4 Crisis
and
Transition

N THE FILM Wild Strawberries, Marianne, the pregnant
daughter-in-law of old Isak Borg, travels with him to Lund,
where he is to receive the highest honor of his medical pro-
fession. She is returning to end her marriage, given her hus-
band Evald’s position that she must choose between him
and the child. Hoping to avert this decision, she went to his
father for help, impelled by “some idiotic idea” that the old doctor
would heal the division. Instead, she found “well hidden behind
[his] mask of old-fashioned charm and friendliness,” the same wall
of “inflexible opinions” that encircled his son’s opposition, a lack of
consideration for others and a refusal to “listen to anyone but [him-
self].” Just as Evald claimed to have made absolutely clear his wish

not to have a child, explaining that he had no “need (for) a respon-

sibility which will force me to exist another day longer than I want
to,” so his father wanted no part in Marianne’s marital problems,
saying that he did not “give a damn about them” and had “no re-
spect for suffering of the soul.” Yet when in the car, Borg offers the
opinion that he and Evald are “very much alike. We have our prin-
ciples . .. and I know Evald understands and respects me,” he is
startled when Marianne replies, “That may be true, but he also
hates you.” '

With this counterpoint between the old man’s principled with-
drawal and the young woman’s efforts to sustain connection, the ac-
tion of the film begins. The link established between Borg’s “evil
and frightening dreams” and Marianne’s realization that “it would
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be terrible to have to depend on you in any way” ties the despair of
his old age to the ongoing failure of family relationships. Erikson
(1976), taking Bergman’s film as his text for explicating the cycle of
life, cites Marianne as the catalyst who precipitates the crisis that
leads to change. He compares Marianne to Cordelia in driving to
the surface an old man’s despair, confronting him with the source
of his discomfort by revealing the disturbing but liberating truths of
relationships. And Erikson shows how this confrontation spurs the
sequence of memories and dreams through which Borg retraces his
steps through the stages of life, arriving at intimacy, the point
where he failed. He dreams of an examination in which he forgets
that “a doctor’s first duty is to ask forgiveness,” and he cannot tell
if a woman is dead or alive. The examiner pronounces him “guilty
of guilt.” The sentence: “loneliness, of course.” Thus connecting the
present with the past, Borg comes to acknowledge his own defeat
(“that I am dead, although I live”) but in doing so, he releases the
future, turning to offer Marianne his help.

Erikson, defining Marianne’s role in breaking the cycle of rep-
etition that had extended across generations a cold loneliness “more
frightening than death itself,” identifies the “dominant determina-
tion to care” in this “quiet, independent girl with her naked, obser--
vant eyes.” Yet in tracing the development of the virtue of care,
which he views as the strength of adult life, he turns repeatedly to
the lives of men. Since in life-cycle theory, as in the film,
Marianne’s story remains untold, it is never clear how she came to
see what she sees or to know what she knows.

In the abortion decision study, women described dilemmas
similar to that which Marianne faced, and an analysis of their de-
scriptions reveals a sequence in the understanding of responsibility
and relationships. This sequence, derived by comparing different
perspectives on the abortion choice, was logically constructed by
considering the conflicts between these perspectives manifest in
women'’s thought. But while distinctions can be drawn through a
comparative analysis and a progression charted by following the
logic of thought, only through time can development be traced.
Thus, by looking directly at women’s lives over time, it becomes
possible to test, in a preliminary way, whether the changes pre-
dicted by theory fit the reality of what in fact takes place. In com-
paring interviews conducted at the time of the abortion decision
with those that occurred at the end of the following year, I use the
magnification of crisis to reveal the process of developmental transi-
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tion and to delineate the pattern of change. In doing so, I draw on
the work of Piaget (1968) in identifying conflict as the harbinger of
growth and also on the work of Erikson (1964) who, in charting de-
velopment through crisis, demonstrates how a heightened vulnera-
bility signals the emergence of a potential strength, creating a dan-
gerous opportunity for growth, “a turning point for better or
worse” (p. 139). .

Twenty-three women were contacted for the follow-up study,
and twenty-one agreed to take part. The interview was similar in
format to the one conducted at the time of choice. Although the
discussion of the abortion decision was retrospective, the questions
asked were essentially the same, about the choice and about the
woman’s view of her life and herself. On a life-outcome scale con-
structed to measure the occurrence and direction of change over the
year and based on the women’s descriptions of their relationships
and work and of their feelings about their lives, eight of the
women’s lives had improved, nine had stayed the same, and four .
had changed for the worse (Belenky, 1978; Gilligan and Belenky,
1980).

The women considered in this analysis are those for whom the
pregnancy precipitated a crisis and led to an encounter with defeat.
The sorrow of this encounter and the loss experienced in the pro-
cess of change highlight the importance of the crisis itself and re-
veal the predicament of human relationships. As pregnancy signi-
fies a connection of the greatest magnitude in terms of
responsibility, so abortion poses a dilemma in which there is no
way of acting without consequences to other and self. In underlin-
ing the reality of interdependence and the irrevocability of choice,
the abortion dilemma magnifies the issues of responsibility and care
that derive from the fact of relationship. Freud, in tracing develop-
ment through the exposure of crisis, compares the psyche under
stress to a crystal that is thrown to the floor and breaks “not into
haphazard pieces [but] comes apart along its lines of cleavage into
fragments whose boundaries, though they were invisible, were pre-
determined by the crystal’s structure” (1933, p. 59). In extending
this metaphor to a consideration of relationships under stress, I call
attention to the way that the fracturing of relationships reveals the
lines of their articulation, exposing the psychic structuring of con-
nection in the concepts of morality and self.

