
Seeking Clearness on Childbearing in a Crowded World
We as Friends seek Divine guidance in all 

realms of our lives. Couples seek clearness 
on their calling to spend the rest of their lives to-
gether. So too, having a child is a life-changing 
commitment that merits deep spiritual reflection, 
not only in regard to the personal sacrifices and 
rewards included, but also in regard to the larger 
issues of the society and environment. In the man-
ner of Friends, bringing this reflection to a clear-
ness committee can help in decision-making. 

The Setting

The world population is growing by more than 
80 million persons a year. It reached seven bil-

lion by 2011, more than double the three billion 
counted only half a century ago in 1960. On a fi-
nite planet, this rapid population growth threatens 
the survival of humans and other species. With 
the current average lifestyle and population in the 
world, it would take more than one planet to sup-
port us sustainably—but we have only one. World-
wide, in order for population to stop growing by 
2050, couples must have on average fewer than 
two children because there are very large numbers 
of children under age 15 who will become of re-
productive age soon. Even if they have only two 
children per couple, the population will continue 
to grow for many decades.   

Globally, over 40 percent of pregnancies are unin-
tended and many of those are unwanted. If only 
wanted pregnancies occurred, the world fertility 
rate would decline substantially. As Friends, we can 
go beyond the idea of wanted births to the concept 
of parenthood as a calling. In worship-sharing with 
Friends on this concern, one Friend offered the fol-
lowing: “How beautiful it would be if every birth 
represented a calling on the part of the parents.”

Assumptions: Fertility: gradual change in the average number of 
children for women, age 15–44, in the United States from about 
2.1 in 2010 to 1, 2, or 3 in 2020, and then no change until 2050. 
Mortality: Increase in life expectancy to 80 years. Net immigra-
tion: 1.3 million added per year and no change from now to 2050.

Social and Economic Pressure
in Regard to Reproduction

Traditionally, bearing and mothering a child 
were essential parts of a woman’s identity, and 

couples with few or no children were pitied. A 
woman’s status in some cultures has been measured 
by her ability to bear children, and infertility was 
a basis for a man to divorce his wife. In traditional 
agricultural societies, a woman’s status increased 
with the number of children she bore; more chil-
dren meant more hands to work in the fields or 
carry water. This cultural attitude is changing now 
as countries rapidly become urbanized, so there is 
less need for farm labor. Additionally, the costs of 
feeding, clothing, and educating children in the 
city are substantial.

In developed countries there is a tendency to be-
lieve that couples independently decide whether 
to have children and how many to have. But such 

decisions are always made within a larger social 
context, and typically there are considerable pres-
sures. There may be subtle or not so subtle pres-
sure from one’s aging parents who would like to 
become grandparents, or from peers who are hav-
ing children.
Also many people believe that children without sib-
lings are “spoiled,” although studies show the con-
trary. Those who choose not to have children are 
often regarded as selfish. But in our overpopulated 
world, deciding not to have children could be seen 
as an unselfish act. In this context, how does one dis-
cern whether the desire to have children is a calling 
or more a result of social pressures and expectations?
Lifestyle is another factor that can influence a cou-
ple’s decision to have children. Friends’ values re-
garding simplicity and consumption are relevant. 
Couples who realize that every person, from ba-
byhood onward, adds environmental stress to the 
earth, may decide not to have any children. This 
is especially so in developed countries, where each 
individual typically uses six to ten times more re-
sources than a person in a less developed country.

Clearness

How might we talk with Friends about family 
size? Since this is an intimate matter, a clear-

ness committee can help a couple decide on the ap-
propriate balance between their desire for children 
and their concern for the effects of an additional 
birth on the preservation of the earth. Chesapeake 
Quarterly Meeting of Baltimore Yearly Meeting, 
for instance, stated in a Minute (approved in 6th 
month of 1992):
“Meetings should make known the availability of 
clearness committees for couples who are consider-
ing additions to their family and want support in 
making a responsible decision.”



A clearness committee can raise many issues con-
cerning childbearing. For instance, couples who 
have two children, and no more, are only repro-
ducing themselves, not increasing the next genera-
tion. Couples who choose to have only one birth 
are helping to slow population growth. Adoption 
is a positive option for the sake of the earth, espe-
cially for couples who are called to have and care 
for larger families.
Quaker families committed to reducing their ma-
terial consumption can still give their children 
the really important things in life: love, compan-
ionship, a sense of wonder, the chance to be cre-
ative, the joy of learning, sharing, forgiving, play, 
a chance to grow, an appreciation of nature, and a 
spiritual base. These traditional Friends’ values are 
all available with no adverse impact on the earth.
Children in one-child families need not be lone-
ly or isolated; with a support group of parents, 
grandparents and other Friends and their families, 
children can have an extended network of “sib-
lings.” Friends who choose not to have children 
can play important roles in the lives of children in 
the Meeting, aiding the Meeting in its undertaking 
to care for children of its members.

Queries for Friends 
Considering Childbearing 

•	 Have you considered your attitudes toward 
childbearing and what social pressures affect 
your choice to have a child or not?

•	 Have you explored your attitudes about contra-
ception and other aspects of family planning?

•	 How do you feel about adoption?
•	 Have you considered the availability of family 

and/or community support?
•	 Have you considered your attitudes about the 

sharing of family responsibilities and how to 
add parenting to your other roles?
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•	 Do you have time and financial resources to 
make a full-time commitment to child-rearing? 

•	 Do you feel adequately prepared to be respon-
sible parents?

•	 How does your faith influence your decision 
regarding childbearing?

•	 Have you considered your family’s use of natu-
ral resources? 

•	 Are you aware of the disproportionate ecologi-
cal impact on the earth that each child from a 
developed country makes?

•	 Have you considered possible conflicts between 
a calling to bear and care for a child and a call-
ing to care for the earth and all its creatures?

Living for a time with these queries can help to 
insure that your choice is a calling of the Spirit.

Quaker Earthcare Witness works “to integrate 
into the beliefs and practices of the Religious Society of 
Friends the Truth that God’s creation is to be respected, 
protected, and held in reverence in its own right, and the 
Truth that human aspirations for peace and justice depend 
upon restoring Earth’s ecological integrity.”
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