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Freedom Triumphs and Romania Goes Pro-Choice: Romania's Pre-revolution 

Abortion Laws Should Serve as Warning to U.S. 
J. ROWE, Christian Science Monitor, JANUARY 27, 1990 

Shame about the Babies: VVhy Romania Has to Learn to Care. 
c. SARLER, London Sunday Times Magazine, JANUARY 20, 1991 
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P. TYLER, New York Times, JANUARY 6, 1996 

Headlines such as these appear regularly on the front pages of prominent 
newspapers around the world. In 1996, six years after dramatic and dis­
turbing pictures of Romania's orphans were publicly circulated, the ne­
glected orphans of China replaced them as objects ofthe world's sympathy 
and outrage. The unwanted children in these countries are in part the tan­
gible consequences of coercive pro- and antinatalist state policies as these 
collide with or collude against family interests and possibilities. In China, 
where the one-child policy was imposed in 1979 to control population 
growth, this limitation on family size has prompted a variety of popular re­
sistance strategies, including female infanticide.I In Nicolae Ceausescu's 
Romania, where abortion was banned in 1966, the state demanded that 
each family produce four or five children as a way of forcing population 
growth. As a result, illegal abortion became the primary method of fertility 
regulation. 2 

Illegal abortion and what is known as "abortion tourism" are widely 
practiced elsewhere, notably in staunchly Catholic countries such as Brazil, 
Italy, Ireland, and Poland, where the moral authority of the Church per­
meates everyday life. It is estimated that some 4,000 Irish women travel 
each year to England for abortions.3 Abortion tourism became rampant in 
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Po la nd afte r Lh e a th o li Church succeeded in its campaign to hav · abor­
tion banned in postcommunist Poland.4 Brazilian women are be lieved to 
have one to three abortions during their fertile years; sterilization has be­
come a preferred method of birth controLS The Italian birthrate is the 
lowest in Europe, despite claims by approximately 84 percent of the popu­
lation that they are practicing Catholics. 6 In each instance, a clear disar­
ticulation exists between what has been preached from the political po­
dium or the pulpit and what has happened in response to the exigencies of 
real life. 

But this book is not about Italy, Poland, Brazil, China, Ireland, or the 
United States. It is explicitly concerned with the Socialist Republic of Ro­
mania under the rule of the dictator Nicolae Ceausescu. During twenty­
three of the twenty-four years of Ceausescu's reign (Ig6s-Ig8g), the re­
gime enforced one of the most repressive pronatalist policies known to 
the world. The legislative centerpiece of these policies was the strict anti­
abortion law that was originally passed in 1g66. These policies- which af­
fected the lives of every adult man and woman regardless of marital or re­
productive status-brought the state into intimate contact with the bodies 
of its citizens, and its citizens into the social organization of the state. 7 In the 
end, these policies contributed to what may be characterized as a national 
tragedy. 

This book presents both an ethnography of the state- Ceausescu's Ro­
mania-and an ethnography ofthe politics of reproduction. An analysis of 
what was highly politicized demographic policy offers a provocative means 
through which to explore the institutionalization of social practices, such 
as duplicity and complicity, and of identities that together constituted the 
Romanian socialist state and everyday life. This critical inquiry enables us 
to comprehend more fully both the lived processes of social atomization 
and dehumanization that are legacies of the Ceausescu era, and the means 
by which reproductive issues become embedded in social-political agendas, 
both national and international in scope. 

A cautionary word is in order: Around the world, the politics of repro­
duction are burdened with duplicitous rhetoric and practices, as the open­
ing epigraphs attest. When reproductive legislation and policies are for­
mulated according to abstract ideological and religious tenets rather than in 
consideration of actual socioeconomic factors that affect the quality of hu­
man life, the lived consequences are often tragic, particularly for women 
and children. Romania offers a unique case study. The comparative impli­
cations are sobering. 

AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF THE STATE 

The interests of states (and nations) in social reproduction often conflict 
with those of women and families in the determination of biological or in-
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dividual r ·pro lu tio n. Mode rn Sl ' tl s an I their citizens alike claim rights 
10 th · r g11la tio n o r div rs r productive concerns such as contraception, 
abort i n, ·md adoptio n.H Hence, reproduction serves as an ideal locus 
1 h rough which to illuminate the complexity of formal and informal rela­
tio ns be tween states and their citizens, or noncitizens, as the case may be.9 

I low are state policies institutionalized in official discourse and in bureau­
<Ta li procedures and practices? How are these policies implemented and 

- 11 ~ reed? How do such policies affect people in their daily lives- that is, 
how are macro-social issues of state policy and ideological control experi-
enced in everyday life? . 

As the above questions suggest, the m.QQ.em__state is interventionist; his­
torically, ~~yention._has provoked diverse forms of resistance to varying 
kinds of constraints. The "arts of resistance" are many; often performed as 
mechanisms of survival, they represent characteristic reactions to institu-
1 ional or individual relations of domination, hierarchy, and inequality.l0 ' ""If­
"Beating the system," "defying authority," "conning someone," and "get-
Ling away with murder" are familiar phrases throughout the world, and 
likely always have been. These acts enrich people's daily lives by seeming to 
give them a measure of control over oppressive environm~nts and ev~ry-
clay routines.ll With respect to fertility regulation, the banmng of abortwn 
has always encountered resistance, the consequences ofwhi~h. nonetheles_s 
remain historically and comparatively consistent across pohucal and reh-

gious systems. 
By an ~nography of the state, I refer to an analysis of the rhetorical_ ~d I 

institutionalized practices ofthe state within the public sphere and their m­
tegration into daily life. How do the supposedly objective interests of the 
state acquire legitimacy or become taken for granted as a natural feature 
of the environment? Anthropologist Derek S.2Jc::£_suggests that state forma­
tion and routinization necessarily entail tacit complicity between states and 
their citizens, regardless of the latter's actual belief in the political legitimacy 
of any particular stateJ2 To the extent that citizens are able to manage 
their daily lives in a reasonable fashion, the state will be able to function rel­
atively unchallenged. What techniques of control are utilized to shape and 
discipline the body politic and public culture in the interests of the state? 
What are the effects of the state on the lives of its citizens? And how do peo­
ple "use their local cultural logics and social relations to incorporate, r~­
vise, or resist the influence of seemingly distant political and economiC 

forces"?13 

Citizens are typically incorporated into states under the rubric "we, the 
people," who together make up nations and populations. Such inclu~ive 
social abstractions linguistically homogenize social diversity by presummg 
certain shared features that identify peoples as Americans, Romanians, or 
whomever. These shared features may be political, social, or cultural and 
are treated differently in different political contexts. In the United States, 
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lor xa rnpl e, th e tole ran ce of dive rsity is a revered component o r libe ral­
ism. At present, diversity is highly politicized: the homogenized rhetorical 
"we" has been challenged by the heterogeneous "we's," which constitute the 
whole. By contrast, in Ceausescu's Romania homogenizatiq_n, or the eradi­
cation of social difference, was a formal political goal. Diversity was denied 
in the official discourse of the state, which celebrated what was termed 
"original democracy." 

States are always given form through the actions of peoples. The objec­
tification of the state as a legitimate entity unto itself masks what all too 
frequently is "the petty, the personal, the corrupt, the backstabbing, the 
wheeling and dealing."14 Yet objectification rhetorically transfers the locus 
of human subjectivity and agency from persons to the state.l5 In the former 
socialist states and according to popular understanding, the state, the party, 
and the secret police were virtually synonymous with respect to their refer­
ent: "the power." These rhetorical devices distinguished "them" from "us," 
and in part legitimated acts of complicity with, and duplicity against, the 

I 
state. As shall be discussed, .du lici and com licity-_view_e.cL~f 

~avior-were crucia~o~oth the endurance and th~ de-
m!se of the Ceausescu regime. -

The embodiment oCthe state was accompanied by the formulation of 
its imaginary subjectivity. Th~ claimed needs and desires that had to 
be satisfied. As such, it represented itself as embodied c r oreal. The so­
cialist state reconstituteolts-ei as w at Claude Lefort, the French so~ial and 

.- ;;-..:1-' political theorist, termed the "People-As-One."l6 The people's body, so to 
:--- speak, was the property of the state, to be molded and developed into the 
· ~""' .::. socialist body politic. The state as personified being spoke incessantly about 
"':"" y itself and exercised po':"er i~ it~ o~ int_erests, pres_en_te~ as those of its citi-

"'/ ...: zens.l7 Through rhetoncal, mst1tutwnahzed, and d1sc1plmary strategies, the 
"' "' state defined the parameters of the permissible, the limits of what could be 

tolerated. 18 It also constituted a self-serving symbolic order to which inter­
ests other than its own were to be fully subjugated. Fertility control was a 
critical issue around which conflicts of interest between the state and its cit­
izens, especially women, were likely to erupt. Socialist economies were de­
pendent on the availability oflabor, or human capital, and "reproduction of 
the labor force" became a virtual mantra of political rhetoric. To this end, 
reproduction was consciously politicized, especially in Romania. Political de­
mography, which is addressed later in this introduction, was the strategy by 
which the state controlled both social and biological reproduction for the 
"building of socialism." 

