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PRAISE FOR SINGLE MOTHERS BY CHOICE

“For any woman who is considering the joys and responsibilities of single motherhood, this book is invaluable. It should empower single women to examine their options realistically and arrive at a reasonable decision. It doesn’t proselytize and it doesn’t judge; it is, in the best sense of the word, a true guide.”


—Dr. Harvey Asch, director of pediatric psychology at New York Medical College



“As a single mother by choice, I found this book to be invaluable in the thought-provoking advice it provides and the stories of other single mothers that are shared in it. As a professor of psychology, I found the book a well-written and insightful discussion of the option of single parenthood.”


—Dr. Susan Anderson, University of South Alabama



“As a single mother, I am delighted we have a book that can help dispel our doubts and answer our questions—even those we may not have considered yet, but will need to. Ms. Mattes’ book treats the subject thoroughly and seriously without being preachy and judgmental or stiff and formal.

“Reading this book is like talking with a very good friend. I recommend it for every woman who is either thinking about or already is a single mother.”


—Carol Bainbridge, Indiana University Northwest
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This book is dedicated to my son, Eric.
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NEW RESOURCES AVAILABLE FROM SMC

SMC (Single Mothers by Choice) is on the Internet! Information about our services, as well as some articles from past issues of our newsletter, can be found at www.singlemothersbychoice.com.

SMC also has a private listserv for our members so we can provide virtual support to one another via e-mail.

Lastly, we now have a Sibling Registry available so parents can register children conceived through donor insemination and learn if there are any half-siblings (children of the same donor) registered with us. If we have mutual consent, we will notify the parents when we find a match.


INTRODUCTION

When I first decided that I would have a baby as a single woman, I was so nervous about my decision that I had nightmares in which outraged people threw stones at me. In my slightly more realistic moments I simply feared that my career as a psychotherapist would be ruined and that I would be ousted by the psychoanalytic society at which I had trained; that my family would disown me or refuse to have anything to do with my child and me; and that my friends would refuse to support or help me and would respond to my times of distress by saying that I had chosen to do this alone and I had no right to expect help from anyone.

My guilt was palpable. I was doing something that I considered forbidden and I felt I would be lucky to escape with only minor injuries—emotional, if not physical. I had been raised in a traditional family in which the predominant value system was “What will people think?” and I had always assumed that I would have to be married in order to have a baby. As a matter of fact, my first professional job after receiving my master’s degree in social work was at a “residence” for unwed mothers, a place where unmarried teen-aged girls were sent to hide their pregnancies (in order to spare themselves and their families the shame of exposure) prior to giving up their babies to married couples for adoption. This was in 1966.

Could I now, in 1979, turn around and do exactly what I had always thought to be unacceptable? Well, as it turned out, I could. And I did. I was thirty-six, I had established a thriving private practice in psychotherapy, I was the director of a psychotherapy clinic, and I was teaching and supervising at a training institute—I had accomplished just about all of my professional goals. However, I had not been able to find a suitable life partner and I realized that I did not have much time left in which to start a family.

Thinking that I could get married at any age, I decided to postpone the search for a husband and look into adopting a baby first. To my surprise, when I told friends and family about my plan, they all urged me to try to conceive rather than adopt. I wasn’t sure that I would feel comfortable in the role of “unmarried mother,” but while looking into various adoption resources I accidentally conceived with a lover whom I had known for several years—and my ambivalence disappeared. I don’t know if it was the effect of the hormones or if I had really wanted this all along and hadn’t been quite able to admit it to myself, but I was totally thrilled.

My lover had always been very candid about the fact that he was not interested in marriage or family, so I was not surprised that he wanted no involvement as a parent. I left the door open for him to change his mind at any point, and he wished me good luck. I was clear that I would be raising my child alone, as I had been considering, but it would be my biological child rather than an adopted one. In August of 1980 my son, Eric, was born. And so I began the most exciting adventure I have ever undertaken.