The studies of women’s lives over time portray the role of cri-

+
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sis in transition and underline the possibilities for growth and de-
spair that lie in the recognition of defeat. The studies of Betty and
Sarah elucidate the transitions in the development of an ethic of
care. The shifts in concern from survival to goodness and from
goodness to truth are elaborated through time in these two women’s
lives. Both studies illustrate the potential of crisis to break a éycle
o( repetition and suggest that crisis itself may signal a return to a
missed opportunity for growth. These portraits of transition are fol-
lowed by depictions of despair, illustrations of moral nihilism in
women who could find no answer to the question “Why care?”

Betty was sixteen when she went to an abortion clinic for a
second abortion within a period of six months. The counselor, con-
cerned about the repetition, denied her request to have an abortion
that day and referred Betty to the study in order to provide an op-
portunity for her to reflect on her decision and consider what she
was doing. Although the story of Betty, an adopted adolescent who
had a history of repeated abortions, disorderly conduct, and reform
school, is stark in demonstrating life lived at the extreme, it illumi-
nates the potential for change in a seemingly sparse life. It also de-
picts the shift in concern from survival to goodness that marks the
transition from “selfishness” to responsibility.

In the first interview, Betty begins by saying that the second
pregnancy, like the first, was not her fault. Feeling both helpless
and powerless to obtain contraception for herself, because she did
not have any money and she believed she needed her parents’ per-
lqlssion, she also felt powerless to deal with her boyfriend’s contin-
uing harassment. In the end, she gave in to his assurance that he
knew what he was doing and would not get her pregnant, in-
fluenced by her belief that if she refused, he would break up with
her. Since she had asked both him and her mother for contracep-
tion without success, Betty explains that she became pregnant be-
cause no one was willing to help. Wishing now that she had used
contraception, but seeing others as responsible for the fact that she
did not, she says that when she first found out about the pregnancy
she did not know what to do: 8

I wanted to kill myself, because 1 just couldn’t face the fact. I
knew that .I wanted to get an abortion. I knew that I couldn’t
have the kid, but I just couldn’t face the fact of going through
that again.
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Her reference is to the physical pain that she experienced the previ-
ous time.

Her reluctance to break up with her boyfriend stemmed from
the fact that he treated her differently from anyone she ever knew:
“He did everything for me. (What kinds of things?) Called me,
picked me up, take me anywhere I wanted to go, buy me cigarettes,
buy me beer if I wanted.” Given her expectation that if she went to
bed with him, he would continue to meet her needs, her disappoint-
ment was great when she discovered that, “after I went to bed with
him, he just wanted me to do everything that he wanted to do. I
was more like a wife than a girlfriend, and I didn’t like that.” De-
scribing the relationship as one of exchange, she concludes that he
“was really one-way,” seeking only to meet his needs and disre-
garding “the fact that I wanted more freedom.” Angry as well at
the counselor who interfered with her wish to have an abortion, she
nevertheless feels that the counselor “just wanted to make sure that
my mind would be stable when I left there. I think it’s good, be-
cause at least they care.” '

Perhaps in part because of this demonstration of care, Betty
begins to reflect on the way that she has taken care of herself. Say-
ing that perhaps the pregnancy is her fault, she attributes it to her
failure to listen to herself. She listened to others because she be-
lieved that she would “get something out of it, or it will make
things better and they will stop bothering me.” But since these rea-
sons have been belied by her experience, she begins to reflect on
the assumptions that previously guided her behavior and her
thought. Her consideration of the abortion only in terms of physical
pain, her wish to keep the pregnancy secret in order to avoid get-
ting a “wicked reputation,” her concern about maintaining her free-
dom rather than having to do things for others, all indicate her pre-
occupation with her own needs and her struggle to ensure her own
survival in a world perceived as exploitative and threatening, a
world in which she experiences herself as uncared for and alone.
This construction of social reality is vividly apparent in her justifi-
cation for Heinz’s stealing the drug:

The druggist is ripping him off and his wife is dying, so the
druggist deserves to be ripped off. (Is it the right thing to do?)
Probably. I think survival is one of the first things in life that
people fight for. I think it is the most important thing, more
important than stealing. Stealing might be wrong, but if you
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have to steal to survive yourself, or even ki is w
! ) n kill, that is what you
~ should dq. (Why is thqt?) Preservation of oneself, | think, 1ys
the most important tl.nng. It comes before anything in life. A
lot of people say sex is the most important thing to a lot of

people, but I think that preservation of i .
portant thing to people. P oneself is the most im-

Betty’s overriding concern with survival i ipti
hu_man relationships reflects her experience of Il;elllz; :?Zr(;gn?; o
child ’and t!lus one whose survival seems particularly endanpered
Betty§ feelings about her own precarious survival come to 1? ht z;s
she shifts her fgcus in the abortion decision from her own neids to
those of the child. This shift is marked by the appearance of moral
lgngu?ge v.vhen she says that “abortion is the right thing to do in a
Situation like mine, if someone is in the middle of school or if the
have to go back to school like I do.” The consideration of her owy
nee'ds from the somewhat different perspective of a perceived oblifl
gation to her parents to go back to schoo] leads then to an exten-
sion of moral concern from herself to the child: “It would be unfair
of m; ttoﬂl:avg a bab);; unfair to the baby more than to me.” .

