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pective on Katrina

Since the tragedy of the Katrina hurricane that devastated
the Gulf Coast and flooded New Orleans, SisterSong has
contacted its two member agencies in Mississippi and
Louisiana affected by the storm. We reached the Institute for
Women & Ethnic Studies whose offices are on Canal Street,
ground zero of the flooded part of downtown New Orleans.
Their staff is now re-located all over the Deep South, includ-
ing Atlanta. We also contacted Mississippi Families for
Kids, whose offices in Jackson were undamaged by the
storm, but who now face a tremendous flood of desperate
families with children from all over the Gulf Coast region.
They are accommodating many peo-
ple in their offices and homes and
they are seeking housing for hun-
dreds more calling on them for assis-
tance. To directly help these
SisterSong member organizations,
their addresses are listed at the end of
this article along with the addresses
of other women of color reproductive
justice organizations in the Gulf
Coast area needing assistance.

A tragedy of this magnitude forces
all of us to examine the impact of this
storm and the response to it on
women and children. The Deep
South has some of the highest pover-
ty in America affecting all races of
people, and the world witnessed that
great dirty secret that is America’s
shame. Black and brown people
drowning in filthy flood waters alert-
ed the world that this country does
not protect the human rights of its
own citizens.

I was moved to write this article because I still have fam-
ily members missing in New Orleans, one of them an 80-
year old relative. I was privileged to attend a meeting
September 10-14, 2005 on “Women’s Global Strategies for
the 21st Century” organized at Sarah Lawrence College by
the Women of Color Resource Center, the Global Fund for
Women, and the Center for Women’s Global Leadership that
brought together 100 women from around the world. The
workshop on Militarization and Occupation helped me
understand some of the issues we face here in the Deep
South as we struggle to rebuild our lives after Katrina.

From a feminist perspective, there are certain predictions
we can make concerning what will happen to some women
and children based on our collective experiences in helping
women and children survive trauma. Poverty in America is
not only racialized but it is also gendered. The aftermath of
Katrina must be examined through a gender lens that identi-

fies the myriad of violations experienced by women. A dis-

aster like Katrina is a violation against the entire communi-

ty, but when threats to women'’s lives are not recognized, and

steps are not taken to ensure that they are, women become

doubly victimized — by the disaster and by the response to it.
Vulnerability of Women and Children

The hurricane and the subsequent flooding exposed the
special vulnerability of women, children, the elderly and the
disabled by revealing the harsh intersection of race, class,
gender, ability and life expectancy. Many people could not
escape not only because of poverty, but because they were

not physically able to punch through rooftops, perch on top
of buildings, or climb trees to survive. Horror stories of peo-
ple abandoned to drown in nursing homes and hospitals
emphasize that any disaster preparedness planning must take
into account those unable to evacuate themselves. Instead,
the mainstream media and government sources chose to
blame the victims as if these vulnerable people simply made
bad choices, ignoring the context in which these

“choices” are made. Right wing pundits are

whelmed by life itself.

We also know that women’s issues will not be seen as
“important” during the crisis, as we are advised that larger
issues like maintaining law and order and securing the
affected areas are of higher priority. But we need to examine
the disaster in the Gulf Coast region from a feminist point of
view. We can also learn lessons from the past that can help
us understand the present situation, and we can ask for help
from our sisters in other parts of the world who have sur-
vived military occupations and tsunamis. There is a risk of
too much focus on the current crisis, shifting dollars from
previous unmet needs, and forgetting
older crises around the world and in our
country. For example, Mississippi
already had only one abortion provider
before the storm. Women traveled to
Louisiana or Alabama for services.
What will an already under-served
region do to help women receive repro-
ductive health care?

Re-defining Military Occupation

We witnessed a very authoritarian
militarization of New Orleans during
the crisis as police and the military
were given permission to forcibly evict
survivors, arrest or shoot lawbreakers,
and impose martial law on the city. No
one in authority questioned whether it
is ethical to give orders to shoot flood
survivors, even if they are supposedly
looting. More recent alternative media
reports reveal that many of the alleged
“looters” were actually heroes trying to
find food to feed their families, secur-
ing food and relief supplies from stores
whose inventories would have been lost to the flood anyway.
The concentration camp like conditions of the Superdome
and Convention Center provided no privacy for women, no
safety for children and for days after the tragedy, no basic
needs like food, water and sanitation. Notably, while the
police and military were protecting the property rights of
business owners, they somehow neglected to protect the
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already saying that the tragedy was the fault
of single mothers who weren’t married so
that their husbands could lift them out of
poverty. Those in power do not speak about
the intentional chaos in people’s lives created
by constantly scrambling for survival while
living in poverty or with disabilities that
leave many women feeling simply over-
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lives of women and children jammed into the Superdome
and the Convention Center. Women, children, the sick and
the elderly died waiting for help.

One of the ways in which the occupation was achieved
was by controlling terminology through language coups.
Did you notice that some news media reported that white
people “find” food while black people “loot?” Control of
communications became control of self-validation as the
prejudices of the powerful constructed meanings that ren-
dered any countervailing notion ineffective.

