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Abstract 

 

In 2015, the national-conservative Law and Justice (PiS) party won an outright majority in the 
Polish Parliament, paving the road for a deepening bond between the church and state. Poland 
currently has one of Europe’s most restrictive abortion laws, and in 2016, thousands of women 
took to the streets to protest the party’s desires to criminalise all cases of abortion. 80% of 
Poland’s citizens identify as religious, whilst not everybody is in harmony over the moral 
discussions of abortion. Through extensive examination of literature, I wish to find out why this 
is the case, and whether there is in fact a correlation between the church, patriarchal norms and 
values, and political pushes. 
At a time where the Polish state seized to exist, the church was a leaning presence in the lives of 
citizens, hence Poland’s national identity derives from Catholicism. Contrary to some 
expectations, the collapse of communism in 1989 did not signal a new era for women’s rights. A 
brief examination of the underlying history and reasons for the relationship of people with the 
church will aid the understanding of the reasons behind the impact of religion on politics and 
values, and thereby restrictive abortion laws. 

The article hopes to understand why pushes from feminist movements in Poland have not been 
as successful. Perhaps the pressure from the mixture of patriarchy, religious authorities and 
political parties has resulted in a collective return to traditional values, with conventional 
childbearing roles becoming the push in Polish political discourse. It is inevitable that religion 
shapes values, and values shape the law, hence, it will be interesting to understand why this is the 
case despite the common perception that religion is slowly ‘dying out’ with generations.  

 



En-Gender! 
 

© The Author (2020)  
 

2 

On October 2016, 98,000 women swarmed the streets of Poland in protest of a proposed 
legislation to completely outlaw abortion. Under Poland’s draconian abortion law – already one 
of the most restrictive in Europe – abortions are permissible only under circumstances of rape or 
incest, where the woman’s life or wellbeing is in danger, or foetal impairment.1 The Black 
Protests rebelled against this bill. It arose from the Catholic Church’s ability to become a 
powerful political actor, following the fall of Communism in 1989, shaping policy and 
transforming lives. After gaining an absolute majority in Polish parliament in 2015, the national-
conservative and Christian Democratic Law and Justice (PiS) party has paved the way for a 
deepening bond between Church and state.  

At a time when the Polish state ceased to exist, the Church was a leaning presence for citizens, 
hence Poland’s national identity derives from Catholicism. Contrary to some expectations, the 
collapse of communism did not mark a new age for women’s rights. Instead, it was Poland’s 
opportunity to control female reproductive lives, triggering an increase in illegal, and oftentimes 
unsafe ‘underground’ abortions. By firstly providing a concise analysis of the historical context 
and reasons for Poles’ bond with the Church, this essay will aid the understanding of the impact 
of religion on policy and beliefs, and therefore conservative abortion laws. 

While 80% of Poles identify as religious,2 not everybody is in harmony over the moral 
discussions of abortion. According to traditional Polish values, the role of the mother in  society 
is primarily to preserve the family as a social unit, protecting family life and the foetus at all costs. 
Although, this gives rise to debates regarding whose rights are of greater importance: the 
woman’s, the foetus’ or the community’s. Poland’s deeply-ingrained patriarchal environment 
deters the popularity of feminism; it is ridden with negative connotations and continuously 
mocked and ridiculed in mass media. 

While it is easy to point blame onto institutions, it is difficult to pinpoint who truly is responsible 
for the low social and political status of women in Poland, where each factor feeds the other in a 
vicious cycle. This essay will examine how the pressure from the combination of patriarchy, 
religious authorities and political actors has resulted in a collective return to traditional values, 
with conventional childbearing roles and anti-abortion rhetoric becoming the push in Polish 
political discourse.  

 

The roots of the Church 

In Poland, access to reproductive rights is hindered by two major reasons: the aftermath of the 
fall of the Communist state and the resulting rise of the Catholic Church. While communist 
Poland was still a Catholic state, it repressed religious freedoms for more than half a century. 
Many people looked to the Polish clergy for emotional support during troublesome times, who 
opened their churches to serve as shelters for anti-communists.3 Yet, in 1988, a delegation of 

