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MERLE HOFFMAN
O N T H E I S S U E S
"I love your enemies because they
drive you to my arms for comfort"

— Edna St. Vincent Millay - 1941
I was very young when I read that
sonnet — when those words arrested
me with the power of their insight.
With similar shattering clarity, the
recent Supreme Court's decision al-
lowing the states to restrict or regulate
abortion may be viewed as having
presented both the pro-choice and
women's movements with extraordi-
nary opportunities. We are poised at a
moment in time and history that is ripe
with possibilities and the potential to
truly enact positive and lasting social
change.

On the surface, without reflection, it
would appear that we have suffered a
catastrophic defeat. But one can only
truly lose what one has. Although
supposedly guaranteed by the Supreme
Court in Roe v. Wade, legal abortion
has been under constant attack since
1973 with a consistent chipping away
at the most vulnerable target areas —
parental consent and Medicaid fund-
ing (teenagers and minority women).
The pro-choice movement, lulled into a
false sense of security by the Supreme
Court and restricted by class self-inter-
est and diffused political agendas, made
the grave error of minimizing the oppo-
sition; so much so that when Medicaid
funding was cut off in 1977, adversely
affecting poor and minority women,
few people protested to Washington. It
would seem that upon closer examina-
tion, the concept and practice of
women's equality, liberation and full
participation in society was built on
shifting sand.

We have to realize that we are not
safe, and there are no safe harbors, not
in the Supreme Court, not in the states,
not in the legislatures and not in the
Constitution. Our safety must lie
within ourselves and the movements
that we build. Women are now going to
have to win their rights to full and
unrestricted sexual and reproductive
freedom in potent social and political
battle. We must struggle for the hearts
and minds of the American people while
not succumbing to personal or sectar-
ian conflicts that siphon the power
from our vision and struggle.

Far from being a complete disaster,
or an omen that portends the destruc-
tion of the women's movement, the
recent Missouri decision may create a
groundswell of activism, anger and
politically strategic creativity that
could well fuel a whole new order.

The crushing, immediate necessity of

women and men working together in
coalition, connecting heretofore uncon-
nected issues, creates a situation ripe
with its own particular challenges,
struggles and extraordinary opportu-
nities, quite apart from the external
political threats.

There has already been an explosion
of coalition work. The recognition of
political, social or psychological con-
gruence, the amalgamation of com-
radships — all have the ability to
light up the social, political, historical
landscape with a thousand points of
power. A power that will comfort us in
the heat that it generates while
scorching the ideology and agenda of
the opposition.

"Search your heart. Are you ready for
war? How much are you willing to
sacrifice to see this massacre ended?
The day of distress has dawned."
(Randall A. Terry's Rescue News Brief,
August 1989)

The fact that the abortion issue has
the potential of splintering the society
and, in fact, has been called the "sec-
ond civil war" and "the Vietnam of the
'80s", still has not translated into the
importance of women's personal lives,
in the scheme of things in general, and
in the abortion battle in particular.

What issue is more central to the
collective than whether or not to bring
another life into it? If abortion were
ultimately a "women's issue alone", by

Item: August 3, 1989 — six weeks prior to the New York Mayoral Primary. The
New York Pro-Choice Coalition fields a 10-point questionnaire to all Mayoral
hopefuls concerning different aspects of the pro-choice position. A press
conference is held on the steps of City Hall where the results are announced. A
"Choice Chart" is unveiled and two-foot-long photos of the candidates are placed
along a 10-point scale to visualize their standing on the issues. The results
provoke a great deal of controversy with the four Democratic contenders trying
to "out Pro-Choice each other"; the two Republicans trail at the bottom of the
chart and the Right to Life Candidate is symbolized by a hanger on the
ground.This "women's issue" now takes on enormous importance to the seven
men who would be the city's Mayor. The results inspired Republican-hopeful
Rudolph Giuliani to change his position on abortion for the seventh time in less
than six months — and Newsday touts the fact that there is a "Gender Gap"
placing Rudolph Giuliani on the wrong side of the abortion issue and, as a result,
losing ground with women voters.One year ago it would have been unthinkable
to be discussing abortion in a Mayoral election. One year ago we thought we
were safe. This summer the Supreme Court gave us our wake-up call.
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definition mere fluff, not nearly as
important as the Pentagon, or Stealth
Bomber, why all this fuss in the first
place? If it is not politic to speak of
women's rights, women's demands,
women's needs, women's "issues", be-
cause they appear too strident, too
radical, too unfeminine, too selfish —
let us not forget that this is the reality
of the issue. Minimizing abortion to be
merely a "women's issue" gives the lie
to the passions and profound responses
that it generates.

