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INTRODUCTION 



Fertility patterns in America have followed a long 

downward trend in the number of children women bear over 

the course of a lifetime, since the 1850s. During the 

19th century America underwent great economic and social 

change from an agrarian to an industrial economy. 

In preindustrial society, population 
growth was held in check because high 
birthrates were equaled by high death 
rates. Then, during the first stages of 
modernization, society gained some 
control over mortality. There was more 
food and better hygiene and medicine. 
Fewer children died and more people lived 
longer. But then the death rate was no 
longer balancing the high birthrate. 
Mothers were still turning out babies at 
the same rapid pace as before and the 
population continued to grow. This 
expansion in the population was caused 
not because more people were born, rather 
because fewer people were dying.' 

Accordingly, couples began reducing their fertility 

by appearing to follow Thomas Malthus's urging to delay 

marriage or to not marry at all. (In 1890, the median 

age of marriage for American men was twenty-six and 

twenty-four for women, two years higher than it is 

today.) As families moved from the farms to the city and 

began to earn higher individual wages than were earned 

through farm labour, they discovered two things: that it 
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took less labour to purchase goods and services which 

were previously aquired by farm labour; and a large 

family was seen as a liability because of its drain on 

an industrial wage. 

The 1890s marked the invention of the first safe 

barrier method of birth control, the diaphragm. Until 

the invention of the diaphragm women were forced to rely 

on primitive methods of birth control such as douching, 

astrology and quinine water. Fertility within marriage 

began to fall as the new economy, increased educational 

attainment and better birth control methods developed.2  

"Though the drop was most precipitous in the cities, it 

cut across all social classes. Even blacks in the rural 

South experienced a similar drop in their relatively 

high fertility."3  

Low fertility soon became seen as a problem, rather 

than a blessing. 

Newspapers and magazines were suddenly 
filled with doomsday predictions. Low 
fertility was blamed for everything from 
emancipation of females to the work of 
the devil. Some direly noted that the 
lowest birthrates belong to the "best" 
classes -- the urban middle class whose 
frugality and Protestant Ethic had built 
American Capitalism -- while only the 
poor and black were busily reproducing. 
Some sociologists proposed tax and pay 
incentives to promote parenthood. Others 
wondered seriously about financing 
professional breeder women to ensure the 
preservation of the species.4 
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Fertility dropped to a then historical low during 

the 1930s coinciding with the Depression. In 1938, a 

report detailing possible future scenarios for 

population growth was delivered to President Roosevelt. 

There was a prevalent fear that a decline in population 

brought with it a decline in world wide superiority.5  

This fear was fueled by demographic postulations which 

asserted that "no longer can anyone doubt the 

inescapable fact: American parents are no longer 

reproducing the way they used to. Our population is 

heading downward, perhaps sooner than anyone thought.“6  

The long downward trend in U.S. fertility ended 

with WWII. Because of the war, "good-bye marriages" 

fostered a sharp increase in the number of couples 

getting married, which in turn increased fertility. 

Births increased steadily from 1942 when the Census 

Bureau announced that births in America had crossed the 

three million barrier for the first time.7  In 1944 and 

1945, 	birthrates 	fell 	slightly, 	causing 	some 

demographers to suggest that couples had made up for 

lost conception during WWII and that fertility would 

continue to fall. However, in 1946, fertility rates rose 

again when 19.24 percent more babies were born than in 

1945. Fertility continued to climb and from 1954 until 

1964 births did not fall below the four million mark. 
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1965 marked the first drop in births below four 

million births since 1954. This decline coincided with 

the oldest members of the baby boom generation entering 

their peak fertility years. Some have suggested that the 

advent of the pill brought about the end of the baby 

boom. Charles Westoff suggests that the decline in 

births is almost entirely associated with the reduction 

in unplanned babies. "Contraception helped baby boom 

children to postpone marriages (the shotgun marriage was 

not the threat to baby boomers that it was to the 

previous generation), to space out their children after 

marriage (which in turn reduced births in the short 

run), and to evaluate every pregnancy in terms of 

possible costs and benefits."8  

In 1973, abortion was legalized in the United 

States through the Supreme Court decision of Roe vs. 

Wade. Abortion became, along with the pill, IUD, 

contraceptive foam, condom, diaphragm, and natural 

family planning, methods by which couples could control 

pregnancies, and as Westoff suggests, evaluate the 

ramifications of pregnancy. 

Why are baby boom children either delaying 

pregnancy or having so few children? 

There are two reasons why having children 
fell out of favor. The first is that the 
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forces of modernization, which had eroded 
fertility for two centuries, were once 
again prevailing. The second is that 
women of the baby boom came of age at a 
time when women were first developing 
personally and economically satisfying 
alternatives to motherhood. For many 
years the greatest rewards society had 
for women came from bearing children. But 
now society had developed a different set 
of rewards for not bearing children. 
These rewards were largely enacted by 
baby boom women who had carried with them 
from childhood a conviction of the great 
expectations. And, as the first 
generation to grow up with reliable and 
readily available birth control, they 
were uniquely capable of freeing 
themselves from what they saw as the 
burden of children.9 

PURPOSE OF THESIS 

Women in America have gone through a great number 

of social and economic changes during the twentieth 

century. The greatest changes encountered by women may 

have occurred during the 1960s and 1970s. During this 

time the women's liberation movement brought attention 

to the fact that most women had fewer educational and 

employment opportunities than men. The women's 

liberation movement called for equal opportunities for 

women. Perhaps as a response to this call for equality, 

employment and educational opportunities did increase. A 

great number of women completed college and/or entered 

the labour force. Some might suggest that America is 

heading toward an equalitarian society without of sex 
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segregation. I however suggest that this is not true. 

Equality between the sexes is an illusory prospect 

if anatomy is considered destiny. By virtue of their 

anatomy, women bear children which serve to replenish a 

society. If motherhood is not instinctual it becomes 

necessary in any society to promote motherhood and 

attempt to convince a large percentage of women to 

become mothers. To sustain this objective, alternative 

pursuits will be discouraged. For instance, during the 

early stages of childhood, girls will be directed 

towards activities which train them to become mothers 

while boys will be directed towards activities which 

will enhance their chances for employment. The desire 

for a society to continue will bring with it 

disproportionate pressure on women to follow one 

objective - motherhood. 

Presently in America there appears to be increasing 

in opportunities for white women in education and 

employment sectors. But the one element which continues 

to impede the advance of women even further into these 

areas is the lack of alternatives to motherhood. Many 

women perceive motherhood as their only viable life 

option. These women have received very little support 

for any alternative pursuit. Because of this perception, 

many women "back into" marriage and motherhood without 
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really exploring other options. 

The purpose of this thesis is to illustrate that 

the decision to become a mother is not necessarily 

conscious. Society has a stake in assuring that a large 

number of women will have children. This thesis will 

show how having children can inhibit economic 

independence and thereby create a large pool of lower 

educated, low-skilled, low-paid workers. This thesis 

will also illustrate that a certain stratum of women are 

choosing to delay pregnancy in an effort to increase 

their employment opportunities and econimc independence. 

Much of the research will center around white middle 

class women. 

WHAT IS DELAYED PREGNANCY? 

Delayed pregnancy will be defined, for the purpose 

of this thesis, in two ways: any first birth to a woman 

after the age of thirty should be considered a delayed 

pregnancy; and, any first birth which takes place 27 

months after marriage will also be considered a delayed 

pregnancy.10  

The first definition has been selected because of 

the increase in childlessness for women between 20 and 

29 years since 1960. The percent of married women who 
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had not had a first birth within those years nearly 

doubled from 24 percent to 41 percent between 1960 and 

1980.11  The second definition refers to the fact that 

over fifty percent of those who married between 

1970-1979 waited longer than 27 months before having 

their first child.12  In contrast, fifty percent of 

couples who married between 1955-1964 waited only 15 

months.13  

METHOD 

This thesis will examine the topic of delayed 

pregnancy from four different perspectives. The first 

chapter will discuss further historical changes in U.S. 

fertility, discussing the factors which combined to 

create the baby boom. This will be followed by a 

discussion of the effect that the baby boom has had on 

the demographic structure of America. This chapter will 

conclude with a discussion of the baby bust generation 

and the possibilities of another baby boom. 

The second chapter will examine the expansion of 

female labour force participation from the 1890s to the 

present. Also, this chapter will illustrate that 

although employment opportunities for women are growing, 

segregation based on sex still exists and excludes a 

great number of women from better paying, higher status 
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jobs. 

The third chapter will address some of the social, 

political and historical factors which have affected 

fertility in the United States. Particular attention 

will be paid to the role that coercive pronatalism plays 

in directing adults toward the "norm" of parenthood. 

The final chapter will discuss the reasons I chose 

to research the topic of delayed pregnancy. It also 

allows me to put forward some of the more radical ideas 

I developed during my research concerning delayed 

pregnancy. 
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There were 42 million births in the United States 

between the years 1955 and 1964. No ten year period in 

American history comes close to this total. While this 

ten year period accounted for the greatest number of 

births, the "baby boom" is generally considered to have 

occurred from 1946 to 1964. No single generation has so 

disrupted the course of America as has the baby boom 

generation. As a generation it will continue to have 

long reaching social effects into the twenty-first 

century. As one author put it, "The baby boom is, and 

will continue to be, the decisive generation in our 

history".1  

Yet, as important as this generation has been to 

the United States, very little is understood concerning 

the antecedents of the baby boom. Why was there such an 

unprecedented surge in fertility during the 1950s? Did 

this increase mark a return to the large families of the 

19th century? What is the relationship between World 

War II and the baby boom? An examination of the reasons 

behind the birth of the baby boom generation will allow 

for a clearer understanding of fertility patterns in 

America including the "new" phenomenon of delayed 

pregnancy. 
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One third of our present population - 76,441,000 

babies - arrived in the 19 years 1946-1964. By 

comparison, there were 47,659,000 babies born during the 

nineteen year period prior to the baby boom.2 Table 1-1 

presents the number of recorded births from 1940 through 

1979. 

YEAR 

TABLE 1-1. THE COHORTS OF THE BABY BOOM AND BUST 

BIRTHS 	YEAR 	 BIRTHS 
1940 2,570,000 1960 4,307,000 
1941 2,716,000 1961 4,317,000 
1942 3,002,000 1962 4,213,000 
1943 3,118,000 1963 4,142,000 
1944 2,954,000 1964 4,070,000 
1945 2,873,000 1965 3,801,000 

1946 3,426,000 1966 3,642,000 
1947 3,834,000 1967 3,555,000 
1948 3,655,000 1968 3,535,000 
1949 3,667,000 1969 3,630,000 
1950 3,645,000 1970 3,739,000 
1951 3,845,000 1971 3,556,000 
1952 3,933,000 1972 3,258,000 
1953 3,989,000 1973 3,137,000 
1954 4,102,000 1974 3,160,000 
1955 4,128,000 1975 3,144,000 
1956 4,244,000 1976 3,168,000 
1957 4,332,000 1977 3,313,000 
1958 4,279,000 1978 3,328,000 
1959 4,313,000 1979 3,473,000 

Source: 	U.S. 	Bureau 	of 	the 	Census, 	Current 	Population  
Reports. 	Series 	P-25, 	No. 	802, 	"Estimates 	of 	the 
Population 	of 	the 	United 	States 	and 	Components 	of 
Change: 	1940 	to 1978," U.S. 	Government Printing Office, 
Washington, 	D.C., 	1979. 	Note: 	The baby boom years 	are 
represented in bold characters. 

In 1954, when total births reached four million for 

the first time, more babies were being born in the U.S. 

than the entire population of the United States had been 
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in 1790.3 	"American mothers were having babies so 

rapidly that the Census bureau was not only unable to 

predict them accurately, it was unable even to keep up 

with the month-to-month totals arriving in any given 

year."4  The mood in America during the 50s was euphoric. 

It seemed as if every woman who could become pregnant, 

did. 

As the economic and baby boom surged on 
together, the cheerleading became almost 
feverish. Public service signs went up in 
New York City subways reading, "Your 
future is great in a growing America." 
After dinner speakers began to talk about 
'Prosperity by Population' and lofted 
tantalizing guesses of up to five million 
new babies a year by 1975. Financial 
magazines editorialized about the joys of 
the remarkable boom. "Gone for the first 
time in history," announced Time in 1955, 
"is the worry over whether society can 
produce enough goods to take care of its 
people. The lingering worry is whether it 
will have enough people to consume the 
goods."5 

In order to understand the reasons behind America's 

baby boom, we must analyze the historical evidence of 

the twenty year period prior to the baby boom. 

The people born during the 1930s have been referred 

to as the Depression era children. During this period 

the entire world was enveloped in financial and economic 

crisis. Social institutions such as marriage and 

childbirth were influenced by the prevailing economy. 

