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Prologue

THE ONLY SOLUTION: CONTRACEPTION

In 2006, France became the fertility champion of Europe. The “French Miracle” was crowed about in victorious tones – Cocorico! Today in France we are seeing a glorification of maternity that would have made Marshal Pétain proud. It’s the new face of patriotism: if we must deal with the hell of living, then the more the merrier.

Everyone, take warning from France’s example. In this deathly boring and moralistic world, they want you to think that happiness is to be found in your two breasts, in making babies, and in your job. The truth is that the more your fecundity increases, the fewer there are of you who can call yourselves happy. Open your eyes! Your kids are going to be the “loser babies,” destined for unemployment, or precarious or inferior jobs; in other words, factory drones. Their lives will be way less fun than yours, and that’s saying a lot. Listen: your marvellous babies have no future because every child born in a developed country is an ecological disaster for the whole planet.

And you – you’re going to spend twenty years of your life “raising” them. The education of children has become a sacrament: society demands of modern parents a level of performance worthy of Superman or Superwoman. Always on call, smiling, attentive, teacherly, and responsible – is there anything you won’t do to guarantee the “happiness” and “fulfillment” of the kids? Becoming a parent means giving up everything else: your life as a couple, your leisure time, your sex life, your friends, and, if you’re a woman, your career success.

All that for kids? Honestly, is it really worth it?

Take the necessary precautions. Having children – it happens too quickly. The only solution is contraception.


Introduction

IF I HAD PERCEIVED
I WOULDN’T HAVE CONCEIVED

One day in December, I was at café with a friend. My fortieth birthday was looming, and I was feeling down about it, and taking stock – having already taken a few drinks.

“I’m off track,” I said to my friend. “I started my analysis ten years too late. I’m sick of dinners out with all these high-society types. I’ve never known how to grab destiny by the forelock (yes, I realize that destiny now has a Mohawk). My kids are driving me nuts….”

“Listen,” she said. “It’s one thing to doubt your whole life at this point, but you’re not serious about regretting having kids!”

“I’m totally serious. If it weren’t for them, I’d be travelling around the world with all the money I’ve made from my books. Instead, I’m stuck at home, serving meals, getting up at seven o’clock in the morning every day of the week to help them with their homework and run the washing machine. All that for these kids who treat me like I’m their slave. Yes, some days, I’m sorry to say, I really regret it, and I’m not afraid to say it. When they were born, I was young and in love – and, of course, ruled by hormones. If I had to do it all over again, to tell you the truth, I’m not sure that I would.”

She was shocked. There are some things that a mère de famille – the mother of a family – just doesn’t say, or she risks being seen as a monster. The party line is, “I’m proud of my children: if there is one thing I do not regret, it’s becoming a parent.”

The Cult of the Child

Having a baby is the most beautiful thing in the world, a dream within reach of every wallet and every uterus. It is the outward and visible sign of a couple’s success, the proof that the new parents have become part of society in a world where the greatest fear of all is to be “excluded.” Children are the ultimate fashion accessory, and stylish people must always have a nursing child on the hip or a kid nestled in a stroller. As for pregnant women, nowadays they pose nude in magazines – pregnancy is no longer something you have to conceal. Maternity and parenthood have never been so celebrated.

The Great Adventure of the 21st century is unquestionably having children. The proof? John de Mol, the millionaire founder of Star Academy (and reality TV itself), recently conceived the notion of filming a pregnancy from conception right through to delivery. They would show everything: the nausea, the ultrasound, the medical tests, the weight gain, all the states of mind…. It would be unbearable and poignant suspense. Better than The Bachelor, Survivor, and America’s Next Top Model rolled into one.

Here’s a little flashback. At the dawn of civilization, mankind loved plentiful harvests, big breasts, fat buffaloes, and lots of kids. You had to populate the world, hunt, and dominate your quarrelsome neighbours – which is where the reverential respect fertility inspires today came from. When modern medicine reduced the risk of dying during childbirth, a new idea emerged in Europe, the desire to have children. Ever since the pill and the IUD, most of the children who have been born have been wanted children. They are no longer the unavoidable consequence of a sexual act but the product of willpower under scientific management. The unforeseen has been eliminated. Long live planning! Have the first child at thirty, when you finally have a steady job; the second when you buy a home; the third when you need to reduce your income taxes.

