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THETITLEofthiscontributionrecallsanexpressionbyEdwardShorter(1975),
whoenvisionedthata“perfectcontraceptivesociety”wouldbeaccomplished
throughmeansofa“secondsexualrevolution”andthediffusionofeffec-
tivecontraceptivemethods.Intermsoffertilitycontrol,Italyrepresentsan
unexpectedandinsomewaysparadoxicaloutcomeofthisprediction.The
country’sdecline tooneof the lowest fertility rates in theworldwasac-
complisheddespitethepersistentuseof“non-technological”contraceptive
methods.1Althoughtheuseoftechnologicalmethodshasrecentlystartedto
risewithinyoungercohorts(especiallysinglewomen),amongItalianwomen
inunionthereremainsacleardelaycomparedtoNorthernEurope,anda
reluctancetoabandonnon-technologicalmethodssuchaswithdrawaland
naturalmethods.2Inaddition,birthsout-of-wedlockarerelativelyuncom-
moninItaly(in200615percentofbirths)comparedtomanyotherEuropean
countries(e.g.,47percentinDenmark,44percentinBritain).Weinvestigate
thispuzzlethroughananthropologicaldemographiclens,usingdataderived
fromalargeethnographicresearchprojectconductedinthecitiesofBologna,
Cagliari,Naples,andPaduain2005–06.

Inacountrywhereout-of-wedlockbirthsareuncommonandasignifi-
cantproportionofwomenusenon-technologicalmethods,whatfactorsdrive
women’sfertilityintentionsandtheplanningofbirths?IntheItaliancontext,
theplanningofbirthsseemstotakeonparticularmeaningsassociatednot
onlywiththeimportanceofresponsiblechoiceandprocrastination,butalso
withthemoralityofcontraceptivebehaviorthatleavesopenthepossibility
ofconception.Ofno less importancetocontraceptivechoices isawayof
thinkinglinkedtosocialclassandtonotionsthatwomenmustprotectand
preservetheirbodiesandfertilityfromamultitudeofrisks.Theuseof“natu-
ral”contraceptivemethodsisperceivedasonewaytodothis.Surprisingly,
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suchmethodsarenotdefinedas“traditional”bythosewhousethem,butare
insteadperceivedasmarkersofa“modern”andinformedmiddleclass.

Webuildonagrowingliteraturethatchallengestheexistenceofadirect
relationshipbetweenadeclineinbirthratesandachangeinfamilyvalues
towardmoremodernandsecularforms,callingintoquestionalinearand
consistentpathfromtraditionaltomodernandWesternvalues.Ethnographic
investigationsofreproductionintheWesternworldhaveshownhownotions
suchasmodernitytakeonspecificmeaningsindifferentcontextsandare
oftenofanambivalentnature(Strathern1992,2005;Edwardsetal.1993;
Bledsoe1996;Gribaldo2005;DiSilvio2008).SantowandBracher(1999),for
example,pointtothediminutioninfamilysizeamongSouthernEuropeans
livinginAustraliaduringthe1970sand1980s,whichoccurreddespitethe
persistenceoftraditionalfamilyvalues.“Thedemographer’sflowchart,with
anarrowleadingfromaboxcalled‘values’toaboxcalled‘fertility,’isagross
over-simplificationifnot,insomecases,simplywrong,”wroteSantowand
Bracher(1999:70).Ananthropologicalapproachallowsforarecomposition
oftheconceptualdivideoftencreatedbetweenpurelyculturalelementson
theonehand,andactualreproductivebehaviorontheother.

ThemaintheoreticalargumentadvancedhereisthatinItaly,theuseof
non-technologicalmethodsamongwomeninunionisshapedbyavarietyof
culturalforcessuchasindividuals’beliefsabouthealthandsex,socialmodels
behindchoicestohavechildren,notionsofplanninganddecisionmaking,
Catholicculture,andlinksbindingreproductiontoconceptionsofbelonging
tothemodernmiddleclass.Iftheinformantsinterviewedrefusenotionsof
planningandchoice,preferringinsteadthoseofdesireanddestiny,thenit
isnotsurprisingthatnon-technologicalmethodsmakesenseinadecisional
contextopentomodernity.Morebroadly,thedecisionalcontextrelativeto
fertilitycannotbe separated from larger socioeconomicquestions,gender
inequality,andpoliciesthatcharacterizeItalyandtheItalianfamily(Barbagli
andSaraceno1997;Bernardi1999aandb;Saraceno1994).Followingthe
leadofGreenhalgh(1995:13),ouranalysisissetwithinItalian“cultureand
thepoliticaleconomyofreproduction.”Thisapproachallowsustoreframe
theproblemofcontraceptivechoicesinawaythatdoesnotdefinethemas
“irrational.”Italsopermitsanexaminationofcontraceptivechoicesthatis
embeddedintheinteractionofpolitical,economic,andculturalprocesses.
Thegoalistoresist“thetendencyofeconomicaccountstoabstractdecisions
concerningfertilityfromissuesofsexuality,thebody,…conceptsofperson-
hood,”andthe“continuouslychangingprocess”ofculture(Carter1998:262;
Kertzer1997:152).

Theoreticalbackground

Ourexaminationishistoricallysituatedwithintheliteratureonthedemo-
graphictransitionandwithinthecontextofadramaticfertilitydeclinein
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Europeoverthecourseofthenineteenthandtwentiethcenturies,facilitated
byawidespreadrelianceonwithdrawaland,toalesserextent,inducedabor-
tion(e.g.Santow1993,1995;SchneiderandSchneider1991,1996;Dalla
Zuannaetal.2005).Yetwhenfertilitybegantofallevenfurtherbeginning
inthe1960s,thepreviouslyratherhomogeneouspatternofcontraceptive
practiceacrosscountriesbegantodiverge.Somecountries,includingItaly,
Greece,Spain,Portugal,andJapan,stoodoutfortheirextremelylowfertility
ratescombinedwithalimiteddiffusionofthepill,IUD,andsterilizationfor
contraceptivepurposes(SchneiderandSchneider1996:149;DallaZuanna
etal.2005:21).Santow(1993:784)putitbluntly,suggestingthat“Southern
Europe’sextraordinaryrecentfertilitydeclinehasbeengreatlyassisted,or
evenenabled,bywithdrawal,despitetheavailabilityofmodernmethods.
Itwouldthereforeseemprematuretopredictthatthemethodwillloseits
importanceinthesecountries…intheimmediatefuture.”

Ouraimisnottopredictthefutureofnon-technologicalcontraceptive
methodsincertainsocialsettings.Rather,itistoshedlightonthesocialand
culturalprocesses thatshapeItalians’ fertilitychoices.Toachieveabetter
understandingofverylowfertilitydespitethelimiteduseoftechnological
contraception,webuildonthetheoreticalframeworkpioneeredbyBledsoe
(1996,2002),Greenhalgh(1995),Micheli(1995),Kertzer(1995,1997),and
SchneiderandSchneider(1991,1996),followedbyJohnson-Hanks(2002),
Krause(2005),Paxson(2004),andothersregardingculturalunderstandings
ofcontraception.JenniferJohnson-Hanks,forexample,inherethno-demo-
graphicworkinCameroon,arguedthatthedesirabilityofacontraceptive
methoddoesnotlieinitseffectivenessinavoidingpregnancyalone.Cam-
eroonianwomen’schoicetouseperiodicabstinenceiscloselylinkedwith
notionsofa“modern”identity,aswellaswith“discipline”and“honor.”As
shewrote,“Byclaimingthatcontraceptivepracticeisaboutachievingsocial
goals,ofwhichpreventingpregnancyisonlyone,Iamarguingthatweneed
toknowsomethingaboutsocialorganizationandthekindsofsocialgoals
thatmotivateactioninordertounderstandpatternsofcontraceptiveuse”
(Johnson-Hanks2002:231).

Thethemesofhonorandrespectabilityhavebeenexploredbyother
authorsaswell.JaneandPeterSchneider(1996)tracedthesignificanceof
withdrawalasadistinctiveelementofself-disciplinelinkedtosocialclassina
Siciliantownovertheperiod1860–1980.ElizabethKrause,inanethnograph-
icanalysiscarriedoutincontemporaryTuscany,examinedtherespectability
ofcontraceptivechoicesinacontextinwhichdesiremustbe“domesticated”:
“incontrasttopeasantsexuality,akeysymbolofmodernsexualrelationwas
control”(Krause2005:121).Elementsofrespectability,discipline,andcon-
trolarenot,however,sufficienttoexplainthecontradictorydiscourseswith
respecttocontraceptivechoicesasexpressedbyinformantsinourproject.
Conversely,theyarecharacterizedbynotionsofnaturalness,spontaneity,
anddestiny,combinedwithmarkedsignsofambivalence.
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Contrarytostudiesthatplacetheuseofnon-technologicalmethodsina
rational-actorframework,3wecontextualizeItaliancontraceptivebehaviorin
termsofculture,socialorganization,andpoliticalpowerstructures.Davisand
Blake’s(1956)introductionof“intermediatefertilityvariables”todescribe
thebiologicalandbehavioralmechanismsthroughwhichsocial,economic,
andculturalconditionscanaffectfertilityand,later,Bongaarts’s(1978,1983)
identificationof“proximatedeterminants”havecontributedtorecognizing
fertilityasgovernedbybothindirectanddirecteffects.Researchthathasbuilt
uponthisapproachhas,forthemostpart,soughttoidentifymoreaccurate
ways to calculate fertility, rather than explore the indirect determinants
offertilityortheeffectofindividualactionsonfertilityandmortality.An-
thropologists,ontheotherhand,haveexpresseddecidedlymoreinterestin
indirectdeterminants,individualaction,andthe“cultureconcept”asthese
relatetodemographicprocesses.Yetjustwhatismeantbycultureisoften
unclear.“Ifeconomicmodelsarestrongontheoryandweakonevidence,”
notedKevinMcQuillan(1989:333),“approacheswhichemphasizetherole
ofculturesuffertheoppositeproblem.”TheeconomistGregoryClark(1988:
161)commentedthatthechallengeistofindawaytotreatcultureassome-
thing“otherthanaresidualtoberesortedtowhenallotherexplanations
fail”(cf.Kertzer2005).

Ratherthantreatcultureasa“laundrylistoftraits,”weexaminethe
multiplefacetsofcultureastheypertaintocontraceptivechoices.Weex-
aminebotha)thedegreeofautonomyor“agency”that“individualshave
inmanipulatingculturallyproducednormsandbeliefsfortheirownends”
(Kertzer1997:144)andb)culture,which“doesnotdictateaparticularcode
ofconduct,butinsteadinvolvesanendlessprocessofnegotiation”(Kreager
1985:136).AlongwithJohnson-Hanks(2002:231),wesuggestthatnon-
technologicalmethodsremainprevalentbecause“contraceptivepracticeoften
achievessocialgoalsbeyondavoidingpregnancy.”

