced an intense semester—as the amazing and diverse group of twelve graduate students from many disciplines read and discussed a wide range of feminist works, connecting them to their own lives and research, with the protesters howling outside. On two occasions, several students—including one who’d recently exited a Christian cult, after experiences of sexual predation and harassment—went out to protest the protesters during the break. The semester ended positively, with hope for future progress.

      Fast forward two months more to July 8, 2024, at 2:00 a.m., at the same plaza. Hurricane Beryl was barreling through, the guards were sent off site for safety, and someone with a face cover seized the chance to climb up the lattice hoopskirt and decapitate the statue, and then ran off, leaving the head shattered in the grass—all caught on video. It was a particularly salient representation of the backlash from the patriarchal crew to the increasing presence of women in the public sphere. The statue became a performance piece, and the artist called for the head to remain unrestored, leaving the statue to stand as “a witness to the fissures in our country,” until its installation ended four months later.4

      This book explores those fissures: the movement toward real democracy that women’s control of their own fertility has enabled, the pushback to that change, and the pushback to the pushback. The struggle continues!

    
  
    
      
        Introduction

        Tipping Point: The Econo-Politics of Fertility

      
      For decades, Americans have pussyfooted around what’s at stake in the abortion debate: most basically, that’s women’s status as equal citizens in our democracy, able to fully participate and represent themselves. Over the past thirty-five years, women around the globe have moved into civic life in significant numbers—for the first time in recorded history. That revolution was directly enabled by the availability of reliable birth control (aka RBC, defined here as contraception backed up by safe, legal abortion if needed), a transformative, almost evolutionary development for our species.1 In contrast, as recent events have made clear, efforts to deny access to RBC aim to push everyone with a uterus back down the ladders they’ve been climbing and out of the polity. In response to this attempt to suppress, now is the time for plain speaking.

      Beyond the harm to women, all people are wounded when denied the ability to control their own reproductive decisions. Historically, our inherited economic model has actively blocked both men and women from thriving—in large part through fertility manipulation. Our economy has depended on the desperation of poor parents, who’ve been propelled by unplanned, early births into filling multiple low-wage jobs to feed their kids and, simultaneously, deprived of educational opportunities and civic voice. Early childbearing has also forced women of all classes and race/ethnicities into dependent roles within patriarchal families, where their unpaid labor has provided employers and governments with a steady stream of workers and soldiers, and their husbands and families with household service, “for free.”

      Although fertility and its intimate partners gender and sexuality are typically viewed as matters of personal autonomy or morals, I argue, like feminists prior, that they are fundamentally labor issues. They involve work in themselves, while also shaping the kinds of work that individuals may do in society. By limiting the numbers of unplanned births (and thus of desperate workers), RBC has directly undermined old gender-, class-, and race-based labor and pay structures and allowed many young women and young men who aren’t parents to complete their schooling, raise their wages, and move into jobs formerly blocked to them, bringing new skills to market and new perspectives to our discourse.

      Not surprisingly, among those new perspectives are demands for change to our socioeconomic model—to allow all Americans a real chance to thrive. Recent clampdowns on RBC, on diversity efforts, and on LGBTQ+ rights aim to push the genie of labor systems change back into the bottle and return us to an abusive past.

      

      In 1970, the average age at first birth for US women was 21.4, but by 2024 it was 27.6: similar rises globally have transformed human society. Although the pace of change has varied across nations, and some backlash has followed, patterns have shifted steadily toward degendering jobs, moving more women into paid work and policymaking, and growing their social status. In many lands, “women’s concerns” like childcare, domestic violence (DV), and wage inequity have begun to be addressed, where before demands for change were spurned as “unrealistic.”

      In the United States, those who oppose women’s progress have fought back, using a sentimental and inaccurate discourse of fetal personhood to divide people and bring out voters for conservative candidates, who when elected have filled the courts with like-minded judges. That paved the way for the 2022 Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization decision, which switched the direction of change. Dobbs took a hard-won constitutional right of all women to control their own fertility and reduced it to a revocable privilege, dependent on address.2

      Post-Dobbs, abortion bans sprang up in twenty-four states over 2022–2023—based overwhelmingly on votes cast by conservative male state legislators, many in gerrymandered districts, whose standing to dictate women’s choices was never debated. Although bans have since been overturned in several states (abortion is legal up to at least twenty-two-weeks in thirty states and Washington, DC, in January 2026),3 Dobbs demoted people with uteruses to secondary citizens, endangered their lives and health from puberty to menopause, and traumatized the nation.

