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ABSTRACT 

Despite generations of demographic scholarship, the everyday social practice of 

reproductive decision-making remains unclear. The objective of this thesis is to generate 

a theoretical framework for understanding the ways in which decisions of whether, when, 

and how often to have children are made. An expanded Gramscian concept of 

hegemonic process is developed, based on a review of anthropological, historical, and 

feminist literatures. Following a review of the anthropology of reproduction and 

demographic transitions, I illustrate the theoretical gaps for which hegemony is 

analytically well-suited. On a macro level of analysis, there is a focus on the historical 

relationship between race, reproduction, and the national body politic. A Foucauldian 

biopower expands the analysis by incorporating the experience of the individual, 

reproductive body, productive desires, and disciplinary techniques. Special attention is 

paid to stakeholders' concerns with the national body politic, such as identity definitions 

and limitations on the allocation of resources. 
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INTRODUCTORY CHAPTER: ANTHROPOLOGY, THE POLITICS OF 
REPRODUCTION, AND DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITIONS 

Introduction 

Reproduction is never strictly a biological event, but rather a process that is 

significantly shaped by social, cultural, political, and economic forces. As the 

protagonists endowed with the bodily capacity to conceive, carry, and birth children, 

women have become the terrain over which the politics of reproduction is most often 

struggled.' Population statistics, as an aggregate measure of the national body's 

composition and dynamic in terms of age, race, gender, and class, have become a state-

based barometer of who has been, is, and will be reproducing in the future. Questions of 

who will make up the national body concern policymakers—as they point to the future 

obligations of the nation-state to its constituents, and establish exterior and interior 

frontiers (Balibar 1990) particularly along lines of race and nation. In the United States 

for example, a recent New York Times article forewarns us of a rapidly increasing Latino 

population that has "spread out across the nation faster and farther than any previous 

wave of immigrants" (Clemetson 2002). In Creating a Life: Professional Women and 

the Quest for Children, a recent popular book, Sylvia Ann Hewlett (2002) decries "an 

epidemic of childlessness" amongst professional women, oddly resonant with "race 

suicide" discourse that targeted professional women around the turn of the twentieth 

' In demographic calculations of fertility, the topic of nearly half of all demographic studies published in 
major demographic journals (Greenhalgh 1996:30), women are the sole progenitors, in spite of biological 
conception 'taking two.' Men increasingly demand attention to their reproductive needs, for example 
Central American banana workers have recently filed charges against American chemical and fruit 
companies for their sterility caused by DBCP, a pesticide banned in the U.S. in 1977 when it was found to 
cause sterility (Gonzalez and Loewenberg 2003). 
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century. In a converse example, an organization that discourages women with substance 

abuse problems, and particularly women of color from having babies, "Children 

Requiring a Caring Kommunity" (CRACK) has been gaining national widespread 

popularity. A program that pays women $200 for receiving tubal ligation, it has 

expanded to over 17 cities since its California founding in 1997 (Foubister 2000). 

Although these examples are sensationalized, they are just a sampling from this national 

context indicating the resilience of questions over who shall reproduce, contrary to the 

view that such questions ceased to exist with the worldwide shame felt in the wake of the 

Nazi-guided genocide.^ 

However, the central topic of this thesis—reproductive decision making—is not 

as sensational as these examples, but rather deals with the related, albeit more mundane, 

everyday reality in which individuals consider questions of whether, when, and how often 

to have children. Population policy, ideology and discourse has generated a massive 

swell of scholarship and activist attention for the last half century, yet the question of 

reproductive decision-making remains virtually unexplored. Research has centered on 

the "uptake" or "unmet need" (Halperin et. al. 1999) of western contraceptives. While 

emergent literature has begun to explore negotiations behind contraceptive use (e.g. 

Petchesky and Judd 1998), it remains to better understand how macro and micro-level 

interactions impact these negotiations. For instance, for particular decisions, who are the 

decision makers? The state, the church, individual women with or without their partners, 

^ See the historical literature on the decline of eugenics: Dikotter 1998, Kelves 1985. Additionally, 
contemporary cases of genocide in Rwanda, Bosnia, and most recently Mbuti pygmies in the Congo 
illustrate that such notions continue. 



or partners to the exclusion of women, may all contribute to the decision-making process. 

It also bears questioning to what extent having children reflects a conscious decision

making process. What, if any, factors do women and couples consider in anticipation of 

becoming pregnant or having children? While the decision to have children may fall 

predominantly in the emotional realm of life (Simonelli 1986); a pregnancy may come 

about through simply unplanned or "unprotected" sexual relations. ^ As the theoretical 

base of this thesis shows, 'unplanned' does not mean 'unthinking,' but highlights broader 

hegemonic considerations to reproductive decision-making. 

On an aggregate level, reproduction has been a popular focus of study. Postwar 

discourses of overpopulation exploded, and in turn, elicited a slew of critical response, a 

veritable explosion itself (Briggs 2002). In scholarship, population changes became the 

central domain of demographic analysis. Demographic transition theory, aligned as it 

was with modernization theory, prompted a small anthropological critique for not taking 

into account the micro-level cultural contexts of fertility regulation and behavior. The 

politics of population came into the spotlight as socialist feminists unearthed its political 

aims to fight communism, to avert the global gaze from historical colonialist relations, 

and place the onus of responsibility on the shoulders of the impoverished, themselves 

(Gordon 1976, Mass 1973). Legacies of these critical perspectives enabled the writing of 

this thesis, an intended extension of such arguments with the addition of more recent 

social theoretical developments, and a turn toward the question of reproductive decision

making. Whereas "selective traditions" (Williams 1977)—or dominant examination 

^ As my mother explained having her first three children; the decisions to do so were equivalent to 
operating on "automatic pilot." 



frameworks in the reproduction literature—have led scholars to ask about the lack of 

western contraceptive "uptake," in communities across the world,'* the converse questions 

of when individuals and couples decide not to contracept, and decide to become pregnant, 

or to have children have not been asked. 

The overall aim of my thesis is to establish a case for examining reproductive 

decision-making, in light of the absence of such empirical research, surprising 

considering the extensive amount of studies of women's reproductive health, family 

planning, and contraceptive-use (Browner 1985, 2002; Browner and Sargent 1990; 

Nichter and Nichter 1996). After an extensive review of the literature, Rosalind 

Petchesky has observed: "Utterly lacking is any sense that the methods and goals of 

reproduction, and control over them, may themselves be a contested area within[a] 

culture" (1990:10). From the extensive literature review on which this thesis is based, 

there is a clear need for further ethnographic research, and additionally, a need for an 

analytically precise theoretical framework. 

The objectives of this thesis are twofold. First, by drawing upon the work of 

Gramsci and Foucault, I develop a theoretical framework for analyzing reproductive 

decision-making that addresses power relations as they are articulated at personal, social, 

and political bodies (Lock and Scheper-Hughes 1987). Secondly, I examine 

anthropological, historical, and feminist case studies of reproductive decision-making and 

highlight several ways in which the process of hegemony is illustrated through 

This includes the U.S., of course. In "Healthy People 2010," a national assessment, analysis, and 
prescription for improving health indicators, 49% of all pregnancies are unintended, and the "foremost 
recommendation of the report calls for the Nation to adopt a social norm in which all pregnancies are 
intended" (2000:9-3). 
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population-based development policies. I will illustrate how such projects are in need of 

critical examination, which provides an opportunity to develop social theory (Smith 

1999). From this analysis, it is clear that reproductive decision-making, seldom 

considered in such a light, furthers the understanding of how state ideology and discourse 

maps onto everyday reproductive decisions. 

In the remainder of this introductory chapter, I briefly review the historical 

approach to reproduction in anthropology, beginning with Marx's contribution. 

Following an introduction to the Marxist analysis of productive and reproductive spheres, 

I outline the critical issues underlying studies of reproduction on a broad level in the 

writings on demographic transitions. Subsequently, I discuss personal motivations for 

studying this topic, describe long term goals of this particular research project, and end 

with a chapter-by-chapter map of the rest of the thesis. 

Production and Reproduction 

"The determining factor in history is... the production and reproduction of 
immediate life... on the one hand, the production of the means of subsistence, of 
food, clothing and shelter; ... on the other, the production of human beings 
themselves, the propagation of the species (Engels 1891:26). 

In The German Ideology Marx characterized the reproduction of the human 

species as one of three fundamental social activities influencing the development of 

history. Contrasting the Idealist thinkers of his time, Marx proposed that the production 

of the means to secure material needs of social reproduction such as food, drink, clothing, 

and shelter forms a basic historical act, and distinguishes humans from other animal 

species (1846:150). Following from the daily remaking of an individual's life, "men" 
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were thus able to "begin to make other men, to propagate their kind" (156). In his view, 

fulfilling the needs of daily sustenance, or, social reproduction impelled individuals to 

labor in the sphere of production. For Marx the social relations of production drove the 

making of history, although the productive sphere was deeply connected to the social 

needs of reproduction. 

Although decisions of whether and when to biologically reproduce may be 

implicitly included in the study of social reproduction, more recent Marxist theorists have 

viewed them as separate. For example, Mary O'Brien, a feminist Marxist and theorist of 

the politics of reproduction, has insightfully argued that the historical conditions in which 

Marx was writing, specifically, as before the invention of Western methods of birth 

control, precluded him and his formative predecessor, Hegel, from distinguishing any 

human control over the means of reproduction (1981: 26). For the lack of discernible 

human agency over reproduction, Marx discounted the role of biological reproduction in 

the dialectical making of history, in this view. Other feminist Marxists besides O'Brien 

have pointed out the inattention to human reproduction in Marx's writings. In the 1970s, 

debates between Marxists and feminists centered on the relationship between production 

and reproduction, ostensibly, the relationship between family-level social relations and 

macro-level political economic processes (Moore 1994:88). Olivia Harris, et. al. (1981) 

identified three different kinds of reproduction: biological reproduction, social 

reproduction, and the reproduction of the labor force. A critical advance, this tripartite 

reconceptualization had a main shortcoming. Biological and social reproduction 

remained confined to the household-based social relations, when in reality, both 



profoundly articulate with broader social, political, and economic relations. Social 

relations of reproduction, including decision-making processes, are "crucial to 

understanding political and economic institutions beyond the household," and 

understanding social reproduction entails more than "merely the production of babies" to 

encompass the reproduction of different social identities concordant with hierarchized 

access to power (Moore 1993:89-90). Following this strain of thought, a Gramcian 

conceptualization of hegemonic process will be explored vis-a-vis reproductive decision

making in the following chapter. 

