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Introduction


Abortion is not a frivolous choice. No woman sets out to create, then terminate, a possible life; but, over the centuries, millions of women have had abortions, and millions more will continue to terminate unwanted pregnancies regardless of social, religious or legislative opinion.


This book is for any woman who feels psychological pain from her past abortion, any person who has strong feelings about abortion, any person who sees abortion as killing a child, and anybody who feels sure it is not. It is a book that lends insight and offers helpful ways to achieve post-abortion healing. This is not a book about judgment, politics or religion. It is not a book about right or wrong.


Psychological studies show that only 9 percent of the 1.2 million American women who undergo abortions every year experience severe emotional difficulty following the procedure, and those women were most often psychologically unstable prior to their pregnancy. Unfortunately, most studies dismiss the other 90 percent of women as if they had no reaction whatsoever. Because the majority of women move forward with their lives, any normal grief, confusion or ambivalence they might feel is dismissed.


In reality, women who find themselves confronted with the decision to abort do not always walk away from the experience unscathed, even though they move forward with their lives. As psychotherapists, we see such women in our practices every day. Many women acknowledge a feeling of relief after their abortion, yet are understandably upset by facets of the experience that they had never anticipated. Many are distressed and unaware of the ways in which their choice has changed their lives and, sometimes, the lives of those around them. Many have been unwilling to speak of their choice in a world that is openly conflicted about abortion. Many are wracked with religious guilt and a fear that they have killed an unborn child. These reactions are not felt on the day of the abortion, but may arise over time—sometimes years later—as women reflect back upon their experience.


Beneath the clamor of the abortion debate, the quiet impact abortion has on the psychological life of the woman who makes this choice has gone unheard. There is no cultural acknowledgment that she may have struggled over her decision or felt bereaved, or that the event may have left her with pain. Thus, abortion remains a significant personal experience that is not publicly recognized, socially sanctioned or frankly shared in the way a divorce, the death of a loved one or a miscarriage might be. A woman’s emotional journey from conception to termination is often left buried in her psychological underground. As she fights the external stigma, she struggles to understand her internal process, but without a charted course for healing, she has little guidance to explore, integrate or resolve her feelings.


Emotional restoration after an abortion is a unique challenge because the emotions a woman experiences are the result of a choice she made. Paradoxically, her healing journey requires yet another significant choice—a healing choice. She can either live with the unresolved memories she may have struggled to hold at bay, or she can decide to go forward, look inward and reexamine herself. To find resolution, she must acknowledge feelings and recollections, even though it is tempting to fantasize that emotions will magically resolve themselves with time.


This healing journey asks a woman to: reflect upon the circumstances and reasons for her decision; explore the emotions that led to and resulted from her abortion; examine relevant issues arising from both her family of origin and the culture in which she was raised; and realize how the overall experience may have impacted her life then and now by recognizing what she lost and what she has gained.


In an era when people are talking on national television about difficult and formerly taboo subjects, such as sexually transmitted diseases, rape and incest, it is time that post-abortion recovery be brought out from under the cloak of fear and controversy. We believe it needs to be looked at squarely and addressed frankly.


The Creation of This Book


The idea for this book arose out of our clinical relationships with female clients whose lives had been touched by an abortion. As mental health professionals, we were concerned to find how few had discussed the life-changing decision they had made. When they began to share their stories, nearly all were surprised by the depth of emotion they still felt. Even those individuals who had never experienced post-abortion pain were moved by the realization that this singular action had allowed them to create important options and changes in their lives.


To encourage our clients’ healing we tried to locate helpful books they might read on post-abortion recovery. When we found that none existed, we set out to write one.


The data we collected came out of in-depth interviews with forty women who had experienced one or more abortions. The women ranged in age from eighteen to seventy-five and were from varied religious and ethnic backgrounds. More than half the women had never experienced psychotherapy. Each interview was composed of fifty-three questions regarding a woman’s familial, cultural and religious background; the circumstances in her life at the time of her pregnancy and abortion; her experience of pregnancy and the abortion procedure; and general feelings concerning shame, anger, regret, relief, the grieving process and acceptance. We also interviewed five men. The majority of questions elicited narrative responses rather than simply “yes” or “no” answers. In order to protect the anonymity of the participants, their names and certain details about their lives have been changed.