There are reports of massive arrests, police brutality
and even deaths at the hands of the police and military
during this crisis, yet these reports were not featured in
the mainstream news, just over alternative sources such as
the Internet. There are also stories of people being shot by
authorities in the Louisiana Superdome. One brief report
on CNN told the story about the Gretna Police
Department blockading a bridge by firing over the heads
of people attempting to leave the city to enter this pre-
dominantly white suburb west of New Orleans. The
Gretna police even confiscated food and water from
women and children on the bridge at gunpoint, claiming
they did not want their town “turned into another
Superdome,” an ominous racist reference to the fact that
most of the people were African American. The normal
brutality with which cops usually treat poor black people
lends considerable credence to these unproven rumors,
particularly if the police are operating in situations with
little likelihood of formal investigations into their actions
because they are “justified” by the crisis. “They came to
help” language may thwart really seeing the negative
effects of the occupation and may forever obscure any
notion of accountability.

Unfortunately, actions like these also denigrate the
undoubtedly heroic actions many people in law enforce-
ment and the military demonstrated as they risked their
lives in contaminated water to rescue survivors. But as
feminists, we should not confuse individual compassion
with structural injustice. Both can exist in the same place
at the same time.

While the news media focused on the black/white con-
flicts during the crisis, little or no mention was made of
the Native American, Asian American or Latino commu-
nities also devastated by the storm. Erasing these commu-
nities from the public’s consciousness became another
form of structural violence.

What we need are expanded definitions and under-
standing of what is meant by military occupation.
Occupation is about space, land, and resources. There is
little consciousness in the minds of the American public
that we live in occupied land or that we are occupiers. |
don’t believe the term only applies to Palestine,
Afghanistan or Iraq. Communities of color, particularly
Indigenous Nations, have always experienced law
enforcement and the military as occupiers, but the Katrina
crisis exposes how we must expand the concept of mili-
tary occupation way beyond the narrow and limited defi-
nitions of the United Nations.

There is a porous membrane between occupation and
war as the Iraq invasion proves. It’s as if these occupying
armies read their orders from the same script. The resi-
dents of the affluent parts of New Orleans hired their own
private security firms to “protect” themselves against the
flood survivors. Our definition of occupation must be
widened to include not only agents of the state such as the
police and the military, but also must include transnation-
al corporations, some of whom also operate their own pri-
vate armies. We need to redefine occupation as a violent
means to maintain order and confiscate our land. We must
connect militarism with occupation and reveal who con-
trols the resources and who benefits from the process of
occupation. These are all expressions of the same phe-
nomenon.

Ironically, the occupation of New Orleans and the
occupation of Iraq share one major obvious commonality.
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Both are greased by oil — its production and its shipping.
It is no coincidence that a port through much of America’s
oil flows is quickly militarized while hundreds of people
die in flooded houses. Offshore platforms in the Gulf are
responsible for about 30 percent of U.S. crude-oil produc-
tion and states along the Gulf Coast are home to half of
the nation’s refining capacity. The same company in Iraq
— Halliburton — will receive major contracts to help in the
rebuilding of New Orleans. Was Iraq a practice run?

What was particularly telling about the Gulf Coast cri-
sis was that the owners of casinos and Wal-Marts were
apparently able to return to their businesses much more
quickly to repair storm damages long before federal assis-
tance arrived to reduce the needless loss of lives. Perhaps
we will become the United States of Wal-Mart after this.
They may be the first businesses to offer jobs to the mas-
sive numbers of people forced into unemployment
because of the storm. Will we be in any position to chal-
lenge their labor practices and impact on communities if
they are the only employers available? Wal-Mart already
discriminates against the women it presently employs.
With President Bush relaxing the minimum wage laws for
companies hired to rebuild the Gulf Coast, will more
women make even less money, below the paltry
$5.15/hour federal minimum wage? You bet they will
because more than 400,000 jobs were lost in the disaster.

Violations of International Human Rights
Standards

We also witnessed the incredible violations of the
human rights of the Katrina survivors. Not only was their
right to survive threatened by the painfully slow response
of local, state and federal governments, but their right to
stay united as families, their right to adequate and safe
shelter, their right to social services, their right to accurate
information, their right to health care and freedom from
violence. All of these are human rights violations but the
one that brings the Middle East most forcefully to mind is
the violation of the right to return to one’s home. For
those of us with short-term memories, keep in mind that
the Supreme Court ruled this year that governments have
expanded powers of eminent domain that may be used to
prevent some survivors from ever returning to their com-
munities as land is turned over to corporate developers.
New limits on the protections of bankruptcy laws will also
cause further harm to Katrina’s survivors.

The concept of peace and security is dreadfully mis-
used during this crisis to impose a police state. The United
Nations urged societies a decade ago to re-examine what
is meant by security, beyond law enforcement, the mili-
tary and the state. The 1994 Human Development Report
by the United Nations introduced a new people-centered

concept for human security: “Human security
means....safety from constant threats of hunger, disease,
crime and repression. It also means protection from sud-
den and hurtful disruptions in the pattern of daily lives,
whether in our homes, our jobs, in communities, or in our
environment.” Activists in the U.S., especially after 9/11,
requested a re-consideration of security that included the
protection of human rights and civil liberties, the meeting
of people’s basic human needs, and the use of peace
processes and UN mechanisms that can avoid war and
prevent genocides.

The reality is that women live in a borderland of inse-
curity all the time, yet the needs of women are invisible
during discussions on security pre-occupied with crimi-
nals and terrorists. Poverty, hunger and deprivation of
human rights are the real threats to security because secu-
rity is determined by the extent to which people have their
basic needs met and can live in freedom and safety, not by
the number of armed occupiers in their communities. A
militarized community does not feel safer, just more
policed, so that what is allowed and what is accepted is
constantly determined by those outside of the community.