 
1United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs Population Division, “Abortion Policies and 
Reproductive Health around the World” (United Nations Publication 2014) 
<https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/policy/AbortionPoliciesReproductive
Health.pdf> accessed 22 April 2020. 
2Eurydice Network, “Population: Demographic Situation, Languages and Religions” (European Commission, 9 
October 2017) <https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/population-demographic-situation-
languages-and-religions-56_en> accessed 22 April 2020. 
3 Anna Maria Grzymała-Busse, Nations under God: How Churches Use Moral Authority to Influence Policy (Princeton 
University Press 2015) 23. 
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Catholic bishops met privately with communist representatives to deliberate prohibitive legal 
measures of abortion.4 

Now repealed, the liberal 1956 law made abortion easily attainable from public health facilities 
and allowed the woman to decide if her social conditions allowed for a child. 5 Meanwhile, 
abortion was based on instrumentalist and needs-based approaches rather than on the concept 
of rights, let alone women’s rights. Moreover, without adequate reproductive education or 
modern contraception, abortion was itself a form of birth control, with 130,000 taking place each 
year.6 Nowadays, abortion remains one of the main family planning methods, where 
reproductive education “contravenes Poland’s constitutional protections for parents to 
determine their children’s upbringing in accordance with their own values.”7 Without adequate 
reproductive education, women lack the knowledge and means to obtain control of their rights. 
Although the Ministry of Education defends its position that Poland provides adequate 
reproductive education through a ‘Preparation for Family Life’ school workshop, this is observed 
to be abstinence-focused. Making the prevention of pre-marital sex and discouraging 
contraceptive use its primary purpose, in line with Catholic teachings.8 Such values are 
particularly noticeable in rural areas, where the village priest and the tight-knit religious 
community pressure pharmacies to stop contraceptive sales. In this manner, many countries are 
‘Nations under God’, where churches embody the sacred and divine, but whose interests and 
influence extends far beyond the spiritual domain.9 The rate of legal abortions plummeted to 
around 1,000 following the stricter post-communist abortion law,10 but this is not a true 
reflection of current total abortion rates in Poland, with thousands of illegal abortions performed 
yearly. 

The success of the Polish state to overthrow communism is often attributed to the influence of 
the then head of the Roman Catholic Church: Polish-born Pope John Paul II. 11 Not long 
following his diplomatic negotiations with USSR officials, communism collapsed. Poland’s faith 
was restored in the hands of a heroic and exemplary moral figure, and the Church became a 
source of hope for freedom and an image of Polish resilience. It is rumoured that Polish 
politicians created the Unborn Child Protection Bill as a gift for the Pope’s sacrifices.12 The now 
democratic state relies heavily on the opinion of its people, likely to be unsatisfied with policies 

 
4 Ibid 1. 
5 Magdalena Zolkos, “Human Rights and Democracy in the Polish Abortion Debates: Concepts, Discourses, 
Subversions” 3 Essex Human Rights Review, 5 citing Małgorzata Fuszara, “Legal Regulation of Abortion in 
Poland” (1991) 17 Journal of Women in Culture and Society 117. 
6 Agata Chełstowska, “Stigmatisation and Commercialisation of Abortion Services in Poland: Turning Sin into 
Gold” (2011) 19 Reproductive Health Matters 98, 101. 
7 Human Rights Watch, “‘The Breath of the Government on My Back’ Attacks on Women’s Rights in Poland” 
(Human Rights Watch, 13 February 2019) <https://www.hrw.org/report/2019/02/06/breath-government-my-
back/attacks-womens-rights-poland> accessed 22 April 2020. 
8 Ibid.   
9 Grzymała-Busse (n 3) 2. 
10 Eurostat, “Legally Induced Abortions by Mother’s Age” (Eurostat, 2020) 
<http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=demo_fabort&lang=en> accessed April 22, 2020. 
11 See discussion in Arragon Perrone, “Pope John Paul II’s Role in the Collapse of Poland’s Communist Regime: 
Examining a Religious Leader’s Impact on International Relations” (2012) 
<https://opencommons.uconn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1244&context=srhonors_theses> accessed 22 
April 2020. 
12 Hanna Jankowska, “Poland: Abortion, Church and Politics in Poland” (1991) 39 Feminist Review 174. 
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that oppose the Church “who passes judgment on political realities.”13 The support of the 
Church, as the moral authority of Poland, is also highly sought after by politicians who worry as 
to not offend religious constituencies. Evidently, John Paul II saw abortion as a “grave moral 
disorder” and an “unspeakable crime,”14 and so to compile a law that permits abortion would be 
to depart from the state’s “grave and clear obligation to oppose any law that attacks human life” 
as a Catholic nation.15  