THE POLITICS OF REPRODUCTION 

As feminist anthropologists Faye Ginsburg and Rayna Rapp have reminded 
us, '"reproduction' is a slippery concept, connoting parturition, Marxist 
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11 0 1io 11s of household SII Sie n ·lll · · and ·onst.itution ofa labor force , and ide­
ologies 1 hal suppo n th · continuity of social systems. "19 That reproduction 
li as 1> ·e n po liticized in all socie ties in one way or another is hardly surp:i~­
ing : reproduction provides the means by which individuals and collect~Vl-
1 ies ·nsure their continuity, a point to which I will return momentanly. 
First, it is pe rtinent to clarify what I mean by the politics of reprodu~tion. 
I broadly refe r to the complex relations among individual, local, natwnal, 
and global interests that influence reproductive pra_c~ces, public pol~cy, 
and the exercise of power. Otherwise stated, the pohtics of reproductiOn 
· ·11te r attention on the intersection between politics and the life cycle, 

whe ther in terms of abortion, new reproductive technologies, international 

family planning programs, eugenics, or welfare.20 

tlep~_on_ is :fuf.?:_c!a~e-~tally associated with identi : that of "the 
na tion" as the "imagined community" that the state serves and protects, 
and over which it exercises authority;21 or that of the family and the lin­
eage-in most instances, a patrilineage- in the prot~ction and p~rpetua­
lion of itself and its name. As mentioned above, sooal reproduction and 
biological reproduction secure the continuity of peoples in social units- rr v- el'{'.><--\ 
couples, families, ethnic groups, and nations. But discontinuity is also a os- l .I . '..., 

· · d c ......,___ 22 ")~ liw : s· ili~nd one that 1s fr~entl ex lmte 10r natwna 1s ur oses. ~ 
The failure to reproduce is instrumentally claimed by political "entrepre- -h 

0
'"' · 

neurs" to threaten the very existence of the family or the nation-state. 
In view of the multiple interests and values attached to reproduction, it is 

11nderstandable that reproduction is highly politicized, frequently at the 
,·xpense of the concerns of individuals, especially women. !tis equally ~n­
derstandable that individual, familial, and political interests m reproduction 
differ so dramatically. The state, as in Ceausescu's Romania, may demand 
that women bear children in fulfillment of their patriotic duties; or, as in 
Deng's China, the state may restrict the number of children per family in an 
effort to curtail population growth. International family planning organiza-
1 ions' fertility regulation efforts have been aimed especially at Third ~o~ld 
countries to bring fertility rates in line with development and economic m-
te rests.23 Indeed, economic issues are always linked to social an · · 
cal reproduction. Cost-benefit considerations nece~sarily enter into individ­
llal as well as political calculations, the results of whiCh are often at odds. To 
underscore again, reproductive issues constitute a focus for contestation 

within societies as well as between them.24 

The intervention of states or governments into reproductive issues also 
blurs the distinctions between public and private prerogatives. In general, 
women are the most affected, although not exclusively so, by the transgres­
sion of embodied boundaries. As one Romanian woman poignantly com­
mented, "When the state usurps the private [one's privacy], the body is un­
dressed in public." That which is most intimate-sexuality- is exposed 
to public scrutiny, or, as some maintain, to voyeurism in the name of the 
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pu blic good . T he personal becomes po li tical by vi rtue of Lh c sta te 's pene­
tration into the body politic not as me taphor but as practice. 

Questions about the sanctity of the body and what individuals do with 
VJ ( their b?dies p~int to issues of i~?ividual rights. Here, I wish to emphasize 
,_ that .t~)!tical_gruggles over rep_E9ductive rights, al-

\ \',JJ V though I hardly mean to dismiss their significance. I strongly believe- that 
~~- \l' c\;_i~ J states must protect women's right to safe abortions and that the protec-
" l ~i?n of this right is fundamental. Children remain the primary responsibil-
:\ ~J- Ities of women the world over; hence, women should have the ultimate say 

!,.,'"- _( J· ·-:,' about the control of their reproductive lives.25 To argue otherwise is to 
]\~ "'

0 
((.- • h · 1 bf · c.:Th 1\- , :.J _,.-r tJ en~age m_r ~tonca o . uscat10n . ., e "family values" so often invoked by 

-(.'l--\;1 "-~ , · ~nti-a~ortiomsts are an Ideal to which many of the world's peoples adhere, 
'\:' 'I] ,.. _ mcludmg those who support the right to abortion. But the realization of 

' ~ V"\ --" ~ c '1 1 . d'f-c . '-' "' -~- -.)- 1.ami y va ues IS I 1.erently managed among different peoples and cultures 
";;-~'t ~ ~~ and i~ co~plexly ~ediated by the variabl~s of race, class, ethnicity, gender, 

'\ .J!''r c.; . c., and situation. Behefs that represent social, moral, and ethical principles 
, ""' ;~'.;::~-J'- are freque~tly comprom~sed by necessity, as illustrated by the author of a 
' , v::" New York Tzmes op-ed article who volunteered: "I'm a Republican who al-
1--..._fJ ;'~- .~: ways believe_d that abortion is wrong. Then I had one."26 By the same to­
~ "-(~ ken, Cathohc women have often resorted to abortion despite deep senti-
F. · ,-s- , ments that abortion is wrong. 

--s- ,'). ! In Ceausescu's Romania, individual rights did not form part of public 
Ck' f ...,__;( fwr private discourse. 27 The state legislated social equality and ideologically 

