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MERLE HOFFMAN
O N T H E I S S U E S
It was 1984, and Ronald Reagan was in
the fourth year of his presidency. The
country was awash in the mythology of
patriotism and family values, and
Arlene Pfeiffer met reality head on.

It wasn't that she was stupid or in
any way naive. Perhaps she thought
that in some unexplainable way she
was exempt, that it could not happen
to her and that, magically, it would not
happen to her. After all, she was an
honor student, had been one since the
10th grade and came from a good
Pennsylvania family. Not her, not
Arlene.

In all probability, Arlene's meeting
with reality started when she became
obsessed with time and its passage.
There were possibly many sleepless
nights and continual trips to the bath-
room, looking, always looking for the
signs. Then, most likely, there were
the frantic calls to friends in the middle
of the night with a head full of desper-
ate thoughts. Ahead full of all thoughts.
And time, always counting and recount-
ing the days from the last time. Until
the counting stopped and there was no
denying the reality that had to be dealt
with: She was pregnant, 17 and un-
married. Thrust as it were into the
vortex of competing and compelling
options, into the realm of "choice" as
millions of women and girls before her,
Arlene must have deliberated and
debated. She may even have contem-
plated abortion. What she thought of
that choice — whether a "sad neces-
sity" or a cardinal sin —we do not
know, but the result of her contempla-
tions was a decision that was at once
both courageous and daring. This honor
student was going to have her baby
and she was going to keep and raise it
herself.

It is important and interesting to
note that Arlene lives in Pennsylva-
nia, a state of great historical impor-
tance in the revolutionary struggle for
American freedom and independence,
and, most recently, a state of passion-
ate "pro-life" sentiments; so passion-
ate that, in 1989, the state legislature
passed the most restrictive antiabor-
tion legislation in the country.

One might assume that in this envi-
ronment of traditional family values,
Arlene would have found reinforce-
ment and support for her decision. The
reality was just the opposite. She was
summarily dismissed from the Honor
Society. The five member faculty coun-
cil of the Marion Center Area School
Board voted unanimously to affirm
Arlene's dismissal. (New York Times,

Jan. 26, 1984)
Arlene had sinned, not against the

politicized and verbalized norms and
expectations of the collective society in
which having and keeping babies is a
good thing, but against the far more
powerful and pervasive assumptive
societal regulations. These include, but
are not limited to, a belief system that
places women in no win situations in
terms of their reproductive choices and
punishes them no matter what choice
they make. A Kafkaesque system where
the rules are always changing, where
"good girls" are few and far between,
and scarlet letters are given out like
candy.

Marcia Levine had her encounter with
this reality in October of 1989. Marcia
was a waitress at the Odeon restau-
rant in Manhattan. Her bosses' initial
reaction to news of her pregnancy was
extremely positive. They even offered
to buy her a black maternity outfit to
match the other employees' uniforms.
But as time passed and Marcia's preg-
nancy became visible, their attitudes
towards her changed. Soon her em-
ployer was suggesting that she take a
less visible position, one where she
would be on the phones, which paid
less and had longer working hours.
Her employer even went so far as ask-
ing her to stand sideways in front of
him so he could determine whether she
was beginning to "show". "My work
was no longer valued because I had a
baby in my belly," she said. (Newsday,
October 13, 1989)

Marcia was wrong. It was not her
work that was no longer valued be-
cause of the "baby in her belly"; no, it
was far more real than that. It was that
Marcia herself was unvalued. "We do
not hire ugly people. We do not hire fat
people. We do not hire cripples," Keith
McNally, the owner of the Odeon, was
quoted as saying. Obviously, a preg-
nant woman falls into his category of
"fat and ugly". If Marcia had had an
abortion ("killed her baby"), then she
could have kept her job and remained
a productive member (worker) of soci-
ety. She also could have kept her fig-
ure. She chose not to. She chose to have
her child and to sue the Odeon in New
York State Supreme Court, charging
that the restaurant violated state civil
rights laws which prohibit discrimina-
tion on the basis of pregnancy.

Leticia Velasquez had a different
problem but she faced a similar reality.
A recovering drug addict with three
children and pregnant with a fourth,
Leticia sought treatment for her addic-
tion at a West Harlem Clinic. No one
denies that babies born to drug ad-
dicted mothers can face a myriad of

problems, including low birth weight,
mental retardation or developmental
or cognitive handicaps, inter-reactional
and relational difficulties, prematurity,
abandonment and AIDS. Despite the
national scourge of drug addiction and
national surveys showing that more
than 10 percent of all babies are born
to mothers who use illegal drugs,
women in New York City and around
the country are denied drug treatment
simply because they are pregnant.
(New YorkNewsday, October 31,1989)

There are no male counterparts in
this situation. Thousands of pregnant
women are turned away from treat-
ment programs and they are turned
away for a variety of reasons. Accord-
ing to Dr. Wendy Chavkin, a prenatal
addiction researcher from Beth Israel
Medical Center in Manhattan, more
than half of the 78 drug treatment
programs that she surveyed in New
York City had policies against treat-
ing pregnant women. Reasons for this
range from the centers' uncertainty
about their ability to handle medical
problems, to disagreement on the
dosages of methadone a pregnant
woman should receive. Many female
addicts themselves are reticent to seek
treatment because they fear retribu-
tion from the power structure, that is,
those who profess to safeguard the life
and welfare of the fetus.

This fear of prosecution is well placed.
Indeed, Toni Hudson of Orlando, FL
had her brush with "reality" when she
was arraigned on charges of providing
drugs to a "minor", her baby born last
November with cocaine in its body.
"She was smoking coke an hour before
delivery," accused prosecutor Jeff Deen
of Broward County, FL. Deen plans to
file a similar charge against a woman
who gave birth to a second "cocaine
baby" last year and, since last October,
state officials in Florida have checked
similar cases within 24 hours of birth
and often have gone to court to place
infants in foster care. Another woman
lost custody of her baby at birth be-
cause a judge ruled when she was
pregnant that the child of an addict
was more likely to be neglected. (U.S.
News and World Report, February 6,
1989) Women throughout the country
are being charged with crimes ranging
from "delivering drugs to a minor" to
murder. Another twist; if a woman
decides to go "cold turkey" to rid her-
self of her addiction, this usually kills
the fetus outright. Obviously, enough
evidence for a charge of murder one.

The fact that more than one in 10
women, one in five in some inner city
hospitals, are giving birth to drug
addicted babies does not alter the real-
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