      Although anti-abortion activists assert that fetuses have a “right” to be carried to term no matter what circumstances they would arrive into or how their arrival would affect the women who carry them, as a group we haven’t discussed who benefits from such births when they are unwanted (hint: it’s not the children, women, or families involved).

      Simultaneously, bans restricting the rights of LGBTQ+ Americans (including Don’t Say Gay rules, gender-affirming care [GAC] bans, and attacks on trans people) have also divided us. I’ll argue that the efforts to restrict the rights of women and LGBTQ+ people are linked—through their fertility effects, since same-sex love is effectively in itself contraceptive,4 and through their shared challenges to the old social order. The bans and conservative pronatalist rhetoric of our moment together aim to push both women and LGBTQ+ folk out of the civic sphere they’ve just begun to enter in order to block their ability to substantially alter it, for the better.

      These bans and clampdowns on speech attempt to reimpose a “traditional” fertility pattern—of early births and compulsory heterosexuality. This pattern is often discussed in relation to patriarchal religious concepts (a factor, it must be acknowledged, in the thinking of the current Supreme Court majority of conservative Catholics) and to racist fears about “replacement” of white Americans as the national racial majority. But while such narratives may bring out voters, they are not the full or even the main story. The Real Domestic Product explores both who stands to benefit from forced childbirth—economically and otherwise—and who is harmed.

      While technical and legal changes around RBC in the 1960s and 1970s introduced important societal and economic shifts, only recently have the full force of those changes begun to be felt. The admission of women’s voices to civic debates challenges longstanding patterns of discounts for employers and deferences to male householders created by unpaid or underpaid gendered care work, done largely by women who are or are likely to become dependent mothers. Both the discounts and the deferences involve employers getting labor for less than it’s worth, due to workers’ limited bargaining power (including both men and women in the workplace, and women in the home). The context in which childbearing occurs and its timing (not just the numbers or rates of births) shape the ways that a person can participate in society, in private life, and in the economy. The radical changes in timing and context created over the past fifty-plus years by RBC have enormously altered all three spheres—hence the current conflicts.

      These changes have expanded opportunities for long-term thriving, but they alarm old-school (unfettered) capitalists, who don’t see profit in shared thrive. On the other hand, fettered capitalism—aka a mixed economy or social democracy—combines some market freedom with government supports for the populace, which involve both taxes and regulations. The United States has operated with a limited version of such a system (including basic services like disaster assistance; weather alerts; some subsidizing of health care, elder care; food stamps/SNAP; and a few other services for underresourced groups), but many developed nations offer a much fuller array of supports, within a capitalist frame.

      The women’s rights revolution of the past 180 years and especially the past four decades has brought us to a tipping point. Women have much more knowledge, clout, and influence than previously, which they and their allies can use to continue America’s movement toward a more inclusive power structure (aka democracy paired with an economy built to give everyone a real chance to thrive). Or they can watch that power erode, and even aid in its erosion, as a minority elite doubles down on the exploitative model through forced births and the increased desperation of the many (aka autocracy/oligarchy and patriarchal capitalism).

      While polls show that large majorities of Americans disapprove of abortion bans, and while majorities voted to protect abortion rights in fourteen of the sixteen states where a referendum on a state constitutional amendment protecting abortion was held between 2022 and 2024, that sentiment did not sway the 2024 presidential election.5 The question going forward is whether Americans have the will and vision for a real dialogue about what’s at stake, what’s desired, and what’s possible—and to continue to evolve a democratic society where people of all genders, races, and classes can thrive. Recent history shows that that depends on which fertility policies the group endorses going forward.

      
        Patriarchy: The Backstory

        Analysis of our moment requires some understanding of the patriarchal framework we inhabit, which directly links gender, fertility, and sexuality to economics and workforce. That’s complicated, since so much of that framework developed before the invention of writing, and doubtless many different dynamics played out across our prehistory. If patriarchal history is old hat to you, skip ahead—but if not, here’s a simplified summary.6

        Scholars date the establishment of widespread patriarchal socioeconomic systems between 4000 and 3000 BCE—roughly 6,000 years ago—just the blink of an eye in planetary history.7 “Modern” homo sapiens stabilized in their current physiology about 250,000 years ago, though our trademark ability to speak appeared only 50,000–70,000 years back—a big leap forward, speeding information exchange and new-idea formation.