(;! 'i supported social rights (e.g., jobs, housing, access to medical care). The 
~ 'Z:"' banning of abortion and the bearing of children were related to citizens' 
~~~ ~~ obligations _to the pat_ernalist state that "cared" for them. Individual rights 
cf . r were not_ at ISS~e: Dun~g my extended research on abortion and Romania's 

: "'-S 1f:1 pronatahst policies, neither women nor men ever expressed their thoughts 
. ~ or recounted their experiences in terms of rights. Conceptualization about 

X j~ the self is culturally contextualized and conditioned. 

'\ 
CEAUSESCU'S ROMANIA 

AND THE POLITICS OF REPRODUCTION 

Ceausescu's Romania presents an extreme instance of state intrusion into 
th_e bodies and l~ves of its citizens. It also represents "the most striking 
failure of a coernve public policy designed to influence reproductive be­
havior. "28 Banning abortion has never eradicated the practice of abortion­
neither in repressive, totalizing states such as Ceausescu 's Romania or Sta­
lin's Soviet Union, nor in countries where the Catholic Church reigns su­
preme, such as Brazil, Italy, Ireland, or Poland. Instead, banning abortion 
renders the practice of abortion invisible in the public sphere and women's 
lives vulnerable to the physical and psychological risks that accompany il-
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legal aborti 1 1. ~ 1 ' Th · o logi ·a l and ideological argumen ts against abortion 
prom11l r· Lc abstra L mora l im peratives o n behalf of the soul or the good bD~ 
o f so i ty. I r~n ically, wh; ther _one is discuss~n~ the dictates_ of the Cath~lic] 

7 
t, (.,_ . ~ t/) 

:hu rch or o t Ceausescu s regime, the body IS mstrumentahzed as a vehicle \ J!_; 
lh ro ugh which "greater" goals than those of the individual are intended to lA "'l 
be realized_ 3o Here , it is worth comrpenting on organizational parallels be- [DWJ)lll 

tw _e n the Cathol_ic Chu~ch. an~ the Co~munist Pa_rty, both being hi era~- ,, -/4;,&(-r ~IA 
h1cal, male-dommated mstitutiOns seekmg growth m the number of their ( c­

ad herents, who are to be highly disciplined in comportment.31 Domina­
tio n of the public sphere by church or state demands the selfless dedica­
tion-or sacrifice-of persons to it, rather than the self-interested practices 
of individuals in it as typically associated with capitalism. 32 This fundamental 
contradiction captures the tensions that characterize the conflicts of interest 
between states, churches, and their populations that pertain to reproductive 
politics and practices. In each case, the fact of life itself supersedes consid­
e ration of its quality, especially with respect to the mother or the child. 

An analysis of the politics of reproduction-and more specifically, the 
banning of abortion-in Ceausescu's Romania offers a dramatic illustration 
of a~ reality that is historically and comparatively c~~stent. At the 
same time, it presents a detailed excursion into the everyday workings of 
a totalizing regime. A focus on Ceausescu's political demographic policies 
se rves other purposes as well. The contradictions, traumas, and opportuni­
ties that emerge from the banning of abortion are highlighted or made 
more explicit in nondemocratic contexts, as are international responses to 
them. In a neo-Stalinist state, the legitimate spaces in which citizens could 
seek refuge or resist the penetrating gaze of state surveillance were greatly 
reduced. The state's presence was maximal. To illustrate, aj;>Ortion tourism 
was hardly an option for ordinary citizens of Ceausescu's RQ!llii.Ui.a since 
travel abroad was highly restricted. By contrast, in postcommunist Poland, 
where abortion has been criminalized, abortion tourism has provided pos­
sibilities for women with the means to travel elsewhere.33 In this respect, the 
Catholic Church must contend with a political economy that may not sup­
port its totalizing view of the body, nature, and sexuality. 

In Romania, strict pronatalism served Ceausescu's nationalism and meg­
alomaniacal fantasies under the aegis of the political economy of social­
ism. 34 Recall that reproduction of the labor force was claimed to be essen­
tial to the building of socialism. Socioeconomic hardships were distributed 
across the majority of the population rather than differentiated by class. By 
ilie mid-1g8os, daily life had become impoverished in almost all respects. 
Women's circumstances were especially dire because women also bore the 
greatest burden of the political demographic policies. Here, it is impor­
tant to underline the basic invariance of the relationship between poverty, 
illegal abortion, and their consequences. In hard empirical terms, poor 
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women, regardless o f race or geopolitical cont xt, sulle r Lh harshc ·t effects 
of delegalized abortion. They are generally unable to afford safer illegal pro­
cedures performed by medical personnel or midwives, and they cannot 
afford to travel abroad. Hence, poor women are especially vulnerable to 
abortion-related complications and as a result are more likely to become 
maternal mortality statistics. As chapter 7 discusses, in Ceausescu's Romania, 
where poverty had _become a general condition, the ~aternal mortality rate 
fo~ Ig8g was the h!ghest ever recorded in Europe. Illegal abortion was the 
pnmary cause. -- -

To e sure, analysis of Ceausescu's political demographic policies en­
ables us to explore in detail the tragic consequences of banned abortion in 
Rom_ania and also calls attention to other aspects of the politics of repro­
ductiOn, notably how international interests come into play, often in unin-

[

·. tentionally nefarious ways. In the ~ Ceausescu's pronatalist policies 
were r~garded positively in the West. By the late I1J8?:._~ose same policies 
':ere.mdeiy condem~d.35 In post-Ceausescu Romania, mternational adop­
tlon has b~come a ~ighly P?liticized issue, which will be discussed in chapter 
7· Th_e_rapid class differentlation accompanying the present postcommunist 
transition has affected reproductive practices in Romania at individual lo­
cal, national, and international levels. Women's reproductive lives are' no 
longer subjected to the political demographic policies that turned women 
into human machines that reproduced future workers. However, many 
poor and single women have instead become vulnerable to market pres­
sures to repro~uce babies for foreigners. Transnational inequalities have 
thus emerged m the complex arena of international adoption. 

Clearly, bio~~gical an~ s?cial_ reproduction rarely prove to be as straight­
forward as pohtlcal or religious Ideals represent them. Life circumstances in­
tervene, complicating the interrelations between what is said what is be­
lieved, and ":ha_t ~s don~. Reconciling competing interests a~d pressures 
oft~n dr~ws mdlVlduals mto multilayered acts of complicity and duplicity, 
whi_c~ this ethnography of the Ceausescu regime's political demographic 
poliCies sadly affirms. Before turning to it, a cursory discussion of both de­
mographic policy-referred to as political demography in this book-and 
the politics of duplicity is in order. 

Political Demography and Population Control 

The Political Executive Committee of the Central Committee of the Romanian Com­

munist Party appeals to the entire population, to urban and village workers, to un­
derstan.d that to ensure normal demographic growth it is a great honor and patriotic 
oblzgatzon for every family and for all of our people . . . to have enduring families 
wzth many children, raised with love, and by so doing, to guarantee the vitality, 
youth, and vzgor of the entire nation. Today, more than ever, we have the utmost obli-
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J((tliOit. /(} ().$,\ 1/IYI Oll r p a tl'i l' O['IWW gr'1'1Crrt.liOn.l' that will I'Ortt1i iJU.tl! lO the flourishing 
~/ our soria /L1t 11 a t io ll, to t,/u' l'riu111.ph of socialism and communism in Romania. 

I' O LI T I CA L EXECU TIV E CO MMITTE E 

O F T H E R O MAN IAN C OMMU N I S T P A RT Y36 

In this climate of econornic stability, we all celebrated the arrival of the child whose 
birth at the end of last year enabled our country 's population to surpass the threshold 
of 23 million inhabitants. We are a free people and masters of our own destiny. We 

have a wonderful country, with a strongly developed economy, fully involved in the 
fJrocess of modernization. 

NICOLAE CEAUSESCU37 

When social power is exercised through statistics, experience is no longer a moment of 
awareness but an experimental practice . . . a test of the precise degree to which a 
given social objective has succeeded. 

T . ASAD , " ETHNOGRAPHIC REPRESENTATION, 

STATISTIC S, AND MODERN POWER" 

During the Ig6os and I97os, international debates about population poli­
ies tended to reflect two divergent, if rhetorically reconcilable, geopoliti- r· 
al perspectives: the promotion of family planning (in the interest ofregu­

lating what was presented as the population explosion), and the right of 
each state to determine the population policies most suited to its national 
interests. The former position was generally endorsed by the developed 
~~es of the West; the latter by the developing countries, especially the 
Third World.38 Debates along these geopolitical lines dominated the agenda 
at the 1974 World Population Conference, held in Bucharest. At this con­
ference, the critical role of women in population policies was officially ac­
knowledged.39 Romania, acting in accord with the World Population Plan 
of Action, took the significance of women to heart; women and the family l 
were placed on the population pedestal of socialist development. .J 

In Romania, "politica demografica" or "demographic policy" was explic­
itly politicized for the purpose of building socialism. The control of demo­
graphic phenomena was generally considered vital to the success of devel­
opment strategies in planned economies. The customary connotation of 
"demographic policy" as understood in the West does not adequately cap­
ture the extent to which demography was harnessed for ideological goals by 
the Ceausescu regime. "Politica demografica" was taken to be an "attribute 
of state sovereignty" (of all states in the interest of self-determination).40 

Hence, throughout this book, in most instances I refer to "political demog­
raphy" or "political demographic policies" rather than "demographic pol­
icy" or "population policy." 

Demography entails the study of factors related to the life cycle of a 
population: natality, mortality, longevity, morbidity, the structure of the 
population by age and sex, mobility (social, economic), and migration (in­
ternal and international). Political demography focuses on all demographic 
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factors and their inte rr lations. According to Romanian sp ialists, politi­
cal demography referred to "the ensemble of measures and actions in the 
s~cioeconomic domain ... related in one way or another to the population 
With res~ect to the conditions of life,"4I or "the integral aspect of socio­
economic development policies, such that demographic variables are in­
corporated into the general system of socioeconomic variables. "42 Otherwise 
stat~d, the objectives of political demography were "to accord greater at­
~entwn t~ strengthe~in~ t~e family-the basic nucleus of society-increas­
m~ natahty ~nd mam~ammg a corresponding age structure of the popu­
latiOn, . ensur~ng the VIgor and youth of our population, caring for and 
educatmg children, the young generations who represent the future of our 
socialist nation. "43 

Political demography legitimated the state's intervention in the "inter­
nal ~fairs" ofits.citizens' lives: birth, schooling, labor force participation, 
~arnage, s~.x~ahty, rep~oduction, and death. To this end, "demographic 
mvestments m Romama were to cover the "material and financial costs 
and the services that advance society and the family, and support a grow­
ing population."~4 .The. overall political demographic system consisted by 
and large of pohnes aimed at coordinating the economic and social as­
pects of demographic development.45 These policies, in turn, were but­
