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The in-vitro fertilization (IVF) technology has
been in use in Poland for over twenty years, with
success and social approval. However, at the end
of 2007 a vehement debate on moral, legal, and
economic aspects of applying this technology of
assisted procreation broke out. Then the Minister
of Health announced she would launch efforts to
finance IVF from the state budget and in that way
broke the silence over new reproductive technolo-
gies in Poland. This article focuses on the Polish
IVF debate. I situate it within a global context, ex-
plore its local specificity, and examine its cultural
and social parameters and implications. My analy-
sis concentrates on the rhetoric and the discursive
strategies used by the main participants as well as
the narratives of people struggling with infertility.

I am especially interested in reasons for opposing
the use of IVF (apart from the most obvious ones,
such as accumulating political capital or obeying
the Catholic doctrine), mainly because it is the op-
ponents’ voices that are best heard in Polish media,
imposing the IVF debate’s language and thereby
shaping the ways of thinking about assisted repro-
ductive technologies (ART). Furthermore, while
many works in social analysis critically examine
technological optimism, typically drawing on
Foucault’s critique of modern biopolitics (see e.g.,
Franklin & Ragoné 1998; for critiques of ART see,
e.g., Inhorn & von Balen 2002; Thompson 2002),
few anthropological studies have explored voices
of disapproval of IVF (e.g., Turney 1998; Throsby
2004: 3-6).
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At this point, it needs to be added that to formu-
late opinions on ART means to engage in political
action. This is especially true in the case of Poland,
where feminist voices are weak and reproductive
rights are both limited and not respected (Graff
2003). Besides, the IVF debate is part of a larger dis-
cussion regarding the influence of the Church on
policy-making and social life in Poland.

Although Western, especially North-American,
socio-cultural anthropology and feminist critique
have long explored the challenges posed by repro-
ductive technologies (e.g., Franklin & Ragoné 1998;
Ginsburg & Rapp 1995), in Eastern Europe, “the
social and cultural meanings and effects of ARTs
are heavily understudied” (de Jong & Tkach 2009b:
15; the problem of ART in Europe is explored, e.g.,
in these works: Bonaccorso 2004, 2009; de Jong &
Tkach 2009a; Saetnan, Oudshoorn & Kirejczyk
2000). While one can find works by Polish authors
exploring legal and bioethical problems related to
IVE, anthropological research on ART practically
does not exist in Poland.

In what follows, I offer an anthropological per-
spective drawing on qualitative methods, prima-
rily discourse analysis. I focus on the largest Polish
media: television stations (both public and private),
the press (newspapers, weekly and monthly maga-
zines), and the Internet. Drawing from the Internet,
I analyse, firstly, journalistic publications, includ-
ing those published on websites endorsed by the
Catholic Church (e.g., opoka.pl, fronda.pl, adonai.
pl), and secondly, the biggest Polish Internet forums
pertaining to infertility, where infertile women tell
their life histories and exchange information about
their treatments. The main sites are NaszBocian.pl,
affiliated with the Polish Association for Treating
Infertility and Supporting Adoption, “Nasz Bocian”
(‘Our Stork’), and Gazeta.pl, which belongs to the
largest group of Polish online services. Both boards
are open to the public. I am not taking into account
ethnographic observations in infertility clinics or
interviews with IVF users. Materials of this kind
will be gathered in the second part of my research
project.
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Historical and Legal Context

Louise Brown, the first “test tube baby”, was born in
Oldham, Great Britain, in 1978. The procedure was
carried out by the doctors of medicine Patrick Step-
toe and Robert Edwards, who were awarded the 2010
Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine. The first
child conceived using this method in Poland was a
girl too. She was born on November 12th 1987, ow-
ing to the efforts of the team led by Professor Marian
Szamatowicz of the Medical University of Biatystok.
Until October 2012 the child remained anonymous,
as is the case with thousands of other children con-
ceived in this way. At that time, after the first Polish
IVE,

The media went crazy. (...) Bialystok was deluged
with letters. One priest would rail from the pulpit
about the inhumane practices of the clinic, which,
according to him, were even more harmful than
drug addiction and drunkenness, and the women
would talk of their dreams in which they were
cuddling babies. They were begging, writing that
their husbands wanted to leave them, and that
their hands were reaching out for other people’s
infants. (Skibniewska 2009)

It is estimated that around 5 million people world-
wide have been born thanks to in-vitro fertilization.!
In Poland there are currently over 40 clinics, which
attain good pregnancy rates on a global compari-
son. The percentage of IVF children totals approxi-
mately 1.5 percent, which is the average for highly
developed countries (although in Belgium, Slovenia,
Denmark, the Netherlands and Sweden more than
3.0 percent of all babies born were conceived by
ART?). These are, however, only estimates, for there
are no mechanisms of extracorporeal fertilization
registration in Poland, and the clinics carrying out
these procedures are under no obligation to make
the data pertaining to their activities public.

In Poland, ARTs are not regulated by law. Cur-
rently, several draft bills have been submitted to
the Parliament, ranging from a very restrictive pro-
posal to ban IVF and punish by prison for carrying
out IVF to a liberal one holding no limitation on it.



The draft prepared by Jarostaw Gowin (the current
Minister of Justice) is the most hotly disputed draft
among the legislative proposals. It prohibits the
destroying and freezing of human embryos, treat-
ing them as human beings, to whom the constitu-
tional protection of dignity applies. Therefore, the
procedure cannot result in the production of addi-
tional embryos. One is only allowed to produce two
of them and they both have to be implanted into a
woman’s body. This method, however, would only be
available to married heterosexual couples where the
woman is not older than forty years. Moreover, the
draft bans the collection of donated eggs and the set-
ting up of sperm banks. Assisted procreation would
not be available to couples with genetic diseases or
disabilities. Should such a solution be approved,
Poland’s regulations of this matter would be the
most restrictive in Europe (even more so than the
extremely restrictive laws adapted in Italy or Germa-
ny). A more open project of the ruling party allows
for freezing and producing additional embryos and
IVF would be available also for single mothers and
unmarried couples. However, both draft projects do
not provide state funding for the treatment. Never-
theless in October 2012 Prime Minister Donald Tusk
declared that reimbursement for IVF will be made
available without a change in law, as part of a Health
Ministry three-year programme.

