
		
			
				
					[image: obal04.jpg]
				

			

			
				Anna Durnová 

				Iva Šmídová, Eva Šlesingerová and Lenka Slepičková: Games ofLife: Czech Reproductive Biomedicine. Sociological Perspectives

				Brno: Munipress. 2015. 164 pp. ISBN 978-80-210-7734-8

				

				Life isapolitical game stretched between paternalistic institutions and theneoliberal individual. That ishow we could paraphrase thebook Games ofLife: Czech Reproductive Biomedicine Sociological Perspectives. Three leading scholars intheCzech research inthefield ofbiopolitics, Iva Šmídová, Eva Šlesingerová and Lenka Slepičková, present theresults oftheir large empirical investigationonassisted reproductionand manipulationwith embryos and DNA, aswell asmedical childbirth practices. Their analysisoffers an insightful picture ofeveryday life inCzech reproductive medicine, inparticular theimplications therelated trust-building process between patients and doctors hasfor theregulationofthisfield ofbiomedicine.

				There isanew way to understand bio-power, theauthors assert asthey open their investigationoftheCzech context ofone ofthemost contested fields ofcontemporary sociological and political research onhealth and medicine. Through asetofscientific discoveries, such asthepossibility ofmanipulating embryonic cells, biomedical research ingeneral isgoing through aprocess ofde-corporalisationand rhisomisation(cf.Gottweis2005; Durnová and Gottweis2009), which makes these tiny parts into actors revealing for us theambiguity oftheborder oflife itself (cf. pp. 42 and 44; Kaufmann and Morgan 2005) and thereby governing health care practices at both theindividual and collective levels. Theborder oflife itself isat thecore ofFoucauldian biopolitics, which hasgrown into alarge analytic framework ofmanifold sociological studies onhealth and biomedical research that theauthors present extensively inthefirst three chapters ofthebook. It follows that thisborder isnegotiated by various sorts ofactors; theauthors focus onscientists involved inthemanipulationofstem cells and embryos (Chapter 4); medical experts inthefield ofassisted reproduction(Chapter 5); ontherelated boundary between patients and doctors around trust (Chapter 6); aswell asonobstetricians asguardians ofthestatus quo inchild birth practices (Chapter 7). Theempirically rich material collected between 2011 and 2014 presented inthese distinctive chapters isused to explainwhy, ontheone hand, there iswidespread acceptance by both medical experts and patients of“theway it is” inthehealth care discourse ofthepost-1989 period intheCzech Republic. Ontheother hand, theanalysisreveals how thisstatus quo isembedded inthenovel requirements ofWestern societies, especially that which theauthors describe asthecurrent neoliberal shape ofgoverning theindividual who requires health care, and who consents to it or contests it.

				Theambitionofthebook isvery high, perhaps too high, inits attempt to offer both abroad theoretical foundationthat makes such an investigationpossible, and adetailed discussionoftheempirical results inthese particular fields ofreproductive medicine practices intheCzech context. Yetthecontext ofits potential readership makes thisambitionunderstandable and isquite revelatory ofthestanding ofscholarship onthesociology ofhealth and medicine and bio-political analyses inthisgeographical region.

				To beginwith, Games ofLife isthefirst comprehensive work onthebio-political analysisofhealth care practices intheCzech Republic accessible to an English-speaking readership. Despite remarkable case studies onwomen’shealth (Dudová 2015; Slepičková 2010), science practices (Linková and Stöckelová 2012) and themeaning ofthemedical profession(Hrešanová 2014), there hashitherto been no work ontheoverall paradigm ofthepost-communist transformationofthehealth care sector from theperspective ofFoucaldian studies ofbiopower or thelarger context ofSTS research inthisfield. Thisabsence appears somewhat asaparadox, since Czech institutional paternalism, exercised through thecommunist regime up to 1989, can be seen asalmost aperfectionoftheFoucaldian framework. Theauthors themselves select atimely quote from Foucault intheir theoretical part: “thedisciplines ofthebody and theregulations ofthepopulationconstituted thetwo poles around which theorganizationofpower over life wasdeployed [...] Hence, there wasan explosionofnumerous and diverse techniques for achieving thesubjugationofbodies and thecontrol ofpopulations, marking thebeginning ofan era ofbio-power (Foucault 2010: 162; cited by theauthors onpage 43).