tressed by all-encompassing legislation designed to facilitate their effective 
implementation. 

. Political demography was claimed by the state as its "right" to deter­
mme and control the interests of Romania's population. It also served as a 
~echanism w_ith w~ich the state was able to directly control the population 
Itself. In keepmg With the human capital needs of command economies the 
state 's primary interest was professed to be the creation and mainten~nce 
of the labor. ~orce to build socialism; steady population growth regulated 
th~ough pohucal demography was to be the principal means of achieving 
t~Is .en.d. As elsewhere, "the population" served as a strategic element to be 
disciplined and manipulated, ostensibly for purposes of maximizing devel­
opment potentiaJ.46 

. T~is was. surely the ~ase in Ceausescu's Romania. There, "family plan-
nmg acqmred a meanmg specific to the context in which it was applied. 

\

Crudely put, t~e state as.sumed r~sponsibility for family planning on behalf 
?f the populatwn. ~amdy pl~nnmg was a prerequisite for achieving "the 
Ide.al number of children smted to the family and to society,"47 both of 
w~ICh were ~o be socialis~. ~ indicated above, in Romania, family plan-
nm~ was .desig~ed to m~Imize h.uman reproduction, not decrease it. Pop­
ulatiOn. ng~ts m Rom am~ were Ideolo?ically grounded in the "profound 
humanism of the Romaman Commumst Party; economic incen'~ 

?eeme<:Iessential components of the state's pronatalist policy in the best 
mterests of "the family." The rights of the population included those of 
"well-being, the improvement of the quality oflife and the human condition 
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In K ·n ·ra J,"•tH am >ng whi h ri gur ' d so ·ia l rig hts such as h a lth and envi­
ronm nt ·ll pro t · ti o n , ·du a Li o n , and wo rk. . 

I'Q,Iiti ' a l de mograph y and th e interests of the population were inextrica-Q 
1,1 ·n twincd , int rre la ting the macro-level policies of the state with the 
111 i ro-1 v I practices of the population. "Population," officially defined as an~ 
ag-gregate of individuals,49 transformed individuals into collective abstrac­
ti ons. As classificatory terms, "the population" (populatie) was synonymous 
with "the masses" (maselor), "the people" (poporul) , or "the nation" (natie). It 
is important to recognize that objectification works both ways. The face­
k ssn ss of the masses (or the population) was reinscribed in the faceless-
11 ' SS of "the state" (statul), of "they" (ei), or of "the power" (puterea) . Dehu­
IIHtniza tion of the individuals who together constituted the collecti~zeo 
rd'c rents of these terms (whether the state or the population) was discur­
sive ly reproduced in official as well as everyday language.so These diseill­
hodied speech acts became standard features of communication and con­
tributed to the rationalization of dissimulation as a social practice. 

Fo r the paternalist socialist state, attention to the needs of the population 
was represented, in Foucault's words, as "the ultimate end of government": 

In contrast to sovereignty, government has as its purpose not the act of govern­
ment itself, but the welfare of the population, the improvement of its condi­
tion, the increase of its wealth, longevity, health, etc.; ... it is the population 
itself on which government will act either directly or through large-scale cam­
paigns, or indirectly through techniques that will make possible, without the 
full awareness of the people, the stimulation of birth rates, the directing of the 
flow of population into certain regions or activities, etc . . .. the population is 
the subject of needs, of aspirations, but it is also the object in the hands of the 
government. 51 

Po pulation superseded the family in ideological prioritization among the 
g"overnment's concerns. Although the family no longer served as the prin­
cipal model for governance, it nonetheless remained a primary social insti­
ltttion through which the paternalist regime governed. In this respect, the 
f'<t!_nily was "both a subject and an object of government."52 As shall be­
('()fl1e clear, Ceausescu's appreciation of the family as ideological construct 
a11d political-cultural practice remained ambivalent throughout the long 
years of his rule. 

Indeed, the family and women bore particular responsibilities in the 
interest of creating the "new socialist person" and communism's radiant 
future. As secretary general of the party, Nicolae Ceausescu constantly re­
tninded the population: "We are building socialism with and for the peo­
ple."53 Control of reproduction-biological and social-was regarded as 
t'Ssential to the achievement of this goal. However, control of reproduc­
ti on was also of fundamental significance to the interests and well-being 
of women and their families. As noted previously, childbearing generally 
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provokes o nside ra tio n o r e o no rni possibiliti es. Whil ·- · dit ana l 
.~re not fully d e terminate o t: childbearing decisio ns, "ra tio nal cho ice" 
does play a role, and often an Important one. As everyday hardships in­
creased in Ceausescu's Romania, the interests of families and those of the 
state diverged all too frequently. Most women refused to bear the four or 
five children demanded of them by the state-in spite of the political de­
mographic policies and incessant assertions such as: "All that occurs in 
our society has no other purpose than the country's development, the im­
provement of people's lives to a new level of civilization, the securing of 
conditions such that all members of society will fully enjoy the benefits of 
socialism." 54 

To "convince" the population of the s~'s paternalist largesse, the g_ov­
ernment deployed an.arsenal of techniques (in the Foucauldian sense), in­
cluding the institutionalization of legislation designed to enforce the polit­
ical demographic policies and to alter fertility behavior, the elaboration of a 
propaganda apparatus, the implementation of ~tilevel sur~~illance prac­
tices, an --llie instrumentalization of both scientific knowledge and human 
~.£,ita! in the interests of tb.e_s_@_te. 55 Marxist-Lenm1st reginres em15rac:ed 
scientific rationality as a means of legitimizing their modernization strate­
gies; especially in Romania, the body was the favored vehicle through which 
success would be achieved. 

With respect to the focus of this study, statistics, demography, and medi­
cine were of foremost concern to socialism's vanguard. Statistics, or their 
amassing, were vital to state control of "the population."56 Indeed, statis­
tics served as powerful weapons wielded on behalf of "the population::..m._ 

'- the name of progr~. Birthrates, mortality rates, and material production 
rates were statistically calculated. The relationship between the population 
and economic indicators was "measured in terms of production outputs, 
on the one hand, and, on the other, the living standards of the entire pop­
ulation. "57 As reflected in production-oriented data, the fetishization of sta­
tistics became a primary tool of disinformation. These dissimulatory pro­
cesses ar~ discussed at length in the following chapters. 58 As Asad has noted, 
"Statistics reconfigure peoples into 'commensurable' social arrangements 
which can be compared." At the same time, he emphasized that "statistical 
practices can afford to ignore the problem of 'commensurable ' culture."59 
Human beings, however, cannot afford to ignore the contexts in which 
they live. Over time, the disjunction between statistical representations and 
everyday living conditions in Romania became too great. The credibility of 
the former was deeply tarnished. 

The collection and analysis of statistics became more a political than a 
scientific practice. In general, the social sciences were also vulnerable to 
political manipulation and control. Demography, sociology, history, eth­
nography, and folklore were all, if somewhat differently, required to do the 
regime's bidding. Data analyses, regardless of the domain, were to yield in-
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ll' I'J ll'l' l : 11io11 ~ Ollsis tl·nt with lh · party lin e. It was recognized early o n that 
llOc i:d s ·i ' lllifi c r ' S " li'Ch could potentia ll y produce results contradictory to 
1 h os ~ proj e ·ted by id o logical conviction. H ence, the "allegiance" of social j 
llr i ·ntists was always open to question and subject to surveillance.60 / 

ll ca lth professionals, crucial to the implementation of the pronatalist 
po li cies, were faced with a similar situation. It was doctors who ministered to 
1l1 e needs of the ph sical body; hence, doctors and their coworkers were 
II · responsible for making certain that the political demographic goals 
wnc achieved. TJ;u> mechanisms by which doctors manipulated laws, statis-
11 ·a t categories, medical diagnoses, and patients themselves are examined 
1 hroughout this ethnography of Ceausescu's state. However, both religion 
and medicine were practiced at the behest of the Communist Party. Those 
in powe undel'~tood well the significance that both priests, and more im­
portai , docto , held as mediating figures between the private lives and life 
Q:Cles · · ens and the institutionalized interests of what may be viewed as 
lllc life cycle of state socialism. 51 Medical professionals armed with scientific 
k 11 ow ledge and the hope they offered those in need of their attention were 
rega rded as the ideal masters and servants of political demography. They 
we re the ones who primarily tended to the pre- and postnatal health of 
111other and child. It was also recognized that medical practitioners were sus-
<' ·p tible to the temptations of pecuniary reward for performing safe but il­
leg-al abortions. Yet agai_n,. diverse laws and_ p~licing techniques were ins~i- .] 
111ted to discourage deviatiOn from the soc1ahst norm and to make certam 
11 ta t society's healers were also obedient model citizens. -

The "construction of the new socialist person" and of socialist society de­
pended on the careful monitoring and disciplining of the population. Sur­
ve illance and control were among the institutionalized mechanisms used 
Lu facilitate public compliance with the regime 's projects. Political demog­
ra phy provided the ideological framework through which vital population 
growth was to be monitored and guaranteed. The population, simultane­
o usly the subject and object of social experimentation, was to be molded 
with or without its consent into the socialist body politic. 

THE POLITICS OF DUPLICITY IN CEAUSESCU'S ROMANIA 

Caput plecat sabia nu-l taie. 
(The sword does not cut off a bowed head.) 

~ ROMANIAN SAYING 

Although not everyone who lies wants to conceal the truth, not everyone who conceals 

the truth lies. Generally, we conceal the truth not lfy lying but lfy keeping silent. 
AUGUSTINE, Treatises 62 

In Ceausescu's Romania, the penetration of the state's totalizing power be­
came a "normal" feature of the sociopolitical ordering of life under social­
ism. The state's domination of the public sphere and usurpation of many 
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of the preroga tives of the priva te transfo rmed its presen e inlo a familiar 
aspect of the daily lives of every citizen .63 Indeed, throughout most of his 
reign, Ceausescu did not rule by outright terror; Romania's secret police 
during his rule were not readily comparable to the death squads of El Salva­
dor, Guatemala, or Honduras, or to the terror unleashed by Stalin. Rather, 
Ceausescu generally kept "his" population in check through the~::;. 

lation of diverse forms of symbolic violence, of which fear was a favored 
f~.64 Domination of the public sphere and penetration of the private 
were crucial to the successful wielding of symbolic violence and served as 
effective mechanisms for integrating individuals into the functioning of 
socialist society. When symbolic violence proved insufficient, physical vio­
lence was meted out to coerce compliance. It was not, however, the pre­
ferred method of disciplining the body politic. Nor was it necessary; a gen-

t._;_..ef'' eralized internalization of the "socialist habitus"-to build upon Bourd~ 
