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Smarten Up!


Why should you Marry by Choice, Not by Chance? In the last century, marriage rates in the U.S. have hit an all-time low, while the average age women get married for the first time is at an all-time high.


If getting married and having children are primary components of your life plan for happiness, now is the time to act. You should be investing at least as much time, effort, and energy into those goals as you are in creating your other successes.


SINCE WHEN HAVE SMART GIRLS WHO ASPIRE TO MARRIAGE AND MOTHERHOOD BEEN SEEN AS SOCIAL DEVIANTS?


Marry by Choice, Not by Chance is about empowering young women to take responsibility—for themselves, their happiness, their success, and their safety.


YOU ARE THE ARCHITECT OF YOUR LIFE.


Clearly, this advice isn’t for everyone. If you are all about your career—and only your career—then this book probably isn’t for you. But if you know that you someday want to be married and have children, read Marry by Choice, Not by Chance before it’s too late.




What are people saying about Susan Patton, aka “The Princeton Mom,” and MARRY BY CHOICE, NOT BY CHANCE (previously published as Marry Smart)?


“Like a trip to the car wash, where the dust of antagonistic feminist doctrine about sex and marriage gets blasted off the windshield so [young women] can see clearly.”


—Charlotte Allen, THE WALL STREET JOURNAL


“For some of us, our personal and professional happiness are intertwined. But for those women for whom it’s not, well, you should buy Patton’s book and not be embarrassed to do so, regardless of what some of my fellow feminists may think.”


—Keli Goff, THE DAILY BEAST


“Patton’s message doesn’t sound all that nuts. Why are we so reluctant to admit that it is hard to find eligible men (and women?) to marry? Why are people afraid to admit that, OK, the world of dating is sometimes thrilling and fun . . . but quite often, horrible and lonely? What’s wrong with wanting to meet someone in college, presumably someone with whom you have shared experiences and stuff in common, and opt out of dealing with the crappy dates, the mystery texts, and the questioning looks from Auntie Mildred at the Thanksgiving table? And more to the point: What’s wrong with wanting to be happy, sooner?”


—Kara Baskin, BOSTON GLOBE


“The Princeton Mom is Right. . . . The startling news is clear. The new feminist crisis is clear. One in five women who want to become mothers are being denied the freedom because they can’t find a partner on time. There’s a unique partner crunch at this time in history, because America is producing more successful women than men. And women are holding on to their anthropological instincts to marry a man who can provide.”


—DR. WENDY WALSH, on her blog


“A spectacular human being. . . . I loved the book. Very readable. . . . What a terrific lady, articulate, strong.”


—DR. LAURA SCHLESSINGER, on Dr. Laura


“Patton’s deepest desire . . . is for women to be happy. She believes, like almost every Jewish mother I have ever met, that marriage and kids will make them just that. I agree with Patton’s end goal.”


—Elissa Strauss, JEWISH DAILY FORWARD


“Patton’s advice . . . is sensible.”


—Naomi Schaefer Riley, NEW YORK POST


“Susan Patton is in her prime.”


—Maureen O’Connor, NEW YORK


“I’m on Team Patton. Let’s not kid ourselves: being single sucks!”


—Amanda Lauren, XOJANE
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For my sons
And for all the daughters of Old Nassau
past, present, and future




Introduction to the Paperback Edition


IT SEEMS I STRUCK A NERVE.


In the past few months, I’ve been called names that are so off base that I keep looking behind me, thinking that they must be talking about someone else. “Crazy.” “Retrograde.” “Elitist.” “Stupid.” “Evil.” I’m really none of those things, but I understand that when you’re in the public eye and people disagree with you passionately, they will throw everything they’ve got at you. It’s okay. I’m a tough gal. The hysteria, the name-calling, the vitriol all point to the fact that this is a conversation that has been suppressed for far too long and very much needed to be initiated.


Everybody has an opinion about dating, mating, marriage, and motherhood, and now people are talking about these taboo topics. I’ve heard from friends I knew in elementary school, people I haven’t thought of in fifty years; friends from middle school in the Bronx; clients and candidates I’d long lost touch with; Princeton acquaintances I’ve never seen at reunions. And I’ve made many new friends—people who contacted me to share their views about planning for personal happiness and send me links to relevant articles and videos. I’ve gotten to know journalists, broadcasters, television producers, network executives, radio programmers, publicity people, and the green room of every major broadcast studio in New York and elsewhere. (There is a distinct correlation between the quality of a program and the sumptuousness of their green-room snacks).