¢ time of the previous pregnancy, whi .

she was raped while hitchhiking, Is:heg“just)::oulc;xcll’lt (s)f:llll;rfl(liewmn
tho,l,lght of the baby,” but this time, she has “thought about it a

lot.” Her use of the concept of fairness indicates the mora] nature

qf her concern, which emerges from her recognition of the co

tion between the baby and herself: e

Thinking about the baby makes me feel kind of strange, be-

cause I am adopt'ed, and I was thinking, like my mother didn’t

want me, ot}_lerv_nse.she wouldn’t have put me up for adoption

‘lzut I \tvasdth(;nkmg if T could have been an abortion or maybe .
as intended to be, or somethin , and that ki i

strange feelings about it. ’ Hind ofgives me

Connecting present with past in tying her feelin
to ‘her own feelipgs of having beei if some sensisazbﬁzzvg:;:; >
f:hlld, Betty begins to think about her own biological mother’s feel-
ings for her, hoping that maybe she was wanted in the sense that
her moth?r “rgal.ly loved the guy but couldn’t take care of me.”

_ But in shifting her perspective across generations, Bett a;lso
thinks of the future and envisions herself as capable o;‘ beco);ning a
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mother who could take care of a child. Through the notion of fair-
ness, she articulates her wish to give to her own child what she
wanted to have: “I don’t think it would be fair to give life to a child
if it couldn’t have its own mother.” In thinking about the baby, she
also comes to think about herself in a new way, to realize through
the connection of the pregnancy that caring for the baby means
taking care of herself: ‘

In a lot of ways this pregnancy has helped me because I have
stopped getting high and stopped drinking, and this is the first
time in three years I stopped. And now that I have, I know
that I can do it, and I am just going to completely stop. (How
did the pregnancy help you to do that?) Because when I first got
pregnant, I wasn’t sure what I was going to do, and when I
first found out, I thought to myself, “This time it was my
fault, and I have to keep the baby.” But then, I stopped drink-
ing and stopped getting high because I didn’t want to hurt the
baby. And then, after a couple of weeks, I thought about it
again, and I said, “No, I can’t have it, because I have to go

back to school.”

Just as Betty begins to take care of herself out of her wish not
to hurt the baby, so her sense of having to go back to school stems
in part from “the thought about having a kid and not having an
education and not having any skills.” Recognizing that she is un-
able to take care of a child without any means of support and be-
lieving that the baby might already be hurt by the drugs she took
before the pregnancy was confirmed, Betty sees the need to take
care of herself before she will be able to care for a child: “I guess I
am going to start having to take care of myself better. Sooner or
later you have to make up your mind to start taking care of your-
self, being your own person instead of having everybody else tell
you what to do.”

In the follow-up interview one year later, the language of ego-
centric concern has disappeared, and the language of relationship
and care that was evident initially in Betty’s talk about herself and
the child now extends to describe her life. The shift from concern
with survival to concern with goodness, which marks the transition
from selfishness to responsibility in her thought, is paralleled by the
changes that have occurred in Betty’s life over the intervening year.
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_ Recalling the time following the abortion, she describes a pe-
riod of deprgssion and recounts her feelings of sadness and loss as
she tgl.ls of giving up a puppy, staying at home all day watching
televgsmn, fighting with her mother, and gaining weight: “I was the
heaviest I have ever been, and I was so depressed. I just stayed
home all winter. I would never go out of the house, 1 would be so
ashamed.” But then a change occurred in June:

I said I have to lose, and it was such a change for me, because
I had been fat for so many years. And being thin, I n;ver
knew what it was like to be able to wear clothes that looked
good. I just felt dynamite, because so many people and so
many guys were trying to go out with me. It was the first sum-
mer I was able to wear a bathing suit.

This dramatic change began at the time that the baby would
have been born, had the pregnancy continued. In the lives of other
women as well this proved to be a significant date, marking the de-
nouement of the crisis and signaling the turn for better or worse.
A'mo.ng the women for whom the abortion decision signified the be-
ginning of a developmental advance—a new assumption of respon-
slbllity,.a confrontation with truth—this tended to be the time when
depression ended, as though the duration of the pregnancy marked
a natural period of mourning whose completion led to activities
that resulted in substantial improvements in a woman’s life. For the
women whose choice signified, in their own terms, a retreat, this
was the time when things fell apart. ,

For Betty, the improvement is marked. After years of trouble
a} home, in school, and in the community, she is enrolled at the
time of the second interview in an alternative school, engaged in
her work and actively participating in the school’s community life
She has a steady relationship with a boyfriend, which sounds sub:
stantiall.y different from relationships she previously described in
that activities of mutual care and affection have replaced coercive
and exploitative deals. Betty is also preparing, with the encourage-
ment of her school, to enter a community college the following fall.

The change in Betty’s moral understanding is evident in her
response to Heinz’s dilemma. She now says that Heinz should steal
th.e drug “because his wife is dying, near death, and he loves his
wife.” Although she explains that she is going to “answer the same
as before,” referring to the choice itself, the structure of her justifi-
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~ cation has fundamentally changed. Whereas previously she indi-
cated the primacy of survival, now she emphasizes the importance
of relationship. Where she spoke of entitlement, now she speaks of
guilt. Heinz should steal “because he loves his wife, and if she dies,
he is going to feel like he could have done something but he
didn’t.” Thus security, which she formerly saw as self-protection in
an exploitative world where everyone gets ripped off, now depends
on relationships with others, on the expression of love and care.