.)'i term-of the taken-for-granted ways of seeing and being meant that most 

"Qi5 cruzens acted appropriately to fit the context. Self-censorship became a nat-
ural reflex; qissimulation, its communicative corollary. -
~er, the reflexive quality of these modes of acting and understand­
ing simultaneously enabled and disabled the building of socialism. The 
social dynamics of everyday life were structured by the socialist system it­
self and contributed importantly to the longevity of the regime.65 Duplic­
ity and complicity were the hegemonic mechanisms through which social 
rel~tions came to be organized _and by which the]'i)~a~i~ati~n of socialist 
society was perpetuated, yet ultimately destroyed ~s customarily 
defined as deceitful behavior, as "speaking or acting in two different ways 
concerning the same matter with the intent to deceive," "double-dealing." 
Duplicity involves willful, conscious behavior in which social actors are 
aware of their intentions. Herein enters complicity-often the social ally of 
duplicity-which refers to "being an accomplice; partnership in an evil ac­
tion," of participating in the consequences of actions that give rise to cer­
tain results-in this case, to the endurance of Ceausescu's rule.66 ~ 
~is more QUanced with respect to intentionality. Social actors may, out of 
fear, indifference, or alienation, actively or passively "aid and abet" that in 
which they do not believe or with which they do not concur.67 Complicity, 
and notably degrees thereof, takes on special significance in a one-party po­
lice state in which the public expression of personal opinion is not counte­
nanced. Ceausescu's Romania was such a state.68 

Nonetheless, it cannot easily be asserted that the relationship be tween 
complicity, conformity, and the meaning of one's actions is entirely inno­
cent. A now classic portrayal of the complexity of this relationship is Va­

~ clav Havel's greengrocer, who displayed a "Workers of the World, Unite" 

11\J sign in his Prague shop window. Whether the greengrocer believed in the 
message of this slogan remains unknown and, with respect to this discus-
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slon . virt11:llly irr ·I ·va n t. Th a t he display d th is sign as a matte r of everyday 
h:rbit d ·nronstrat d his conform ity with the system. Or, as Derek Sayer has 
no t ·cl : "T he fo rm of power to which this act testifies relies centrally on the 
/mowledge of everybody involved that they are ·~~ng a lie.' . . . Had he not 
displayed that sign, he would be challenging the everyday moral accommo­
rh tions, grounded in an equally everyday fear, which everyone engages in 
and which make everyday life livable-even if at the cost of a corrosive de­
r·angement of 'private' and 'public' selves."69 

In Romania, domination of the public sphere functioned through wide­
spr ad participation in the production of lies; Romania's socialist edifice was 
·o nstructed on false reports, false statistics, deliberate disinformation, and 
Erl se selves as well. The doctoring of statistics, which is discussed throughout 
this study, helped to maintain the fiction of ever greater socialist achieve­
rn ents. Ceausescu's personality cult was fed, in part, by the public display of 
loyalty in which virtually everyone played a role. Duplicity became a mode of 
e mmunicative behavior; conscientious lying was customary practice. Each 
was a characteristic form of dedublare, which all together spun the threads of 

complicity. 
Dedublare, Romania's version of ketman,70 roughly means division in two, 

or dual or split personalities. In the context of Ceausescu's Romania, it 
J.{C nerally referred to distinctive representations of the self: a public self 
1hat engaged in public displays of conformity in speech and behavior, and 
:r private self that may have retreated to the innermost depths of the mind 
10 preserve a kernel of individual thought. 71 Dedublare is a descriptively use­
t"nl term; however, analytically, it masks the resulting psycho-social problem 
and drama of the double-self or the split between the "true" and "false" 
sc tf. 72 This distinction, when sharply delineated by analysts or social actors 
1 hemselves, makes it more possible to skirt the complex issues associated 
with complicity and the differentiation between degrees of complicitous be­
havior. Clearly, some people were engaged more actively and avidly than 
o thers in "kissing the hand(s) they could not bite. " Hence, to argue that 
rledublare as a structurally determined survival mechanism was simply a 
re fl exive rule of the game in which everyone actively participated relin­
quishes recognition of the self as a legitimate , responsible actor in favor of 
the self as victim of the arbitrary will of others (i.e., "fate," thereby para­
doxically offering existential comfort) .73 People were manipulated by, but 
also manipulated, "the system." But when duplicity and complicity come 
1 o characterize society-wide relations, the system itself is fragile and struc­
turally vulnerable to implosion. 

The following chapters explore the dynamics of duplicity and complic­
ity through an analysis of the politics of reproduction-social and bio­
logical-in Ceausescu's Romania. Chapters 1 through 5 set out the re­
gime's official vision of socialist reality and the means by which it was to be 
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e ngin ' red into xisten e. hapte r 1 presents the context in which repro­
ductive politics were shaped, situating them culturally, nationally, and inter­
nationally. A brief historical-demographic overview of Romania's population 
and of the political significance of human capital for socialist development 
serves as the backdrop against which socialist paternalism was constructed. 
Paternalism implies certain kinds of relations between the state and its citi---zens and bears critically on issues of gender equality. The state's attention 
to reproduction and the role of women and the family in the building of 
socialism rhetorically legitimated policies designed to incorporate women 
into the labor force and the political public sphere and to protect the future 
of the Romanian nation. However, it simultaneously undermined Ceau­
sescu's ideological insistence on creating equality and "new socialist per­
sons" through a strategy of homogenization. A cursory discussion of the dy­
namics of official rhetoric is juxtaposed against a parallel discussion of the 
social practices of everyday life, underscoring what has been characterized 
variously as the contradiction between theory and practice, or representa­
tion and reality. 

p ,y As chapters 2, 3, and 4 make clear, domination over "the masses" or the 
-iJCh _ population was organized through regulation of the ublic sphere. Laws, 

.. J,;"- - decrees, and policies objectified the political will of the regime an estab-
)}' ..J:Y -1 lished a framework for the institutionalization of political interests and 
P..)'\ ,.;-•> · power relations. Institutionalization provided functional structures through 

C, '\" which citizens participated in the actual workings of power and in the trap­
pings of building socialism. It also provided the structures through which dis­
cipline and conformity could be monitored. Chapter 2 focuses on the elab­
oration of anti-abortion legislation throughout 2 3 years of the Ceausescu 
regime. The rationales allegedly motivating legislative actions are discussed 
in detail, as are the immediate practical effects of their implementation. 
Chapter 3 examines the related social welfare, pronatalist and pro-family 
policies that girdled the banning of abortion in political demography writ 
large: theJ!_nti-ahor.tj.on legislation was the instrumental centerpiece of a 
CQmprehensive, multidimensional political program to trans~roduc­
§e relations i~ociety. Chapter 4 explores the explicit institutiOnalization 
of political demography. The means by which .!!.!edic'!!__Eractitione~s-the 
principal mediators between the state and women-were instltuUona ly con-
strained are contr · means b which medical ractitione~ 
·;;:um;e- . The multiplicity of surveillance techniques em-
ployed by and against a complex web of institutional workers (from janitor 
to director) sheds light on the everyday work-related mechanisms that en­
snared persons to greater or lesser degrees in carrying out the will of the 
regime.74 

The former socialist states of East Central Europe were self-congratula­
tory in their logorrhea. Each state "spoke" incessantly through its mouth-
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pic l' , th ' pro paga nda apparatus. In hapt r 5 , Romania's pro natalist pro­
p: 1 ~a nda is an alyzed in o rd T to understand how rhetorical forms were 
us 1 to rno biliz the population around issues pertaining to the birthrate, 
po pulation growth and decline, and the essential roles of women, :hil­
dr n , and families in the building of socialism and the future of the nation. 
1 isinto rrnation saturated the public sphere. Ultimately, the gaping disjunc­
t ion be tween what was represented as socialist heaven on earth by the pro­
paganda apparatus and what was experienced as widespread impo:erish­
mcnt in all aspects of daily life contributed to the collapse of the reg1me. 

Chapters 6 and 7 scrutinize the political demographic policies, espe­
r ially the banning of abortion, from the vantage point of their lived con­
sequences. Chapter 6 provides oral commentaries and histories obtained 
1 rom doctors and women regarding the meaning of delegalized abortion in 
the ir professional and personal lives. Doctors and other specialists disc~ss 
v:trio us aspects of abortion-related practices and how they themselves or­
n 11nvented the law in what they considered to be their own best inter­
t·sts-which often coincided with those of their female patients. The expe- l 
ricnces of two physicians who h~d been ~rr~sted for performing ~borti~ns 
illuminate the Kafkaesque quahty of their hves and the manner m which 
pro fessional and private relations were manipulated. These accounts are 
f'ollowed by a series of personal narratives by and about women's encoun-
1 -rs with abortion. Clearly, women's struggles with their bodies, their sexu­
ali ty, and their reproductive functions reverberated throughout their ~a-
111ilial, social, and professional relationships. In these accounts, the family 
emerges for many as a site of solidarity and resistance, but also of betrayal. 
l11li mate opponents and unexpected allies are revealed to be constant pro­
tagonists in the sagas of reproductive politics, underscoring the vulnera­
bility and lack of predictability that were characteristic of everyday life in 

( ;causescu's Romania. 
Chapter 7 turns to the legacies of political demography, specifically those 

rel ated to the criminalization of abortion, which will continue to haunt 
Romania's population long after the memories of daily life under the re­
gime have faded. Demographic consequences manifested by disturbingly 
11 igh maternal and infant mortality rates are reviewed, as is the infant 
f\ 1 OS epidemic, which captured international attention. The reclaimin?­
),owever partial-of the public sphere from the clutches of the regime 
bro ught to light other social effects that resulted in large part from ~he 
state's demand for increased numbers of children. The heart-wrenchmg 
r ircumstances of Romania's orphans and abandoned children contributed 
to the outpouring of humanitarian aid as well as to an influx of potential 
adoptive parents wanting to provide homes for these unfortunate children. 
Trafficking in babies and children flourished until the Romanian govern­

me nt intervened legislatively. 
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International adoption is but one component of the global politics of re­
production, and, as the Romanian case illustrates, there are both positive 
and negative sides to it. In the context of radical economic change from the 
penury of Romania's recent past to a market economy, contracting for the 
purchase and sale of unborn or newborn babies raises difficult questions 
about the institutionalization and shifting complexity of what has been la­
beled "stratified reproduction." Ginsburg and Rapp describe the latter in 