And being nominated for the Time 100 was an honor, as they say, just to be nominated.


So why has my book generated such extreme responses? I suppose that when you challenge several generations of conventional wisdom, it gets people talking—and that’s good. My intent has always been to start a conversation that encourages young women to think about what they really want, and plan strategically for their future.


What is so outrageous about telling young women who aspire to marriage and motherhood to plan for their personal happiness sooner rather than later? With the aggressive marketing of extreme options to overcome age-based infertility, doesn’t it make sense to remind young women that they have a limited window of opportunity to bear their own children—and that in terms of their fertility, forty is not the new thirty? And isn’t it just common sense to suggest that they take advantage of their best chance to connect with the age-appropriate, single, like-minded young men . . . their classmates? Depending on where you are in your life, these things can be hard to hear.


Perhaps for some, my words hit a little too close to home.


At the core of this book is a message of empowerment that comes from taking personal responsibility—for yourself, your happiness, your success, and your safety. It’s important to remind young women that they aren’t the victims of their lives, but the architects. They can have professional success as well as domestic bliss if they plan for all of it wisely.


Perhaps the most outraged criticism of me was for my comments about personal responsibility. But I believe that at a time when violent assault on campus is an all-too-frequent occurrence, personal responsibility is a vital key to risk prevention. To suggest that young women bear little or no responsibility for their own safety is illogical, irresponsible, and dangerous. Women must be mindful of the visual and behavioral signals they are sending and not get so drunk or stoned that they can’t get out of a social situation that is headed south. For their own safety, they must be in control of themselves. I’m not blaming victims of violent crimes—I’m saying don’t be a victim!


Being in control means taking responsibility, staying safe, planning thoughtfully, keeping focused and listening to our inner selves to pursue what we really want in our lives . . . even if that includes the traditional roles of wife and mother.


Clearly, my advice isn’t for everyone. If you are all about your career—and only your career—then this book probably isn’t for you. But if you know that you someday want to be married and have children, you’d be wise to take my advice and start planning for this sooner rather than later. I’m not stating facts based on opinion, but opinions based on my observations as an experienced, well-educated woman, a mother, and human resources professional.


And again, it’s just advice. Take it or leave it!


It is not surprising that so much of the public response has been critical. Those who agree with me simply don’t have the same need to be outspoken as those who disagree with me.


The private responses that I have received from hundreds of young women, young men, parents of teenagers, grown women coping with regret and wishing this advice was given to them decades ago, and so many others have been truly heartwarming and validating. I appreciate the many feminist moms and progressive dads who quietly assure me that they have been sharing this same wise advice with their young daughters for years. They’re afraid to say it out loud for fear of being attacked by the liberal-thinking groups that are all about diversity . . . except ideological diversity. If you think differently than they do, then they are completely intolerant and often nasty. I understand that the need to stay out of the firing line and be seen as politically correct remains overwhelming for many.


I smile to think about how many television interviewers leaned in to me just before (or after) our segment and whispered something like “I totally agree with everything you say, but you know that I have to go after you, right?”


Yes, I know.


Even the ultraliberal Jon Stewart, who lampooned me unmercifully on The Daily Show—and, honestly, what could be more flattering than being lampooned by Jon Stewart?—displayed my book prominently for more than eight minutes on his twenty-two-minute national broadcast. Despite his entertaining protest, I wouldn’t be surprised if he had a copy of this book put aside for his young daughter.


A more media-savvy person might have anticipated the backlash and personal attacks, because that’s just the way anonymous commentary and social media work. They could have predicted that my broader positions would be condensed and contorted into sound bites that make little sense out of context. But the vitriol surprised me. I did not expect such screaming outrage—and much of it, frankly, is faux outrage. There are groups and individuals who feel their agenda has not been given adequate attention, so they decided to distort my message for the sake of drawing attention to their own underappreciated causes. There’s been a lot of parsing of words and playing of semantic games when the truth is that we all want the same thing—for young people to be happy, to be healthy, to pursue their goals and dreams in the best possible way, and to act responsibly. I’ve just put those thoughts in terms that are more straightforward—and less politically correct—than most people are willing to own.