Social Acceptance of IVF and

the Catholic Church

When mapping out attitudes towards IVF in the
main Polish media, one can get the distinct impres-
sion that the main actors in the debate are politi-
cians and priests. It is rarely that representatives of
feminist circles appear in the press or television — as
is also the case in other countries (Saetnan, Oud-
shoorn & Kirejczyk 2000). But, what may seem more
surprising, particularly given the fact that infertil-
ity in Europe is strongly medicalized as well (cf.
Martin 1987; Unnithan-Kumar 2004), biologists’
and physicians’ voices too are often ignored in the
Polish public debate. The same may be said of the
public presence of the infertile couples themselves,
who are occasionally quoted in newspaper commen-

taries, anonymously or under changed names. This
way of defining the main actors reduces the discus-
sion to worldview issues and, effectively, the problem
of IVF is debated alongside other socially sensitive
questions, such as abortion, which is legal in Poland
only when the woman’s life or health is in danger,
when the pregnancy is the result of a rape, or when
the fetus is seriously malformed. In fact, IVF is of-
ten described as “refined” abortion (about similar-
ity between IVF and abortion debates in Poland see
Chelstowska 2011: 104).

Following the Polish debate on IVF one can get
the impression that there are about as many oppo-
nents as there are supporters of IVF and that the
line of division clearly overlaps with their partisan
allegiances or even their adherence to the Catholic
Church. However, the majority of Poles support IVF,
regardless of their attachment to the Church or the
party they vote for. According to the Public Opinion
Research Centre’s (CBOS) report from September
2012, 79 percent of Poles approve of the use of IVF
by married couples that cannot have children, and
60 percent in the case of unmarried partners. 41
percent are against the availability of IVF to single
women (while 48 percent support it) and 58 percent
would allow the creation of additional embryos. Fi-
nally, the majority (79 percent) would want the cost
of IVF to be at least partially refunded from the state
budget (CBOS 2012). These data are similar to those
from previous years. In 1995, the acceptance of IVF
in the case of heterosexual couples amounted to 73
percent, in 2003 to 64 percent, and in 2005 it was 76
percent. The CBOS report for 2008 — the year the IVF
opponents’ media campaign was launched — shows a
considerable decrease in the support, estimated at 60
percent (CBOS 2008). Nevertheless, and despite the
clear and frequent statements issued by the Church
firmly opposing the use of IVF, a year later the sup-
port was once again high and on the rise.

One may find it worthwhile to consider the origin
of such a broad acceptance of extracorporeal fertili-
zation in the country where, according to declara-
tions, the percentage of Catholics may be as high as
90 percent depending on the study (Borowik 2001:
23) and where the second largest party in the Parlia-
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mentisimplicitly endorsed by the majority of Church
hierarchs and ordinary priests, who declare their at-
tachment to traditional values, including, of course,
Catholic values. Moreover, the Polish Church, while
internally divided, speaks unanimously.

One of the reasons that this powerful voice of the
Church is not fully taken into account by the Polish
society appears to be its moral liberalization in line
with European trends. Thus, the Poles’ attitudes
towards sexual issues (such as premarital sex, non-
monogamous relationships or the use of contracep-
tion) are far more lax than the official position of
the Church would dictate. In other words, one can
observe a strong individualization and privatization
of religion; although one can hardly talk about an
institutional crisis of the Catholic Church, as is the
case in Western Europe, many people reinterpret the
dogmas and teachings of the Church according to
their own point of view.

Despite the strong opposition of the Church, there
are about as many Catholics among the people un-
dergoing IVF programmes as in the whole popula-
tion of Poland. On the forum of the website Gazeta.pl,
a girl nicknamed iwonaczarna writes:

you know, it is so strange, because when you leave
that place [the doctor’s office, where the IVF pro-
cedure was carried out] you know that you have
been given something that is already working in-
side of you. It’s certainly fighting to stay there, but
it is so small and you can’t do anything to help
him. When I received the two angels [embryos]
I prayed for them to somehow manage. Yesterday
was Sunday. I went to church and I cried asking
Him to let them stay; He already has enough an-
gels. I think it is the only sign that the closer it gets
the more strongly you believe in all this. I know
the Church speaks badly of this method, but I
went there, for the first time in a very long time, so
that even my husband was shocked. T hope He will
spare us, I pray.

Family, Love and Laboratory

Paradoxically, this strong support of IVF is con-
nected to the Poles’ attachment to traditional values,
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especially to the family as a category organizing so-
cial life and hierarchy of values. Although new re-
productive techniques have transformed common
conceptions of kinship, the main symbols of the
ideology of affinity in Euro-American culture have
remained constant (Ragoné 2004: 342). It is still the
birth of a child that turns a couple into a family, and
the reason for the decision to use ART is the strong
need to have an offspring. Being a childless couple,
as many infertile couples would stress, carries a so-
cial stigma. A couple is, therefore, ready to use un-
traditional methods in order to achieve a traditional
result: a family comprising a mum, a dad and at least
one child. Although, as many researchers point out
(e.g., Laqueur 2000), the development of techniques
enabling the birth of a child without a sexual act
results in the questioning of the previous concepts
of the family, the family itself does not need to be
questioned. Rather, IVF gets “normalized, natural-
ized, and contextualized within the narrowest and
most traditional definitions of family” (Franklin &
Roberts 2006: 188).

The problem of kinship and the diffusion of the
category of the legal, genetic and biological parent-
hood do not appear in the Polish debate on IVF,
including academic discourses. Mainstream media
strongly condemn surrogate mothering, which is
only discussed in economic-moral categories and
almost always critically and sensationally (cf. Rad-
kowska-Walkowicz 2012a). Access to reproductive
technologies by gay couples is presented as one ex-
ample of the kind of degeneration that ART can lead
to. The subject of gamete donation or use of sperm
banks is also rarely brought up. The debate stops at
the level of the IVF procedure itself and the conse-
quences of its use for future embryos.