Demographicsettingandsocialcontext

ContraceptionhastraditionallybeenataboosubjectinItalybecauseofthe
stronginfluenceoftheCatholicChurch,butpoliticalmovementsencouraging
demographicgrowthhavealsoinhibiteditsspread.Fascistleadersintroduced
legislationin1930toprohibitpublicationsandpropagandainfavorofbirth
control(Horn1994).Oppositiontothislegislationdidnotbegintogrowuntil
afterWorldWarII,andtheearlierprohibitionremainedineffectwellafter
thefallofBenitoMussolini.In1956,theItalianAssociationforDemographic
Education(AIED)wasfoundedwith“theaimofdefendingtheideaandthe
practiceofavoluntaryandconsciouslimitationofthenumberofchildren,
andofcombating theexisting legislationagainstbirthcontrol” (Wanrooij
2001).WhiletheAIEDwassupportedbysecularsociety,socialists,andcom-
munists,itwasstronglyopposedbyCatholics,whoupheldtheexistingleg-
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islation.4Infact,in1965theConstitutionalCourtdeclaredthatinformation
concerningcontraceptivemethodswouldremainillegalbecauseitoffended
publicmorality(ibid.).Itwasnotuntil1971thattheConstitutionalCourt
decidedthatlegislationforbiddingpropagandainfavorofbirthcontrolwas
unconstitutional(DallaZuannaetal.2005).Itisthusnotsurprisingthatuntil
the1970swithdrawalwasthemostcommonmethodofcontraceptionem-
ployed(ibid.).WiththeemergenceoftheAIDSepidemicinthemid-1990s,
publicityforcontraceptives,especiallythecondom,begantoappearinad-
vertisementsandmassmedia(ibid.:34).

Ashiftintheuseofdifferentcontraceptivemethodsalsooccurredwith
thewomen’smovementinItalywhenwithdrawalcameundercriticismby
feminists.Withdrawalcametobeseen,inAriès’s(1980:648)words,as“the
archaictoolofamacho,phallocratic,andnon-permissivesociety.”According
toDallaZuannaetal.,“Theavailabilityofmorereliableandcheapercondoms,
prescriptionsalesofthepill,andtheIUDradicallyaffectedtheavailableop-
tions.Thesetechnologicalandmarketchangesbroughtaboutanimportant
transitionthatsomeauthorsdescribeasasecondcontraceptiverevolution”
(DallaZuannaetal.2005:24;Léridon1987).YetcomparedtootherEuro-
peancountries,thecontraceptiverevolutionwasmuchslowerinItaly.For
example,inFrancein1978,60percentofwomeninunionwereusingthe
pillorIUD.In1979only16percentofsuchwomeninItalyweredoingthe
same,andby1996thishadrisentoonly34percent(deGuibert-Lantoineand
Léridon1998;DallaZuannaetal.2005).5Despitetherelativelyslowspread
oftechnologicalmethodsofcontraception,birthsfellsharplyinItalyduring
the1980sand1990s.Themeannumberofchildrenperwomanasmeasured
bytheperiodtotalfertilityratedeclinedfrom2.4in1970to1.6in1980,1.3
in1990,and1.2in2000(DallaZuannaetal.2005:25).

AsharpcontrastincontraceptiveuseinItalyhasalsoemergedbetween
women in union and single women, with use of technological methods
amongthelatterincreasingmuchmorerapidlyoverthelast20years.“Today,
thetypicalpatternforItalianyoungwomenistospendtheirtwentiessexu-
allyactive,butwithoutcohabitingwiththeirpartners.…Mostsexuallyactive
singlewomenbornafter1960usedcondomsorthepill.Inthemid-1990sthe
contraceptivebehaviourofsexuallyactivewomennotlivingwithapartner
wasclosetothatoftheirpeersintheCentralandNorthernEuropeancoun-
tries”(DallaZuannaetal.2005:26–27).The1996nationallyrepresentative
surveyFamilyandSocialSubjects(FSS)reportedthatamongItalianwomen
bornin1971–75(aged20–24atthetimeofinterview),78percentuseda
formoftechnologicalcontraceptionatfirstintercourse.Inaddition,FSSdata
revealedthat54percentofItaliansinglewomenwereusingthepillorIUD
in1996,comparedto33percentofItalianwomeninunion.

Thecontraceptivepracticeofwomeninunionhas,ontheotherhand,
seenaverydifferenttrendoverthelast30years.Althoughtherehasbeen
adecline,theproportionofsuchwomenusingnon-technologicalmethods
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is still remarkably high. In 1979, 67 percent of such women used either
withdrawal(58percent)ornaturalmethods(9percent)astheirmainform
ofcontraception.By1996,theproportionremainedatleast40percent6(34
percentusingwithdrawaland6percentnaturalmethods;DallaZuannaet
al.2005).AswomeninItalyreachedsomeofthelowestfertilityratesever
recorded,theyusedmodernmethodsatafarlowerratethaninotherEuro-
peancountries.AccordingtotheUnitedNations(2003),only39percentof
Italianwomeninaunionwereusingmodernmethodsin1996,comparedto
69percentinFrancein1994,72percentinGermanyin1992,and72percent
inDenmarkin1988.Womenintheseothercountrieswereusingwithdrawal
andrhythmmuchlessthanItalianwomen(e.g.,France5percent,Germany
1percent;UNdata,2003).

Simultaneously,inducedabortionshavedeclinedandbirthsout-of-wed-
lockremainlowinItaly.Sardon(2004)reportedthatthenumberofabortions
inItalyfellfrom36per100livebirthsin1985to23per100in2002.Given
therelativelyhighuseofwithdrawalandnaturalmethodsamongItalian
womeninunion,combinedwithrelativelyfewout-of-wedlockbirths,the
achievementofverylowfertilityinItalyrequiresfurtherinvestigation.

Suchpatternsofnon-technologicalcontraceptivebehaviorarereflected
intheinterviewsintheethnographicstudydescribedbelow,conductedin
four Italiancities in2005–06.Women inunionprimarilyusednon-tech-
nologicalmethodstoachievefertilitycontrol,andtherewasatendencyto
refusemodernmethodssuchasthepillorIUD.Sterilizationwasnoteven
considered.7 Among those using non-technological methods, most used
withdrawalwhileasignificantnumberalsocombinedthelatterwithnatural
methodssuchasrhythm,ovulation,andtemperature.Contraceptivebehavior
amongyoungwomennotlivingwithapartner,ontheotherhand,varied
morenoticeablyacrossthecities,withyoungwomeninNaplespreferringthe
condom,whiletheiragematesintheotherthreecitiesshowedapreference
forthepill.8Ourfocushereisthecontraceptivebehaviorandfertilityinten-
tionsofwomeninunion.

TheroleoftheChurch

Beforeturningtotheethnographicdata,itisimportanttoindicatetherole
oftheChurchinshapingdemographicbehaviorinItaly.Indeed,“Churches
throughoutmodern(andpremodern)Europeanhistoryplayedamajorrole
inshapingpeople’sreproductivebehavior.Theytaughtwhatwasappropriate
sexualactivity,theyspecifiedwhichmarriagescouldbecontractedandwith
whattiming,andtheyregulatedthebreakingoffofmarriagesandtheap-
propriatenessofremarriage”(Kertzer1995:46).Needlesstosay,theChurch
hasregularlycondemnedcontraception.

TheChurchhasalsohadahistoricallystronginfluenceonItalianpoli-
tics;theCatholicpartyDemocraziaCristiana(DC)largelycontrolledthenational
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governmentfrom1946to1989(ibid.).Ontheotherhand,sincepassageof
the1971lawpermittingcontraceptiveadvertising,Italiansocietyhasbecome
muchmoresecularized.Adivorcelawwasapprovedin1970,andabortion
wasmadelegalin1978.Whencorruptionscandalsledtothedisintegration
oftheDemocraziaCristianaintheearly1990s,thenewCatholicpartiesthat
formedweremuchlesspowerfulthantheDC.Despitethesechanges,the
ChurchcontinuestohavesignificantswayoverItalianpoliticalandsocial
life.Forexample,in2003,influencedbyavigorousChurchcampaign,the
Parliamentapprovedaconservativelawoninvitrofertilization,whichallows
foruseofthistechnologyonlybycouples,withoutrecoursetospermorovule
donors(DallaZuannaetal.2005:36).

ScholarssuchasDallaZuanna,DeRose,andRacioppi(2005)haveasked
why,iftheinfluenceoftheCatholicChurchhasbeeneffectiveinslowingthe
diffusionoftechnologicalmethodsofcontraception,thesamehasnotheld
truefornon-technologicalmethodssuchaswithdrawal.Theysuggestthat
historicallytheChurchmayhavebeenrelativelyacceptingofwithdrawal.
Flandrin(1988;citedinDallaZuannaetal.2005:37)similarlycontendedthat
“manypriestsdidnotask”aboutthismethodduringconfessions;“following
thepositionofStAlfonsodeLiguoriintheseventeenthcentury:‘thereisnot
sinwithouttheknowledgeofsin.’”The“real”messageonwithdrawalmay
thereforehavebeenverydifferentfromtheonetransmittedbydoctrinallan-
guage.Inaddition,DallaZuannaetal.suggestthatthespreadoftechnologi-
calmethods,unlikewithdrawal,wasnota“quietrevolution,”but“needed
certaininstitutionalconditions:apublicandprivatehealthsystemoriented
towardcontraceptivedevices”(DallaZuannaetal.2005:37).Theycontend
thattheCatholicChurchhasbeenabletoexertastrongerinfluenceover
medicalandpoliticalinstitutionsthanoverItalians’personallives.

AlthoughtheChurch’sinfluenceinItalyremainsstrong,9therelation-
shipbetweenCatholiccreedandreproductivebehaviorisindirect.Catholi-
cismdeterminesreproductivechoicesandperceptionsofthefamilythrough
awidespreadadaptationtoasharedculturalmilieumorethanthroughreli-
giousinstitutionsthemselves.While“theproportionofself-declaredreligious
youngpeopleismuchhigherthanelsewhereinWesternEurope”(Caltabiano
etal.2006:457),choicesaboutsexualityandfamily-buildingseemaboveall
tobedelineatedbyanattachmenttotraditionandbythedesiretoconform
toparentalwishesratherthanbyspecificdictatesoftheChurch.Moreover,
the“elasticity”ofconformitytothewritsoftheChurchoftentranslatesinto
a“religiousdo-it-yourself”(Garellietal.2003) inwhicheventhosewho
ignoreCatholicdictates“maycontinuetofeelclosetothisreligion,andto
recognizethemselvesasincommunionwithit”(Caltabianoetal.2006:454).
Our2005–06ethnographicstudyreveals thatreligiousdiscourseprovides
symbolsthatallowindividualstoexpresscertainattitudestowardreproduc-
tion.Theseareneverarticulatedasdogma,butratherasareferencepointto
whichbehavioriscompared,negotiated,andrethought,andwheremuch
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ambivalencemayrule.Aswediscussbelow,inconstructionsofthemiddle-
classfamilynotionsofnature,health,naturalreproduction,andtherelation-
shipbetweenfemininityandmaternityarecloselyintertwinedwithaCatholic
culturalmodelofthenaturalfamily(Remotti2008).Althoughthecorrelation
betweenCatholicismandtraditionalcontraceptivemethodsisneitherdirect
norobvious,inoursecularurbansettingstheunderlyingreferencepointfor
privatespheressuchasthefamilyandmaternityremainsprofoundlyembed-
dedinCatholicculture.

Ourethnographicproject

Thedatausedintherestofthisarticle,collectedoveraperiodof15monthsin
2005–06,consistoffieldnotesfromparticipantobservationand349in-depth
interviewsconductedinBologna,Cagliari,Naples,andPadua.Thisendeavor
formspartofa largerproject,“ExplainingLowFertility inItaly”(ELFI),10

aimedatachievingamoresatisfactoryunderstandingoftheroleplayedby
thecultureofreproductionandbykinandnon-kinnetworksindetermining
fertilitybehavior.Inadditiontoafar-reachingstatisticalanalysis(Kertzeret
al.2008),theoriginalstudydesignincludedintensiveethnographicresearch
inthefourcitieswiththegoalofteasingouttheinteractionsbetweencul-
turalprocessesasexperiencedbyindividualsandtheirfamiliesandtheso-
cioeconomicforcesinwhichtheyareembedded.Theethnographicportion
oftheELFIprojectthusfocusesonwomenwhoarepassivelyoractivelyin
theprocessoffertilitydecisionmaking.Wedefinethisaswomenaged23to
45(theproportionofallchildbirthoccurringbeforeage23inItalytodayis
verylow).Theobjectiveofthestudyistocapturenotonlytheexperiences
ofthesewomen,butalsothesocialnetworkofwhichtheyareapartandits
impactontheirfertilitychoices.