Our people removed from New Orleans have been
called “evacuees,” a term that has no legal basis in inter-
national law. They are, in fact, internally displaced per-
sons, a status that affords them legal rights and protec-
tions. The U.S. government is very careful not to use this
term to describe the people from New Orleans and the rest
of the Gulf Coast because it would trigger obligations
defined by human rights treaties to meet the needs of our
people. The U.S. government is always careful not to use
language that requires it to protect people’s human rights.
For example, the government was resistant to using the
word “genocide” to describe the theft of Indigenous lands
and the enslavement of Africans at the 2001 World
Conference Against Racism. John Bolton, the U.S.
Ambassador to the United Nations appointed by President
Bush, will be busily trying to undermine anti-poverty
goals at the UN Millennium Summit which begins this
week, instead of focusing on eradicating poverty, improv-
ing education, and empowering women. The U.S. govern-
ment’s assault on the human rights framework is unend-
ing, and we must not let them get away with it.

Speaking of racism, it was racism that stopped the dis-
tribution of the $2000 debit cards to the survivors. Right
wing critics, claiming that the (mostly black) poor people
were irresponsible and likely to cheat the system, halted
FEMA’s distribution of this immediate cash relief.
Instead, the government switched to a bank account
deposit system, ignoring the fact that many poor people
don’t have bank accounts or can’t access them if they do
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because of the disaster. Many do not have the identity documents
required to use standard banking procedures. Some survivors who
received the cards before they were discontinued report that they
received much less than $2000; some received only $200. Who will do
a race, gender and class analysis of who received what relief?

Despite the magnitude of the catastrophe, it is amazing that the
authorities found the time to harass undocumented immigrant women
and men in the affected region. Reports of people targeted by immi-
gration officials have surfaced, and many are afraid to seek help for
fear that their suffering will be exploited as an opportunity to forcibly
deport people. Those without social security numbers are denied
assistance by some agencies.

Another under-reported story is what happened to the survivors in
some of the cities to which they escaped. Because of anti-poor ordi-
nances in cities like San Antonio and Atlanta, some survivors have
been arrested for panhandling and jaywalking in cities they perceived
as refuges. Some have been concentrated into hastily erected camps
resembling detention centers, isolating them from the communities
that purportedly welcomed them. There will be an increase in the
criminalization of the poor leading to a surge in growth for the prison
industrial complex.

Gender-Based Violence

Often poor women and children are the first ones forced into pros-
titution to survive. There will be an increase in the demand for prosti-
tution created by the massive military and police presence in the
affected states, similar to the rise in prostitution that surrounds our
military bases around the world already. Women are not “opportuni-
ties to relieve stress” as many soldiers are encouraged to believe.
Because of the limited real choices women face, we expect that there
will be a rise in the prostitution and trafficking of women and chil-
dren. We also expect that there will be a rise in the exploitation and
sexual abuse of displaced children. Increases in the abuse of women
and children will mean rises in other things like unwanted pregnan-
cies, sexually transmitted diseases, and HIV/AIDS. We expect these
things because they occur to women and children even without the
desperation and vulnerability created by such a national disaster.

We have already received reports of the rapes and murders of
women and children among the survivors herded together in the
Superdome and New Orleans Convention Center under inhumane
conditions. We do not know whether or not media racism exaggerated
these reports, but we already know that some men do not know how
to cope with a lack of control over their lives and they often express
their frustration by abusing and violating women and children.
Domestic violence and sexual assault will increase because women
are more vulnerable and more men will become violent as the occu-
pation and displacement continues. This culture of violence breeds
more violence against women. This happens every day anyway and a
tragedy like Katrina exacerbates these dangerous tendencies, especial-
ly in a situation lacking any social control and order.

Development for Whom? Using A Gender Lens to Rebuild

There is a difference in how women see what ought to happen and how men see what
should be done. It will be important during this crisis to listen to the women of the Gulf
Coast and incorporate their perspectives on what should be done to help people recov-
er from this disaster.

We can learn a lot from our sisters around the globe who have endured terrible
tsunamis and callousness from military occupiers and humanitarian agencies. Now is
the time to contact our sisters from Asia who survived the December 2004 tsunami or
women from the Middle East who have lived for years under military occupations. They
can offer valuable lessons about empowering women during national crises. They are
the experts we need, not the men with guns pointed at us as we sought food and shelter.
This is a moment for global solidarity, even if the Bush Administration is too arrogant
to accept help from people in countries they don’t respect.

This is not only a teachable moment for America but an opportunity for learning as
well. This may be the moment to have serious discussions about the lack of human
rights protections in this country by asking the question, “Why were we so vulnerable?”
Even many government officials had to admit that the unjust war against Iraq decimat-
ed our country’s ability to respond to this crisis in a timely and effective manner. This is
a chance to connect issues of poverty, war, occupation, racism, homophobia, militarism
and sexism, and make the distinction between natural disasters and man-made ones.

Women’s voices must be lifted to evaluate the role of humanitarian agencies that
responded to the crisis. There will be many agencies and groups profiting from our suf-
fering while ignoring our local women’s organizations and our capacity for making
decisions about what we need. In fact, some of these humanitarian agencies may actu-
ally facilitate the occupation of our communities by turning over lists of undocumented
people to the authorities, not recognizing the family rights of same sex couples, or par-
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ticipating in re-development strategies that ignore the needs and perspectives of women.