After having gone through the long and rigorous training required to become a psychoanalyst, I felt sure that nothing could be as hard as that. I was wrong—being the mother of a newborn was, for me, much harder. I needed support, but at first I was too proud to ask for it. However, people kept telling me about their acquaintances, single women who were either pregnant or thinking about becoming pregnant or adopting, and I decided that I would try to organize these people and form a small support group for myself. I also thought that it would be good for my son to get to know other children who were growing up without knowing their fathers.

I arbitrarily picked a date and told literally everyone I knew that if they knew of anyone who was single and had decided to have a baby or who was even contemplating it, they should tell her that I was having an informal get-together at my house at this time and date. I had no idea who or how many women would turn up, and when the designated time came I was amazed to find that eight women were in my living room! Two had tiny babies, a few months younger than my then eleven-month-old son, and several were in various stages of pregnancy. There also were a few women who were thinking about becoming single mothers by choice.

We started chatting and couldn’t stop. It quickly became apparent that we had a bond that drew us together and so we decided to meet again. At the next meeting we once again found that it was a great relief to talk to others in the same situation. We all felt to some extent that we were less comfortable talking with married mothers because we were worried that they would perceive us as complainers. We feared that married mothers in particular would not be supportive and might even be critical of us for taking on single parenting when we couldn’t handle it perfectly. I feared I might be told, “Well, what did you expect?” Since we had done something controversial, we felt we had to show people that we could deal with it without difficulty. But with one another we were able to be totally honest.

We talked about the wonderful times, which turned out to be the most poignant ones, since none of us had anyone who loved and cared about our babies as much as we did. And we talked, and eventually laughed, about the tough times—the stupid things we did until we learned better, the mistakes we made until we found the solutions we needed. We had not realized how hungry we were to talk openly to other single mothers like ourselves, and our spirits and social lives improved as we arranged to meet one another on weekends. We had all found that often couples with children preferred to get together with other couples on weekends, and spending two full days alone with a small baby could be quite lonely.

We also brainstormed for answers to common problems like how to get to the store when the baby is sick and you are not supposed to take her out but you can’t leave her home alone. We compared notes on how we responded when strangers asked us, as they always seemed to, what were our husbands’ reactions to the baby, and laughed as we discussed some of the things we felt like replying at times. And we talked about the ways in which we felt we had an easier time of it than married women: we didn’t have to keep the house and ourselves all together, and we didn’t have to worry about anyone else besides the baby. It was wonderful to meet and talk with other women who shared so many of the same feelings and experiences as mine.

During one of our early meetings one of the women in our group asked us if we would mind if a friend of hers, who worked for a local New York City newspaper, wrote an article about our group. We all agreed and several weeks later an article appeared in the New York Daily News about our get-togethers. The article attracted calls and letters from about thirty women, asking if they could attend. We set about finding a larger meeting space than my living room and happily expanded our group.

Not too long after this first article appeared, an award-winning reporter from The New York Times contacted us and asked to interview us. This article proved to be the turning point in our becoming a national organization as it was not only printed in The New York Times but also syndicated in newspapers all across the country. Suddenly we were deluged with mail and phone calls requesting information, support, anything we could offer. We spent hours of our precious free time talking to people from many different states, and soon realized we would have to get more orgamized. We appointed officers, turned a lot of work over to the women who did not yet have babies (they had free time and we didn’t), and became a nonprofit corporation in 1982, a year after my first living-room gathering.

One of our lengthiest discussions involved what we should name the organization. We felt strongly that we wanted the name to clearly convey that is was our choice and our decision to become single mothers, unlike divorced or widowed mothers. (Some of us made the choice before conceiving, and some, like me, decided after having conceived, but we all chose motherhood at some point.) There was no name that slid trippingly across the tongue, but we finally settled on “Single Mothers by Choice” as the one that best described us: single women who chose to become mothers; single mothers who are mature and responsible and who feel empowered rather than victimized. The acronym SMC is used by many of our members, and as the organization has spread throughout the country people are starting to recognize what it stands for.