Intheoriginaldesign,fouranthropologistsselected50womenaged23–
45ineachcityforstudythroughin-depthinterviews.Halfofthesewomen
wereofyoungerreproductiveages(23–32)andhalffromolderages(33–45).
Inaddition,ineachcohort,halfofthewomenwerefromaworking-class
neighborhoodandhalffromamiddle-classneighborhood,ofvaryinglevels
ofeducationandparity.Interviewswerealsoconducted(whenpossible)with

TABLE1 Numberofinterviewsofwomenandtheir
mothersandpartnersbycityandneighborhood

Cities Middle-class Working-class Total

Bologna 41 45 86
Cagliari 48 46 94
Naples 41 46 87
Padua 35 47 82

Total 165 184 349
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thewoman’smotherandwiththewoman’shusbandorcohabitingpartner.
Theintervieweeswereselectedthroughpersonalcontactsidentifiedthrough
anindirectsnowballingprocedurewithmultipleentries(independentlyse-
lectedinitialcontacts)inordertoavoidaclusteredsample.Thefinalsample
of interviews (and the one used in this analysis) consists of 233 women
(aged23–45),49mothers,and67partners,foratotalof349interviews(see
Table1).Theindirectsnowballsamplingprocedureallowedustostratifythe
samplebyage,parity,andmaritalstatusofthewomaninordertomaximize
variationinsocio-demographiccharacteristics(seeTable2).

While the scope of these interviews is wide-ranging, women, their
partners,andwomen’smothersextensivelydiscussedtheirfertilitydecisions
andintentions.Further,becausetheissueofhavingveryfewchildrenisso
salient,informantswereaskedaboutthekindsofcontraceptiontheyuse,
whytheymadethechoicetousecertaintypesoverothers,andtheimplica-
tionsoftheirchoicesforbearingchildren.Tofacilitateanalysis,eachofthe
349interviewswasrecorded,transcribed,andexaminedusingthecomputer
programNVivo.Asa“code-basedtheorybuilder,”theprogramaidswithcod-
ingandanalysisofqualitativedata(Weitzman1999)andoffersthe“toolsto
manage,store,extract,compare,explore,andreassemblemeaningfulpieces
ofthedataflexiblyandsystematically”(ManningandSmock2005:993).In
whatfollows,weselectexamplesfromtheinterviewsinordertoillustrate

TABLE2 Selectedcharacteristicsofwomen
interviewedinfourcities,age23–45

 Number
 ofwomen

Numberof
children
None 101
One 75
Two 41
Three 11
Fourormore 5

Education
Low(8yearsorless) 23
Medium(8–13years) 102
High(14yearsormore) 108

Civilstatus
Marriedreligious 109
Marriedcivil 13
Cohabiting 34
Single 34
Engaged 34
Divorced 9
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commonpatterns.Thedescriptivequotesarerepresentativeofthesampleas
awhole,unlessotherwisespecified.

Participant observation, a cornerstone of anthropological methodol-
ogy, alsoprovideda revealingwindow throughwhich tounderstand the
contraceptivebehaviorofItalianmenandwomen.Informalinteractionsin
avarietyofpublicandprivatesettingsallowedtheanthropologiststoim-
mersethemselvesinpeople’sdailylives,achievinganunderstandingoftheir
worldviewsandexaminingtheirsocialrelations.Acorollaryofthiswasa
focusonthedifferencebetweenwhatpeoplesaytheydoandbelieveonthe
onehand,andwhattheyactuallydoand(moreproblematically)whatthey
actuallybelieveontheother.Morespecifically,anthropologistsineachof
thefourcitiesattendedsocialeventswhereculturalnormsaboutfamilyand
fertilitywere sharedanddiscussed (e.g.,prenatal classes,parks, childcare
centers,prenuptialclasses).

Brief mention must be made of the sensitive nature of the topic of
contraceptionandtheimplicationsthishasforscientificresearch.Thelarge
numberofwomeninunioninoursamplewhodeclaredthattheydonotuse
anyfertilitycontrollikelyincludesmanywomenwhoactuallyusenatural
methodsand/orwithdrawal.Forexample,aswenotedearlier,manywomen
maynotthinkofwithdrawalasacontraceptivemethodandwouldthere-
forehave respondednegativelywhenasked “doyouuse contraception?”
(Bonarini1991;Castiglioni,DallaZuanna,andLoghi2001).Santow(1993:
773)haspointedoutthat“somewomenmaynotwishtoadmittothem-
selves,letalonetoaninterviewer,thattheyhavebeenpartytothetakingof
precautions.”Stillothersmayconsiderwithdrawaltobeamethodusedby
theirhusbands,ratherthanbythemselves.Thesechallengeshaveplagued
statisticalinvestigationsofwithdrawalfordecades.11Moregenerally,family
planningprogramsandcontraceptive-promotionprogramshaveatendency
todevaluetraditionalmethods,andrespondentsmaythereforebereluctant
toidentifywithdrawalastheirpreferredmethod.Womenmayalsousemore
thanonemethod,mixingandalternatingthem,evenwithinshortperiods
oftime(RogowandHorowitz1995:141–142;Tsuietal.1991).Giventhese
challenges,theuseofnon-technologicalmethodsbythewomeninterviewed
maybeunderestimated.Ontheotherhand,theuseofqualitativeresearch
methodssuchasparticipantobservationandin-depthinterviewsisparticu-
larlyeffectiveforgainingdeeperunderstandingsofsensitiveissuessuchas
contraceptivechoices.

Non-technologicalmethods:
Naturalandhealthy

Increasedattentionhasrecentlybeenpaidtothebodyanditsconceptualiza-
tionandmetaphoricuseinsymbolizingthesocialworld(Johnson1987;Carter
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1995; Kertzer 2005: 542).Alongwithother scholars,weargue that such
considerationshave implications forunderstandingdemographicbehavior.
CarolineBledsoe’s (2002)work, forexample, reported the surprisingfind-
ingthatwomenintheGambiausecontraceptivemethodstoincreaserather
thantolimitthenumberofbirths.Theauthordemonstratedtheimportance
ofunderstandinghowlocalpeopleconceptualizereproductionandrelateitto
theirunderstandingofthebody,health,andsocialsupport.Bledsoestressed
thatWesternnotionsoflineartimedonotcapturehowthewomeninher
studythinkoftheirbodiesandtheirreproductivelives.Understandingtheir
reproductivebehaviorentailsanunderstandingofGambianideasrelatedtothe
wearingoutofthebodyoccasionedbyreproductiveepisodes.Theseincludenot
onlychildbirthbutalsomiscarriageandotherevents(cf.Kertzer2005:542).

Inthisarticle,wecontendthatmanyItalianwomenperceivetechno-
logicalmethodstobeunhealthyandunnatural.Morebroadly,thisfeeling
tiesintoalargercategoryofforcesthatItaliansviewaspotentiallyharmful
tothebody(e.g.,geneticallyalteredfoods,andsocialillnessessuchas“mob-
bing”;seeMolé2008).Womeninformantscreatedadiscourseofnaturalism
aroundnon-technologicalmethodsasopposedtotechnologicalmethodsor
pharmaceuticalmethods,viewedaspotentiallyunhealthyforthebody(see
similarfindingsintheUnitedStatesbyBledsoe1996).Womeninterviewed
withinthefourcitiesalsousedthetermnaturalmethodstoreferinterchange-
ablytowithdrawalandtothemoreformallyrecognizednaturalmethods
suchasrhythm,ovulation,andtemperature.Thiswasespeciallytruewhen
referringtothenaturalqualitiesofnon-technologicalmethodsastheycon-
cernthebody.

Morespecifically,intervieweesconsistentlydescribedwithdrawal,obser-
vationsofcervicalmucus,rhythm,andothernon-technologicalmethodsas
home-mademethods(metodifattiincasa),sharingcharacteristicsofdomestic-
ityandauthenticityaswellassimplicityofuse.Asonewomanexplains,

Letmebeperfectlyclear,theBillingsmethod,12ifdonewell,isacontraceptive
method.…Becausewhateveryouuse…eventhepillmightnotbeacontracep-
tive,becausetherearecasesinwhichithasn’tworked.Acondomcanbreak.…
Socontraceptionisreallyjustinthemindofaperson.Areyouabsolutelyagainst
thepresenceofababyinyourlife,ornot?Thisiswhatmakessomethingacon-
traceptive.IliketheBillingsmethod,itisfunandIgettoseemycyclegowell
andregularly,andIliketoseethatthingsareworkingproperly.…Soithelps
meinthemanagementofmybody,it’sarelationshipthatIliketohave…so
inthefertileperiodonecanhavefundoingotherthings.…Wearepracticing
Catholics,I’mnotsayingwe’renot…but…they(theChurch)sometimessell
usabunchofbaloney(civendonoancheunpo’diballe),sayingthattheBillings
methodortemperature…orleavingthedooropentoGod.…Nonsense!(un
corno).Ifyouhavesexintheinfertileperiod,nothingisborn,nothingcomes.
—Woman,age35,twochildren
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Whileanumberofwomentalkedaboutthepleasuretheyderivedfrom
“being in touch” with their bodies through the use of non-technological
methods,otherwomengavehealth-relatedreasonsfornotusingtechnologi-
calmethods.Bonarini(1999),usingdatafromtheSecondNationalInvesti-
gationofFertility,similarlydiscoveredthatamongItalianwomenwhohad
stoppedusingatechnologicalcontraceptivemethod,43percentgavehealth
reasons,comparedto28percentwhodeclaredthattheyhaddonesobecause
theydesiredachildand7percentwhoclaimeddifficultyofuse.Generally,
womeninourstudyfoundnon-technologicalmethodstobemorenatural
andthuslessriskytotheirhealth.Theyfrequentlycontrastednaturalmeth-
odswiththepotentiallyharmfuleffectsoftechnologicalmethods,orwhat
theytermedpharmaceuticalmethods.

Thisoppositionbetweenhealthynon-technologicalmethodsandafear
ofunnaturaltechnologicalmethodsisalsoconditionedbyaCatholicculture
thatcloselyintertwineslove,sexuality,andreproduction.Evenwomenwho
declared theywerenotpracticingCatholicsmadenodistinctionbetween
reproductivesexandnon-reproductivesex,mirroringtheChurch’sviewof
intercourse.

Anthropologist:So...atthemomentyou’renottryingtohaveachild,you’re
goingtowaitabit.

Interviewee:Mm,yes,we’reinawaitingphase.

Anthropologist:Butyou’renotusingthepill.…Haveyoueverthoughtabout
it?Areyouatallinterested?

Interviewee:No,I’veneverusedthepill,andIdon’thaveanyintentionof
tryingit.

Anthropologist:Doesit(thepill)worryyou?

Interviewee:Well...Ithinkitcanhaveconsequences,it’sapharmaceutical...
itcanhaveconsequencesforthefemalebody.So…ontheonehandnatural
methodsconvinceme...asaphilosophy,thethoughtthat’sbehinditcertainly…
thatis,apartfromthefactthatitdoesn’tdamageme.

Anthropologist:Ok,soyouweresayingthatyoulikethephilosophybehind
naturalmethods,whatdoyoumeanbythat?