        Archaeological evidence suggests that our early ancestors lived in mobile bands of fifty to two hundred kin-linked people, cooperating to hunt, gather food, and raise children.8 The combination of bipedality and bigger brains means human infants have to arrive early to fit through the birth canal. Human maturation depends on extensive postnatal care, making up for the shortened time in womb. Back in the prehistoric day, like now, if a mother had more than one child close together, she needed help tending them. While she nursed her youngest, archaeologists deduce that everybody else would have been additional caregivers (“alloparents”) for the older kids—part of the village that raises all children together.9 Without romanticizing the early days or assuming there were no divisions, we can understand a core need for cooperation and recognition of the contributions of all.

        But things changed in the Neolithic period (10,000–3000 BCE),10 when cattle breeding and then agriculture replaced hunting and gathering. Farming and herding both created the possibility of surpluses, which spurred trade and the development of money, the concept of private ownership, a legal system to enforce property rules, and hoard-able wealth. The stationary farming life enabled the accumulation of objects, creating new demand for goods. Steady supplies of food could support more children, who as they grew older could be put to work in the fields and then as warriors as needed to protect the family’s goods or—in less friendly mode—to seize the goods of others.

        All of this coincided with the development of labor hierarchies linked to who had surpluses and of differential pay and growing social inequality. The first of these hierarchies seems to have been patriarchy, a gendered labor system whose name—meaning rule of the fathers (over the mothers, the children, and the childless adults of both sexes)—underscores its root in fertility dynamics.

        Patriarchal society developed as a fertility-claiming system, built around defining women as a special form of property, claiming the fruits of their fertility through marriage or concubinage, requiring women’s chastity, and policing their sexuality through social censure to ensure that they (or most of them) slept and conceived with their assigned mate exclusively. Women’s work, which provided their group with laborers, warriors, and caregivers, earned them food and shelter and ensured that men could fairly confidently leave their goods and funds to their own genetic heirs—their next-gen selves. Men of wealth took the lead in civic forums, building the early kingdoms around class systems with a patriarchal core, while women, tied to home by frequent births and nursing, became responsible for all the care work, but they got no pay for that endless effort. Because they couldn’t trade that care work for cash, they depended on their spouses’ earnings and status and were denied most public roles and voice.

        Thus developed the premodern version of what we know as gender—essentially a work-assignment system with pay scales. Feminist Friedrich Engels called this transition “the World Historical Defeat of the Female Sex.”11 By using women’s fertility as the catalyst for locking them into positions of dependency, service labor, low or no wages, and child production, men in power have systematically profited from women’s work. But they’ve obscured that dynamic by calling it “instinct”—and women had no forum to dispute that claim. With limited options, women have accepted this system and perpetuated it by teaching it to their children as the way of the world.

        Many men at lower ranks in the social and pay hierarchies have also been negatively affected by the patriarchal labor structure, but their resistance to it has been suborned in exchange for power over the women in their homes such that even the poorest man may be understood to operate as a boss—of his wife/housekeeper. As Heidi Hartmann explains, “Hierarchies work at least in part because they create vested interests in the status quo. Those at the higher levels can ‘buy off’ those at the lower levels by offering them power over those still lower. In the hierarchy of patriarchy, all men, whatever their rank in the patriarchy, are bought off by being able to control at least some women. . . . [Thus m]en are dependent on one another (despite their hierarchical ordering) to maintain their control over women.”12

        Thus even in situations in which men are exploited, they can expect more pay and status than female workers from their male employers to ensure that they won’t join up with the women to revolt against the bosses who oppress them both.

        Since reproduction of the workforce is both the means and a goal of control, heterosexuality is required (with varying levels of exclusivity), and men who don’t play by that rule have historically been punished by other men.13 Not because gay love itself is inherently objectionable to them but because it threatens the system of enforced fertility. To work effectively, patriarchy requires that all or most men be on board. Although today many men consider themselves nonpatriarchal, most still reap at least some of the system’s benefits, along with its harms.