In the course of our interviews we came to appreciate a unique realm of female psychology. Again and again, we were told how a woman’s view of her abortion had changed over the course of her life so that an abortion that appeared fully resolved in earlier years often took on changed meaning and reappeared as a different kind of benchmark as she matured. This aspect of post-abortion healing served to enlighten us as to the inextricable link between a woman’s emotional well-being and the changes in her body from the onset of menstruation to the end of menopause.


As for the reactions of the women we spoke with, all of them found comfort in the opportunity to explore the decision they had once made. And all of them expressed hope that by sharing and recounting their experiences, they might lend support to women like yourself as you explore your past abortion.


Throughout the book we apply the word “fetus” to that which was released during the abortion procedure. Some of the women we talked to used words such as the “tissue,” “it,” the “baby,” even the “shrimp.” For general purposes, “fetus” is the most accurate scientific term and, unless it is a direct quote to the contrary, the one that we will use. Our decision to do so is in no way meant to devalue the emotionally laden experience of what, for many women, is the loss of a baby.


What You Will Find in This Book


This book is meant to help you recount the memories of your abortion experience, explore your emotions and gain insight and knowledge into your own post-abortion experience. Within each chapter are exercises to help you along your way. Some women will want to do all the exercises, others will want to pick and choose which ones are right for them, and still others will simply want to read the text. It is up to you.


The book is divided into three parts. Part 1, “The Experience,” examines the history of your pregnancy in chapter 1 and your abortion in chapter 2. Your journey began the moment you conceived and your life irrevocably changed. Understanding the meaning and emotional impact of your pregnancy and abortion is the start of your healing.


Part 2, “The Aftermath,” closely resembles the process of psychotherapy; we will address a variety of issues that affect post-abortion pain. In chapter 3 we will look at the ways in which you may have felt isolated, the times you may have yearned for solitude and the inevitable loss of privacy you experienced when your pregnancy was terminated. Chapter 4 tackles guilt, a normal but often challenging emotion for post-abortion women. Chapter 5 helps you explore your anger and the instrumental role it plays in the process of healing. Chapter 6 addresses the delicate realm of religious pain and conflict, and the special needs of spiritual women. Chapter 7 looks at the losses, often difficult to define, arising from your abortion and lends support as you grieve those losses.


Part 3, “Acceptance,” provides extensive exercises for continued healing and closure. Chapter 8 can help you strengthen your personal insight and bring you nearer to claiming recovery. Chapter 9 speaks about acceptance—a process of continuing growth.


At the very end of the book you will find suggested reading materials and a list of resources to further your healing work. There are also suggested readings for women whose abortion recovery is complicated by other issues such as addictions and childhood abuse.


Starting the Work of Post-abortion Healing


Understanding, grieving and acceptance are at the core of post-abortion healing. But the process may not be easy. We urge you to listen to your heart and your needs every step of the way.


Feelings and memories will begin to surface as you move through the chapters and exercises. It is easy to become overwhelmed. You may need to put the book down for a little while and come back to it later, or you might find yourself wanting to shut down, numb out and take a break from your discomfort. At these times it can be better to get a closer look at your feelings than to run the other way. You do not need to rush, however, as there is no exact time frame for healing. Journal writing may be your best “healthy escape.”


If, while reading this book and doing the exercises, you feel yourself struggling to deal with your emotions and memories beyond a point of comfort, stop reading, close the book and put it down. You might want to continue your post-abortion healing by reading this book with the ongoing support of a psychotherapist.


A journal can be comforting when you are filled with emotions and need a safe place in which to pour out your feelings. Journals are not for publication. Your journal is for your eyes only! Perfect grammar and correct spelling do not matter. Do not judge or critique what you write. Simply put your pen to paper and let your feelings speak for themselves in whatever way they choose. What you write is never wrong.


Pick a journal that you will want to write in. It can be an ordinary spiral notebook, a journal with an attractive cover bought at a bookstore, or perhaps a hardbound sketchbook found in an art-supply store which you can leave plain or decorate. You can fill it with thoughts, quotes, pictures, feathers, pressed flowers or anything you like. You can write in pencil or colored pen. It is all up to you.