Interviewee:Inthesensethatyougiveimportancetotheact...Imean,the
choicethattwopeoplemakeinordertohaveornothaveamaternity,arespon-
siblepaternity,intheeyesoftheChristianfamily,youknow.…Oneconsciously
decideswhentherightmomentis,thebesttimetohaveachild,andwhatthat
willmean…usingthenaturalcycleofthings.That’sit.—Childlesswoman,age34,
practicingCatholic,usesrhythmmethod,hopestohaveachildwithinayear.

SimilartoBledsoe’s(1996:301)findingsonwomenintheUnitedStates,
Italianwomen“voicestrongpreferencesforthemildestpossiblebirthcontrol
methods:thosethataretheleastintrusiveorhavetheleastperceptiblechemi-
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caleffect(especiallylongterm)onthebody.Often,thesearemethodsseenas
closesttonature.”Inpartperhapsbecauseoftheperceivednaturalnessofnon-
technologicalmethods,theItalianwomeninterviewedoftenconsideredcertain
contraceptivemethodsasnon-methods;orrather,haddifficultythinkingof
naturalmethodsandwithdrawalasawaytocontrolfertility.Withdrawalwas
oftendescribedasavehicleofloveandasexercisinganaturalsexuality.When
notusinganymechanicalormedicaldevicesthatpreventbirths,respondents
oftenanswered,“Wedon’tuseanything.”Non-technologicalmethodswere
oftennotrepresentedasacontraceptive,whichbydefinitionseemstobesome-
thingexternaltothemanagementofacouple’ssexualrelationship.

Anthropologist:Doyouuseanykindofcontraception?

Interviewee:No,never.Weusenaturalmethods…weknoweachothersowell
thatwe’reabletoestablish…Imeanwhatweneedtodo...

Anthropologist:Areyouagainstusingcontraceptives?

Interviewee:Well,Iamnot…andmyhusbandneverhasbecausehedoesn’t
likethefeel.Idon’tknow,theideaofhavingthespiral,ortakingthepill,I
neverhavedonethat. I’mkindofagainstmedicines ingeneral, the ideaof
beingbombardedbyhormones.…But,anyway,Irepeat,sinceweknoweach
otherreallywell,we’veplayedourcardswell,wehaven’thadanydifficulties,
noabortions…andwhenwe’vewantedthem,we’vedoneit.—Woman,age37,
twochildren,usesbothwithdrawalandnaturalmethods

Morebroadly,Italianwomeninunionrepeatedlyexpressedtheirwor-
riesabout thepotential illeffectsof technologicalmethodswhileespous-
ingthemeritsofhealthy,non-technologicalmethodssuchaswithdrawal,
rhythm,ovulation,andtemperature.Tobetterunderstandthisopposition,
wenowturntoethnographicdataontechnologicalmethods,inparticular
thepill.

Technologicalmethods:Thepill

Wearguethattechnologicalmethodsofcontraception,suchasthepill,re-
quireamuchhigher“decisionallevel”thanisacceptableformanyItalians.
Inaddition,refusalofthepilloftenhasculturalconnotations,andassuchit
isimportanttoconsiderwithwhatcriteriadifferentcontraceptivemethods
arebeingjudged.Womenwhousethepilloftendosoformotivesnotdirectly
linkedtoitsefficacy,butrathertoconcernsaboutinfertilityandcomplaints
relatedtohealthissues.

InastudyofreproductivechoicesintheUnitedStates,Bledsoe(1996)
proposedanumberofconsiderationsrelevant forouranalysis,andmore
generallyforinterpretingthediscrepancybetweensocialdiscourseandbe-
havioraloutcomes.AccordingtoBledsoe,discourselinkedtocontraceptionin
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middle-classAmericanpopularcultureisdistinctfromdiscourseconcerning
pregnancyandbirths,andevensometimesfromsexualityitself.Instead,there
emergessignificantattentionpaidtohealthrisksandtheneedfornatural
methodsofcontraception.Sexualspontaneity,health,andinfertilityarethus
principalthemesamongthemiddleclasswithregardtofertilitycontrol.

FromBledsoe’sresearch,echoedbyHirschandNathanson(2001),we
learnthat“[w]emaywellbeenteringanerawhenawoman’sdecisionto
useacertaincontraceptivemethodmaystemlessfromhoweffectively it
preventsanunwantedpregnancynow,thanfromtheriskthatitwillpre-
ventawantedpregnancyinthefuture”(Bledsoe1996:317).Themiddle
classtakesforgrantedtheirabilitytocontrolthenumberofbirths,andgiven
theirconfidencethattheywillnothaveanexcessofchildren,thesecond-
aryeffectsbecomemoreimportantthantheprimaryone.Theparadoxthat
emergesfrominterviewswithItalianwomenlivingwithapartneristhatthe
onlymethodsdefinedastrulyeffective—thepillandtheIUD—aretheones
thatarerelativelylittleused.

Italianwomen’shesitancytousetechnologicalmethodssuchasthepill
andIUDforhealthreasonsisnotentirelysurprising,giventhesuspicionphy-
siciansinItalyhavehistoricallyexpressedtowardthepill(FabrisandDavis
1978).DallaZuannaetal.(2005)reportedthatduringthe1970sand1980s,
Italiangynecologistswerequicktoemphasizethepill’snegativesideeffects.
Whilethelevelofhormonesinthepillduringthisperiodwashigherthanin
manyoftoday’sproducts,andconcernsregardingweightgainorotherhealth
complicationswereinmanycaseslegitimate,womeninothercountriesad-
optedthesameproductsmuchmorerapidly,anddidsowithmedicalapproval
(ibid.).SuchpatternsmayinpartbeexplainedbytheinfluenceoftheCatho-
licChurch.Spinellietal.(2000),forexample,reportedthat63percentof
Italiangynecologistsareconscientiousobjectorstoabortion(cf.DallaZuanna
etal.2005:40).Asthisarticleisbeingwritten,thereisanongoingscandal
concerning Italianpharmacies thatdonotcarrycondoms,citingreligious
reasons(LaRepubblica10September2008).Thishasbeenaccompaniedby
similarreportsrevealingthatinhalfofRome’shospitalsthe“morning-after”
pillwasrefusedtoan“undercover”investigativecouple,eventhoughbylaw
doctorsmaynotrefusethisemergencyprescription(ibid.).

Ontheotherhand,thereisevidencethatsuspicionswithinthemedical
communityofthenegativehealtheffectsofthepillhavediminished.Dalla
Zuannaetal.(2005:40)notedthatwhenanarticlewaspublishedin2002
onthepotentialsideeffectsofthepill,andlaterechoedbymagazinesand
severaltelevisionprograms,thePresidentoftheItalianCongressofGynecol-
ogypubliclyrepudiatedsuchclaims,emphasizinginstead“theadvantages
andpsychologicalmeritsofthepillforwomen’shealth.”Indeed,thepillhas
beenshowntodiminishtheriskofosteoporosis,fibroidtumors,ectopicpreg-
nancy,endometrialandovariancancers,andpremenopausalhotflashes,and
tohavemanyotherhealthbenefits(Bledsoe1996:313).Notwithstanding
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theseimprovements,marriedItalianwomeninoursampleconsistentlygave
health-relatedmotivesforavoidingtechnologicalcontraceptivemethods.

Wehenceobserveneitheralimitedavailabilityoftechnologicalcon-
traception(thepillisreadilyavailableandinsomecasesfreethroughthe
nationalpublichealthcaresystem),normisinformationconcerningtheside
effectsonthepartofreligiousormedicalinstitutions.Rather,attitudesof
refusalseemtobeproduced“fromthebottomup,”andarespreadthrough
communicationamongwomenofreproductiveage.Acloserlookataninitial
impressionofmisinformationrevealswhatisinrealityaculturallyshared
product,forgedwithinthecontextofCatholicideology:namely,aculture
thatcloselylinksfeminineidentitywithmaternity,asocioeconomiccontext
thatencouragesadelayinfamily-building,andasettinginwhichthedesire
tocontrolone’sreproductionandsexualactivitymustberenegotiated.

Aswediscussfurtherinthenextsection,thisreasoningisinpartdue
tothespecificnatureoftheItaliancontext,where“ambivalenceofdesire”
plays an important role. A technological contraceptive’s ability to almost
certainlypreventpregnancyrequiresamuchhigherdecisionallevelthanis
oftenacceptable.WhenItalianwomengivehealth-relatedreasonsforprefer-
ringnaturalmethods,theyreflectacontextinwhichtheyfeeltheycannot
planthebirthofachild,yetdonotwanttomakeitentirelycertainthata
pregnancydoesnothappen.

Anthropologist:Doyouusecontraception?

Interviewee:No,no,we’rejustcarefulintherelationship…butnocontracep-
tion.

Anthropologist:Whatisyouropinionaboutcontraception?

Interviewee:Well,Iknewthatthepillwasbadforyou,soIdidn’tuseit.They
toldmeitmakesyougainweight.Igenerallydon’tlikemedicines,soItryto
avoidthem.…Thecondomisannoying,andothermethods…anyway,itwasn’t
reallyaproblemifIbecamepregnant,Imeanitwasn’tlikeitwouldhavebeen
adramaoranything,sowhyshouldIuseanything?Wewerejustcarefuland
that’sit.Ifsomethinghappened,maybeitwasevenwelcome.—Woman,age
39,twochildren

Anthropologist:Sodidthischildjust”happen,”orwasitplanned?

Interviewee:Well,honestly,itwas“almostwanted.”Becausewewereboth
32yearsold.…Youknow…itislikewhenyoudesiresomethingand…ithap-
pened.

Anthropologist:Wereyouusingcontraceptionatthetime?

Interviewee:No,Ididtry,butI’mpracticallyallergic,soIprefernotto.

Anthropologist:Allergictocontraceptives…

Interviewee:Yes,bothoralmedicationandcondoms.—Woman,age34,pregnant
withsecondchild
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Thespecifichealth-relatedconcernscitedbywomenwithreferenceto
thepillvarywidelyandrangedfrombloodcirculatoryproblemstoweakened
eyesight.Themostfrequentmotivesconcernedbothpsychologicalhealthand
reproductivehealth;thesesphereswerecloselyintertwinedintheinterviews.
Depression,discomfort,anddropinlibidowereassociatedwithamedically
inducedinfertilitycausedbythepill.Women’shealth-relatedrejectionofthe
pillalsostemsinpartfromrecentbiomedicalmodelsofhealthandwell-be-
ing,inwhichwomenareencouragedto“takecareoftheirbodies”andeffuse
“naturalbeautyandwell-being.”

I’veneverusedthepill,exceptforabriefperiod,inwhichitmademefeelreally
badlyphysically,well,morethanphysically,psychologically,inthesensethatI
feltastateofthingsthat…Icriedalot,Iwasinamoodthatwasn’toptimal.…
AfterthatIdidn’twanttotryitagainandmyhusbandneverpushedmeto.
Hesaiddowhateveryoufeelisbest…hesaid,“Iprefertohaveapersonatmy
sidewhoisnormalratherthansomeonewhosehormonesmakethemsayor
dostrangethings.”—Woman,age31,onechild

Ifwomenhavedifficultydelegatingtotechnologythedelicateandin-
timateissueoffertilitycontrol,itshouldnotbesurprisingthattheydotake
upthepillintheirlaterreproductivelives,aroundtheageof40,whenthey
aresuretheydonotwanttobecomepregnantandwhentheirfecundlives
areending.Theideathatthepillcreatesproblemsofinfertilitywasexpressed
byanumberofwomen.