To counter this, women must seize our power and make our concerns known in the
media, to government agencies, and to the humanitarian organizations. There are human
rights standards that humanitarian agencies should follow and most require that
women’s perspectives are respected and incorporated. Women’s organizations must
work together, giving space to the creativity, energy and brains of young women. We
cannot allow them to ignore the voices of local people or ignore the voices of women
demanding inclusion.

Women must ask critical questions during this crisis. Who are the groups benefiting
from the disaster and who are the groups hurting or excluded? Women must help get the
attention of people not immediately touched by the catastrophe and reach people who
feel too comfortable to be outraged, because everyone is eventually affected by a
tragedy of this magnitude. We must work together to address our collective trauma, fear
and anxiety so that we can reduce its multi-generational impact.

Under the classic style of economic development of poor areas of America, commu-
nities are destroyed, people are forcibly relocated, and transnational corporations are
invited to re-develop the seized lands. They called this Urban Renewal in the 1950s and
1960s. The 1970s brought us Spatial Deconcentration. In the 1980s and 1990s, it was
called Gentrification. Now it will be called Security.

It may take as long as five years to rebuild the Gulf Coast, particularly the city of New
Orleans, and right now we need to demand that the services to which we are entitled —
that are our human rights — are delivered with respect, efficiency, and dignity. Our sis-
ters from other countries advise us that disasters can wipe out the past and create an
opportunity to better include people to reshape the future. We can use this moment to
force bureaucracies to become more flexible, like changing normal admissions proce-
dures to get our kids back in schools or demanding that quality public housing be pro-
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vided instead of permanent refugee camps. We need schools, voter registration, immigrant
services, drivers’ licenses, housing, medical care, and public assistance put on the fast track,
not bottle-necked services mired down in the typical bureaucratic snarls that characterize
government assistance programs.

We need to demand economic re-development strategies that center our needs, not those
of casino owners, in the picture. It will be mighty tempting to use this as an opportunity to
not rebuild our communities in New Orleans or the rest of the Gulf Coast. New Orleans is
particularly at risk of becoming a tourist mecca with a French Quarter, plantation mansions,
and endless casinos where the only jobs available to people of color will be low-paying ones
supporting the tourist and oil industries. We have to claim our human right to sustainable
development and insist on the enforcement of economic and social rights in re-development
strategies. We have the right to quality schools for our children, jobs that pay living wages,
communities free of environmental toxins, and opportunities to develop our full human
potential. We have the right to reclaim our land, rebuild our homes, and restore our commu-
nities.

Because many people lost their identities dur-
ing the disaster, we can learn from our sisters in
South Africa and Palestine who lost their identities
when their countries were occupied. They took
advantage of the chaos to create their own identi-
ties, determine their own facts, and promote com-
munity-based definitions of identity. They regis-
tered their own people as aid recipients and issued
numbers and identity cards to help people have
access to services. We have to define citizenship
from our own point of view to challenge the pow-
ers that are taking over our communities and com-
mitting human rights abuses. People who are in
occupied territories lose faith in the benefits of
citizenship and in legal rights that are frequently
denied. This is where international human rights
laws become important. Claiming our identities as
internally displaced persons forces our govern-
ments to not define us as charity cases, but as citizens with rights that must be respected and
protected.

It is also predictable that the people who name the repression by our government will be
attacked and we must defend the women who will come under assault, like the human rights
defenders movement. We will be called racist for pointing out the racism in America. Our
inability to effectively defend people will lead to their isolation. Women already get attacked
even before we’re in the public sphere, in our personal lives through gender-based violence,
but we can expect an escalation of these attacks if we loudly demand accountability from
authorities. They will threaten to take away our children, deny us benefits, and accuse us of
being unpatriotic and selfish. We cannot let them scare us because our lives — and those of
our families — depend on us being united in resistance.

Specifically, we must demand the full funding of services women will need to recover
from this crisis. Of the billions of dollars that will be poured into the region, we must
demand increased funding for domestic violence shelters, rape crisis centers, abused chil-

dren’s services, reproductive health programs, and services for the elderly, immigrants, and
people who are disabled. We must demand that those doing assessments of what is needed
not use gender-blind methods that fail to see the differences between the conditions of
women and men, and fail to meet our need to be free from all forms of violence but espe-
cially sexual violence. It is vital that women and men, girls and boys are researched sepa-
rately to understand the needs of each group. For example, research indicates that men are
most likely exposed to violence in public places whereas violence against women is much
more common in domestic spaces.

We need to demand support for local women’s organizations which are arguably the best
way to get information to women and obtain information about women’s needs. Yet often
women’s organizations are ignored either because they are not known to the decision mak-
ers or their work is not valued. We need the solidarity of feminists from around to world to
help us claim our human rights. Ignoring women as a resource to help recover from this
tragedy will affect the entire society for years to come.

Following are four reproductive justice organi-
zations affected by this crisis. We encourage you
to send donations directly to them to help them
out in this crisis:

The Institute for Women & Ethnic Studies, a
reproductive justice organization that works with
young women in New Orleans on teen pregnancy,
sexual health education, and training of physi-
cians of color to deliver abortion and other repro-
ductive health services, had its offices at 1600
Canal Street, in the heart of the flooded down-
town of New Orleans. Because their staff is dis-
persed across several states in the Deep South,
they are asking that people visit their website at
www.iwes.org to make donations. One of their
program assistants, La’Keidra Hardeman, has
relocated temporarily to Atlanta and her email is
hardeman@iwes.org. They will need new com-
puter equipment, office furniture, and a host of
other items basic to rebuilding their agency.