"Many of the women born between the years 1906 and 1910 
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were forced not to marry (the 1932 rate was the lowest 

since 1867) or married late because of the Depression."6  

Although the age at which couples married had been 

declining since 1890, the economy forced a significant 

number of couples to delay marriage. The median age for 

marriage increased slightly while the number of 

marriages decreased by nearly 25 percent over the 

preceding ten year period, 1920-1929.7  Combined with 

this was a lengthening of the time interval between 

marriage and first birth. Table 1-2 shows that 50 

percent of all couples who married during the 1930s 

waited 26 months before the birth of their first child.8  

Women born between the years 1910 and 1925 found 

themselves in their main reproductive period between 

1930 and 1945 where the choice to have children was 

seriously compromised by the prevailing economy and the 

eventual outbreak of World War II. 



17 

TABLE 1-2. TIMING OF FIRST BIRTHS 

YEAR OF 	PERCENT 	MONTHS AFTER FIRST MARRIAGE 
WOMAN'S 	WITH FIRST 	BEFORE FIRST CHILD WAS BORN 
FIRST 	 CHILD BORN 
MARRIAGE 	BEFORE 1ST 	UP TO 8 	12 	ONE HALF 	PERCENT 

MARRIAGE 	MONTHS 	MONTHS 	BY- 	REMAINING 
CHILDLESS 

1930-1934 	5 	 13 	27 	26mo. 	16 
1935-1939 	4 	 13 	27 	25mo. 	16 
1940-1944 	5 	 11 	26 	24mo. 	12 
1945-1949 	6 	 14 	33 	20mo. 	10 
1950-1954 	6 	 17 	35 	18mo. 	8 
1955-1959 	8 	 22 	42 	15mo. 	8 
1960-1964 	8 	 25 	44 	15mo. 	7 
1965-1969 	8 	 25 	40 	18mo. 	na 
1970-1974 	9 	 24 	32 	27mo. 	na 

SOURCE: Glick and Norton, 	"Marrying, Divorcing, and Living 
Together in the United States Today," population Bulletin. Volume 
32, No. 	5, 	February 1979, Table 10. 

Table 1-3 and figure 1-1 contain information 

detailing the birth patterns during the 1930s. The drop 

in fertility began, as some demographers suggest, around 

1850 as families moved off the farm and into the cities. 

"As a traditional, religious, rural society transformed 

itself into a modern, secularized, urban one, children 

began to lose economic value. In fact, in the city 

children were liabilities who ate more food than they 

could ever produce."9  During the late 1920s and through 

the 1930s there was a sharp decline in fertility. The 

total fertility rate for women dropped from 3.375 in 

1915 to a low of 2.207 in 1936.10 

In 1933, nine months after the economy 
had also scraped bottom, total births 
ebbed to the modern low of 2,307,000, a 
full 700,000 less than back in 1914. 
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During the entire decade of the thirties, 
the U.S. population grew only by 9 
million, compared to an increase of 17 
million in the twenties. It was the 
smallest percentage increase in American 
history and the lowest absolute increase 
since the decade of 1860-1870.11 

During the thirties, the number of childless 

couples rose to 16 percent from roughly 2 percent in the 

early 1900s.12  In fact, "fully 22 percent of all women 

born in the cohort of 1908 had no children at all".13 

Along with this the desired size of the American family 

declined over the same time period from four to one or 

two children. It is perhaps the combination of 

increasing numbers of childless couples and smaller 

desired family size which led to the interesting social 

phenomenon of the small birth cohort of the 1930s. Carl 

Harter, a demographer from Tulane University, saw 

certain advantages to these Depression era children 

because of their small numbers, and he renamed them the 

"Good Times Cohort". 

They were advantaged throughout their 
lifecycle simply because of their small 
numbers. They were born in uncrowded 
hospital wards. They did not compete with 
as many brothers and sisters and received 
more attention from their parents. The 
number of children who were five years 
old in 1940, for example, was 25 percent 
less than ten years earlier. They, 
therefore, had more books, more teachers, 
and more classroom space. In 1950 when 
there were a quarter million fewer 
fifteen year-olds than in 1940, they had 
a much better chance of becoming class 
officers, joining athletic teams and 
getting into college.14  
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Table 1-3. Annual Measures of Fertility: 	1900 to 1978 

YEAR CRUDE 
BIRTH 
RATE 

TOTAL 
FERTILITY 
RATE 

YEAR CRUDE 
BIRTH 
RATE 

TOTAL 
FERTILITY 
RATE 

1978 15.2 1.795 1954 25.2 3.537 
1977 15.3 1.826 1953 24.9 3.418 
1976 14.7 1.768 1952 25.0 3.335 
1975 14.7 1.799 1951 24.8 3.267 
1974 14.9 1.857 1950 23.9 3.091 
1973 14.9 1.896 1949 24.5 3.110 
1972 15.6 2.022 1948 24.8 3.109 
1971 17.2 2.275 1947 26.5 3.274 
1970 18.2 2.480 1946 24.1 2.943 
1969 17.9 2.465 1945 20.5 2.491 
1968 17.6 2.477 1944 21.3 2.568 
1967 17.9 2.573 1943 22.7 2.718 
1966 18.5 2.736 1942 22.2 2.628 
1965 19.6 2.928 1941 20.3 2.399 
1964 21.2 3.208 1940 19.4 2.301 
1963 21.9 3.333 1939 18.8 2.238 
1962 22.6 3.474 1938 19.2 2.288 
1961 23.5 3.629 1937 18.7 2.236 
1960 23.8 3.654 1936 18.4 2.207 
1959 24.3 3.705 1935 18.7 2.250 
1958 24.5 3.693 1934 19.0 2.294 
1957 25.2 3.760 1933 18.4 2.235 
1956 25.1 3.682 1932 19.5 2.383 
1955 24.9 3.574 1931 20.2 2.467 

1930 21.3 2.600 
1920 27.7 3.300 
1915 29.5 3.375 
1910 30.1 3.422 
1900 29.6 3.600 

SOURCE: Current Population Reports, "Estimates of the Population 
of the United States and Components of Change: 1940 to 1978," 
Series P-25, No. 802, May 1979, p. 3. Note: underlined years 
represent the Depression era population. Baby boom generation is 
represented in bold numbers. 
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FIGURE 1-1. ANNUAL BIRTHS 1910 - 1980 

SOURCE: "America's Baby Boom Generation: The Fateful Bulge," 
Population Bulletin. Volume 35, No. 1, April 1980, p. 10. 
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Between 1940 and 1955, the U.S. economy expanded 

rapidly. Personal income rose 293 percent, from $78.5 

billion to $307.5 billion. By the mid-fifties, the gross 

national product had doubled in just ten years and the 6 

percent of the world's people who lived in the United 

States were creating two-thirds of the world's 

manufactured goods and consuming one-third of the 

world's goods and services.15  The American economy 

enjoyed an unparalleled upsurge. As a result of the this 

boom economy, couples found that they could afford to 

get married at an earlier point in their lives. 

The expanding economy's demand for labour was high. 

Because of their relatively small cohort size, young 

people age 15-29, who were just entering the job market, 

found employment opportunities much more plentiful than 

for their parents in the 1930s. In a more affluent time, 

which could afford the luxury of keeping youngers 

workers out of the labour force longer, these younger 

workers enjoyed the advantages of secondary and college 

education which older workers had not, thus providing 

entrance into higher wage positions and chance for 

promotion. The GI bill combined with Veterans and FHA 

financing of housing allowed couples to buy homes on 

easy credit and get an early start family building. 16 
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Couples began to marry earlier than their parents 

had. Between 1940 and 1955, the average age of marriage 

for men declined from 24.3 to 22.5, for women the 

average age dropped from 21.3 to an all-time low of 

20.1.17  By 1960, nearly three-quarters of all women 

between the ages of 20 and 24 were married. "Eventually, 

one of every two first-time brides in the United States 

was still in her teens, and the percentage of men 20-24 

who were married nearly doubled from 27 to 51 percent 

between 1940 and 1955%18 

The age of women at first birth decreased during 

the baby boom. Half of the first births to women married 

between 1955 and 1964 came within 15 months after 

marriage, an interval only half as long as that of their 

parents.19  From 1940 to 1955, the total fertility rate 

for women 20-24 increased by 63 percent, while the 

median age at first birth fell from 23.8 to 21.4.20  Not 

only was the age at first birth decreasing, there was 

also a reduction of the time interval between marriage 

and the birth of a second child. During the 1930s, the 

average age at which women had their second child stood 

at 27.1. During the 1950s that figured dropped to 

24.7.21  Childless couples become much rarer, down to 

between 7 and 8 percent during the fifties from 16 

percent in the 1930s. 
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TABLE 1-4. COMPARISON OF AGE AT MARRIAGE, FIRST BIRTH, 
AND SECOND CHILD FOR WOMEN DURING THE 1930S AND 1950S 

YEAR MARRIAGE FIRST BIRTH SECOND BIRTH 

1930 
1950 

21.3 
20.1 

23.4 
21.4 

27.1 
24.7 

SOURCES: Population Bulletin, Volume 32, No. 5, February 
1979, Table 10. Landon Y. Jones, Great Expectation. [New 
York: Coward, McCann & Geoghegen, 1980], p. 24.; Loen 
Bouvier, "America's Baby Boom Generation: The Fateful 
Bulge," Population Bulletin, Vol. 35, No. 1, April 1980, 
pp. 8-9. 

Young women were not the only ones bearing 

children. The older women whose peak fertility years 

were between 1930 and 1945 began to make up for lost 

conception. From 1940 until 1950, the sharpest fertility 

gains were made by women above the age of 35.22  

The net result was that in the years 
immediately after the war, two different 
age groups were combining their babies 
into the same period. They had stretched 
out their years of childbearing - one 
group having children later, the other 
having them earlier - like accordions. 
These births were overlapping in the same 
years and swelling the birth rate.23 

Many people believe that the baby boom marked a 

return to the large family size of the mid-19th century 

(average size usually exceeded 8 until 1850). What did 

occur was a movement away from spinsterhood, childless 

marriages and one child families.24  Table A-1, found in 

the appendix, illustrates the trends in family size 

since 1890. The desired family size became three 

children and many couples were attaining that goal. By 
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1958, the number of families with 2 or more children at 

home increased to 16.4 million, a jump of 5.2 million, 

or 46 percent, in a decade.25  The change in patterns of 

marriage and desired family size spawned what has been 

called "The Procreation Ethic" which stated: 

1.It was preferable to marry than not 
marry. If a person chose to remain 
single, the onus was on him or her to 
explain. 
2.It was preferable to be a parent than a 
non-parent. A couple that did not have 
children 	would 	be 	considered 
unconventional and tacitly pressured to 
make an explanation. The only excuses 
accepted were medical and financial. 
3.It was preferable not to have an "only" 
child, especially in the suburbs.26 

THE EFFECTS OF THE BABY BOOM 

It has been said that the baby boom is 
the biggest, richest, and best educated 
generation America has ever produced. The 
boom babies were the first raised in the 
suburbs, the first with new televisions, 
the first in new high schools. They were 
twice as likely as their parents and 
three times as likely as their 
grandparents to go to college. They 
forced our economy to regear itself to 
feed, clothe, educate, and house them. 
However, where their parents slipped 
easily into society thanks to their small 
numbers, the baby boom children are 
blocked and frustrated all along the 
way.27 

"Baby boomers" have entered the job market, only to 

discover that there are not enough jobs to go around. 

Once employed they will earn less relative to older 

workers than younger workers have in past history.28 



25 

Many members of the baby boom cohort are 

seeking housing, which is scarce in relation to demand 

and thus increasingly expensive. When "baby boomers" 

reach their peak employment years (30-44), there will be 

over one and a half times as many of them as there will 

be people aged 45-59. Consequently, "job advancement 

opportunities will be relatively fewer and competition 

for advancement greater".29  Competition for advancement 

should also be quite keen for the younger generation 

(15-29) just entering the labour force. These workers 

will find extremely top heavy organizations which may 

force this generation to remain on a holding pattern 

until the baby boom generation retires. Table 1-5 and 

Figure 1-2 illustrate the impact that the baby boom 

generation will have on America as it ages. 

TABLE 1-5: THE LIFE OF THE BABY BOOM GENERATION 
(numbers in millions) 

YEAR UNDER 5 5-17 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+ 
1940 10.6 29.8 16.6 21.4 18.4 15.6 10.6 9.1 
1950 26.4 30.9 16.1 24.0 21.6 17.5 13.4 12.4 
1960 20.3 44.2 16.1 22.9 24.2 20.6 15.6 16.7 
1970 17.1 52.5 24.7 25.3 23.1 23.3 18.7 20.0 
1980 16.0 46.0 29.5 36.2 25.7 22.7 21.2 24.9 
1990 19.4 45.3 25.2 41.1 36.6 25.3 20.8 29.8 
2000 17.9 51.1 24.7 34.5 41.3 35.6 23.2 31.8 
2010 19.2 48.5 28.4 36.3 34.7 40.6 32.9 34.8 
2020 19.8 51.6 26.3 39.6 36.4 34.1 37.2 45.1 
2030 116.4 52.9 28.6 37.4 36.7 35.9 31.4 55.0  

Source: Current Population Report. Series P-25, No. 704, 
"Projections of Population of the United States: 1977 to 
2050," U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C., 
1977. Note: The projections used in this table assume an 
average level of completed childbearing of 2.1 per mother. 
The underlined percentages relate to the majority of baby 
boom children. 
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FIGURE 1-2. PROGRESS OF DEPRESSION COHORT, BABY BOOM 
COHORT, BABY BUST COHORT THROUGH U.S. POPULATION: 1960 -
2050 
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Sources 1960-1970 U S Bureau of the Census. 1970  
U. S. Census of Population General Population Cha

racteristics. United States Summary. Vol I. PC(11).B1 1972. 
Table 52; and 1980-2050 Special unpublished tabu

lations prepared by Leon F Bouvier for the Select Com-
mission on Immigration and Refugee Policy. 1980 

a  Includes survivors of Depression cohort 
b  Includes survivors of baby boom cohort 

Note 1980-2050 projections assume a total projection 
rising to 20 births per woman by 1985 and constant there 

after; life expectancy at birth rising to 72 8 years for 
males and 82 9 years or females by 2050: net 

immigration constant at 750,000 persons per year 
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Demographers have been making predictions about the 

life cycle of the baby boom generation since its 

earliest days. Demographers feared that if the baby boom 

generation were to reproduce in a manner similar to that 

of their parents, overcrowding would certainly occur. 

