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Foreword

There is sometimes a strange moment toward the end of a research project where
the main noun, the primary object of one’s analysis, begins to shimmer, starts to
feel unstable and seems as though it might actually slip out of view completely.
This happened to me as I was finishing my most recent book, GU Ynecology
(2020), a history and sociology of why there has been so little attention to men’s
reproductive health. As I was writing the conclusion, a phrase I had used
throughout the book, and which I've encountered hundreds if not thousands of
times in the work of others — ‘reproductive body’ — suddenly seemed vague. More
than vague: thoroughly devoid of substantive meaning. What was, and is, a
reproductive body? Using ‘a’ as an article instead of ‘the’ in front of reproductive
body seems to open up the possibilities a bit, but does not begin to answer crucial
questions about which parts of whose bodies would one demarcate as specifically
(exclusively?) reproductive?

Reading through this marvelous collection of research essays edited by Vicky
Boydell and Katie Dow makes me think that this phenomenon, the feeling of
losing one’s grasp on precisely the thing you’ve just spent months or years
studying, can happen not only with particular research projects but with entire
fields. It appears to be happening at the moment in the social scientific study of
reproduction, as scholars train their attention on some of the core terms in the
field, raising questions about how they have been defined, what they include and
what they do not, and identifying the assumptions on which they are based. Far
from cause for concern, I think this process heralds the continuing growth and
expansion of a field, and it makes possible exciting new opportunities for thinking
about what comes next.

In the Introduction to this volume, Boydell and Dow argue for the integration
of research on reproductive technologies, noting that they are defining both
‘reproductive’ and ‘technologies’ in expansive ways. In doing so, they are building
on long-standing efforts by anthropologists, sociologists and historians to
examine the wide range of social, cultural and historical processes that shape
individual experiences of reproduction, which can include pregnancy, birth,
contraception, abortion and a wide array of reproductive technologies. Faye
Ginsburg and Rayna Rapp (1991) offered a powerfully generative label for
conceptualising these processes — the politics of reproduction — and the subsequent
outpouring of research provided the basis for my own working definition of
reproduction: ‘the biological and social process of having or not having children’
(Almeling, 2015, p. 430).
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Boydell and Dow’s integrative framework takes up this approach to repro-
duction and enlivens it with empirically innovative studies of reproductive tech-
nologies. In particular, the essays in this volume illustrate the importance of
comparative research, such as comparisons of how individuals experience different
kinds of reproductive technologies (Kasstan; Van de Wiel; Whitacre) and com-
parisons of their experiences at different points in the lifecourse (Nandagiri; Boy-
dell). Indeed, Boydell and Dow’s emphasis on temporality ensures that scholars are
thinking longitudinally not only about the past and the present (Hudson and Law;
Han) but also how reproductive technologies figure into ‘anticipated futures’
(Buhler; Hamper; Pickard). Importantly, this volume expands beyond the experi-
ences of cis-women, the typical population researched by reproductive scholars, to
include men’s and LGBTQI people’s experiences of reproductive technologies
(Mackenzie; Wilson; Appleton). And like so many others working in the vibrant
politics-of-reproduction tradition, the editors and contributors to this volume
emphasise how the inner workings of governments and markets and biomedicine
have real consequences for the reproductive aspects of people’s everyday lives.

In essence, Boydell and Dow’s integrative approach to research on repro-
ductive technologies expands the viewscope well beyond the traditional ‘snap-
shot’, in which researchers concentrate on a single reproductive technology at a
particular point in time and place for one group of people. It makes possible new
questions about the relationship between processes that are usually considered
somewhat distinct, such as those around contraceptive and conceptive technolo-
gies. Going forward, there is an ongoing need to analyse how reproductive
technologies and reproductive processes more broadly, from the cellular to the
global, are shaped not only by gendered norms and beliefs but also by inequalities
rooted in racism and heteronormativity, as well as widely varying levels of eco-
nomic and educational resources across and within countries (e.g. Briggs, 2018;
Roberts, 1997; Ross & Solinger, 2017). In addition to several of the essays in this
volume that take an intersectional approach, I would also encourage readers to
seek out Natali Valdez and Daisy Deomampo’s (2019) excellent special issue of
Medical Anthropology on race, racism, and reproduction.

Of course, there will never be one correct, true-through-all-of-history answer to
questions such as what is a reproductive body or what is reproduction or what is
reproductive justice. Decades of social scientific and humanistic scholarship on
science and bodies, and especially research on processes surrounding gender, race,
sexuality, ability and their intersections, reveal that definitions, understandings,
and experiences of reproductive processes are rooted in particular times and
places and approaches, the latter of which can be academic, activist or neither.
The impossibility of objectivity is not a fact to mourn, but an invitation to
consider the full range of complexities in how knowledge is made and the uses to
which it can be put. It is a chance to deepen our understanding of the nouns we
work with, to examine the assumptions built into these seemingly straightforward
words and an opportunity to use such reflections to ask new questions.

Rene Almeling
New Haven, Connecticut
June 2021
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