Some people crave celebrity. I never have. I value my privacy and the ability to run out to the supermarket or the post office in sweatpants and without makeup. Being recognized by strangers is an unexpected and dizzying experience. It’s forced me to up my game in terms of what I look like when I leave my apartment, which isn’t a bad thing—and, honestly, a little bit of fame is fun!


I’m all for planning, but you can’t plan for things that you can’t even imagine. I hoped that my book would generate some attention and encourage young women to plan for their personal happiness, but the incredible response and controversy it created was more intense than anyone could have predicted.


Has all the critical commentary made me reconsider my thinking and change my opinions?


Nope, far from it. It’s reinforced them!





INTRODUCTION





Who Am I and What Was I Thinking?


SO I WROTE A LETTER.


A letter to the editor of the newspaper of the college I attended forty years ago.


I wrote the letter because I was on campus for a Women and Leadership conference that was followed by a breakout session. This afforded current female undergraduates an opportunity to speak informally with alumnae. There were eight young women at my table and they were told that I am a human resources professional and an executive coach, so naturally we all chatted about career planning, resume writing, and interview techniques. Their eyes seemed to glaze over from yet again hearing still more advice about how to succeed in the working world.


Then I looked at each of them and asked, “Do any of you girls want to someday get married and have children?” Their jaws dropped. They were stunned by the very question. They looked cautiously at each other before sheepishly raising their hands. All eight aspired to marriage and motherhood—but not one of them wanted to admit it.


Now it was my turn to be stunned. These amazing young women were reluctant to share their heartfelt hopes, for fear of critical judgment. It was clear to me that someone had to talk with them honestly about finding husbands, getting married, and having babies.


That someone might as well be me.


So I decided to write a letter to the editor, addressed to the daughters I never had. Back when I was an undergraduate, a proud member of one of the pioneering first classes of women to graduate from Princeton University, I dated but I never had a serious boyfriend. Instead of looking for and possibly finding a life partner among my college classmates, I spent almost ten years after college dating men who weren’t as interesting, educated, or accomplished as my classmates had been. I ultimately married the man I had been dating for years, because if I was to fulfill my lifelong dream of having children, time was running out. He wasn’t the love of my life, but we marry for many reasons. Sometimes, we make sacrifices to achieve our greater goals. I married at thirty-one years old because I knew that I wanted to have children and do so in a traditional marriage—and I was cognizant of the limitations on my ability to procreate. And although after twenty-five years my marriage ended in divorce, I consider it to have been successful—because I had the children I always wanted.


In retrospect, I realize that I may have squandered some of my best years looking for what I probably could have found as a student on campus when I was twenty years old. I wish somebody had told me when I was an undergraduate that I should look more carefully at my male classmates. There must have been many marriageable men in that group. Either I didn’t recognize them, or I carelessly dismissed them for superficial reasons, or I allowed myself to be shouted down by feminists who made me feel that it was a betrayal to the sisterhood for an educated woman to be so interested in marriage.


Did the fact that I didn’t choose a man with comparable academic credentials damage my marriage and contribute to my divorce? I don’t know for sure. But I know it didn’t help.


During my four years on campus, I did many things right. I made great friends, had wonderful experiences that I’ll remember always, and I graduated! But there are at least as many things I wish I had done differently. I especially wish that I had had sense enough to look for a husband on campus before I graduated.


So I wrote a letter, and it went, as they say, “viral.” Honestly, I thought I would just share a few words of simple, maternal advice with the girls on campus, where my younger son was an undergraduate. I didn’t mean to cause an international firestorm or infuriate some women on campus, let alone on the Internet.


(Well, maybe I did expect a little controversy—I am more blunt than most people, I’ve always been like that—but who knew anyone would pay attention?)


And viral? Who thinks of going viral? Within three days of the publication of my letter to the editor of the Daily Princetonian, my advice exceeded 100 million inquiries on Google worldwide. Not all of the responses were positive. In fact, I was called “retro,” “crazy,” “a throwback”—and those are some of the nicer epithets. I was accused of being a traitor to feminism, a traitor to coeducation, and an elitist.