Returning to Marx's discussion of historical materialism, the social relations of 

reproduction are organized within the family. The family, for Marx, is the most primitive 

form of social organization. A locus of property transmission, it is the primordial 

division of labor. With the growth of society, increasing needs, and economic transition 

to capitalism, the family serves as a template for, but is also superceded by what Marx 

terms "civil society": "The family, which to begin with is the only social relationship, 

becomes later, when increased needs create new social relations and the increased 

population new needs, a subordinate one..." (1846:163). Drawing on Hegel, Marx 

defines civil society as "the social organization evolving directly out of production and 

commerce, which in all ages forms the basis of the State..." (1846:163). With time, and 

the increasing development of capitalism, division of labor, and growing civil society, the 

State comes to represent the interests of the latter over the interests of the individual 

family. Notably, families continue to serve as the base for the social organization of the 

state, which for Marx, is "divorced from the real interests of individual and community" 
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yet "always based... on the real ties existing in every family and tribal conglomeration— 

such as flesh and blood..." (1846: 160). In this reading, the family, as the locus of 

human reproduction, does not lie outside of politics, but is strongly implicated in state 

rule. Reproduction, in other words, is not just the biological and thus less important 

social activity to the making of history, but forms a base upon which state rule operates, 

through family ties established in birth -through "flesh and blood." 

Anthropological Legacies and the Politics of Reproduction 

In spite of its longtime presence as a topic of anthropological inquiry, 

reproduction remained peripheral in ethnographies until the emergence of second wave 

feminism. Before then, human reproduction was discussed in relation to the life course, 

in cultural monographs (e.g. Malinowski 1932, Montagu 1949, Nag 1966, Spencer 1949) 

in which one often gets the idea that there is a lack of human control over reproduction; a 

bias inherited from earlier social theorists (O'Brien 1983). Notably, gender biases 

dominated earlier work and consequently, less attention was directed to reproduction. 

Faye Ginsburg and Rayna Rapp (1991) note that its designation as a "woman's topic" has 

relegated reproduction to the margins of anthropological inquiry. Combined with the 

longtime gender bias in anthropology, several Cartesian dualities have most likely 

contributed to reproduction's absence. Female reproduction is composed of a series of 

bodily processes and changes including menstruation, sexual intercourse, and childbirth. 

A review of the literature reveals that reproduction has been largely viewed as a bodily 

process rather than that of the mindful body. As O'Brien observed, ".. .to see 

reproduction as 'pure' biological process carries the implication that reproduction is all 
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body and without mind; irrational or at least prerational" (1983). The analytical 

challenge is to develop a theoretical perspective which can accommodate the diverse 

aspects of reproduction. 

As a corrective to the gender bias in anthropological topics of study, feminist 

anthropologists took up Simone De Beauvoir's (1953) question; "Why is Woman 'the 

other?'" in the 1970s. In the landmark work of Woman, Culture, and Society (1974), 

editors Michelle Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere extended the inquiry to "Are women 

universally the 'second sex?'" Contesting several viewpoints, including cultural relativist 

understandings of gender (Mead 1932), as well as Marxian assertions of gender 

egalitarianism characteristic of pre-capitalist societies (Bachofen 1861, Engels 1932, 

Leacock 1972), they argued for the universal asymmetrical subordination of women to 

men in terms of authority, power, and value (Rosaldo 1974:19). As a biological reality, 

women's reproductive capacities of childbearing and breastfeeding linked women cross-

culturally to this asymmetrical power differential, according to Rosaldo (1975, 

1980:399). Although she later questioned the rigidity of such a dichotomy for 

understanding the complexity of gender relations, Rosaldo did not negate the connections 

between women's reproductive capacities and larger power relations. Importantly, there 

have been recent calls for incorporating bodily matters into understandings of gender and 

power (Alonso 2000:223), and my contention is that reproduction is a salient topic for 

examining such broader anthropological issues. 

Before delving into more recent contributions to the anthropological study of 

reproduction, it is important to briefly review the contributions made by anthropologists 



prior to an encounter with second-wave feminism.^ Here, I follow in the tradition of 

William Roseberry (1998), who has urged scholars to "build and expand" on earlier work 

rather than simply "to supplant or displace them" (1998:516). Prior to the feminist turn, 

several biological anthropological studies provided ethnographic evidence that 

communities engaged in a variety of forms of fertility regulation, including several 

adaptive social mechanisms (Kaplan 1976). Notably, these studies added the strengths of 

ethnography to otherwise generalized, census-based demographic studies of population 

change. In this respect, they highlighted social patterns such as marriage vis-a-vis the life 

cycle (Friedl and Ellis 1976), ecological factors impacting fertility rates (Abelson 1976), 

and links between the experiences of infant mortality and increases in fertility (McAlpine 

and Simpson 1976). Despite broadening anthropological understanding of the social 

relations involved in reproductive and contraceptive behavior, however, such studies 

suffered from anthropological trends to analyze communities as bounded, homogenous 

microcosms evidencing collective, yet static, phenomena (c.f. Wolf 1982). 

An additional insight provided by anthropological scholarship was the prevalence 

of abortion and infanticide across cultures and historical eras, evidenced in archeological 

and ethnographic sources (Birdsall 1968, Devereaux 1967). Additionally, in a cross-

cultural monograph, Moni Nag (1962) demonstrated the significance of postpartum 

taboos on sexual relations for decreasing rates of natality. Based on cross-cultural 

surveys, these contributions often lacked consideration of political and economic aspects 

of historical transitions including colonial articulation, and employed functionalist 

' For more comprehensive reviews, see the following works, from which this broad overview draws 
heavily: Browner and Sargent (1990), Ginsburg and Rapp (1991). 



interpretations of behavior as adaptive, as well as calculating and rational (Polgar 1972). 

A functionalist view of reproductive decisions pays virtually no attention to the 

contradictory, often conflictive, and complex relations behind fertility actions. 

In a limited anthropological critique of demographic transition theories, scholars drew 

attention to the cultural context of reproductive decisions. In chapter two, I discuss 

examples of such scholarship including inheritance patterns (Goody 1969, 1973), 

"demand for labor" theories (e.g. Harris and Ross 1987, White 1973), and human 

ecological factors such as lactational and nutrition-based amenhorrea (e.g.. Netting 1981). 

While such work was a first step in increasing our understanding of how social factors 

influence human reproduction, attention to the influences of a global political and 

economic order would be more fully explicated after an encounter with second wave 

feminism (Ginsburg and Rapp 1991, Petchesky 1984). 

Reproduction and the Body Politic 

Anthropology's encounter with second wave feminism resulted in two strands of 

thought important to analyzing the politics of reproduction. In the first, Marxist scholars 

investigated the consequences of capitalist developments in previously non-capitalist 

contexts (Nash and Safa 1986, Zehzer 1985). Observations that women were unduly 

encumbered by such political economic transitions lead scholars to develop the term 

"dual burden." Experiencing household demands for childcare and housework along 

with the new needs that they work for pay, women, it was determined, were constrained 

in their reproductive decisions, and forced to consider childcare a commodity. Women's 

experiences of the "dual burden," as observed by anthropologists, highlighted the 
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articulation of the two domains. Not only was the public domain undergirded by the 

private domain, and specifically unpaid household work, it was argued that the movement 

of women into the marketplace constrained their reproductive decision making and 

resulted in the commodification of childcare, and ultimately of children themselves 

(Browner 1989, Zelizer 1985). Challenges to this viewpoint were several. First, 

productive and reproductive spheres have been critiqued for their ethnocentric bias, as 

well as their heuristic separation, when in reality they are profoundly intertwined 

(Yanagisako and Collier 1987). Second, a subsequent emphasis on women's agency to 

negotiate contradictory influences challenged the overdeterministic tone of previous 

work. Third, historical definitions of pre-capitalism and capitalism have been called into 

question. More recent work has emphasized the contradictory outcomes of capitalism for 

reproduction. 

Several authors have examined how economic transitions have impacted the 

social relations of reproduction, such as childrearing (Babb 1986, 2000). An important 

finding is that the experience of economic shifts to capitalism is not monolithic. For 

example, Patricia Zavella (1991) shows how the transition to factory work for Northern 

New Mexican residents has resulted in more egalitarian childrearing practices among 

couples, while in Silicon Valley, Northern California, the entrance of chicanas as workers 

in the cannery industry has created tensions amongst couples. Aside from childrearing, 

particular reproductive phenomena such as childbirth have been examined through the 

articulation of capitalism. Another trend has emerged from the growing Foucauldian-

influenced critique of state, market, and international medical institutional power 
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(Foucault 1977, 1978). Scholars have examined connections between local-level 

reproductive behavior and global pharmaceutical markets and the increasing dominance 

of Western biomedicine (e.g., Jordan 1978, Martin 1987).^ 

As Ginsburg and Rapp observe, "Throughout history, state power has depended 

directly and indirectly on defining normative families and controlling populations" 

(1991:314). Yet generations of state theorists have neglected reproduction in considering 

social relations of colonialism, state-formation, and national identity projects (Alonso 

unpublished). Recently, however, theoretical developments at the rapprochement of 

history and anthropology have yielded insights into how the local, day-to-day social 

practices reflect upon, and in turn shape macro-level definitions of the nation-state (e.g., 

Joseph and Nugent 1994, Joseph, et. al. 1997). To this end, the previously absent 

consideration of "womanly," or domestic matters such as reproduction, sexuality, and the 

family come in to the fore when asking questions about colonialist articulation, state 

formation, and national identity projects. 

Increasingly, scholarship centers human reproduction in inquiries of history, 

nation-state formation, and development. In theorizing state-society relations, an 

identifiable disregard for the long-considered "private" or "domestic" has prompted a 

wave of literature that seeks to bring gender relations into the analysis by exploring issues 

such as domestic violence (Alonso 1995, Melhuus 1996), structural state violence (Green 

1999, Lancaster 1992), property rights (Dore 2000), and prostitution (Findlay 1998, Guy 

^ In particular, Brigitte Jordan's (1978) empirical comparative study of childbirth across four cultural 
contexts inspired a watershed of similar studies. Jordan's argument was explicitly political and sought to 
point out the consequences of wholesale adoption of hegemonic obstetrical procedures. Furthermore, 
others have highlighted the diverse preferences displaced by patients of biomedicine (Michaelson 1988). 



1991). Along similar lines, the ways in which nation-states govern sexuality and 

reproduction has become central to analyses of state formation (e.g. Stoler 1991, 1997, 

2002). Critical population studies and feminists have illuminated specious reasoning 

behind population control agendas underlying development projects (Gordon 1990, 

Hartmann 1987). However, as Ginsburg and Rapp observe, the power to define 

reproduction is not unidirectional: "People everywhere actively use their local cultural 

logics and social relations to incorporate, revise, or resist the influence of seemingly 

distant political and economic forces" (1995:1). Although such analyses have deepened 

understandings of macro-level social relations involved in nation-building and 

reproduction, understanding how people accommodate such macro-level processes is 

lacking. 

For nation-states, regulating human reproduction is one way of legitimating 

political and social authority, maintaining social order, and perpetuating power 

hierarchies along lines of class, gender, and ethnicity (Yuval-Davis and Anthias 1989). 