If you have been hesitant to talk freely about your abortion with a close friend, a family member or even a counselor, your journal may become your new best friend. If you have already shared your experience with someone, your journal can serve to document the healing work you are now beginning. Throughout this book, use your journal to work through the exercises you choose to do and record your healing journey.


To begin this process, start with the following exercise.


Exercise:


Write your responses to the following questions and remember, whatever you put down is right. You do not have to write pages and pages unless you want to. Just write until you feel ready to stop.


1. How do you feel about starting this book? Are you scared, anxious, excited or feeling all kinds of different emotions?


2. What do you hope to come away with after finishing this book?


3. Have you ever kept a journal? If you have, what was that experience like? If you have never kept a journal, how do you feel about beginning one now?


Many women find it helpful to have a space in their home devoted to their post-abortion healing. If this appeals to you, think about creating a special nook in your house or apartment. It can be a space on your bureau, desk, nightstand or any place that feels right. Keep your journal there, along with this book. If there are objects that relate to your pregnancy, like a picture of the man or yourself from that time, place them there. If there is a diary you kept, letters you received, poems you have written, or works of art that you made related to your pregnancy or abortion, place them there, as well as anything you create as you read this book. This special place honors your experience and shows that you are accepting its importance in your life.


You may want to share your insights with a friend or you may want to keep the entire experience private. It is a personal decision.


As you read this book, feel free to underline passages, write notes or draw pictures in the margin.


You are headed on your path toward post-abortion healing. Your next step will take you back in time to recall the pregnancy that began your journey.
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PART ONE



The Experience
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Chapter One


The Pregnancy


“Memory is history recorded in our brain, memory is a painter, it paints pictures of the past and of the day.”


—Grandma Moses
Grandma Moses: My Life’s History
ed. Ottot Kallir


The journey toward resolving post-abortion pain begins with your awareness that the decision you made to end your unwanted pregnancy was a choice that altered the course of your life.


Women can, often with ease, recall the reasons why they chose to have an abortion: they were not ready to have a baby; they could not support another baby; they never wanted to have a baby; they were pressured into terminating a pregnancy; or the fetus was diagnosed as unhealthy. The unifying factor among these women, regardless of the reasons behind their decision, is that few have gone on to explore or share the experience of being pregnant, and when the unwanted pregnancy is over, it is rarely spoken of again.


When we asked women, “What were the feelings you had when you were pregnant?” time and again we were met with looks of surprise. “That’s a good question,” they would say, or “I don’t think I’ve ever talked about that.” They then went on to list nearly identical emotional experiences: anger, guilt, shame, self-judgment, fear and depression. During their pregnancies these emotions were experienced as a barrage of undefined feelings labeled “discomfort.” Afterward they were forgotten or denied. To explore them seemed too upsetting.


By recapturing your pre-abortion feelings through the following text and exercises, you may come to understand more about the meaning of your abortion.




Nothing in life is to be feared. It is only to be understood.


—Marie Curie






Forgotten Feelings



When an individual feels unable or unwilling to confront the emotions and memories surrounding a difficult experience, then troubling feelings or recollections may be denied, dismissed or tucked away. But painful feelings, even when suppressed, do not simply vanish. They remain dormant, waiting for a time to resurface and demand recognition.


Attempting to hold pain at bay is a response that most healthy individuals find themselves employing as they prepare to confront hurt; for example, discarding the possessions of a deceased loved one is often delayed until one feels truly ready, or discussing a troubling illness is something individuals do when they feel prepared to confront their fear. Addressing the pain of a past abortion is also often postponed until a woman feels able and ready to explore her upset.


When disturbing feelings present themselves for healing and are ignored, they will likely surface in a disguised form, such as anxiety, insomnia, addiction, depression, anger or flashbacks to the incident that first caused the hurt. To safeguard your emotional health and physical well-being, it is important to recognize and address your post-abortion discomfort if it calls for healing attention.


Exercise One:


1. For women with unresolved feelings over their unwanted pregnancy, emotions can resurface in many masked forms. Use your journal or take note of any symptoms that are familiar to you on the following list:


• periods of depression


• feelings of anxiety or panic


• addictive behaviors, such as eating disorders, drug or alcohol problems, smoking, workaholism, etc.