I’mkindofagainstmedicines,Ialwaystrytotaketheminimumpossible,so
Isay,whygoaheadandtakethepillifyouknowthatinthelongrun…you
can’ttakeitforever,andyouhavetotakebreaks,becauseotherwiseyouhave
problems later.…It’s something theydon’talways tellyou.Myfriendright
nowhasmajorproblems,shewantsachild,butit’sbeenyearsandshecan’t.…
Anyway,abitstupidonherpart,butalsohergynecologistevidentlywasn’t
clear,becausesheusedthepillforfiveyearsstraight,sonowit’sclearthatshe
can’t…let’ssayshe’sinfertile,wellnotreallyinfertilebecausetheeggsformas
theyshouldbutsheishavingtrouble…andthey’relookingforalternativeways
now.—Woman,age31,pregnantwithsecondchild

Fromtheinterviewsitemergesthatwomenrefusethepillinorderto
avoidacomplicatedseriesofpotentialsymptomswithevidentculturalcon-
notations.Non-technologicalmethodsarejudgedmoreadvantageousbecause
theyareevaluatedusingcriteriathatgobeyondefficacy.Thesociallegitimacy
andthepresumedlesserdegreeofphysicalandpsychologicalproblemsthat
characterizenaturalmethodsleadwomentopreferthem.Intervieweesare
concernedaboutthereproductiveintegrityofthefemalebody,seenatural
methodsasmorelegitimatethantechnologicalmethods,and,perhapsmost
importantly,praisetheflexibilityoftheuseofnaturalmethods.Formarried
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women,technologicalmethodssuchasthepillbecomeacceptablewhenused
forpurposesotherthanpreventingconception;forexample,toregulatethe
menstrualcycle. Inthefewcasesof infertility(linkeddirectlytothepro-
crastinationofreproductivechoices,whichlaterturnsintoadesiretohave
children),thecheckingoffertiledaysusingtherhythmmethodbecomesa
“positive”control.Whileunmarriedwomenmayhaveagreaterincentiveto
avoidpregnancy,whichcouldexplaintheirgreaterlikelihoodofusingtechno-
logicalmethodssuchasthepillorIUD,thefactthatmarriedwomenseemto
suffermorefromtheassociatedeffectsoftechnologicalmethodsrevealshow
closelysomaticcomplaintsarelinkedtoculturalconstructions,andsupports
thenotionthatcontraceptivepracticescanbeemployedtoachievegoalsthat
gobeyondavoidingpregnancy.

Makingreproductivedecisions:
Responsibilityandspontaneity

WomeninItalyoftenexpresstheviewthat“it’sneveragoodmomentto
haveachild,”sothatifpeopledesireachild,theyshouldjust“letithappen.”
Throughourinformalconversationsandin-depthinterviews,thereemerged
thenarrationofa“non-choice,”despitetheevidentplanningoftherepro-
ductiveevent.Thisbehavior,especiallyaroundtheageof30,receivessocial
approval.Inacontextinwhicheveryonedesireschildren,butfewchoose
tohavethem,desireandchoiceappeartotravelontwodifferenttracks.To
excludepregnancyapriori(throughartificialmeanssuchasthepill)while
oneiswaitingfor“therightmoment”isseenasexcessive.Inthecontextofa
strongsenseofresponsibilitythatinhibitsspontaneity,theuseofwithdrawal
andnaturalmethodsfinds specificmeaning inwhichpregnancy isnot a
choice,butapossibility.

Althoughthisattitudetowardcontraceptioniscomparabletothatof
low-fertility but pre-pill Western populations (see, among others, Fisher
2000,2006),whatismoststrikingistheambivalenceofdesirewithregard
toreproductivechoices.Amongtheurbanmiddleclass,non-technological
contraceptivebehaviorregainsmodernityattheintersectionofsocioeconomic
andculturalcontingencies.WearenotsuggestingthatItalianwomenbehave
fundamentallydifferentlyfromtheircounterpartsinotherWesterncountries.
Rather,ouranalysisoftheItaliancaseilluminatesawayofperceivingcon-
traceptionthatavoidsdichotomiessuchastechnological/non-technological
andmodern/pre-modern.Ethnographicdatarevealthatnon-technological
methodsarereconceivedasrepresentingamodern,consciouschoice,while
technologicalmethods,typicallyconsideredmodern,innovative,andeman-
cipative,areinsteadassociatedwithsocialandphysicalharm.

Whenexaminingchoice,demographersrarelytakeintoaccountthecul-
turalhabitus(Bourdieu1980)inwhichreproductivebehaviorsareembedded
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andinwhichassumptionsaregenerallymadeonthebasisofa“rational-ac-
tormodel.”Inasimplerational-choicemodel,theindividual,confrontedby
variouschoices,selectsthebehaviorthatwillmaximizehisorherwell-be-
ing.Withinthismodel,culturerepresentsoneofmanycharacteristicsthat
influencebehavior.Demographershavetendedtotreatculturalfactorsas
“discreterulesorbeliefs: ‘irrational’norms,tastes,andtaboosontheone
hand,and‘rational’perceptionsoflocalcost–benefitcontingenciesonthe
other”(quotedinCarter1998:251).Ratherthanseereproductivebehaviors
astheoutcomeofrationalresponsestoagivensetoffactors,weexaminethe
waysthatindividualsmanipulate—andareshapedby—themoralsymbols
andsocietalarrangements thatsurroundthem.Culture, in thisview, isa
“continuouslychangingprocess,oneintimatelyinterwovenwiththechang-
inginstitutionalstructureandfieldofpoliticalpower”(Kertzer1997:152).In
reframingtheproblemofrationalitytoavoidarational/irrationaldichotomy,
weproblematizethenotionof“choice”asitconcernsreproductivebehavior
andtheuseofcontraception.

Micheli (1995: 229) has argued that the assumption that declining
fertilityistheresultofconsciousrationalbehaviorsupportedbypracticalin-
strumentsusedtoreachobjectiveshasacquiredthepowerofaself-fulfilling
prophecy.Theauthorcritiquesdemographerswhoemploya“rationalistic”
modeltoportrayindividualsashabituallyusingcontraceptivemethodsuntil
theydecidetohavetheirfirstchildtwoyearsaftermarriage.Similarly,he
disapprovesofsurveysthatsimultaneouslydepictfertilitycontrolthroughuse
ofcontraceptivesandanunyieldingfertilitycalendar.Hepointsoutthatboth
approachesassumetheexistenceofrationalchoiceindesiringafirstchild,
accompaniedbytheunderlyingnotionthatindividualsmustinterruptcon-
traceptioninordertohavechildren(DeSandreandBoscarini1993;Micheli
1995).Micheli(1995:231)furthersuggeststhatfertilityoutcomesmightbe
moreappropriatelyattributabletoaculturalmodelthatexpectsonetohave
childrenrightaftermarriagethantoaprogrammeduseofcontraception.
Withinthiscategory,differentifnotdivergentchoicesaremade:“thesame
modeloffamilysizeisthusfulfilledbothinsituationsdeclaredtoreflectratio-
nalstrategizing,andinthosedeclaredtobefailuresinstrategicallycontrolling
one’sfamilybuildingoutcomes.”Wesimilarlychallengetheoriesbasedpurely
on“rational-strategic”usesofcontraception.Weadvocatelookingatcultural
modelsbehindchoicestohavechildren,andthewaysinwhichindividuals
interpret,use,andmoldsocialexpectations.

DecisionmakingprocessesintheItalianreproductivecontextwereil-
luminatedbyconversationswithinformants,allowingusinsightintohow
Italiansenvisionthesteptowardmaternity.Ifaconceptionsimply“happens”
toveryyoungindividuals,theeventissubjecttosocialsanctions.Ontheother
hand,whenonereachesanageconsideredtobesociallyappropriatetohave
children,aconceptionthat“justhappened”isnotonlyacceptable,butoften
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seeninapositivelight.Arational-actormodelisdifficulttoapply,because
while“responsiblechoice”playsanessentialpartinassumingaparenting
role,spontaneityappearstobetheunderlyingmessagethroughoutconversa-
tionswithinformantsonthetopicofconceivingachild.

Planning“toomuch”forabirth,whoserightfulplacebelongsinthe
naturalsphereofaffectionandsexuality,exceedstheboundariesofmaking
responsiblechoices.Toomuchplanningimpliesanegoisticalactionandhas
negativeconnotations.A“naturalmaternity”isamaternitythat“happens,”
notsomethingonechooses.Similarly,theideaofexcludingcompletelythe
possibilityofconceptionwhenacoupleisonlywaitingforthe“rightmoment”
isnotsociallyacceptable.Itisherethatweseethepossibility,asforeseenby
somedemographers,ofaredefinitionofplanningaposteriori,aswellasan
ambivalentattitudetowardcontraception.Fromtheexcerptsofinterviews
below,we seehowreproductivechoicesarenotonlypostponed,butare
representedasa“non-choice”orasanattitudemaintainedthankstocontra-
ceptivemethodssuchaswithdrawal.

Interviewee:We talked about thepossibility…before it happened. Like, in
June…thenIlearnedIwaspregnantinAugust.

Anthropologist:Soyouweretryingtohaveachildatthatmoment?

Interviewee:No,not trying,no. It’sclear that…well,wecouldhave, ifwe
hadn’tabsolutelywantedit,itcouldhavebeenavoided.Let’sjustsaythatwe
didn’tdoanythingtoavoidit,youknow?Liketakingcontraceptives,ornot
reallybeingcareful.—Woman,age31,onechild

Anthropologist:Doyoudoanythingtoavoidpregnancy?

Interviewee:Well,shewasn’ttakingthepill.Thecondom,sometimes…Idon’t
think,now,inthisdayandage,ifonedoesn’twantapregnancy…therearea
millionwaystoavoidit.Thefactofnotusinganything,no?Insomeway,you’re
saying…Imean,it’struethatweweren’treallytrying,butneitherdidwedo
muchtomakesureitdidn’thappen,sosortoflikeamiddleground.—Husband
ofwomanjustcited

Informants’discourseabouttheinabilitytoplanabirth,whilesimul-
taneouslybeingopentothenotionthatabirth“justhappens,”fitsinterest-
inglyintothestatisticsonunplannedbirthsinItaly.Indeed,theconceptions
describedaboveare technically“unplanned,”despite theopennessof the
informantstohavingachild,andassuchfurthercontributetothegreyarea
ofreproductivedecisionsandthelimitsofsurveysincapturingsuchfertility
intentions.Inthe1990s,37percentofconceptionsinItalyweresaidtobe
notplanned;thisrisesto45percentamongwomenunderage20andover
35(Castiglionietal.2001).Surprisingly,thosewhomightbeexpectedto
bethemostlikelytoplan—namely,young,educatedwomenlivinginthe
north—havethemostunplannedbirths.
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Thenotion thatmanybirthsarebothunplannedanddesired isnot
uniqueintheliteratureonunintendedpregnancies,fertilitypatterns,and
pregnancydecisionmaking.A2002USsurveyfoundthatwhile35percent
ofpregnanciesareunintended,only14percentweredeemedasunwanted
(Chandraetal.2005).Santellietal.(2009:6),buildingontheworkofschol-
arssuchasTrussellandVaughan(1999)andTrusselletal.(1999),pointout
that“planningorintendingapregnancymaybedistinctfromwantingtobe
pregnant;theconceptofplanningapregnancymaynotbemeaningfulto
somewomen;andambivalenceaboutavoidingpregnancymaybeexpressed
in imperfectuseof contraception.”Anumberof scholarshave sought to
distinguishdifferentfactorsinvolvedinpregnancyintentions,planning,and
choices(Milleretal.1999;BachrachandNewcomer1999;Stanfordetal.
2000;Santellietal.2004;Speizeretal.2004).Ethnographicstudieshave
pointed to the importanceofunderstanding social context in analysesof
pregnancyintentions,suggestingthatintentionsare“theproductofmultiple,
complexlyinterwovensocialandeconomicforces”(Santellietal.2009:7;
Moosetal.1997;PetersenandMoos1997;Santellietal.2003;Kendallet
al.2005).Italydoes,however,showsomeparticularpatternshere,asseen
inacomparisonwiththeUnitedStates.TheproportionofAmericanwomen
whoreporthavinganunintendedpregnancydecreasessharplywithage(44
percentamongthoseaged20–24,decliningto22percentamongwomen
30–44)andeducation(61percentamongthosewithlessthanhighschool/
GEDcomparedto18percentwithaB.A.orhigher;Chandraetal.2005).In
Italy,bycontrast,unplannedpregnanciesnotonlyoccurfrequentlyamong
womenoverage35(45percent,seeabove),butmarriedItalianwomenwith
higherlevelsofeducationhaveproportionatelymoreunplannedfirstbirths
(12percent)thanwomenwithlowlevelsofeducation(6percent)(Castiglioni
etal.2001:Table8,usingdatafromtheFSSsurvey).