Thus, the implicit notion of family is never put
under discussion. Rather, what underpins the con-
tention are two kinds of sentiments regarding the
same ideal of a “full family”: on the one hand, the
extremely strong cultural need to have it, and, on the
other, the fear that IVF would lead to its redefini-
tion. When people who underwent IVF claim it gave
them hope for starting a real family, the other side
responds by criticizing them for their egoism and



disregard for the value of marriage. Indeed, the no-
tion marriage has become one of the rudimentary
categories cited by the opponents of ART. Archbish-
op Henryk Hoser stresses the symbolic meaning of
the marital act as “two in one body”, and argues:

It is only in this light that one can notice how very
different the marital act is from the reproductive
copulation of animals. A child — conceived as a re-
sult of a married life — is perceived as something
we were given, something of a blessing. In the
process of extracorporeal fertilization, however, a
child is “made to order” using a particular tech-
nique. (Hoser 2009: 4)

Opponents of IVF set marital love against the vial.
Marek Czachorowski from the Catholic University
of Lublin admits that “objective facts show that in
artificial insemination one does not conceive one’s
own child out of marital love — in an act express-
ing it — but out of something else, which does not
express the specificity of marital love. At the start of
our child’s life it is not granted love” (Czachorowski
2008). In this rhetoric love is in the family by defi-
nition. It can only happen behind closed bedroom
doors, where no one will inspect it, control it, or call
it a rape.

On December 28, 2008, on the Holy Family
Sunday, the Polish Episcopate issued a letter to the
faithful, in which it touched upon the issue of IVF
(List pasterski... 2008). The Episcopate pointed
out that “God and only God is the Master of Life.
Children are His gift to us and not a consumption
good”. Bishop Tadeusz Pieronek explicated it even
more pointedly: “Couples who resort to IVF prefer
buying a child to adopting it. They do not want an
adopted child because they want to have a child that
would be their own’. It is precisely the logic of the
commodity, not the gift” (Pieronek 2009). The fear
of commercialization of births and commodifica-
tion of the sphere of procreation has accompanied
research on IVF from its very beginning (cf. Turney
1998). In modern culture, these two ideas — the child
and the commodity — are conflicting. The roman-
tic mythology of childhood precludes pecuniary

dealings. The lack of acceptance of IVF may thus
be explained by the reluctance to link economic
calculation to the concept of the family, which, as
Collier, Rosaldo and Yanagisako (1992) argue, was
built exactly in opposition to market relations. The
Catholic Church perceives the role of the family in
a similar way. However, one can also point out that
in the European culture marriage was for centuries
primarily an economic contract, and it is only due to
more contemporary idealization that we perceive it
in the romantic-spiritual light.

In Poland, IVF is sometimes viewed as a whim of
the rich, a mark of class distinction. The lack of a re-
fund policy together with the high costs of IVF con-
tribute to the perception of ART users in economic
categories. Couples who turn to infertility treatment
clinics for help are accused of being egoistic, buying
themselves a child and of taking a shortcut — such
opinions are circulated widely despite the fact that
IVF programmes involve long, unpleasant prepara-
tions, with little chance of success. The same argu-
ments are put forward regarding people who do not
have children — some campaigns aimed at promoting
demographic growth have suggested that the lack of
offspring results from a simple consumer choice.

Negotiating Oppositions
In their rhetoric, opponents of IVF often refer to
oppositions between the commercial and the non-
commercial, the public and the private, nature and
technology. This kind of argumentation also ap-
pears in anthropological texts on reproductive tech-
nologies. For example, Franklin notes: “What was
once a private act of love, intimacy, and secrecy is
now a public act, a commercial transaction, and a
professionally managed procedure” (1995: 336). In
this very context, too, this way of thinking, especial-
ly the opposition between what is private and what is
public, becomes problematic. Infertility has been so
hard to cope with precisely because it is not a private
problem; a child is a kind of social desire, Others’
desire.

The private—public opposition is often used by the
opponents of IVF —blurring the boundaries between
these categories can be a source of fear and resist-
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ance. If, as they claim, due to these new technologies
reproduction has left the private sphere and become
a public issue, it has moved from the bedroom to
the doctor’s office, one may ask: What is it now that
happens in the bedroom? What has taken the place
of reproduction? Is it an empty space, waiting to be
filled?

The above-mentioned oppositions are negotiated
and rejected by users of IVF, but it does not mean
that the anthropologist can simply ignore the com-
mercial aspects of ART, which are stressed by many
researchers (see Spar 2006; Strathern 1992). The
Polish case, as the Italian before 2004 (see Bonac-
corso 2004, 2009; Neresini & Bimbi 2000), is pecu-
liar, because there is no legislation regulating the use
of assisted conception. As a result, private clinics are
the main players on the infertility treatment scene
and practically they are neither inspected nor au-
dited. Thus, patients who decided on IVF are largely
dependent on the treatment offered by the private
sector, which dictates conditions of the IVF treat-
ment programme, manages the information on ART,
and shapes the ART language. What is interesting, it
is not only the highly medicalized language which
consolidated the authority of physicians, but also the
“common language” used to empathize with clients
(Bonaccorso 2004). However, both patients and op-
ponents do employ scientific rhetoric and refer to
medical research. In this case, scientific language is
used depending on the purposes of particular users;
it is a common property that gets appropriated and
negotiated.

Couples undergoing IVF tend to abandon the sim-
ple worldview built on oppositions, including that
between romantic act in the marital bed and tech-
nological act in the Petri-Dash. In their narrations,
they stress mutual love and care about the fight for a
child. Tt is often the impossibility of conceiving that
causes breaks in relationships. They are also capa-
ble of talking about the transfer of embryos in ro-
mantic categories. Magdalena Muszyniska, member
of the Polish Association for Treating Infertility and
Supporting Adoption, “Nasz Bocian”, who had IVF,
said in the Polish Parliament: “The moment of the
transfer of embryos is one of the most beautiful mo-

4 ETHNOLOGIA EUROPAEA 42:2

ments in the life of a woman or a couple. It is then,
at that moment, that our future, potential children
are given to us, so that they could feel at home in my
belly for the next 9 months” (2009: 27). Therefore,
undergoing IVF procedure is not a transgressive ac-
tivity. Here, the crossing of the line only serves to en-
ter a safe, well-known path of narration, in line with
the reigning models. In order to achieve that, one
sacrifices a lot, including one’s relationship with the
Catholic Church, which for many people is painful.