The transformation of Betty’s moral judgments corresponds to
the change in her view of herself. In the first interview she de-
scribed herself as “kind of hard to get along with,” willful, impul-
sive, and “easily led”; in the second, she says, “I think I am a per-
son who likes challenge. I like to learn. I like things that are
interesting. I like to talk to people. I am very sensitive.” Asked
whether she thinks there has been a change in the way she sees her-
self, she says: “Definitely. Now I really care about myself, and then
1 didn’t really care. I was so disgusted with everything. Now I am
starting to get a better attitude, and I feel like I can change a lot of
things that I thought before I would never be able to change.” No
longer feeling so powerless, exploited, alone, and endangered, Betty
feels more in control. Things have “changed drastically” over a
year in a way that convinces her she can “make it in life.”

Just as the world of morality has replaced a world in which
everyone was getting ripped off, so too the world of mutuality has
succeeded relationships that were disappointingly “one way.” Al-
though Betty remembers the time of the pregnancy as a hard time,
she thinks it may be “better to learn the hard way, because then it
stays. You really learn. It sticks with you. It just stays with you.”

Thus in Betty’s life, the second pregnancy brought to the sur-
face conflicts from her past and exposed contradictions in the pres-
ent. The intervention of the abortion counselor, who cared enough
to interfere with the emerging pattern of abortions and to provide
Betty with an opportunity for thought and reflection, initiated a
clinical crisis and precipitated a developmental transition. The pro-
cess of growth, which consumed most of the year that separated the
first and second interviews, was marked by a period of mourning,
disorganization, and despair.

At the end of the year, in the second interview, Betty demon-
strates a new understanding of the events of her past and a new
way of thinking about the future. Past conflicts have been revisited
in a way that allows her to address the present issues of her adoles-
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cent development and to articulate a clear sense of herself as a re-
sp.onsible person, in her relationships with her family, her boy-
friend, and in her school community. Although the second preg-
nancy recaPitulates the past and illustrates the repetitive phenom-
enon of acting out, it also looks forward to the future, confronting
Betty with the issues of responsibility and care that were critical to
her development.

R:obert Coles (1964) observes that crisis can lead to growth
when it presents an opportunity to confront impediments to further
development. To illustrate this point, he describes John Washing-
ton, a black adolescent living in poverty, whose parents showed
Symptoms of “serious mental disorder.” Yet in volunteering to par-
ticipate in the desegregation of the Atlanta schools, John began a
progress toward growth under conditions of extraordinary stress
When Coles asked him what enabled him to do it, John said: “'fhat
school glued me together; it made me stronger than I ever thought I
could be, and so now I don’t think I'll be able to forget what hap-
pened. Pl probably be different for the rest of my life” (p. 122)

' The notion that development occurs through an encounter.
with stress, that conflict provides an opportunity for growth, is at
the center of Coles’ analysis. Under different circumstances ’of
stress, Betty makes a similar point. Comparing her present with her
past, she says:

I am really happy with where my life is going now. Compared
with last year, it has changed so much and is so much better. I
feel better about what I am doing. I get up in the morning and
1 goto schgol. I was just sitting around for a year-and-a-half
doing nothing, I wasn’t going anywhere in life. I didn’t know
what I was doing, and now I feel I have a direction in a way, |
know what I am interested in, ,

I:“ollowi.ng the denouement of the crisis, Betty is anchored firmly in
!ﬂ‘e, seeing herself as a person with a direction, responsible in car-
ing for others and for herself,

:If)sie, the seventeen-year-old whose thinking illustrated the
transition from selfishness to responsibility, reports similar chahges
in her life after the abortion choice. By the second interview she
also has.» “changed a lot, because I was doing a lot of drugs and
everything and I had a lot of problems with my parents and with
the-court and stuff. It is sort of like a stage I was going through,
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and I look back on it and I don’t see how I coul.d have done it. It is
like I grew out of it. I still have problems sometimes, but not like lI
used to, and I don’t do drugs anymore.” She also is back in schl(lm ,
collaborating with a teacher on a boqk abou.t ?dolescznce. But her
retrospective description of her abortion decxsno.n fore.shadows the
problems of the second perspective. In t!le ﬁr.st mtervn:.w, she o
claimed the abortion decision and described it as the respo.nsxble
as opposed to the “selfish” choice, as a move to.waf,rd becoming .
“more mature in ways of making decisions realistically and taking
care of myself.” In the second interview she says that.she;,was
“pressured into it” and that she “didn’t have. any choice. . Report-
ing, like Betty, a period of depression.follom.ng the a}bomon and
preceding the dramatic improvement in !;er life, she is cau.ght be-.
tween her own perception that the abortion was a responsible deci-
sion and the conventional interpretafion of abortion as a selfish
Chmcghe says that she is against abortion but then criticizes that
statement as “hypocritical” and criticiz.es as well.tpe peoplg who
“say it is murder but have never been in the position of be.mg preg-
nant and not having anyone to help them out i.md not having any
money.” Explaining that if she had .had the child, she.would have
“ended up on welfare for the next six years and my”ku'i h.as no fa-
ther,” she then does not “know if that make§ sense.” Similarly, §he
does not know who made the decision. “I. t.hmk a year ago, I‘mxght
have been saying that it was my own_demslon and ftuﬂ', ang in a
way I think that it was my own decismn,_ but I don’t know. Seenllig
herself now as good and responsible, Josie does not want to be self-
ish and bad. Like Betty, who says in the second interview th_at_ N
“thinking about abortion, I don’t know what to think, what it is,
Josie does not know whether the abortion was a selfish or a respon-
sible choice. As the insight of the transit.ion yields to the §1ch9tomy
of the second position, Josie cannotkdemde wgether abortion is