In contexts of economic development, reproductive policies and laws are often 

legitimated through a wholesale adoption of classic demographic transition theory in 

which population decline is seen as an essential cause, rather than the result of economic 

development (c.f. Gordon 1976). Despite a growing scholarly and activist resistance, 

nevertheless, population-based explanations continue to underscore development 

programs and widespread implementation of Western contraceptive services. More 



importantly, birth rates have declined in several countries, at the same time that 

n 

pronatalist government and institutions of civil society promote otherwise. 

Considering the centrality of reproductive behavior to the national imagination, 

this dearth of literature is surprising. According to Alonso, 

"The most powerful national symbols draw on the domain of the family 
and on tropes of common descent such as 'shared blood' to create the 
structure of feeling that is the nation. Membership in nations is most 
commonly obtained through birth, thus nation states actively regulate 
sexuality, reproduction, gender and kinship" (2001:2). 

In a burgeoning new literature, the majority of which is situated in post-

Communist Eastern Europe, scholars explore the role of population policy in bolstering 

political party legitimacy (e.g., Angin and Shorter 2002, Gal and Kligman 2002). 

Meanwhile, the converse—the ways in which state policies are engaged, understood, and 

experienced—is a new topic of research. In the few examples that do exist, Europe's 

historical fertility decline is the predominant area of study (Krause 1999, Schneider & 

Schneider 1996). Yet, population shifts in contemporary Third World societies are most 

often characterized by population ideology and discourse and remain unstudied in this 

regard, a "curious, and thus far not fully examined fact" (Kertzer 1995:13). 

Overpopulation discourse has been historically racialized, a phenomena that has also 

remained underexplored (although, see Briggs 2002, Gordon 1990). In sum, there is a 

lack of data as well as enunciated theoretical approaches to understanding how macro-

level ideology and discourse map onto everyday reproductive decision-making. 

' In Nicaragua, this is the case. Krause (1999) observes a similar trend in Italy. 
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Development and Demographic Transitions 

Increasingly, scholars at the crossroads of anthropology, demography, and 

development question the purported links between population growth and poverty. 

Despite generations of hype over overpopulation, little statistical evidence has led to 

outright dismissals of a population-poverty relationship (McNicoll 1993), yet most 

contemporary research on third world countries presume demographic transition a 

necessary precursor to economic development (Haines 1995:1). After decades of 

theoretical developments on macro and micro-levels explanations of demographic shifts, 

policymakers regard the yields as inconclusive: "[t]he causal links between population 

growth and absolute deprivation are not well understood... Research has not established a 

strong causal link running from high fertility to poverty" (United Nations Population 

Fund 1993:50-1). Nevertheless, however, development-strategies underlying much of the 

economic growth viewed in countries such as the "Asian Tigers" have been associated 

with fertility declines (Sen 1997). Thus, while there is an apparent link in certain 

historical contexts, the relationship between structural factors such as specific political 

regimes and economic systems and fertility declines remains blurry. The question 

remains why population has retained an affinity on the part of development scholars and 

policymakers. This is the central topic of chapter two. 

While the demographic literature is rife with many competing theories of shifts in 

birth rates, it overlooks the social relations behind decisions to have children in favor of 

exacting quantitative definitions of natality, fertility, and mortality (Greenhalgh 1995). In 

the interest of scientifically calculating such shifts, demographers have often reduced the 



complexities of such decisions to static phenomena demonstrative of an individual 

choice, primarily based in economic reasoning or cultural logic. Undoubtedly, 

economics and cultural logics influence such decisions, yet existing theories do not allow 

for the processual nature of making decisions to have children, the complex relationship 

between decision-makers and macro-level political economics, nor the extent to which 

relations with partners, parents, or elders shape such decisions. Moreover, an emphasis 

in demographic theory on the implementation of family planning programs that promote 

westem-bome contraception techniques has prompted a widespread study of 

contraceptive "uptake" which views non-compliance in terms of cultural "barriers" (Olu 

Pearce 1995). While there exists an extensive literature on "cultural barriers" to the 

adoption of Western contraceptive methods, and the underlying decision making 

processes of whether, when, and how to limit a couple's, usually the woman's, 

reproductive capacity, seldom does research explore the complementary questions of 

when not to do so (Bledsoe et. al. 1998; Browner 2001; Browner and Sargent 1990; 

Nichter & Nichter 1996). 

As scholars at the juncture of anthropology and demography have surmised, the 

reason fertility has remained virtually absent from anthropological inquiry is that it has 

been associated with forces of globalization (Greenhalgh 1990:100), the imposition of 

western contraceptive methods onto peoples with otherwise historically and culturally 

particular mechanisms for fertility regulation (Coleman 1983, Polgar 1972), as well as the 

distant and predominantly quantitative analysis characteristic of demography (Kertzer & 

Fricke 1997:11). For many demographers, the general appeal of anthropology lies in the 
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methodological utility of ethnographic fieldwork to microdemographic approaches, a sort 

of "add-fieldwork-and-stir" attitude (ibid.:2). Yet others envision the rapprochement in a 

more profound sense, in which anthropologically-generated theory developed from 

studies of kinship, and more recently political economy (Roseberry 1989, Wolf 1982), 

hold crucial insights to understanding fertility (Greenhalgh 1995; Kertzer 1997). 

Written in the spirit of this rapprochement, this thesis aims to contribute beyond a 

theoretical level to incorporate historical analysis provided by anthropologists and 

historians alike. In particular, the cultural history of the ways in which race, 

reproduction, and morality have been bound up with relationships of rule is important to 

examine when attempting to understand population change. It is in this analytical vein 

that I explore not just how demography and anthropology have co-contributed to various 

theories of population change, but also, what factors shaped the way in which population 

became such a powerful marker of economic development in the wake of World War II. 

In other words, it is the "selective tradition" (Williams 1977) of this rapprochement that I 

address. In order to do so, it is important to understand, at least in broad contours, the 

historical development of population theory, a main objective of chapter two. 

Following from this assertion, I add that questions about reproductive decision

making may further anthropological understanding of broader topics yet, such as 

national identity, gender relations, and relations of power. While more empirical 

research is clearly needed into such a dynamic, the intention of this thesis is primarily 

theoretical. Whereas existing anthropological studies primarily engage local level 

analyses based on cultural systems, or economic-based influences constraining women's 
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reproduction, I argue for integrating such approaches via a more holistic theoretical 

approach. To this end, the tripartite bodily perspective proposed by medical 

anthropologists Margaret Lock and Nancy Scheper-Hughes (1987) is helpful. In this 

view, the reproductive body is at once individual, social, and phenomenological. This 

approach facilitates drawing the connections between the macro- and micro-level 

population politics, which is integral to an anthropological demographic approach to 

procreation. Within this framework the theoretical concept of hegemony will be 

explored, applied, and assessed for its analytical strength in relation to reproductive 

decision-making. Insights from historical, feminist, and political economic demographic 

scholarship will be used to demonstrate the analytical value of a nuanced definition of 

hegemony that incorporates moral, social, and collective identity. 

Personal Observations of Reproductive Decision-Making Processes 

Several experiences in my life have given rise to my interest in reproductive 

decision-making. While living and working in rural Nicaragua as a health promoter for 

the Peace Corps, I witnessed first hand the development discourse on family planning. In 

the area where I worked for two years, there were ample state-provided supplies of the 

contraceptive pill and depo-provera, and lUD insertion was offered for a nominal cost at 

the nearest health center. Additionally, in the regional health center, and several smaller 

health posts, condoms were available for distribution although according to my memory, 

they sat in piles and gathered dust for lack of demand. What is more, upon taking a 

closer look, I noticed they were all expired. Yet, the idea that people could improve their 

lot in life by having fewer children was a prominent one. In a couple of cases, just asking 



someone how many children she'd had prompted women to say, "too many" -a response 

that displayed "reproductive stigma" (Kanaaneh 2002, Schneider & Schneider 1996). In 

response to the frequent frustrations of attempting to enact grassroots organizational 

change, I have to admit that, at times, I too wanted to blame the widespread poverty 

before me on what I thought of at the time as "over-reproduction." 

Several women I worked with had only one child, and that child was always a 

boy. Shortly after my neighbor Maria Teresa^ gave birth to a baby boy, in talking with 

her and her husband Pedro about their new arrival, they offered up that they would not be 

having any more children. When asked why, they noted that since the baby was a boy, 

and Pedro had always wanted a boy, they would be satisfied with having just one child. 

"It is better this way," they explained, "because then we can provide him with everything 

he wants and needs." To the contrary, another friend of mine who was living outside of 

town subsisting on minimal resources, Anabel, had just one boy, but wanted another baby 

badly. In order to space her children and conserve resources after her first child, she had 

been contracepting with depo provera. For several years, this was the best method for her 

in order to hide the fact that she was using contraceptive from her husband, who would 

surely suspect her unfaithful if he knew. A year after the depo-provera had purportedly 

ceased working, she still had not been able to get pregnant. Despite her and her family's 

worsening economic conditions after hurricane Mitch, which destroyed the majority of 

her community's houses and land parcels where they planted com and beans for 

subsistence, she was desperate to have another baby. Thus, contrary to Pedro and Maria 

® All names used are pseudonyms. 



Teresa, concerns about being able to provide a child with all she or he needed or desired 

did not shape Anabel's desire for children. 

Although my role in Nicaragua at that time was not to research these questions in 

detail, such contradictions in the decisions people made to have a particular number of 

children caught my attention. In a more immediate experience, it would not be honest to 

deny that my experiences have shaped, in part, this interest. As one of five children in a 

household regularly fraught with bouts of my father's unemployment during my 

childhood, I have been made aware of the ways in which families must cope with 

distributing scarce resources to many children. Currently, as I near the age of 30, some 

of my friends are not only weighing the now normative balance of children versus career, 

but they also increasingly experience the risk of infertility, a hot topic in popular 

literature as well as public health discourse right now (Sandelowski 1993). As a married 

woman and just about to turn 30, one of my friends is regularly reminded by her 

gynecologist that she's not getting any younger, and that if she wants to have children she 

should have them soon because the risk of infertility only grows after age 30.^ She and 

her husband interpret this sense of urgency as stemming from a demographic trend that 

physicians are noting, one in which young white couples are putting off, or entirely 

foregoing decisions to bear children, while couples of other ethnicities, or lower incomes 

steadily continue to have children. Ideas about who is reproducing at what rate, and 

concomitantly, who is not, are alive and well. 

' In the popular imagination, the age of 30 marks the starting age of the onset of infertility. Even a recent 
article in feminist magazine. Bust, indicates reason for concern, noting that for some women, it sets in at 
age 27 (Rowe-Finkbeiner 2002). 



In thinking about the decision-making process, I have ruminated on how 

individuals imagine reproduction. For example, not too long ago, a friend of mine, 

fellow Peace Corps volunteer in Nicaragua, visited me in Tucson. In the glow of recently 

meeting a man for whom she had a romantic interest, she happily fielded all of my 

questions about the new interest; his hobbies, number of siblings, taste in movies, 

political views, etc. It struck me as odd when, in the middle of me asking about his work 

as an architect, she blurted out, "We'd have cute kids." Together for just six weeks, their 

relationship appeared in an intensely formative stage, and not quite at the point where 

such musings seemed appropriate to occur. Later in the weekend, it came up again; we 

were flipping through a flood of catalogs when my friend spotted a picture-perfect model 

toddler, in her mind, projective of the beautiful children a sexual union between her and 

her new romantic interest would produce. Once again, she startled me by pointing out 

the beautiful little child with almond brown eyes, latte-colored skin (her 

characterization), and dark curly hair, and saying, "see, our kids would be this beautiful." 