terms of "the power relations by which some categories of people are em­
powered to nurture and reproduce, while others are disempowered." 75 

On December 25, 1g8g, Nicolae and Elena Ceausescu were executed. 

11 The second decree of the provisional government abrogated the anti-

\ 

abortion laws; indeed, the liberalization of abortion was an essential feature 
of the liberation of Romania's population. The tragic consequences of the 

. criminalization of abortion serve as a subject for reflection in the conclud­
ing chapter. Romania presents us with an explicit and extreme case study of 
what happens when abortion is banned and equal access to contraceptives 
and sexual education is not provided to all women. Ceausescu's political de­
mographic policies affected the majority of Romania's population. 

Elsewhere in the world, the conjoining of duplicity with the politics of 
reproduction too often results in policies whose effects are disproportion­
ately experienced by poor women unable to "buy" a reasonably safe abor­
tion, or to acquire the knowledge and means to regulate fertility effectively. 
Anyone who assumes that the majority of women who resort to abortion do 
so in their own selfish, immoral interests would be well advised to read on 
with an open heart and mind. The extended research upon which this book 
is based does not even minimally support such suppositions. I do not advo­
cate abortion as a method of fertility regulation, but neither do I advocate 
the criminalization of abortion. The empirical consequences of the latter do 
not vary across cultures, religions, histories, or political systems. Abortion is 
a fact of everyday life. Its criminalization has never stopped its practice; in­
stead, banning abortion has elevated duplicity and hypocrisy to the level of 
allegedly moral and political imperatives. Women, children, and families are 
not abstract public goods. Impassioned rhetoric about the sanctity of life as 
an abstraction divorced from the realities of everyday circumstances does 
not alter those everyday realities. To this, the following analysis of the poli­
tics of reproduction in Ceausescu's Romania stands as tragic witness. 
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· l Coerc1on and 
Reproducti":e Politi~s 

Lessons from Romania 

&mania's experience in the realm of reproductive health can. guide policy makers, 
health system administrators, and reproductive health professional! throu~::u.~te 
world. The high number of maternal deaths during the pas_t . 2 5 years ~~VI :y I. us: 
trates the consequences of restrictive reproductive health poliCies: In thezr d~termma 
tidn to control their fertility, !Wmanian women risked their health and fz~es; as ~ 
result vast numbers of ~omen died or were permanently injured. !Wm~~~a s exp~­
ence ~lro clearly demonstrates the difficulty of reversing the effects of miSmformatiOJI 

or lack of information. 
. C HORD H . DAVID , F. DOt•INAY, AND M. WOLF, 

Reprod~ctive H:alth in Romania: Reversing the CeausesctL Legacy 1 

Everyone who has had a happy sexual life or children ~htry love ~hould try and : 
derstand the wor-ld of Norma McCorvey and Ceause~cu s &nu:ma. Maybe then t 
will comprehend what hapPens when safe a~ortion IS 

2
not avazlable. 

. EDITORIAL, 1he Lancet 

· d · which the inhabitants of The Ceausescu regime endured 24 years, unng. ' . . as 
R mania: became increasingly alienated from thetr co~ntry s Je~dershtp 

0

11 . f om each other. The legacies of this period dtscussed m the pre-
;:di~gs c~apter primarily highlight the negative co .. nsequences of t~e palter-

. 1· · A..-. th raphy of Ceausescu s ru e as nalist state 's demographtc po ICtes. ru• e nog · . · 
gle;ned through an analysis of these policies has shed hght o_n the ~.r?b­
lematic and paradoxical aspects of the relationship between regtme po ~ti~s, 
social re.lations and reproductive practices, and between the body an the 

' . . · d' · more general terms t e bod - olitic. This concludmg chapter tscusses m . • . . . . 
less~! that may be drawn from exy;>erience ~vith. coerctve reprodu~tive poh: 
. f which banned abortion was the legtslattve centerptece. Ftrst, how 
~~:~;~summation of the politics ofquplicity, which at once.b?th fed the 

C
. ' . e and depleted it of basic human resources, ts m order. eausescu reg.1m · · 

A MOVEMENT OF RAGE: A<;;AINST THE REGIME 

. . . 1 ..• . 1 .11 .J • ed to engir1eer the construe-. The instit\.ltionallzatJon qf.po lttC,\ WI ues1gn ... ·. . ; ·. . . -·-·-: .. _ 
: ..:_ __ ~·-:--·~·· . .-·-----···· .. - .. ct· ' . 1 · d by everyday soc1al expenence. tion of socmhsm sh<li?~ .... a:_1<• .. ~~~ ~ 1a_pe ___ . . ·- · .... _ . .... ........ ;c .. • ., .. .. ... _ _ 

1'1 
,. __ .;;.--~u pracuce, y an agomstlc us-versus-t em tc o y no e 

throughout this analysis was not as sharply defined in daily life as this heu­
ristic classificatory device suggests, either in Romania or elsewhere.3 But un-
like other countries in the region, Ceausescu's regime steered the Socialist 
Republic of Romania on a course of ever-increasing hard-line politics and 
daily hardship. Duplicity as communicative style and complicity as commu­
nicative act marked the public servitude of "the population" and the disin­
tegration of any notion of civil society as well as of the self. As one person re­
flected, "lf I had to define my life before 1 g8g witll one word, it would be 
"duplicity."4 In Romania, the "spoiler state" was parti~uT~rFyaaepratTiilfilJ:---· 
ing its mission of "spoiling individuals."5 Dissimulation and lying served as 
important regulatory mechanisms for a system whose legitimacy had long 
since not rested on revolutionary zeal.6 On the one hand, lying protected 
the official version of socialist reality; on the other, it also protected the ac-
tual reality that people lived. Persons attempted to adjust their behavior ac­
cording to their interests and those of the system. They lied to retain their 
positions.7 They spent large sums greasing t~e goodwill of persons with re­
distributive power in the attempt to care for their extended families or to ar­
range an illegal abortion. Yet the unflinching rhetorical dedication of the 
regime to the needs of its children rang hollow, particularly by the 1g8os. 

People knew that the official discourse consisted of lies and that they 
themselves lied; the communicative system was transparent to all. And, as 
Kundera has written: "Ah, the beauty of transparency! The only success-
ful realization of this dr .. : a society totally monitored by the police. "8 

Whet~~r society was otally · oni~?red_£y_~h~_£?l~~~L~.2P~~Y:> 9~b~!_e_;_~ ·; 
- fflswidely .~~~~~-----..:ilave -~~~- Therein emerges the regulatory fui1c­

tton0f lying: it increased everyone's vulner3(bility to the arbitrariness with 
which power was wielded.9 This arbitrarinesswas also diffused at all levels 
of society. The much-preaded Securitate was organized hierarchically, its 
ranks swelled by low-level informers. The everyday fear among the populace 
was tied to the gnawing uncertai'nty that anyone-a friend, colleague, or 
family member-could be an informer who sold .the lives of others to fortify 
his or her own interests. To quote again from Kundera, "When it becomes 
the custom and the rule to divulge another person 's private life, we are en­
tering a time when the highest stake is the survival or the disappearance of 
the individual. " IO 

Not everyone participa_ted in all lies all of the time. Some issues re­
mained abstractions until they affected one~s personal life directly. The 
banning of abortion, for example, was not especially noteworthy until a 
mother, sister, wife, or lover needed one. Then, people often became will­
full y entangled in a web oflies and deception. Although virtually everyone 
lied, no one knew when or to whom they might be held accountable for do­
ing so : Lying transformed individuals in to the pawns of power; heightened 
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vulnerability made people susceptible to manipulation, particularly if the 
well-being of their families was at stake. Again, it was made clear that fail­
ure to cooperate could be transla.ted into reprisals against family members: 
A child would be denied entrance into school, a spouse could lose his or 
her job. II To jeopardize the security of another for what was represented as 
one's selfl.shness was a responsibility most ordinary persons were reluctant 
to take. Uncertainty often mocked self-dignity. Fear ahd distrust of puterea 
(roughly, the power elite) and of each other were the constants of social re-
lations as well as the end products of compromised, vulnerable selves. 

In keeping with the reciprocal dependency between the. regime and its 
citizens, it must also be recognized that the vulnerabili felt b the o u­
l~on was mirrored in . the growing vulnerability o . the state. As so nicely 
chara~terized by jan Gross: "Superiors and subordinates alike contributed 
to perpe~uating the regime .... This novel society required both the par­
ticipation and the vulnerability of all ... all were Cl!Stodians and wards 
simultaneously. "12 Distrust of the publicly loyal masses found expression in 
repressive arid coercive measures. Those at the top were themselves increas­
\ngly at risk for greedily embracing Mephistopheles in exchange for privi-
leged lifestyles that could be ruined without notice. Most notorious among 
the Faustian troops were the secret police, themselves instruments of the 
very power they manipulated in their own self-serving "ideological" de­
fense. The Securitate supplied muscle to what had become, for all practical 
purposes, an illegitimate system heavily dependent on administrative repres­
sion for survival. 13 Moreover, mass participation in the falsification of em­
pirical realities made it more difficult for people to trust in common sense, 
let alone that which was officially claimed as "truth." Rumors, phantoms, 
and conspiracies acquired credibility in an environment in which plausibil­
ity had lost critical meaning.I4 Everyone participated in their creation. 

Public posturing by and for everyone became both modus vivendrand 
modus operandi. The beneficial achievements of Ceausescu 's socialism were 

· celebrated by the propaganda apparatus. Bounty was rhetorically weighed 
in inverse proportion to the actual material conditions of daily existence. 

· As the latter steadily deteriorated, the former flourished. Building social­
ism, cr.eating new socialist persons and families with many happy and 
healthy children were speech acts performed to the script of Ceausescu's 
"golden era." 

However, the intentional power •. QLW.Q!:Q~ does not .. '!.~ltQ.~!:JaticaHy trans­
form them into ·t~niglble realities~ By the mid:}g8os: the gap between what· 
~;is.saiaarlifwfiitwasexperieliced had become irreconcilable. Romania 's 
inhabitants could not live adequately on th<: fantasized stage set that the So­
cialist Republic of Romania had become. Alienation from the regime be­
came wide.~pread across all spectrums of society, including the privileged. 
Almost everyone !dt the tightening squeeze in which they were clasped. They 
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felt themscl;es repeatedly betrayed by the paternalist regime-Romanian 
at. that-which had vowed the satisfaction of their needs in exchange for 

. ~hal loyalty. Although the p.ublic performance of socialist (sur) realism con­
tmued unabated, people's dependence on informal networks and second­
ary economic activities inc~eased. 15 The public and private were interpene­
trated from b~low as well, With the public sphere being pillaged by those who 
nonetheless ntually recognized the power in it. 

If se~ing is believing, then the Ceausesws were blinded by the luster of 
t~e ra_dtant future that their golden era allegedly presaged. While co~mu­
msm m the rest of Eastern Europe was collapsing peacefully, appearance 
suggested the inviolability of Romania's insulation from outside "forces of 
?es~ction." ~~tally seduced by the very power they coveted, complacent 
m their fully dtstorted selves, the Ceausescus did not recognize the fragility 
o.f t.he false worl~ ~onstructed in their images.I6 Ultimately, they became 
VIctims of the pohucal economy of duplicity· and dissimulation they them­