Mississippi Families for Kids did not suffer direct damage because of the storm, but have
responded to unprecedented demands for their services helping kids needing adoption and
families in crisis. They are located at 620 N. State Street, #304, Jackson, MS 39202. Their
phone number is 601-360-0591 www.mftk.org kelmore_mffk@belsouth.net

Women With a Vision is a HIV/AIDS reproductive justice organization in New Orleans.
They are presently working out of Houston, TX because of the relocation. Their temporary
contact and address is Deon Haywood, 11614 Eaglewood Drive, Houston, TX 77089. Phone
504-931-7944.

The Children’s Defense Fund, Southern Regional Office is located at P. O. Box 11437
Jackson, MS 39283, Tel: (601) 321-1966, Fax: (601) 321-8736, www.cdf-sro.org. Their pro-
gram, The Southern Rural Black Women’s Initiative (SRBWI), promotes the first human
rights agenda in the United States aimed at eradicating historical race, class, cultural, reli-
gious and gender barriers experienced by southern rural black women.

HURRIGANE KATRINA IMPAGTS SISTERSONG
MEMBER ORGANIZATIONS

NEED OUR HELP!

PLEASE SEND ALL DONATIONS AND ITEMS TO THE ADDRESSES BELOW:

MISSISSIPPI FAMILIES FOR KIDS
620 N. STATE STREET

JACKSON, MS 39202
601-360-0591

INSTITUTE FOR WOMEN & ETHNIC STUDIES
1600 CANAL STREET, SUITE 706

NEW ORLEANS, LA 70112
904-539-9350
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EDITORIALS FROM OUR MEMBERS

The Color of Surrogacy: Battered
Why Do Blacks Avoid It?

In May of 1988 at the age of 19 I had an abdominal hysterecto-
my due to an acute hemorrhage in my cervix. I had an ectopic
pregnancy and did not know it. I had been attending a white
women’s clinic with a white doctor on the North side of Atlanta.
Even now this would be a radical and traumatic series of events for
a young black women or any woman for that matter so I am sure
you can imagine the reaction of my family and friends. Some of
my family members later would propose a lawsuit for the way the
white doctor had botched my reproductive system. They automat-
ically assumed that the hysterectomy was obviously due to either
his disdain for young fertile black women or his attempts to cover
up some mistake he’d made. After the hysterectomy the doctor
explained to me that he had left my ovaries in tact in order for me
to have babies later through “surrogacy.” I had no idea of the enor-
mity of what he was saying at the time as well as the fact that

By April Lundy
telling me that was like telling me I was going to fly to the moon.

Although this was in 1988, discussing surrogacy and for that
matter infertility in the black community today would conjure sim-
ilar responses. Black people avoid surrogacy when whites are
steadfast at taking advantage of this new reproductive technology.

I have developed a documentary that explores the nature of
and asks the question, “Why do Black people avoid surrogacy?”
The documentary will be part video diary, following me along
my quest for surrogacy, as well as it will contain a series of inter-
views that will express diverse perspectives on the subject.

Anyone interested in contributing to this documentary a
voice/opinion of gestational surrogacy in the black community
please contact me at adlundy@earthlink.net. Additionally, I am
in search of any type of initiatives that speak to infertile Black
people.

Ahortion Issue Divides, Distracts Us from

Common Threats and Threads

I started my career defending a woman’s right to choose abor-
tion and now run National Advocates for Pregnant Women, an
organization that works on behalf of pregnant women and fami-
lies. No, I haven’t had a political or religious conversion. What I
have had is the opportunity to see how the abortion issue distracts
us from shared political and family values. While politics and
media like to divide the world into neat bundles of opposites—pro
choice vs. pro life—the reality of women’s lives simply doesn’t fit
these patterns. For example, it is widely known that women who
profoundly oppose abortions still sometimes have abortions. What
is rarely discussed is the fact that most women who have abortions
are already or will someday become mothers. In other words, the
overwhelming majority of women who have abortions also have
children they will raise and spend a lifetime worrying about. They
have pregnancies they carry to term and, like other pregnant
women, they hope their birthing experiences will be respectful,
healthy, and supportive.

The abortion issue divides us and
distracts us from common threats and
threads. For example, we tend to think
of laws restricting access to abortion
and attacks on abortion providers as
unique intrusions on women’s repro-
ductive lives. But women who want to
have doulas present at their deliveries,
or who prefer midwives to ob-gyns,
also find that their choices are under
attack— their providers are portrayed
as dangerous, prohibited from being in
the delivery room, or arrested for prac-
ticing without the right kind of license.

Today, even pregnant women who
vehemently oppose abortion are finding that they are hurt by
claims of fetal rights that are being advanced as part of the cam-
paign to outlaw abortion. Amber Marlowe, a deeply religious
woman who is profoundly opposed to abortion, found this out
when she went to deliver her seventh wanted child. Marlowe did
not believe she needed a C-section and did not want to subject her-
self or her unborn baby to unnecessary surgery. The hospital dis-
agreed, and, relying on the anti-abortion argument that fetuses are
legal persons with rights separate and hostile to those of the preg-
nant woman, got a court order giving it custody of the fetus before,
during, and after delivery—and the right to force Marlowe to
undergo the procedure. While still in labor, Marlowe fled to anoth-
er hospital. There, she delivered a healthy baby—naturally. Angela
Carder was not so lucky.