Now, as I reflect on the interaction it is not how early in the relationship she made 

the comment that strikes me, but rather, the imagination of future offspring. Such 

imaginations may occur even before meeting a potential father or mother of one's future 

children, described by feminist Mary O'Brien in terms of "motherly imagination": 

"Women have their visions of the child to be bom; visions, perhaps, of its beauty and its 

intellectual brilliance, its sex and its moral worth" (37). It is not just future motherhood 

that individuals imagine, but other kin engage in such musings. With each new 

grandchild in my own rapidly growing family, my mother is transformed into a glowing 
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prideful grandmother. From her experience with my brothers' children, she has learned 

that she deeply desires to be the maternal grandmother, perceived, in her mind, as the 

most influential grandparent of all. As her daughter closest to marriage, I am on the 

receiving end of this desire. Regularly, in phone conversations with her, imagining my 

future as a mother has become a favorite and regular topic. From how I plan to parent, to 

how my partner and I will balance careers and childcare, to the exact picture of what my 

children will look like (my height? Eric's eyes? My smile? Eric's nose?), such 

conversations fulfill, temporarily, my mother's hopes and dreams of maternal 

grandmotherhood. While my own visions of future children are rather murky and distant, 

indulging her in these imaginings comes pretty easily as I sense the joy and satisfaction 

they bring her. 

From these personal observations, several questions emerge, questions that are 

central to the rest of this thesis. The processual nature of reproductive decisions prompts 

me to further probe notions of entitlement or responsibility to reproduce vis-a-vis the life 

course. Building an imagination of future progeny with others may be an important time 

for the formation of reproductive decisions. How do interactions with kin, friends, and 

partners shape these imaginations? And, most importantly, to what extent does 

reproductive decision-making reflect a conscious, calculated process, and how is it 

shaped through articulations of larger hegemonic processes, particularly definitions of 

race and nation? 

Continuing Research Possibilities 
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By exploring decisions to reproduce, their profoundly social nature emerges. 

Considerations of kin expectations, hopes, and interests, in addition to interactions with 

one's health care providers may shape desires to have children at particular junctures in 

the life cycle, not only of the childbearing couple, but also of the elder kin. In 

interactions with friends and kin, a person as future father or future mother, may be 

indulged to imagine potential children, in multiple dimensions, such as what her children 

will look like, when she would like to have them, or the values he wants to instill in them. 

The inherently processual nature of reproduction cannot be ignored here. In the 

biological acts associated with bringing a child into the world, there are several sequential 

steps; semination (via copulation or "artificial" means), pregnancy, which includes a 

certain time period over which a fetus will develop in concordantly with bodily, 

hormonal, and emotional shifts in its pregnant mother, and ultimately labor, delivery, and 

birth. Over the course of this process, there may be shifts in the social relations of the 

mother, changes in the relationship between the mother and the pater, if there is a 

relationship at all, and moreover, all of these changes are incumbent upon historical shifts 

in larger political and economic dimensions of social life. 

Throughout the thesis, I am bearing in mind my longer term academic goals, and 

aiming for the theoretical framework developed, proposed, and assessed in the following 

chapters to inform the preliminary base of a larger, longer-term intellectual project to be 

carried out in Nicaragua. As the second poorest nation of the Americas (World Bank 

2000) with a history of U.S. intervention dating back to the mid nineteenth century, 

Nicaragua has been subject to imperialist forces, and later on, development discourses. 
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both which brought along ideas of population and economics. It is in this vein that I will 

approach the central paradox of Nicaragua's birth rate decline—a significant decrease 

over the past twenty years (INEC 2001), despite varieties of pronatalism on the part of 

the Sandinista government as well as successive conservative Chamorro and Aleman 

regimes. In addition, its racial composition, generally considered completely mestizo due 

to the "myth of mestizaje" (Gould 1997), adds another important component to analyzing 

the way that racialized discourse is experienced. 

Chapter by Chapter 

This thesis is composed of four more chapters in addition to this introduction. In 

chapter one, I provide the theoretical framework of the thesis that draws upon a notion of 

Gramscian hegemonic process, and Foucault's concept of biopower. I use this 

framework to emphasize racialized components of reproduction and illustrate the ways in 

which historical political economic situations intersect with local processes of 

reproductive decision-making. In chapter two, I explore the historical relationship 

between everyday reproduction and colonialist, state formation, and national identity 

projects, including the postwar emergence of overpopulation discourse. In chapter three, 

I turn to the experiential aspects of population politics in order to emphasize the 

importance of national, local, and individual contexts to the understanding of 

reproductive decision-making. Drawing on bodies of feminist literature that locates the 

domestic within broader political economic contexts, and medical anthropological case 

studies of infertility and pregnancy, I explore the dimensions of reproductive decision

making that challenge and extend the theoretical framework composed in chapter one. 
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Finally, by drawing on medical anthropological analysis of pregnancy and infertility, I 

explore the potential for reproductive agency and embodied counter-hegemonic recourse. 
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1 

UNDERSTANDING REPRODUCTIVE DECISION-MAKING: GENERATING 
AN ANALYTICAL APPROACH WITH A GRAMSCIAN CONCEPT OF 

HEGEMONY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the analytical strengths of an expanded 

notion of Antonio Gramsci's concept of hegemony to the question of reproductive 

decision-making central to the thesis—to what extent do state and global reproductive 

ideologies and discourses articulate with everyday decisions of whether, when, and how 

often to have children? Increasingly, scholars are exploring the ways in which state rule 

incorporates reproductive processes, but conversely, how individuals experience, 

interpret, and incorporate state policies, ideologies, and discourse is less understood. By 

composing an expanded definition of hegemony based in Gramsci's original 

conceptualization as well as further Marxist and post-structuralist approaches, I intend to 

develop an approach adequate for understanding reproductive decision-making as 

embedded within hegemonic processes situated historically, shaped by intersections of 

ideology and discourse, and mediated by culture and subjectivity. 

Thus, in addition to establishing the groundwork for further empirical research, 

this section of the thesis attempts to fill the gap in theoretical approaches to reproductive 

decision-making. As previously mentioned, the process of deciding whether, when, and 

how often to have children constitutes a unique window into several dimensions of 

reproduction. Often the concern of broader state projects seeking to define the national 



body politic, limit state responsibility, establish and maintain authority, population 

composition and dynamics reflect reproductive decisions on an aggregate scale. On an 

individual level, having a child, or becoming pregnant as it may be conceived, is a 

"fateful moment" (Giddens 1991:12) that permanently alters one's life course. But often 

times, such decisions to reproduce develop over many years, and are not a result of an 

individual, one-time, rational, calculated choice—as they are often represented in the 

demographic and anthropological literatures—but come about through negotiations with 

partners and kin, if they are explicit processes to begin. Yet, broader historical political 

economic phenomena are implicated in these negotiations as well. Historically, states 

have blatantly limited or prescribed reproduction along lines of race and class, or more 

subtly monitored reproduction in such terms. To this end, biological and social 

reproduction interest state leaders insofar as they are points of controlling the 

composition of the national body politic. However, the power to define reproduction is 

not unidirectional, but in turn shaped by the profoundly personal experience of the related 

experiences of sexuality, sexual relations, pregnancy, childbirth, and childrearing. 

Hence, the aim of this chapter is to provide a theoretical approach which takes into 

account the complexities and contradictions involved in the process of deciding whether 

to have children. 

In the approach to the study of reproductive decision-making developed here, 

there are five dimensions that I intend to emphasize. By understanding reproductive 

decision-making as a hegemonic process, analysts are better equipped to incorporate: 1) 

Power relations on multiple levels, 2) State and global discourse and ideologies, 3) 
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Processual understandings of social phenomena, 4) Subaltern agency as it is exercised in 

counter-hegemonic forms, and 5) Historical forces as profoundly influential. By 

encompassing these five dimensions, the concept of hegemonic process advances a 

holistic approach to reproductive decision-making, thereby filling gaps in previous 

analyses. 

Deflning Hegemony 

Although hegemony had been used by Lenin, it is Antonio Gramsci's 

conceptualization, as he developed it in The Prison Notebooks (1971), which has 

reverberated through subsequent theoretical developments across the social sciences. 

Hegemony, according to Gramsci, is the establishment of political leadership and state 

authority by gaining consent from state constituents. Writing as one of Mussolini's top 

political prisoners, Gramsci's idea of hegemony arose out of a politically-grounded 

interest in overthrowing the Fascist Italian state. Whereas Lenin had conceived of 

hegemony as the use of coercive state force to secure political dominance, Gramsci 

incorporated the notion of "consent" on the part of the masses in order to better fit the 

concept to the Western, capitalist context from wherein he wrote. For Gramsci, 

hegemony depended on both consent and coercion, if not the threat of coercion: 

"Consent armoured by coercion" (1971). 

Although he advanced the Marxian idea that the state's interests correspond to the 

ruling economic class in capitalist societies, Gramsci objected to a strict economistic 

interpretation of state-society relations (1971:166-68). Instead, he argued for a more 

complex understanding of state rule, one in which civil society figured greatly. 
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Significantly, civil society is not out of the purview of the state, but is rather heavily 

imbricated in upholding state and, by association, ruling class authority. This distinction 

retains salience today, as it is firmly opposed to the Liberal notion of civil society as a 

neutral arbiter between the state and its constituents (Rai and Livesley 1996). 

As complicit bodies of political rule, state and civil society entities may be 

charged with creating consent, yet hold distinct roles in the relationship between politics 

and reproductive decisions. While enforcement of such laws has taken the form of direct 

force, such as in areas of China with the one-child policy, examples abound cross-

nationally of the ways in which reproduction has been politicized in more subtle, 

consensual ways, and will be further explored in chapter three. As the political body 

ultimately in command of military force and coercion, the state also sets reproductive 

policies, and by law, establishes reproductive rights. Civil society, on the other hand, 

what Gramsci defined as "the ensemble of organisms commonly called 'private,'" is the 

vehicle for organizing consent (Gramsci 1971:12). Although it varies from one national 

context to another, civil society is generally constituted by institutions not directly ruled 

by the state, but perhaps strongly state-influenced, such as churches, trade unions, mass 

media, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), of particular importance in third 

world countries with a strong presence of bilateral organizations working to develop 

reproductive health services and promote family planning. Civil society organizations 

may enhance state rule by encouraging complicity with reproductive law. For example, 

media and church efforts converged to bolster the pronatalist agenda of Nicolas 
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Ceausescu's regime in Romania by exalting motherhood and proclaiming the joys of 

proHfic childbearing (Kligman 1998:122-3). 