According to opponents of IVF, all the planned
actions aimed at infertility, also those supported
by the Church, are only an addition to God’s plan.
The gift — not a commodity — will come when one
does not expect it. IVF, with its fastidiousness, is at
variance with the miraculous work of numbers. The
whole preparatory protocol, from the puncture to
the transfer of the fertilized egg, is described to the
patients in detail — it involves strictly dosed portions
of appropriate medicines, and a close monitoring of
the cycle. A scientific description encapsulates what
has, until this point, carried an aura of mystery. The
oppositions of control and spontaneity, technology
and mystery, or gift and commodity have a long tra-
dition both in common thought and in the scientific
worldview. Their roots lie in the old division of na-
ture and culture. It is, however, such technologies as
“in vitro” that show that today this opposition has
lost its force and, while it is still used as a rhetorical
tool, it is not sufficient for the elucidation of a com-
plex social phenomenon. The analysis of Internet
message boards relating to infertility demonstrates
it well.

There is a tendency on many of them, not only in
Polish Internet forums, to describe their participants
in reference to their fight against infertility. One can
very often find such a description in the signatures of
participants of Internet conversations. The list of fe-
male participants, who after long efforts finally gave
birth to a child, is as follows (www.nasz-bocian.pl):

JULIO1 - I ICSI, crio 2 embr. blast. B i <8B (Iw:E-
600, P-22, bHCG<1; IIw:P-41), 3 angels [i][i][i] and
son Kubusg, DOB 25.05.08

kumkwak - I ICSI 2 blast. B (Iw:E-2605, P-56,



bHCG-2.5; IIw:E-1837, P-72.8, bHCG 27.2;
IITw:E-4295, P-133, bHCG-237; IVw:E-3952, P-122,
bHCG 3393) twins! Agatka and Ada, DOB 24.06.08
carmen8l 4Y efforts, weak little soldiers, jump-
ing FSH, 2008 1 ICSI, 1 crio -, herbal 3, my natural
miracle 16.04 Ive seen 2 lines, 19.04 HCG 177, 21.04.
HCG 489, 14.05 12mm with a little beating heart
malgosial978 3x IUI unsuccessful, PCO, I IVF
04.2008 6w-I usg 2 beans, 8w - 1 angel, 11w II angel,
12009 IVF unsuccessful, waiting for crio since Feb-
ruary 2009 herbal 3, beta 20.04.2009 - 4492 MIRA-

What seems to be an extremely technical language
is shot through with elements having very lit-
tle in common with it. There are angels (referring
to a child who died before being born), a miracle,
a “12mm with a little beating heart”. They neutral-
ize the technical description. The final stage is a di-
minutive name, a child, a human being. In descrip-
tions that do not end in a name, there is a potential;
it legitimizes the actions one takes. These descrip-
tions encapsulate almost everything the given per-
son has gone through in her fight against infertility.
In this extremely formalized way, women legitimize
their participation in the infertility community and
present their biographies of reproductive medical in-
terventions, which have become a significant part of
their self-identity narratives. This kind of narrative
strategy does not mean that women and their chil-
dren (potential or real) are reduced to mathematical
and medical symbols and dehumanized, or de-in-
dividualized. In this case, medical technology gives
hope that series of symbols will turn into a child’s
name (on the use of discursive strategies by couples
who have had unsuccessful IVF, see Throsby 2004).
Thus, it is not a process of disembodiment, as one
could suppose. “Self”, defined in this way, becomes
indeed a bodily phenomenon — open and ready for
technological interventions. IVF does not separate
from the body, which is subject to wanton nature or,
as one woman wrote on the Internet forum, cruel
statistics: a body, which is socially contextualized
and controlled. Rather, it allows for the body to
become rediscovered, re-experienced and, to some

degree, controlled. These women are not passive
victims, cultural dupes, as early feminists indicated
(see van Balen & Inhorn 2002: 15, Thompson 2002,
2005: 55-75). They actively engage with technology.
Thus, medical intervention need not be perceived
as oppressive technology or even as “giving nature a
helping hand”, but it might, instead, be understood
as an ally in the unequal fight with nature.

Nevertheless, I agree with Monica Bonaccorso’s
suggestion:

Technological newness in the making of babies is
used to stress the inefficiency of a body, which is
not simply unreproductive, but often unwilling
to welcome/receive technology. The emphasis on
the bodies of couples is extreme. It is phenomenal
the way in which, from being an intervention that
helps couples, technologies of procreation turn
into interventions to be aided by couples. Tech-
nology thus stands, at once, for both aid and its
reverse, progression and arrest. (2004: 90)

Many couples treat the IVF procedure as an element
in a certain technical puzzle. However, one can also
come across quite other sentiments: “After the punc-
ture under a short anaesthetics I was given breakfast
and taken care of wonderfully, and the transfer itself
was such a mystical experience (my husband was sit-
ting next to me) that it was even more mystical than
the last attempts under a duvet, using natural meth-
ods” (kolebeczka, forum Nieplodnos¢ [Infertility],
Gazeta.pl). Another description shows even more
convincingly that the language of technology does
not have to be at odds with the language of emotions:

I have just returned from Szczecin and, 3 days af-
ter the puncture, I have two beautiful 10A1 and
6A1 little embryos and one embryo (just for the
purpose of competition, so that the good two
ones do not get lazy with the division) that will
not become 3B1 pregnancy. I cannot look at them
enough!!!! Now, I can only wait and hope at least
one of them stays with me, which is what I wish
you from the bottom of my heart. (luna67, forum
Nieptodnos¢, Gazeta.pl)
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Mystery can thus stealthily enter the laboratory, ap-
pear among the vials, on the glass, in the presence
of a white-coat-wearing doctor. And the embryos,
labelled with letter-numerical code, can be treated
as the wished-for, potential children.