The desire for children gives carte blanche to shortsighted adults (and there are lots of them) to consecrate themselves body and soul to the blossoming of these amazing little creatures. For a lot of silly or naive people, the child, now totally sacramentalized, represents the missing link between the human and the infinite. It is not Demain les chiens (the French title of Clifford Simak’s science fiction collection City), but Today the Children. Thomas Malthus, who preached population control toward the end of the 18th century, is seldom spoken of these days. Malthusians, their numbers dwindling, are seen as cynical anti-patriots, even as dangerous anarchists.

Pay attention: The more you are pro-birth,
the sooner you die!

In 2006, the French press triumphantly announced that France was the most fecund country in Europe, with a record 830,000 births.*

Why were journalists so fascinated? Was it because more births would mean more activity on the stock exchange? Why was this a victory? Was it because that’s all France has left to boast about? With this new “natalism” and “familialism” being so glorified, is Philippe de Villiers actually in power right now?*

In our country, the norm is to want children. But it was not always so. For a long time, the French balked at the idea. From the 18th century up to the 1970s, they were demonstrably hostile to the idea of parenthood. The French birthrate was so low that some people were really worried about the survival of the national identity (though it was not yet called that). Today the French seem to have been infected by a strange fever. Everybody talks about the desire for a child as if it’s a vital impulse surging up from deep within – irresistible, feverish, inexplicable, and completely justified. A lot of parents feel they are carrying out some kind of national mission, a sacrament that makes possible the holy and the transcendent. The child has become so exalted that making its own way in life is considered beneath it.

Everybody dreams of having a child. Gay couples want to adopt. Lesbian couples want to legitimately bring forth the fruit of their flesh, even if France’s Civil Code doesn’t recognize this as legitimate yet, since the law – enamoured of the “natural” – still considers real parenthood to be based on the body. But the right to have a baby is pushing its head up over the horizon, like the controversial right to housing, or the right to happiness, the right to health, the right to be thin. What’s next, an official declaration of the right to eternal childhood, allowing us to live forever in a fantasy world of wonder?

In France, as soon as you get married, your co-workers immediately start hounding you, asking, “So? Are you trying?” Some women even invent a child just so people will leave them in peace at the office, where this diktat of maternity, underpinned by a vigorous national policy (family allowances, daycares, preschools, and so on), is most strongly enforced. Among French women who have lived past menopause, only 1 in 10 has not had a baby. In Italy and Spain it is 14 per cent, in the U.K. 20 per cent, and in Germany 30 per cent – 45 per cent for those women who have a postsecondary education. But more and more, France is held up as an example to the rest of Europe: Germany has just instigated paid parental leave for a whole year. Europeans, get to your bedrooms! There is just one head we all want to see: your baby’s.

The Mandatory Use of the Pacifier

The problem is that in the long history of the oppression of peoples (which is often confused, understandably, with History itself), a family with children has been a categorical imperative often on a par with work. There was that sinister slogan of Marshal Pétain’s, “Work, Family, Fatherland” (Travail, Famille, Patrie). “Get to work, reproduce yourselves, and then you will never think of doing anything you shouldn’t do, and I shall take care of law and order.” That is the unwritten rule of every dictator. The State has an interest in your having children: is that not a bit suspect? Is that not a good reason to question this “civic duty” to contribute to the renewal of the generations? It is, obviously, a matter of demographic obsession, intended to maintain some supposed world vision.

But the hackneyed old argument “Europe is aging; the renewal of the generations is in danger” doesn’t stand up to scrutiny for one second. On the one hand, let’s bring in immigrants to take the jobs our young people don’t want (bricklayer, waiter, nurse), and on the other hand, let’s finance people’s retirement. There is no shortage of applicants for immigration: all we have to do is open the doors. As for the nonsense about the children of today being the growth of tomorrow … Growth? What for? Is economic growth the only legitimate purpose of a would-be democratic society? Are there no dreams beyond buying TVs, washers and dryers, and cellphones, just to provide mindless jobs that are an insult to everyone’s intelligence, employers and employees alike? The tired line from the economists (often gentlemen of a certain age, long-winded and pretentious) is a joke. Economics (which claims to pronounce authoritatively on a reality that is in fact profoundly difficult to determine) has never impressed me. Listen, I’ve been calling myself an “economist” for years: I know all the tricks of this non-trade.