selves had commanded. -First in Timisoara, then in Bucharest, inhabitants 
of Romania did the unspeakable: They spoke their hearts and minds. ]as 

. Ceausescu! Down with Ceausescu! Timisoara! 
"In the beginning was the Word ... " and so the beginning of the end 

finally erupted in the belly of the beast, in Bucharest. What had endured 
24 years publicly crumbled in 24 hours,l7 

Maybe something will happen by itself? It will never happen as long as we daily 
acknowledge, extol, and strengthen-and do no·t sever ourselves from..,....the 
most perceptible o( its aspects: Lies . ... And the simplest and most accessible 
~ey. to our self-n~glected liberation lies right here; Personal non-participation 
m hes. Though hes conceal everything, though lies embrace everything . .. let 
~hem ~mbr~ce every~hing, but not with any help from me. This opens a breach 
tn the Imagm~~ enctrclement caus~d by our inaction. It is the easiest thing to 
do for us: b~t 1~ 1s the most devastatmg for the lies. Because when people re­
nom~ce h~s.lt s1mply cuts short their existence. Like an infection, they can exist 
only m a hvmg organism.lR 

A ritualized performance of public support for :·ceausescu-Romania" turned 
into a "movement of rage " against the paternalist regime of socialism in I 
one family.

19 
In .a d._ramatic .var.iation .on . a. cl.'assic theme, the natio. n.'s chil­

dren mur~ere_d their p~rents.2° P~_:::?oxic_~~~-!n liberati_x:!g_tb~ID~!';.lY.~§.Jrom 
~~-~-?~~a~_:~~!P..!...t.~e at()mized and alienated citizens of Roman;;· 
1P-~~m'!!_ily_r~IT?_e<:I_ the power of the population. · · · ·· · ···· · 

With the abrogaticin.of 15ecree ·77.<> by .. tiie-pi-o\Jisional post-Ceausescu 
~oven.lment, abortic~n became and remains legal in Romania. Without CJliC!T­

tHm, ~e heart and chilling irony ofCeausescu's mmatalist )OJicies 
was that illegal abortion became t 1e ) · · Hmt method of fertilit re u­
lation among a beleaguered population. ln view of the real conditions­
and limitations-of daily life in Ceausescu's Romania, a woman's decision to 



seek an illegal abortion was a rational one. Insensitive to the live~ e~peri­
ences of most :Romanian citizens, the regime focused on formahst mter­
pretations in all domains of everyday productive and reproductive life: ~he 
consequences of banning abortion without regar? ;or th~ actu~lly existmg 
circumstances of daily life contributed to Romama s tragic achievement of 
having the highest maternal mortality rates in late twentieth-century Europe, 

a Europ€ not then embroiled in war. _ ' . '·. 
The politicS of reproduction in Romama are now different than dur-

ing the Ceausescu period. Under Ceausescu's rule, the masse~ we:e forced 
to reproduce in the service of the state. Women's reproducu~e hves were 
blatantly exploited. Today, as Romania struggles through the ngors of eco­
nomic and political transformation and as Romanian society becomes more 
explicitly class-differentiated, those women who are mostvuln~rable-p~or 

. and singie women-have often been compelled to reproduce m the sernce 
of market demands. Poverty in particular constrains women's reproduc­
tive options in ways strikingly different from those of women with access to 
diverse resources, especially financial ones. Under Ceausescu, poverty. be­
came the generalized socioeconomic condition of Romania's populatiOn. 
In. postcommunist Romania, as elsewher7 in th~ region,. poverty has b.e­
come the mark of an increasingly class-differentiated society. Not surpns­
iggly, poverty has also become increasingly feminized, as iU~I).-.~-~-VV~-st,~!. 

BANNED ABORTION: LESSONS .fROM ROMANIA 

What may be learned from Romania's stringent _re~ro?uctive p~licies? Why 
do health professionals from democratic countnes ms1st on the Importance 
of understanding the ramifications of Ceausescu's banning of abortion? To 
·be sure, th~ personal dramas confronted by average Romanian ci~izens cop­
ing witt; Ceausescu's dictatorship are of a different order ofmagmtude t~an 
those familiar to most middle-class citizens living in Western democraCies. 
Yet the personal despair experienced by Romania's .impoverished P?pula­
tion may be more readily likened to that faced daily by the poo: m th~ 
West In these final pages, I suggest various Jinks arriong reproductive poli­
tics, povei:ty, and the feminization of poverty. The c?nnections bet\veen 
them must be acknowledged publicly rather than consigned to the abstrac-

. tion of morally charged rhetoric abqut an idealized world in which few 

people have the privilege to live.22 
_ · . 

The political control of human reprbdttction-whether_ promote~ m 

terms of the regulation of population growth, sext~al pracuces: . abortt~n , 
or adoption-is now a universal policy concern. Government ef!~nts to rn­

fl11ence fertility behavior call attention to an important. prerog<ttlve of the 

nto(lern state: political intervention in private life, intirnacy, and scx11ality. 

Technological developments have facilitated- the bureaucratic regulation 
of the body as well as of medical practice, to positive and negative effecl~ . 

Moreover, the e!(ormous expansion of the state into the bodies and lives of 
citizens has radically blurred cultural boundaries between public and private 
interests. Until the twentieth century, fertility regulation was typically man­
aged by and in the context of families, which were patriarchal in their social­
sexual organization.23 

The twentieth century has witnessed extreme manifestations her e 
1,mfathome o e po 1t1c con o o ertll e av10r. yses of such ex­
treme case examp es, o w IC eausescu's Romania is certainly one, make 
~xplicit their' relations and mechanisms of domination. Analyses also shed 
light on processes related to fertility regulation in general that otherwise 
tend to remain hidden. Hitler's antinatalist policies were directed against 
those "unfit" to reproduce the Aryan essence; compulsory sterilization was 
used as a technique of biological genocide. The Communist Parties of China 
and Romania have subjected their populations to widely publicized and 
broa.dly.peneu:ating anti- and pronatalist policies. Under totalizing or au­
thontanan regrmes such as these, the reach of the state is maximal, and the 
rights of persons as individuals are broadly denied. Instead, persons as mem­
bers of the social body (the "people-as-one") are considered properties of 
the nation-state to which they belong. Such regimes readily embrace coer­
cion as a means of accomplishing designated goals. 

However, coercive policies only "succeed" at great cost to human life. In 
Romania, the intent of the political demographic policies was to increase 
fertility and give birth to new socialist persons. But in the end, "Romania 
:epresents the most ~triking failure of a coer.dve public policy designed to 
mfluence reproductive behavior. "24 The construction of socialism and na­
tionalism is among the rhetorical devices used to link fertility behavior to 
t~e st;te and there~y legitimate the state's control over human reproduc-

~f;:?~~~~~~:~~~~-~j~~~~~d:~~:!~~~~~i~iil~~f~~fl!~~~-
1:_or women legal ~o~_'!_'?.L?.~er_~~~':!(! r(!_r!_ility._}-Iowever, the state's intrusion . i,.) > / 
int~ its citizens' intimate lives i~advertently fos~er_iq m_gl<;jfemale solidarity .)-€)<.../ 5{ 
agamst the state and institutionalized illegal abortion. Elsewhere, and riof- 7 
only m commu'i'i'iSfCoi:mtries, coercTve.poHdes ·d~si'g~;ed to decrease fertility . 
have also involved "terrible social sacrifices" for which "there is little evi-
dence that they are more effective in reducing birthrates than serious pro-
grams of collaborative action." 26 Whether pro- or antinatalist, coercive 
policies have always been resisted and always at significant. human risk. 

'\ / T.~~::_c_l!_:~!HaL!~~S_9E_ of R:_o_I!l~lli.~~political demographic policies, the )x~ -
. \' /:., ccnteq~icce of'. which was the re-criminalization of abortion , is t.h~U~~ls::'-0 

a~1d sale aboruons~t be.J?E<_?.!:_e~-~~~ . h. Y.. l ;~w. The comparative, historical · 



COERCION AND REPRODUCTIVE POLITICS 

records of maternal mortality in countries where abo~tion is. banned make 
dear that women will seek illegal abortions when effective options to prevent 
and terminate unwanted pregnancies are not availab~e to ~~em. In short, 
women-risk their lives in order to gain control over thetr fertihty. Cl~arly, ~~-

. . · · · · · · d h d b ·en and men ts a cnu-. cess to contraceptive knowledge an met o s Y worn . .. 
cal_~pect of r:esp.orisible sexual and rep,roductive pra~uces, and, of course 

fertility reg~lation. · · . . . . . 
The criminaHzation of abortion speaks loudly to the poht~cs of duphct~ 

across the- gl~be. Criminalization has n<;~er ~r~:<Ii~~ted.aboruon a~d mvan­
ably.pus}1es abortion underground; ~akm~ 1.t mVlstble m the pu~hc sphere. 
Women the world over, as well as thetr famtltes, parm,er~, a~d f~ends, have 
res onded c~eatively as well as despairingly to the cnmmahzauo~, of a~or­
tio~. They have organized feminist abo~tion collectiv~s, traveled as abortio~ 
tourists" to countries where legal abortions are obtamable, and sought ~oc 
tors or midwives working in the illegal, underground ec?nomy of ~bortio~ 
provision or back-alley abor:tionists.27 Others hav~ expen~ented ~th tradi­
tional ~nd ~on temporary methods to self-induce an abortion. Agat~, wh~t­
·ever the means, .l"omen Withoutrecourse to le?al.and safe alternatives Wlll 

ursue the termination ofurtwanted re nanctes tlle all · . . 
Itts important to underscore that protecting abor~on ·as a legal nght (m 

all countries) ·is not . on ous with advocating abortw.n as a me.thod offer­
tili regulation. In general, a oruons invo ve su.r~t~al mterventwn, and a~l 
surgica mterventions open the body to th«: posstbthty of secondary .com~h­
cations. Alt\lough the development of. RU48~, .the s~-cal1ed abortwn ~1Il, 
·may dramatically alter abortion techmques, tt IS unhkely to ~e accesst?le 
to ali or even most women. This raises a critical issue regardm~ abortwn 
rights. Abortion tnust be legally protected as a last reso~rce. Yet, JUSt as the 
legal protection of abortion does not mean that ~bort10n should be ~ro­
moted as a method of fertility regulation, so the extsten~e of legal abortion 
does not enable all women to have access to safe ~boruons per~ormed b! 
qualified medical or nonmedical personnel. The nght to abortion consti­
tutes rhetorical equality for women; however, the availability of and access ~o 

· · · · · · ··· t'fi d P or women are generally dts-legal abortion m actuahty remam stra 1 e . .. o . . 
advantaged on both counts. . , 

In this respect, the Romanian ,case is instructiv~. Durmg Ceausescu s 
rule, only a pr-ivileged minority ofwo~~n had relatively easy access to the 
staples,-letalonehixuries, of everyday !tVln~; these same wo.men wer~ better 
positicmed to acquire modern contra:ep.ttves or clan~e.stme aboruons. b~ 
trained providers. By contrast; the maJOrity .of Roman~a s womet~ of chtl~ 
b'earlrig' ag(! struggled along with their families to furmsh the baste necesst­
ties ·ofdally life. Many ofth~se same women strt1ggl~d throug~ the orde~ls 
ofurisafe,i-llegal abortion, beqoming the victim~ of such pract1ces. Here, m 
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the United States, the lives of poor women are similarly stressed in an ev­
eryday sense, and it is they who will be most egregiously affected by any re­
criminalization of abortion. 

For those who would revisit Roe v. Wade, Romania's recent history stands 
as a tragic and poignant lesson. Those who uphold absolute "moral,; or po­
litical values (as was the case in Romania) over the all too real exigencies 
of daily life privilege ideology over lived experience. The fervent rhetori­
cal defense of the sanctity of life denigrates the sanctity of the embodied 
self while eschewing any consideration of the empirical factors that con­
strain women's and families' childbearing and child-rearing possibilities. Re­
criminalizing abortion would further alter an already transformed war against 
the poor into a war against poor women in particular.28 Despite claims made -] 
by anti-abortion advocates, there is no empirical evidence suggesting that 
women seek abortions for frivolous or primarily selfish reasons.29 How­