The Pope resonated with young people, who warmly nicknamed him ‘JP2’.16 That same 
generation now leads the country, continuing the bond of political values with those of the 
Church. Poland’s most powerful politicians have consistently been outspoken Catholics. For 
example, PiS’ leader stated that “a Polish patriot, he has to accept – has to accept – that there is no 
Poland without the Church, there is no Poland without the foundations.”17 This insinuates that 
the Church and the Polish state are inseparable and prideful. Thus, the expression ‘Polak, 
Katolik’ (Pole, Catholic) has served as a shorthand for the supposition that being Catholic is an 
obvious and presumed aspect of national identity.18 In particular, the election victory of right-
wing PiS, closely allied with the Church, generated an increasingly nationalistic climate that 
embraced anti-abortion rhetoric and a strong defence against gender ideology. Through this, the 
political tool of self-defence of Polish nationality and community is upheld by ‘the defenders of 
tradition’ which Żuk calls ‘national messianism’.19  Thus, Polish society is built on cultural 
traditions that privilege community and society, celebrating women who use the gift of 
reproduction to contribute to the growth of these and uphold national values. 

 

Polish feminism  

In the 25 years of post-communist Poland, the Black Protests were the first feminist movement 
of such volume and its success in stopping the criminalisation of abortion was unprecedented. 
The instrumentalist approach to abortion that was established in the communist era entrenched 
the attitude that because gender equality was established during this time, the need for women’s 
movements was unnecessary.20 The public sphere was rapidly masculinised, creating a strong 
patriarchal scene in which many women now identify with traditional gendered roles typically 
found in a marriage. By seeking individual solidarity, distinct from familial solidarity, women are 
disobeying the interests of the institution of marriage.21  

 
13 Grzymała-Busse (n 3) 25. 
14 Pope John Paul II, “Evangelium Vitae” (Vatican.va, 25 March 1995) <http://www.vatican.va/content/john-
paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25031995_evangelium-vitae.html> accessed 22 April 2020, 62. 
15 Ibid 73. 
16 Perrone (n 11) 25. 
17 TVN24, “Kaczyński Na Jasnej Górze: Nie Ma Polski Bez Kościoła, Bez Jego Tradycji” (TVN24, 12 July 2015) 
<https://tvn24.pl/polska/jaroslaw-kaczynski-nie-ma-polski-bez-kosciola-ra559532-3306285> accessed 22 April 
2020. 
18 Grzymała-Busse (n 3) 23. 
19 Piotr Żuk and Paweł Żuk, “‘Murderers of the Unborn’ and ‘Sexual Degenerates’: Analysis of the ‘Anti-Gender’ 
Discourse of the Catholic Church and the Nationalist Right in Poland” [2019] Critical Discourse Studies 1, 19. 
20 Wanda Nowicka, “The Struggle for Abortion Rights in Poland”, 168 in Robert Sember, Richard Parker and 
Rosalind Petchesky (eds), Sex Politics: Reports from the Front Lines (Sexuality Policy Watch 2004). 
21 Malgorzata Fuszara, “Between Feminism and the Catholic Church: The Women’s Movement in Poland” (2005) 
41 Czech Sociological Review 1057, 1073. 
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Despite increasing acknowledgment of women’s problems, only around half of Polish women 
are prepared to participate in activities which seek to solve these.22 Hence, some describe ‘Polish 
feminism’ as an oxymoron. This is likely a result of fear and embarrassment from bad 
connotations of feminists as “naïve enthusiasts of Western ideas.”23 While some academics note 
increased acceptance of feminism in Poland, in a country where up to 87% of citizens do not see 
gender equality as a fundamental right,24 it is difficult to see how feminism is treated seriously, or 
even sought after.25 

Seeking social change, feminism threatens the national identity of Poland. As such, politicians 
have ensured that women’s organisations do not encourage the movement, such as the Ministry 
of Justice’s (MOJ) decision to discontinue funding of some organisations that provide 
reproductive rights education and aid. This has made it increasingly difficult for such 
organisations to provide services and obtain their goals, such as Autonomia, who conduct anti-
discrimination education workshops and empowerment activities, amongst others. Autonomia 
faced accusations from political actors who see feminism as offensive for using its public funds 
to “popularise the idea of feminism and gender equality”, “attack[ing] traditional customs, family 
and culture”, and who’s activities were “a manifestation of feminist and homosexual agitation.”26 
Instead, the MOJ funds church-affiliated groups who work for the preservation of the status 
quo. For example, the Assembly for Polish Women encourages papal teachings in the context of 
familial rights, providing women with information about their femininity and motherhood, and 
encourages acceptance of the biological nature of gender roles. Evidently, funding decisions are 
made carefully in line with the political agenda of the government, hence the supposition that 
“they use the funds to finance their political supporters.”27  