“ wrong” or whether it “makes sense. .

m0f;1;¥ah, a x%oman of twenty-five, lively and engaging at the time

of the first interview, is intelligent, humorous, and. sad as she de-
scribes her experience of self-defeat. Pregnant again by the same
man and confronting a second abortion, she sees the hopelessness
of the relationship. Since she discovered the ﬁr:v»t pregnancy ata
time when he had left her, she found the abortion a’l’xnos} a.pleas-
ant experience, like expelling that man from my life.” This time,
however, “the reality that this is a baby just sort of dumped me out
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on my head.” The crisis she faces was precipitated by her lover’s
statement that he would leave her unless she aborted the child.
Seeing no way to raise a child by herself in the absence of

emotional and financial support, Sarah confronts the reality of her
situation and begins to reflect on her life. She is caught by the con-
tradiction between her view of herself as responsible and good and
her belief that it is “irresponsible” and “selfish” to have a second
abortion. However, her thinking is complicated by the fact that
what seems the “responsible thing to do,” namely paying for one’s
mistakes by having the child, suddenly appears also to be “selfish,”
—bringing a child into the world “to assuage my guilt.” Given
these apparent contradictions, she is unable to find the good or self-
sacrificing solution, since either way she can construe her actions as
serving not only others but also herself.

But in facing the choice precipitated by her lover’s exclusion
of the child, Sarah notices her own exclusion of herself Noting that
her self-sacrifice sustained a relationship which could not sustain a
child, she shifts her perception of the situation and sees the preg-
nancy not only as a defeat but also as a confrontation with truth:

It is a stress situation that brings out all the things in my rela-
tionship with [the father] that I had just been grinding along
with all this time and just could have ground along with indef-
initely. And now, wow, there it is, panorama, you cannot hide

from it anymore. And so you might say that it becomes a very
auspicious time. I am sorry.

Because the pregnancy reveals the unviability of the relation-
ship, Sarah sees it as auspicious, an augury of change; but since it
also reveals a viable child, it is an occasion of regret. To Sarah, tak-
ing responsibility for ending this life means taking responsibility for
herself as well, bringing herself into the compass of her moral con-
cern and facing the truth of her relationships. In doing so, she calls
into question her former view of herself as a good victim of circum-
stance, acting responsibly while suffering from the consequences of
others’ irresponsible behavior. This view is countered by the reali-
zation that she has more power than she thought and in fact “knew
exactly what was happening.”

For Sarah, confronting the limits of her pattern of disappoint-
ing relationships means not only dealing with the residues of her
past, namely her parents’ divorce and her image of her mother as



118 In a Different Voice

endlessly self-sacrificing and inducing guilt, but also confronting in
the present the question of judgment, by whose standards will she
guide and measure her life. Maintaining that she is “tired of always
bowing to other people’s standards,” she draws on the Quaker tra-
dition she has joined in asserting that “nobody can force anything
on you because your first duty is to your inner voice that speaks
what is right.” Yet when the inner voice replaces outer ones as the
arbiter of morality and truth, it frees her from the coercion of
others, but leaves her with the responsibility for judgment and
choice.

The ultimate choice is abortion: “How can you take responsi-
bility for taking a life?” but also how can you bring a child into the
world in order to “assuage your guilt?” The “turning point” for
Sarah comes in the realization that in this situation there is no way
of acting that avoids hurt to others as well as to herself, and in this
sense, no choice that is “right.” Seeing no resolution that does not
leave conflict, no way of acting that does not exclude, she finds in
the constraint of this dilemma the limits of her previous mode of
thought. Thus Sarah reconsiders the opposition between selfishness
and responsibility, realizing that this opposition fails to represent
the truth of the connection between the child and herself. Con-
cluding that there is no formula for whom to exclude and seeing

the necessity of including herself, she decides that in her present sit-

uation, abortion is the better choice, while realizing that, if the situ-
ation were different, the choice would go the other way.

Although Sarah is able in this crisis to envision herself and
her life in a new way, the realization of this vision follows a diffi-
cult course. Because of her wish to marry and have a child, she is
attached to this pregnancy; as a result, its ending signifies a great
loss. The process of mourning is vividly described by Sarah, who
called at the end of six months to say that, since she was leaving
the city, perhaps I would like to interview her then. As a result, for
Sarah the second interview takes place toward the end of the time
through which the pregnancy would have extended, had it gone to
term—during the period reported by other women to be a time of
disorganization and distress.

