Unwanted Pregnancy

The article by Frederick S. Jaffe
“Toward the reduction of unwanted
pregnancy” (8 Oct. 1971, p. 119) makes
a cogent argument for the provision of
adequate contraceptive services to all
segments of our society. It is indeed
important that the most sophisticated
health and social services we have
available be provided for all. Yet to be
realistic and not overoptimistic, we must
recognize that the establishment of an
adequate national family planning pro-
gram is only a necessary, but not a
sufficient, condition to enable the United
States to become “a society free of un-
wanted pregnancy.” “Unwanted preg-
nancies” result not only from lack of
contraceptive services but also from un-
conscious motives, life-style pressures,
or other social and personal factors not
always clearly identifiable. To illustrate,
I would like to cite my experience with
pregnant teen-agers who have been
studied since September 1967 in Hart-
ford and New Haven, Connecticut (7).
These girls registered in special pro-
grams with educational, social service,
and medical or nursing components;
they were studied for 2 years after the
births of their children. The programs
in both cities strongly emphasized con-
traceptive education and encouraged
use of contraceptives. Yet despite the
programs, after 15 months 18 percent
of the 127 Hartford mothers inter-
viewed and 24 percent of the 164 New
Haven mothers interviewed were preg-
nant. After 24 months, approximately
50 percent of both groups were preg-
nant.

Certainly strong, outreaching, and
complete fertility-control programs are
desirable and should be provided as a
public health measure. But to assume
that such programs will eradicate un-
wanted: pregnancies is to credit them too
highly; they will be unfairly condemned
as failures when such an unrattainable
goal is not reached.

‘ EpitH FEIN
Department of Epidemiology and
Public Health, School of Medicine,
Yale University,

New Haven, Connecticut 06510

26 MAY 1972

N

Letters

Note

1. Supported by grant MC-R-090048-05-0, Ma-
ternal and Child Health Service, Health
Services and Mental Health Administration,
U.S. Department of Health, Education, and
Welfare.

Jaffe seems to underrate the impor-
tance of measures “beyond family plan-
ning” which are designed to reduce fer-
tility motivation. He dismisses these
measures as lacking “specificity, politi-
cal or ethical acceptability, or scientific
or administrative feasibility; in addition,
they are untested as to presumed effec-
tiveness.” Yet it has been clearly shown
that family planning alone will not re-
sult in population control, since de-
sired family size is, in general, greater
than that which would result in popula-
tion stabilization (7). If this is indeed
the case, one must not focus only on
reducing unwanted pregnancies while
other important aspects of population
control are ignored. ‘

The women’s liveration movement is
attempting to change attitudes toward
child bearing; this may solve much of
the problem without our having to re-
sort to coercive measures. The tradi-
tional sex roles in society—men having
to “prove their virility” by fathering
many children, and the idea that
motherhood is the only “true fulfill-
ment” for women—are being chal-
lenged. As long as motherhood is con-
sidered the only true vocation for wom-
en, they will not be satisfied with small-
er families.

It has been shown that employed
mothers have fewer children than those
who are not employed (2). But there
are many obstacles in the paths of
women aspiring to careers. Discrimina-
tion in admission to graduate and pro-
fessional schools and in the awarding
of fellowships, discrimination in hiring
and promotion, and salary differentials
are all well documented. Maternity-
leave policies, discriminatory social se-
curity laws, and tax laws that do not
allow deduction for child-care ex-
penses must all be changed. When equal
employment opportunity has become a
reality, women will not be discouraged
from pursuing careers. However, there
are many invisible barriers that will
also have to be removed. Girls are

socialized into passivity and into the
housewife’s role from a very early age
with toys such as dolls, brooms, ovens,
sinks, and so forth. The vast majority
of children’s books are male-oriented
and show boys active and adventurous,
while girls are often shown sitting quiet-
ly watching. Men are shown in a vari-
ety of interesting jobs, whereas women
are almost all portrayed in domestic
roles, aproned, in the kitchen (unless
they are in the traditional female jobs
of nurse and teacher). These stereo-
types are being foisted on young girls
at an age when they are beginning to
formulate ideas of themselves and their
worth; such conceptions of sex roles
are often reinforced in schools and
homes and by many members of the
psychiatric profession. Although there
are no basic intellectual differences be-
tween boys and girls, girls’ productivity
and accomplishments begin to drop off
because of this type of socialization;
they are trained to be obedient and de-
pendent, rather than ambitious and.
self-reliant. The girl who is motivated
and ambitious is considered an abnor-
mal female. Intellectual activity is re-
garded as incompatible with femininity;
a bright woman is told that she “thinks
like a man.”