But as the first members of the baby boom generation 

entered their peak fertility years, a marked decrease in 

fertility was noticed. Between 1965 and the mid-70s, 

fertility by every measure had dropped to the lowest 

levels in American history.30  

Beginning in the mid-sixties the age at first 

marriage began to increase and bring with it a lower 

fertility level which more closely resembled that of the 

1930s than the 1950s. Couples who marry during the 1980s 

are waiting to have their first child, an average of 27 

months.31  These timing factors -- the delay in marriage 

and the delay in childbearing -- combine to give the 

young women of the baby boom the lowest fertility in 

American history. The baby boom generation gave birth to 

a baby bust generation. 

There are a number of explanations for the decline 

in fertility. First, the economy has always had a great 

effect on the social institutions of marriage and 

childbirth. Like their grandparents, "baby boomers" have 

had to consider the economic realities of bearing 
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children. By some estimates it will cost close to 

$85,000 to raise a child to the age of 18, in 1983 

dollars.32  Second, by 1975, more than three out of four 

boom-generation couples were using modern methods of 

birth control (the pill, IUD, abortion). In contrast, 

during the 1930s and 40s only one out of three couples 

utilized any form of birth contro1.33  

Third, women of the baby boom came of age at a time 

when women were first developing personally and 

economically 	satisfying 	alternatives 	to 	early 

motherhood. A different set of social rewards evolved 

for women. Educational opportunities for women 

increased. Educated women found themselves in a 

situation which in some ways resembled the employment 

access of Depression era males; the increased demand for 

educated workers allowed them to attain higher wage 

positions faster than women without an extensive 

educational background. The net result was that finally 

women, having the means to control their fertility, were 

uniquely capable of freeing themselves from unplanned 

pregnancy. However, demographers, William Butz and 

Michael War ask: 

As compelling as the relationship between 
women's work and women's fertility seems, 
there is one problem with it. Which 
causes which? It is easy enough to see 
that work and high fertility are 
negatively correlated, but the causal 
connection is more elusive. Did the baby 
boom women choose to enter the labor 
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force because they were able to have 
fewer children? Or did they choose to 
have fewer children because they were 
working? Or are both independent 
variables that have no relationship at 
all?34 

Certain demographers expect women to increase their 

childbearing significantly as their biological clocks 

run out. This appears to be happening with the upturn in 

fertility in older women. Rather than suggest that this 

rise in fertility will result in a major baby boom 

similar to that of the fifties, demographers define this 

rise as an "echo effect". 

By 1985 there will be 20.5 million women 
in the prime childbearing ages of 20-29 -
2 1/2 million more than in 1975 and 8 
million more than in 1965. Thus annual 
numbers of births will rise during the 
1980s and 1990s even if the fertility 
rate remains at a low 1.7 to 2.0 births 
per woman.35 

It is possible that many women will simply allow 

their biological clocks to run out. Charles Westoff 

points out that "if current rates for childlessness were 

to continue, some 30 percent of U.S. women now of 

childbearing age would never have any children".36  

The most recent fertility data show an increase in 

first births to women aged 25-39. The largest increases 

have been observed for women in their early thirties 

with the rate increasing 65.75 percent, from 7.3 first 
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births per 1,000 women aged 30-34 years in 1970 to 12.1 

in 1979. The rate for women aged 35-39 years rose by 14 

percent during this period, from 2.1 to 2.4, while the 

increase for women 25-29 years was 21.5 percent, from 

31.2 to 37.9.37  The steady increase since 1973 of the 

first birth rate for women ages 25 and older is 

occurring at a time when birth rates for younger women, 

15-24, have generally fallen.38  

Table 1-6 illustrates the rates of first births to 

U.S. women 15-44 years of age 1970-79. 

TABLE 1-6. RATES FOR FIRST BIRTHS TO WOMEN 15-44 
UNITED STATES, 1970-79 
(PER THOUSAND WOMEN) 

YEARS OF AGE: 

AGE OF MOTHERwere 1979 1978 1977 1976 1975 1974 1973 1972 1971 1970 

15-19 YEARadded 41.8 40.9 42.0 42.0 44.4 46.0 47.6 49.4 50.8 53.7 
20-24 YEARS 56.4 54.3 55.2 53.8 54.8 56.5 56.5 61.0 69.2 78.2 
25-29 YEARS 37.9 35.9 35.2 32.5 32.1 32.0 30.1 29.4 30.3 31.2 
30-34 YEARS 12.1 11.1 9.9 8.9 8.1 7.8 7.3 7.0 7.0 7.3 
35-39 YEARS 2.4 2.2 2.0 1.9 1.8 1.8 1.7 1.8 1.9 2.1 
40-44 YEARS 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.4 

SOURCE: Monthly Vital Statistics Report, Volume 31, No. 2, 
Supplement (2), May 27, 1982, p. 6-7. Note: These statistics wer( 
arranged differently from their original form where race is addec 
in as a factor. Additionally statistics were provided from 1960 
which appeared to be inconsistant with the rest of the 
information. 

What are some of the characteristics of these women 

who have delayed having children? There appears to be a 

slight difference in the birthing distribution patterns 

of blacks and whites. In 1979, Black women under the age 



32 

of 29 bore 85.7 percent of all births to black women, 

compared to 80 percent for a comparable group of white 

women. Table 1-7 illustrates the racial differences for 

birth distribution to white women and black women. 

TABLE 1-7. LIVE BIRTHS DISTRIBUTION BY AGE OF 
MOTHER, ACCORDING TO RACE: UNITED STATES, 1970-1979 

(IN PERCENTS) 

AGE OF MOTHER 	1979 	1978 	1977 	1976 	1975 	1974 	1973 	1972 	1971 	1970 

ALL RACES 
ALL AGES 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 

UNDER 15 	0.3 	0.3 	0.3 	0.4 	0.4 	0.4 	0.4 	0.4 	0.3 	0.3 
15-19 	 15.7 	16.3 	16.8 	17.6 	18.5 	18.8 	19.3 	18.9 	17.7 	17.3 
20-24 	 34.0 	34.2 	34.5 	34.8 	35.1 	35.1 	36.0 	36.0 	38.1 	38.8 
25-29 	 30.6 	30.5 	30.5 	30.7 	29.8 	29.2 	28.3 	27.6 	26.6 	26.7 
30-34 	 14.8 	14.2 	13.4 	12.4 	11.9 	11.8 	11.8 	11.5 	11.4 	11.5 
35-39 	 3.9 	3.8 	3.6 	3.7 	3.7 	3.7 	4.0 	4.3 	4.6 	4.8 
40-OVER 	0.7 	0.7 	0.8 	0.8 	0.9 	0.9 	1.1 	1.2 	1.3 	1.4 

WHITES 
ALL AGES 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 

UNDER 15 	0.2 	0.2 	0.2 	0.2 	0.2 	0.2 	0.2 	0.2 	0.1 	0.1 
15-19 	 13.7 	14.2 	14.6 	15.3 	16.1 	16.3 	16.7 	16.3 	15.3 	15.0 
20-24 	 33.9 	34.1 	34.5 	34.6 	35.1 	35.4 	35.4 	36.5 	38.9 	38.8 
25-29 	 32.2 	32.1 	32.3 	32.5 	31.7 	31.2 	30.4 	29.5 	28.2 	28.1 
30-34 	 15.5 	15.0 	14.1 	12.9 	12.5 	12.3 	12.3 	11.9 	11.7 	11.7 
35-39 	 3.9 	3.8 	3.6 	3.6 	3.7 	3.7 	4.0 	4.3 	4.5 	4.8 
40-OVER 	0.7 	0.7 	0.7 	0.8 	0.9 	0.9 	1.1 	1.2 	1.2 	1.4 

BLACKS 
ALL AGES 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 	100 

UNDER 15 	1.1 	1.1 	1.2 	1.3 	1.4 	1.4 	1.5 	1.4 	1.3 	1.3 
15-19 	 26.4 	27.4 	28.5 	29.9 	31.5 	32.4 	32.9 	32.4 	30.4 	30.0 
20-24 	 35.7 	35.7 	35.1 	34.8 	34.4 	34.3 	34.1 	34.1 	35.0 	31.5 
25-29 	 22.5 	22.0 	21.6 	21.0 	19.7 	18.8 	17.8 	17.7 	17.9 	18.4 
30-34 	 10.2 	9.7 	9.3 	8.7 	8.5 	8.5 	8.7 	8.9 	9.4 	9.5 
35-39 	 3.3 	3.3 	3.4 	3.4 	3.4 	3.6 	3.8 	4.2 	4.5 	4.5 
40-OVER 	0.8 	0.8 	0.9 	0.9 	1.0 	1.0 	1.2 	1.3 	1.4 	1.5 

SOURCE: Monthly Vital Statistics Report, Volume 31, No. 2, 
Supplement 	(2), May 27, 	1982, Table 4. 
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In 1979, 47.8 percent of first births for women 

30-34 were for women with 4 years or more of college as 

compared to 28.3 percent for women with similar 

characteristics in 1970. As Table 1-8 shows, there is no 

significant fertility difference between white and black 

women who have completed at least one year of college.39  

TABLE 1-8. AGE OF MOTHER AND YEARS OF SCHOOL COMPLETED 

Age of mother and years of school 
completed by mother 

All races1  White Black 

19792  19753  19704  19792  19753  19704  19792  19753  19704  

25-29 years Number 

First births 	  276,754 195,284 137,688 245,502 173,778 124,72Black 23,093 15,545 9,532 

Percent distribution 

All years of school completed 	  100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

011 years 	  3.9 5.3 8.4 3.4 4.8 7.7 7.3 9.9 15.9 

12 years 	  33.4 34.7 38.9 33.4 34.5 39.0 37.5 40.8 43.5 

13.15 years 	  25.6 22.7 19.2 25.6 22.8 19.4 26.4 22.4 17.9 

16 years or more 	  37.1 37.3 33.5 37.6 37.9 33.9 28.8 26.8 22.7 

30-34 years Number 

First births 	  77,537 40,314 27,226 67,590 34,691 23,920 6,600 3,843 2,470 

Percent distribution 

'All years of school completed 	  100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

0-11 years 	  4.5 8.7 14.0 3.9 8.0 13.3 8.7 15.8 21.6 
12 years 	  27 6 33 3 41.8 27.1 33.3 42.3 35.8 39.1 41.8 
13-15 years 	  20.1 18.0 15.9 20.0 18.3 16.2 22.1 17.2 13.8 
16 years or more 	  47.8 39.9 28.3 48.9 40.3 28.2 33.4 28.0 22.8 

35-39 years Number 

First births 	  12,562 7,846 7,638 10,441 6,531 6.606 1,460 913 790 

Percent distribution 

All years of school completed 	  100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

0-11 years 	  9.7 14.8 21.7 9.1 14.1 20.5 15.0 20.9 32.3 
12 Years 	  33.0 38.6 42.8 32.9 39.3 43.6 39.0 39.4 40.3 
13.15 years 	  17.0 15.1 13.5 17.0 15.4 14.0 17.2 13.9 11.2 
16 years or more 	  40.3 31.5 22.0 41.0 31.3 22.0 28.8 25.8 16.3 

SOURCE: "Trends in First Births to Older Mothers, 1970-1979," 
Monthly Vital Statistics Report, Volume 31, No. 2, Supplement 
(2), May 27, 1982, p. 5. 
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TABLE 1-9. ESTIMATED FIRST-BIRTH RATES BY AGE AND EDUCATIONAL 
ATTAINMENT OF MOTHER: UNITED STATES, 1970, 1975, 1979 

SOURCE: Stephanie J. Ventura, "Trends in First Births to Older 
Mothers, 1970-79," Monthly Vital Statistics Report, Volume 31, 
No. 2, Supplement (2), May 27, 1982. Page 6. 

Postponing motherhood seems to be a tactic employed 

primarily by educated women of the baby boom generation. 