				Thisquote could indeed be asummary ofthemainachievements ofthecommunist health care organization. Theorganizationofpower inthat period wascentred around thecentral planning ofpaternalistic institutions screening, reporting onthehealth care oftheCzech population, and providing far-reaching obligatory preventionprograms disciplining thebody. Not theindividual, but thecollective body wasat thesame time at thecentre ofthispower organization. 

				Stunning, then, inthisrespect, isthat thepost-1989 development did not break with thepaternalist traditionbut consolidated it and converted it theneoliberal mould astheauthors argue through their examples. Through case studies, theauthors show how therelevant scientific and medical knowledge isconsolidated inthehands ofmedical doctors and researchers without any significant contestations or countermovement from thecivil sphere. Thereader might ask thisquestionthroughout thebook: so are there really no protests against practices that have triggered recent political debates inGermany, Italy and theUK? Except for themidwifery movement inthecontext ofchildbirth (Chapter 7), everything seems to take alinear unifying path towards theperfectionofthecollective body, thisbeing pertinently evoked by theFoucaldian analyses mentioned at several places inthebook (e.g. Brown and Webster 2004; Franklin1995; Gottweis2005; Rabinow 1996; Rose 2007; Vermeulen, Tamminen and Webster 2013). 

				One possible explanationfor thepersistence ofthestatus quo isthecommonstereotype that theregionisastep behind Western society. But such aview would be fundamentally misplaced inthecontext ofCzech reproductive medicine. Thecase studies presented by theauthors show aptly theextent ofservices provided inthefield ofassisted reproduction, and they report onthevery strong commitment oftheCzech biomedical research sector to recent developments, among them stem cell research inparticular. Thecountry’sprogress hasbeen very strong and very fast inrecent decades and hasfreed it, infact, from ethical claims we know from debates inother countries. Theauthors label thissituationasamodernist legacy (see inparticular Chapter 4).

				Theexplanationfor therole ofthismodernist legacy which isoffered – rather implicitly– isto be found inmarket-oriented discourse, which represents avery powerful context ofthegeneral Czech post-1989 development. Thefact that many ofthepractices ofassisted reproductionare available inprivate health care establishments, welcoming clients from abroad aswell asCzechs, supports theauthors’ argument that reproductive technologies, intheir way ofchallenging conventional views onlife, reveal to us thetransformationofhealth care from being primarily for thepurpose ofdisease treatment to amedical service indemand by patients. For theinstitution, thisdemanded service (to be paid for and therefore to be exclusive) enables acombinationofinstitutional paternalism with very liberal legal regulationofthisfield ofhealth care. For theindividual, it represents an increasing burden ofresponsibility and thenecessity oflegitimizing one’sown choices. Yetthepolitical arenasfor such legitimizing seem still to be lacking inthecountry’shealth care debates.

				Thetheoretical complexity evoked by thisbook might disturb some readers familiar with these concepts from theglobal scholarly debate ongenomics, stem cell research and reproductive medicine. However, theextensive work done by theauthors isto be read astheportfolio ofCzech scholarship inthisfield, still emergent inCzech social science. Inthissense, some readers not familiar with theCzech context more specifically might want to learn more about thehistorical context inwhich these practices developed, precisely because analyses ofspecific Czech cases are rather underrepresented intheAnglo-Saxonscholarship so far. 

				Theauthors seem to put theemphasisonthetheoretical foundationoftheir work, thereby setting an honourable stage for upcoming analytical pathways to understand thepost-communist transformationofhealth care practices asashowcase ofhow institutions transform intimes ofincreasing individualizationand commodification. Thegame oflife ismore and more inthehands ofcitizens, and it will be interesting to follow how theCzech paternalist institutions cope with that inthenear future. 
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