In addition to the organization of consent, civil society constitutes a potential 

space for the organization of opposition on the part of subordinate social groups. From 

the same case study, Romanian physicians working out of private clinics assisted women 

to access abortion services, in spite of strict laws and punitive consequences directing 

them not to (Kligman 1998:103). Knowing a woman wanted an abortion, they 

sometimes delayed the next prenatal visit so as to give women adequate time to acquire 

abortion services, or they falsely diagnosed women with illnesses that legally qualified 

them for abortion services, such as measles, hepatitis, tuberculosis, or diabetes (104-05). 

Duplicitous in their objectives, they manipulated statistics and rhetoric to show party 

loyalty, under state surveillance. Thus, in the example of Romania, different civil society 

groups mobilized consensus thereby enhancing state rule, while simultaneously 

facilitating subaltern access to counter-hegemonic actions. Illustrating the complexities 

of counter-hegemony, duplicitous practices such as those engaged by the physicians also 

point to the gaps in hegemonic processes where contestation, struggle, and opposition 

take place. 

From Hegemony to Hegemonic Process: counter-hegemonic recourses 

As it has been used to analyze power relations across disciplines, hegemony has 

taken on a dual significance. While on the one hand, hegemony has become synonymous 

with political dominance as ".. .an actual end point, the result of hegemonic processes," it 

is the processual sense that I emphasize here (Mallon 1996). As a process, hegemony 



always remains incomplete, because, in Gramsci's words, "...the will and initiative of 

men themselves cannot be left out of account" (1971:244). Although the establishment 

of leadership relies on the fine balance of force and consent in relations among the state, 

civil society, and subaltern groups, when viewed as a process constantly in flux, 

hegemony is, as Williams proposes, "never either total or exclusive," but constantly 

"resisted, limited, altered, challenged by pressures not at all its own," (1977:112-3). 

Hegemony's incompleteness thus leaves room for struggle and resistance. While some 

interpretations find an overemphasis on "consensus" in Gramsci's work (e.g. Corrigan 

and Sayer 1985, Scott 1995), Roseberry argues that the analytical salience of hegemony 

includes an equal emphasis on struggle as consent. That is, as much contradiction as 

consensus emerges. As he explains, "What hegemony constructs, then, is not a shared 

ideology but a common material and meaningful framework for living through, talking 

about, and acting upon social orders characterized by domination" (1994:360-1). Thus, 

hegemony is never total, and conversely, agency is never completely autonomous, but 

rather both are worked out in a "common discursive framework." Common discursive 

frameworks are underpinned by a particular ideology and are created and promulgated on 

the part of the state. Important to the case of biological reproduction, hegemonic 

ideologies may be resisted in a non-discursive framework, enacted at the level of bodily 

praxis (Green 1999). Whether discursive or non-discursive, it is crucial to reiterate that 

the framework is never total or complete. While the state, as Roseberry explains, is 

constantly "talking" through various media including family planning campaigns, 

educational policies, legislation, etc., there are always several audiences across different 
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locales, listening and watching with different interpretations (1993:362). Insofar as 

hegemony is never total, it follows that counter-hegemonic processes are perpetually 

available and must be engaged in order to establish an alternative to the dominant order. 

Hence, the balance of hegemonic and counter-hegemonic forces at any historical moment 

is in flux. 

By maintaining a dimension of dynamism, analytically, hegemony is particularly 

well-suited to understanding reproductive decision-making. Decisions to have children 

do not occur at one moment in time, but unfold over the life course for individuals, 

couples, and families. Life course timing of particular biological events, such as the 

onset of puberty, menopause, and lactation-related amenhorrea for example, may impact 

such decisions as pointed out in previous biological anthropological contributions. In 

addition, socially circumscribed practices such as conjugality, marriage, and sexuality 

related to cultural notions of the life course often influence such decisions. Further, such 

decisions are influenced by socioculturally constructed understandings of birth spacing, 

ideals regarding the overall absolute number of children and particular sex/gender 

preferences. While some population researchers have explored gendered preferences for 

number and sex of future children (e.g., Jejeebhoy and Kulkami 1989, Mason and Taj 

1987), how such preferences are negotiated between couples, among kin and 

communities, or with health care providers has seldom been examined. However, ideas 

of the appropriate age or time to have children and how many children to have are also 

impacted by historical shifts in political, religious, and economic regimes on national and 

global levels. Given this ongoing dynamic among several interrelated levels. 



reproductive decision-making will be better understood as a hegemonic process. 

Moreover, as I demonstrate in this thesis, a processual view highlights human agency, 

with all of its contradictions and complexities, as an important dimension of reproductive 

decision-making. 

Recalling the introductory chapter, to the extent that reproductive policy and law 

enables leaders to establish political authority, it follows that in making reproductive 

decisions, women and men have recourse to counter-hegemonic strategies. New 

scholarship in anthropology explores the particular ways that nation-state leaders engage 

reproductive discourse and assert policy change in this domain in order to legitimate their 

political authority. A particularly salient historical conjuncture, the fall of Socialism in 

Eastern European countries and concordant regime shifts highlight the significance of 

reproductive policy to establishing rule. As Susan Gal and Gail Kligman have observed, 

such political activity serves multiple purposes of state formation and is context-specific 

(2000). In the case of Poland, for example, national government attempts to prohibit 

abortion services demonstrates loyalties to the Catholic Church, yet paradoxically, they 

remain unwilling to stem abortion tourism (Zielinska 2000). Conversely, pronatalist 

agendas further national goals of military defense when confronted with external, as well 

as internal geopolitical threats, such as in the cases of Serbia and Croatia (Shiffman, et.al. 

2002). Authoritarian political regimes in these countries have enacted pronatalist 

ideology by limiting checks on reproductive rights violations and allowing nationalist 

agendas to take hold. Moreover, with intense internal ethnic identity politics, the ruling 

Serbian Socialist Party "warned" parents in low fertility groups that they may be 
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"condemning their children to bear all the difficult consequences of the disappearance of 

their ethnic groups" (2002:7). While an overview of the abundant examples of how state 

leaders incorporate reproductive processes in order to establish authority will be provided 

in chapter two, it is sufficient to note the evidence of how reproduction is bound up with 

state level hegemonic processes. 

With respect to the contrary—how local level practices constitute the political— 

there is little in the anthropological literature. How then, does subaltern agency figure 

into hegemonic process? Debates within the Gramsci-inspired work of subaltern and 

postcolonial studies are helpful here. As previously noted, space for human agency 

occurs at the interstices of hegemonic processes, in the gaps resultant of their incomplete 

nature. However, agency cannot be simply viewed as resistance, since it does not remain 

outside of the hegemonic process, but rather is profoundly shaped by it. Full of 

contradictions, the complexities of social actions must be closely examined. For 

example, consensus amongst individuals and groups may be at once a form of agency and 

at the same time further support authoritative rule. In his particular historical 

conjuncture, Gramsci sought to make sense of Italy's Fascist regime, and implicitly, the 

failure of Italian Socialism to take power. Holding up the French Revolution as the gold 

standard, Gramsci pointed to the successes of the Jacobins to explain the key to becoming 

a "hegemonic party that truly led, rather than simply dominated;" it was by "channeling, 

understanding, and incorporating popular energies and beliefs" (Mallon 1994:1496). 

Consent of subaltern groups is sometimes integral to, but also shaped by larger group 

interests. 
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Illustrating the complexities of subaltern agency, Ranajit Guha (1986) provides a 

case study which involves reproductive decision-making. For the protagonist of the case 

study, Chandra, a Bagdi widow who became pregnant while living with her deceased 

husband's family, two options were available—either to be exiled permanently from 

caste relations, or to terminate her pregnancy considered illegitimate according to samaj 

law. Assisted by her female kin, Chandra acquired an oral abortifacient through a local 

healer but she ultimately died when it turned out to be poisonous. As Guha observes, 

Chandra and her female kin, by engaging a solidarity alternative to the kinship network, 

asserted agency in the context of strict patriarchal kin and caste relations. However, 

without legal recourse to counter-hegemonic strategies, such as sanctions against exile or 

sanctuary for pregnant widows, the alternative solidarity network, although a strong 

assertion of agency, was still significantly constrained. 

In another example, provided by Rhoda Kanaaneh (2002), Palestinian-Israeli 

women make sense of the dualist contradictory state ideologies that hail mothers of both 

small and large families. Women challenge pronatalist pressures by engaging another, 

competing hegemonic project of the modem woman who is a "supermom": "educated, 

employed, strong enough to face the difficulties of modem life and deal with the complex 

and racist bureaucracies and barriers she and her children face, yet soft, feminine, fertile, 

nurturing..(2002:69). Composed of a contradictory list of obligations, the modem 

woman project allows women adhering to pursue a "pick and choose" kind of agentive 

space within which they may fashion their uniquely configured feminine identity, but 

always within the confines of the list (ibid.:71). Thus, while in the face of Israeli family 



45 

planning programs, women may obstinately refuse a physician eager to subject his 

Palestinian patients to tubal legations, they may also denounce women who have too 

many children as "primitive" (161). 

In her case study of reproductive decision-making in a Zinocatecan community of 

Oaxaca, Mexico, anthropologist Carole Browner (2001) further illuminates the 

complexities of subaltern agency through an examination of how social actors of 

differentiated vantage points interpret and participate in state hegemonic processes of 

reproductive policy. Under the Mexican government's fertility-reduction policy, health 

centers in the region were amply supplied with free contraceptives, and according to 

Browner, women in the community expressed desires to limit the number of children they 

had and thus were apparently in agreement with the modernity project limiting population 

growth through the improved access to birth control. As reasons not to have children, the 

women cited risks to their health and well-being, along with the new social patterns, such 

as compulsory schooling and out-migration of adolescents which rendered children less 

beneficial to family economics. By contrast, the male community leaders, whose primary 

concerns were maintaining continuity of community land control, defense against 

envious outside communities, as well as against state threats of land redistribution plans, 

determined a populous community would give them "strength in numbers." They 

rejected limiting fertility and specifically the use of contraceptives to do so. 

Considering their powerful positions as community leaders, and perhaps the threat 

of physical force at home for defying male kin and community wishes, the women had 

little recourse to limit their fertility, in spite of their desires to do otherwise. Moreover, 



the threat of shame was perpetuated by a gossip network that implied a woman was 

having an affair if she were availing herself of the contraceptives provided by the local 

state-run health clinic, also deterred women from limiting their fertility. Paradoxically, 

the availability of contraceptives put the women under greater suspicion and made it 

more difficult for them to practice any form of fertility limitation (1986:468). 

Significantly, presented with contradictory messages on several levels, women's agency 

to assert their preferences congruent with hegemonic projects was constrained by micro-

level gender politics. Presented with these immediate challenges, women did the best 

they could to achieve their desired numbers of children. Hence, despite expressions of 

accordance with state-level projects, and increased access to birth control methods, they 

conformed to community interests (and pressures) to have more children. Importantly, 

this example illustrates the profound influence of local community histories, 

sociocultural, political, and economic dynamics on the ways in which macro-level 

processes play out. The discussion of agency in reproductive decision-making is further 

explored in chapter three. 