Eventually we had enough members in various parts of the United States to begin putting them in touch with one another, and in time they formed local chapters. Our membership grew slowly but surely until 1992, when then Vice Presidemt Quayle decided to attack the TV character Murphy Brown for not having good family values. Thanks to his decision to make an issue about single motherhood, we were flooded with media attention, and requests for information about our group tripled. As of this writing, there are about two thousand members and more than twenty local Single Mothers by Choice chapters in the United States and one in Canada, with new chapters continuing to form. There clearly was and is a need out there for such a group.

Since that first informal get-together in my living room in 1981 I have given many workshops in various parts of the country and met hundreds of SMCs and also those we call “thinkers”—women who are considering single motherhood. The “thinkers” comprise almost half of our membership, as women are growing increasingly aware that single motherhood is a real option—but that the decision warrants considerable thought. In many chapters of Single Mothers by Choice, “thinkers” meet together and spend months deciding whether or not single motherhood is right for them. About 50 percent of our “thinkers” decide not to become single mothers—but it is as important for them to have gone through the decision-making process and made a careful choice about single motherhood as it is for women who opt to try it.

I have learned a great deal from our members, as well as from the many individual SMCs whom I have counseled in my private practice and of course also from raising my own son, who is now an adult. I have been especially interested in understanding more about the issues associated with children being raised without a father. There are many variables, whether the pregnancy was planned or unplanned, for example, makes a difference in how the mother and the children adjust to the situation.

This book is an attempt to share some of what I have learned from all these personal and professional experiences, with the hope that it can be of use to others. It has not been an easy journey, but it has been a most fulfilling and enlightening one.

These days, my son bears little resemblance to the baby I held in my arms at that first mothers’ get-together. He has been working and living on his own since graduating from college, and is now attending graduate school. Everyone asks me, “How did he turn out?” The answer: just fine. He is smart, loving, and talented, and I am very proud of him (and maybe just a tad prejudiced). He has brought me great joy and taught me a lot, particularly about patience and acceptance and love. I am very grateful for the opportunity to have raised him.

Special Note to the Reader: As it is cumbersome to write “he or she” all the time if one wants to avoid using the male singular pronoun to refer to both sexes, I have tried to alternate the use of he and she in a balanced way throughout the text.
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WHO IS THE
SINGLE MOTHER BY CHOICE?

When Alice, a manager in a medical supplies business, decided to become a single mother, she was thirty-six. She had been in several fairly serious relationships in her twenties and early thirties but had not felt ready to commit to a marriage. By her mid-thirties she had accomplished most of her career goals and she recognized that it was time to focus on her personal goals and try to find “Mr. Right.” But as she looked for someone to settle down with, she found that most of the men in her age range who were interested in getting married and having a family had already done so. She realized that it might not be so easy to find a spouse. She very much wanted to have a family and so began to consider whether or not she could become a single mother.

Alice felt confident that she had the capacity to be a good parent and knew that she could afford to support a child. Her family and friends were people she felt she could depend on for emotional support (and maybe even for a little baby-sitting help). So she did some research at the library and found out about Single Mothers by Choice. She wrote to us and requested our literature. We put her in touch with the organization’s local chapter. There she met and talked with several single women who were already mothers and some others who were thinking about becoming mothers either through donor insemination or with a sex partner or by adoption.

After several months of talking with women from the group and with several close friends, Alice decided that donor insemination was the route she felt most comfortable taking. She went to her gynecologist and told him of her decision, He was supportive, and after some preliminary medical tests, Alice began the process of donor insemination. About sixteen months after her initial visit to the doctor, Alice was the proud mother of a baby girl.

A single mother by choice is a woman who starts out raising her child without a partner. She may or may not marry later on, but at the outset she is parenting alone. This definition excludes unmarried couples, heterosexual or homosexual, because although they are not legally married, they will be coparenting, and it also excludes women who became mothers while they were married and then later were widowed or divorced.