Politicians’ public lack of support and limited funding for women’s rights organisations 
contributes to increased distrust and fear towards these organisations, which deters women from 
seeking their services and being forced to look for help internationally. In 2003, this help came in 
the form of a Dutch ship. Women on Waves, docked in one Polish city with the aim of mounting a 
pro-choice campaign,28 sailing into international waters under a Dutch flag, and thus covering 
Dutch abortion law, for the purpose of ‘legal’ pregnancy terminations. Schengen laws enable 
women to easily obtain abortions in neighbouring countries where abortion is legal and 
accessible. However, Polish feminism has long confined itself to cultural matters alike abortion, 
struggling to address social problems such as its unequal labour market. Being a very racially 

 
22Ibid. 
23 Agnieszka Graff, “Polish Feminism Is No Longer Ridiculed” (The Guardian, 9 April 2011) 
<https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/apr/09/polish-feminism-gender-equality> accessed 22 April 
2020. 
24 Claire Witherington-Perkins, “Religious Ideology v. Feminism: How Poland’s Growing Feminist Movement Is 
Challenging the Catholic Church” (The World Mind, 27 February 2017) 
<https://edspace.american.edu/theworldmind/2017/02/27/religious-ideology-v-feminism-how-polands-growing-
feminist-movement-is-challenging-the-catholic-church/> accessed 22 April 2020. 
25 Graff (n 23); Caleb Daniloff, “Why Poland Is Afraid of Feminism” (Boston University Today, 24 April 2008) 
<https://www.bu.edu/articles/2008/why-poland-is-afraid-of-feminism> accessed 22 April 2020. 
26 Human Rights Watch (n 7). 
27 Ibid. 
28 Alicia Czerwinski, “Sex, Politics, and Religion: The Clash between Poland and the European Union over 
Abortion” (2004) 32 Denver Journal of International Law and Policy 653, 653. 
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homogenous nation,29 any concern regarding racial intersectionality is pushed aside for the 
prevalence of class and gender intersectionality. Evidently, travelling even to a nearby city where 
organisations can operate or provide abortion services is more feasible for wealthy women than 
women who are unemployed, single mothers, heavily ill or in violent and controlling domestic 
situations. As a result of defunding, organisations have diminished in geographical coverage and 
oftentimes cease to exist outside of cities and large towns, now having “only one support group 
in one small town.”30 Poland therefore fails its duty to provide rural women with the unqualified 
right “to have access to adequate health care facilities, including information, counselling and 
services in family planning.”31 In a society of increasing deprivation, patriarchal social systems 
establish a degree of financial dependency and exposure that directly contributes to women’s 
inability to affirm power over their reproductive lives. 

 

An effort to control women’s bodies?  

The external control of reproductive systems, and therefore of women and their place in society, 
reinforces oppressive structures and patriarchy. Strict abortion legislation is not only designed to 
control and confine women to stereotypical gender roles, but suggests that she must also 
sacrifice her individual needs and goals to continue a pregnancy, regardless of the circumstances 
of conception. As the woman’s body belongs to the foetus, not to herself, even a raped woman 
owes the foetus so much as to host it until delivery.32 Any woman’s attempt to recover her 
identity by using slogans such as ‘My Womb Belongs to Me’ outrage the public who see this as 
an act of radical divergence from the assumed stance.33 

Despite laws permitting abortion where the woman’s life is at risk, this is not always a readily 
available remedy. The Polish constitution guarantees legal protection of every human ‘life at 
every stage’,34 and the Catholic Church has for a long time used public discourse to reinforce the 
foetus as this ‘human being’ under primary protection, replacing ‘pregnant woman’ with 
‘mother’, and ‘foetus’, with ‘unborn child’.35 This discourse has paved its way into official 
documents and national legislation,36 depriving the woman of her own absolute rights. The 
alienation of the foetus from the mother is increasingly prevalent in Polish political discourse to 
the point of creation of a ‘foetus identity’ which is separate, autonomous and derives its rights 
from the mother.37 The foetus’ rights are often central in the abortion debate, where it is often 
contended that to deny a human being the right to be born is to deny it access to human rights at 