Following from this configuration so far, hegemonic process is a particularly 

well-suited concept for developing an approach to the anthropology of reproduction. 

First of all, as it is explicitly grounded in state politics, hegemonic process situates 

reproduction in macro-level power relations. Secondly, by incorporating the struggles 

within civil society and amongst subaltern groups in the legitimation of the authority of 

the state, hegemony foregrounds everyday reproductive actions in the configuration of 

the nation-state, thereby overcoming a longstanding neglect of the so-called private 



sphere by state theorists (Alonso 2001, Guy 2000, Vaughan 2000). Thirdly, hegemony 

allows for the understanding that decisions to reproduce are not isolated, static 

phenomena, but rather unfold over history, histories, and life courses. Embedded in 

contexts of power, social actors making reproductive decisions reflect the dynamic 

balance of hegemony, to the degree that they accommodate hegemonic ideology or 

engage counter-hegemonic practices. In order to understand the ways in which 

hegemonic processes influence decisions to reproduce, I turn to the media through which 

hegemonic processes evolve—ideology, discourse, and history. 

The how of hegemony; ideology, discourse, and history 

As an approach to understanding the reproduction of the dominant social order, 

the study of hegemonic processes is an exploration of the generation, circulation, and 

internalization of ideas. Just as civil society constitutes a sphere where dominant and 

subordinate groups may shape forces of rule or opposition, ideology may be engaged for 

multiple purposes, including bolstering political authority through the mobilization of 

consent, as well as organizing opposition. In Gramsci's view, for the purpose of 

establishing hegemony, political leaders may evoke ideology to cement socially diverse 

groups and views in a unified will for political change. In order to foment a successful 

counter-hegemonic movement, a "moral and intellectual" reform is necessary. In this 

sense, ideology is not merely a collection of abstract, free-floating notions but provides 

an impetus for social organization: "ideologies 'organise' human masses, and create the 

terrain on which men move, acquire consciousness of their position, struggle, etc." 

(Gramsci 1971:377). Ideological struggle is part and parcel of class domination and 



integral to structural transformation, rather than reducible to class structure as conceived 

by Marx and Engels (1976 [1845-1846]). 

Ideology is not separate from, but tightly bound up with power. By Eric Wolfs 

definition, ideology is a system of ideas with a particular configuration, developed in 

order to legitimate certain power relations (1999:4). Whereas for Marx and Engels the 

ruling ideology directly corresponded to the ruling class (1976 [1845-1846]), in 

Gramsci's approach, ideology is more diffuse, imbued in everyday social interactions, 

and thus not reducible to the social relations of production. All individuals are 

intellectuals and philosophers, in this view. In making sense of ideologies, individuals 

possess a multi-dimensional consciousness, whose dimensions are often in contradiction 

with one another. While these consciousnesses may be multiple, Gramsci presents them 

as a duality; "one which is implicit in his activity and which in reality unites him with all 

his fellow workers in the practical transformation of the real world; and one, superficially 

explicit or verbal, which he has inherited from the past and uncritically absorbed" 

(1971:333). In combination, they make up what Gramsci terms common sense, or an 

outlook on the world comprised of taken-for-granted conceptions on life. In his words: 

"Common sense is not something rigid and immobile, but is continually transforming 

itself, enriching itself with scientific ideas and with philosophical options which have 

entered ordinary life" (1971:326). 

Common sense, although often contradictory in nature, moves social actors to 

consent in hegemonic processes. What distinguishes ideology from hegemony is 

precisely the extent to which elements of the dominant ideololgies are naturalized as 
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unquestioned custom, habit, or spontaneous practice. Ideology differs from hegemony in 

terms of origins and modes of operation, as Jean and John Comarroff explain: 

"Hegemony consists of constructs and conventional practices that have 
come to permeate a political community; ideology originates in the 
assertions of a particular social group. Hegemony is beyond direct 
argument; ideology is more likely to be perceived as a matter of inimical 
opinion and interest and hence is more open to contestation." (1992:29). 

Once they become hegemonic, ideologies have permeated the every day notions making 

up social actors' common sense. This does not render ideologies inert, but to the contrary 

when engaged by subordinate social groups, as the Comarroffs point out, they "may 

express hitherto voiceless experience" (1992:29). Civil society institutions under strong 

state influence such as churches, schools, and the media in many places, termed 

"ideological state apparatuses" by Althusser (1971), are implicated in the spread of 

ideology. 

Reproductive decision-making, as a social act infused as common sense, is a 

touchstone for multiple ideological struggles over definitions of the family, the nation, 

modernity, gender, race, and motherhood. Questions of who shall be discouraged, 

encouraged or allowed to reproduce, depending on a consideration of a whole host of 

social factors such as age, ethnicity, marital status, and sexuality, to name a few, resonate 

with ideological understandings of morally appropriate behavior along lines of gender, 

class, and race. To view reproduction as a hegemonic process is to understand how 

power relations are reflected in, and ideologies on multiple levels become internalized at 

the level of the body in processes of deciding whether, when, and how often to reproduce. 



An example in which such ideologies shape social reproductive practices can be 

seen in Shellee Colen's concept of "stratified reproduction" (1995). In her examination 

of the differential experience of childrearing for upper class, Anglo Manhattan employers 

of West Indies immigrant nannies, Colen discerns the ways in which culturally-shaped 

ideologies of motherhood influence these womens' experiences and ultimately reinforce 

transnational stratified inequalities. For upper class Anglo Manhattanites, competing 

cultural values on private child care and career success shape their decisions to hire 

nannies in order to fulfill motherly obligations. Meanwhile, for the West Indian nannies, 

emigration was the alternative to shrinking employment possibilities in their home 

countries. Through immigration and childcare policies, the U.S. facilitated a process of 

"stratified reproduction." Working as undocumented nannies enabled West Indies 

women to fulfill obligations to financially provide for their children, most of whom were 

left behind. In this example, gendered ideologies of motherhood serve to legitimate 

reproductive processes and stratified inequalities along lines of race and nation on a 

global scale. Beyond laws and policies, ideology is also communicated through 

discourse (Wolf 1999:6). 

Emerging out of a confluence of Post-Structuralism and Marxism, the emphasis 

on discursive aspects of hegemonic processes was first developed by Ernesto Laclau and 

Chantal Mouffe (1985). They put forth the idea that in the establishment of hegemony, 

discourse diffuses across a plurality of social spaces in order to mobilize consent, not just 

at the levels of the state and civil society, as originally conceived by Gramsci (1985:135-

141). In the Foucauldian sense, as explicated by Rabinow, discourse signifies a "set of 



terms, images, and concepts which organize thinking and experience about the past, 

present, and future of society," (1984:25). However, in this sense, discourse extends 

beyond written or spoken language to include non-linguistic codes such as gestures, 

social practices, dress, material objects. Encompassing "the domain of the semiotic—the 

practices and production of meaning" (Hall 1988:51), discourse takes part in the "how" 

of hegemony. If ideologies are systems of ideas, as Wolf (1990) defines, discursive 

processes make ideologies meaningful in social interaction, in this case, for the 

establishment of hegemony. 

In an effort to maintain the full tension of a plurality of discourses and the role of 

the state in the process of hegemony, Stuart Hall (1978) incorporates this discursive 

emphasis in his notion of articulation. The plurality of discourses is not so diffuse as to 

elide state influence, but rather constitutes a whole ensemble in which tensions between 

diverse practices and ideologies are maintained and subsumed within a unitary agenda in 

a process of articulation. Thus, discursive diversity is pulled together in order to 

maintain leadership, and according to Hall, "it is the contradictory unity so constructed 

and held that rules" (1988:53). While Hall does not deny multiple disparate discourses, it 

is by creating their apparent cohesion that authority is established. It follows that states 

and civil society groups are not monolithic agents in the production of hegemony, but 

remain sites of contradictory discourse and ideology embedded within and subject to 

hegemonic processes. 

In her study of the experience of the one-child policy in China, Ann Anagnost 

(1995) observes that "population" is a discursive category not uniquely residing in the 
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state, but articulated across many diverse social sites. Although coercive elements of the 

state policy (it is still a policy, not a law) cannot be denied, hegemonic processes have 

rendered population as a "problem" has entered the national imaginary, permeated 

everyday speech, and mobilized widespread support for the Chinese Socialist Party. 

With historical roots in early 20''' century connections between body quality and the 

strength of the nation, the current "population problem" is also built on a similar 

discourse, although the definition of body quality has changed. Racial purity is no longer 

the primary goal but has shifted to modernization markers such as education, purchasing 

power, and productive labor capacities (1995:30). Fewer people allows for the 

concentration of state resources in improving the quality of the national body. Limiting 

reproduction of individual bodies thus advances the modernization goals of the Chinese 

Socialist Party, and bolsters their leadership credibility. 

In the wake of the fall of the Soviet Union, there is a renewed fear of chaos and 

social disorder for which a population policy is seen as a partial remedy in China. Thus 

in addition to the repressive techniques of enforcing the policy, gaining consent to the 

policy is integral to re-establishing party hegemony (25). On the ground, local birth 

workers carry out the ideological aims of the party, thereby making historically-shaped 

state discourse meaningful. Birth workers gain the respect of and endear local women to 

their endeavors through their hard work and self-sacrifice for which they are rewarded by 

the party. Commonly highlighted as stories of heroism in the newspaper, such birth 

workers risk their lives and their children's lives for the honor of assisting the national 

body to achieve modem status. 
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Importantly, the state population discourse was multivocal/*^ "talking" to different 

audiences, who in turn, engage and interpret the policy differentially, principally along 

lines of class, ethnicity, and gender. Notably, Chinese minorities did not fall under 

similar policy restrictions because they were already considered small populations, 

according to Anagnost. In gendered terms, women across many classes were targeted 

almost exclusively to men, yet women of a high-class standing may be able to pay high 

taxes in order to have more than one child, thereby bypassing the policy (1995:37-8). 

While Anagnost discerned the multivocal and diffuse nature of state population 

discourse, it seems that Hall's notion of articulation is analytically useful here. Insofar as 

the discourse in this example is multivocal across diverse groups, it ultimately furthers an 

apparent national cohesion by emphasizing the goals of modernizing the national body, 

and simultaneously bolsters support for state authority. 

