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Single Mothers in Film
For decades women have been depicted in film in a variety of roles.  From the strong willed hero to the helpless victim.  One aspect of women in film that is of special intrigue is the real life issues of single motherhood.  There are many movies that depict single mothers rather unfavorably (such as Precious’ welfare mother in “Precious”) and there are other films that show how powerful single mothers can be (such as Novalee in “Where the Heart is”).  The reality of single motherhood is extremely dynamic and incredibly hard to stereotype as one way or another.  Within this paper the films Where the Heart Is, Waitress, Riding in Cars with Boys, and Precious will be compared and contrasted in respect to their depiction of single mothers.
	One of the most outstanding aspects of the depiction of single mothers is how these women acquired their roles.  Within all of the films in this paper the mothers were pushed into single motherhood because of a deficiency on the father’s behalf.  For example: Where the Heart is: the father is selfish (probably narcissistic) and develops an alcohol dependency.  Waitress: the father is emotionally abusive and has significant co-dependency issues.  Riding in Cars with Boys: the father was an alcoholic, drug addict who was neglectful and selfish.  Precious: the father is her father; she is raped by her father and impregnated.  This is especially interesting to consider because it implies that even though the women made the decision to raise their children alone, the real decision was made for them by the weak men they were attracted to and the needs of their children.  Thus instead of emphasizing the power of a single mother, it shows them more as a struggling victim.  This, as a side note, also has the potential of highlighting or stereotyping single fathers, and may impact the labels that single fathers have to fight to shed.
	Another similarity in these four movies is the underlying message of the films.  That is the necessity and importance of raising children in the most positive environment possible despite the struggles one may come across.  In Where the Heart is Novalee is motivated to better her life simply because she has Americus (her daughter).  Jenna, in Waitress, slowly develops a bond with her child as she was able to differentiate her baby from her abusive husband, and this motivates her to leave the damaging relationship in order to build a prosperous life for her and her daughter.  Beverly, in Riding in Cars with Boys, detailed the lifelong development of how a career motivated mother is able to juggle her talents and skills with her son.  “Precious” depicts Precious as a loving and compassionate mother who instinctively desires something better for her children than she had as a child even though her children were conceived under horrible circumstances.
	These depictions really are a double edge sword.  In one respect women are given an image of strength and resiliency and in another respect the depictions imply that it is bad that women resent their children or experience any emotion that is not naively happy in relation to their children.  The translation of this into the “real world” is that upstanding single mothers ought not have rough or negative raw emotions.  This is a sorrowful disservice in altering the established stereotypes and stressors of single mothers.  It allows a social presumption that unconditional love is innate, when in reality, this isn’t always the case.
	There are some significant differences between these films that are important to consider as well.  One of these points is the manner in which the children of the single mothers are treated.  For example:  Where the Heart is: the child is the love and joy of the mother’s heart.  Waitress: the child is doted on littered in affection and attention.  Riding in Cars with Boys: the child is perceived as a nuisance, but despite this the mother develops an almost unhealthy dependence with him.  Precious: While Precious is despised by her mother and abused and degraded.  Precious treats her children with altruistic love and makes significant efforts to better her life in order to give her children a chance at a pleasant life.  Within these examples there are clear distinctions between common stereotypes and efforts to change the stereotypes (specifically that single mothers are unstable vs. single mothers are especially effective mothers).
	Another difference that these movies depict is the different coping styles with the added stressors that come with single motherhood.  In Where the Heart is Novalee adopts superstitions with the number 5.  This is a common coping mechanism when stress and control with one’s life seem unbearable.  In Waitress Jenna detaches herself from the unborn child as a defense mechanism against more pain and displeasure with her life.  After the child is born however, she has a reality check and makes positive changes in her life surrounding her daughter’s well-being.  In Riding in Cars with Boys Beverly deflects her stress onto her son, unfortunately, causing her son to carry large amounts of stress throughout his life.  In the face of increasing stresses, Precious sheds her victim role and adopts a role of empowerment.  She makes significant and poignant efforts to make positive change in her life.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	The reason these four movies were chosen for this paper was to show the varying degrees to which single mothers are depicted in film.  On one side of the spectrum we see a mother who is instinctually connected to her baby and almost effortlessly makes reflective changes, on the other side of the spectrum we see a mother who is violent, resentful, and abusive and has little regard for the impact she has on her child.  This is important to observe because the most negative stereotypes dwell on the sadistic and selfish motives that some mothers express.  There is little regard for the hardships and stresses that single mothers face, and even when introduced with a mother who handles the cards life dealt her with grace and altruism, it is implied that this is how a mother should handle being a single parent.  It would be presumptive to assert right from wrong in respect to the depiction of single mothers, but one thing stands out, it shouldn’t be assumed that all single mothers are abusive, nor should it be assumed that single mothers ought not have human emotion in regards to their children.