As more and more young women are
brought into the abortion rights
struggle, as more and more people get
up at 5 a.m. to physically defend abor-
tion clinics, as more and more people
march in the streets, as more and
more sit down, lie down, in acts of civil
disobedience, as more and more women
say out loud, "I had an abortion", as
more and more students become acti-
vated on campuses, as more and more
checks are written to pro-choice or-
ganizations, as more and more people
ask "are you pro-choice?" of their po-
litical candidates, there is a new rec-
ognition of "Me" being part of a larger
"We". As more and more women of
color join hands with their white sis-
ters, and as more of the old-guard
leadership allows young women to take
active roles and leadership positions,
the women's movement may gain what
it so desperately and continually needs:
the assurance of legacy, the knowl-
edge that the torch will be passed onto
the next generation, and the possibil-
ity of unifying behind a transcendant
political vision.

The historic bifurcation of the serv-
ice end of the pro-choice movement
with the political end has begun to
dissolve, forming the beginnings of a
powerful new alliance. Through par-
ticipation in direct action against
Operation Rescue at clinic sites, ideo-
logical and activist feminists touch
the direct reality of abortion. Once
viewed as either the "dirty end of the
business" by many medical profession-
als, or the "capitalist establishment
control of the women's health move-
ment" by socialist or radical feminists,
the reality of over one million women
each year having abortions at clinics
across the country, and their ultimate
vulnerability to Operation Rescue, har-
assment, violence and more restric-
tive and dangerous regulations in up-
coming Supreme Court cases, place
the clinics and their staffs in the fore-
front of the abortion rights struggle.

Patients themselves, in the midst of
the most personal and intimate of de-
cisions and life events, are thrust into
a vortex of politics and passion. It is

possible that all this attention, all this
struggle, all this resistance will enable
women to feel stronger and more cen-
tered in their decisions, rather than
weaker and riddled with guilt, as the
opponents of choice would like us to
believe that they do.

Item: this past summer, I was called
to assist an abortion clinic in the middle

In the struggle to
win the "hearts and
minds" of the
American people,
the pro-choice and
women's move-
ments must take
care not to lose
their souls

of an attack by Operation Rescue. It
was a busy Saturday afternoon and the
waiting room was crowded with pa-
tients, husbands, lovers and friends. In
the middle of the waiting room, Opera-
tion Rescue faithful were lying on the
floor attached to a "Cryptonite Block".
This madly creative device allows a
group of protestors to attach them-
selves to specially designed bicycle locks
that defy police attempts to free them.
Used successfully in clinics in the Mid
and Southwest, Operation Rescue (OR)
targeted New York City for the strat-
egy-

By the time I arrived at the clinic, five
OR participants had been in the same
positions, leg to neck to ankle to thigh,
for approximately three hours; it would
be at least another two before the po-
lice would dismantle them. One Catho-
lic priest, attached to five women, was
sitting with his neck chained like a dog,
screaming to the women in the waiting
room "Go home, go home. There'll be no
baby killing here today—go home. You
will not be killing your babies this
Saturday."

Far from being intimidated or
ashamed by all of this, the patients
became electric and erupted with what
was basically a spontaneous rally and
speak out. "Who the hell are you to tell
me what to do with my life anyway?"

"Hey man, are you going to raise my
three other kids too?" "Go home and
pray in your own church." Not one
patient changed her mind or turned
away.

We may only guess what seeds of
dissent were planted that day in those
people.

Obviously, much more needs to be
done. The early work of the New York
Pro-Choice Coalition, the Bay Area
Coalition Against Operation Rescue
and an Atlanta, GA coalition that stood
up to months of assault by OR in the
summer of 1988, should be formalized
and reinforced. No clinic should ever be
closed, no woman should have to be
brutalized by the continuing harass-
ment of Operation Rescue. Clinics
should, and can, become training
grounds for both activists and patients.
Patients can be politicized through their
individual experiences; activists should
be educated about the reality of women's
direct abortion experiences. Feminist
counseling centers can evolve as natu-
ral extensions of abortion clinics and
other women's health care facilities to
offer on-going support for women who
may be experiencing ambivalence or
difficulties with their abortion deci-
sions.

And there is a secondary gain: clinic
workers and professional staff would
gain immeasurably by a broader un-
derstanding of the ultimately political
nature of their work.

But other tasks also exist. Clinic
owners should create financial policies
that allow subsidies for indigent
women. This is particularly critical in
states that have no Medicaid funding.
No woman should be turned away from
a legitimate abortion provider because
of an inability to pay. All women, femi-
nists and those who are not historically
affiliated with the movement (includ-
ing moderate Republican women),
should consider tithing a certain per-
centage of their incomes so that the
chronic lack of funds that besets all
progressive and feminist causes can be
minimized.

How to think about abortion?
How to think about women and their

place in society?
In a sense, the way we think about

abortion mirrors the way we think about
ourselves. It touches, as well it should,
the deepest, most personal core of our
image of the world and our place within
it.While every poll taken on this issue
shows that the majority of Americans
are pro-choice and don't want govern-
ment interference in this decision, they
also show very clearly that the major-
ity of Americans are ambivalent when
it comes to the reasons for abortion —
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