Elena Cohen

National Advocates for Pregnant Women – New York, New York
My experience as an intern with the National Advocates for Pregnant Women this summer broadened my understanding of reproductive rights issues and activism. Working at NAPW reinforced and expanded upon ideas I had studied in gender studies classes. It also provided me with new ways of thinking about organizing and with tools for effecting change. Working in a legal advocacy office also exposed me to a new framework for thinking about social change. 

On my first day working in the office, Lynn Paltrow, Executive Director and founder of NAPW, told me about the organization’s origins. She explained that she had became acutely aware of the way the “war on abortion” and the “war on drugs” intersected to create an extremely disadvantaged population. During the past few decades, laws have been put in place restricting a woman’s access to abortion services. The idea of fetal rights has become more widely accepted. These changes have contributed to reductions in the rights of pregnant women. Since the 1970s, America’s so-called “war on drugs” has raged. Greater numbers of people have been put in prison than ever before, largely for nonviolent crimes associated with drugs. Due to continuing racism and classism in this country, many of the newly incarcerated are poor people of color without sufficient access to legal resources. Lynn explained to me how she had begun to see these two seemingly separate government-inflicted “wars” intersect to greatly impact pregnant drug-users. These women were charged with child-abuse, child-endangerment, and even murder for doing drugs while pregnant. NAPW fights these unfair prosecutions. They advocate for family-based drug treatment programs, not incarceration. 

The first week of my internship, I attended a daylong round table discussion on Harm Reduction therapy with another of NAPW’s interns. (We served as the meeting’s scribes for the day). The Harm Reduction model centers on the idea that a goal of abstinence does not serve everyone’s needs. Some people may not want or be able to become completely abstinent. However, they may want to switch from using a hard drug to a soft drug. An essential part of the Harm Reduction model is to “meet people where they’re at,” rather than impose on them arbitrary goals. Attending this discussion gave me the grounding to understand models of drug treatment programs, a central topic in many of NAPW’s cases. 

NAPW also works to advance the rights of birthing women who face similar restrictions on their rights. Women today are disempowered by not being able to make decisions about how and when they want to give birth. More and more women today are not given a choice as to whether they would like to have a Cesarean section. Additionally, it is harder and harder for a woman who has had a C-section to gain the support of the medical community to give birth vaginally a second time. NAPW makes connections between infringements on a woman’s right to access abortion services or adequate perinatal care and infringements on a woman’s right to choose how she gives birth. Through these connections, NAPW helps activists who work to further reproductive rights to see their commonalities rather than their differences. Realizing that another group of people is working passionately around intersecting issues can help to renew a group’s own energy. These connections also provide activists with opportunities to learn from other’s strategies. By focusing on these connections, NAPW works to strengthen the reproductive rights movement.

Being a part of NAPW this summer exposed me to a range of ideas that I had previously not known about. I now have a much better and more complex sense of the reproductive rights movement as a whole, having seen the connections that exist between these supposed “abortion issues” and “birthing rights issues”. Learning about the individual cases of a few women affected by these manipulations of the law has provided me with specific knowledge. The way NAPW builds connections between activist groups has helped me to see more fully the potential such connections have to strengthen a movement. 