IS SINGLE MOTHERHOOD RIGHT FOR YOU?

Following this chapter, there is a questionnaire that will help you focus your thinking and clarify the issues you might need to address as you decide whether or not to become a single mother by choice.

How do you decide? Most of us were raised with the dream of falling in love with a wonderful man, getting married, and raising a child in a loving relationship. To be happy being an SMC you need to come to terms with giving up your dream of parenting a child from the beginning with a loving partner. Perhaps you will get married in the future, perhaps you won’t. You may decide to have a child but may never get married, or you may decide not to have a child and try harder to find a mate, only to end up having neither. There are no guarantees.

When trying to make the decision, keep in mind that your choice will affect the course of your life in a profound way. It is therefore a very major decision and one that shouldn’t be made in haste or on impulse. A feeling of loneliness around the end-of-year holidays may make you yearn for a family of your own, but how do you feel during the rest of the year? If you cherish your freedom and independence most of the time, then be aware that those yearnings may just be seasonal.

When you fantasize about having a baby, do you picture a specific baby? What are the characteristics of this baby? Is it a boy or girl? How old is it? What kind of situation are you picturing? Is the baby cuddled in your arms or playing by itself? Is it awake or asleep? Is it crying or smiling? What kind of temperament does it have? Can you picture it at a less adorable moment or at an older age? What do you feel when you imagine it as a toddler and then as a school-age child? And as a teenager?

Do you realize that the baby you give birth to or adopt may be nothing like the baby you imagine having? You have little or no control over the sex, temperament, and personality of your child, and you may or may not be fortunate enough to get the baby of your dreams. What if your baby turns out not to be that baby? What if it has a birth defect or a learning disability? Can you imagine stretching yourself to be able to love it anyway? If you feel you can only love a baby who meets the profile of your ideal baby, you may turn out to be a very disappointed mother if your ideal baby is not the one you end up with. While this happens in two-parent families also, in that situation the child has double the probability that one of the parents will be a natural “fit” for him. When you are the only parent, you may have to work harder to find a way to adapt to who your child is, since you are his primary source of security and nurturing.

Do you have adequate resources to support both yourself and a child? You can raise a child alone without being wealthy, but you need to be prepared for the necessary expenses that come with a child, such as diapers, day care, clothes, recreational supplies and activities, and also the less essential ones like braces, summer camp, a private school, dance classes, or tennis lessons. You will need to put aside money for vacations, emergencies, and ultimately for college. How able are you to commit your emotional and financial resources to a child? What other demands are there on your income? Some of us fall into what is called the “sandwich” generation, caught between taking care of elderly parents while still raising small children of our own. If you have elderly parents, will you be called upon to help them cope with their lives in the next few years, or are there other members of the family who will (or can be persuaded to) take on that responsibility? If your parents need your hands-on help on a daily or weekly basis or need your financial help, either one will take away from your ability to care for your child.

If your work requires a twenty-four-hour-a-day involvement, how would you feel about changing careers or jobs? Would it be a relief to have a less pressured situation or would you feel a great loss? If you want a child but will rarely be home during the child’s waking hours, is that the way you want to raise a child?

Judith

Judith, a banker in a large city in Massachusetts, realized that at forty she was at the point where it was now or never to have a baby, She was very close to two of her friends’ children, but was aware that it would be more fulfilling to have children of her own. She had been ignoring the little voice that occasionally reminded her that time was running out, but in her late thirties she could not ignore it anymore and she enrolled in a workshop given by Single Mothers by Choice for women who were considering single motherhood.

Although she gave the matter a great deal of thought over the next year, Judith was unable to reach a decision. She was the only child of parents in their seventies and was concerned that they would need her more and more as they continued to age. On the other hand, she felt that she wanted to have a baby and be a mother before it was too late.

