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Foreword

I met Karen Hicks, founder of the Dalkon Shield Information Net-
work (DsIN), on her first trip to Richmond, Virginia, in May 1987. Rich-
mond is the home of the A. H. Robins Co., the pharmaceutical house
that invented and manufactured the Dalkon Shield intrauterine device.
Karen contacted me because she had read my book, Men Who Control
Women's Health, and thought I might be an ally in the Dalkon Shield
claimants’ cause. 1 clearly recall the day Karen sat in my university
office and told me about her dread of coming to Richmond because
of all it symbolized for her, about the suffering she had experienced
as a result of the Dalkon Shield, and about her insecurity over the
enormous task she was about to undertake. 1 encouraged her to go
forward but also warned that she would never again be the same: It
would be a transforming experience. | was right!

Surviving the Dalkon Shield JUD 1s Karen Hicks's compelling
account of the Dalkon Shield tragedy and how a small group of wom-
en took on the corporate giant, A. H. Robins. It is also a story of cor-
porate greed and callous disregard for the reproductive health and
emotional well-being of women told by a survivor of the Datkon
Shield. In promoting and selling the Dalkon Shield, despite knowl-
edge of its defective design utilizing a string that promoted infection,
A. H, Robins caused countless numbers of wornen severe side effects
that included bleeding, pain, inflamed and perforated uteri, sponta-
neous abortions, infertility, sterility, birth defects in offspring, and
even, in some cases, death.

There is another side to the Dalkon Shield story. It stimulated a
highly effective and passionate grassroots organization, bsin, and
changed the lives of many of the women who struggled to torce
A. H. Robins to take responsibility for its actions and compensate vic-
tims for their suffering and loss. There were major frustrations along
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the way, too: As candidly recounted by Karen Hicks, long and drain-
ing litigation, A. H. Robins’s bankruptcy tactics, the lack of support
for psiN among some feminist organizations, and internal disagree-
ments arnong DSIN leaders all took a toll on DSIN members. Richmond,
if not hostile, was less than welcoming. In fact, at the height of Rob-
ins’s bankruptcy proceeding, local DJs frequently aired a song that
larnented the possibility of lost jobs for Robins’s workers and com-
plained about the “selfishness” of Dalkon Shield claimants! Even
among local feminists there was apathy for the claimants’ cause,
Indeed, the 1976 Virginia celebration of the United Nations Decade
of Women was held at the Robins Center, a costly athletic facility
given by the Robins family to the University of Richmond. Few saw
the irony of holding a celebration of women in a facility built, no
doubt at least in part, with Dalkon Shield profits.

Yet amidst the frustration and tragedy there was empowerment.
I recall the Richmond rally during one of the first Dalkon Shield pro-
ceedings. The wornan walking beside me, obviously tired and upset,
had received a notice of the proceeding from the court. Debilitated
by her Dalkon Shield-related injurics and believing that her claim
would be settled that day, she used her life savings to fly from New
York to Richmond. The cab ride from the airport the day before had
taken her last dollar and, with no money for food, she had slept in
the park that night. Now she had learned that there would be no
settlement that day or any time soon. Yet, as I drove her to the air-
port that night, she told me she didn't regret her decision to come to
Richmond. For her, being with other survivors and participating
in the rally restored her sense of personal control and elevated her
spirits.

Clearly, through bsIN, members expetienced the personal as polit-
ical and learned that through collective action, women can make a
difference. Credit for that goes to Karen Hicks, who undoubtedly
knows that empowering women is the best feminist work. Surviving
the Dalkon Shield IUD is an important chapter in our herstory.

Diana Scully
Richmond, Virginia
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1 The Context of
the Injustice

More than 2 million U.S. women and a total of 4 million women
worldwide used the Dalkon Shield intrauterine birth control device
(D) between 1970 and 1974. The Shield was promoted as the
“Cadillac of contraception.” For three vears while the Shield was being
prescribed, neither physicians nor women were warned of the dan-
gers it posed as a defective birth control product. Because it was dis-
tributed on a mass scale, the Dalkon Shield is now acknowledged as
the most notorious contraceptive, one that caused widespread and
extensive damages to its users.

The Dalkon Shield became a major women’s health care tragedy,
one that was caused by corporate misconduct on the part of Dr. Hugh
Davis, the Shield’'s inventor, and corporate executives of A. H. Rob-
ins Company, the pharmaceutical firm that began to manufacture the
device in the early 1970s. This threat to women's bodies was exacer-
bated by the failure of the Food and Drug Administration (FDa) to act:
It neither demanded the removal of the Shield from the market nor
instituted a comprehensive recall of this defective product.

The history of the Shield’'s development, marketing, and distri-
bution, as well as the complex and lengthy litigation surrounding
Robins, has been ably documented (Mintz, 198S; Perry & Dawson,
1985; Sobol, 1991). Among the many people who place the blame for
this disaster on the profit motive is U.S. District Court Judge Miles
Lord, who presided over some 23 Shield-related lawsuits in 1984. In
his courtroom, Lord chastised Robins executives for not warning
women and their doctors about the Shield’s dangers:

The only conceivable reasons you have not recalled this product are that
it would hurt your balance sheet and alert women who already have
been harmed that you may be liable for their injuries. You have taken
the bottom line as your guiding beacon, and the low road as your route.
This is corperate irresponsibility at its meanest. (Mintz, 1985, p. 267)

The extensively documented Dalkon Shield injuries now on
record include severe hemorrhaging, septic abortions, infected mis-
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14 Surviving the Dalkon Shield 1UD

* Voluminous files of related newspaper and law journal articles,
magazine interviews, and analyses

» Videotapes of psiy events, television news stories, and interviews
with survivors, recorded by psin and other women around the coun-
try

* Court documents and briefs related to the estimation-of-claims pro-
cess and most other court events during 1988

» More than 400 unsolicited letters received from Dalkon Shield sur-
vivors who wrote to psiv and volunteered parts of their stories

» Correspondence and other documents generated by other Dalkon
Shield survivors working on special projects

¢ All correspondence between psin and other Dalkon Shield groups,
allied organizations, the court, and plaintiffs’ lawyers

» All press releases, press statements, news reports, and speeches pro-
duced by psiv during its period of greatest activity between July 1987
and December 1988, including 12 major public press- and court-
related events.

SUMMARY

The Dalkon Shield tragedy has far-reaching consequences for women'’s
reproductive health care, contraceptive development and distribution,
and the legal rights of people injured by products known to be
defective or dangerous. In the case of the Dalkon Shield, young and
healthy women at the height of their childbearing potential were
exposed to life-threatening and sterility-produicing iatrogenic illness.
Any disease or illness resulting from medical intervention or treat-
ment is iatrogenic: The development of disease is an unintended out-
come arising either from medical error or from unknown risks of a
medical procedure or medication.

This story of Dalkon Shield women who became part of a grass-
roots organization called the Dalkon Shield Intormation Network
(psiN) and who publicly delineated the catastrophic results of a par-
ticular form of contraception on their lives may help to promote
retorm in women’s reproductive health care, contraceptive develop-
ment protocols, and medico-pharmaceutical practices.