Fortunately, there are some conscientious objectors to this fertility mythology. I’m referring to the people who simply don’t want kids. They are discreet, of course – they have to be. It’s acceptable for women to delay having a baby, but to refuse to? No way. Lately, men are being told that they too will have wasted their lives if they don’t father children. Tolerance for a wide variety of lifestyles may be growing, but to declare flatly that you don’t want children, well, that’s just inviting persecution. So universal is the value accorded to family that those who have the nerve to refuse parenthood are seen as social deviants. To be “childless” is considered a defect; irrevocably judged, those who have decided they just don’t want children are also the objects of pity: “The poor thing; I guess she just wasn’t able to,” or “He has wasted his life.” These “egoists,” “adolescents,” “pessimists,” or “eccentrics” are crushed by the taxes imposed by a totally unjust fiscal system that gives preference to families, and are confined to the margins of a world where everything is dedicated to the dominant model. So what if some people have different ambitions? Everybody will tell them that those ambitions pale in comparison to the “joys” of having children, to the “self-fulfillment” that parenthood promises.

There is a commendable counter-offensive developing. In the 1980s, in the United States and Canada, Australia and England, “non-parent” associations began to appear. Having grown into genuine pressure groups, these associations now insist that the word childfree replace the derogatory childless. They see not having children as a choice, not a handicap. Their members don’t feel deprived; they are quite happy, thanks very much.

Furthermore, some of these groups are saying out loud what many people believe quietly: that children are a pain in the ass. Hugh Grant has said of them, “I can’t bear mess or ugliness and those things come hand-in-hand with children.” He’s the exception, though; can you imagine Angelina Jolie or Tom Cruise saying anything like this? In Florida there are childfree zones, subdivisions where under-thirteens are not allowed, communities for thirty-somethings who find the inconvenience of children intolerable. Across the United States and more recently in Scotland, retirement villages completely closed to children are cropping up – and are much in demand. The concept, it seems, is popular. So far these communities stay under the radar. The “childfree” promoters are too afraid of having stones thrown at them.

Discouraging potential parents

This little book is intended to further discourage those potential parents everywhere who are beginning to wonder if having children is really worth the trouble. Of course, they can’t share their doubts with anyone: raising the question is simply not done, because having children is good. However, there is a multitude of excellent reasons not to have children, at least forty of them – reasons that are far more rational than the ones we usually come up with for having kids.

So enough of this vapid talk about the glory of parenthood. In the face of all the enthusiasm and obligatory fine sentiment, saying “bullshit” to nurseryland is urgent and necessary. And I speak from experience. I have kids. There are some things that only a mère de famille can say, if she has the nerve to come out and say them. If I had written this book without having had children, everybody would have accused me of being an embittered and jealous old hag. I expect I’ll still be called an unworthy mother. First I publish my “treasonous” book Bonjour Laziness, now I am denouncing the picture-postcard image of the family that in truth exists only in magazines. I use it to make fun of the baby-obsessed, self-satisfied part of society, whose entire vision consists of work and reproduction. This is the real sign of a distressing regression: what could be more depressing than a society hell-bent on reproducing what it is now, when what it is now is already so depressing and deadly boring?


* In 2006, with a childbirth rate slightly above 2 children per woman, France indeed became, along with Ireland, the most fertile country in Europe. Belgium had a birthrate of 1.6 children per woman, and France’s Italian, German, and Spanish neighbours had rates no higher than 1.4. Eastern European countries are facing a huge low-birthrate crisis, while childbirth rates in the U.S. are higher than in Europe, at 2.1 children per woman. Why? It is their way of showing “optimism” and patriotism, and their religious faith is stronger.

* Head of the party Mouvement pour la France, the traditionalist, anti-Islam, Catholic Philippe de Villiers ran for president in 2006 and received just over 2 per cent of the vote. (Ed.)




1.
The “desire for children”:
A silly idea

Wanting to reproduce yourself at any cost is to aspire to the pinnacle of banality. I’ll admit that there is a certain amount of security in behaving like everyone else and acting just like your neighbour. To be “accepted” in today’s society means having a job, a baby, or both. Sign up, and then sign up again. The decision not to have a child is taken as an indication of such procreative bitterness that it defies comprehension. Reproductively obsessed people are expected to undergo fertility treatment with the determination of Olympic athletes. And with, it must be said, the complicity of doctors who find themselves a bit uneasy – who wouldn’t be, working with a science that is always one step behind?

The craze for having children is so widespread these days that it has become a big business and is growing fast. Every day, ova, sperm, and babies are for sale, all over the world. Wombs are for rent, with a nine month lease. Specialty clinics are popping up planetwide; the price varies according to the “value” of the product: white babies cost more than black ones. In the United States, ova from a Columbia University student are worth more than those from a Harvard student. This “baby business” is less advanced in Europe, and doesn’t yet exist in France at all, at least officially: the State here, set up to safeguard our “welfare” and our morality, is on the lookout.