When these psychological barriers,
as well as the legal and occupational
ones, are removed, when “Woman’s
Place” is no longer considered to be
at home, and when women are en-
couraged to seek the same careers that
men seek, children will cease to be
the main mode of fulfillment of women,
and desired family size will decrease.
It has been shown (3) that women
who see themselves as more active
and independent and less stereotypi-
cally “feminine” tend to have smaller
families than those who have incor-
porated the stereotype more completely
into their self-image.
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Jaffe states that “A program to pre-
vent parents from having wanted chil-
dren would violate constitutional and
human rights.” To make this state-
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hood; and providing adequate child-
care services—both because they in-
crease personal freedom, and because,
in aggregate, they are likely to reduce
fertility (7). The interrelation between
women’s liberation and successful con-
trol of fertility seems obvious—without
the latter, there is not likely to be much
of the former. Some of these efforts,
for example, child care and discrimina-
tion in employment, are beginning to
be conceptualized in specific enough
terms to become actual national pro-
grams; those which depend on changes
in basic values and attitudes continue
to lack the specificity necessary for
programming. If I “underrated” any-
thing, it was skepticism about our col-
lective capability to induce changes in
values directly as a matter of national
policy. The more vocal advocates of
“beyond family planning” measures
rarely confront this problem explicitly,
but implicitly they express more con-
fidence in social intervention to change
individual motivations directly than is
justified by history. Modification of in-
stitutional arrangements and priorities
seems more tractable, particularly when
the institutions involved are in some
measure dependent upon public funds
and thus more readily influenced by
public policy and programs.

The program I outlined stressed the
need for various kinds of research to
answer unanswered questions, including
the ‘“unconscious motives, life-style
pressures, and other social and personal
factors not always clearly identifiable”
that Fein describes. Until they are iden-
tified by competent research, it will not
be possible to formulate programs that
can cope with these factors. I am not
familiar with the projects with teen-
age mothers that Fein cites, but I
wonder if they emphasize the provision
of contraceptive services as strongly as
they stress contraceptive education; ac-
cording to an internal evaluation made
by the Department of Health, Educa-
tion, and Welfare of all such compre-
hensive programs for pregnant teen-
agers extant in 1968, of <all possible
services, contraceptive services were
least likely to be provided in these pro-
grams. The problems of already preg-
nant teen-agers, however, are not
necessarily identical to those of all
sexually active teen-agers, many of
whom might well be able to utilize
contraceptive services effectively if
they were made available. It will be in-
teresting to see what effect the avail-
ability of safe and dignified abortion
has on the number of both initial and

subsequent out-of-wedlock births in
New York in the next several years.

Chasteen’s discussion of the limita-
tions of survey research ignores the
basic fact that, in the surveys in ques-
tion, respondents were required to
characterize children already born as
unwanted or wanted at the time of
their conception. In view of the natural
propensity of parents to feel affection
for their children and retrospectively
to rationalize unwanted conceptions as
wanted, the directors of the 1965 and
1970 National Fertility Studies con-
cluded that there was probably error
in those findings, but on the side of
underestimation of the incidence of un-
wanted births that could have been
prevented by more effective fertility
control (2). A comprehensive set of
programs to achieve such control, at
relatively modest social cost, has been
recommended by the Commission on
Population Growth and the American
Future (3), not out of certainty that
they will by themselves produce replace-
ment-level fertility, but out of the
conviction that they are likely to take
us pretty far down the road to that
goal. Reputable legal scholars believe
that laws or programs to prevent
parents from having wanted children
would be deemed unconstitutional in
the light of the Griswold case (4) and
other rulings. The basic constitutional
rationale—the right of the woman to
determine whether or not she bears a
child—is both implicit and explicit in
those recent rulings that invalidate re-
strictive abortion laws because they
violate personal freedoms. Unless the
factual circumstances become vastly
different from what they are today, it
does not seem likely that the same
court will interpret the same Bill of
Rights as holding state intervention to
prevent the birth of wanted children
constitutional and antiabortion laws
unconstitutional.
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