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• Childlessness at the crossroad of key political 
and sociological debates 
– Life course regimes and patterns: change and 

continuities due to  cultural, economic and 
political contexts (the role of institutions like 
school and labour market) 

– Transitions to adulthood –extended youth? 
Rearrangement/devaluation of status transitions?   

– Body and identity: critical importance of biology 
to fertility, forces individuals (mainly woman) to 
compose a narrative on this issue at  some point. 
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• Childlessness at the crossroad of key political 
and sociological debates 

- Parenthood as the ultimate transition (irreversible) 

- Conventional sequences of transitions, but later in 
the life cycle and/or new sequences linked to the 
‘urge' to build individualized pathways that refuse 
social roles and expectations? 

Cultural vs Structural causes? 
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Objectives and empirical data 

• Explore discourses of childless individuals with 35 
or more years with no children, on the subject of 
parenthood and childbearing intentions 

• Identify grammar explanations for childlessness 
as well as biographical and / or contextual factors 
mobilized in their speeches 

• 16 interviews (8 w | 8 m) | 10 single; 6 living with 
a partner/spouse 
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Being 35 or more and children 
childless 

How did they get here?: 
Postponement discourses 
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Proactive Refusal (or postponement?) 
“It wasn’t an issue for me! I wasn’t really sure if I 

wanted to have children...” 

 – Strong investment in school and professional life 

– Freedom and the absence of constraints for leisure: 
progressive crystallization of life styles considered 
incompatible with the ideal family life. 

– Understanding of parenthood as a very demanding task. 

– Refusal of traditional social and gender roles as well as 
conventional patterns of the life course 

– Absence of «biological appeal» (in women) 
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(Un)Voluntary postponement 
“It wasn’t the right time | The opportunity didn’t come”: 

mix between biographical and contextual factors 

 – Active desire to have children one day in the future 

– Strong investment in professional life and or in 
maintaining a position in the labour market in order 
to gather minimal conditions to raise a child 

– Health or dependencies problems (“I was a game 
addict for 16 years”, (male, 39) “I had to take care of 
me first” (female, 38)) 

 

 



The Double Postponement | Final Seminar 

20th March 2015 | ICS-ULisboa | Lisbon 

(Un)Voluntary postponement 
“It wasn’t the right time | The opportunity didn’t come”: 

mix between biographical and contextual factors 

 – Feeling of professional and financial precariousness 
and instability as constraints 

– Relational intermittence (not having a 
stable/adequate partner) 

– Feelings of anxiety regarding responsibilities of 
parenthood (“will I be a good mother or father?”: 
parenthood as an overwhelming demanding task) 
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Being 35 or more and childless 

And now what? Present and future in 
childlessness discourses 
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• “I’d say is 80% personal decision and 20% external 
pressure” (male, 36, married) 

 
... At some point subjects are «forced», socially and 

personally, to organize a discourse to justify their 
childlessness. 

 
For some it is still PROVISIONAL, for others it is 

probably DEFINITIVE , by CHOICE or CONSTRAINT 
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Provisional Childlessness 
• “I will have children if...” 

... The diagnosed infertility problems are overcome 

Infertility issues are a reality for some interviewees. 
Even if it isn’t diagnosed it is present as a risk that may 
endanger child bearing plans (single individuals and 
couples) 

... The right or a partner will come along soon. 

The urgency of finding a partner for this purpose is 
bigger among women (pressured by biological 
constraints) but men state they don’t want to be old 
fathers.  parenthood has a normative timing. 

... The right timing comes or some life projects are 
fulfilled.  
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Conformed Childlessness 
• “I would like to have children, but I won’t have 

any unless...” 
...The minimal conditions are gathered (financial, 

residential, professional) – having a child demands a 
high standard of living 

...The right partner comes along (one that will be a good 
father or mother) – not being in a couple is a major 
constraint (“If I meet someone now I want to know if 
children are in her plans as soon as possible, if not, 
goodbye. ” (male, 42)) 

...The professional life changes (with a better 
work/personal life balance). 
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Proactive childlessness  
• “I don’t want to have children, because...” 

– There are too many children on the planet 
(overpopulation). 

– There isn’t a biological appeal.  
– Children are incompatible with life style and 

professional life (where strong investments have been 
made). 

– Having children is a huge responsibility one isn’t 
available to assume. 

– One is immune to social and family pressures, a 
person’s fulfilment  doesn’t need to include 
parenthood. 
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However... 

• Interviewees have ambiguous discourses, 
when the issue of the future is mentioned: 

• Being between 34 and 40 is still too soon to make this a 
final decision. 

• Loneliness when old, the meaning of life («having 
children is part of the full human experience» (female, 
37)) , continuity of the family are arguments that don’t 
convince them for now, but... 

• Possibility of the reversibility of the choice if new 
factors appear (new partner, different context, 
proximity of the forties, unexpected pregnancy) 
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Final remarks 
• Process aspects of childlessness: the importance 

of changing contextual and biographical aspects 
to recompose justifications 

• The intersection between cultural and structural 
dimensions: refusal of traditional gender and 
social roles and objective economical and social 
constraints (economic crisis, labour market 
dynamics, etc.) 

• Ambiguity in discourses: when the future 
colonizes the present (Beck, 1992), the 
perception of risk may balance discursive 
certainties  
 