• stress over sexual intimacy


• discomfort in response to some organized religions


• tension during heated political debates over abortion


• shame or secrecy when a doctor asks routine questions about past pregnancies


• resistance to attending the baby shower of a good friend


• fear of spiritual retribution


• concern over being unable to conceive again in the future


• fear when trying to conceive


• unexplained feelings of depression when you do conceive


• avoidance of newspaper and magazine articles or television programs that deal with the topic of abortion


• the need to deeply involve yourself in movements for or against a woman’s right to choose abortion


• tension when asked, “Do you want children?” or “Do you have children?”


2. Using your journal, list other symptoms that are unique to your own experience.




You can live a lifetime and, at the end of it, know more about other people than you know about yourself.


—Beryl Markham
West with the Night






Pregnancy Brings Physical Changes



Pregnancy always means physical change. If a woman has decided to abort, she must still wait for the right time for the procedure, as evaluated by a physician. While she waits for that given time, the reality of her pregnancy becomes manifest in her body. She may experience nausea, fatigue, enlarged breasts, weight gain and skin changes. These shifts speak to the event that she must confront. It is inescapable. The woman is aware of the impact of her sexual actions and viscerally bears witness to them. Pregnancy becomes a reality. Wendy shares,


I was always conscious of how my body looked, and I was always aware that there was a life growing inside of me. It was very much in the forefront. I instantly changed.




Each woman has different emotional and physical reactions to pregnancy, and the same woman may react differently to different pregnancies.


—Robert Crooks and Karla Baur
Our Sexuality





And Susan tells us,


I felt fat! I couldn’t suck in my stomach. My breasts ached—just like before I get my period—but it didn’t go away. I got morning sickness six weeks into it. I was hiding crackers in my bag at work. I wasn’t able to eat normal food without dashing into the bathroom.


For Laura, like many women who had already experienced pregnancy, the signs were immediate and recognizable:


I remember quickly getting the clue that I was pregnant because there was a distinct kind of nausea that I only experience when I’m pregnant. I just knew.


But for Marianne, like some women whose bodies didn’t react with obvious and immediate changes during pregnancy, the waiting period was a time of confusion. She wanted to be in denial, trying to believe that her period was just late:


I wish there were a little dot on your face that changed color when you were pregnant, so you didn’t have to go through that waiting period! I guess some people know right away. I’m not that way. Hardly anything on me ever changes when I’m pregnant—it just feels like PMS. I just had to sit and hope that my period would come.


Exercise Two:


1. When did you first know that you were pregnant?


2. Did your body tell you immediately or did you have to wait for a missed period?


3. During the days or weeks until your abortion, what were the physical changes you experienced?




I was 7 days pregnant when I called my doctor. She didn’t believe me. She said it was too soon to know. I knew.


—Leah Interview






Buried Emotions



Many women who feel emotionally ill-equipped to face the serious dilemma of an unwanted pregnancy are able to deny what is happening in their bodies, even as the signs of pregnancy multiply. They talk of patiently waiting for a period, and even if they suspect a pregnancy, many still seek the refuge of denial in order to avoid frantic feelings. Wendy says,


I waited three months before going to the doctor because I was in major denial. I was fifteen, I had no idea what was going on and I couldn’t believe it could be happening to me! I really thought it was just kind of going to go away.


Janice’s denial was different from Wendy’s. Pregnant at twenty-two, Janice hid behind the symptoms of her eating disorder to guard against the terror of facing her pregnancy:


I became pregnant in the midst of my eating disorder. I had been bulimic and my period was never regular, so when it didn’t come I just wrote it off to my sick body. I was denying the physical symptoms that were screaming “You’re pregnant!”


But denial cannot change the reality of a pregnancy. Despite attempts to ignore or rationalize the symptoms away, the pregnancy ticks on until it is finally confirmed.


After the confirmation of an unwanted pregnancy, some women wrestle to find a place to direct their suffering and anger: at God; at the man involved; at themselves. A frequently cited target of anger is neglected or failed birth control. Wendy says,


The first time I got pregnant the condom broke. The second time I used a diaphragm with lots of jelly, and it didn’t work either. I was pretty damn angry.