 
29 Eurydice Network (n 2). 
30 Human Rights Watch (n 7). 
31 UN General Assembly, ‘Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women’ 
(CEDAW) (1979) art 14(2)(b). 
32 Nowicka (n 20) 180. 
33 Ibid 181. 
34 Czerwinski (n 28) 658 citing Federation for Women and Family Planning, “Independent Report Submitted to the 
United Nations Human Rights Committee on Gender Discrimination 2” (1999). 
35 Agnieszka Graff, Świat Bez Kobiet. Płeć w Polskim Życiu Publicznym (A World Without Women. Gender in Polish Public 
Life) (WAB 2001). 
36 Sydney Calkin and Monika Ewa Kaminska, “Persistence and Change in Morality Policy: The Role of the Catholic 
Church in the Politics of Abortion in Ireland and Poland” (2020) 124 Feminist Review 86, 13. 
37 Nowicka (n 20) 182 citing Rosalind Petchesky, Abortion and Woman’s Choice (Northeastern University Press 1990). 
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all, contravening the right to life to the first degree,38 and “however serious and tragic, [there can 
be no reason to] justify the deliberate killing of an innocent human being.”39 As Graff notes, this 
is a decision of “whether a foetus’ right to life should weigh against the right of a woman to self-
determination about her own body, and consequently, about her own life.”40 Denying women 
the front seat at the discussion table regarding her own body, is to already answer the question of 
whose rights are more important.  

Some Bible teachings directly emphasise the importance of childbirth: “Children are a heritage 
from the Lord, the fruit of the womb a reward,”41 or a “gift [women] have received to serve 
others, as faithful stewards of God’s grace.”42 This foetus is a gift to the community, thus the 
womb belongs to it. Additionally, a woman, by having children, contributes to the growth of the 
community and the generational responsibility to uphold national values. By assuming control of 
her womb and individual freedom, she is thought to be indulgent, excessive, and egoistic.43 The 
community also assumes control over the woman’s reproductive rights, which are subordinate to 
those of the collective society, as is made evident from the reluctance of the law to permit 
abortion. This became particularly apparent during the landmark decisions of the European 
Court of Human Rights in Tysiac44 and P. and S.45 During the latter case, a raped underage girl 
sought an abortion from three hospitals who refused to perform the service, one of which 
invited a priest without her permission to urge her not to go ahead with the abortion. Later held 
a violation of Articles 346 and 8,47 this case evidences that to qualify on legal grounds is not to 
guarantee accessibility to the services. Unfortunately, this has not deterred Polish legislators from 
attempts to restrict abortion further, as made clear in the most recent efforts to eliminate legal 
access to abortion in cases of foetal anomaly with the ‘Stop Abortion’ bill, a bill that the 
President has openly stated that he would sign.48 

 
Who is a woman? 
 
In the eyes of patriarchy, the female is rarely an independent and equal person. Her relation to 
those around her is the core of her identity: she is somebody’s daughter, wife, mother.  She is not 
seen as a woman in her own right, but as a wife with one mission: motherhood. She must fulfill 
the role that she has been biologically gifted with, providing her with value, dignity, and 
majesty.49 Had a woman wished to pursue a career in a professional setting, she would be acting 

 
38 Zolkos (n 5) 8. 
39 Pope John Paul II (n 14) 58. 
40 Zolkos (n 5) 14 citing Agnieszka Graff, Świat Bez Kobiet. Płeć w Polskim Życiu Publicznym (A World Without Women. 
Gender in Polish Public Life) (WAB 2001) 118. 
41 Psalm 127:3, Revised Standard Version of the Bible. 
42 Peter 4:10, Revised Standard Version of the Bible. 
43 Nowicka (n 20) 179. 
44 Tysiac v. Poland App no 5410/03 (ECtHR, 20 March 2007). 
45 P. and S v. Poland App no 57375/08 (ECtHR, 30 October 2012). 
46 Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (European Convention on Human 
Rights, as amended) (ECHR) (1950) art 3. 
47 Ibid art 8. 
48 At time of writing, this law had not yet come to conclusion. 
49 Nowicka (n 20) 181. 
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selfish. Therefore, it goes without saying that no secondary interest could ever justify abortion, 
hence social reasons are not written into abortion policies of post-communist Poland. 
 