However, postponement of pregnancy and a high rate of 

first births for women in their thirties did occur 

during the 1930s. Women during the thirties postponed or 

reduced completed family size largely because of the 

prevailing economic conditions, but many made up for 

lost conception after World War II. Although it is 

possible that baby boom women are delaying motherhood in 

part because of the bleak economy, some demographers 

conclude that education and career aspirations have as 

much, if not more, effect on the ultimate decision to 

bear children.40 Employment opportunities for women have 

grown since the 1950s, presenting at least an appearance 

of career options. How will the advancements in career 

opportunities for women affect the youngest members of 

the baby boom generation and members of the baby bust 

generation? Will they eschew motherhood in deference to 

their careers? If the economy even closely resembles 
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that during the 1950s, will couples marry earlier and in 

turn start families earlier, as did the post-Depression 

era couples? 

Economic demographer Richard Easterlin suggests 

that another baby boom can occur if the same set of 

conditions which occurred during the fifties are 

repeated. 

By the late 1980s, young adults (the 
forerunners 	of 	the 	baby 	bust 
generation) will again be relatively 
scarce, thus boosting the job and 
earnings opportunities of young men 
relative to older male workers over 
what they were for their baby boom 
counterparts. And this will touch off 
another round of early marriage and 
family formation and a rise in the 
birth rate.41  

Many demographers support Easterlin, but underline 

that the economy would have to grow as it did during the 

fifties. Because of their relatively small numbers, the 

baby bust generation will benefit from a lack of 

competition in the schools and enjoy more personalized 

attention from their teachers. As they enter the labour 

force they may find greater employment opportunities. As 

the baby boom generation was the first to enjoy the 

benefits of television, the baby bust generation will be 

the first to enjoy the benefits of computers. They will 

ride the crest of the computerization of America. Some 

predict that this computerization will bring with it the 

prosperity America enjoyed during the 1950s. A baby boom 



36 

could result unless the employment rewards for females 

outweigh the rewards of motherhood. 

Another school of economic analysis suggests that 

the U.S. economy will never approach the growth of the 

1950s. Charles Westoff criticizes this approach to 

forecasting future population trends when he points out: 

Although attractive because of its 
theoretical grounding, this method of 
forecasting leads to an expectation of 
cyclical patterns for which there are 
only two historical examples. What is 
more, no similar evidence has yet been 
adduced for other countries. Even for the 
United States, this theory ignores what 
appears to be a massive postponement of 
marriage. A steady decline since 1960 in 
the proportion of women marrying at ages 
20-24 may be the unrecognized beginning 
of a radical change in the family as we 
know it. Even more important, perhaps, 
the theory does not take into account the 
changing status and role of women in our 
society. The assumption that the future 
increase in the demand for labor which 
will result from smaller cohorts entering 
the labor force will systematically 
translate into higher fertility ignores 
the very real changes in women's 
attitudes toward work (the supply of 
labor includes female labor also), 
marriage and childbearing. Additionally, 
we are fast approaching the perfect 
contraceptive society in which unwanted 
births will become nonexistent, although 
teenage childbearing will still be a 
major problem. Another sustained baby 
boom does not seem likely when such 
social changes are taken into account.42 
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Is there a connection between labour force 

participation and delayed pregnancy? In this chapter the 

history of women's labour force participation since the 

1890s will be examined to show that prior to 1960 

Americans were willing to tolerate women's labour force 

participation during times of great need, such as World 

War I and II, after which women were expected to return 

home. 

The home has been seen as the domain of women in 

part because of sex segregation based on a division of 

labour. A division of labour has always existed, usually 

based on the idea of a "strong male" versus a "weak 

female". 	However, 	from 	the 	early 	days 	of 

industrialization until the latter part of the 1950s, 

this division of labour was used to rationalize the 

limitation of employment opportunities for women by 

reminding them of their primary responsibility, 

motherhood. When women began to challenge this belief in 

great numbers, their labour force participation rates 

increased. 

As women have gained more control over their 

fertility, their life options have increased. Options in 

this chapter will center around a woman's ability to 
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become a part of the labour force. Since labour force 

participation is in turn influenced by education, the 

benefits of education for women will also be discussed 

in this chapter. Finally, many present-day feminists 

argue that a woman's potential to become pregnant may 

foster work place segregation. This belief will be 

briefly discussed. 

While it seems to be commonly believed that women 

have been working for only a relatively short period of 

time, actually women have always worked, but their work 

prior to 1890 was largely unpaid, arduous farm and 

domestic labour which produced goods for the household.' 

The latter part of the 19th century was marked by the 

beginning of intensive industrialization in America, 

during which time the family went through a great number 

of changes. Because the industrial wage rate was much 

higher than could be earned on a farm, men and their 

families began to migrate to the city where factories 

were located. As families moved to the city, the 

proportion of a housewife's time needed to produce the 

traditional household goods and services was reduced.2  

Additionally, during this time there was a decline in 

the birth rate which meant that a woman's child rearing 

responsibilities decreased. By 1900, the birth rate was 

down to 3.6 children per woman from an estimated 8.0 

children per woman in 1800.3  As a consequence of reduced 
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fertility, many women were completing the task of 

rearing children in a shorter time span. Combined with 

an increase in life expectancy this created a gap 

between the departure of the last child and the death of 

the mother. As illustrated in Table 2-1, a woman who was 

20 in 1900-02 would live on the average to the age of 

63.8, an increase of 3.6 years from 1850 (see Figure A-1 

in the appendix for further illustration). The 

combination of all these factors created a void never 

before encountered by the American woman and in the 

future will add to the length of time couples live 

together or women live alone with no husband or 

children. 

TABLE 2-1. EXPECTATION OF LIFE AT BIRTH AND AT AGES 20, 40, 
AND 60, BY SEX, FOR WHITES: UNITED STATES, SELECTED YEARS. 

PERIOD 	 MALE FEMALE 
0 	20 	40 	60 0 20 40 60 

1982 	70.5 	52.2 	33.8 	17.4 78.1 59.4 40.1 22.4 
1968 	67.5 	29.9 	31.6 	15.8 74.9 56.7 37.6 20.2 
1965 	67.6 	50.2 	31.7 	16.0 74.7 56.6 37.5 20.1 
59-61 	67.6 	50.3 	31.7 16.0 74.2 56.3 37.1 19.7 
49-51 	66.3 	49.5 31.2 15.8 72.0 54.6 35.6 18.6 
39-41 	62.8 	47.8 	30.0 	15.1 67.3 51.4 33.3 17.0 
29-31 	59.1 	46.0 	29.2 15.3 62.7 48.5 31.5 16.1 
19-21 	56.3 	45.6 	29.9 	15.2 58.5 46.5 30.9 15.9 
09-11 	50.2 	42.2 27.4 14.0 53.6 44.9 29.3 14.9 
00-02 	48.2 	42.2 	27.7 	14.4 51.1 43.8 29.2 15.2 
1890 	42.5 	40.7 	27.4 	14.7 44.5 42.0 28.8 15.7 
1850 	38.3 	40.1 	27.9 	15.6 40.5 40.2 29.8 17.0 

SOURCE: Spiegelman and Erhardt, Differential Mortality in 
the United States [Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1978] 	3rd. 	ed., 	Page 12. 
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As families moved from the farms to the cities 

during the early 1900s, the importance of female labour 

changed. Women before the 1900s provided two very 

important services within the family. First, they 

produced many of the goods and services required for 

family consumption. Secondly, women produced goods in 

the home which could be sold or traded in a local 

market. The transition to the city had the effect of 

reallocating the time many women had spent previously in 

production. In effect, many women found themselves with 

an excess of hours. Many women attempted to utilize this 

surplus time by entering the industrial labour force, 

but the early forms of unions began restricting women's 

access to trade and craft jobs. This was done in an 

effort to limit competition from low wage workers, thus 

initiating segregation of industrial jobs on the basis 

of sex.5  Although sex has been used as an exclusionary 

barrier in labour since the beginning of time, the early 

1900s marked the first time that women were 

systematically barred from the labour force while men 

were defined as the sole "breadwinner".6  

When women could find employment they were utilized 

extensively in sweat shops, assembly work, and service 

sector positions. As time went on, the gradually 
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dwindling supply of unsettled land, coupled with waves 

of immigration providing an abundant source of cheap 

labour, caused public concern to shift to the problem of 

providing sufficient employment for men, and away from 

issues concerning female employment which were being 

raised by early feminists.7  

Sentiment against the intrusion of women into the 

industrial work force was strong enough to compel Edith 

Abbot to answer this charge specifically in her classic 

1910 study, Women in Industry. Her words add a valuable 

perspective to contemporary discussions of the issue as 

well:. 

Women have been from the beginning of our 
history an important factor in American 
industry. In the early days of the 
factory system they were an indispensable 
factor. Any theory, therefore, that women 
are a new element in our industrial life, 
or that they are doing 'men's work', or 
that they have 'driven out the men,' is a 
theory unsupported by the facts.8  

During this time period the role definitions for 

women were going through great transition. Victorian 

concepts were still sanctifying the virtuous woman and 

the self sacrificing mother while the large family was 

dying and being replaced by the mobile, smaller nuclear 

family. The importance of the mother figure went through 

a transition since she no longer was valued for her 

potentially unlimited fertility. However, for most 
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women, no other fully acceptable roles had evolved. The 

few opportunities to enter the labour force were most 

often menial tasks or "women's work". Between the early 

days of industrialization and World War I women had a 

somewhat undefined status. Women were no longer seen 

just for their childbearing capabilities but they were 

also not positively rewarded within their social 

networks for desiring to enter the labour force. 

The first World War brought with it an insatiable 

need for workers of either sex. Women were encouraged 

and recruited for employment opportunities in 

unprecedented ways to aid the war effort. However, by 

the end of World War I, a reaction against women war 

workers set in, due largely to the fear that lower paid 

women were competing with men for scarce jobs. The AFL 

trade unions received the backing of the War Labor Board 

in demanding that women workers give up their jobs. By 

1920, as a result of the pressure against female 

employment, the percentage of women employed had 

returned to pre-war levels.9  This series of events would 

be repeated once again at the end of World War II. 

The years between the first World War and 1929 were 

marked by economic prosperity. The war placed America in 

a world leadership position both in military and 

economic power. After 1929 until the second World War 
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there was a severe worldwide economic depression. The 

Depression meant that jobs were hard to find, and almost 

always reserved for men. To justify the exclusion of 

females from the labour force during the Depression, an 

almost "fanatical" movement known as "Momism" grew.10  

This movement stressed the importance of being a mother. 

Motherhood was honoured through the observance of a 

national day of recognition. (Mother's Day was adopted 

in 1914 by an order of Woodrow Wilson, but was not 

commercially successful until the 1930s). Motherhood was 

celebrated in movies and magazines. Many saw "Momism" as 

a way to divert public attention from the misery of the 

Depression. A satisfying family life became a scarce 

resource during the Depression and like most scarce 

resources, its value increased correspondingly. Even 

though the fertility rates of women during the 

Depression fell to historical lows, many young women 

were taught that they would find fulfillment through 

motherhood. 

World War II marked a temporary retreat from 

prevailing notions concerning the exclusion of women 

from the labour force. Industry, media, and women's 

organizations joined in urging women to do their 

patriotic duty by taking jobs. By 1943 the reserve of 

single women had been exhausted and recruitment was 

aimed more directly at married women.11 
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In the spring of 1940 there were 47 million persons 

in civilian jobs, (34 million were male and roughly 13 

million female), and 500,000 people in the armed forces. 

Five years later, civilian employment had risen to 53.5 

million, of whom 34.3 million were male and 19.3 million 

female, and the net strength of the armed forces was 

over 12 million men and women. Table 2-2 illustrates the 

growth of women in the labour force.12  

TABLE 2-2. LABOUR FORCE PARTICPATION RATES FOR WOMEN 
1890 TO 1981 

Year 
Number 

(in thousands) 
As Percentage of 
all workers 

As Percentage of 
female population 

1890 3,704 17.0 18.2 
1900 4,999 18.1 20.0 
1920 8,229 20.4 22.7 
1930 10,396 21.9 23.6 
1940 13,783 25.4 28.6 
1945 19,290 36.1 38.1 
1947 16,664 27.9 30.8 
1950 18,389 29.6 33.9 
1955 20,548 31.6 35.7 
1960 23,240 33.4 37.7 
1965 26,200 35.2 39.2 
1970 31,520 38.1 43.3 
1975 36,998 39.9 46.3 
1977 39,952 41.0 48.4 
1980 44,600 43.0 51.1 
1981 46,700 43.0 52.1 

Sources: Women in the Labor Force. Francine D. Blau, 1979, 
p. 271. Statistical Abstract, 1982. Current Population 
Reports, No. 374. 