When Sarah arrived for the second interview, she was almost
unrecognizable, looking gaunt, frightened, and subdued, with little
of her former liveliness in evidence. It had been, she says, a diffi-
cult time and one of considerable loss. Following the abortion, she
had a series of illnesses, which she attributes to the strain of “the
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whole upheaval” of ending the relationship with her boyfriend,
leaving her job, and making several moves. Yet through her distress
she continues to focus on the issue of truth, unraveling the events
that led to the crisis and in the end confronting herself:

I think it was very nearly a conscious decision to get pregnant.
I was thinking about kids a lot, having a dream or two occa-
sionally. It was something I really wanted to do. When I was
having intercourse, it would run across my mind, “Gee, it
would be nice to get pregnant”—the whole thing. So it was
definitely accidently on purpose. It was not even that far re-
moved. It was almost exactly on purpose.

Realizing that her purpose was to force the issue of commit-
ment in a relationship where she already knew what the outcome
would be, she also realizes that she was masking the truth and “de-
luding” herself:

The pregnancy really forced all this out into the open.
Whereas if I hadn’t gotten pregnant, I might have been able to
go to another solution, because everything that was wrong
about the relationship was so clear that even I could not fool
myself anymore. And 1 had done a pretty good job of it for a
couple of years. So the pregnancy served its purpose. And yet,
on the other hand, I really did want to get pregnant, not just
to serve the purpose of either getting me further into or com-
pletely out of the relationship, but I really did want to have a
child, and I still do.

As aresult, “now I just feel a lot of loss.”

In the first interview, she described herself as ““tired”” and
“frustrated” by trying indirectly to get other people to respond
to her needs by being “hard working,” *‘patient,” virtuous in
a way that led only to defeat: *‘It’s got to stop. It can’t go on
forever, and I’ve repeated the same mistakes several times now,
and I think that’s enough.” In the second interview, the self
Sarah described has finally fallen apart.

(How would you describe yourself to yourself?) 1 don’t know. 1
would say I am gathering up the last. I just feel that every-
thing has been blasted away, and after the last blast I am
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making a desperate leap to get back up. Although I am feeling
a lot better now than I have for a long time, physically any-
way, since I decided [to leave the city]. It occurred to me when
I started packing that it was kind of ironic. You think the im-
portant thing when you are leaving to go somewhere is that
you are taking your body somewhere else and of course your
belongings follow along, but it seems almost as if my belong-
ings outweigh me because that is all there is left of me. I just
feel really beaten down, lost, and I feel really tired. There
seemed to be more substance to the actual material possessions
that I was putting in the trunk than there was to me. 1
thought, “There is more to the trash you fill your life with
than there is to you.”

Thus Sarah conveys her sense of having in some way disap-
peared, leaving fragments that do not cohere, a body and a trunk
filled with possessions, the remnants of her former self. Looking
back on the abortion, she finds that it too has outstripped her un-
derstanding, that she can no longer find a way to encompass the
thoughts and the feelings which it evoked:

Because being a woman and being pregnant, there is some-
thing you can’t deny, that you can’t explain away. There are
all the good reasons in the world. I am sure I did the right
thing. It would have been hell for that poor kid and for me
too. But I don’t know if you can get what I am getting at, be-
cause I can’t get what I am getting at. The reasons just don’t
fill up the whole. It’s just that somehow the whole is larger
than the sum of its parts when you take it apart. There is just
something that happens when you put it all together that is
not there when you take it apart and try to put it together, and
. I don’t know what that is.

In trying to find the wholeness of an event which has dis-
solved into parts, Sarah illuminates the moment of transition, be-
tween the old way and the new. No longer able to fit her experi-
ence into her understanding, not “knowing what it is” that has led
to such desolation, she has reached the point in crisis where all that
she feels is the loss. A sense of loss and mourning pervades the sec-
ond interview. It appears in her comment that, as she thinks of
leaving the city, “it just sort of grips me that I am leaving a baby
here.” It emerges in her feeling “that I had misplaced something,
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and then I realized, ‘You have left your baby across town,’” and
also in her belief that, “if someday I have three children, I will also
feel T have three children and two others that are not with us right
now. I have five, and here are three of them.”

To Sarah, the importance of remembering lies in not repeating
the past, since she attributes the second abortion to the fact that she
never dealt with the first. Feeling “really sad” and “not in control
anymore,” she “set the ball rolling, and now I am sort of riding.
This whole summer has been really, really crazy,” a period of
“great personal upheaval,” a time of disorganization, mourning, cri-
sis, and grief—and yet also, in her eyes, a time of change.

Returning to the city a year after the abortion, Sarah came to
talk for a third time, speaking of change and describing it as “a vis-
ual thing—like coming around full circle, like where I started out
on this whole journey.” The journey began around the age of
twelve, when she started to see herself as a separate person in her
family:

My childhood was just that. It was just a childhood. And then,
I remembered making a conscious decision, somewhere
around twelve years old. All of a sudden I see myself as being
a separate person in the unit of my family, and all of a sudden
I'm becoming very aware of things that I like, things that I
think are all right and that nobody else in my family thinks
are all right, and I’'m not going to turn out the way my mother
thinks I am, based on a whole life in which the outcome is just
expectations which she has voiced for me. So what I had to do
was keep the peace until I could get out of there, just sort of
toeing the line, just barely toeing the line, and that’s what 1
did.