ever, incontestable historical and comparative evidence repeatedly demon­
strates that criminalizing abortion reconstitutes ill&gal abortion as an unsafe 
mt<thod of fertility regulation. · 
· The social ine uahtles that limit the re roductive or contraceptive op- 0r 
tions of poor women cannot be reduced to class-biased notions of e sex­
uhl,trresponsibthty of poor women-often women of color:_ Because poor 
women often lack access to reliable means of contraceptive knowledge and 

1
.,'bV..<E / 

practice, the conseqwences of their sexuality and fertility behavior are less " , -{J-. 
shielded from bourgeois public scrutiny than those of women with more + · 
resources. Poverty stigmatizes women's sexuality, childbearing and child- G_, l:t \ '( 
rearing, just as it also contributes to the stratification of those aspects. of(_.~ 11 1'\ 
women's lives. t.J~Y 

Poverty calls attention to women's reproductive capacities in complex, 
paradoxical ways. For example, i! is poor women, often of color, :who are typ­
ically entrusted with the care of children other than their own; these women 
are customarily valued fOI_: ___ their presumed "natural" ~_9th~rJ!lg_.§k!l!s. Yet 
th~se same women are denigrated f~~-~-i!.c:.!E_E!:!!l~.2£!:~d las~_Qf.§~~!:l.~!.£~ntf_2T t., 
a~il1eilng skills when !_t con:!e.S._!o __ ~~~-ir ?Wf!_?l:fspring. It is also poor 
women who rent their boa!es more frequently for the pleasure ofmen, or 
to bear children for those unable to do so. And poor women are often ex­
pected to give up th~ir babies for international adoption under the guise 
of humanitarianism. The politics of reproduction and of duplicity are yet 
again coupled in relations that mask the unequal gender hierarchies-male 
and female-which lend shape to the stratipcation of reproduction across 
the globe: Class and race intermingle to disproportionally disadvantage cer-
tain women.~o Regarding abortion and the politics of reproduction in g~n-
eral, poor women are decidedly more vulnerable to circumstances beyond 
their control. 

_· - ~ 



As the Romanian case demonstrates, ignoring the social conditions of re­
production-the actually existing constraints or opportunities ofeveryday 
life-has profound social consequences. Unwanted pregnancies too often 
result in neglected children deeply scarred by the lack of love and support 
as well as by ,the harshness of their young lives.31 And while the banning of 
abortion is especially problematic for poor women, it is no longer clear­
shoU1d abortion again be criminalized ln the United States-that women 
with the resources to afford illegal abortion services would be readily able 
to do so. The changing practice of medicine in the United States will nec­
essarily and adversely affect the provision of illegal abortion: For example, 
the increasing centralization of care-delivery systems facilitates their surveil­
lance, thus reducing the possibility of furtive and illegal work in hospitals.32 

Malpractice insurance combined with limited training of abortion tech­
niques in medical schools and extremist violence against abortion providers 
reconfigur.e in unprecedented ways the context in which illegal abortions 
may be obtained, compromising the safety of the procedure. Furthermore, it 
can only be assumed that legal action against nonmedical abortion provid-

' ers such as midwives and feminist collectives will be instituted to discipline 
their activities. Hence, if abortion is re"criminalized in the United States, 
travel abroad would become a preferred option for women with the means 

. to do so. The ~ypocrisy of abortion _!ourism warrants no additional comment 
than that.noted in the introduction. 

Herein lies another grim lesson from ~,omania's experience. All of the 
techniques of the modern state were brought to bear on the systemwide in­
·stitutionalization of repressive reproductive politics, for which the banning 
of abortion served as legislative catalyst. Law became the instrument of and 
for oppression. The modern state dependS on legal ratiOnality to legitimate 
and exten.d its control throughout society. The rule of law run amok, as was 
the case in Ceausescu's Romania, offers an important cautionary tale about 

. (· the power of law to subvert, and pervert, its own objectives. History has al­
ready demonstrated that democracies are not immune to tyrannyJ?.Yl~!L_ 

In this respect, the criminalization of abortion poses persistent and vex­
ing protilems: Law ~ and for whom].:J2~_IllQ..<J~l>y_and_fQ!'.~:::hom? The 
criminalizationof abortion defines women's legal rights as .citizensas es­
sentially circumscribed by biology. All women, unless infertile, can poten­
tially become ,pregnant. Hence, bec~use of their fertility, women are created 
unequal before the law. In sharp disti~ction, men's legal rights as citizens 
and their participation are riot fundamentally constrained by ,their sex.33 

The criminalization of abortion is a cdtical means by which the p\(tri:.mbal 
control of women is formalized and legitimated by law, whethe.r. in the pa­
ternalist states of the former SoViet sph<:re or the patriarchal ones or the 
West.~4 

·For example, a "modera~e!' ideological position on the re~criminalization 

ofab~rtion.in the United States proposes certain exceptions under which an 
abor~on m1ght ~e perfqrmed. Two of these exceptions, rape and incest, are 
espec.rally revea~mg of male presumption and reflect the duplicity of anti­
abortion rhetonc. These exceptions in particular unmask the reality that 
they represent: ~omen's bodies are not <:_onsidered t~-~~-Ql~ir_QJ'Ln~pxo.p.-_ 

even when they are adults. Rape and incest, the latter of which is as-
sumed to be more preva ent m father-daughter relations, breach basic ta-

. boos associated wi~h ~~ ideal-typical bourgeois family. Only when women 
· are de~onstrably VJctim!Zed by male sexual violence that violates the norms 
.:_of patriarchal propnety (that is, when the limits of male self-control are 
breac~ed) a "':omen be exonerated from bearin a resulting pre nancy.ss 
The C!rcu1:1stantial excepl:ion to a aw at otherwise denies women control 
over their reproductive lives serves to remove the evidence against the per­
pet~at?r a~~ what would amount to the enduring shame of being viewed as 
a cnmm.al. The exception proves the rule, so to speak: the criminalization 
~f abortion I~ all rotects male domination of female sexuali an er 

1 
_ ~ 

!!I ~n . ~epnves men and women of accountability and responsibility for ~ 
te._e1r act:J.ons. 

Indeed, rape and incest, when proven, highlight a truism of human re­
productive and sexual history: men are rarely held accountable for their 
uncontrolled sexual b~haviors . 37 Historically, virility has been projected as 
~ powerf~l :~presentatiOn o~ maleness. Yet, it is not virility and male sexual 
mesponslbllity thatha~e been targeted for taming, l?.t!!_rather_w.~IT.!~D:. :i~_'!!-= iv 
!.egedly ~nb~~~nt hb1dmous des1r~?-t ·n_~ve reg_uir~!!lgk_<;:Qr.groL;:m_c!.f\--
Rrotcctwn . Women-not men-customarily must answer for their sex­

ual conduct. The misplaced sexual urges and excesses of men, from rape to 
the refusal to use condoms as a routine matter of safe sexual practice, are 
generally tolerated and excused. Self-indulgent rationalizations suffice to 
ac:mmt.for a n:an 's "r.ight" to endanger the well-being of a partner in pur­
SUit of h1s own 1mmed1ate pleasure.39 

. Unwanted pregnan:ies a:e not the mysterious products of divine concep­
tiOn. Inde.ed, co~cept10n Without sex obviates the issue of unwanted preg­
n~ncy. ~IllS method ?f conception has been made possible by the new re­
~~ oduct1ve technolog1es that have emerged from scientific intervention. The 
factors that contribute to unwanted pregnancies are many and complexly 
relat~d . However, to date, wome.n . l~ear the primary burden of such preg­
nancies . Men must take responsibility for their sexual interests and activi­
ties.40 Social ch~ng~ rather than reinvigorated social control is necessary. 

Just as democrat:J.zation of household labor is a necessary condition of wom­
en's e.q~~~lity, so . too is the democratization of sexual and ~eproductive re­
spomtb!lrty. Until responsibility for scxtial and contraceptive behavior be­
comes gender-neutral,, wo.men will remain unequal in the public and private 
spheres of everyday life. · 

i ' 
' ! 



--- -- ---

250 COERCION AND REPRODUCTIVE POLITICS 

However, the slow change in the division of household labor suggests that 
optimism about the democratization of sexual and contraceptive knowledge 
and practices is idealistic. This makes the necessity of legal abortion ever 
more urgent. But keeping abortion legal has attendant responsibilities. For 
example, physicians must have the right of conscientious objection with re­
spect to performing abortions, just as women must have the right of full 
information and access to safe abortiOns.41 There must be forthright efforts 
to -educate all citizens regardless of their gender, race, class, and ethnicity 
about contraceptive options, and to create the foundations of a political and 
cultural environment that encourages citizens to take responsibility for their 
lives, as well as for their fertility choices.42 

Again, re-criminalizin abortion will not stop abortion, just as prohibit­
ing l.iquor an rugs has not Stoppe thetr manufacture, distribution, and 
consumption.43 Nor would banning abortion strengthen "the family"; ban­
ning abortion would, however, create an unenforce~ble policy, the conse­
quences of which would differentially hurt poor women and give rise to a 
c.ul-!;tu:e...oi.htdden pain and overt lJwo_criJY: Madison understood that the test 
of democracy lies in its treatment of its minorities, society's most vulnerable 
members, among whom are women aod children. 44 As long as women l;1ck 
the freedom to control their reproductive lives fully, they will be unable to 
participate in the public sphere as full and equal citizens, and in their pri­
vate lives as full arid equal partners. 

Demanding that women bear children, as was the case in Romania, 
. and legislating that they do so, aS some nope will again be the case in the 
United States, are facile and misguided approaches to social and human 
reproduction. Pronatalist or, for that matter, antinatalist cultures need not 
be coc::_rcive or restrict other social arrangements. The criminalization of 
abo.rtion reduces the experienced realities ofeveryday life to abstractions, 
the results of which are detrimental to health, liberty, and the· quality of life. 
The value of life-as-lived is thereby transformed into life as a material to be 
maximized, for example, for reproduction of the labor force or for the will 
of God. From such an ideo~iCal QL theolqg!f!!1_p_~p-~ctive, there is ulti~ 

IE~.!.<:!r.Eo thi~-~~sr.~ii~~"?..'::_~_ E~~- ?..~~~~-~~~-i~.!>~~~g:_ "}.ieiii-i.ingf'ui · iives ·• 
bs:com~~~ingless in . these terms, __ ~!:t~. P!~r9_g_atives o(ti:ie priVileged: ' 

Detailed anaJYslsortl1epoiltical demographicrio!Icies·of the Ceaiisescu 
regime, of which the criminalization qf abortion was the central legislative 
act, has made it possible to focus on the social implications and human costs 
of restrictive reproductive legislation· and policies, especially as they affect 
the lives of women and children. When reproductive legislation and policies 
ate formulated according to abstrad principles rather than in consideration 
of actual sc>doeconornic factors that influence the quality of human life , 
then the lived consequences are t<io often tragic, partiCularly for women 

- and children. Ceausescu's Roin;:u}_~<!_qffs:r.s.aglaring_ff!,~(! ,~tudy of the COflse.-
.. ·----·---- ... . 
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quences of banning abortion and limiting the availabili_ry of and access to 
the resou.n;es that mak d rr 1' bl '" --;--·---·-·" ·-""·--........ -·---, - . -. ~---~-every _ ~--1!.~..!.'{~ e. The Romaman case must be 
borne m mmd by ~ose who would ban abortion in the United States (or 
elsewher_e). Otherwise, for those of us in the United States, the American 
dream Will ~ecome ~n American nightmare to which we will all bear Witness 
and for which we Will all share responsibility. ' 
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