Based on the argument that a fetus is a separate legal person, she
was forced to have a C-section: Both she and her baby died. Anti-
abortion and fetal-rights arguments have also been used to justify
the arrest of hundreds of pregnant women who used an illegal

By Lynn M. Palrow
drug, drank alcohol, or disagreed with their doctor’s advice. These
are not women who intended any harm to their fetuses; most per-
sonally oppose abortion, and most found that the health services
they needed were simply not available to them. A Missouri woman
who admitted smoking marijuana once while pregnant was arrest-
ed for child abuse. Women in Oklahoma, Tennessee, and South
Carolina who suffered stillbirths have been arrested as murderers.

While abortion issues are used to divide the electorate, pregnant
women and mothers are united by the fact that America is one of
only three industrialized nations that does not require any paid
parental leave. Similarly, millions of pregnant women, especially
those who work part time or for small companies—and regardless
of their views on abortion— lack legal protection from workplace
discrimination based on pregnancy. Other threats to bearing and
raising healthy children persist as well. Consider that while
President George W. Bush was signing the Unborn Victims of
Violence Act into law and declaring his
commitment to a “culture of life,” he was
deregulating coalburning power plants.
Such plants release mercury into the
environment, creating health hazards that
are most dangerous to pregnant women,
fetuses, and children. And while
President Bush was reinterpreting the
Children’s Health Insurance Program to
allow states to cover “unborn” children,
43 million Americans, including 8.5 mil-
lion actual children, were without health
care coverage. Regardless of their views
on abortion, women are likely to spend
significant time working as mothers and
homemakers. This labor makes up a huge
part of U.S. gross domestic product, yet it is ignored or trivialized.
A recent New York Times story, “Survey Confirms It: Women
Outjuggle Men,” reported that the average working woman spends
about twice as much time as the average working man on house-
hold chores and child care. According to this headline and the
political culture it represents, child care and homemaking are what
clowns do, requiring some skill at balancing but no real work.
Birthing rights activists and abortion rights activists, pro-choice
and pro-life, Republicans and Democrats all need to work to
change the conversation. We will continue to disagree about abor-
tion, but together we must acknowledge that anti-abortion laws are
being used to hurt women who want to carry their pregnancies to
term and that all of us are harmed by an overriding U.S. policy that
fails to value mothers and families. ~ “Voices: Abortion Issue
Divides, Distracts Us from Common Threats and Threads” by
Lynn Paltrow, published in Perspectives, Volume 13, No. 3, Winter
2005 by the American Bar Association, Reprinted with permission

by the
Movement

By Zoe Flowers

After a brief hiatus from the domes-
tic violence movement, I accepted a
colleague’s invitation to attend a week
long conference that her agency was
sponsoring. The conference was
thought provoking, but instead of com-
ing up with revolutionary ways to
make women safe, much of the conver-
sation centered around the consistent
silencing women of color still face in
this movement.

Having our voices discounted is not
a new phenomenon. Many of my fore-
mothers dealt with the same issues as
those of us in the post-modern feminist
era. With this in mind, I find myself
wondering, how can people of color do
social change work without ending up
in abusive relationships with their
employers, funders and the movement
itself?

There are many discussions of
accountability and inclusiveness in this
work. In fact, there is no shortage of
theories, discussions and trainings by
those I like to call “the watchers.” The
watchers love to speak about, not prac-
tice, inclusion. So my question is
who’s watching the watchers? Who’s
holding those Executive Directors and
Board Members accountable? And,
who will advocate for the emotional
violence we experience at their hands?
Who will speak to the spiritual vio-
lence that results from the undercutting
of our expertise and the economic vio-
lence that we face when forced out of
organizations for speaking up or chal-
lenging authority?

It is no wonder that we become dis-
heartened while doing this work. It is
especially difficult for me as a survivor
to see so-called social change organi-
zations exhibiting the same power and
control tactics as batterers.

One hundred and fifty four years
ago Sojourner Truth fought to get a
seat at the table with white women in
the movement. Today, the table is still
disproportionately filled with directors
that do not represent the populations
they serve or the staff they employ. [
would argue that not much has
changed. While it is true that some of
us have a seat, nine times out of ten we
are setting the table, serving dinner
and cleaning up afterward. One hun-
dred and fifty four years have passed
since Sojourner Truth’s famous speech
and here we are still asking, “Aint I a
woman?” | think its time to stop ask-
ing. Don’t you?

Zoé Flowers is a freelance writer
and author of Dirty Laundry-Women
of Color Speak about Domestic
Violence.
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The Full and True History
of the “Gramma Clause”
Dedicated to My
Wonderful Grandsons

The Gramma Clause is a fairly recent creation. It all started when my daugh-
ter and I went to build the first women’s sweat lodge in 175 years in an area
that sorely needed one.

I should probably give you the backdrop of the situation that led to the birth
of the Gramma Clause. My children and I are urban Natives with close ties to
our home reservation. At the time, I had been working in the fields of chemi-
cal dependency, mental health, domestic violence and sexual assault with
Native adolescents and adults, residential and outpatient. We always went
home to see family and participate in traditional ceremonies. We lived as urban
traditionals. My daughter knew my position on women’s rights related to repro-
ductive issues and that a woman’s body should be seen as sovereign.

Approximately a month and a half before this, my daughter came to me ask-
ing if she could borrow my denim dress for school. She was preparing for her
senior year that summer. I remember standing at the kitchen sink, saying
“sure.” She looked like she had put some serious weight on, but I didn’t say it.
She became very weight-sensitive since junior high. My concern was that she
would feel like she needed to go on a diet.