Feeling stuck, Judith then decided to attend a group I ran for “thinkers” who are unable to come to a decision after thinking about it for more than a year (we call them “stuck thinkers”). Along with several other women, Judith explained and explored her dilemma. As we talked, it became clear that this was a kind of midlife crisis for Judith. She was beginning the second half of her life and she felt that in the first half she had been too devoted to meeting the needs of others. Now she wanted to do something major for herself, yet she felt that her parents’ need for her help in the near future was something she could not ignore.

As she went into more detail about her fantasies, she described how she imagined she would have a baby and move to a house in the country, away from the city but close enough that she could easily commute to her job. She had always wanted a house in the country, she said, with lots of space and a fireplace, and she knew her dog would love it also. I asked her if getting the house had to be connected with a baby, and she said that it did, that she had never thought of having one just for herself. The other women in the group were quick to ask why not, and it was at that point that Judith realized that what she really wanted was a house in the country, and that she had needlessly linked that with first having a baby. In the last few sessions of the group she worked on her sadness about giving up the idea of being a mother and grieved for the child that might never be hers. Then, having given herself permission to fulfill her desire to move to the country, that is what she did, and the last I heard from her she had come to terms with not having a child and was happily living there with her dog.

Single motherhood by choice is an adventure through relatively uncharted territory. It is not for everyone and there are many things you need to consider when making this choice. But most of all, make a decision. The worst thing you can do is not think about the issue at all and not make a decision or just keep putting it off. You may then, like Sleeping Beauty, wake up one day, only to discover that Prince Charming never came! You may wish you had gone on with your life instead of waiting for him.

Some women think they have until their forties to decide about motherhood because of all the medical technology available today and so postpone thinking about it, only to realize at forty-two or forty-three that they are very unsure and unclear—and they may also have serious fertility problems by that time. It is an important decision and you owe it to yourself to devote some time and energy to thinking it through before your mid-thirties. Perhaps you will decide at age thirty-two that you want to become a single mother if you have not met a potential mate by age thirty-six. Just knowing that you have made that decision can help you feel better as you are going through your thirties. On the other hand, it is also possible that you might give it extensive thought and, like Judith, decide that single motherhood is not right for you. In that case, you will be clear about your choice and not have to panic at forty-something when you realize you haven’t really given it the consideration it deserves.

Whatever decision you ultimately come to, be prepared to find your feelings vacillating along the way. It isn’t unusual to change your mind several times during the decision-making phase before you reach a final decision. This does not mean that you are a wishy-washy or indecisive person. In fact, the more you can allow yourself to go through a variety of emotions, the more sure you will be about your decision at the end since you will have examined your feelings from several different points of view.

DEMOGRAPHICS

There has been a dramatic increase in the number of mature single women, and particularly single white women, becoming mothers. The U.S. Census Bureau reported in 1993 that nearly a quarter of the nation’s never-married women now become mothers, an increase of 60 percent in the last decade. The increase was particularly sharp among educated and professional women: among white women and women who attended college the percentage more than doubled, and for women with professional or managerial jobs it nearly tripled. The number of single women who have become mothers is actually even higher when you take into consideration that the census report only counted never-married mothers, leaving out the many divorced and widowed women who went on to have children after their marriages ended. These women represent as much as a third of the national membership of Single Mothers by Choice.

More than 209,000 single women over thirty gave birth in 1994, the most recent year for which figures are available. While women of all ethnic backgrounds are choosing to become single mothers, the most dramatic increase in numbers has been among white women. In the ten years between 1980 and 1990 the birth rate for white unmarried mothers between thirty and thirty-four years of age increased 120 percent, while during the same period the rate for black unmarried women in this age group was up only 28 percent. (It is difficult to ascertain the rate of increase for Hispanic women since they may be classified in either the white or black category.) For unmarried white women between thirty-five and thirty-nine years old the birth rate increased by 78 percent from 1980 to 1990 and for those forty to forty-four years old there has been an increase of 38 percent during the same ten years. (Statistics are from the U.S. Public Health Service.)

