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Introduction

Feminism’s relationship with motherhood has given rise to a steady stream of polarizing rhetoric in recent years. Are 

stay-at-home moms undermining decades of progress for women in the workplace? Does the pro-family social 

justice movement mesh with maternal instincts? How should women reconcile differences between their political 

beliefs and their biological clocks? Bringing inspiring clarity and refreshing new answers to these important debates, 

a prominent voice in the Third Wave feminist movement now quells the anxiety over whether to opt out of having

children. A blend of memoir, interviews, history, and meaningful advice, Opting In reveals a liberating new path for 

finding authenticity and fulfillment within the maze of twenty-first-century attitudes toward parenting.

Questions for Discussion

1. Discuss the novel’s epigraphs. Does your own experience with love and friendship match the observations of the 

French philosopher Gilles Deleuze? What is the effect of reading a quote from the “real” Tzvi Gal-Chen, followed by 

scenes of a fictional character who bears his name? How do Gal-Chen’s thoughts on prediction and knowledge 

predict various outcomes in the novel?

2. How much did you trust Leo as a narrator? What did you initially think the novel’s mysteries were? How did you 

interpret the various clues provided by the characters?

3. What symptoms does Harvey have in common with his healers? How did Rema’s scheme, coaching Leo through 

his impersonation, affect the mental health of the other characters?

4. What makes meteorology an ideal metaphor for love and marriage?
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Questions for Discussion

5. What is the best way to cope with misinformation or hyperbole regarding biologically based parenting instincts and 

the challenges of contemporary parenting? To what extent did abortion debates of the 1970s shape the public’s percep-

tion of questions regarding women’s reproductive realities?

6. Richards provides a rich history of women who challenged conventional notions of motherhood before and during 

the rise of the Women’s Liberation Movement. Do you believe that, intentionally or not, the movement led to the 

marginalization of motherhood? Historically, how have race and economic status influenced the direction of such 

debates?

7. In reading Opting In, what did you discover about men and parenting, and men’s evolving perceptions of themselves 

as fathers? In what ways is fatherhood a feminist issue?

8. How do you personally define “real” birth? What is the best way to reconcile the roles of midwives, medical 

doctors, doulas, and mothers themselves in the process of giving birth and caring for a newborn? How should the 

tandem of privacy rights and public health be managed?

9. In Chapter 4: “William Doesn’t Want a Doll: Raising Kids Today,” Richards describes her own upbringing and the 

way it influenced her perception of herself and family definitions in general. How would you characterize her ultimate 

prescription for creating identities and definitions that liberate children from stereotypes of gender, race, and class?

10. What issues lie at the heart of gender-based parenting inequities? Are these issues primarily cultural, economic, 

psychological, biological, or something else altogether? Have you ever enacted a Marriage Agreement or a similar 

document? To what degree do you and the mothers in your circle welcome the concept of sharing parenting duties with 

fathers? Is fatherhood still essentially a symbol of virility and prosperity for most dads?

11. Richards offers wisdom for navigating the ways motherhood can affect a woman’s friendships. What is at stake for 

women who respond critically to their friends with children? What is the result of anxiety over whether parenting looks

“too easy” or “too hard”? How significant do you think female friendships and a sense of sisterhood are in the lives of 

contemporary women?

12. How would you describe your relationship with your mother? Was she a barrier or a gateway to your individuality? 

Is a nurturing, maternal personality a prerequisite for a good mother (or a good father)?

13. Which of the organizations listed in the book’s Resource Guide are you likely to consult, either for information or 

to spur the types of actions described in the final paragraphs of Opting In? Do you feel satisfied with your level of 

involvement in furthering the cause? How would you answer the essential question posed in the closing chapter: “What 

do today’s parents want”?

14. Discuss the book’s title. What does a twenty-first-century woman opt for when she opts in to motherhood? What 

options does she have? Which options are difficult for her to access?

15. What predictions can you make regarding the ways our society’s daughters and granddaughters will address the 

issue of motherhood? Which debates are likely to wane, and which ones are likely to become even more heated in 

future generations? Will sweeping legislation be the key to change, or will reform be achieved through other means?
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Questions for Discussion

16. In what ways does Opting In expand on themes described in two books the author has coauthored, Manifesta: 
Young Women, Feminism, and the Future and Grassroots: A Field Guide for Feminist Activism? What makes 

Richards’s voice distinct from others participating in these dialogues?

Praise

“A movingly written book, Opting In: Having a Child Without Losing Yourself beautifully dissects the feminist 

relationship to motherhood, creating a framework for modern career women to embrace motherhood while maintaining 

their aspirations and ambitions.” —Sylvia Ann Hewlett, author of Creating a Life: What Every Woman Needs to 
Know About Having a Baby and a Career

“In Amy Richards’s insightful Opting In, knotty twentieth-century feminist debates about family, sex, and motherhood 

are reexamined through sharp twenty-first-century eyes. This informative book is always reasonable, readable, and 

refreshingly open-minded.” —Alix Kates Shulman, author of In Every Woman’s Life . . .

“Amy Richards is the smartest person I know.” —Gloria Steinem
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