
 

 WHO’S CRYING NOW? CHOSEN CHILDLESSNESS, 
CIRCUMSTANTIAL CHILDLESSNESS AND THE 

IRRATIONALITY OF MOTHERHOOD  
 

A STUDY OF THE FERTILITY DECISIONS OF 
AUSTRALIAN AND NORTH AMERICAN WOMEN  

 

LESLIE CANNOLD 

SUBMITTED IN TOTAL FULFILMENT OF THE 
REQUIREMENTS OF THE DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF 

PHILOSOPHY 

 

JUNE 2000 

DEPARTMENT OF LEARNING AND EDUCATIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT 

THE UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE  



 



 

ABSTRACT 

Interviews were conducted with thirty-five Australian and North American 

women who were fertile, childless and aged between twenty-eight and forty-two. 

The goal was to investigate how childlessness was experienced and 

understood by women for whom childbearing was a “live” issue. A key area of 

concern was whether women described their childlessness as “chosen” and if 

so, whether that description was a good “fit” with everyday understandings of 

choice.  

 

On the basis of their expressed experiences and understandings, women were 

characterised as either childless by choice or childless by circumstance. The 

latter group was further sub-divided into women “childless by relationship,” 

“thwarted mothers” and “waiters and watchers.” These categories describe a 

woman’s baseline orientation towards motherhood: the place, durability and 

stability of motherhood in her imagined future and identity. The data suggest 

that numerous social forces – structures, attitudes and circumstance – constrain 

women’s freedom (in welfare feminist terms) to choose motherhood. Normative 

social prescriptions for “good” motherhood remain largely unchanged since the 

1970s although some women accept that good mothers can spend quality time 

with their children and have their own separate and important needs. Childless 

women also expand the requirements articulated by mothers to include 

requirements that a “good” mother be emotionally and financially secure, have 



 

children in the context of a stable relationship and at the “right” age, with the 

“right” man and at the “right” point in her relationship.  

 

Many women anticipated a conflict between their normative views of “good” 

motherhood and their employment needs and aspirations. However, the biggest 

impediment to motherhood facing circumstantially childless women was the 

difficulty these women encountered partnering at all, or with someone they felt 

would make a good parent and/or who wanted to parent. Indeed, the value 

women placed on having children in a stable long-term relationship meant some 

were willing to switch their search for Mr or Ms (wants to have children) Right to 

Mr or Ms (wants to have children) Approximate when they felt their time to have 

children was running out. When this approach failed even women with the 

strongest commitment to motherhood procrastinated about implementing their 

plans to have children on their own because of the on-going allure of “the whole 

package.”  

 

Most women in the study saw their biological femaleness as the source of their 

maternal desires, or lack thereof. However, their testimonies suggest the 

significant role social circumstances and understandings play in how and when 

they experienced the “ticking” of their “biological clocks.”  Some women seemed 

to rely on biological explanations for their desire to have children because they 

see motherhood as an irrational choice and biology – by definition – as beyond 

the pull of reason. Some women’s testimonies suggest that the decline of 



 

socially normative reasons to have children and the increasing social 

acceptability of reasons to avoid childbearing contribute to their view that 

childbearing is “irrational.”  

 

The clash of good motherhood prescriptions with women’s employment 

responsibilities and aspirations, the difficulty many women have pairing with Mr 

or Ms (wants to have children) “Right” or “Approximate” and the decline of 

socially normative reasons to mother appear to constrain some women’s 

freedom (in welfare feminist terms) to mother. As a consequence, some decide 

to delay childbearing or to forgo it.  

 

It is argued that feminists must recognise the circumstantial nature of much 

fertile childlessness in order to seek redress for some of the social factors that 

constrain women’s freedom to choose motherhood.  
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