        

        After the gendered labor hierarchy, others emerged—including tribe- or race-based hierarchies, involving the enslavement of rival populations, and class-based hierarchies based on income and caste. While within a given group women had lower status and decision-making power than the men, women aligned with men in higher-status groups also benefited from the labor of those in lower-ranked groups.

        This power redistribution across class, group/race, and gender hierarchies didn’t happen all at once or the same way everywhere, but over time things coalesced into the post-Neolithic Patriarchal Age.14 We still operate within a version of that. Stories, framed within new religious narratives, were developed to both make sense of things for people and to convince most of them that taking a lower status was what their god intended, and that inequitable suffering on earth would lead to bliss hereafter. Religious communities also provided sources of strength for dealing with those inequities.

        Before the end of the Neolithic, evidence suggests that women were active in civic and religious life.15 Although they sound parallel, matriarchy isn’t patriarchy in reverse: before chastity rules, only mothers could be surely known, so families were defined around women, though men also had valued roles. Feminist archaeologists and scholars have documented evidence of prepatriarchal cultures in Europe and around the globe. For instance, Marija Gimbutas documented fertility goddess worship in the seventh-century BCE, when early potters sculpted female statuettes featuring “supernatural buttocks” and highlighting pubic areas to indicate regenerative power.16 Additionally, ancient burial sites include many female skeletons buried with high-status items, indicating rank and power.17 Heide Goettner-Abendroth has documented that some matriarchies continued around the globe,18 but they have largely been marginalized.

        The contagion of patriarchy led to the exclusion of women from most divine theologies and from leadership: while the plethora of antique female sculptures indicates that prior cultures worshipped female divinities, the Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Islam, and Christianity) and most others current today pointedly do not, replacing fertility goddesses with a solo male creator who, contra all visible signs around who gives life, is credited with generating humanity.

        

        Yet another of the innovations of the Neolithic was the human ability to communicate through writing, which emerged around 3400 BCE in Sumer (Iraq)—initially as a means of recording expenditures in the new market economies. So while the majority of human history involved shared power, most of the stories we have access to come from patriarchal contexts. Before writing, the evolution of speech had expanded human capacity to network brains through conversation (more perspectives, shared at greater speed) and to spread new ideas across communities. Writing (a technology but also effectively a form of externalized evolution) connected thinkers across greater distances and time. It allowed humans to increase their sharing, collection, analysis, and refining of thoughts and information of all kinds (scientific, technological, historical, and personal, among others).

        But writing also had the effect of fixing in static form versions of what had previously been fluid spoken texts. Before writing, people memorized stories and evolved them on retelling to fit their moment.19 Written texts can give us insight into the organization of social structures and technologies of their time, and they can preserve wisdom a group has developed, for generations to come. But conversely, they also allow versions of prescriptive social rules that were operative at the moment they were recorded to take on a long-term authority they wouldn’t previously have had.

        Patriarchal origin stories like those introduced in the Old Testament, and then reaffirmed in the New Testament and Qur’an, are viewed as themselves coming from an origin because earlier origin stories for the same groups weren’t recorded, for comparison. While prescriptive texts may pass down wisdom, they may also inhibit development of new ideas and systems.20 Such has been the case with the prescriptive, patriarchal stories we’ve inherited. The apparent authority of the written texts and the embeddedness of patriarchal systems in so many parts of our lives make them hard to stand back from and critique. Nonetheless, as society has evolved democratic values, scholars have begun to name and address the many problems with the undemocratic systems that have shaped us.

        While the absence of records of social systems from before the Neolithic has also inhibited our imagination of pre- or nonpatriarchal worlds, one foundational Western story tracks the transition. The Iliad recounts a ten-year battle to recapture a woman who thinks she can change partners at will. Helen, a demigoddess (daughter of Zeus and Leda in the Greek pantheon, evolved from a prior-phase fertility goddess), dropped King Menelaus of Mycenae for Prince Paris of Troy, assuming she had that option.21 But if she had it previously, the story documents the abrogation of her right of choice.22 As you’ve heard, Helen lost that battle—and in the sequel, Odysseus’s loyal wife Penelope absorbs that lesson of required acquiescence, serving as a surrogate for all women who hear Helen’s story. Western civilization to date has been built on that defeat. Although Homer’s two poems take place over a twenty-year period, we can read that long time in individual lives as a metaphor for change over millennia in human societies. With past as prologue, we can use that example of cultural change as a basis for envisioning and enacting more equitable change now.