States oftentimes justify the manipulation of family planning information by reference to the 
enforcement of demographic targets, which deeply connects with the enforcements of moral 
codes concerning the ‘proper’ roles of women in society.50 During the Soviet Union period, men 
often died while fighting, leaving women with the task of sustaining the family in his absence, 
and to uphold social and national values. During this, the symbolic ‘Mother Pole’ was born, 
giving women the confidence as to the importance of their roles in society.51 Wider communities 
would see the woman as acting with incredible patriotism and courage for taking on such key 
responsibility. Yet, she is only important to society insofar as she does not deviate from these 
conventional standards. Any attempt to liberalise herself and become her own being away from 
these norms would be a betrayal of not only the Church, but also the nation.52 Overall, a Polish 
woman is a creator of the future of the country. 
 

Guardian of the family 

So far, it has been made clear through an analysis of various author’s writing that a Polish 
woman’s mission is motherhood. The private sphere, in which the family life sits comfortably, is 
therefore preserved for her. She is responsible for facing abortion and is expected to cope with 
her health ‘problem’ privately, without involving or imposing it on doctors, which would make it 
a public problem.53 The survival of the family supposedy depends on her, hence her 
empowerment to deal with this responsibility makes her a “brave victim.”54The public sphere in 
Poland is dominated by right-wing politics and leaders of the Catholic Church who condemn 
abortion and the women who decided to have one.55 In this sphere, abortion is discussed as a 
political and religious one first, and then is it considered a collision of women’s rights. 
Additionally, this sphere is ridden with risk of public condemnation, as evidenced in P. and S.56 It 
is no surprise therefore, that this has resulted in many women being strongly distrusting of the 
law, turning instead to private solutions such as ‘underground’ clinics or home methods that are 
ridden with extreme risk of serious injury or death. Such operations are said to be the cause of 
between 60,000 to 200,000 women’s annual deaths globally.57 This occurs in the hands of an 
ideological offensive by the Catholic Church which dictates how law is interpreted and applied 
and enforces the woman as a guardian of the family institution. 

 
50 Sandra Coliver, The Right to Know: Human Rights and Access to Reproductive Health Information (Article 19 ed, Article 19 
And University of Pennsylvania Press 1995), 13. 
51 Rhoslyn Thomas, “A History of Abortion in Poland” (Society for the Protection of Unborn Children, 29 August 2014) 
<https://www.spuc.org.uk/News/ID/382473/A-history-of-abortion-in-Poland-Blog-archive> accessed 22 April 
2020. 
52 Nowicka (n 20) 178. 
53 Anna Czerwińska and Joanna Piotrowska, 20 Lat – 20 Zmian Kobiety w Polsce w Okresie Transformacji 1989–2009 (20 
Years – 20 Changes to Women in Poland during the Transformative Period of 1989-2009) (Fundacja Feminoteka 2009) 33. 
54 Agnieszka Turska-Kawa and Agata Olszanecka-Marmola, “Stereotypes Determining Perceptions of Female 
Politicians: The Case of Poland” (2018) 14 Politics in Central Europe 7, 8. 
55 Chełstowska (n 6) 99. 
56 P. and S. (n 45). 
57 Coliver (n 50) xiii. 
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The right to a private and family life is a fundamental Human Right.58 By interfering with a 
woman’s decision and imposing its restrictive agendas, the Polish state and Church are violating 
that right. The obstruction of women seeking help from the public sphere, but imposition of 
external political ideas unto her poses a paradoxical problem. Her right to make an informed 
decision about her own private and family life “underpins all other rights relating to the private 
sphere”59 along with its secondary element: the right to family planning.60 Primarily, this is a right 
that promotes equality between men and women, and the dignifying choice of the woman that 
“must not… be limited by spouse, parent, partner or Government.”61 Poland, as a signatory to 
both the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women and the European 
Convention on Human Rights, is violating its duty by imposing patriarchal norms onto the 
family institution. 

 

Monopolisation 

During communism, healthcare was universal, women were not asked to provide reasons for 
terminating pregnancies, and the woman could decide if her social conditions allowed her to 
raise a child. After its collapse, abortion was stigmatised and criminalised, causing reluctance in 
public health care officials to perform even legal abortions from fear of prosecution. Moreover, 
the Polish government instigated privatisation and mass monopolisation of the health care 
system. As a result, a high number of doctors turned to provision of abortion services in their 
private clinics, usually with a price tag. Hence, “when a woman enters that sphere, her sin turns 
into gold. Her private worries become somebody else's private gain.”62 Abortion is no longer a 
political issue but becomes a socio-economic one. The approximate cost of an abortion is 
between 1,500 and 4,000 PLN (380-1000 EUR), which exceeds the monthly income of the 
average Polish citizen.63 This is particularly problematic for single mothers, women in rural areas 
where average incomes are significantly lower, or those who are unemployed and/or rely heavily 
on their husband’s incomes. Even a monthly contraceptive pill costs between 6% and 10% of a 
woman’s monthly minimum wage.64  