The women who aided in the war effort, whose 

"dedication to helping the United States superceded 

their innate desire to have children", were collectively 



50 

known as "Rosie".13  The conventional view of Rosie and 

her co-workers was that they were temporary workers: 

they had entered the work force for patriotic reasons 

only, donning unfamiliar working-class aprons and 

riveter's masks; they would depart from factory work 

completely as soon after the war as they could manage.14  

Betty Allie, a Michigan state workman's compensation 

official, made the following statement concerning Rosie: 

These women are working only to win the 
war and will return willingly to their 
home duties after the war is won. They 
will look on this period as an interlude, 
just as their men who have been called to 
service will consider military duties as 
an interlude. Women will always be 
women.15  

In spite of the prevalent views of the time, the 

entrance of Rosie and her coworkers marked an 

unprecedented change in female labour patterns. The 

entry of women into industries and occupations 

previously reserved almost exclusively for men was the 

most striking labour market development of the war 

period. Women also moved into clerical and sales 

occupations, again replacing males. Domestic service was 

the only field to show a large decline in employment of 

women between 1940 and 1945 and hundreds of laundries 

closed as laundresses found jobs elsewhere.16  What was 

especially different about the women working during the 

war was their age, their marital status, their 

occupation in manufacturing, and above all, their rate 
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of pay. For the second time in the twentieth century, 

due to the absence of men and the insatiable appetite of 

the war machine, employment opportunities for women were 

very favourable. Even married women were needed badly 

enough to be offered highly paid jobs in 

manufacturing.17  

It is important to note that there were two types 

of women who filled the role of Rosie the Riveter. The 

first was a working-class girl who before the war was a 

waitress or laundress and expected to work for her 

living most of her life. This Rosie gravitated toward 

better paying work in 1942 to the point of moving into 

munitions, one of the areas most affected by wartime 

contracts. This Rosie may have joined the union and may 

even have been an active member. The other Rosie was the 

woman who initially fit the stereotype of the 

traditional woman; she was at home or still in school 

when the war began. Having joined the labour force 

because of the war, she discovered the rewards of being 

employed. After the war she may have then decided to 

stay employed.18  

Just when these two Rosies were beginning to enjoy 

the satisfaction of employment, the war effort began to 

wind down. In August 1944, the Wall Street Journal  

reported the findings of the UAW which revealed that a 



52 

disproportionate number of female employees were being 

laid off.19  During 1944, women were the first to be laid 

off; job referrals were not as available to them; the 

rehiring that took place as early as 1946 in some 

reconverted industries ignored the "seniority" of women; 

and even unemployment compensation was denied if the 

women appeared too "choosy" about maintaining their wage 

rates in their new jobs.20 	  

Everyone from employers to the United States 

government believed that women would voluntarily leave 

the labour force, despite a government survey which 

documented that the majority of women workers desired to 

remain at their jobs. When women were asked if they 

expected to continue working, 87 percent of the single 

women, 94 percent of the widowed and divorced, and 57 

percent of the married women said yes.21  

In February 1946 the New York Times reported that 

the "courtship of women workers has ended." Four million 

fewer women were working than had worked at the peak of 

WWII; unemployment figures for women doubled.22  By 

August 1947, the number of women working as operatives 

and craftspeople decreased by over a million compared to 

August 1945.23  

The attack on women's employment carried 
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substantial appeal. At a time when the nation was 

experiencing severe social tension (the communist threat 

and the McCarthy Hearings), it called forth the image of 

a simpler era when each person knew his or her own 

place. The country needed a diversion from world 

politics and the call for the replacement of women 

served as a uniting battle cry. A Ford Motor Company 

spokesperson reported to the New York Times  that the 

wartime light assembly work that women could do had been 

replaced by the heavy, tiring assembly work of cars that 

women could not handle.24  Frederick Crawford, president 

of the National Association of Manufacturers said, "Home 

is the basic unit and homemakers are essential to the 

morale and well being of the male worker and as a first 

line defense against juvenile delinquency."25  In a 

United Steel workers contract it stated that, "when a 

man is the youngest employee in a classification 

involved in a reduction of force... he shall be 

permitted to bump any woman filling a job designated as 

a man's job, by job evaluation". 26  Well over half the 

ex-servicemen returned to work for their former 

employers, thanks to employment expectations and 

preferential hiring of veterans.27 

In August 1947, after reconversion to a peacetime 

economy had been substantially completed, total 

employment was 56.7 million persons, of whom 40 million 
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were males and 15.8 million were females. This marked a 

greater than 3 million person decline in overall 

employment for women in just over three years.28  

In order to aid the demobilization and promote 

domestic harmony, women were told to subordinate their 

interests and needs to those of their husbands. Wives 

who had emerged from their wartime experiences with 

increased 	self-awareness, 	self-confidence 	and 

self-reliance were urged to "deny those capacities if 

such duplicity and self-abnegation was necessary to 

restore diminished male egos".29  Rosie was on the run, 

and as Sheila Tobias said: 

Our guess is that Rosie did not run to 
the suburbs so much as fall into a 
lower-paying, more traditional female job 
after the war. Since we know that by 1950 
the percentage of employed women was 
almost back to the wartime peak, our 
suspicion is that Rosie stopped riveting, 
but she did not stop working.30 

Some very important lessons were learned from the 

influx of women in the labour force during World War II. 

First and foremost, women during World War II squelched 

the myth that women were not capable of enduring the 

rigors of hard work. Rosie the Riveter demonstrated that 

women were extremely responsive and capable of meeting 

most, if not all, of the demands of wartime employment. 

This example should have eliminated the need to 

discriminate by sex, but it did not, for most employers 
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began to fall back on old hiring practices. 

The events of the war years suggested that most 

Americans could accept a significant shift in women's 

economic activity as long as the shift was temporary and 

did not entail a conscious commitment to approve the 

goals of a feminist revolution. America was not yet 

willing to provide greater latitude in life options for 

women. Two conflicting images confronted women after the 

war: the strong dependable patriot who could work long 

hours to aid in a victory, and the innocent, dependent 

woman who wanted to return home where she could depend 

upon men to protect her way of life.31  

This confusion was fueled by the growth of 

neo-Freudian concepts. After World War II, when women's 

educational 	and 	economic 	opportunities 	could, 

objectively, have provided some challenge to the primacy 

of 	the 	parental 	role, 	unmarried 	and 

married-but-childfree women came under attack from 

"scientific" sources. In the face of declining religious 

influence, a breakdown of Victorian "traditions", and 

expanding career opportunities for women, "science" 

stepped in, in the guise of psychoanalysis, to provide a 

condemnation of career women. (This will be discussed in 

the next chapter).32 
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World War II demonstrated that when labour is 

needed, the sex of the labourer matters less than 

whether he/she can perform his/her assigned duties. Both 

war experiences also illustrate that positive 

sanctioning for female employment can be reversed. Many 

women who had aided in the war effort soon found 

themselves demoted or unemployed. Millions of women 

found themselves in positions similar to that of women 

during the early days of industrialization -- they had 

surplus time and a somewhat undefined status. Many women 

after World War II may have seen their life options 

limited to choosing the protection of marriage and 

children. This perception of a lack of viable options 

other than motherhood may be one of the factors 

responsible for the baby boom. 

Figure 2-1 illustrates several important trends in 

America since 1890. First, it illustrates the total 

fertility rates for women since 1890. Secondly, it 

charts the increase in female employment over the same 

period of time. The female population in America is also 

charted to show that increased employment for women was 

more than a function of increased population. 

When examining Figure 2-1, it should be noted that 

it was not until 1955 that the number of women workers 

equalled the peak employment levels for women during 
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World War II. In 1963, female employment as a percentage 

of the female population reached its World War II 

peak.33  Finally, it was not until 1966 that the 

percentage of women as a part of all workers reached its 

1945 peak. Perhaps the most important element in Figure 

2-1 is that employment levels for women have increased 

steadily since 1890 with the exception of the slight 

downturn right after the end of World War II. This 

growth has occurred in spite of the effort made to 

demobilize the female labour force after World War II. 
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FIGURE 2-1. COMPARISON OF LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION, TOTAL 
FERTILITY RATES, WORKING MOTHERS, AND FEMALE POPULATION IN 

THE UNITED STATES SINCE 1890 
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Since the period immediately following World War 

II, the number of women workers has more than doubled 

but the number of working mothers has increased more 

than tenfold.34  Although the labour force participation 

rates for all women have increased in the postwar era, 

the growth among working mothers has been substantially 

larger, so that the percentage of female workers with 

children has actually surpassed that for all other 

women. For example: 

Nearly half (46 percent) of the children 
under age 18 had mothers in the labor 
force in 1976, up from 39 percent in 
1970. Over this period, the number of 
children in the population dropped by 6 
percent to 61.7 million, but the number 
of children whose mothers worked or 
looked for work rose by 10 percent to 
28.2 million. The mothers of 6.4 million 
children under the age 6 were in the 
labor force in 1976.35 

The increase of working mothers may be a reflection 

of two elements. The first may be a changing 

interpretation of the "proper role" for mothers. The 

second and perhaps more plausible factor is financial 

need. Although the decision to work for mothers of young 

children has always been negatively sanctioned, it was 

particularly so during the fifties when such experts as 

Dr. Spock were telling mothers that their child would 

derive the greatest chance for growth from a full time 

mother. Although many women chose to remain home, a 

great number of women began to recognize that they did 
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have more choices, and that they could combine 

motherhood and work. A great number of women discovered 

that the number of life options they could choose from 

was increasing. 

TABLE 2-3. LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATES FOR MOTHERS 
AND ALL WOMEN, SELECTED YEARS, 1940-1981 

YEAR AS PERCENT OF AS PERCENT OF 
ALL WOMEN1 MOTHERS2 

1981 52.1 58.1 
1976 46.8 48.8 
1975 46.3 47.4 
1974 45.6 45.7 
1972 43.9 42.9 
1970 43.3 42.0 
1968 41.6 39.4 
1966 38.9 35.8 
1964 37.4 34.5 
1962 36.6 32.9 
1960 36.7 30.4 
1958 36.0 29.5 
1956 35.9 27.5 
1954 33.7 25.6 
1952 33.8 23.8 
1950 33.1 21.6 
1948 31.9 20.2 
1946 31.2 18.2 
1940 28.2 8.6 

SOURCES: Information Please Almanac 1983 [New York: A 
& W Publishers, Inc., 1982], p. 65. ; U.S. Department 
of Labour, Womens Bureau, 1977. 
1.Women age 16 and above. 
2. Percentage of Mothers in labour force who have 
children under age 18. Note: Statistics for the 
percentage of working women with children are 
unvailable. 

Ester Boserup believes that women's education is 

the major mechanism by which modernization can begin to 

work to women's advantage.36  She argues that with 
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education, women can compete more successfully in urban 

labour markets. Higher education opportunities 

contribute to women's employment because they pave the 

way to remunerative, attractive jobs and may help change 

social attitudes toward women's roles in the United 

States.37  

Table 2-4 illustrates that women have been 

graduating from colleges and universities in ever 

increasing numbers. 

TABLE 2-4. COLLEGE GRADUATES - WOMEN. 

Year 	 Number of Women Percentage of 
Total Graduates 

1950 	 103,217 23.89 
1960 	 144,495 36.82 
1970 	 343,060 41.47 
1975 	 425,052 43.42 
1980 	 460,242 46.48 
1985(est) 	 n/a 53.00 

Source: Information Please Almanac 1983 [New York: A & W 
Publishers, 	Inc., 	1982], 	p.723. 

Since the late 1950s, women have become an 

increasing percentage of the college population while 

fertility has decreased to its lowest levels ever. 

Education most certainly increases a woman's chance to 

pursue a career, which allows her to gain economic 

strength which has been historically lacking. There is 
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strong evidence which suggests that when women are 

employed in rewarding jobs where there is a high degree 

of self-satisfaction, they will tend to delay 

motherhood.38  From this it can be inferred that 

education, employment and the resulting economic power 

are all variables which influence fertility. 

Even though American sentiments against women 

working decreased after the 1950s, there was still 

strong public sentiment against women with young 

children going to school or working. With the advent of 

advanced contraceptive technology in the early 1960s, 

women. found that they could reduce the risk of an 

unplanned pregnancy. This allowed many women to complete 

their education without being detoured by a pregnancy, 

which in turn enabled them to enter the labour force and 

pursue a career. The new reproductive technologies of 

the 60s gave women the ability that had been lacking 

since the beginning of time: the ability to control the 

spacing of their children. Legalized abortion in 1973 

added still another method of spacing. It has been noted 

that the extent to which women have control over their 

reproductive functions has a tremedous influence on the 

control they exercise over their lives. When women have 

no control over the number and spacing of children to 

whom they give birth, they are left to the mercy of 

their reproductive functions and to manipulation by a 
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male economy.39  

The period of the 1960s to the present has been 

marked by an unprecedented entrance of women into the 

labour force. As of March 1982, 52 percent of all women 

aged 16 and over were working. Since 1960, male labour 

force participation rates have fallen from 83 percent to 

76 percent in 1981. Women make up 43 percent of the 

total work force in the United States. More than 19 

million women joined the labour force between 1960 and 

1974, accounting for 60 percent of its growth.40  

For many women, labour force participation during 

the past 20 years has become a necessary method of 

survival. First, there has been a sharp decline in the 

proportion of women in various age groups who are 

married and living with a husband. Second, "if we add 

the women - who, although living with their husbands, 

presumably are in the labor force out of economic need - 

to the 42 percent of women who are single, divorced, 

separated or widowed, over two thirds, or 68 per cent of 

all labour force women work out of economic necessity. 41 

Although it is likely that women will increasingly 

become a integral part of the work force, it does not 

follow that they will be integrated into the work force 

on an equal basis with men.42  Despite their greater 
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numbers in the occupational sphere, opportunties for 

most women are still quite limited. 