Somewhere early on in the brouhaha, I was dubbed the “Princeton Mom.” And you know what? I love that moniker! I earned it, both by graduating from Princeton and by having two children who went there. The advice I offered in the Daily Princetonian was intended for the women on the campus of my beloved alma mater, but it is applicable to smart women everywhere who want a traditional family. To avoid a life of unwanted spinsterhood—with cats!—you have to smarten up about what’s important to you, and keep your head in the game. You have to plan for your personal happiness with the same commitment and dedication that you plan for your professional success.


Honestly, what about that is so controversial?


Knowing and respecting yourself. That’s what it’s really about: understanding what’s important to you and prioritizing. That’s what it’s about. When I say, “Find a man,” what I really mean is “Find a man who will respect you.” And when I say, “Find a husband in college,” what I’m really saying is “It’s never too early to start planning for your personal happiness and looking for a husband who will respect you.”


It’s never too early, and it’s never too late. (Well, that’s not really true, but we’ll discuss that later.)


So, with the benefit of hindsight, this book contains the advice I wish I had been given when I was younger, which I now offer to educated young women everywhere.


I KNOW TOO MANY BRILLIANT, successful women who invest too many years in developing only their career. They reach their thirties and realize that it’s almost impossible to find a suitable husband—the one!—especially with their biological clocks ticking louder and faster every year. Many of them wind up single and miss their opportunity for motherhood. And you know what? No corporate achievement, impressive title, or astronomical salary can ever compensate a woman who learns that she’s waited too long and can no longer bear her own children.


I’ve worked in human resources for decades, as a consultant to media businesses as well as an executive coach to senior-level executives, primarily in magazine publishing, advertising, marketing, and digital properties. Most of my clients and candidates are women, because historically, the publishing industry has employed an inordinately large number of women. Perhaps that’s because it is a soft business that doesn’t usually require a lot of math or science, but more likely because it doesn’t pay very well, so men are usually compelled to look elsewhere for better-salaried positions. As an executive coach, I frequently hear from women who are at the pinnacle of their careers. They are senior vice presidents, executive vice presidents, publishers, editors in chief, earning relatively huge six-figure salaries; some have virtually unlimited travel and entertainment budgets. Many even have a significant wardrobe allowance, because they work in a fashion industry and are required to look . . . fashionable.


These women call me expressing an odd sense of dissatisfaction, presumably looking for guidance in identifying their next best opportunity. We talk and they tell me that they still love the property they work for, that they continue to feel respected by their management and supported by their staff, and that they are very well compensated. So what’s the problem? A job change is unlikely to improve their already outstanding situation. So I ask them to remind me of how old they are, even though I know they are in their mid-thirties. I ask if they are married (even though I know that they are not). Do they have any prospects? No, they answer, not really. These women are truly accomplished, respected professionals, each at the top of her game, but they are all profoundly unhappy.


They had found out that you can’t have it all when all you have is your work.


So, I wanted to offer balanced advice to the young women at my son’s college.


What, you may ask (as many on the Internet have), qualifies me to offer these suggestions? My answer is “the same things that qualify anyone to offer personal advice”: nothing more than life experience, keen observation, and the desire to be helpful. Let me say that, as with any advice, it isn’t applicable to everyone, and it certainly isn’t intended to be critical of anyone (even though I sound like that sometimes). It might be useful for women who know that someday they will want to have their own children and to do so in something resembling a traditional marriage, and it might be useful for women who are thinking about how to best plan for their personal happiness.


If you are neither, this book may aggravate you as much as my letter did!


There are very few statistics in this book, and my research has been limited to talking with people I know, like, and trust—many of whom hold very different opinions from my own. In almost every chapter, I’ve tried to include anecdotes and some personal history that is intended to provide context for how my opinions were informed. Some chapters address very serious issues, and others are lighthearted. My intent is not to provoke anger, but instead to inspire a dialogue that has been too long suppressed. No doubt some of these words will incur the angry response of anonymous bloggers, and those who consider me some kind of antifeminist. That’s okay . . . it’s only words, not sticks and stones.


And I’m a pretty tough gal.