“A child for everyone and everyone for a child” has given rise to all kinds of debate, all of it both tiresome and ridiculous. Choose sides, comrade: it’s hard to tell which is worse, but easy to see that both are stupid.

On my left there’s the so-called right to a child. This has become such a sacred trust, you almost expect it to turn up in the preamble to the Constitution. “The child” has become so indispensable, so miraculous, that everyone must exercise their right to it. But what about the right not to have a child, on the other side? To whom we would grant this right is unknown, but I suspect that the most industrious are going to find someone. I mean, take me: I no longer have parents; they’re dead. Am I going to demand the “right to have parents”? Stage a hunger strike until some court or other decides to give me a new set (being unable to give me back the old ones, since science has not yet figured out how to bring the dead back to life)? No, let’s be sensible: a child is neither a right nor a necessity – it’s simply … a possibility.

The view to my right isn’t much better. Having children seems to be the focus of a particularly depressing discussion in France: “A family in which a child’s happiness is assured consists of a father and mother, period.” That two persons of the same sex could adopt and raise a child, well, you wouldn’t think the idea had ever entered our dear little blonde heads.* Opponents of gay parenthood would have everyone “abnormal” fall back into line. And that line will be formed by shrinks who will advise about anything and everything in the name of Oedipus, and by anthropologists who know everything there is to know about mankind. Politicians, of course, are already the first to use the child in order to control the population (no medically assisted pregnancy for single women, no access to fertilization treatments for gay couples, even though both are available in many other European countries). In short, as the singer Patrick Bruel put it, “Who has the right?” What is the “right to have a child,” and who gave anyone the right to tell us what to do?


* The expression nos chères têtes blondes is a currently popular phrase in France and the title of a 2006 comedy directed by Charlotte Silvera. (Ed.)




2.
Labour is torture

The joys of giving birth? That’s brainwashing. Except for the very few women whose bodies are tube-shaped, childbirth hurts. A lot. Yes, an epidural is an enormous help, but even with that the delivery itself is far from fun. Speaking for myself, it was the most painful thing I have endured in an admittedly sheltered life. Women who say, “Giving birth was the most beautiful moment of my life,” always seemed suspect to me, and once I had actually gone through it, I knew they were lying. Some women will say, cautiously, “I don’t remember a thing,” which is just another way of saying, “I don’t want to talk about it.”

The reality is that a delivery takes hours, sometimes a whole day. You’re immobilized like some giant beetle with a pin stuck through your back. The contractions make you feel like you’re exploding…Labour is pain, blood, and exhaustion (and shit, too, it seems, but that’s a gift to the midwife or the doctor). You’ve seen the film Alien, where a monster rips its way out of the body of one of the characters through his stomach? Do you know why this scene is so memorable? Because it is very, very close to a real-life delivery.

But the worst part comes after the actual birth – the feeling of total exhaustion. The stretch marks on that poor stomach, which will never again be that of a young girl. The encounter with a messy little human creature for whom you are going to be responsible for an endless number of years. Michel Houllebecq, in The Possibility of an Island, writes of the “legitimate disgust that overwhelms a normally made man upon the appearance of a baby.” In fact, a newborn infant is frighteningly ugly: red-faced and flushed, with no facial features, its eyes veiled with a bluish opacity – everything about it should fill us with revulsion. Yet more and more young parents are turning childbirth into a photo op, and don’t seem in the least aware that they’re the only ones (well, along with their own parents) who take any pleasure from those photos.

Society in general worships babies. Apparently it’s the thing to do, to adore any human larva a few days old. I’m sick and tired of it, and when I admitted to my new-mom cousin that I don’t have the least interest in newborns, she looked horrified, faced with this crime of lèse-bébé.* Enough with the babies! On TV, on billboards, they’re everywhere – not, by the way, actual newborns, but rather the more presentable version that is already a few days old. And while we’re glorifying babies more and more, old age and death are being hidden deeper away and feared. Is there a cause-and-effect connection here? Infantomania and gerontophobia – do they go hand in hand? Probably. Long live youth! Down with age, and especially death, which no longer means anything to us. Back in the 19th century, effigy-lovers were having a field day, painting and sculpting and photographing the dead. But today it is only the celebrity dead who appeal to us.


* A play on lèse majesté, which means “high treason.” (Ed.)
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