Pregnancy is one factor which is responsible for 

the sporadic nature of female labour force 

participation. While men usually have a long 

uninterrupted work service, women often do not. After 

the birth of a child, a great number of women remove 

themselves from the labour force for varying lengths of 

time. While labour force interruptions have little 

effect on advancement in the traditional female 

occupations of clerical, semi-professional, and service 

work,. interruptions limit access to occupations with 

greater opportunity for advancement, higher pay, and 

more authority.43  Partly because pregnancy often 

interrupts education and employment opportunities, women 

are found systematically employed in "women's work" 

positions. 

Nancy Holmstrom feels that the requirements of 

captitalism, or the male economy as she calls it, have 

perpetuated the myth of "women's work". She outlines the 

practice of women maintaining domestic life as well as 

engaging in paid employment as a way of serving the 

interests of capitalism. 

It is my view that women's labor in the 
home is critical to capitalism as well as 
to women's role in society and that one 
of the key reasons that the family has 
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survived is that domestic labor benefits 
capitalism. Domestic labor does not 
benefit capitalism by producing surplus 
value and it is a mistake to make these 
concepts fit domestic labor. Rather, 
domestic labor benefits capitalism by 
reducing the value of labor power. 
Although this does not mean that it is 
most beneficial to capitalism for women 
to remain in the home fulltime, it does 
limit the extent to which they can be 
fully integrated into the work force.44  

Holmstrom suggest that the traditional nuclear 

family with the husband as the only wage worker is not 

the most beneficial structure for capitalism. If women 

are full-time domestic workers, wages have to be higher 

because the value of labour power has to include the 

costs of the maintenance of two adults rather than one. 

However, even when women are full-time wage workers, 

most of the family's needs continue to be satisfied 

through women's domestic labour. The upward pressure on 

the wage structure because women are not available to do 

domestic labour full-time is more than compensated for 

by the downward pressure on the wage structure because 

it need not support a whole family. Thus capitalists 

profit more by having women become low paid wage workers 

as well as domestic workers.45  According to Margaret 

Benston, the fact that a massive amount of socially 

necessary labour gets done in the nuclear family for 

free is one of the primary ways in which the traditional 

social/sexual arrangement is beneficial to capitalism.46  
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Table 2-5 suppports Holmstrom's assertion that 

women are employed in "women's work". Of 419 identified 

occupations of full time, year round workers in 1975, 

there were 75 in which at least 71 percent of the 

workers were females, which accounted for 61 percent of 

all female workers. In contrast, there were 246 

occupations in which at least 71 percent percent of the 

workers were male, employing nearly 76 percent of all 

men.47  

TABLE 2-5. EMPLOYMENT AMONG FULL TIME, YEAR-ROUND 
WORKERS IN OCCUPATIONS RANKED BY PERCENT OF 

WOMEN EMPLOYED, 1975. 

All occupations 
Percent of women Number 	percent employed 

of 
occupations Women Men 

Total 	 419 100 100 
91-100 	 41 40 1 
81-90 	  15 11 1 
71-80 	  19 10 3 
61-70 	  13 5 2 
51-60 	  18 8 4 
41-50 	  31 6 5 
31-40 	  36 7 8 
21-30 	  29 3 5 
11-20 	  38 7 22 
0-10 	  179 2 49 

Source. Monthly Labor Review, January 1981, p. 	50. 

Holmstrom concludes her remarks by pointing out: 

What helps maintain this situation of 
unequal pay for equal work and, more 
significantly unequal work for women, is 
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their role in the family. Thus, another, 
and perhaps more crucial way in which the 
family benefits capitalism is that it 
helps sustain women's superexploitation 
as wage workers. It does this in manifold 
ways: the family is used as an 
ideological justification for 
discrimination in the work force; the 
family hides the unemployment and 
underemployment of half the population; 
the family limits women's equal 
participation in the work force.48  

Cynthia B. Lloyd reports that economic studies have 

pointed out the need to explain why women are found in 

the lower paying occupations or job classifications. Is 

it a rational extension of the division of labour 

between the sexes found in the household, or is it a 

manifestation of some form of discrimination or 

exploitation? Lloyd feels that "because of men's 

dominance in the market, it is clear that they have the 

power to discriminate. A majority of the labor force is 

male, almost all employers are male, and, even if 

housewives are the most vocal consumers, their husbands 

have the majority of the dollar votes."49  

The "crowding" hypothesis presents an alternative 

approach to understanding discrimination in the work 

place. According to this theory, women are 

systematically excluded from certain occupations 

("masculine occupations") and crowded into other 

occupations ("feminine occupations") based on a 

traditional division of labour. Thus in the masculine 
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occupations, where the supply of workers is artificially 

restricted, the wage rate rises independent of the 

productivity of the wage earner. In the "feminine 

occupations", where the supply of women workers is 

artificially expanded, the wage rate falls, again 

independent of the productivity of the worker. The 

result is that, with the majority of women in "feminine" 

occupations and the majority of men in "masculine" 

occupations, the female-male wage ratio is lower than it 

would have been without occupational barriers.50  "The 

effect of this crowding model can be compared to the 

effect of unionization on union versus nonunion wages. 

The restriction of entry into the unions limits the 

supply of labor in that industry or occupation and force 

wages above the competitive level, thus benefitting 

union members."51  

Harriet Zellner seems to support the crowding 

theory when she points out: 

This reduced demand for women in the 
masculine sector increases their supply 
to those occupations in which males are 
not preferred to females thus creating 
(and 	maintaining) 	a 	"feminine" 
(female-dominated) sector. Discrimination 
therefore directly lowers the female wage 
in masculine occupations by reducing 
demand for women in this sector, and 
indirectly lowers the female wage in 
feminine occupations by increasing their 
supply to this sector.52 

Rosabeth Moss Kanter discusses the segregation of 
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women in the work place from a "structuralist" argument. 

"A structuralist perspective views the organization as a 

large, complex social unit in which many groups 

interact. These groups are defined both by their formal 

(task-related, functional) and informal connections."53 

The issue, thus, is not a mere division 
of labor between women and men, but a 
difference of organizational class, at 
least on the administrative levels of 
modern organizations. Simplistically, 
women are part of a class rewarded for 
routine service, while men compose a 
class rewarded for decision-making 
rationality and visible leadership, and 
this potential membership affects even 
those found outside their own sexual 
class. The phenomenon constitutes the 
structural backdrop for an understanding 
of the organizational behavior of women 
and men.54 

Even when women believe they have greater life 

options, they may not have the opportunities to pursue 

those options as long as sex segregation of occupations 

remains the rule. Many present day affirmative action 

programs are being gutted by the Reagan Administration. 

Hard economic times are causing massive layoffs and 

women, who were last hired, are usually the first to go. 

Ronald Reagan suggested not too long ago that if women 

would leave the work force, unemployment would be 

"reduced".55 This was also suggested during the Carter 

administration but Kay Schlozman points out that female 

employment doesn't explain current high unemployment 

rates: 

If those who blame the current high 
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unemployment rates on the entry of women 
are correct, then we would expect the 
unemployment rate to climb equally 
steadily, though probably at a different 
rate. Clearly, this is not the case. 
While the portion of adult women in the 
work force has climbed at a steady rate 
of one percent or less each year for the 
last decade, the average annual 
unemployment rate has bounced around 
quite a bit, achieving a low of 3.5 
percent in 1969 and reaching a high of 
8.5 percent in 1975, (presently 10.1 
percent), presumably rising and falling 
in response to other factors than the 
number of women in the labor force.56 

Schlozman contends that the inability of the economy to 

absorb new and renewed workers is more to blame than the 

entrance of women in the labour force. 

Women in America have gone through a number of 

historical periods where the proper role for women has 

been temporarily redefined. In the 1800s, certain 

classes of women were primarily valued for their ability 

to bear children and work on the farms. In the 20th 

century, women entered the labour force in times of need 

and when their entry did not compete with men. From 1950 

until the end of the baby boom, women were again valued 

for their childbearing capacity. However, this period of 

time differed from any previous period in that women 

began to enter the labour force in spite of societal 

objections. Education increased women's ability to enter 

the labour force. 	Better contraceptive methods, 

combined with legal abortions gave women the ability to 
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detour rather than be detoured by an unplanned 

pregnancy. Women's educational and employment levels 

rose steadily as American fertility rates declined to 

the lowest levels ever. 
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This chapter will explore the historically strong 

pressures which have directed adults toward parenthood. 

Women today are delaying marriage and motherhood longer 

than any previous generation, facilitated to a great 

extent by the combination of two factors. First, the 

advances made in contraceptive technology have given 

women almost complete control over their reproductive 

capacity. Second, education and employment opportunities 

have diverted the interests of many women away from the 

need to find personal satisfaction solely through 

motherhood. In spite of these changes, a great number of 

women will become mothers. While not all women having 

children are victims of this social pressure, those 

women who are unaware of the social pressures may have 

children without considering any alternative. On the 

other hand, for the first time in history people 

actually have the ability to chose whether or not to 

have children, and this ability to choose may be 

throwing many into a state of confusion. 
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THE DEMOBILIZATION OF WOMEN WORKERS 

The demobilization of women from the work force 

after World War II illustrated the extent to which 

society can influence the decisions pertaining to 

pregnancy. 	Through 	an 	understanding 	of 	the 

demobilization effort, the possibilities of another 

demobilization can be explored. 

The popular media of radio and print were to a 

large extent responsible for ensuring that women 

understood their place during World War II. Wartime 

publicity stressed the need for women to take a war job 

or otherwise support the war effort as a means of aiding 

their husbands, fathers, and brothers overseas.' 

In the postwar period, women who voluntarily left 

their jobs received approbation in the press because 

their actions meant more jobs for men.2  In addition, the 

disruptions of family life during the war, especially 

including the delay of marriage or childbearing, had 

caused family life to become more highly valued, 

prompting a renewed emphasis on the family in the late 

1940s and 1950s. 
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After the war, psychiatrists began to reassert the 

primacy of motherhood. One of the strongest sources of 

legitimization for parenthood as the only "normal" adult 

role came from psychoanalytic psychology. Simply stated, 

"Motherhood is what women do. They should not be 

encouraged to embark on social roles that conflict with 

their basic psychological needs".3  Members of the 

psychoanalytic school believed that wartime changes had 

fostered the development of widespread individual 

neuroses and social maladjustments largely caused by the 

failure of women to accept their femininity and 

subordinate their status to a dependent nature.4  The 

psychology and child development theories of the 1940s 

placed women solely and securely in a domestic setting 

and assumed that a woman's personality was completely 

defined by her sex and that the needs of a woman and her 

family were basically inseparable.5  

Beginning in 1947 with the publication of Modern  

Women: The Lost Sex, by Marynia Farnham and Ferdinand 

Lundberg, Freudian psychology became a significant 

element in the definition of womanhood, its "insights" 

finding expression in marriage manuals, women's 

magazines, and other forms of popular literature.6 

Farnham and Lundberg urged the government to sponsor a 

propaganda campaign to bolster the family, subsidize 



80 

psychotherapy for feminist neurotics, provide cash 

subsidies to encourage women to bear more children, and 

present annual awards to mothers who excelled in 

child-rearing.7  Farnham and Lundberg had clearly touched 

an issue of great interest, for within a brief period of 

time the theme they established was echoed by others. 

The cry for women to return to the home was taken up by 

some of the most widely read periodicals in America. 

Atlantic magazine proclaimed that, "while women had many 

careers, they have only one vocation - motherhood".8  The 

Saturday Review pronounced that "No job is more 

exacting, more necessary, or more rewarding than that of 

housewife and mother."9  

Some of the ideas presented within these magazines 

closely resembled some of the beliefs expressed in 

Modern Women: The Lost Sex. 	What follows are some 

examples of actual text from the book. 

Non union with a male would be an 
indication of severe emotional disorder, 
of course, even though union with the 
male is by itself no indication of 
emotional health. 
All mature, childless women, are for 
example, emotionally disturbed, in some 
fashion, whatever the reasons for 
childlessness. This is particularly true 
for all over the age of forty and it 
becomes more and more evident as they 
gain in years. 
A mature woman without children is the 
psychological equivalent of a man without 
the male organ. A child is the woman's 
power in the world. No childless woman, 
however talented has produced a fraction 
as much sheer, objective power as the 
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mothers of men. 
Women without children are unhappy 
women. The abrupt decline in the birth 
rate is an important index to the 
increase of emotional disorder and 
unhappiness, affecting both men and 
women, but affecting women 	 part- 
icularly. 10  

Public concern over the "woman problem" quickly 

became a subject of nationwide controversy. Hardly a 

week went by without some new treatise on the "trouble 

with women", "the manners of women", or the drinking 

problem of women. A housewife could skim any magazine on 

the newsstand and find herself "castigated, praised, 

worried over and analyzed" .11 The attack on women's 

education and employment carried substantial appeal. At 

a time when the nation was experiencing severe social 

tension, it called forth the image of a simpler era when 

each person knew his or her own place. 

