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MERLE HOFFMAN
O N T H E I S S U E S

It seemed to have happened quietly,
quickly, very subtly. It was there,
overshadowing everything else, de-
manding immediate attention —

The funny part about it was that
thing had always been there — always
a reality, but hanging in the shadows
— part of the generalized white noise
of the collective unconsciousness;
something you had to make a special
effort to get in touch with.

Until it wasn't — until it burst forth
with a power, vengence and energy so
heightened and intense that everyone
could not help but notice the change.

The thing had definitely taken on a
life of its own — What was once only
whispered about or discussed with
those intimately involved was now
generalized cocktail party conversa-
tion, another political discussion point,
the static, the cacophony of voices, the
media attention, the politics, the same
questions, the same answers — mul-
tiple variations on a theme.

One day, there it was — as big as
life— ABORTION — THE "ISSUE".

Abortion the Issue was exploding,
and the fallout burned everything it
touched. Nothing was exempt — all
aspects of contemporary life and com-
munications; talk show topic, front page
in all newspapers, discussed ad infini-
tum on Buckley, Downey, Phil and
Oprah — there were more demonstra-
tions — new organizations, alliances
and coalitions forming — old ones
coming out of the closet — abortion as
a political issue; abortion as a busi-

ness; abortion as a political football
between the executive and the legisla-
tive branch; abortion as a religious
issue; as a birth control problem, as a
population control necessity, back al-
ley stories revisited; abortion as the
issue that inspired thousands of ar-
rests of members of "Operation Res-
cue", abortion as the motivation for
600,000 people marching on Washing-
ton. Abortion now acceptable for dis-
cussion to people who otherwise only
whispered about it. A "Made-for-TV"
movie, pro-choice art exhibits, concerts,
tee-shirts and poetry readings. A rush
on wire coat hangers. Yes, the heat was
definitely on.

Strangely enough, the thing had
never been an "issue" for me, having
occupied a more private, fundamental
and intimate space in my reality. A
reality whose rites of passage and
seasonal changes had signposts of their
own. Not for me calendars full of chil-
dren's birthdays or friends' anniversa-
ries. No, my markers were far more
personally political than that.

It was 1971 (two years before Roe v.
Wade) and New York was one of the
few states with liberal abortion laws. I
remember the first patient at
CHOICES. In her early 20s and very,
very nervous. She was from New Jer-
sey, alone, without her husband; there
with a supportive friend whose face
betrayed a well of empathetic anxiety.

I remember myself. I was in graduate
school for psychology: young, intense,
involved with founding CHOICES
because it seemed romantic. And I was
nervous. Very, very nervous. No one
had trained me; legal abortion was an

uncharted course full of morality, the-
ology, philosophy and politics, but no
experience in dealing directly with the
abortion patient herself. "What do I
say to her?" "What will she say to me?"
All the psych courses flooded in...
theories, theories and more theories.

This woman was terrified. She was
pregnant and did not want to be! In
that, she was not alone. But here she
was a pioneer. And I was to guide her
way. 1971 and a brave new world for
women — I was to be her bridge — her
midwife into the realms of power and
responsibility that are so much a part
of the architectural foundations of the
abortion decision. But that understand-
ing was to come later — much later,
when abortion was an "issue".

That day, 18 years ago, there was
only that woman, her fear, her need,
her pain, her strength, her vulnerabil-
ity and her hand. The hand that I held
tightly in mine, listening to her nerv-
ous staccato talking to help ease the
discomfort of the dilators — locking
her eyes in mine, breathing in rhythm
with her — becoming joined to the
point of personal discomfort. In the
end, I do not remember a word of what
passed between us. It was strangely
irrelevant. I do remember her face.
And I remember her hand; the hand
that became for me in that moment of
time, without my knowing, the guiding
force of my life...her hand, and the

STORMING THE CATHEDRAL: Merle
Hoffman raises a giant coat hanger
during the massive demonstration and
Civil Disobedience at St. Patrick's
Cathedral in April.
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