The upheaval in her family that followed her parents’ divorce
complicated Sarah’s development at that time and left a legacy of
issues that entwined with the themes of adolescence, raising ques-
tions of identity and morality which she then set out on her own to
resolve. Having “tried a lot of different ways of living,” she sought
to discover what was of value in life: :

I wanted just literally to throw away all the moral values that
I'd been taught and decide for myself which ones were impor-
tant to me. And I figured that I'd know which ones were im-
portant if I missed it, if I pitched it out the window and said,
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“To hell with that,” and then came up a few months later
really feeling the pinch because that wasn’t there in my life.
Then P'd know that was important. So just throwing every-
thing out and then just picking selectively what I wanted. And
I’'ve sort of surprised myself because I’ve come back around,
not to the way of life that my mother would have had me live,
but a lot more like it than I thought. And it’s so interesting
when I look back and I think, “Hmm, I never thought I'd turn

out that way.”

Reiterating with more confidence and clarity her discovery of
an inner voice, she says that her decisions previously “were based
elsewhere, I'm not really sure where, but it was coming from some-
where else.” In contrast, now she feels “really connected with my
insides, really good. I just feel strong in a way I’m not aware of
having felt, really in control of my life, not just sort of randomly
drifting along.” As Sarah describes her feeling of being in control,
her pronouns shift from it to I, marking the end of the time of just
drifting along. Sarah had criticized the opposition of selfishness and
responsibility at the time of the first interview. Realizing the truth
of her own participation in the events that led to her defeat and the
indirection of her search for response, she saw the abortion decision
as a choice to include herself, not to rule herself out from consider-
ation but to consider her own needs as well as those of others in de-
ciding what was the best thing to do.

But the integration of this insight into Sarah’s life, the comple-
tion of the transition precipitated by the crisis, entailed a long and
painful process that lasted for most of a year. Through this experi-
ence, she became more reflective: “I see the way I am and watch
the way I make choices, the things I do.” And she is now commit-
ted to building her life on a “strong foundation™ of “surprisingly
old wisdoms” with respect to her work and her relationships. Say-
ing that “you create the crisis yourself so that you have to deal with
it,” she changes the image of her development from a circle to a
spiral, since coming full circle implies “having grown to the same
place,” whereas in a spiral, “instead of coming around to the same
place, you’re in the same position but you’re up somewhere else.
You've progressed, and I feel like that’s what happened.”

The changes in Sarah’s life and in her sense of herself are
paralleled by changes in her moral judgment, which shifts from a
negative to a positive mode, from “deciding who is going to lose
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the least and who is going to get hurt the least” to a “compassion”
that leads to caring and respect for her own and other people’s
needs. Previously she equated morality with being “law abiding”
while at the same time rejecting the law as “stupid.” Now she artic-
ulates a basis for judging the law in terms of whether or not it is
hurting society and whether or not it “puts a barrier” in the way of
compassion and respect. As her judgments change from the conven-
tional mode where “right” is defined by others and responsibility
rests with them to the reflective mode which entails taking responsi-
bility for herself, her action shifts from a stance of detachment and
rebellion to one of commitment in work and relationships.

Sarah, like Betty, illuminates the potential in crisis for devel-
opmental transition and demonstrates how the recognition of defeat
can signal the discovery of a new way. But the turning point of cri-
sis also contains the potential for nihilism and despair. Sarah’s im-
agery of development, of progressing through a rising spiral of
change so that in the end she comes to see the same things in a dif-
ferent light, contrasts with Anne’s imagery of defeat, her sense of
“going in circles” and losing “the confidence I had in myself.” This
imagery appears in the second interview with Anne, the woman
who illustrated the impasse of the first transition, and conveys her
sense of herself as “getting back to something that I was before
rather than thinking of anything new.” During the intervening year,
she has watched her life fall apart. Witnessing relationships end
and dropping out of school, Anne feels she has lost her ability “to
make a go of it.”

This feeling of despair is echoed by Lisa, a fifteen-year-old
who, believing in her boyfriend’s love, acceded to his wish “not to
murder his child.” But after she decided not to abort the child, he
left her and thus “ruined my life.” Isolated at home taking care of
the child, dependent on welfare for support, disowned by her fa-
ther, and abandoned by her boyfriend, she has become unrecogniz-
able to herself:

I'am not the same person I was a year and a half ago. I was a
very happy person then. I am just not myself anymore. I feel I
lose all my friends now because I am somebody else. I am not
me. I don’t like myself, and I don’t know if other people

would either. I don’t like the way I am now. That’s why I am
so unhappy. Before I had the baby, I was free. I had a lot of
friends. I was fun to be with. I was happy. I enjoyed a lot of
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things, and I am just different now. I'm lonely. I'm quiet. I am
not like I was anymore. I have changed completely.

Previously she described herself as “friendly,” but now she
says she is “confused,” because “I don’t know what to do with my
boyfriend gone. I'm still in love with him, no matter what he has
done, and that really confuses me, because I don’t know why I still
do.” Caught in a cycle of despair, finding no way to go back to
school and, without school, no way to support herself and the child,
“just confused about everything because I can’t get him out of my
mind,” she is unable to see how an act of love can have led to such
desolation and loss.

Sophie Tolstoy (1865/1928), making the connection, arrives at
what seems a logical conclusion:

I have always been told that a woman must love her husband
and be honourable and be a good wife and mother. They
write such things in ABC books, and it is all nonsense. The
thing to do is not to love, to be clever and sly, and to hide all
one’s bad points—as if anyone in the world had no faults!
And the main thing is not to love. See what I have done by
loving him so deeply! It is painful and humiliating; but he
thinks it is merely silly . .. I am nothing but . .. a useless crea-
ture with morning sickness, and a big belly, two rotten teeth,
and a bad temper, a battered sense of dignity, and a love
which nobody wants and which nearly drives me insane.

