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Paper Summary

“The Rhetoric of Belief and Religious Identity in the Experience of Infertility”

A. Merve Demircioglu, Dept. of Social Anthropology, University of Cambridge

In this paper I am investigating the rhetoric of religious belief and religious identity in the experience of infertility. In doing so, the ambiguity in the meaning of religious belief is revealed. 

I employ the term rhetoric to imply persuasion.It is argued in this paper that religion is used strategically as a tool of persuasion by childless women: religious belief can be turned into a powerful rhetoric in helping them to survive the frustration and stigmatization related to the experience of infertility, by convincing others of their full adult identities. 

Burke (1950: 41) defines the function of rhetoric as “to form attitudes or induce actions in other human agents.” I suggest that women not only aim to convince others of their normality, but they also try to do so for themselves. Their new attitudes to infertility and to their own being constitute selves free of feelings of guilt, failure and incompleteness. In this paper, I ask whether it is religious belief per se, or if it is the rhetoric of religious belief, which is used to temper the infertility experience while helping to constitute confident selves. 

Ethnographic fieldwork about the experience of infertility and the demand for new reproductive technologies was conducted during October 2006 - November 2007. The research was partly funded by the William Wyse Research Fund. The first part of the research was undertaken in two infertility clinics, one in Istanbul, and the other in the outskirts of Istanbul in Turkey. 133interviews were conducted with women who were pursuing in vitro fertilisation treatments. For the second part of the research, living in two villages in the north-west part of Turkey, the importance of having children was observed in the village context. In this paper, data both from the villages and the infertility clinics will be employed.

[As it is also illustrated in a narrative provided at the beginning of the paper], the significance attributed to having a child is explained in terms of religious requirements, or, put in a more instrumental form, as conducive to going to Heaven. That having children is rhetorized by reference to 'going to Heaven' is something I repeatedly came across during my research. For example, it is held that a woman, whose grandchild has a grand child during her lifetime, is sure to go to Heaven. Women who marry at an early age are more likely to have such desires for going to Heaven. These women, having high expectations for their children's and their grandchildren’s marriages, may become a source of coercion, forcing their progeny into marriage and reproduction. When going to Heaven is promised by religion, the question to be asked is whether the wish to become the grandparent of a grandparent has something to do with ‘religious belief’ or more with the ‘rhetoric of religious belief’, which induces people to reproduce.  

Experience of infertility: rationalization

Something which stands out throughout my research, is the belief that everything is God-given. This holds for infertility as well as all other hardships one has to face in life. A major premise explains everything: It is as such because God wanted so. 

The strong belief that infertility is God-given also entails possible answers for a further question: “Why me?” One of the explanations given for infertility is that it is a test given by God: God, by putting women in a difficult situation, challenges women’s faith. Believing that God is challenging them, women are prone to foster an attitude of faithful resignation to God. Once this test is passed, it is sure that God will reward the person. 

However, not having a child is also regarded as punishment. For many women “why me?” implies “Why am I the one who is given this punishment by God?” Such an articulation reflects the hardships of accepting infertility. The frustration experienced due to the crude fact of childlessness resonates in the rhetoric of punishment. The perception of the situation as punishment firstly aggravates the distress of the childless person due to the feelings of guilt. Women search their past for a sort of sin that can account for the punishment they are inflicted. Abortions are the first that come to mind in this regard. It is not unusual for women to regret previous abortions for having committed a sin that has to be paid with infertility. 

Hence, belief in God is intertwined with the perception of infertility. If one accepts that believing in a supernatural being comprises the core variable of a definition of religion (e.g. Spiro 1968: 94), it follows that religion pervades the experience of infertility. However, one can also look at the situation from a rhetorical stance. “Infertility given by God as a test, punishment or reward”, from my point of view, can be considered as a rhetorical device for infertile people to come to terms with an undesirable situation. Faced with a crisis, to overcome it, they try to make the situation meaningful, and hence rhetorical tools come into use, toconvince oneself and others of the normality and even the desirability of their condition. Rhetoric, in this sense, is a meaning-making tool as well as a persuasive one. This echoes Kenneth Burke’s seminal remark (1950: 172): “Wherever there is persuasion, there is rhetoric. And wherever there is ‘meaning,’ there is ‘persuasion’”. Burke argues that this is achieved through identification. For him, identifying with someone is an essential step in persuading that person (1950: 55). In this fashion, childless women identify with being a Muslim while ‘compensating for the division’ (Burke 1950: 22) of being infertile, as opposed to fertile women. Religious belief becomes the context from which meaning is drawn out, as well as being the tool through which it is created.