Ideologies and discourses are not static or spontaneous but shift over time, and are 

sensitive to historical forces on several levels. The multi-leveled nature of hegemonic 

processes strongly links up with its fundamental consideration of historical forces. In 

order to understand how hegemonic processes take shape, exploring history on several 

levels allows for a more holistic understanding of how such multiple levels interact, 

continually relating and impacting one another. In order to understand reproductive 

decision-making, for example, it is important to take into account historical discourses 

around population and development, understand how those are incorporated by different 

nation-states, depending on their relationship to the global political economic order, as 

The one child policy remained a policy, not a law at the time of Anagnost's study. 
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well as how those are accommodated and negotiated in local contexts relative to 

particular historical conjunctures. In an anthropological move away from examining 

cultures as bounded and isolated communities, William Roseberry proposes social fields, 

originally conceptualized by an anthropological fore founder, Max Gluckman, for 

understanding historical, political, economic, and cultural interconnections on multiple 

levels (1998:521). Accordingly, understanding local phenomena requires exploring the 

historical contexts on local, national, and global levels in order to draw the connections 

between social relations on macro-and micro-levels. As the aforementioned Mexican 

case study demonstrates, multi-leveled analyses that take into account the local political 

and social history are crucial for understanding the contradictory ways in which 

population policies play out. 

In sum, hegemony as an incomplete and ever-shifting process is marked by 

ideological struggle as well as discursive negotiation, and shaped by particular historical 

conjunctures. While Gramsci's notion of ideology extends beyond the Marxian 

understanding of a direct correlation with economic class, hegemony is not singularly 

based in ideology, nor is ideology completely removed from the constraints of class. 

Although Gramsci's writings predate poststructuralist developments in the relationship 

between power and meaning, the emphasis on discourse—as encompassing meaning and 

social practice—enriches his analysis. As a unified construct of plural discourses, 

articulation denies the ad hoc, Foucauldian nature of discourse to illustrate the class-

based power differentials upon which hegemonic processes always rest. Insofar as the 

state is not a monolithic entity but one fraught with contradictions and fissures, it follows 
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that hegemonic processes take place within the state, as well as relations between state 

and society. Remembering hegemony's multileveled characteristic, a consideration of 

social fields in which local and global histories interact is integral to understanding the 

"how" of hegemony. 

Culture, Difference, and Ethnicity 

Beyond ideology and discourse, it is important to bear in mind the cultural 

dimension of the production and experience of hegemonic processes. Long defined by a 

dichotomy of idealism/materialism in anthropology, culture is conceptualized here in the 

tradition of Williams (1977), who asserted that culture is rooted in material social 

processes, rather than relegated to the "superstructural," generally constituted by "idea, 

beliefs, arts, customs" (1977:19), as it has been understood according to the 

idealist/materialist dichotomy in cultural thought. As it is used here, culture courses 

through the everyday life, at every turn shaping and being shaped by social interactions. 

Thus, it is "at once socially constituted (it is a product of present and past activity) and 

socially constitutive (it is part of the meaningful context in which activity takes place" 

(Roseberry 1989:42). In order to make sense of hegemonic discourse and ideology, it is 

necessary to examine social relations on the ground. Yet, in order to make social 

relations meaningful, as Geertz explains, culture "denotes an historically transmitted 

pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in 

symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their 

knowledge about and attitudes toward life" (1973:89). Thus, in this approach, culture is 
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the meaningful stuff in interactions, however, not solely a collection of mental 

abstractions, but is in part constituted by material history and forces. 

This definition of culture radically departs from the way in which demographers 

have used it in their understanding of fertility declines, an extensive topic of chapter two. 

Demographer Tom Fricke has described the historically problematic definition of culture 

as it has been applied in demographic analysis: 

"Analyses that take social organizational features as the ultimate level of 
context, while ignoring local contexts of meaning, implicitly assume that 
people's motivations are universal; this can lead to untested suppositions 
such as ascribing the childbearing behavior and desires of non-European 
women to oppressive patriarchal constraints, the absence of which would 
free women to behave exactly as they would in Europe or North America. 
Culture, if referred to at all, exists in highly normative formulations that 
assume a law-like authority in behavior. Its measurement is often 
confined to categorical measures within which normative regimes are felt 
to apply" (1997:251). 

In spite of the significance of culture to the exercise of hegemony, it is not my intention 

to conflate the two. Hegemonic processes are not purely cultural, but additionally rest on 

historical, ideological, and discursive means of establishing authority. 

In contrast to historical connotations of culture as a reified, bounded "thing" 

unifying people of a particular tribe, community or nation and represented by language, 

custom, tradition, and dress, culture is not only the "replication of uniformity," but the 

"organization of diversity," as observed by Anthony Wallace (1970). As an ensemble of 

signs and symbols, culture encompasses the ways in which polyvalent verbal as well as 

non-verbal behaviors, gestures, images, actions and objects are made meaningful for a 

diverse group of social actors. Situated in history, culture is not monolithic, but unfolds 



over time as "potentially contestable messages, images, and actions" (Comarroffs 

1992:27). As distinct from ideology, culture includes the meanings and experiences of 

people living hegemonic processes, but who may have diminished access to the 

production and dissemination of ideology (Roseberry 1989:45). 

Insofar as culture is grounded in the meanings and experiences of everyday 

interactions, it follows that culture is implicated in the reproduction of difference, not 

only in sameness as it is used in the functionalist tradition (Eagleton 1991). If hegemonic 

ideologies and discourses serve at once to underwrite power relationships and advance 

oppositional movements, it is in the cultural aspects of hegemony that these hierarchies of 

difference are grounded as common sense, the Gramscian definition. The cultural aspect 

of hegemony is constituted by "a complex set of ideas, meanings, and associations, and a 

way of talking about or expressing those meanings and associations, which present an 

order of inequality and domination as if it were an order of equality and reciprocity, 

which give a product of history the appearance of natural order" (Roseberry 1989:45). In 

the cultural reproduction of difference then, the notion of cultural inscription, or the 

separation of meaning from experience, is an important tool in hegemonic processes 

(Geertz 1973, cited by Roseberry 1989). Similar to ideology, culture becomes linked up 

with power relations to the extent that cultural signs and symbols connect social actors' 

experiences with hegemonic meanings (Roseberry 1989 cited in Alonso 1994:381). 

Thus, culture becomes an important medium through which hegemonic processes operate 

to the extent that they facilitate the separation of meanings from experiences, and 

naturalize hierarchies of difference. In the case of reproductive decision-making, the 



meaning inscribed in decisions of whether and when to have children reflects the cultural 

hegemonic component of difference reproduction. 

Although seldom explored in this light, decisions leading up to human 

reproduction provide fertile ground for understanding the reproduction of difference and 

commonness implicated in hegemonic processes. Significantly, the formation of 

differentiated social identities begins at birth. As Henrietta Moore emphasizes, it is 

important to bear in mind that ".. .the production of people is not just a matter of 

reproducing the labour force; it is a matter of producing particular sorts of persons with 

specific attributes in ways that are congruent with socially established patterns of power" 

(1994:93). Insofar as social difference becomes naturalized through ascriptive 

characteristics—e.g. sex, phenotype, age—birth is a particularly defining moment in 

hegemonic processes enacted in reproduction. As such, reproduction thus becomes a 

fruitful social practice to govern for those with a stake in maintaining the social order. 

Remembering the incompleteness of hegemonic processes, it follows that cultural 

practices around biological reproduction may constitute counter-hegemonic recourse for 

individuals and groups. Moreover, the implicit critique of essentialism promulgated in 

Gramsci's insistence on the constant construction of hegemony prevents a deterministic 

reading of the reproductive sphere as a site where one's social status is fixed. 

As a social form of difference upon which hierarchies of power are often based, 

race/ethnicity becomes an important category to examine when making sense of 

hegemonic processes. Described as both physiological and sociocultural, racial identity 

is frequently conferred on someone at birth, based on physical, genetic makeup. 
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ascriptive, and phenotypical characteristics. Notably, hegemonic reproductions of ethnic 

difference are salient among third world peoples, whom population policies often target, 

yet who remain relatively understudied in this respect (Kertzer 1995)." Although not 

considered in its original conception, Hall draws from Gramsci's analysis of hegemony to 

yield insights into approaches to understanding the problem of racism. 

Discerning seven dimensions of hegemonic process useful to the analysis of 

racism. Hall foregrounds Gramsci's nuanced view of the role of economics as far as it 

avoids of collapsing the inter-relationship between class and race. Second, his emphasis 

on historical specificity avoids the tendency to homogenize racist activity across time and 

place, but urges analysts to take into account particular historical conjunctures. Third, he 

points to the "uneven" impact of racism across different regions and sectors. Fourth, by 

expanding the approach to subjectivity formation beyond a class-based process to include 

ideological and political processes of unification, Gramsci facilitates the observation that 

multiple dimensions of social identity may intersect to impact subjective experience. As 

Hall observes, "this begins to explain how ethnic and racial difference can be constructed 

as a set of economic, political or ideological antagonisms, within a class..." (1986:25). 

Fifth, the role of the state vis-a-vis civil society is integral to reproducing racially 

differentiated societies. Sixth, in Gramsci's view, culture is an important site for the 

exercise of hegemony, in which meanings of race and ethnicity figure strongly into the 

image of the "national-popular." As a final point. Hall highlights the explicit role of 

" Although see Lancaster 1992 for a discussion of 'colorism' in Nicaragua. 
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ideology in hegemonic processes which, when compared to materially reductionistic 

analyses, reflects a great advance in an approach to understanding racism. 

In the case studies of subsequent chapters, it is important to note the significant 

influence of notions of race and ethnicity to the politics of reproduction. In many cases, 

discourses around who is encouraged or discouraged to reproduce are heavily racialized. 

By reflecting on these discourses as part and parcel of hegemonic processes, the multiple 

and intersecting political, ideological, and cultural media may be distinguished, and 

counter-hegemonic recourse may be highlighted. 

Individual and Collective Subjectivities 

Cultural dimensions of hegemonic processes include the formation of particular 

subjectivities, both collective and individual. As Williams observes, experiences of 

hegemony take shape through the "perceptions of ourselves and our worlds" (1977: 110). 

Insofar as hegemonic processes involve the establishment of authority via political, 

ideological, discursive, and cultural maneuvers, the construction of subjectivities based 

on culturally-defined difference is a practice for establishing political authority through 

consent, in the Gramscian sense. Also, in the case of reproductive decision-making, there 

is the construction of desire for children, for a particular number of children of a 

particular gendered makeup, and at a particular time in relation to parental age. As 

Foucault has observed, state capacity to measure and monitor population composition and 

dynamics in 18'*' century Europe signified an important development for "biopower," the 

process where by power diffuses out to an individual bodily level to be internalized and 

engaged though self-surveillance and discipline. From this formulation, the notion of 



"productive power" and the introduction of the body as a site of power relations add to 

the thesis' theoretical framework. That is, in conceptualizing an expanded Gramscian 

concept of hegemony, I find a Foucaudian sense of desire (for children) production 

12 useful, as well as his incorporation of desire on a bodily level. 

To be clear, however, there are two very important aspects of Foucault's theories 

from which I depart in order to retain a Gramscian perspective. One, by emphasizing that 

power takes shape through an internalization process, as a self-imposed force, Foucault 

may provide a more nuanced view of power, but downplays the reality and threat of 

coercive power in the sustenance of capillary power. Coercion may take the form of 

direct force (i.e., to be sterilized), or it may take this other form of structural violence. 