In addition to gaining a much better understanding of reproductive rights issues, I enjoyed being able to contribute to the everyday workings of the office. My daily tasks ranged from primarily administrative to more substantive ones. My administrative tasks included answering the phone, making copies, sending mailings, and filing. I also assisted NAPW staff members directly. I compiled a list of blog postings that mentioned NAPW for Nancy Goldstein, the Director of Communications, to use in writing their annual report and for general reference. I also updated the media list with current contact information for the journalists, radio hosts, and TV studios listed in their database. I worked with Tiloma Jayasinghe, NAPW's staff attorney, to research and identify a New York county’s budget information which pertained to one of their cases. Working with Tiloma, I also spent hours locating citations for certain articles needed for a brief in a case.  One more-in-depth project that I worked on was inspired by Lynn’s strong reaction to viewing of Michael Moore’s film Sicko. (She had the law student interns and me take the afternoon off to go see it.)  I researched healthcare in the US and in other countries to understand better the quality of healthcare provided here and abroad. I then compiled a list of benefits and services provided in other countries which are unheard of here, such as a guaranteed (and lengthy) maternity leave and government-paid healthcare for unemployed, homeless and immigrant populations. Lynn plans to put these facts on a poster that they will then distribute entitled something along the lines of “Countries that Truly Value Healthcare”. Another project I worked on began as a research project with the goal of my writing a piece for NAPW’s website on the follow-up to the Summit they organized last January to bring abortion rights and birthing rights activists together. In the end, I didn’t write this piece because while there is no doubt that the summit greatly impacted many individuals and organizations, many of the resulting changes and connections have not yet been documented or are still being implemented. I watched DVDs of the Summit sessions and greatly enjoyed speaking with the office staff about the event and how it was organized. I learned and came to appreciate the way NAPW structured their conference and provided a truly innovative forum for people to recognize their differences and, more importantly, how their work is aligned.  

Upon reflection, I find the projects I most enjoyed were those in which I was given some autonomy, ones that fulfilled an immediate need, and ones where I was doing something that I was good at. I enjoyed compiling the list of healthcare facts because I learned a great deal in the process and also had a finished product at the end. I felt especially good about the work I did with Tiloma because I felt that my job finding the citations and facts for two of the cases was important to the immediate work. Through these projects, I also enjoyed communicating with people directly via phone and email. I realized some things about my own preferences as well. I realized how much I like talking with other people. I find making phone calls so much more enjoyable than doing research on the computer.  This internship also made me truly appreciate the flexibility of an academic schedule and realize just how long an eight-hour work day is! 

My summer experience helped me think about future career goals. Initially, one reason I had for wanting to work at NAPW was to learn about law. Being in an office with so many lawyers and law students was very valuable in this respect. It was particularly helpful to see, up close, what legal work involves. Speaking with the law student interns in the office about law school and why they chose to follow this path was also helpful. But, perhaps one of the most useful conversations I had was with Cheryl Howard, a board member and deputy director while Lynn was out of the office this summer. Cheryl was trained as both a lawyer and mediator. Mediation is something I have been interested in for a while, but didn't know much about before this summer. I asked Cheryl at one point if she would mind talking with me about this part of her work. She suggested that the two of us go out for lunch one day. My conversation with her ended up being one of the best of the summer. She explained that one of the hardest things about mediation is not inserting your own opinion. She said that it is paramount to let the two parties come to their own decision, even if you feel the decision is not the best one for their situation. Their being satisfied matters most. I asked her about what she valued about being both a lawyer and a mediator and if one had to be a lawyer to be a mediator. She said that a person did not need to be one to be the other and that it really depends on the kind of mediation you do. She said that after having worked as both a lawyer and a mediator, she prefers her mediation work. She explained that lawyers hold all the power when they work with clients; the lawyer knows the system and within this framework the client is powerless to effect change without him or her. However, in mediation, the clients become empowered because the methodology places them at the center of the process. 
I found this point really meaningful, and I have become very intrigued by the idea that mediation can effect social change through individual empowerment. I came to understand that both legal advocacy and mediation work provide methods for effecting social change. Legal advocacy uses law to change policy. Mediation uses dialogue to change individuals' attitudes. Both policy and individual attitudes must evolve in order for social change to occur. Therefore, both methods serve the same end and complement each other. Working at NAPW and speaking with Cheryl enhanced my understanding of ways to work for social justice.   

Reflecting on my summer, I am aware of the range of new knowledge and experiences I gained. I now have a broader and more complex understanding of the reproductive justice movement in the United States. I also have a much better sense of how legal work can be used for social justice aims. Having the opportunity to work with so many inspiring and accessible people and contribute to the work of an organization I feel strongly about was truly meaningful. I feel so grateful to the Civil Liberties and Public Policy program at Hampshire College for connecting me with the National Advocates for Pregnant Women, providing me with funding, and supporting me throughout my internship. 
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