On the one hand, infertile women indicate the
emancipatory potential of technology and the use-
fulness of this kind of language in the process of
creating women’s self-identities and biographies. On
the other, one can see the process of normalization
of technology. That process is well described in the
research literature (de Jong & Tkach 2009a; Frank-
lin & Roberts 2006: 175, 223-224; Thompson 2005;
Throsby 2004; Cussins 1998). Thompson (2005) and
de Jong (2009) are right linking this process to prac-
tices of naturalization, statistification and routiniza-
tion. It is noticeable in the Polish debate on IVFE, too.
But one can also observe a reverse practice: describ-
ing IVF as the process inconsistent with the nature,
biology and social order. The Episcopate is clear
about it: “This method is contrary to God’s law and
human nature” (Komunikat z 352... 2010).

Criminalization of IVF is the common discursive
strategy employed in Poland to condemn the use of
IVF. For instance, Archbishop Jézef Michalik states:
“The Killing of an innocent man is a crime and
sometimes cruelty and it can never be justified. Both
abortion and the elimination of a conceived life in a
test-tube is a murder, for a man starts to exists from
the moment when two cells: male and female, fuse”
(Michalik 2009: 2). The patients of infertility treat-
ment clinics tend to justify their decision by claim-
ing that:

None of us, people who are infertile, would per-
mit such wickedness as the discarding and de-
stroying of embryos to happen. It is also worth
noticing that despite the lack of legal regulations,
no one would commit such an evil deed and hurt
the embryos. It is true that some of them die, but
it happens in nature, too. Does it mean that 99%
of women are murderers, and serial ones, at that?
(Szczerba 2009: 13)

The well-known argument from the discussion on
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abortion that claims life already begins at the mo-
ment of fertilization is countered by the other party
with two kinds of arguments. The first one is con-
nected to the naturalization strategy and points
out that when fertilization takes place in a woman’s
body, many embryos also die even before they nes-
tle in the uterus. The second kind of argumentation
underlines that most embryos produced artificially
will be given their chance, they will be transferred
to the woman’s organism, and therefore is not, in
fact, based on another definition of the beginning
of life than the Catholic definition. Hence, there is
no simple opposition between religious and modern
(scientific) ideas of the foetal/maternal relation. The
Catholic view of the beginning of life encounters the
contemporary, modern view, connected with the
development of new medical technologies, destabi-
lizing the boundary between mother and foetus. As
Susan Squier notes, “the fetus inside is increasingly
treated as if it were already outside, the rightful sub-
ject of medical, social and legal intervention” (1999:
102).

Women on Internet forums relating to infertility
almost always refer to the frozen embryos as their
own potential children that will be implanted into
a uterus, or — although one can come across such
declarations less frequently — put up for adoption.
Although the couples are not indifferent to the fate
of the embryos, they realize that only some of them
have a chance of becoming a child: “there is no such
thing as the groan of abandoned embryos (...) there
are no hecatombs, mass murders, and we are talk-
ing about a phenomenon where we fight against the
SCARCITY, and not the excess. (...) People line up
in a queue to adopt those supposedly ‘unwanted em-
bryos™ (Krawczak 2010).

It is worthwhile to stress the category of nature
which appears frequently in both sides’ argumen-
tations and which still turns out to be a powerful
factor legitimizing moral decisions and opinions of
both parties of the dispute. According to users of re-
productive technologies, IVF supports the work of
nature that today is imperfect — it is on its behalf that
they fend off the effects of civilization, which causes
infertility. According to the IVF opponents, it acts



against nature and may ultimately lead to the degen-
eration of our species.

The opposition between nature and culture and,
in particular, its interpretational-explanatory pow-
ers, still carries considerable weight. It is the modern
culture’s reference to biology, to the gene as the basis
of human identity that makes ART, and especially
IVF or surrogate mothering, an increasingly popu-
lar way of “acquiring” children by infertile couples
as an alternative to adoption. “Our” child means a
child who will have our genes (or at least the genes
of one of the parents). New reproductive technolo-
gies change ideas of kinship, as has been observed by
many researchers, and simultaneously reinforce the
biological, genetic notion of relatedness (e.g., Ragoné
2004; Edwards et al. 1993). The modern definition of
an individual being a bundle of genetic information
(cf. Le Breton 2004; Rabinow 1996) serves to legiti-
mize ART methods also in Poland.

Heritage of Frankenstein

Although one of the dividing lines in the Polish de-
bate over IVF is determined by attitudes towards sci-
ence, it would be false to claim that on one side of the
debate there are only supporters of the unrestrained
development of science, and its staunch opponents
on the other. It is true that the modern compulsion
to constantly develop, in the Faustian version, is very
often criticized by opponents of IVF. They point to
the dangers of constant development, invoking the
unambiguous persona of doctor Frankenstein, who
paid for the attempt to manipulate the human body
and nature with his life and the life of his family.
Frankenstein, as a figure embodying the fear of the
excessive interference of science and technology in
human life is still surprisingly topical. “What is the
literary figure of Frankenstein, a creature brought to
life against nature, if not a prototype of in vitro?”
asked one of the important actors in the Polish po-
litical scene, the Catholic bishop, Tadeusz Pieronek
(2009).

The fact that a test-tube baby is happy and nor-
mal —in contrary to Frankenstein’s monster — seems
to be the scandal. As Jon Turney (1998) writes, the
birth of Louise Brown was so shocking precisely

because she was a normal child. The crossing of the
boundary between nature and technology, the fact
that technology entered the area of reproduction,
which until now has been a taboo subject, associated
with mystery, evokes fears and creates revenge-seek-
ing monsters (cf. Radkowska-Walkowicz 2012b).
And monsters have no families. Artificial lives, in
this discourse, should be lonely and miserable. “We
are well familiar with the experiences of therapists
who observed that children conceived by means of
IVF have the features characteristic of people who
escaped death” —says Beata Rusiecka, a psychologist.
There is, however, no research or accounts of the in-
terested parties to support her words.