Fast forward to the completion of the sweat lodge. The traditional elder who
had directed us in the building of the sweat and said prayers for the lodge was
getting ready to leave. I remember looking for my daughter. I found her lean-
ing back, sitting against a huge fir tree and praying. When we got in the van to
leave, she was very quiet. About halfway home, she quietly said,” Mom, there’s
something I need to talk with you about — but not until we get home.” Of course
I was curious and bit concerned due to the quiet seriousness in her tone.

We got home and went to sit in the living room. After we smudged, she
looked at me with tears in her eyes and said quietly, “Mom, I’m pregnant.” She
went on to tell me that she and her boyfriend since junior high had tried to fig-
ure out some way to get the money for an abortion, but they hadn’t been able
to. She said they were afraid to tell his parents or me. She told the reason her
boyfriend hadn’t been over lately was because he was afraid that I would insist
they get married.

After a period of silence, I looked at her and asked how far along she was.
She said four months. (Inside I felt so badly for them. The amount of courage
it took for her to tell me. The anxiety they must have had as they searched for
money, fearful of their parents’ reactions.) I asked her if an abortion was real-
ly what she wanted. Also, I described to her the differences between a first term
abortion and a second term abortion. I asked her if an abortion was what she
really wanted. She said no, neither of them wanted her to get one.

In a pregnant silence (no pun intended), my mind and heart was fishing
around inside of me on what to say next to her. Suddenly the “Gramma Clause”
was given birth. I immediately felt enormous joy. I looked at her intently and
said, “Aren’t you aware of the Gramma Clause?”” She looked confused and said
no.

As matter-of-factly as possible, I said, “The clause in a situation like this
kicks in. Gramma takes on a large role in the continued health of her daughter
and grandchild. It says that you do not get an abortion. You also do not have to
be married to have a baby. You do need to continue with school. I will raise the
baby with the understanding that you and your boyfriend are his or her parents
and I am the Gramma. You may not get married because you’re both too young.
Also, if your relationship continues to grow, marriage now could potentially
end your relationship. None of us wants that.”

“Right now what we need to do is to go to the market and get you prenatal
vitamins, an appointment with a doctor and two tiny pairs of booties to help
you keep going.” I also wound up going to where her boyfriend was working,
selling Christmas trees for his grandfather. I repeated the Gramma Clause to
him. I told him this also made him family and that he was welcome to come
over whenever he wanted, including after the birth and that this was also true
for his Mom and Dad. (When he first saw me, he went white as a sheet. By the
time I left he was laughing and had regained his color.)

Today, my daughter and son-in-law have been married for several years. My
first grandson now is ten and has a wonderful brother who is five. I am blessed
with two grandsons and a daughter and son-in-law that have a good, solid rela-
tionship.

~Jamie Y. Crighton, Blackfeet/Mohawk
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Unnecessary C-Sections
Performed on Black,
Latina and White Women

According to a study conducted by Tulane University and published in 2005 by
Obstetrics & Gynecology, first-time mothers, black women, women at least 35 years old
and women admitted to hospitals on weekends are more likely to undergo unnecessary
Caesarean sections.

For their case studies, Tulane scientists deemed unnecessary C-sections as records which
list no medical reason for the procedure, i.e. breech delivery or vaginal complications.
Researchers discovered that 14.4% of first-time black mothers were more likely to under-
go the procedure than white women who have a 10.4% rate and Hispanic women with a
10.7% rate.

About 66.3% of white women who had previously given birth had unnecessary C-sec-
tions, compared 62% of African American mothers and 68% of Hispanic women. It is not
unusual for doctors to recommend C-sections for nonmedical reasons, advising expecting
mothers that this modernized procedure will avoid long hours of labor and complications
of vaginal delivery.

Although the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists urges doctors to
reduce the number of C-sections, doctors continue to perform the procedure. Mahmud
Khan, a professor at Tulane University’s School of Public Health and Tropical Medicine,
stated, “In the U.S., we spend more on health care than any other country in the world, and
reducing unnecessary Caesareans will help reduce the costs as well.”

Language Barrier Threatens
Mother’s Custody

In Lebanon, Tenn., an 11 year-old daughter accused her mother, Felipa Berrera, of
physical abuse in April 2005. During her custody case, county juvenile court Judge Barry
Tatum told the Mexican mother that she runs the risk of losing her daughter because she
doesn’t speak English. Berrera speaks Mixtec, which is an indigenous language of more
than 400,000 Mexicans. Rather than making corporal punishment the focal point of the
custody case, Judge Tatum ordered Berrera to appear in court to be quizzed by him about
her job and family life only in English. This is not Judge Tatum’s first unusual order.
Several Tennessee immigrant and civil rights advocacy groups have criticized him. There
are other cases in which he has threatened immigrant women in Lebanon with his must-
learn-English orders. According to Nashville civil rights attorney Jerry Gonzalez, parents
that are deaf mute and speak only in sign language aren’t at risk of losing their child.
Clearly this case is not about possible physical abuse.
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CDC Finds Homicide Top
Cause of Death for New
and Expectant Mothers

In February 2005, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported that
domestic violence murders are a primary cause of traumatic death among new and
expectant mothers — accounting for 31 percent of maternal injury deaths. It also stat-
ed that African American women and women younger than 20 years old are at higher
risks. Although this is the first national research the CDC has conducted to correlate
pregnancy and homicide, the findings are alarming and understated.