Moregenerally,anumberofstudiesintheUnitedStatesandindevelop-
ingcountries(seeSpeizer2006forareview)haveledtodebateonwhether
“somewomenwhoexperiencecontraceptivefailureareambivalentabout
avoidingpregnancy,andthereforeusecontraceptivesinconsistently”(ibid.:
186).Unfortunately,datafromtheItalianFSSsurveydonotallowforaclear
distinctionbetweenunwanted(absolutelyundesired)andmistimedpregnan-
cies.13Furthermore,althoughtheFSSsurveyaskswhetherthewomanwas
usingcontraceptionatconception,anaffirmativereplyautomaticallyclassifies
thebirthasunplanned.Onlywomennotusingbirthcontrolatconception
wereaskedwhethertheirpregnancywasplanned.14Hencewedonotknow
howmanywomen,amongthoseusingcontraception,hadpregnanciesthat
wereactuallywanted.Ontheotherhand,ourethnographicdataallowusto
explorethegreyareaof“planning”andtochallengethesuggestionthatthere
isstill“muchtobedonetoimprovefertilitycontrolandreducethenumber
ofunplannedconceptionsandbirths”(Castiglionietal.2001:230).
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Ourinterviewsrevealthatthewomenwhoexperiencethemostun-
plannedbirthsaresurprisinglythosewhomosttendtomanagetheirfertil-
ity,aboveallbydelayingfirstbirths.Themorethatfertilityismanaged,the
morelikelythatwomenwilleventuallyhaveanunplannedbirth.Forthese
women,thefirstchildisalwaysunplanned,forreasonslinkedtowork,to
finishing their education, to the desire to build a stable career, and also,
seemingly,tocultureandgendermotivesassociatedwiththeirgeographic
areaofresidenceandsocialbackground,wheretheconceptofmaternityis
closelylinkedtonotionsofresponsibilityand“capability”(Gribaldo2007).
Theinterviewsdemonstratealinkbetween“notplanning”andtheuseof
non-technologicalmethods.Forexample:

Anthropologist:Whendidyoudecideforthefirsttimethatyouwanttobecome
amother?

Interviewee:Honestly?I’mnotapersonwhohadagreatdesiretohavechil-
dren,notbecauseIdidn’twantthem…theyjusthappened.Thatisafterayear
withmypartnerIwaspregnant.…It’snotthatwewenttolivetogetherand
thenwedecidedtohaveachild…sothisgreatmaternaldesirethatIseeon
television,thesegreatstarsthatwantachild….No,Inevergreatlydesired…it
justhappened,andIdecidedtogothroughwithit,butitwasn’tlikeIwasone
ofthosewomenwhosay“Iabsolutelydon’twantchildren.”No,bothofthe
pregnanciesjusthappened.

Anthropologist:CanIaskyouapersonalquestion?Whatkindofcontraception
doyouuse?

Interviewee:None,neverhaveusedany.—Woman,age29,twochildren

Informantsdescribedconceptionsas“notsomethingoneplans,itjust
happens.”ThispatternofbehaviorisreminiscentofCarter’s(1995:65)work
ondecisionmaking,inwhichhecommentsthat“[w]edonotsimplychoose
amongalternativecoursesofaction,whichcropstoplantorhowmanychil-
drentohave,inordertobestachieveourdesires.”Peoplealsoevaluatethe
worthofvariouspossibledesiresinordertoevaluatetheirconsistencywith
theirwiderviewoftheworld.Moregenerally,humanagencyandtheability
tomakedecisionsshouldnotbeunderstood“asasequenceofdiscreteacts
ofchoiceandplanning,butratherasthereflexivemonitoringandrational-
izationofacontinuousflowofconduct”(Carter1998:262).Carterpoints
outthat“culturalprinciplesandsocialinstitutionshaveavirtualratherthan
asubstantialexistence,takingshapeastheyenterintoactivity”(ibid.).In
choosingtousenon-technologicalmethodsandinrefusingtoplanfirstbirths,
Italianwomenarenotsimplymakingpassivedecisionsbutratherevaluating
theconsistencyoftheirdesiretohavechildrenwithinlargerconsiderations
ofwhatreproductivechoicesmeanatthelevelofidentityconstructionand
socialbelonging.IntheItaliancontext,reproductivechoicesarealwaysde-
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layed(ifnotaltogetheravoided)throughambiguousdiscourseandpractices.
Ambivalence,attributionofthechoicepostfacto,andtheuseofnon-tech-
nologicalmethodsina“flexible”waythatdoesnotharmthefecundityof
thewomanareallpartsofthispuzzle.Throughtheuseofwithdrawaland
naturalmethods,Italiansenactparticularnotionsofplanning,whichinturn
shapeandareshapedbylargersocialprocesses.

IndividualsrecognizetheefficacyofthepillandIUD.Infact,thechoice
isnotsomuchaboutthecontraceptiveperseasitisaboutadoptingdifferent
attitudestowardthepossiblebirthofachild—requiringdifferentcontracep-
tivestancesmoreorlesslinkedtothemethodofchoice.Thisinterpretation
suggeststhattherearesomeintervieweeswhousethepillinunorthodox
ways,frequentlyforgettingtotakeit,andotherswhousewithdrawaland
naturalmethodsverycarefully.Ingeneral,non-technologicalmethodsare
moreflexible,negotiable,and,forthisreason,more“usable”thanthepillor
IUD.Indiscussionsofreproduction,notionsof“destiny”and“chance,”not
surprisingly,arequitecommon,evenwhentheprecisemomentandnumber
ofchildrenhavebeenchosen.Coupleswhofeeltheycannotmakeadecision
tohaveachildoftenperceivesocietyashostiletothecreationofanewfamily,
whichmeansmakingachoicethattheyperceiveasalmostillogical.

Indeed,forthemiddleclass,discourseonhavingachildcentersaround
theimpossibilityofchoosinganoptimalmomenttodoso,inthatthepre-
conditions forhavingachild—alargeenoughhouse,stableemployment,
personalsatisfactionatwork,economicsecurity,couplestability,adequate
maturity—arealways toomanyand toodifficult toobtain in thedesired
timeframe.Moregenerally,the“righttime”hasnegativeconnotations.Asa
womanwithtwochildrensaidinaninterview,“Youcan’tdecidewhentodo
it.Ifyouwaitforalloftheconditions,youwillneverdoit.”Or,asexpressed
inanotherinterview:

Anthropologist:Isthereanidealageormomenttohaveachild?

Interviewee:Ithinkthat,itseemslikeaveryideal,theoreticalkindofreason-
ing,inthesensethatyoudon’thaveachildbecausethemomentisideal,but
simplybecauseithappenedorbecausebeforeitcouldn’thappen…theideal
wouldbetoescapethismechanism,thiseconomicsystem,inordertobeable
tofreelydecidewhentherightmomentis…butanywayformeit’snotreally
aquestionofapriorireasoning.—Coupleinterviewedtogether,womanis34,man
is39,nochildren,justmovedintogether

Inacontextwhereindividualsfeelconstrainedbyeconomicandpolitical
factors,includingthehighcostofhousing,aprecariouslabormarket,anda
lackofavailablechildcare,aswellasbythesociallyapproved(butdifficultto
achieve)rightmomenttohavechildren,individualsusenon-technological
methodstoletbirthshappen.
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ThispatternofbehaviorexemplifiesGiddens’s(1991)theorythatactors
resorttowhatMorganandKing(2001:13)haveaptlydescribedasa“nearly
constantmonitoringandself-reflexivityas theycontinuallyuncovernew
informationagainstwhichtoevaluatethemselves.”Thisprocessis,however,
inherentlyanxietyproducing,inthatactorsmustconstantlycalculatethe
risksinvolvedineachalternativebeforechoosing.Indeed,theanxietyinher-
entindecidingtohaveachildbeforehavingattainedthesociallyaccepted
preconditionsmeansthatbirthsarenotonlydelayed,butoftentheresultof
astrategythatallowsthemtohavefirstbirthsinsociallyacceptableways.By
employingwithdrawalandnaturalmethods,actorscandecidenottodecide,
andtohaveunplannedfirstbirths,whichareinmanywaysplanned.

Interviewee:Let’ssaythatI’dpreferthatitdidn’thappen,butifithappens,
well,IcanbesurethatIwon’tfindajob,Imightaswelljustgodirectlyinto
retirement....

Anthropologist:Whatdoyoumean,“ifithappens”?You’renotusingcontra-
ception?

Interviewee:No.

Anthropologist:Soitcouldhappen?

Interviewee:Well,wetrynottoletithappen....butifithappened...butIdon’t
thinkitwill,well,thenthereisaminimalpossibility…otherwise,ifitwascom-
pletelyexcluded,thenIwouldbeusingcontraceptives,butI’mnot.—Woman,
age27,nochildren,planstomarrynextyear

Non-technologicalmethods,themodernmiddle
class,andconjugalintimacy

In theviewof reproductiondiscussedabove,wecanalso tracequestions
linkedtoasenseofclassidentity,characterizedbyamodernlogicthatsees
reproductivechoicesasmediatingbetweenaresponsibledecisionandanatu-
raldimension.BothofthesespheresareinfluencedbyaCatholiccultureand
representationsofbelongingtothemiddleclass.Attitudestowardthefamily
andreproductioninItalyareformedbytherelationshipsbetweenmodernity,
tradition,andCatholicdiscourseonnature,emergingasanauthenticandinti-
matedimension.15“Toallowoneself”tohavechildrenisaconditionattributed
primarilytothewealthierclasses,withwhomtheluxuryofamorerelaxed,
lessplannedlifestyleisassociated.Therichareseenashavingenoughwealth
tochoosethepathofresponsiblematernity,whilelower-classfamilieswith
morechildrenareseeninacontextofirresponsiblematernityandhardship.
Withinthisview,thecategoriesofmodernandtraditionalastheydescribe
non-technologicalmethodsarenegotiable(Paxson2004).

The use and significance of non-technological methods can assume
differentformsaccordingtocontext,andsimilarpracticesdonotnecessarily
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haveanalogousmeanings.SantowandBracher(1999),forexample,demon-
stratedthatlowfertilityamongAustraliansofSouthernEuropeanoriginwas
achievedthroughuseofwithdrawalinacontextdominatedbymalecontrol.
Theylinkeddecliningfertilitytoaman’sdesiretoimprovehislifeconditions
andthatofhischildren.SchneiderandSchneider(1996)arguedthattheuse
ofwithdrawalinSicilyatthebeginningofthetwentiethcenturytookhold
firstamongtheartisanalclasses,amongwhomthemanagementofreproduc-
tivesexualitywaspossibleastheresultofconjugalintimacy.