Such a person is racked with intense guilt, asking
himself questions like: why do I live, do I have the
right to live? Similar experiences are characteris-
tic of people whose siblings were aborted (...) Sim-
ilarly, children conceived thanks to IVF, because
of the fact that in the embryonic stage they were
selected by a doctor from among the other chil-
dren, feel deeply insecure as to their right to live.
(...) They give the impression that they are not at
all connected to their parents. They are aware that
those are their parents, but it seems they do not
emotionally experience the ties with them, as if
they were incapable of establishing a psychologi-
cal contact with them and had a deep-seated fear
of their parents. The parents, too, have difficulties
establishing a warm, spontaneous, spiritual con-
tact with their children. (Rusiecka, Nasz Dziennik,
cited for: http://adonai.pl/nieplodnosc/?id=90)

Loneliness was the punishment of the monster —
and Frankenstein remained lonely. In this rhetoric,
also test-tube babies are lonely. The ghost of doctor
Frankenstein has been haunting us for almost 200
years and, it seems, it has no intention of stopping.
However, science is not criticized as a whole. Today,
it becomes — next to nature — a very important le-
gitimizing category, because in modern society, es-
pecially, scientific and medical language is able to
influence cultural meanings (an ability widely de-
scribed in anthropological literature, see e.g. chap-
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ters by Bonaccorso, Stones and Donner in Unnithan-
Kumar [ed.] 2004). Thus, in their argumentation
relating to the issues of reproduction, the representa-
tives of the Catholic Church increasingly often cite
scientific research and gladly use the language gen-
erated by the world of science. Therefore, when they
warn us, in line with the Church doctrine, against
the use of contraceptives, they refer to research that is
supposed to show that hormonal methods are harm-
ful to our health, and the mechanical or chemical
ones ineffective. The arguments put forward in the
debate over the beginning of life, too, are based on
such notions as DNA, the gene, gamete fusion, etc.

In the statement issued by the bioethical confer-
ence of the Polish Episcopate one can read:

One of the frequently advanced views is that an
embryo is not a human being. Such opinions have
no scientific foundation and are the expression of
an ideology that denies human beings their right
to life from conception. The truth that our life
begins at the moment of conception is not based
on religious stipulations, but is a rational stance
resulting from the current scientific knowledge.
(...) The opinion of the Church is also based on
premises of the biological and medical nature.
IVF procedures are extremely dangerous to the
mother’s health (...) A hormone stimulation
therapy (...) can lead to a liver function disorder,
the development of cancer or venous or arterial
thrombosis. (...) Research carried out in the USA
and Australia, where the IVF methods have been
used longer than in Poland, show that children
conceived in an artificial way suffer three times
more often from congenital defects, complica-
tions and genetic diseases. We cite these argu-
ments to show that the teaching of the Church
(...) is corroborated by the results of scientific re-
search. (O$wiadczenie Zespotu... 2010)°

Thus, the Church frequently refers to medicine. Es-
ther Peperkamp points out this practice in relation
to sexual education and “natural family planning” in
the Polish Catholic youth movement. She claims that
defining the modern body as a secularized body is
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false, as it “completely ignores the changes that have
taken place within Christian traditions themselves”
(Peperkamp 2008: 132). Religion has not simply
been replaced by modern medicine; rather, the lat-
ter “provides the technological means to practice a
virtuous life, although it does so with unintended ef-
fects, transforming the face of religion and religious
authority” (2008: 133).

Gender Biases in IVF Debate

This trend is well exemplified by NaProTechnology
(Natural Procreative Technology), the infertility
treatment method in accord with the teachings of
the Catholic Church and promoted as an alternative
to IVE. It was designed 30 years ago by the American
physician Thomas W. Hilgers, the founder and direc-
tor of the Pope Paul VI Institute in Omaha, Nebraska.
He and his supporters claim that this method is very
effective and achieves higher pregnancy rates than
IVE. It is, www.naprotechnology.com says, “a new
women’s health science that monitors and maintains
a woman’s reproductive and gynecological health”.
Itis, above all, based on the Creighton Model Fertili-
ty Care System — the observation of the woman’s fer-
tility cycle — conducted by trainers who do not need
to have medical education, but it does not exclude
medical and surgical treatments (as laparoscopy or
surgical removal of endometriosis).

NaProTechnology found extremely favourable
conditions in Poland. Today, one can both read and
hear about it in important Polish media, includ-
ing the public ones; the method has also been de-
bated in the Polish Parliament. Both on discussion
forums and during other discussions, women who
underwent IVF procedures are usually sceptical of
NaProTechnology, claiming that it has nothing new
to offer apart from the diagnostics focusing mainly
on the observation of the fertility cycle each of them
underwent during the many years of fighting for a
child.

One can notice that it is an entry onto the ground
of hard science and an attempt to defeat Western
biomedicine by “borrowing” from its achievements,
terms, etc. Science is here understood as a common,
universal good that has so far not always been put



to good use. It needs to be taken from the hands
of doctor Frankenstein and show its humanistic
(Catholic) character. Implied here is, therefore, a
criticism of biomedicine, perceived as harmful to a
woman. NaProTechnology could thus seem close to
early feminist critiques, which drew attention to pa-
triarchy and technocracy ingrained in biomedicine
and to the reduction of the woman’s role to that of
an object in the game of men’s technological fanta-
sies (e.g., Corea 1985; Stanworth 1987)." However,
when one looks at NaProTechnology more closely,
it turns out that it is a proposition that strengthens
traditional gender imagery. For example, the motto
of one website promoting this method is: “Unleash-
ing the Power in a Woman’s Cycle.” It draws a direct
connection between the vitality of the family and
the woman’s body. However, statistics pertaining to
infertility unequivocally show that today, for at least
half of the couples, infertility is related to a prob-
lem on the part of the man. Although the advocates
of NaProTechnology seem to notice the problem of
men’s infertility, they claim that the success of in-
fertility treatment still critically depends on the
observation of the woman’s cycle, or on such surgi-
cal procedures as restoration of the patency of the
oviducts (thus, still directed at the woman’s body).
Asked whether NaProTechnology cures men’s in-
fertility, Hilgers answers: “If, in line with its indi-
cations, we get to know the woman’s cycle and de-
termine the fertile period, then, even if the sperm
is of low quality, we can increase the probability of
impregnation by 35%” (2009: 14). It is, then, the
woman that is responsible for the lack of offspring
and supposed to create favourable conditions for the
child to appear in the domestic hearth. Moreover,
the woman is blamed for her infertility. According to
the IVF opponents, lack of offspring is a result of the
use of hormonal contraception, early age of sexual
initiation and delay in starting a family, and even
wearing short skirts. In short: the modern woman
conducts herself badly and the punishment for this
sin is childlessness.