In some ways, it seemed that the late 1940s and 50s 

witnessed precisely the revitalization of family life 

which people like Farnham and Lundberg had advocated as 

the nation experienced the "baby boom". The birth rate 

for third children doubled between 1940 and 1960, and 

that for fourth children tripled. Advertisements in 

mass-circulation magazines ceased to show a three-person 

household and began to feature pictures of five and 

six-person families.12  The editor of Mademoiselle 
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declared that "women in their teens and twenties had 

decided to eschew careers and raise as many youngsters 

as the good Lord gave them".13  Leon Bouvier believes 

that this population boom was fostered by the pervasive 

pro-marriage, pro-housewife, and pronatalist forces that 

have been woven into American culture. These forces, 

which lay dormant through the Depression and World War 

II, were re-established to challenge the changing roles 

of women.14  

Women's labour during World War II was utilized and 

tolerated only on condition that it supported and 

enhanced the traditional parental roles for both sexes. 

In the words of the National Manpower Council: 

...Americans view the man in the family 
as the breadwinner, and, when jobs are 
scarce, are inclined to believe that 
women workers should not compete with men 
who have families to support. Americans 
also believe that mothers should 
personally care for their children during 
their early formative years.15  

Women's magazines loudly trumpeted the call for 

women to return home and reassume the basic role of 

mother. Single, divorced, widowed and minority women 

remained in the labour force after World War II in order 

to survive. The media's target was the married worker 

with children, for two reasons. The first had to do with 

the pronouncements of child psychologists who warned of 

the damage that might be done to children who did not 
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receive the constant attention of a fulltime mother. The 

second reason necessitates an explanation of 

pronatalism. 

PRONATALISM 

"Simply and literally, pronatalism refers to any 

attitude or policy that is 'pro-birth,' that encourages 

reproduction, that exalts the role of parenthood."16  

Judith Blake believes pronatalism in America brings with 

it a belief that adult roles should include parenthood. 

"Role differentiation by sex in America makes actual or 

anticipated parenthood a precondition for all aspects of 

men's and women's roles."17  A key element in pronatalist 

thought is the age-old idea that a woman's role must 

center around having children -- that a woman's destiny 

and fulfillment are closely wedded to the natal, or 

birth experience.18  

Ellen Peck believes that pronatalism is "dangerous 

because it denies or at least limits free choice to 

individuals: there usually cannot be free choice in a 

prejudiced cultural context".19  What supports the 

continuation of pronatalism? Among a multiplicity of 

supporting structures, two stand out: social networks 
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and media support. 

From the moment children are born, some form of 

governance, in most cases parents, train children to 

follow certain rules of behavior. Through these lessons, 

children quickly learn the informal and formal rules of 

the family unit. What leads us to abide by these rules? 

First of all, we are socialized from the 
beginning both to learn the rules and to 
believe they are right. Second, the 
everyday process of interaction with 
others puts us in constant contact with 
the norm-enforcement process, since other 
people have a stake in how we behave. 
They can reward us with approval, or 
punish us with rejection. Not only are 
persons with certain characteristics 
allocated to particular roles and 
statuses as proscribed from others, but 
all individuals in a given society 
typically have available to them, as the 
outer perimeter of their expectations, 
only what a society has to offer from a 
role and status point of view. 
Individuals are usually not afforded role 
options which might be deviant. Therefore 
one shall see that one's choices are 
deeply influenced by past social 
experience and the kind of person they 
have been compelled to be. Behavior is 
"voluntary" only in a restricted sense -
not in the sense of being unpatterned, 
uncontrolled, unrestrained.20  

Judith Blake suggests that pronatalism is enforced 

through these same elements. In the United States,"by 

fiction or fiat, parenthood is the natural human 

condition, and to live one's life as a family member is 

the desideratum".21  Under these conditions, maturing 

young adults weigh the advantages and disadvantages of 
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certain life options. Normal and abnormal roles are 

defined for these young adults by other members of their 

social network. 

The feminine role is normatively maternal 
and, hence, intrafamilial, integrative, 
emotionally supportive, and expressive. 
The male role is normatively paternal 
and, as a result, primarily the 
complement of the maternal role - extra 
familial, 	protective, 	economically 
supportive and instrumental. By according 
primacy to the kinship statuses of 
"mother" and "father", these role 
expectations thus assume that parenthood 
is implicit in the very definition of 
masculinity and femininity. Moreover, not 
only does the identification of 
masculinity 	and 	femininity 	with 
parenthood mean that reproduction is 
implicitly prescribed for everyone but, 
as might be expected, it means that 
alternative role definitions for the 
sexes are, at best, tolerated, and, at 
worst, proscribed.22  

Those who deviate and aspire to lead alternative 

lifestyles have in the past been suppressed and 

neutralized. Single women are urged to marry, and 

married women to have babies. Men are urged to carry on 

the family line. Tax laws benefit those with children. 

The military provides on-base housing for only those 

officers with children. People at parties ask childfree 

adults when they intend to have children.23  If the 

pressures from social networks are not enough, the 

pressure from the media contributes to pronatalist 

attitudes. 
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PRONATALISM IN THE MEDIA 

Helen Frenzwa analyzed 122 fictional stories 

appearing in popular women's magazines during the years 

1940 to 1970.24  Her method was to select short stories 

appearing in three magazines - Ladie's Home Journal, 

McCall's and Good Housekeeping. Every story appearing in 

two randomly selected issues per year at five year 

intervals was analyzed. The number of children per 

fictional family and themes associated with motherhood 

make up the data that were analyzed. She found that the 

overwhelming attitude of these articles was pronatalist. 

There were more children per fictional family than in 

the general population. There were very few major female 

characters who were not married and did not have 

children. Some of the major themes expressed in these 

stories were: 

1.Married Women Don't Work 
2.To Keep Your Husband: 

a. Be Less Competent than He 
b. Be Passive 
c. Be Virtuous 

3.Being a Housewife-Mother Is the Best 
Career of All 

4.To Solve Your Problems Have Another 
Baby 

5.The Childless Woman Has Wasted Her Life 
6.Pregnancy Takes Precedence over 

Everything Else25  
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Frenzwa suggests that readers "do indeed find these 

fictional situations believable and real. Thus it seems 

likely that some readers of women's magazines will, 

similarly, regard their fictional fertile sisters as 

role models to be copied in real behavior."26  She goes 

on to say: 

Although fiction can have anything for 
its subject, the stories in women's 
magazines appear to follow an overall 
editorial position projecting an image of 
the ideal woman as a house oriented 
mother.27  

In a similar pursuit, I analyzed popular fiction 

family sizesfrom the years 1916, 1936, 1956 and 1976. My 

research supports the observations of Frenzwa. I found 

that family size was slightly larger than that of the 

general population. Along with this there were very few 

married women who did not have children. For that 

matter, there were very few women who were not or had 

not been married. The only element which differed from 

1956 fiction and 1976 fiction was the depiction of 

single parent households.28  

One of the few studies which attempts to relate 

national birth rates to mass media development was 

conducted by J. Sherwood Williams and B. Krishna Singh. 

They suggested that increases in mass media 

advertisement in developing countries could lead to 

lower birth rates by deemphasizing the importance of a 
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large family in the following ways: by suggesting 

different lifestyles, by raising social and economic 

aspirations, by increasing general levels of knowledge 

and by providing women with alternative roles. Williams 

and Singh found that in 96 nations there was an apparent 

relationship between mass media and fertility rates. 

They conclude that some media have a stronger impact 

than others. 

Radio, television, and cinema, primarily 
entertainment sources, should have less 
effect on fertility than do newspapers, 
which serve primarily as an information 
source. However, it has been shown by 
several 	researchers 	that 	radios, 
televisions, 	or 	cinemas 	have 	a 
significant impact on their target 
population 	when 	they 	are 	used 
specifically 	as 	informational 	and 
educational sources.29 

These authors also conclude that the media can aid in 

effecting levels of fertility through pronatalist 

advertising and programming.30  

R.B. Trent devised a study to examine the 

relationship between the ideal family size and 

antinatalist media. "The ideal family size concept does 

not measure personal fertility behavior as accurately as 

the concepts of intended family size and expected family 

size; however, the ideal family size accurately measures 

societal norms concerning fertility".31  During 1965-1970 

population problems were extensively dealt with in the 

media and during this period there was a corresponding 
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shift toward a smaller ideal family size. Trent found 

that the acceptance of antinatalistic policies, as 

measured by attitudes towards abortion, sterilization, 

birth control, and birth control incentives and concern 

with population problems, was positively associated with 

the growing trend toward a smaller ideal family size.32  

Ellen Peck analyzed television shows and 

commercials and found an abundance of pronatalist 

attitudes. 

The many pregnancies and childbirths 
which form the dramatic focus for TV 
shows 	are 	seen 	as 	palliatives, 
substitutes for active and self 
determined roles for women - and worse, 
as role models for millions of women 
viewing at home, taking time off from 
their routine chores to gain a bit of 
vicarious excitement. Conceiving a child, 
these viewers are told, can serve to 
attract the attention of men, distract 
one from unresolved conflicts, or at 
least fill an otherwise empty life.33 

Women and the Mass Media makes several observations 

about the depiction of women in television commercials. 

6.1: Almost all commercials with voice 
overs are spoken and sung by men. 
6.2: Commercials show men in more roles 
than women and more often show women in 
family roles. 
6.3: Commercials show women doing 
activities in the home and show men as 
beneficiaries of these activities. 
6.4: The settings of commercials show 
women inside the home and men outside the 
home. 
6.5: Women in commercials are shown as 
younger than men.34 

The National Organization for Women made a study of 
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1241 television commercials over an eighteen month 

period and found that men were shown most often as the 

beneficiaries of women's labour. 

1. Twenty-three percent showed women as 
housekeepers. 
2. Forty-three percent showed women as 
household workers. 
3. Thrity-eight percent show women as 
adjuncts to men. 
4. Twenty-four percent showed women as 
submissive. 
5. Seventeen percent showed women as 
unintelligent. 
6. Seventeen percent showed women as sex 
objects.35 

The media does influence viewers perceptions of the 

world. These influences can enlighten a viewer about 

social problems or inform them about what is happening 

around the world. Many people base their personal 

opinions on the information they receive from media 

sources. From the evidence provided, many forms of media 

continue to present the image of women as dependent, 

homebound mothers. This affects young girls in that they 

may think their life options are limited to motherhood 

and marriage. They may also "buy" the image of 

dependency because their favourite actress is portraying 

dependency. 

Societies have a vested interest in assuring that 

there will be future generations. This is accomplished 

by limiting alternative role models. Williams and Singh 
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show that when countries need to lower their birth 

rates, they utilize the media to alter the image of 

women. The media usually reflect what the viewers desire 

to see or hear or read. Whether the media is leading the 

public or the public is leading the media, the message 

is usually the same -- men are the heroes and women are 

mothers. 

DISCUSSION OF PRONATALISM 
WORLD WAR II TO THE PRESENT 

After World War II psychoanalytic theorists 

utilized the media to spread their pronatalist message. 

During this time most women were not questioning the 

traditional sex-role division of labour or motherhood, 

both of which protect the sanctity of the family. 

Because of the prevailing attitudes during this time 

period, life options for some women were still primarily 

limited to marriage and motherhood. Many of the 

limitations placed upon women during the 50s were 

challenged during the 1960s. 

Since the early 1960s women have benefitted from an 

increasing latitude in life options. The feminist 

"upsurge", fostered by Betty Friedan's 1963 book The 

Feminine Mystique, brought millions of women together in 

kinship. Together women began to speak out against the 
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limited sex role definitions for females. Women began 

entering college in greater numbers than ever before. 

The work place was expanding to include thousands of new 

female employees. Women in America were fighting for and 

receiving a redress of the socially confining 1950s 

definition of womanhood. 

A conservative backlash quickly developed to 

counter the changing role of women in America. Many 

feared that the family would crumble with so many women 

choosing to combine family and work. Fundlementalist 

religions also voiced opposition to expanded roles for 

women. Many media sources exploited the word "feminist" 

and the image of "bra-burning, uppity females". The late 

1960s and early 70s were characterized by inordinate 

name calling from both sides. In spite of the clamour, 

the struggle for equal status and rights for women 

became a mainstream concept during the 70s, supported by 

men as well as women. 

In 1982 the Equal Rights Admendment went down to 

its eleventh defeat. It appeared that a conservative 

backlash had gained enough strength to defeat an attempt 

to legislate equality between the sexes. It was 

suggested that there were already laws which forbade 

differential treatment on the basis of sex and therefore 

an admendment was not needed. However, many ERA 
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supporters believe its defeat was a conservative 

statement expressing a moral belief that women should be 

full-time mothers and not in the labour force competing 

with men. 