WewoulddowelltoheedJohnson-Hanks’s(2002:229)warningagainst
unquestioninglyusingtraditionalasacategoryfordescribingnon-technologi-
calcontraceptivemethods.Withdrawal,forexample,hascommonlybeen
placedwithinafertilitytransitionmodelthattracesapathfromnon-techno-
logicalmethodstohigh-technologymethods,accompaniedbytheemergence
ofthecalculusofconsciouschoice(seealsoSchneiderandSchneider1996:
141).Traditionalcontraceptionshouldthusgivewaytomodernfamilyplan-
ningastheeconomicandsocialcostsofeffectivebirthcontroldecline(ibid.).
YetasJohnson-Hanks(2007:5)cautioned,“Whenwedescribecertainforms
ofcontraceptionas‘modern’andothersas‘traditional,’weinvokeawhole
rangeofresonancesbeyondthetechnicaltypologythatweareciting.These
resonancesleadadoublelife:ontheonehand,theygivestructuretoourna-
tivecommonsenseaboutthethingswestudy.Ontheotherhand,theyoffer
theillusionoftransparencytowhatare—sometimesatleast—verynuanced
anddifficultconcepts.”Amorenuancedlookattheuseofnon-technological
methodsintheItaliancaserevealsthatmanyItaliansusetheminorderto
achievemodernmiddle-classfamilies.

Demographers in Italy have also tended to juxtapose tradition and
modernitywhen investigating contraceptivebehavior. In commentingon
arecentsurveyofcontraceptivebehavior,forexample,DallaZuannaetal.
(2005:41)wrote,“Forallintervalsthepillwasmorewidelyusedamongmore
‘modern’women,thoselivingintheNorthernandCentralregionsandwith
less‘traditional’attitudes.”Weuseourfindingstochallengesuchjuxtaposi-
tionsandtoevaluatethewaysinwhichindividuals,throughtheircontracep-
tivechoicesanddesirestoconceive,manipulatethecategoriesofmodernand
traditionalinreactiontolargersocialandeconomicconstraints.Interviews
revealthatnon-technologicalmethodslikewithdrawalandrhythmareseen
asindicativeofthetrustthatpartnersplaceineachother.Whiletechnologi-
calmethodsresultinashiftinresponsibilityandaccountabilitytowomen,
non-technologicalmethodsinvolvebothpartners.Thisinvolvementisseen
byinformantsaspresupposingtheharmonyandintimacyofthecouple,their
trustineachother,andgenerally,couplestability.Inturn,thesecharacteris-
ticsweredescribedbythemiddle-classrespondentsasprerequisitesforhaving
childrenandasoptimalconditionsforbuildingamodernfamily.Asaresult,
non-technologicalmethodsweresimilarlydescribedasmodern.
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Afullunderstandingofthewayswithdrawalandnaturalmethodsare
manipulatedbyinformantswithintheItaliancontextmustincludeagender
perspective. Indeed,muchof the traditionalversusmoderndichotomy is
basedonnotionsofwithdrawalasamalemethodlinkedtotraditionalmar-
riageandgenderinequality,asopposedtomodernmethodsthatseewomen
incontroloftheirownfertility,inthecontextofgender-equalcompanionate
marriages.Ontheotherhand,severalscholarshavesuggestedthatwomen’s
controlofcontraceptionisnotalwayspositive.Inanunequalgendersystem,
wheremendonotsharethedailyburdensofdomesticwork,suchrespon-
sibilitysimplyaddstotheunequaldivisionoflabor.Asmentionedabove,
technologicalmethodsmayalsoposeriskstowomen’shealth;indeed,the
“medicalizationofwomen’sbodieshasbeencriticizedastheultimatemani-
festationofpatriarchalpower”(DallaZuannaetal.2005:45;Martin1987;
Krause2005).

Italiancontraceptivepracticesarecomplicatedbyagendersystemthat
remainsinequitable.Inacomparativestudyof36wealthycountries,Italy
hasbeencharacterizedashavingahighly“traditionalgendersystem”(Di
GiulioandPinnelli2003).DiGiulioandPinnellipointedoutthatthegap
withotherWesterncountriesintermsofgenderequalityhasnarrowedonly
slowlyoverthelast40years.“Boththepoliticalvisibility—atnationaland
locallevel—andthelaborforceparticipationofwomenwerelimited….Data
ontime-useconfirmthistraditionalposition;womenusuallyspendlesstime
inpaidjobsandmoretimeashousewives”(ibid.:35).Theauthorsconcluded,
“Itisnotbychancethatthecountriescharacterizedbya‘traditional’gender
systemalsoexhibitedlowest-lowfertilityand‘backward’contraceptivepat-
terns”(citedbyDallaZuannaetal.2005:38).DemographerssuchasDalla
Zuanna,Castiglioni,andRacciopihavesuggestedthatthetraditionalgender
systeminItalymayhelpexplainthehighuseofwithdrawalandthelimited
diffusionofthepill,IUD,andsterilization.Hinderingaclearerunderstanding
oftheeffectofgenderrelationsoncontraceptivebehavior,however,isthe
scarcityofstudiesofmen’sattitudestowardcontraceptivemethods.

Someevidencesuggeststhatthenecessityformalerestraintrequiredby
withdrawalisoftenexperiencedpositivelybymen.SchneiderandSchneider,
intheirhistoricalstudyinSicily,foundthatmenperceivedwithdrawalas“a
learnedskill…andasourceofpridetothosewhodiditsuccessfully.”Users
boastedthat“thetraincangoforward,thetraincangobackward,”andall
socialclassesassociatedwithdrawalwithsomesacrifice,butalsowitha“re-
spectablewayoflife”(SchneiderandSchneider1991:889).Ramaswamyand
Smith(1976:76)wrotethat“forsomecouplesthismethodisverysuccessful.
Inthesecases,themanhasgreatcontroloverhisfunctions,aprotectiveatti-
tude,andishappytobeincommandofthesituation”(cf.RogowandHorow-
itz1995:145).Evidencefromourinterviewsandfromrelatedfieldworkin
Paduarevealsthatformanymen,withdrawalispreferabletocondoms.In
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somecases,condomsraiseanxietyrelatedtosexualperformance,suchasfear
oflosinganerection.Othermenexpressedprideintheirabilitytowithdraw
“intime.”Women(notlivingwithapartner),ontheotherhand,oftenspoke
withfrustrationoftryingtoconvincetheirsexualpartnerstowearacondom.
Theyreportedmalepartnersfrequentlysaidsuchthingsas“staycalm,stay
calm”and“Iknowhowtocontrolmyself.”

IntheSicilianstudymentionedabove,“wivesviewedthepracticeof
withdrawalinapositivelight,expressinggratitudetohusbandswho‘hadthis
muchrespect,’andpraisinghusbandsforbeingcosciente(conscious,aware),
forwithdrawing‘beautifully,precisely,exactly,’forhavingtantavoluntà(so
muchwill-power)(SchneiderandSchneider1991:894).Ourfindingsreveal
thatinItalytodaycouplesdonotespeciallythinkofwithdrawal interms
of itsdependenceonthemalepartner,hisself-control,andhispriorities.
Rathertheyseeitasaproductofadeeppartnershipbetweenthemanand
thewoman,accompaniedbyprofoundtrustbythewomaninhermalepart-
ner.Furthermore,theintervieweestendednottorepresentwithdrawalasa
methodofcontraception,butratherasanexpressionofintimacy.

Anthropologist: So, between the first and the second child, you didn’t use
contraceptives…

Interviewee:No,Ialwaysthoughtthatthepill,etc.wereinthelongrunbad
foryourhealth…andmalemethods(thecondom)kindoftakethepoetryout
oftherelationship.Therelationshipbetweenacoupleissolidwhenthereis
involvement,complicity.…Sowe’vealwayscontinuedwiththeold-fashioned
wayofdoingthings,beyondmaybewhattheyusedtomean…anyway,there
aretonsofchildrenbornusingtherhythmmethod,youknow.—Woman,age
40,twochildren

Rarelydidwomenpraisemalecapabilityastheyhaddoneinthehis-
toricalstudyinSicily.Whilestudiesonwithdrawalciteahostofexpressions
usedtodefinethismethod16(e.g.,theretreat,thebackwardsmarch,being
vigilant,makingsacrifices,etc.),byfarthemostcommonphraseamongthe
Italiancouplesinterviewedwas“beingcareful,”a“watchfulness”thatapplied
tobothpartners.

Anthropologist:Whenyouwereengagedtoyourhusband,didyouusecon-
traceptives?

Interviewee:Acoupleof timesweusedthem,butthey[condoms] irritated
him,hedidn’tlikethem.…Anywayweusedthemoccasionally,whenwewere
young,totryit,andmaybetomakemefeelmoresafe.Butitdidn’tgovery
well,becauseitbroke.…Myhusbandhadsaidatthetime,“Ialreadydon’tlike
thesethings,forgetaboutitnow!”

Anthropologist:Haveyoueverusedcontraception?

Interviewee:No,never,Idon’tknow,alwaysanexcuseoranother,andanyway
I’vealwaystrustedhim.Nothingeverhappened,inthesensethatwehavethis
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reallystrongrelationship,veryprofound,verydeepfeelings.Infact,evennow,
hesays,“it’sincredible,wejusthavetolookateachotherandweunderstand.”
—Woman,age33,twochildren

Thesenarrativesalsoraisequestionsregarding informants’viewsof
sexuality.Theextenttowhichwomenregardsexualactivityasfunctional
totheirrelationshipwiththeirpartner,andphysicalpleasureasofsecond-
aryimportance,mayplayaroleinhowItaliancoupleslinkwithdrawalto
intimacy.A1986studyconductedintheItalianregionofEmilia-Romagna
by Giacobazzi et al. (1989) and described by Dalla Zuanna et al. (2005:
33–34)reportedthat“[o]nly25percentofwomendeclaredthatphysical
pleasurewasoneofthemostimportantaimsofsexualintercourse;78per-
centmentioned‘toenhancecommunicationwithinthecouple,’61percent
‘toexchangeloveandaffection,’15percent‘tohavechildren,’9percent
‘to follow a natural instinct.’” Further investigation into the importance
ofthesexualrelationshipisneeded.Whilecouplesinourstudyspokeof
withdrawalasamethodsymbolicoftheircompanionateandintimaterela-
tionship,withdrawalitselfmayaffectthepleasureofbothpartners.More
broadly,theuseofwithdrawalcouldreflectbroadergenderinequalityin
Italy. If reproductive decisions continue to be a matter for men, even if
expressedintermsofamoreequitablerelationship;ifthemovementfor
women’scontrolofcontraceptionremainslimited;andifsexualfulfillment
isofsecondaryimportanceandwithdrawalisemployedeffectively,thenit
isnotsurprisingthatwithdrawalremainswidespreadamongcertaingroups
(seealsoSantow1993:782).