Anger is something we feel. It exists for a reason and always deserves our respect and attention.


—Harriet Goldhor Lerner
The Dance of Anger





Even when a woman knows her anger isn’t directed toward the proper place, she may still feel this powerful emotion. Jessica tells us,


My boyfriend had another girlfriend for four years before me, and they had never used birth control and never got pregnant. Because of a childhood accident, he thought he was sterile. He had never used birth control. I was young enough and naive enough to take this as a truth. So when I got pregnant, I wasn’t exactly mad at him, because he didn’t know. I was just mad.


Along with anger, undercurrents of fear plague women’s psyches. Whom can they safely tell? Will they be punished by God? Will their relationships withstand the trauma? Anne expresses her experience with this emotion:


From the moment I found out I was pregnant I felt this very quiet fear. The whole experience was new to me, and I wasn’t sure how it would all unfold. It was fear of the unknown and fear that my lover would leave me if he knew.


Vicky tells us,


I could hardly live with what was happening to me. I didn’t want other people to look at me and think of me as a possible murderer.


Sandra’s fear stemmed from her religious upbringing:


I was sure that God would send me straight to hell for having sex, getting pregnant and then planning an abortion on top of it!


Sadness and depression are also predictable responses to the pain of an unwanted pregnancy. Author Jo Ann Rosenfeld, M.D., writes that women are more likely to be depressed before an abortion than afterward, when they typically experience a sense of relief. Dr. Rosenfeld also believes that women who continue to feel lingering sadness may be experiencing a continuation of the pain that accompanied their pregnancy rather than any effects of the termination.


Andrea expresses her sadness very clearly:


I felt despair because I knew I couldn’t keep it. And I knew I was about to make a decision that I’d find really hard to live with later.




I’m committed to the idea that one of the few things human beings have to offer is the richness of unconscious and conscious emotional responses to being alive.


—Ntozake Shange
Black Women Writers at Work,
Claudia Tate, ed.





Cloe’s strongest emotion was depression:


I felt very depressed. The timing was so terrible. I felt too young to go through this. If it had happened a year down the road, I might have been able to have a child.


Many women experience guilt, shame and harsh self-judgments during their pregnancy. They believe that had they been more cautious or more aware, their pregnancy could have been completely avoided.


Alta was keenly aware of her feelings of guilt. She relates,


I felt a lot of guilt about being so stupid when I didn’t want to get pregnant! I felt like a real jerk. I thought, “I want to make love without my diaphragm. I’m sure I’m going to get my period tomorrow.” And that was stupid—not using all my brains. I felt really bad and ashamed for that.


Anne, much like Alta, had recurring feelings of guilt:


Well, I felt guilt but I honestly can’t tell you why. I was using birth control, I thought I was being very responsible. But I kept thinking, “These things don’t happen unless you let them happen!” I don’t feel guilty any longer, but I had to pick apart every moment of the experience to get there.




Depression—that is what we all hate.


—Kate Millett
The Loony-Bin Trip





As you look back over your pregnancy, you may discover layer upon layer of buried emotions. As you uncover these feelings, you may find post-abortion pain rooted in your experience of being pregnant.


Exercise Three:


The following statements will help you sort through the emotional aspect of your pregnancy. You might discover that completing the sentences brings back the memory of one strong emotion or many emotions. You might recall difficult emotions, and you might even recall some positive ones.


1. When I thought I was pregnant, I felt . . .


2. When my pregnancy was confirmed, I felt . . .


3. The strongest feelings I remember were . . .


4. When I look back to the time I was pregnant, I now feel . . .


Unlocking your buried emotions is the first step in healing them. In order to do this work, you must be able to identify your emotions. This can be a difficult task; in order to help you do this, you will find a Feelings List in appendix one. It may be helpful to refer to it whenever you cannot name your emotions.



The Fetus



In the truest terms, a woman must face the potential for a baby during her pregnancy; thus, pregnancy can be a dark place for a woman to enter when it ends in abortion. When we asked, “How would you like us to refer to the fetus?” nearly all the women we interviewed hesitated. They usually searched for words that would separate them from that place where potential life exists:


“I call it ‘the fetus,’ and in my more emotional moments I call it ‘the child.’ ”


“The bean.”