      
      
        Capitalism Versus Democracy

        Although we don’t widely acknowledge patriarchy’s role in our society (being taken for granted is part of its success), Americans do proudly pledge allegiance to democracy. We talk about equality and fairness, but we’ve enacted those very gradually and incompletely. Instead, we get wound in the inequities of capitalism, the other concept to which Americans understand ourselves devoted, claiming it enables all to thrive (if only they try) and thus supports democracy. Except that promise has never been kept either: while a few succeed, a system of identity-based labor discounts or direct wage thefts ensures that many people cannot succeed, as unfettered capitalism requires their poverty and ensures that poverty through unplanned fertility.

        Nonetheless, the goals of full democracy and economic prosperity for all have been lodestars leading America’s social evolution since 1776. I define full democracy as a social structure that seeks to help all community members thrive; which, instead of using power over some to their harm, uses its power to enable all present—so that all insights and skills feed the collective. One that rather than exploiting people so the economy thrives along with a few at the top, instead puts the economy to work to help people thrive. The economy thrives too, but differently.

        In much of our history, socially constructed identities have been linked to labor categories—effectively as castes, as Isabel Wilkerson has shown regarding race.23 But rising status for historically disadvantaged identity groups had occurred gradually with more equitable redistribution of resources, so that some can build good lives. Investment in the thriving of currently underresourced groups—by putting all brains on the problems, expanding markets and jobs, and building an ethos of community trust and support—can benefit all.

        This is very different from the current model, in which competition between individuals spurs some innovation and a lot of harm and mistrust. Efforts to expand American civic life to include historically underresourced groups on a level playing field—through diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) programs that aim to rectify past and ongoing labor injustice by affording equitable access to jobs to those previously excluded—have spurred backlash. Those losing privileged access to good jobs resent having to compete against a bigger pool than previously and find it inconvenient to acknowledge either the past injustice or the possibility of addressing its consequences in the present. Many also believe that some must be miserable for others to thrive because that’s all they’ve seen. But there are alternatives, as we’ll see.

        

        Since all groups experience suffering of various kinds, no one position is fully “privileged.” To create a democratic economy of mutual thriving and care will require real discussions that lay bare old assumptions and open them to challenge and innovation. These discussions can explore both how the full economy works now and how it could be strengthened to supply all Americans with the resources for at least a baseline decent life, upon which each can build. That would include fully and equitably funding education, health care, and other care needs—as we’ll see, there is enough to go around if those at the top aren’t allowed to hoard. In so doing, such a care economy can generate even more prosperity. But the deadlines created by climate change and corruption at the top require fast action to allow that.

        As I write, the economy is threatened by oligarchs and patriarchal ideologues behaving as what economists variously call “bandits” (people who steal from the system outright through embezzlement, corrupt legislation, insider trading, fraud, and related practices), “free riders” (people or organizations who get outsized benefits relative to their contributions), and “top riders” (leaders who skim more profit off the top than they deserve, in the form of high salaries, stock options, low taxes, and similar perks)—all known colloquially as grifters. Such actors often aim to limit or destroy government regulation systems to increase their profits and to reimpose steep wage discounts and direct wage theft. Tax breaks for oligarchs and cuts in the federal workforce at the expense of basic services for the rest of the population both operate like the vampiric private-equity firms that suck the value out of small-town companies to benefit shareholders (through value extraction, predatory lending, or leveraged buyouts), soon leaving the businesses bankrupt and unable to generate jobs and services for their communities.

        Political economist Mancur Olson predicted such a development in initially stable democracies where entrenched interest groups (“distributional coalitions”) can manipulate regulations to develop outsized wealth and power, buy influence, and protect their own privileges, because the larger group (the people!) is not sufficiently organized or agile to advocate effectively in its own defense. In the process the interest groups destabilize the democracy, pillage its coffers, and slow innovation.24 Economic prosperity requires both political order and an impartial legal system to hold leaders in check, protect individual rights, and discourage predation (hence the United States’ tripartite government). Undermining the rule of law by advantaging particular parties in disputes or through lobbying weakens economies, since businesses and individuals can’t plan ahead reliably. Connections to our moment are clear. Supreme Court overrides of constitutional precedents have undermined individual rights (including those of women and voters) in order to advantage privileged parties. Per Olson, such actions set in motion economic and societal decline. Conversely, affirming and expanding those rights enables economic and societal stability and health.