Poland’s abortion industry is a lucrative one, and providers are in no competition due to demand 
and desperation for reproductive services. This is why pro-choice movements find it challenging 
to mobilise the medical profession to their cause for a change in abortion law.  Thus, abortions 
on social grounds stay restricted only to wealthy individuals, leaving the women in difficult 
economic situations unable to access legal abortion and pushing them into expensive or unsafe 
options. However, one must be careful with overemphasising economic hardships as a reason 
for women to seek abortions, as a needs-based approach limits women’s autonomy and 
“presents [them] as disempowered victims and as passive recipients of the law.”65 Doing so, 

 
58 ECHR (n 46) art 8. 
59 Coliver (n 50) 53. 
60 CEDAW (n 31) art 16. 
61 Coliver (n 50) 57. 
62 Chełstowska (n 6) 99. 
63 Ibid 102. 
64 Witherington-Perkins (n 24). 
65 Nowicka (n 20) 176. 
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could feed into the patriarchal model of society where men must protect women who are passive 
recipients of state policy. 

 

Only a political agenda?  

Chełstowska poses an intriguing question: “is it possible that the purpose of the law is not to 
reduce the number of abortions, but to serve a purely political role, as a symbolic achievement of 
the Church and right-wing parties?”66 In spite of the harsh abortion regulations, state authorities 
have shown reluctance to prosecute. Chełstowska notes that in 2005, out of 100 reported 
unlawful pregnancy terminations, 18 were dismissed without charges and in 54, preliminary 
proceedings were discontinued.67 Additionally, prosecution of doctors who provide services 
illegally is sporadic, and in Ireland, where abortion attitudes are very similar, no prosecutions 
have been brought against any women who induced abortions.68 This reluctance to crack down 
on unlawful abortions is also visible in the private health sector in Poland, where there is a 
hidden irony. Doctors are relieved by a ‘conscious clause’ from compliance to provide abortion 
services on grounds of conflict with personal values and beliefs.69 However, the doctors who 
refuse in their public clinics as to uphold their religious beliefs, are the same doctors who invite 
their patients to their private clinics, throwing those beliefs aside. This reluctance suggests the 
private economic agenda of the doctors, but also reiterates a high public political agenda for the 
conservative state, symbolising its successful relationship with the Church. 

 

Conclusion 

This essay examined Poland’s attitude towards women’s reproductive rights, whether it be its 
citizens, its policies, or its political or religious authoritative actors. The leadership of PiS, the 
national-conservative and Christian party, has undoubtedly strengthened the relationship with 
the nation’s conservative and patriarchal values and Catholic Church ideology, resulting in the 
fusion of national and religious identities in Poland.  

The main focus of this essay has been abortion, but it is also clear that access to contraception 
and family planning is heavily limited and abstinence-focused; a problematic course fo action for 
many women who need it the most. This is particularly the case in rural areas, where there is 
heavy religious influence on citizen’s actions, and where monopolisation of abortion has been 
most damaging. Evidently, abortion is not only a political or moral issue, but a socio-economic 
one, benefiting financially stable women who are able to turn to expensive private services to 
terminate pregnancies that are not legally permitted – something completely out of reach for 
many other women. 

The task for Polish women to gain control over their own reproduction as a basic human right is 
made additionally difficult by societal attitudes. Feminism in Poland is negatively viewed, hence 

 
66 Chełstowska (n 6) 104. 
67 “Report of the Council of Ministers on the Implementation in 2006 of the Act of 7 January 1993 on Family 
Planning, Protection of the Human Foetus and Conditions for the Admissibility of Termination of Pregnancy, and 
on the Effects of Its Application.” (Warsaw, 2007). 
68 Calkin and Kaminska (n 36) 16 citing Sally Sheldon, “How Can a State Control Swallowing? The Home Use of 
Abortion Pills in Ireland” (2016) 24 Reproductive Health Matters 90. 
69 Ibid, 11. 
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any attempt to liberalise women has often been misinterpreted by opponents as being 
individualistic, selfish and sometimes even immoral. Systematic defunding and attacks on 
women’s rights organisations has been the ruling party’s crusade against ‘gender ideology’ and 
target of women’s rights and activist. 