A study of the mothers in Single Mothers by Choice indicates that most of us are in our mid-thirties and are very concerned about the ticking of our biological clocks when we decide to become single mothers. We are well educated and financially secure, with incomes ranging from a low of $20,000 to a high of over $100,000 a year. Another study of members of our national SMC organization indicates that the median income of our members is $42,000 per year, higher than that of the average man in the United States (median income of the average man was about $23,000 as reported by U.S. News and World Report in 1991) so we are at least as able, if not more able, to support a child and ourselves as is the average man. More than half of us have attended college and many have postgraduate degrees, and our careers are in fields such as medicine, banking, mental health, the arts, law, business, communications, the sciences, and education. Some of us are self-employed and own our own businesses.*

We often plan for a baby for several years, just as many married couples do, putting aside a portion of our earnings, buying a house in a neighborhood within a good school district, sometimes even changing jobs or careers in order to have a more flexible schedule or do less traveling or attend fewer evening meetings in order to be able to spend more time with our baby.

Some SMCs have never been married, others were divorced or widowed before becoming mothers. We come from a variety of ethnic and religious backgrounds, and our social and political beliefs cover a wide range from conservative to traditional.† We are predominantly heterosexual (possibly because most lesbian mothers are parenting in couples), but we include both straight and gay women in our numbers. Some of us are financially well-off and others are struggling to make ends meet. In other words, we represent a real cross section of women in this country. The one thing we all have in common is the desire to be a mother and the belief that one loving parent can do a good job of raising a child.

WHY IS THIS HAPPENING?

There are probably a number of reasons for the increase in older single women having babies, but I believe that the one that underlies them all is the women’s movement. By refusing to accept the premise that all women should find their fulfillment solely within the family as wives and mothers, and by identifying and fighting for women’s rights, the women’s movement has made it possible for women today to have choices. We can have satisfying careers out of the home, or we can stay home and raise a family, or both. Whichever path we choose, we have a better sense of self-esteem and feel more empowered than ever before. The days when a woman had to be married to feel that she could have a rewarding and satisfying life are long over, and women who do not marry have many other ways to find fulfillment.

Until the women’s movement, women were often regarded as perpetual children (“girls”) who were incapable of dealing with the world without the support and protection of men. This was (and often still is) symbolized by the woman’s father “giving away” his daughter to her future husband at her wedding. In most cases marriage was not seen as a partnership, but as an agreement that a man would take care of a woman in exchange for her agreeing to submit to his authority. Men made the major decisions and were the disciplinarians. They were the sole support of the family and their wives were totally dependent upon them, almost like one of the children.

This position was typified by the threat to the child, “Wait until your father gets home!” or, alternatively, the plea to the child, “Don’t tell your father that I bought this dress.” Thanks in great part to the women’s movement, many of us now feel capable of running countries and businesses, not to mention being heads of households. We are not only financially more able to support a family, but also feel more capable of being a good parent and raising a child, even raising a child alone. We may be interested in marriage to a man whom we feel would be a loving partner, but we do not need, nor are we willing, to marry a man who is not right for us solely in order to have a child, particularly in light of the fact that so many marriages in recent years have been ending in divorce.

Because of the high rate of divorce we have all seen women who had not planned or been prepared to take on the responsibility of being single parents being forced to do so. In many cases they have managed to develop the skills necessary to cope with the job. It is not surprising, then, that a mature single woman would feel that if she decides to become a single mother she can do at least as well as, if not better than, someone who was unexpectedly left with the task at the end of a bad marriage and an upsetting, life-disrupting divorce.

It is no longer the case that if a woman doesn’t marry she is considered an “old maid” with no other sources of satisfaction in

PERSONALITY





STIGMA






WILL THERE BE PSYCHOLOGICAL DAMAGE TO THE CHILDREN?





FINANCES




QUESTIONNAIRE:
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