It appears that for the third time in the 20th 

century debate is centering around the employment 

problems of men and away from the issues of employment 

for women. The media is once again aiding in the 

redefinition of womens roles. A March 1983 article in 

the San Francisco Chronicle told its readers that "women 

are no longer afraid to say that they're quitting their 

jobs for a while or for a long time in order to devote 

more time to raising their children." The same article 

concluded that for most women, "the psychic rewards 

derived from rearing children are far greater than the 

financial rewards from high paying careers.36  

Having children after the age of thirty was 

questioned in a recent edition of McCall's magazine in 

an article entitled, "The Overated Joys of Motherhood 

After 30". In fact, as the phenomenon of delayed 

pregnancy has found positive support in some media it 

has also drawn negative support in others. A search of 

the Reader's Guide uncovers titles like "Postponed 

Parenthood: What's at Stake", and "Experts Straight 

Talk: Late Pregnancy and You". A search for information 
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concerning delayed pregnancy found more negative titles 

and articles than positive ones since the phenomenon was 

first examined in 1977.37  Negative articles were usually 

printed in such popular women's magazines as McCalls, 

Vogue, Harper's Bazaar, Essence, and Parent's magazine. 

Very few professional women are likely to be 

convinced that the rewards from fulltime mothering are 

greater than the rewards they derive from their careers. 

These women are in a position where they can have 

children and pay for the services required to care for 

their children while they return to their careers. It 

may also be true that professional women are not exposed 

to the traditional sources of pronatalist ideas --

women's magazines. It can therefore be assumed that a 

pronatalist campaign through this source will have very 

little effect on professional women. However, 

professional women will experience pronatalist pressure 

from other sources such as co-workers, family and 

friends. Professional women will also receive 

pronatalist messages from newspapers, movies, television 

and radio. 

The women who might feel the greatest effects from 

pronatalism are those women who are not well entrenched 

in a career and in this sense are "marginally" employed 

because they lack extensive educational background. 
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These women occupy predominantly female pink collar 

occupations which pay low wages. These are women who 

might very well conclude that the satisfaction of 

motherhood may be more appealing than the rewards they 

are deriving from their jobs. 

Delayed pregnancy is a strategy which can be 

utilized by women who wish not to have their education 

or careers interrupted by a pregnancy. It can be used to 

increase the financial status of a two career family. 

However, it can be used only to the extent that the rest 

of society is willing to accept a new direction for 

women's roles. For instance, an employer might fear 

losing revenue and wasting training effort on female 

employees if they become pregnant and leave their jobs. 

As a result, many employers may prefer training men to 

training women. In this case it is the social 

expectation that women will become mothers which causes 

discrimination. 

The societal acceptance of segregated sex roles 

supports the low wage, traditional female job market. 

Interruptions in education and employment ensure a large 

pool of marginally skilled, less educated women. 

However, those who delay pregnancy by utilizing 

contraceptive technology available to them may free 

themselves from traditional female employment by 
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pursuing professional education or training, although 

they may still face the problems of a sex-segregated 

labour market and employer's discriminitory attitudes. 

CONCLUSION 

The goal of this chapter and the ultimate goal of 

this 	thesis 	has 	been 	to 	illustrate 	the 

interconnectedness between fertility patterns and the 

forces which sustain an economic system. Every economic 

system in the world brings with it sex segregation. In 

America, it is the capitalistic structure which has a 

stake in having women believe that their life options 

are limited to motherhood. This produces two desired 

effects: 	the first, is that a future labour supply is 

ensured; the second, is that discontinuous labour force 

participation depresses wages. According to Solomon W. 

Polachek: 

The importance of continuous work 
experience as a major causal factor 
determining 	male-female 	wage 
differentials must be emphasized. The 
fact that females are, on the average, 
out of the labor force over ten years 
causes a decline in their initial human 
capital investment as well as a 
depreciation of already existing earnings 
potential. 	The 	result 	of 	this 
discontinuous labor force participation 
is that females both enter occupations 
requiring lesser amounts of training and 
train less even when in professions 
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typlified by much on the job training. As 
a result, we observe females being 
overrepresented 	in 	lower-paying 
occupations while also receiving lower 
pay in higher paying positions.38 

Heidi Hartmann suggests that there is a vicious 

circle between a patriarchy and capitalism which fosters 

job segregation. 

Job segregation by sex is the primary 
mechanism in capitalist society that 
maintains the superiority of men over 
women, because it enforces lower wages 
for women in the labor market. Low wages 
keep women dependent on men because they 
encourage women to marry. Married women 
must perform domestic chores for their 
husbands. Men benefit, then, from both 
higher wages and domestic division of 
labor. The domestic division of labor, in 
turn, acts to weaken women's position in 
the labor market. This process is the 
present outcome of the continuing 
interaction of two interlocking systems, 
capitalism and patriarchy.39  

Polachek suggests that legislation should be 

introduced to lower the barriers which cause women's 

position in the market to be weakened. Family planning 

services should be fully subsidized, as well as 

childcare.40  Hartmann beleives that women in America 

must go one step further and study the unconscious 

drives which lead them toward marriage, dependency and 

motherhood.41  

These suggestions can be accomplished only by 

providing positive sanctioning for alternative patterns 

of behavior and the creation of a new economic 
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structure. The majority of people in the United States 

probably view parenthood as a given. This puts greater 

pressure on women since they will most probably take 

more responsibility for child care. Add this and the 

traditional burden of housecare to a full-time job, and 

it becomes clearer why some women leave the labour 

force. 

In the future, perhaps the myriad social 
energies now applied to encourage a 
conforming way of life can be devoted 
instead to a search for ways to make 
social 	stability 	compatible 	with 
life-style diversity. For, as controlling 
influences on our lives such as 
pronatalism are increasingly recognized 
and challenged, their power to enforce 
conformity will surely lessen.43 
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So far this thesis has examined pregnancy and 

fertility patterns from a macro perspective and has 

neglected to examine the effects of these changes at the 

individual level. It is clear that there are substantial 

interrelationships among economic factors, social values 

and fertility trends in the United States. This 

concluding chapter will briefly examine the micro 

perspective of changes in American fertility. This 

discussion will illustrate some of the limitations of 

this thesis and make suggestions for further research. 

My first research into pregnancy patterns centered 

around women who were delaying motherhood until after 

the age of thirty. This practice is occurring at a time 

when economic opportunities for women are increasing. 

This is also occurring even though the chances for birth 

anomaly in this age grouphave remained fairly static 

over the past thirty years. 

The longer a woman waits to have a child, the 

greater the likelihood that she will develop fertility 
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disorders such as endometriosis and fibroid tumors. One 

birth defect, Down's Syndrome, has been definitely 

associated with advanced maternal age.l  For a woman 

under the age of twenty, the risk of having a Downs 

child is 1 in 2500. Throughout her twenties the risk 

remains very low - about 1 in 1,500. Between the ages of 

thirty and thirty-four, the risk is about 1 in 750. In 

the years between thirty-five and thirty-nine the risk 

increases to about 1 in 280. After forty, the risk is 1 

in 100 and after forty-five it is 1 in 40.2  

Medical advances such as amniocentesis and 

increased awareness of the need for extensive prenatal 

care have enabled women who delay pregnancy to determine 

early if a fetus is developing abnormally or is damaged. 

If a birth anomaly is found, a woman is given the chance 

to decide whether she wants to go full term or to 

terminate her pregnancy. Many health professionals 

believe that the medical risks to both the older mother 

and her baby have been greatly exaggerated, and that 

healthy women of any childbearing age who have access to 

a good diet and adequate medical care can look forward 

to a normal pregnancy and a healthy baby.3  

It is intriguing to note that the medically 

acceptable age for first birth has been increasing, even 

though the statistical chance for birth anomalies have 
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remained constant. Initially, I felt that the medical 

profession feared that many women who were delaying 

motherhood might not have children because because of 

the perceived threat of birth anomaly. To combat this, 

the medical community dropped its objection to "senior 

citizen" births in an effort to allay the fears of 

perhaps millions of women. However, I felt that there 

were other influences affecting the changes in fertility 

among American women. 

My research advanced beyond the phenomenon of 

delayed pregnancy towards the interrelationship of 

fertility and women's economic indepedence. The risk. of 

pregnancy in marriage and non-marriage relationships has 

decreased as birth control technologies have increased. 

Becoming pregnant in America during the 1980s is guided 

more by choice than by chance. Most women who have 

access to birth control and abortion have almost 

complete control of their fertility. As women have 

gained control over their fertility, many have been able 

to reduce the interruptions in education and employment 

which have historically kept women in low wage and low 

status positions, depriving them of economic 

independence. Charles Westoff points out that: 

All of these trends that seem to be 
depressing reproduction, and weakening 
the permanence of marriage are tied in 
one way or another to the growing 
economic independence of women as well to 
the diminishing influence of religion. 



106 

There is little doubt that women's work 
and fertility are negatively related on 
the whole, and that the future will 
probably see increasing proportions 
working.4  

The transition from economic dependence to economic 

independence for women has fostered ambiguity and 

confusion among people who support traditional sex role 

definitions. These people see familiar concepts such as 

marriage and family no longer valued the way they used 

to be". Many people feel forced to cope with a reality 

that is uncomfortable to them. One way this discomfort 

has found expression is through a backlash movement 

which calls for a return to the familiar. Will this 

backlash be as successful as the demobilization effort 

after World War II? 

Because education and employment opportunities 

exist for women to a greater extent than ever before, 

motherhood by default or motherhood because of lack of 

life options no longer are women's only choices. For 

many women the ability to control fertility has 

increased their economic independence. According to 

Westoff: 

The future trend of women's economic 
status seems fairly clear. Increasing 
proportions of women will have the option 
of financial independence, although 
genuine economic equality is probably 
generations 	away. 	Imagine 	the 
consequences for marriage and fertility 
of a society in which men and women are 
economically equal and independent. Demo-
graphic trends, more particularly the 
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decline of fertility, can be regarded as 
both a cause and consequence of changes 
in the family. The decline of 
childbearing can be construed as freeing 
women for economic equality with men, 
which in turn makes marriage and 
childrearing less of an automatic social 
response. The future seems less and less 
compatible with long term traditional 
marriages.5 

THESIS LIMITATIONS 
AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

One of the most basic limitations of this thesis is 

the omission of cross cultural comparisons of fertility. 

This would have shown that delayed pregnancy is probably 

an overwhelmingly white middle class phenomenon. Any 

future should focus on the influence culture plays in 

dictating sex roles. The fertility of minority women in 

America is about 33 percent greater than that of whites, 

and minority women bear their first child at a 

substantially earlier age than white women. Is this 

linked to the fact that most minority women have fewer 

employment and educational opportunities than whites? 

Future research can also examine the relationship 

between the economic transition of women in America and 

marital relationships. Since increasing numbers of women 

will experience economic independence, the decision to 

marry may be less motivated by economic need and 

dependence and more by a conscious desire for intimaccy 
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with with a specific man. If Westoff is correct about 

marriage, research might examine the effect this trend 

will have on people who subscribe to more traditional 

concepts of marriage and family. 

How will parent-child relationships be affected by 

the increase in age at first birth? Some researchers are 

already claiming that older parents make "better" 

parents.6  They suggest that having children later in 

life is accompanied by a more mature approach to raising 

children. Future research can examine the attitudes of 

children born to older parents. Will these children have 

a more equalitarian view of sex roles? As the population 

of first-born children of older parents grows, research 

can seek to compare these children with those born to 

young parents. 

An area which desreves further examination is the 

relationship between economic systems and equality of 

the sexes. Is there any economic structure which does 

not lead to the differential treatment of people? 

Research could explore the fertility policies of 

different economic systems and their relationship to 

sexual equality. theory. Such a project would require a 

comprehensive understanding of economics as well as 

social and demographic factors. Research could center 

around the development of an economic model which would 
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provide equality to men and women. This project could 

examine all the factors which would have to be changed 

in order to arrive at true equality. 
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TABLE A-1. AVERAGE POPULATION PER HOUSEHOLD: 1940-1980 

1980 2.75 1968 3.20 
1979 2.78 1967 3.26 

 1978 2.81 1966 3.27 
1977 2.86 1965 3.29 
1976 2.89 1964 3.33 
1975 2.94 1963 3.33 
1974 2.97 1962 3.31 
1973 3.01 1961 3.34 
1972 3.06 1960 3.33 
1971 3.11 1955 3.33 
1970 3.14 1950 3.37 
1969 3.16 1940 3.67 

1930 4.11 
1920 4.34 
1910 4.54 
1900 4.76 
1890 4.93 

SOURCES: Current Population Reports, Population Characteristics, 
Series P-20, 	No. 357, October 1980, 	p. 	3. 	Historical Statistics, 
Department of Commerce, Bureau of Census, Part 1, p. 41. 
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FIGURE A-1. LABOR FORCE PARTICIAPTION RATES OF MARRIED 
WOMEN, HUSBAND PRESENT, BY PRESENCE AND AGE OF 

OWN CHILDREN, 1950-76 



Less married life is being spent 
in childrearing and more after 
the children leave home. 

Ending childrearing earlier and 
increasing chances of living past 
middle age have added greatly to 
the length of time couples live 
together with no children in the 
home. More women in their 
forties and fifties now work 
outside the home for personal 
satisfaction and to maintain 
or raise living standards. Income 
per family member is highest 
during this period. 
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FIGURE A-2. MEDIAN AGE OF MOTHERS AT THE BEGINNING 
OF SELECTED STAGES OF THE FAMILY LIFE CYCLE 

1900-1970 
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