The study documents 617 murders, taking place from 1991 to 1999. Unfortunately,
most states don’t have an accurate system to track these particular deaths, and there-
fore, many are excluded from such reports. After obtaining data from over 30 states,
the CDC also discovered that homicide ranked second among trauma deaths for new
and expectant mothers. The number one ranking was auto accidents. Research suggest-
ed that if state and local health officials gather information from police reports, birth
and death records and autopsy reports, then it would be easier to identify maternal
deaths. The recommendation follows the methods of researchers and reporters from
The Washington Post, which studied pregnancy and homicide in December 2004. This
study exposes the link between violence against women and reproductive justice.

University Study Examines Black
Women’s Maternal Health

Since the early 1900s, medical doctors haven’t been able to explain why black
women are three times more likely than white women to die during pregnancy. Now,
the University of Michigan researchers are embarking upon a three-year interdisci-
plinary study to answer this question, along with why black women have a predispo-
sition to infant mortality and low birth-weight babies.

The study began in October 2004 with 25 researchers from the university receiv-
ing assistance from researchers, doctors and psychologists around the country. At
least 100 women were studied to collect data and secondary data is coming from
databases with access to a larger population. The study will include several disci-
plines offering a variety of perspectives, including an investigation on why a higher
percentage of white women seek prenatal care more than black women. Some
researchers hope this analysis will open doors to discuss how racial and social issues
affect this maternal health disparity.

Doctors must start to examine their own biases and how their workplace reflects
their beliefs. Every black expecting mother isn’t poor and single. Posters and read-
ing materials should represent every woman. Black middle-class women still have a
higher infant mortality rate than white women in their income bracket. Some practi-
tioners attribute the problem to stress and discrimination. People of color have a deep
history in distrusting the government and health officials. There is a fear of being
used as a guinea pig, such as in the infamous Tuskegee experiment on syphilis.

Researchers hope to shed light on other components to this problem that have yet
to be discovered or fully examined. A real scrutiny on lack of education, employment
and access to health care will bring the picture into focus.

4th Annual Black Midwives
and Healers Conference
Comes to Atlanta

Here are some other statistics the CDC uncovered:

* African American women’s maternal homicide risk is almost 7 times more than
white women

* African American women between the ages 25 — 29 are 11 times more likely to
be killed than white women

* The highest homicide risk is for women younger than 20 for all races

* Women who do not receive prenatal care have a higher risk of maternal
homicide

* 57 percent of maternal homicide were caused by gunfire; stabbings ranked
second

The International Center for Traditional Childbearing
(ICTC) will host its 4th Annual Black Midwives and
Healers Conference October 14 —16, 2005 in Atlanta,
Georgia. This event not only celebrates the historical con-
tributions black midwives made in the United States, it’s
also a forum to educate midwives, healers and attendees on
how to reduce the rate of infant mortality. SisterSong sup-
ports this tremendous event, and SisterSong member
Dazon Dixon Diallo who will receive the
“Outstanding Leadership Award.”

The conference is the brainchild of
Shafia Monroe, a veteran midwife and
founder of ICTC, a SisterSong member
organization. During the 1970s, Monroe
received formal midwifery training at the
Massachusetts Midwives Alliance and
mentored under midwives from Ghana,
Zaire and Alabama. As a self-appointed
community outreach spokeswoman for
midwifery she discovered that there were
few black women studying the age-old
tradition or few who even knew mid-
wifery was still an option for child-
birthing. Thus in 1976, she founded
ICTC to foster more black midwives, and
educate women on midwifery and its his-
torical relevance to our society. In order
to support her vision and create interna-
tional awareness, Monroe also estab-
lished the Black Midwives and Healers
Conference.

In October, Monroe is expecting mid-
wives from all over the world, including
Haiti, Africa, Bermuda and Canada. The three-day session
has a variety of workshops and panels to address all issues
involving women’s health before, during and after pregnan-

cy from a holistic perspective. Some of the workshops dis-
cuss traditional herbs used during delivery, eliminating
environmental toxins from your home, postpartum depres-
sion, as well as breast cancer prevention, STD’s, making
natural baby products and rediscovering your sexual self.
While the late night swims and Afro-aerobics are fun
activities for participants, Monroe is serious about the con-
ference bringing awareness to the high infant mortality rate

among black women. “Black women have the highest
infant mortality rate in this country, but midwifery can help
lower it,” says Monroe. A routine prenatal visit with a

healthcare practitioner usually lasts about 15 minutes. The
visit includes a blood pressure and heart rate check-up.
According to Monroe, a visit with a midwife lasts about 45
minutes. Midwives educate the women on their eating
habits and listen to them as they express their emotions.
“We know stress causes all types of health problems. Stress
makes women birth their babies too soon. They’re coming
out 29 weeks or 32 weeks. We work with the mother to
lower her stress to reduce the chance of
infant mortality. Also, midwives strongly
promote breastfeeding. Babies born too
small have a better chance of living and
developing an immune system when
breastfed.”

For Monroe, midwifery isn’t just about
birthing a baby; it’s about birthing a com-
munity. Midwives were the spiritual back-
bone to the African American community
and she welcomes men to complete the cir-
cle. She’s also excited about young women
expressing interest in learning the tradi-
tion. “We really don’t hear about the contri-
butions of black midwives in this country. I
can’t imagine how many of our Presidents
were delivered by a black midwife and got
their nursing from a black midwife. I want-
ed to have an institution for young people
that reflected the history and so many col-
lege students have signed up. I 