The power imbalances and access to resources play into the likelihood of the control of women’s 
reproductive systems, where such external control over reproduction reinforces systems of 
inequality and patriarchy. In Poland, women are tasked with upholding the family institution, a 
role that is bursting with responsibility of ensuring the existence of the family, upholding 
national values and submission of her individuality for the collective good. This national good is 
superior to the rights of the woman, as is the rights of the foetus she carries. 

Even the current abortion law is perhaps too liberal for the Church-allied leader party and it will 
be interesting to see how the Bill that is today in the debating process will change the scene 
spoken of throughout this essay. This could only spark more efforts from the EU for the state’s 
suspension for breaching its founding rules. Evidently, the relationship between patriarchy, the 
Church and political agendas continues to blossom and shows no sign of wavering anytime soon. 
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Focusing on the influence of Catholic church ideology on the political landscape of Poland, this 
piece explores the desperate state in which Polish women seeking the right to abortion find 
themselves. The author outlines how after the fall of communism in Poland, women’s healthcare 
rights were dismantled resulting in the desolate current state of affairs. It is interesting to note 
political and ideological similarities between Polish and other nation states that are also 
experiencing waves of right-wing populist conservatism. Namely that a patriarchal religious 
institution (in this case the Catholic church) is somehow working in cooperation with right-wing 
political parties either behind the scenes or in the forefront. We see some of these same 
discussions and socio-political patterns happening in the United States currently where folks are 
protesting the potential repeal of a key piece of legislature that keeps abortion safe, available, and 
legal.  
As I read this piece, I couldn’t help but perseverate on how abortion and women’s right to 
health care is an issue of the braiding together of religious doctrine, political moves to stay in 
power, and economic inequalities. These are interwoven in such a way that not only disparages 
poorer women’s role and participation in society but also puts them in very real bodily danger. 
Classist, patriarchal, moral hierarchies that perpetuate abuses of power are a threat not only 
towards our ideas of autonomy, freedom, and equality but also to our physical bodies. The author 
has carefully demonstrated how the political system in Poland works in co-creation with its 
people to mold docile bodies that perpetuate the very system which keeps them limited and 
oppressed. This would not be possible without certain misogynistic Christian ideologies which 
place woman as man’s subordinate and the long history of Catholic’s global power and influence.  
This article highlights important developments in the abortion debate in Poland and on a global 
scale where women’s lives are being put at risk and their bodily autonomy is restricted. However, 
I agree that these issues need to be approached and debated without leaning on essentialist 
thought. I am curious if we could further investigate attitudes and discourses towards the role of 
the female within Polish culture from different angles. I do not doubt that there are women who 
feel/are persecuted by the Catholic Church as well as the “draconian” abortion laws the author 
problematizes so vehemently. It would, however, be worth exploring those women who support 
these abortion laws as well as those who embrace a more ‘traditional’ value system. Do we as 
social scientists write these women off as complicit in their own oppression? Are they victims of 
a false consciousness? Is there some way that we can work to understand the workings of power 
and control in a way that recognizes our common humanity? 
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In the current political and academic climate that is becoming more polarized and unwilling to 
understand other voices and opinions, it is crucial that we use our platforms to bring 
understanding and compassion towards those who hold views which might contradict our own. 
Just as well, it is our responsibility to speak to structures of power which view certain members 
of the human race as inferior or seek to do them harm. So, while I stand in gratitude and 
applause for this author who continues to bring these issues into the collective consciousness, I 
ask that we as social scientists and members of our own respective communities keep our minds 
and hearts open to the ‘other’ side. Why do people support misogynistic ideologies and 
theologies? What would motivate them to do so on a personal and systemic level? And how can we 
learn to understand what has brought the ‘other’ to such an ideological stance? Once we open 
ourselves up to this possibility, we begin making steps towards healing a suffering society. 
We live in an era of multiple, relative truths and there are many regimes of knowledge and power 
which seek to sway us in one way or another to keep society functioning in a certain way. To 
approach current moral dilemmas from a black and white way of thinking only seems to 
strengthen that which harms us. I welcome such conversations as they require us to examine our 
processes of dealing with the repugnant other.  Presently, I believe it is our duty to unpack and 
destabilize regimes and coalitions of power which exist to the detriment of humanity as a whole.  

 

 