Conclusions

ThepuzzleofadroptoverylowfertilityinSouthernEuropeancountries
coupledwiththewidespreaduseofnon-technologicalcontraceptivemethods
hasreceivedmuchattentioninthedemographicliterature,especiallywith
regardtowhysuchsupposedlyirrationalcontraceptivebehaviorremainsso
widespread(DallaZuannaetal.2005;Castiglionietal.2001).Theissueof
contraceptivechoiceshasremainedinfrequentlyaddressed,however,out-
sideofarational-strategicframework.Thishasledtoafalsedichotomythat
equatesmoderntechnologicalmethodswithrationalchoicewhilenon-tech-
nologicalcontraceptivemethods—despitetheirwidespreaduse,forexample,
amongItalianwomeninunion—continuetobedescribedastraditional.Our
findingstelladifferentstory.EthnographicevidencefromfourItaliancities
suggeststhatmenandwomenusenon-technologicalmethodsastoolsto
maneuvertheirwaythroughthechallengesoffamilybuilding.Ratherthan
understandtheirchoicesasrationalversusirrational,ormodernversustra-
ditionaltoutcourt,weendeavortounderstandhowtheirdecisionsbothshape
andareshapedbylargersocioeconomicandculturalprocesses.
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WearguethatItalians’contraceptivepracticesachievesocialgoalsbe-
yondavoidingpregnancy(Johnson-Hanks2002:231).Thewidespreaduseof
non-technologicalmethods(especiallywithdrawal)inItalyisnotamysteryif
wethinkofthemasinstrumentsindividualsusetoshapeidentitiesandplan
birthsinsociallyacceptableways.Women’shealth-relatedrefusaltousethe
pillandtheirchoiceofnon-technologicalmethodscanthusbeseenasaway
forwomentoplanbirthsinacontextwherethereis“neveragoodtime”to
haveachild,whilesimultaneouslyadheringtobroaderculturalmodelsof
healthandwell-being.Similarly,indecidingtousewithdrawalandnatural
methods,Italiansarenotpassiveactorsmakingirrationaldecisions;rather
theyareevaluatingtheconsistencyoftheirdesireforchildreninthecontext
ofwhatreproductivechoicesmeanatthelevelofidentityconstructionand
socialbelonging.Individualsusewithdrawalandnaturalmethodstoplan
birthsinasettingwhereplanning“toomuch”isunacceptable,andwherethe
optimalconditionsforchildbearing(education,stableemployment,couple
stability,homeownership)arehardtoobtainwithinthedesiredtimeframe.In
asimilarmanner,throughtheircontraceptivechoices,individualsmanipulate
categoriessuchasmodernandtraditional,andinsodoingtransformwith-
drawalandnaturalmethodsintoanexpressionofthemodernmiddleclass.
Theirchoices,however,arealsomoldedbythelargerconstraintsofagender
systemcharacterizedbygenderinequality.

Althoughouraimhasnotbeen topredict thepaceof thespreadof
technologicalmethodssuchasthepillandIUD,northefutureofnon-techno-
logicalmethodssuchaswithdrawalandnaturalmethods,ethnographicdata
suggestthatnon-technologicalmethodswillcontinuetobecommonlyused
inthefuture—ifnottopreventpregnancies,thentoallowthemtooccurin
sociallyacceptableways.AsscholarssuchasFisher(2000,2006)andSzreter
andGarrett(2000)havepointedout,ahostofexplanationsconcerningfertil-
itychangebecomeplausibleoncecrudedichotomiessuchastraditional/mod-
ern,irrational/rational,andpassiveattitude/activechoiceareputaside.For
example,throughtheuseoforalhistories,KateFisher(2006)haspresented
aconvincingsocialandculturalrearticulationofthenotionofreproductive
choice in early-twentieth-century Britain. We similarly problematize this
themeinpresent-dayItalythroughtheuseofethnographicmethodandan-
thropologicaltheory—toooftenignoredorunderusedindemography.These
approacheshavethepotentialtocontributesignificantlytodebateoverissues
thathaveimportantimplicationsforpopulationprogramsinthedeveloping
world.ArenewedlookatWesterncontraceptivepracticesprovidesacriti-
calcontributiontoagrowinginterestinquestionsconcerningthesocialand
culturalacceptabilityofreproductivetechnologiesinwidercontexts(Jones
etal.2009)andtheefficacyofnon-technologicalcontraceptivemethodsin
reducingfertilityrates(without,however,underestimatingtheimportance
ofeffectivelyprotectingagainstsexuallytransmitteddiseasesusingthemost
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suitablemethods).Ourethnographicevidencesuggeststhatworkingoutside
aframeworkthatseesrationalityasthesolebasisforsocialactionmayreveal
thebroadermeaningsthatindividualsassociatewithparticularcontraceptive
methods.

Notes
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1 Toavoidamodern/traditionaldichot-
omythatignoresthedifferentwayswomen
andmenmayusecontraception,weemploy
thetermnon-technologicaltorefertowith-
drawal andnaturalmethods, as opposed to
“technologicalmethods”suchasthepill,IUD,
andcondoms(seealsoHirschandNathanson
2001).

2 InFrancein1994,84percentofwomen
used IUDsor thepill, compared toonly42
percentofwomeninItalyin1995.Thepro-
portionsusingwithdrawalinFranceandItaly
were3percentand25percent(Castiglioniet
al. 2001). Among Italian women in union,
withdrawalwasthemainmethoduseddur-
ingthemid-1990s(DallaZuannaetal.2005:
27),whenItalybecamethecountrywiththe
lowestTFRintheworld.

3 AccordingtoDallaZuannaetal.(2005:
34), “there seemed to be a resistance to
adopting thosehabits thatwouldappear to
bemostrational,thatis,themostorientedto
avoidingunwantedconceptions,althoughthe
relativelylowrateofunwantedpregnancies
suggeststhatItaliancontraceptivebehaviour
maybelessirrationalthanitappears.”While
not all mainstream demographers embrace
a rational-choice model, something quite
similartoanassumptionofeconomicratio-
nality is widely found (e.g., Sigle-Rushton
andMcLanahan2002;Oppenheimer2003)
andconflictswithmostanthropologists’un-
derstandingof“howcultureworks”(Kertzer
2005:529).

4 DallaZuannaetal. (2005:38)noted,
“uptotheendofthe1970s,Italianstatetele-

visionandmostofthepresswerecontrolled
by the Catholic party, and consequently
advertising, and TV programs and articles
featuringcontraceptionwereabsent,orwere
stronglyideologicallybiased.”

5 DallaZuannaetal.(2005:25)further
pointedout:“Theslowdiffusionofthepillin
Italy, inSouthernEurope ingeneraland in
Japan…betweenthe1960sand1990sisalso
highlightedbystatisticsonsales.Finally,ster-
ilizationoperationsforcontraceptivepurposes
wererareinItaly,owingpartlytoambiguous
legislation,andlimitedexclusivelytothefe-
malepartner.”

6 ResultsfromDallaZuannaetal.(2005)
differnoticeablyfromthosepublishedbythe
United Nations on world contraceptive use
(2003). Although both groups of research-
ersusethesamedata(UN-ECEFertilityand
FamilySurvey,1995/6),DallaZuannaetal.
findthat40percentofwomeninunionuse
non-technologicalmethodscomparedtothe
UNfindingof21.4percent.Thediscrepancy
derives from a difference in denominators.
WhiletheUNconsidersallwomeninunion,
DallaZuannaetal.consideronlythosewom-
enwhousecontraception.Infact,dividingthe
UNdataby60.2percent(ortheproportionof
users)resultsinapproximatelythesameper-
centagespublishedbyDallaZuannaetal.Fur-
thermore,thephrasingoftheUN-ECEsurvey
question(“whatmethodofcontraceptiondo
youuse?”)likelyleadstoanunderestimation
ofthenumberofwomenusingwithdrawalor
naturalmethodsbecausemanywomenmay
notconsiderthesetobeformsofcontracep-
tion(hencereplying“none”).Thismayhelp
explaintheconsiderablefractionof“non-us-
ers”(about40percent),incompatiblewiththe
lowratesoffertilityandabortioninItalyinthe
mid-1990s.The1979data,ontheotherhand,
seemmorereliable,giventhedifferentword-
ingofthequestiononcontraception:“Didyou
use anything to avoid disease or undesired
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pregnancy?”(personalcommunicationwith
GianpieroDallaZuanna,June2009).

7 Themostrecentsurveydata,collected
in2006andreportedbyCastiglioniandDalla
Zuanna(forthcoming,2009),confirmnotonly
the remarkably high proportion of couples
usingwithdrawal,butalsothelimiteduseof
sterilization in Italy. The data do, however,
showsomemovementfromwithdrawaltothe
useofcondoms.

8 Italyischaracterizedbysignificantre-
gionaldifferences,analysisofwhichisbeyond
the scopeof this article.However, a survey
conductedin2006showedthatSardiniahas
thelargestpercentageofwomenwhousehor-
monalcontraceptives(28.6percent)followed
by Val d’Aosta (22.9 percent) and Liguria
(19.9percent)(datafromtheItalianSociety
ofGynecologyandObstetricsandtheItalian
SocietyofGeneralMedicine).

9 In the mid-1990s, almost all Italians
aged 18 years or older had been baptized
intheCatholicChurch(DallaZuannaetal.
2005:36;Cesareoetal.1995).Cesareoetal.
(1995:75)reportedthatduringthe1990s,30
percentofwomenaged22–49statedthatthey
regularlyattendSundayMass,whileanad-
ditional20percentreportedthattheyattend
Massatleastonceamonth(DallaZuannaet
al.2005:37).

10 The ELFI project, headed by David
Kertzer,MichaelWhite(BrownUniversity),
LauraBernardi(MaxPlanckInstituteforDe-
mographicResearch,Germany),andMarzio
Barbagli (Istituto Cattaneo, Italy) and sup-
portedbygrantsfromtheNationalInstitute
of Child Health and Human Development
(R01 HD048715) and the National Science
Foundation (BCS 0418443), investigates
numerous issues concerning low fertility in
Italy.Interviewsandethnographicworkwere
conductedinBolognabyAlessandraGribaldo
(University of Modena and Reggio Emilia),
inCagliaribyRosaParisi(UniversityofBari
andUniversityofCagliari),inNaplesbyFul-
viaD’Aloisio(UniversityofCaserta),andin
Padua by Stefania Pontrandolfo (University
ofVerona).

11 For example, Florence (1930: 20) is
citedbySantow(1993:773)assaying“when
women are asked about the contraceptive
measures they have tried they invariably
thinkonlyofmechanicalorchemicalappli-
ances,andneverincludecoitusinterruptus.…
But when we specifically referred to with-
drawal, we almost invariably got the reply,
‘Oh,yes,he’salwaysbeencareful.’”

12 TheBillingsovulationmethod relies
onmonitoringvaginaldischargeinorderto
identifythefertileandinfertileperiodsdur-
ing themenstrualcycle.JohnBillings,with
whomthemethodisassociated,wasastaunch
Catholicandintendedhisobservationstobe
usedasaformoffamilyplanning.

13 This uncertainty is in contrast to
surveyssuchastheNationalSurveyofFam-
ilyGrowth(NSFG)conductedintheUnited
States, which in 2002 included questions
about happiness related to being pregnant,
wanting to become pregnant, trying to be-
comepregnant,wantingapregnancywitha
specificpartner,andthewoman’sperception
ofhermalepartner’sintentions.Foradiscus-
sionoftheItaliandataset(FSS),seeCastiglioni
etal.2001.

14 Available responses to this question
were: yes, absolutely not, not then, indif-
ferent. Castiglioni et al. (2001) treated the
responses“yes”and”indifferent”asplanned,
“absolutelynot”asunwanted,and“notthen”
asmistimed.

15 The Catholic demonstration “Fam-
ilyDay,”whichtookplaceon12May2007,
broughtmorethan500,000peopletoRome,
and the city was covered with posters pro-
claiming “The family only according to na-
ture” (La famiglia solo secondo natura”) (see
Remotti2008:73).

16 Anexcellentstudyofthemostcom-
moneuphemismsandmetaphorsfortheprac-
ticeofwithdrawalacrossgeographicalspace
and time has been carried out by Santow
(1993,1995).SeealsovandeWalle(1980),
McLaren (1978, 1983), and Schneider and
Schneider(1996).
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