You see, you live long enough and certain truths become clear. Some of the things that we come to understand in our fifties would have been inconceivable in our twenties. Young women today want many of the same things that young women have always wanted . . . and more. Such a broad range of professional and educational opportunities weren’t always available to women of previous generations, and for these new possibilities all women are appreciative. But along the path toward these enhanced choices, some women have lost sight of their oldest and most basic goals—finding a husband and having children. They certainly want family, but the zeitgeist for educated young women has turned them away from pursuing any kind of a traditional courtship.


I sincerely believe that young women need better advice than they are being given. I encourage every young woman to take advantage of every new opportunity . . . but maybe not at the expense of one of our oldest and most fundamental dreams.


So if marriage and children are important to you, make them every bit as important as professional success and achievement.


If you don’t want to have children and you don’t want to be married, then don’t bother reading this book. Much of this advice won’t apply to you.


I think you know exactly what I’m talking about.


You have known it for years, actually, only somewhere along the way you stopped listening to yourself, or maybe you were shouted down by people or groups promoting their own agenda—not yours. Or maybe you decided to be politically correct instead of standing up for what you really want.


Smarten up, girl!


You may aspire to corporate leadership or professional status, but at what cost? At the end of the day, will you be satisfied with coming home to another stack of financial reports or spending another long night reviewing company documents?


If you think you won’t, smarten up!


If getting married and having children are primary components of your life plan for happiness, this book will encourage you to invest at least as much time, effort, and energy in developing your personal happiness as you do in planning for your professional success. In fact, figuring out how to achieve your personal happiness needs much more of your attention—and the process should start sooner than you think. By the time you graduate from college, almost half of your childbearing years will be behind you. Yes, I know that everyone has a friend who has an older sister who had a baby in her mid-forties, but that is an exception to the rule. You know that, don’t you?


By your mid-thirties, your best childbearing years are over.


And so are your best chances for finding THE ONE.


This book contains my personal opinions, based on my personal experience and observation. I don’t expect everyone to agree with me, nor do I require a chorus of experts to support my thinking.


It’s just advice . . . take it or leave it!









PART I






Your College Years


My advice is applicable to smart women everywhere: Make the most of your college years. The uniqueness of your college experience may not be evident to you until long after you graduate, but trust me . . . it is the most extraordinary time. Use it to your very best advantage. Put in place the components of your life plan for happiness. Get the best education you can, explore your passions and interests, develop a work ethic that makes you proud, establish lasting friendships, and look around for a potential life partner—you’ll never have a better opportunity to do so.


Remember that if you use your time on campus wisely, they will not have been the best four years of your life. They will be only the beginning of the best years of your life.

















The Letter








March 29, 2013


Advice for the Young Women of Princeton—the Daughters I Never Had


Forget about having it all, or not having it all, leaning in or leaning out . . . here’s what you really need to know that nobody is telling you.


For years (decades, really) we have been bombarded with advice on professional advancement, breaking through that glass ceiling and achieving work-life balance. We can figure that out—we are Princeton women. If anyone can overcome professional obstacles, it will be our brilliant, resourceful, very well educated selves.


When I was an undergraduate in the mid-seventies, the two hundred pioneer women in my class would talk about navigating the virile plains of Princeton as a precursor to professional success. Never being one to shy away from expressing an unpopular opinion, I said that I wanted to get married and have children. It was seen as heresy.


For most of you, the cornerstone of your future and happiness will be inextricably linked to the man you marry, and you will never again have this concentration of men who are worthy of you.


Here’s what nobody is telling you . . . find a husband on campus before you graduate.


Yes, I went there.


Men regularly marry women who are younger, less intelligent, less educated. It’s amazing how forgiving men can be about a woman’s lack of erudition, if she is exceptionally pretty. Smart women can’t (shouldn’t) marry men who aren’t at least their intellectual equals. As Princeton women, we have almost priced ourselves out of the market. Simply put, there is a very limited population of men who are as smart or smarter than we are. And I say again—you will never again be surrounded by this concentration of men who are worthy of you.


Of course, once you graduate you will meet men who are your intellectual equal—just not that many of them. And, you could choose to marry a man who has other things to recommend him besides a soaring intellect. But ultimately, it will frustrate you to be with a man who just isn’t as smart as you.