“ ‘It.’ ”


“Fetus or tissue, I think.”


“Embryo—like a little peanut.”


“A shrimp . . . . Let’s call it ‘it.’ ”


“Hmm. The egg.”


    

        The circumstances surrounding conception . . . in conjunction with a woman’s psychological and social resources provide the context that will affect a woman’s response to her pregnancy.


        —Nancy Adler
“Psychological Factors in Abortion”
American Psychologist


    


If a woman were welcoming her pregnancy, she would happily speak about conceiving a baby—not an “egg,” a “fetus,” a “shrimp” or an “it.” She would freely indulge in the abundant truths and myths of motherhood. But to call the fetus a “baby” when she is planning to abort would heighten her confusion as she psychologically pulls away from the “accident” growing in her womb.


A woman’s natural sense of relatedness might now come in conflict with her inner pull toward selfhood if her present needs and goals do not include a pregnancy. To diminish this inner duality, she may call the fetus “it” rather than “baby.” In the case of other women, they may truly experience the fetus as an “it”; they never believe the fetus to be a baby at all.




Pain is the great teacher . . . [it] forces us to think, and to make connections, to sort out what is what, to discover what has been happening to cause it.


—May Sarton





Exercise Four:


In your own pregnancy:


1. How did you refer to the fetus at the time of your abortion?


2. How do you refer to it today?


3. How do you feel using that word?


4. What brought you to use one particular word or phrase instead of another word?



No Bond to the Fetus



Women who feel little or no bond with the fetus, and make their decision to terminate with ease, sometimes later worry that their rejection of a pregnancy is evidence that they haven’t looked deeply enough into themselves. They fear that their decision to terminate came without undue misgivings. Many of these women are relieved when, in subsequent years, they feel a maternal drive. Other women come to realize that motherhood is not something they truly desire.


Janet had no plans for children and did not feel a bond with the fetus. She initially experienced no tension in making her decision:


I really adore children, but I never wanted a child of my own. And when I got pregnant I felt no connection to anything like “baby.” I felt overwhelmed by emotion, but only because I had to go through something so unexpected and so upsetting to my body. But it was never about a baby.


Janet went on to tell us that when she turned fifty she looked at her abortion in a different light:


My husband and I don’t have any offspring—no kids or grandchildren. Because I’m in menopause now, I sometimes look back on my abortion as a lost opportunity. I feel a little sad about it. At the same time, I am able to cherish all the opportunities that having no kids gave me. It is a challenge to be able to feel sad and grateful at the same time.


Jill, much like Janet, felt no bond with the fetus. She shares,


I work with kids. I give them a great deal of myself from nine to three, and I receive a lot in return. My caring for kids is central to my life. When I accidentally got pregnant, I never felt anything about the tissue in me. To this day, I don’t think of the tissue as anything [remotely similar to] a baby.




My womb filled up with something—not someone.


—Daisy Interview





Jessica does not believe that she aborted “a baby.” She felt little connection to the fetus, and even later, when the tissue became more “shrimp-like,” she couldn’t conjure up feelings of attachment. Jessica tells us,


I was nineteen years old. The abortion was at about eleven weeks. I believed at that time it was only tissue. I didn’t think it had any form whatsoever. But the next year my boyfriend and I went to Paris and visited a museum where many bottles of fetuses were lined up on a shelf from about six weeks to five months. I was upset when I saw a twelve-week fetus. It looked shrimp-like—nothing like a person—but it did have a form. We stood there and looked at it. We didn’t talk. For quite some time after that I questioned just what a big step I had taken. I realized that I had to take less things for granted in my life. Maybe it was some guilt that spurred me into more awareness.


To attain personal resolution, Jessica had to work through her feelings of guilt over the abortion even though she felt no real attachment to the fetus.


Whether you felt a bond to the fetus or not, that “pregnancy” means life or potential life can be a sensitive issue. Resolving your conflict begins with a conscious awareness of any discomfort.




. . . men try to approach the abortion decision in an abstract, intellectual way but later find themselves having to deal with feelings of hurt, guilt, or anger.


—Masters and Johnson
 Sex and Human Loving
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