        Opposite to a value-extraction approach to an economy is one that invests in communities and creates jobs. These include jobs in businesses and in government-supported roles in education, health, and other services (federal, state, and local) that build value for individuals and the community. This investment-versus-extraction tension defines our moment, and our decisions around it will determine democracy’s fate.

        If the nation survives the current corruption crisis, and in the growing shadow of climate change, the interests and concerns of all groups must be addressed to create a fair and viable national economy going forward. When the pendulum swings, if the excesses of the oligarchs spur deep conversations and activate real commitments to one another, that’s some compensation for harm done.

        The hard work to follow will involve overcoming the divide-and-conquer mechanisms through which people in diverse sectors have been made to see others as competitors, rather than as cooperators whose insights and efforts can assist one another. Although cooperation has historically been a very difficult nut for humans to crack, we can break the pattern by focusing on the pressing global goal of climate care and repair, for which cooperation is essential.

        Only when all citizens have access to civic voice and the ability to represent themselves will the twin goals of equitable social and economic opportunities that inspire many Americans be realizable. Reliable birth control and childcare are key to making that happen.

      
      
        Present Tense

        As we’ll see, the expanded availability of reliable birth control in the United States since the introduction of the Pill in 1960 has enabled many women to delay or forgo marriage and first births in order to complete their education and establish themselves at work, before starting families if they chose—as Goldin and Katz have shown.25 Consequently, unprecedented numbers of women—of all backgrounds—have gained civic voice, both directly and indirectly, through elected female representatives and women who’ve advanced in business and policy roles. That huge advance toward full economic participation and real democracy, paired with parallel advances for queer voices, has destabilized the patriarchal socioeconomic model. But the forces of yesteryear haven’t given up on re-creating old patterns.

        Key to this effort is child poverty: though politicians often claim to want to end it, somehow they never do. That’s because exploitative economic structures draw power directly from it: impoverished workers are tied to bad jobs by the need to feed their hungry kids. Acknowledging this fact reframes current efforts to deny women access to abortion and, increasingly, to contraception,26 while also explaining the new administration’s shutdown in March 2025 of free lunch programs that fed millions of school children, and subsequent further defunding of supports for poor families.27

        Though the anti-reproductive rights movement often overlaps with white supremacist messaging around more white births, it’s also deeply invested in expanding the number of Black and brown children—and their poverty levels. It’s no accident that the abortion-ban zone includes all former slave states (except Virginia, the most northerly)—the economy of the American South having been structured around the extraction of severely discounted labor for centuries, with fertility-linked and race-based poverty systems operating long after slavery (see the appendix). Likewise, it’s no coincidence that all Southern ban states, along with the South-adjacent and Midwest states in the ban zone, have also passed restrictions on LGBTQ+ rights.

        As Loretta Ross, Dorothy Roberts, and others in the Reproductive Justice Movement have argued, a just system would honor all women’s choices to have children or not and provide safe and healthy environments for parenting.28 Such a system could undo the low-wage worker pipeline and create fruitful social and economic outcomes, but that’s not the system operative. Instead, race/ethnicity and gender are still utilized within a hierarchized work-assignment system, as they have been historically.

        The current debate about access to reproductive services is fueled by a small but powerful minority. A 2025 Gallup poll found that only 13 percent of Americans felt abortion should be illegal in all cases; 49 percent (including 56 percent of women and 41 percent of men) felt it should be legal in all or most cases; and 35 percent “only in a few.”29 Against that backdrop, I’ll demonstrate that in our society the age at which people have (or do not have) children shapes the workforce participation of two generations simultaneously: adults in the near term, and children later on.30

        For millennia, lack of both contraception and family-support infrastructure in a context of compulsory heterosexuality fed “traditional” patterns of paid and unpaid labor, which reproduced not just individuals but also the class structure. Babies are the workforce of the future, but they’re also the glue that keeps parents stuck to their respective grindstones in the present, often for low pay for men and even lower
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