Here is another truth that you know, but nobody is talking about. As freshman women, you have four classes of men to choose from. Every year, you lose the men in the senior class, and are older than the class of incoming freshman men. So, by the time you are a senior, you basically have only the men in your own class to choose from, and frankly—they now have four classes of women to choose from. Maybe you should have been a little nicer to these guys when you were freshmen?


If I had daughters, this is what I would be telling them.


—Susan A. Patton, Class of 1977











It’s Harder for Us Smart Women








IF YOU ARE A WELL-EDUCATED woman hoping to marry a man who is at least your intellectual equal, you have almost priced yourself out of the market. Honestly, where do you think that you will find super-smart men once you are no longer a student? At a bar? Online? You know that the men on your campus are just as smart as you are—they got into the same school that you did! They take the same classes. You see them in the library, pulling all-nighters studying, taking exams. Once you enter the real world, you’ll be stunned by how smart the men are . . . not. In fact, the collective erudition of most of the people you meet (men and women) out of an academic environment will distinctly disappoint you. They may have many other things to recommend them, but it will probably be a mistake to attempt to engage most of them in the kind of serious discussions about esoteric subjects you can chat about in college. After all, 22 percent of the American public believe that Elvis is still alive.


You don’t have to marry a man who is as smart, capable, and accomplished as you . . . but tell the truth: Don’t you want to? Clearly, your admission to college was not by accident. You’ve invested yourself in academic achievement, and your discipline, hard work, and character are what earned you a place at that institution you are justly proud of. Of course you want a husband who shares those values and that work ethic. You’ll find some of these men after you graduate, but you’ll never again have this many wonderful men who are single and age-appropriate to choose from as you do on your college campus.


Can you be happily married to a man who isn’t as smart as you? It depends on what you want from marriage. If your priority is financial security, a huge bank account may be enough to satisfy you. And then of course, there are some very self-sufficient women who marry slightly unintelligent, ultra-studly men just for the sex. Okay, but the likelihood is that after a while even the most Thrilling Circus Sex with Mr. Macho will become Mechanical Boring Sex with Annoying Dumb Guy. And that’s not something that’s likely to get better. The sex won’t improve and he definitely won’t ever get smarter.


The big thing is that you want to form a lifelong union with a man who will celebrate and encourage your achievements and never be threatened by your capacity for greatness, simply because he has a similar track record and those same capacities. But it’s the little things that continue to surface that will remind you of why you should marry a smart man. You will either have to regularly explain your references to things like Fermat’s Last Theorem or Diaghilev or the Bayeux Tapestry—or else get used to that glazed look that comes over his face when he just doesn’t get it. There is a wonderful scene in the movie Swingers where Mike (Jon Favreau’s character) tries to impress a waitress in a Las Vegas diner. The menu says, “We serve breakfast any time.” He asks her for an omelet in the Age of Enlightenment. The waitress walks away in disgust and Mike rues having used a time frame that was “over her head,” and wishes he referenced the more commonly known Renaissance. A few minutes later, the waitress returns with his order and says, “Here’s your eggs, Voltaire.”


Okay, so Mike underestimated the woman’s intellectual prowess, but if your date doesn’t understand why this is funny, he’s not smart enough for you.


Beyond your frustration at his not getting cultural references, you will want a man who can express himself as elegantly and as eloquently as you can. Command of the English language is important, and a limited vocabulary, bad grammar, and the inability to construct a proper sentence will drive you crazy. It is comical to watch Meadow Soprano’s reaction to her uneducated boyfriend Jackie Aprile Jr.’s objection when he thinks she is using a Spanish word in their Scrabble game. If your man doesn’t recognize oblique as a proper English word, you won’t think that is at all funny.


While some men might find it adorable that their little wife doesn’t know about high finances, or global perspectives in government and politics, you will not experience making excuses for your husband as in any way adorable. And neither will he. The chances are that he is smart enough to know that he isn’t smart enough for you. Recognizing that you and your friends know things that he doesn’t, he may ask you to buy him a copy of Ulysses or The Fountainhead. But he’ll never actually read them, and probably wouldn’t understand them if he did.
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