As van Balen and Inhorn note: “women world-
wide appear to bear the major burden of infertil-
ity, in terms of blame for the reproductive failing;

personal anxiety, frustration, grief, and fear; mari-
tal duress, dissolution, and abandonment; social
stigma and community ostracism” (2002: 7). Being
a mother, now or in the future, is a strong element
of the self-identity narrative of the vast majority of
women not only in Euro-American culture; when
infertility disrupts the plot, women very often feel
helpless and confused (Kirkman 2008: 243; on male
stigma related to infertility, see Becker 2000: 44—49;
Thompson 2005: 128).

What seems to be disturbing for the opponents
of IVF is the man’s participation in infertility di-
agnosis. In the Catholic weekly magazine Niedziela
(with circulation about 150,000) one reads: “In or-
der to obtain the man’s genetic material, the act of
masturbation is necessary. This should be enough to
discard this method of reproduction” (Konik-Korn
2008:25). Reading this kind of statement one can get
the impression that the old béte-noire of the mor-
alists resurfaces once again. Indeed, the authors of
NaProTechnology.com argue that the standard med-
ical evaluation of a man’s infertility is “dehuman-
izing and humiliating”, because men are “placed in
a washroom with pornographic literature and asked
to masturbate, [while] (...) the seminal fluid can be
collected with an act of intercourse, at home, in a
way which is not contraceptive”. By masturbating in
a clinic a man not only enters the path of sin, but
also degrades himself as a man. Androcentric sen-
sitivity cannot stand the way the material for IVF
is obtained. What should stay inside the body flows
out of it and is then given to a laboratory technician
for analysis. Maybe masculinity, unlike femininity
in this rhetoric, is not to be the subject of discussion
and generally should not be evaluated catalogued,
and verified?

Today, it is typically still women that are blamed
for the inability to conceive. The persistent stereo-
type of a strong man with strong sperm (often re-
ferred to as “soldiers” or “the army”) makes many
Polish men reluctant to undergo tests. Infertility
treatment remains the domain of women. It is they
who are the participants of discussion forums on
infertility (where they often complain about their
partners’ lack of commitment), seek solutions to
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the problem, and encourage their husbands and
partners to have semen analyses. On the one hand,
therefore, infertility treatment illustrates traditional
family relations, where the woman is responsible
for reproduction and supposed to create domestic
hearth. On the other hand, in-vitro fertilization
constitutes a space of women’s activity and agency.
The fact that IVF procedures are not refunded and
the idea of a partial or total ban of IVF may thus be
perceived as denying women a possibility to be ra-
tional, moral actors, who make their own decisions
concerning reproduction (on women’s agency in the
context of reproductive technologies see Unnithan-
Kumar 2004).

Urszula Dudziak from the Catholic University of
Lublin asks: “Can a woman be truly happy, when
she is treated as a stud mare?” (2008). “What right
does the laboratory technician-inseminator have to
be given the privilege that should be her husband’s
in the context of the act of a complete union?”,
asks psychologist Maria Klepacka-Srodori(2008).
Maciej Barczentewicz, gynaecologist and presi-
dent of the Foundation of John Paul II Institute
for Marital Infertility Treatment, adds: “A techni-
cian replaces the marriage and God in giving life”
(2008). May it be that what is so outraging here is
the fact that a technician takes the man’s right to
the woman? When opponents of IVF claim that it
deprives women of their dignity and causes them
to be treated as stud mares, and when they write
about the pain and serious threats to health (such
as overstimulation), they make women the victims
of the bad, androcentric biomedicine, oppressive
to the female body. The example of Poland proves
wrong the view that sees women simply as victims
of technology. Today, women fight for their right
to have access to state-of-the-art medical tech-
nologies, which, among other things, allow them
to avoid suffering. Presenting women as victims of
evil technology, or using the language of the pro-
life movement and the “civilization of death” is
also a way of depriving them of a chance to voice
their opinion. Voices of infertile couples are rarely
heard in the Polish traditional media. Somebody
always speaks on their behalf. The victims are no
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longer the important social actors and have no
right to a rational voice.

However, we may also note that power is already
ingrained in the very compulsion to be a mother,
which drives a woman to surrender to technology.
It is not the woman’s choice, but rather a restriction,
a means to subjugate her; it has risen to the point
of absurd. For the very desire to be a mother can be
perceived as a desire of the current discourses pro-
ducing norms of motherhood which bind women to
their identity as mothers and offer specific and ever
more technologically perfect methods of dealing
with the problem of infertility, at once restricting the
ground for new ways of defining themselves outside
of motherhood (cf. Sawicki 1999; on feminist studies
on ART see McNeil 2007, especially part II). Frank-
lin and Roberts note: “The possibility that concep-
tion can be achieved through IVF (...) produces a
new form of social responsibility as well as new choic-
es” (2006: 189). Moreover, a result of this process is
“an intensification of women’s investment in pro-
creation, realized in the regimented orientation and
surveillance of her body for this purpose” (McNeil
2007: 86). In this context, Jane Sawicki writes about
“new norms of health and responsibility in mother-
hood” (1991: 84) and McNeil designate it as “an ex-
tension of maternal responsibility” (2007: 87).