Experience of Infertility: Hope

The rhetoric of God’s almightiness enables the perpetuation of hopes for having a child. “God is almighty” (Allah her ºeye kadirdir) and “God is great” (Allah büyüktür) are idioms employed as rhetorical devices for that purpose. These idioms are strongly supported by faith and narratives of miracles. By this token, the frustrations that arise from repeated failures in infertility treatments and from the time spent in vain are tempered. It is also by employing this rhetoric that further IVF trials are endorsed.

Coping with infertility: Negotiation of the adult self, womanhood
It has been stated by almost everyone [the women I interviewed and the people I lived with in the villages] during the research that God is the one who gives or does not give a child. This may be understood as a resonance of religious belief in the experience of infertility. Yet, it seems important to me not to overlook the rhetorical aspect of this premise. Providing a comprehensible and acceptable meaning, it convinces oneself and others that being childless is an acceptable situation. Having recourse to this rhetoric, women achieve in feeling less frustration, having more hope and facing less stigmatization. 

By the help of rhetorizing infertility as God-given, the fault (of childlessness, of failure in conception) is removed from the couple to God’s domain. The switching of domains works to the advantage of the childless couples in two ways. Firstly, the childless couple finds emotional relief in accepting that it is not because of a failure in their ability to produce a baby (for example because of sexual impotency for men) or because of their incompleteness. It is only by virtue of God who did not give them a child. 

The rhetoric of God-given infertility is also highly instrumental in reconstituting selves that fall into crisis, in constructing full adult identities. The relegation of responsibility for childlessness to God is instrumental in coping with other people’s taunts about childlessness and thus to negotiate gender identities. When infertility is no longer their fault but is God’s deed, childless couples are no longer the ones to be stigmatized. Women who find themselves being obliged to convince others – as well as themselves – that they are complete women, and adults who are not responsible for being childless, deploy the rhetoric of religious identity to gain power which was lost in their social relationships due to lack of children. “If you were a Muslim, you would not despise me because of infertility” is the rhetoric used for that. Blaming someone because of infertility, and despising her for that condition are deeds against the central tenet of Islam identity: Acceptance of the fact that for everything that happens, God is the reason. Hence, the people who engage in such deeds or discourse cannot, in a sense, be Muslims. Practising all the compulsory prayers and pursuing a “religious” life does not exempt a person from being questioned of her religious identity (being a Muslim) for stigmatizing somebody because of her infertility. Any scorn will be considered questioning God’s deeds, which certainly is a “big sin” if not blasphemy. Childless women do not refrain from using this against people who are prone to humiliating them. Questioning these people’s religious beliefs or identities is a powerful tool in the power game played out with people with children. Thanks to this tool, not only are they no longer guilty of childlessness but they can put the despiser herself in a position of guilt. Having gained some power, it is easier to contest prevailing presumptions about their identities, which eventually facilitates reconstituting them.

I have problematised here the assumption that reference to the almightiness of God pertains to the sphere of religious belief. I point to the instrumental use of statements about God's almightiness or claiming that God is the reason of everything. For Battaglia (1995),"the use a particular notion of self has for someone" is a question of rhetoric. For childless women, I have endeavoured to show, "Muslim identity" is instrumental in articulating the boundaries of propriety, which in turn is useful for redeeming their adult selves - childless but normal and complete - while discrediting the religious identity of people who stigmatize them. I have argued that all the explanations given about God and religion by women about having children or even about marriage point more to rhetoric than religious belief, as they serve to ends such as persuasion or empowerment. Whether one can still call these religious beliefs is a question I leave to further inquiry.

……..

In the complete paper, I am providing a narrative in the beginning as well as examples from interviews, which I hope will make the discussion more clear. 
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