Moral nihilism is the conclusion as well of women who seek,
in having an abortion, to cut off their feelings and not care. Trans-
lating the language of moral ideology into the vernacular of human
relationships, these women ask themselves, “Why care?” in a world
where the strong end relationships. Pregnant and wanting to live in
an expanding circle of family connection, they encounter in their
husbands or lovers an unyielding refusal and rejection. Construing
their caring as a weakness and identifying the man’s position with
strength, they conclude that the strong need not be moral and that
only the weak care about relationships. In this construction abor-
tion becomes, for the woman, a test of her strength.

The story takes a number of forms in the lives of women who
have arrived at this point. Its common theme is their abandonment
by others, their common response is to abandon themselves. The
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image of Raskolnikov is evoked by a woman, also a student, who
became ill at the time the child would have been born and was liv-
ing alone in a small room. Labeling the abortion an act of murder
but one about which she has no regret, she says in the second inter-
view that “there are many ways to kill, and I have seen things that
are less merciful than dying.” Her lover had said at the time she
was pregnant that she could not “depend on him.” She herself con-
sidered abortion a “selfish choice.” It never was clear who had
made the decision, since when she said in the first interview that
she would have an abortion, she indicated that “the only thing that
could make me change my mind is that something would happen
and we would be together.”

Thus she considers what happened as “not my fault.” Describ-
ing the abortion as having “cut me off from something I felt a need
for, felt very strongly about,” she holds herself responsible for the
consequences but not for the choice. That is, she holds herself re-
sponsible “for someone having to be sacrificed in my having to
make that decision.” Yet while recognizing that she is “the one who
lives with it” and realizing that her world “has become much
smaller,” she is “not sure if one pays the price.” She prefers “to say
I did what I did but that there are many forms of killing. If I don’t,
then nothing means anything, everything is wishy-washy, nothing is
real, and you lose any sense of responsibility.” Describing herself as
acting on another’s commission, it remains unclear why she made
the choice. She was, she says, “in the wrong boat, anything else
would have been absolutely crazy. How can you bring a child into
this terrible world?” Focusing on her “responsibility to others,” she
forgets to respond to herself.

In another version of nihilism, a married woman, pregnant
with her second child, had an abortion because her husband said he
would leave her if she did not. Holding him responsible, she carried
out his decision by becoming “totally numb” and then reenacted
the entire situation, becoming pregnant again and having a second
abortion. The second time, however, she initially made a decision
to have the child. But when her husband then said that he would in
fact stay, she saw how unnecessarily she had previously betrayed
herself. This recognition then led her to have a second abortion in
order to end the marriage in a way that would allow her to take
care of herself and her four-year-old child.

Morality, for these women, centers on care, but in the absence
of care from others, they are unable to care for a child or them-
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selves. The issue is one of responsibility, and life is seen as depen-
dent on relationships. Criticizing those who emphasize “individual
rights” over “issues of responsibility,” one woman defines the di-
lemma of abortion as entailing feelings and thus resisting the impo-
sition of “a stated hierarchy of beliefs”:

Sometimes those hierarchies are good, as long as you look at
them by themselves, but they fall apart when you try to im-
pose them on your decisions. They are not organized somehow
to deal with real life decisions, and it doesn’t allow much
room for responsibility.

The nihilistic position signifies a retreat from care to a concern
with survival, the ultimate self-protective stance. But in attempting
to survive without care, these women return in the end to the truth
about relationships. The student, speaking of her efforts “to be
much more honest with myself about what I wanted and what I
was capable of and how I felt,” notes her discovery of her need for
“attachment to other people.” Recognizing herself as “much more
an emotional person than I would acknowledge or make room for
before,” she strives to be more “careful” with others and more car-
ing about herself. Thus, rather than excluding others and abandon-
ing feelings and care, she becomes more honest about her relation-
ships and more responsive to herself.

The research findings about women’s responses to the abortion
dilemma suggest a sequence in the development of an ethic of care
where changes in the conception of responsibility reflect changes in
the experience and understanding of relationships. These findings
were gathered at a particular moment in history, the sample was
small, and the women were not selected to represent a larger popu-
lation. These constraints preclude the possibility of generalization -
and leave to further research the task of sorting out the different
variables of culture, time, occasion, and gender. Additional longitu-
dinal studies of women’s moral judgments are needed in order to
refine and validate the sequence described. Studies of people’s
thinking about other real dilemmas are needed to clarify the special
features of the abortion choice.

“Crisis reveals character,” says one of the women as she
searches for the problem within herself. That crisis also creates
character is the essence of a developmental approach. The changes
described in women’s thinking about responsibility and relation-
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ships suggest that the capacity for responsibility and care evolves
through a coherent sequence of feelings and thoughts. As the events
of women’s lives and of history intersect with their feelings and
thought, a concern with individual survival comes to be branded as
‘:selﬁs ” and to be counterposed to the “responsibility” of a life
lived in relationships. And in turn, responsibility becomes, in its
conventional interpretation, confused with a responsiveness to
others that impedes a recognition of self. The truths of relationship,
however, return in the rediscovery of connection, in the realization
that self and other are interdependent and that life, however valu-
able in itself, can only be sustained by care in relationships.