Conclusion

Discussions on IVF, as Turney (1998) rightly indi-
cates, started before the birth of Louise Brown. One
might suppose that after all arguments both in fa-
vour and against IVF have been advanced, IVF will
be silently accepted as just another technology that
appeared in our lives and, similarly to what hap-
pened to many other achievements in medicine, it
will become invisible. However, debates which time
and again break out with different strength in differ-
ent countries, along with the powerful voice of the
Catholic Church on this matter, show that this issue
is neither straightforward nor closed. Poland, where
one can watch the IVF debate go on, is not an excep-
tion. Such discussions take place in other countries
as well and they very often include similar argumen-
tations. At the same time, we deal with their local



peculiarities visible, for instance, in different legal
solutions adopted in particular countries: from very
liberal in Great Britain, Israel or the Scandinavian
countries, to restrictive ones in Germany, Italy, Aus-
tria or several US states. As I am writing these words
it is still difficult to predict the fate of the Polish
bioethical act. The Polish debate is similar to the one
that took place in Italy, a fact related to the specific
legal situation in both countries and their Catholic
character. On the other hand, as Bonaccorso states,
the Catholic framework “cannot be taken too much
for granted” (2009: 1), and it seems reasonable to as-
sume that in Poland religious beliefs do not have a
determining influence on the negotiation and legiti-
mization of decisions regarding medical interven-
tion. Nevertheless, the Catholic Church does have a
prominent role in politics and society and is influen-
tial in constructing the meanings assigned to repro-
duction. It seems that the Church is interested in sex,
family and reproduction more than in other aspects
of human life and that, de facto, it is interested in
controlling women. Above all, this control occurs by
means of language (see Graff 2001, 2003). The ques-
tion is, can its discursive power and privileged posi-
tion in the public debate change the popular attitude
towards IVF?

The Catholic Church is undoubtedly the main ac-
tor in IVF debate in Polish mainstream media (the
representatives of other Churches are not asked to
take a stance on the issue, and their opinion is less
radical). At the same time, however, public accept-
ance of reproductive technologies is very high. The
voices of scientists or doctors are, in fact, scarce —
although they have much influence on the infertile
couples’ decisions and ways of thinking about the
treatment. People who decided to use IVFE, rarely
asked about their opinion by the mainstream media,
discuss their views on Internet forums. But Inter-
net, as Jill Allison (2011) argues convincingly in the
context of the Irish IVF debate, rather than creating
public discourse, reproduces silence and isolation.

Seemingly, Polish debate on IVF is marked by an
oppositional way of thinking: on the one hand sci-
entific, modern, and technical, and on the other re-
ligious, moral, and emotional. But these oppositions

are negotiated both by the users of the reproductive
technology and its opponents. They transcend sim-
ple binarism, typical for the language of ART that
— as Bonaccorso points out — “always incorporates
one thought and its opposite” (2004: 90). Moreover,
all participants of the Polish debate use all kinds of
argumentation: medical, ideological, ethical, and
emotional. Thus, the language of the representatives
of the Catholic Church is medicalized, while the
language of scientists or physicians is full of emo-
tional references, and women expressing themselves
on Internet forums very often demonstrate expert
knowledge.

What is interesting about the Polish debate on IVF
is the strongly medicalized language of the Catholic
activists. Moreover, the Catholic view is often close
to the modern, scientific one. Simultaneously, the
language of the debate remains full of moral and re-
ligious references. Thus, in churches, people pray for
“IVF victims” and Jaroslaw Gowin, who endorses
the restrictive draft of the bioethical act, claims that
he can “almost hear the scream of despair of those
tens of thousands of frozen embryos, feel their dis-
tress” (2009).

But it is not only frozen embryos that scream in
this debate — one may point out the outcry of Catho-
lic activists about genocide allegedly going on in IVF
laboratories. It seems, however, that, more than the
screams, it is silences and concealments that are cru-
cial in the IVF discourse.

The silence about infertility is “heard” as a re-
sounding confirmation of fertility as the norm.
Maintaining silence means that infertility is rarely
mobilized to challenge the naturalization of gen-
dered social expectations and heteronormative
values. Silence obscures the fact that fertility is
not universal and makes virtually impossible any
dialectic move toward a denaturalization of fertil-
ity and motherhood. (Allison 2011: 6)

These silences are mostly connected with the social
stigma associated with infertility and the hegemonic
norms of motherhood. However, the silence is not
only a part of private experience. Polish feminists
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remain silent about negative sides of ART and its re-
ductive foundationalism (Rapp 2001), Polish gays do
not talk about their reproductive rights and Polish
Catholic activists ignore male infertility and the
contemporary need to have a genetic offspring. Fer-
tility clinics also resort to a kind of silence, as they
are afraid of changes in the reproductive law. Lurk-
ing in the background is the issue of excessive in-
terference of science in the contingency of the birth
of a human being and, consequently, the possible
dangers to the development of the human species.
There is also a scarcity of arguments, shown so well
in Andrew Niccol’s film Gattaca (1997) — arguments
related to genoism and the new social stratifications
that may be awaiting us. The Polish debate on IVF
focuses on the question of beginnings of life and the
analysis of this problem in connection with the fierce
debate on the admissibility of abortion. The two IVF
discourses one may discern in Polish media portray
IVF in opposite terms: one sees it as a technologi-
cal nightmare and the heritage of Frankenstein, the
other as a miraculous remedy for infertile couples.’
Central to this discussion, however, are issues like
family, tradition, and marriage — which all the main
actors define similarly. Meanwhile, other questions,
such as access to reproductive technologies by gay or
lesbian couples, are not discussed at all.

Silence and concealment are the discursive strat-
egies. Actors use them along with other strategies,
like normalization and naturalization of ART; de-
normalization, de-naturalization, and criminaliza-
tion of IVF; vilification of IVF users; monsterization
of IVF children; victimization of infertile women;
and medicalization of language.

What is at stake in this discursive play? First of
all: women’s position in the Polish society, especially
within the family. And second: the role of the Catho-
lic Church in Poland, its discursive power and the
influence on the government, parliament, law and
the choices of ordinary people.

Notes

1 According to ESHRE, the European Society of Human
Reproduction and Embryology, http://www.eshre.eu/
ESHRE/English/Guidelines-Legal/ART-fact-sheet/
page.aspx/1061. Accessed August 20, 2012.
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2 Ibid.

3 However, as e.g. Barbara Dolinska convincingly argues
in the Nauka magazine, many arguments deployed by
the Polish opponents of IVF are based on unreliable
research, the cited data can be broadly interpreted or
quote research without providing any references. It es-
pecially applies to the controversial issue of the health
of children born by means of IVF (2009: 96).

4 More recent feminist critiques are less condemnatory
and radical, but they, too, pay attention to the deeply
gendered nature of reproductive technologies; see In-
horn & van Balen (2002: 15).

5 That, one should add, is not a Polish peculiarity; see
Throsby (2004: 2).
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