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ABSTRACT

'Infertility treatment Industry' and

The Politics of Reproduction in South Korea

Kim, Sun Hye
Dept. of Sociology
The Graduate School

Yonsei University

The aim of this study i1s to cast light on how the infertility
treatment industry has developed in Korea and how this has affected the
reproductive rights of women. In 2005, 110,000 Korean women were
diagnosed as sterile, and the number of treatment executions has leaped to
465,932, quadrupling from 112,835 in 2000. Currently, there is more to the
infertility treatment industry as to merely call it medical practice. It is
developing as an industry together with other businesses outside the clinic
such as the medical equipment industry, medicine industry, cell trafficking,
and even medical tourism exploiting the legal differences between borders.
This research focuses on experiences of women undergoing these
treatments and presents the kind of moral intervention that is required in
this child breeding process based on clinical labor.

For the purpose of this research the following methods were used:

[ examined documentation on the status of infertility treatments and
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relevant policies, did participatory observation in three major infertility
clinics located in Seoul, South Korea, and conducted in—-depth interviews.
Eleven women who have taken infertility treatments, medical staffs
including doctors and nurses working in infertility clinics ,and activists

working in related organizations took part in these interviews.

Despite the low success rate, high costs, and physical risks on the
women's body, infertility treatment is becoming increasingly popular. The
interests of various parties have converged in expanding the industry.
Medical experts found opportunities for a new source of profit in the
industrialization of infertility treatment. The state attempts to solve the
problem of low-birth rate by emphasizing motherhood and the ideology of
"normal families." At the same time, women desire set free from the
society's pressure to reproduce by overcoming infertility. Moreover, the
government's support program for in-vitro fertilization has lowered the
cost for these treatments, expanding the industry and the derivative
market based on the infertility treatment technology is growing, even

drawing in the fertile couples.

While undergoing procedures that cost more than three million
Korean Won each time, pregnancy becomes an obsess to the women.
Since the success rate of treatment procedures is between 10% and 35%,
it is difficult to accomplish a desired result within a single trial, and
infertile women tend to take practices repetitively until they conceive. The
reason why only few of them quit after their first trial, is because the
willingness to tolerate economic and physical hardship is almost unlimited

in these treatments. In order to achieve pregnancy, women take part in
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the treatments by actively providing clinical labor. During this process,
numerous surplus egg cells and embryo cells are produced and
accumulated. While some of them are disposed of, some are used to get
other women pregnant, and some for research purpose. These factors
sustain and stir up the infertility treatment industry. As long as patients
can conceive a child, they are willing to pay whatever it costs, and are
also willing to take therapies repetitively, as the success rate is quite low.
Women's reproduction is the source of surpluses that occur in infertility
treatments and women take part in the procedure by actively providing

clinical labor.

There has been discussions about how to protect the rights of
embryos or egg donators under these circumstances. However, it should
be questioned first how the system of the infertility treatment industry,
which is the market demanding these abundant residues of surplus egg and
embryo cells, is operating. This thesis demonstrates that, as the source of
surpluses, women's body has been the foundation of the infertility
treatment industry and that infertility treatment technology has developed

based on the clinical reproductive labor.

Key words: Technology, Reproduction Technology, Medical Industry,
Biotechnology, Bioethics, Clinical labor, Gender, Infertility, egg donor,

Reproductive rights
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