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WAITHOOD IN
THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Marcia C. Inhorn and Nancy J. Smith-Hefner

n the twenty- i
Im(m, W?LT:YYS;ZL century, war.t}?ood Is a growing global phenom-
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and the failure of educational systems to adequately prepare young
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these “youthmen,” as they are called in some societies, demonstrate
what might be called “agency in waiting.” In most cases, men strive
for education and employment against all odds, sometimes develop-
ing social networks dedicated to helping one another.

Waithood takes a different form in societies where economic and
political constraints are not so pronounced and stressful for young
people. Indeed, the majority of chapters in this volume demonstrate
emergent forms of intentional waithood, in societies ranging from Asia
to Europe to Latin America. Intentional waithood signals agency
and aspiration, as young people pursue education and new forms
of skilled employment, explore opportunities for travel and self-
development, and identify appropriate partners for modern, com-
panionate marriage. Intentional waithood plays out in different ways,
but the phenomenon is significantly gendered.

To wit, for women around the world,
where, as educational and employment opportunities become more
widely available, young women take advantage of those opportuni-
ties and postpone marriage and childbearing by choice. Education in
particular is becoming women'’s aspiration, with women now out-
stripping men in higher education in more than one-third of the
world’s nations. Women's pursuit of education in their twenties and
thirties offers an important space of discovery and freedom, one that
was largely unavailable in their mothers’ generation. This twenty-
first-century shift toward education and intentional waithood on
the part of women involves several forms of social recognition: first,
the value of women’s education; second, women'’s desires to work

and pursue professional careers: third, women’s
development and self-actualization; fourth, new
sexual identities; and finall
and practices of intimacy.
For young women, but also for young men, intentional wait-
hood and the prolongation of unmarried singlehood has led to new
configurations of romance and partnership beyond the bounds of
marriage. This can be seen in the growth of online dating services,
young people’s pursuit of multiple romantic and sexual partners
over time, increases in non-married cohabitation, and the emerg-
ing acceptance in some societies of childbearing without marriage.,
These changes have often been viewed as a cause for alarm on the
part of the older generation, with well-established religious and
moral authorities sometimes warning of a “marriage crisis.”
Over time, however, these transformations toward inte
waithood and new forms of gendered

the basic trend is one

rights to personal
gender norms and
Y. hew enactments of courtship, dating,
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erful shifts in social values in many societies, with young people
becoming much freer to choose among a variety of pathways to
partnership and parenthood. But perhaps the most striking social
consequence of all in this ongoing social transformation is the global
rise in age at first marriage—and, even more consequentially, the
global declines in marriage as some people choose to never marry
at all. Today, nearly 90 percent of the world’s population lives in a
country with falling marriage rates. Several chapters in this volume
focus on this trend, showing the ways in which women are “opting
out” of marriage, either through specific “tactics” of marriage delay,
or simply by inertia as they follow their educations and careers into
permanent states of singleness.

Having said this, it is important to note that in the majority of cul-
tural contexts, including those presented in this volume, (a) marriage
is still a given, (b) childbearing is still expected within the bounds of
marriage, and (c) both are closely linked to the achievement of so-
cial adulthood. Non-marriage, especially for women, is viewed as a
personal failure, as seen in some chapters where unmarried women
may face derision, scorn, and social, economic, and physical vulner-
abilities. While opting out of marriage may be acceptable in an in-
creasing number of Western societies, it is typically not experienced as
something desired or planned in other places, especially by women.
Rather, non-marriage—and consequent lack of childbearing—may
be an unintended consequence of simply “waiting too long.”

Indeed, as shown in the final section of this volume, intentional
waithood may have unintended consequences, particularly for women.
For one, educated women are now surpassing the educational
achievements of young men around the globe. But they are then
faced with a smaller pool of equally well-educated men to marry.
These gender-based educational disparities are leading to a “man
deficit” and “leftover women,” as highly educated women are un-
able to find marriage partners. For those educated women who do
go on to marry, the common pattern of hypergamy (or women mar-
rying “up”) is being challenged by a pattern of hypogamy (or women
marrying “down”). In other words, an educated woman who wants
to marry may be forced to choose a man who has less education, is
younger, is economically less secure, or comes from a different eth-
nic, racial, religious or class background.

Highly educated women around the globe who are unable to find
marriage partners are increasingly turning to egg freezing as a way
to preserve what's left of their fertility. For women, age-related fer-
tility decline begins in the early thirties, but is significantly amplified

e e e ]
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