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Rastafarian women are motivated to continue smoking
ganja during pregnancy because the heaith-rendering and
spiritual properties of ganja are clearly a part of their
doctrine. For the others, it is tempting to suggest, as do many
of the midwives and public nealth officials, that they simply
place greater value on the immediate pleasure derived from
recreational ganja smoking than on the health of their babies.
Indeed, most often mentioned by these women was the psycho-
logicaily uptifting role of ganja during pregnancy:

"It heips me forget probiems"

"{t keeps vyou lively"

"“When you have a problem it cuts it off from your"
"When feeling down-hearted me use it fe cheer up me
spirit"

"It mek me feel nice"

"Smoking mek me feel more comfortable”

Such comments, which appear at first to suggest that
women are-willing to place their babies at risk for parsonal
gratification, need, however, to be examined in the context of
the indigent communities where poor and working-class women
live out their daily lives. First. the majority of pregnancies
which occur in such environments are not celebrated. Only
two of the sixty women in the clinical component of the study
had actually planned their pregnancies while the vast majority
received the news that they were pregnant with varying
degrees of enthusiasm. Although pregnant women theoretically
occupy a special place in Jamaican society, in reality. among
the poorer social sectors. only the primigravidas are treated
with deference and pampered to some degree. For the woman
axpecting her third or fourth child, another pregnancy simply
increases her existing burden. She must continue to care for
her children and meet her usual housekeeping responsibilities,
but now with the added dimensions of fatigue and nausea. |If
she is wage earner, she may be required to discontinue her job
and it is unlikeiy that she will have the oppartunity to resume
it after the baby is born. While the "haby father" is expected
to provide support for the "baby mother", uniess he resides in
the same househoid, his contributions are seidom sufficient to
cover the loss of her income and the expense of even a modest

layette.

While the primigravida may be in a somewhat more
advantageous position, an unanticipated pregnancy sometimes
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signals a drastic change in life plans. One participant in the
study had already enrolled in a practical nursing schooi when
she discovered she was pregnant. and she remained despondent
for most of her pregnancy. Eleven of the adolescent partici-
pants were required to leave secondary school, with no
opportunity to return. While these younger women were, in
generai, more enthusiastic than the multiparas about being
pregnant, many lived in households in which they had to face
the disappointment and criticism of their families on a daily
basis, particuiarly if the "baby father" did not "own” the baby
or provide any financial support. Three were told ta (eave the
parental homes, although two of these were eventually permit-
ted to return before the birth of their babies.

At the same time that the burdens are increased, the
pleasures are withdrawn. Almost all of the sample reported
that when their pregnancies became obvious, they discontinued
gaing to parties. dances, bars, shows. and even to church or
any other form of social activity. The depression that
accompanies an unwanted pregnancy (for many, another
unwanted pregnancy) in a fragile economic environment, where
access to resources is unpredictable at best, is not trivial. The
role of ganja in providing a brighter outicok may need to be
reassessed, not as a recreational vehicie of escapism but as a
serious attempt to deal with the most difficult social. psycho-
logical, and physiclogical circumstances.

Loss of appetite, nausea, and fatigue further compound on
"bad feelings" that women commonly reported. For many
women, ganja was seen as an option which provided a solution
to these problems. For example, of the sixty-seven women who
continued te consume ganja during pregnancy, twenty claimed
that it increased their appetites and ailowed them to eat during
pregnancy. Sixteen reported using ganja to control the nausea
and vamiting typically found in the first trimester. Fatigue
was also routinely cited as a commen compiaint by both
smokers and non-smokers and thirty-one women reported using
ganja for that purpese. According to these women, "ganja
keeps you working", "gives you strength," and "makes you work
better’. Twelve more said they used ganja to help them sleep
better and relax. For women who are responsible for the full
suppoart of their household, these are important considerations.

Since the thalidomide mishap, there has been cansiderable
public concern over protecting the unhorn child from exposure
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to substances with potential adverse side effects, and the
medicai estabiishment's hard-line approach to the ganja-smoking
mother s understandable. However, even these preliminary
data from Jamaica suggest that if there is a problem, it is
censiderably more complex than straight pharmacelogical or
medical research would suggest. [t is obvious that ganja use
during pregnancy is profoundly influenced by the sccial context
in which it cccurs. and thus reguires a carefuily constructed
risk/benefit analysis that would allow us toe examine not only
the potential bazards but also the reiative merits of ganja for
both the mother and Pbaby. This is a substance which a number
of mothers believe increases their faod intake by enhancing
their appetites and relieving nausea during pregnancy. It
permits them to accomplish necessary child care responsibilities
and househoid tasks, assures sufficient rest, and provides
psychotegical consolatien. Indeed, oane might hypothesize that
ganja-using women may actually have a reproductive advantage
over non-using women (1] becausa they have a potential
solution te many common complaints of pregnancy (nausea,
fatigue), (2) because selling ganja provides a source of income
that does not reguire strenuous labor out of the home, and (3]
because ganja use by women tends to be correlated with
greater economic security. In any case, the particular status
and role of a2 woman in her community profoundly affects her
heaith and the heaith of her offspring, in part by influencing
her use of ganja.
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