Particularly in third world contexts post world war two, overpopulation exploded as a 

politically discursive way to define less economically developed countries as 

"backwards" and "primitive." In Latin America especially, loan monies became 

increasingly, and extensively linked to population-based views of poverty and 

development; such that aggravating the specter of economic insecurity has become a 

form of structural violence (Binford 1998). Yet, at the same time, as Nancy Leys Stepan 

observes, the early twentieth century Latin American variant of eugenics discourse 

stressed a neo-Lamarckian view of improving bodily quality through state intervention in 

sanitation, family and reproductive health. A notion of hereditariness meant that such 

interventions would be passed down to the ends of improving and progressing the 

national "race" (1991:135). Thus, bodily-level desires have long been implicated in the 

For a further elaboration of the utihty of Foucauldian dimensions, see chapter three. 
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perpetuation of population surveillance, and must be taken into account in hegemonic 

processes of reproductive decision-making. I make my second point of departure, by 

relation, from Foucault's definition of the state as diffuse and unspecialized; in this 

thesis' conceptualization, the state retains a specialized status, and a relative cohesion—a 

common discursive framework. 

Thus, in the consideration of individual subjectivity, Foucault's notion of 

biopower contributes to understanding the way in which reproductive decision-making 

responds to personal desires acquired through capillary forms of power, but not without 

the coercive power circumscribing such desires, particularly in third world contexts. 

While through reproductive decision-making an individual may assert agency in 

configuring an individual subjectivity, this agency is always constrained. Similarly, 

collective subjectivities may serve as a site of human agency, albeit constrained. In 

proposing an "expressevist" framework for understanding subaltern agency, Gavin Smith 

(1999) observes that collective subjectivities may be engaged in counter-hegemonic 

projects. As the following example illustrates, counter-hegemonic projects are multi-

layered and entail contradictory practices. 

In the previously mentioned case study of a Zinocatecan community in Mexico 

the preferences of many women to have fewer children were ultimately superceded by 

efforts to please their husband's interests in particular, and more generally, the interests 

of male community leaders (Browner 1985). While their ultimate decisions to have more 

children might initially appear to be a counter-hegemonic strategy in light of the Mexican 

state's campaign to limit fertility in order to project a "modem" image to outside nations, 
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a more nuanced analysis of local social structures yields a fuller understanding of how 

collective subjectivities figured into the process. Community women honored local 

gender politics and a collective subjectivity as a Zinocatecan community that was "strong 

in numbers" by having more children than they themselves expressively preferred. These 

examples point to the multiple and intersecting levels of hegemonic experiences. By 

illuminating the significance of subjectivity formation to hegemonic processes, they 

showed how subjectivities may be a site for counter-hegemonic negotiation. 

Concluding Remarks 

In this chapter I have generated an expanded conceptualization of hegemony by 

combining its original composition by Gramsci and revisions by later Gramscian scholars 

that is particularly well-suited for understanding the politics of reproduction on several 

levels. As social science scholars increasingly examine the connections between 

domestic sphere activities and state-level projects such as legitimizing political authority, 

state formation, or building a unified national identity, a natural turn is to examine how 

constituents come to experience and in turn, shape such links. Reproduction, as a 

primary activity for establishing citizenship and contributing to the national body, has 

been politicized the world over. As a social and cultural as well as biological process, 

reproductive decision-making is a salient phenomenon for analyzing state discourse and 

ideology, and the ways in which individuals interpret and experience them. However, 

decisions to reproduce are not made in isolation most of the time and decision makers 

vary across contexts, thus negotiations with partners, kin, and communities are important 

to study as well. 
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For studying reproductive decision-making, hegemonic process, or the 

mobilization of consent for dominant group rule, is analytically useful as it foregrounds 

power relations, historical forces, culture, ideology, discourse, process, and space for 

agency. As Gramsci conceptualized it, gaining consent with the ultimate threat of 

coercion is a key aspect to population policies, and thus reproductive decision-making. 

Civil society, importantly, is a duplicitous entity, which serves purposes of enhancing 

state rule, at the same time that it may serve as a site of contestation. The concept of 

articulation in this framework is useful, as it suggests that the state does not force unity, 

but rather maintains cohesion through differentiation. Further Gramscian developments 

have stressed the dynamic nature of hegemonic processes. Considering the shifting 

dynamics incorporated into reproductive decision-making, maintaining this dynamism is 

important. Particularly, its ever-shifting nature suggests that hegemony is never total, but 

retains a gap in which contestation becomes possible. Incorporating multiple, interacting 

historical contexts enables a more precise analysis of the contradictions and complexities 

of subaltern agency. That is, international population-based development does not 

impose a population policy onto an ahistorical community, but interacts with national and 

local histories to articulate with the ways in which individuals incorporate them into their 

decisions. Collective and individual subjectivities figure strongly, as certain associated 

entitlements are conferred at birth, and as they create a space for mobilization around the 

politics of reproduction. 

In order to understand the bodily level on which these decisions take place, and 

the productive sense of power to define individual desires (for a particular number of 



children of a particular sex at a particular time), I have incorporated Foucault's notion of 

biopower to generate an expanded Gramscian framework. Importantly, however, 

incorporating Foucauldian dimensions does not dismiss coercive power, an especially 

salient aspect of Latin American contexts. In the remaining chapters, I continue to 

compare hegemony with past analyses of reproductive decision-making literature in 

feminist, historical, demographical, and critical population studies. Doing so enables me 

to further assess its strengths and the continual generation of a more precise analytical 

tool. 



66 

2 

POPULATION POLITICS: RACE, DEMOGRAPHY, AND NATIONAL 
IDENTITY 

Introduction 

"One of the great innovations in the techniques of power in the eighteenth 
century was the emergence of 'population' as an economic and political 
problem: population as wealth, population as manpower or labor capacity, 
population balanced between its own growth and the resources it 
commanded. ... Things went from ritual lamenting over the unfruitful 
debauchery of the rich, bachelors, and libertines to a discourse in which 
the sexual conduct of the population was taken both as an object of 
analysis and as a target of intervention..(1978:25). 

—Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality 

As Foucault observes, population has long been a measure of power, and in this 

thesis, it is considered a measure of nation-state power. A concern with population, and 

particularly the crudest of statistics—birth and death rates—has facilitated state entrance 

into some of the most personal and private reaches of constituents' daily lives. Sexuality 

and reproduction have become the purview of state intervention, insofar as the concept of 

population allowed the state to monitor the national body's constitution. Statistical 

moments like births, deaths, and migration—as they have been organized into categories 

such as race, class, and gender—have yielded shifts over time of the national body. 

Population, in this sense, constitutes one pole in Foucault's concept of biopower. In an 

application of this Foucaldian concept, Ann Stoler observes that sex served as the 

"discursive interface" to the regulation of the population in both colonial contexts and the 

European colonial countries (1995). Yet, I would add, reproductive decision-making, as 

a social practice, also has interfaced the two poles. Recalling Alonso's observation of 
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national identity: "Membership is most commonly obtained through birth, thus nation-

13 states actively regulate sexuality, reproduction, gender and kinship" (unpublished:2). 

From these theoretical assertions, one aim of this chapter is to show how reproductive 

decision-making corresponds to national identity projects. 

The broad purpose of this chapter is to historically analyze the hegemonic process 

of population ideology and policy. As previously articulated, several dimensions of 

reproduction are important to establishing state rule, and legitimating political leadership. 

Procreation is not simply the reproduction of individual bodies, but implicates the 

creation of particular social identities concordant with hierarchized access to resources 

and power (Moore 1994). Additionally, links between population and poverty remain 

indeterminate, yet underlie the vast majority of development discourse and practices. For 

these reasons, it is important to understand the historical trajectory of how population has 

been conceptualized ideologically, and subsequently put into practice for the purposes of 

legitimating political authority, or in processes of state and national identity formation. 

In order to illuminate the ways in which race and reproduction have been implicated in 

the establishment of hierarchies of power, I explore a complex and protracted dance 

across several literatures, including: 1) case studies of colonial articulation; 2) late 19"^ 

and early 20^'' century Euro-American eugenics movements; and 3) postwar demographic 

theory and policy. 

From the first literature, it is clear that categories of race and nation have long 

turned on local reproductive relations and population statistics—the aggregate measures 

For cross-disciplinary ethnographic substantiation, see Ginsburg and Rapp 1995, Luker 1996, 
Oudshoorn 2001. 



of reproduction. As Ann Stoler has observed, Foucault was conspicuously silent on the 

fact of colonialism, and the way discourse on sexuality was shaped by colonial 

encounters "through contrasts forged in the politics and language of race" (1995:5). In 

the second and third literatures, I trace the racialized ideologies through the shift from 

predominantly biological explanations to the primary emphasis on cultural definitions. 

Moreover, from the demographic theory and policy, I discern underlying ideologies of 

modernist dichotomies of traditional/modem and rational/irrational, dichotomies that run 

through subsequent anthropological critiques, the fourth literature addressed in this 

chapter. Finally, I critically review post-war U.S.-based socialist feminist activism 

opposing population control to highlight the missing link of national and local histories 

and power relations. 

My specific aims of this chapter are to establish the nature of Western population 

ideology and policy as hegemonic processes, to make sense of how they have contributed 

to processes of state formation and national identity, and particularly to highlight the 

centrality of racial formations to concepts of population. A historical analysis reveals the 

thematic currents, and underlying assumptions running through and across different 

conceptualizations of population. Additionally, it shows that population measurement 

constitutes one pole of a biopolitical relationship with individuals' reproductive bodies 

(Foucualt 1978:143); power relations on several levels are implicated in reproduction; 

definitions of the national body politic are bound up in population ideologies and 

policies, and extensive literatures on population have not examined it in this light. 



Within this complex history of population studies, there are several shortcomings 

that urge a theoretical framework like the one generated in this thesis. One, a historical 

shift from biological to cultural notions of racial categories has veiled the racialized 

aspects of population policy, which would be uncovered in an emphasis on the concept of 

hegemonic process. Two, the protracted history of the ways in which population has 

been bound up with national political projects establishes population ideology as a 

veritable macro-level influence on local reproductive decision-making processes. Three, 

over the extensive history outlined below, an evolutionistic view and traditional/modem 

dichotomy that privileges Northern "rationality" over Third World "irrationality," and 

neglects local social and historical contexts, remains salient. A hegemonic processual 

approach accounts for these three shortcomings of this literature. Thus, this historical 

review forms a base for analyzing the social and phenomenological reproductive body, 

the topic of chapter three. 

Population as Power: History, Colonialism and Eugenics 

Beginning with colonial articulation, I proceed to show how definitions of race 

and nation have historically turned on reproductive decisions and practices. Monitoring 

and classifying persons by racial categories achieved several ends: 1) it legitimated 

subjugation by racialized groups—in particular their conjugal and sexual practices (and 

thus their capacity to reproduce), 2) it deepened definitions of "otherness," 3) it 

demarcated limits to the extension of colonial national resources, and 4) legitimated the 

extraction of local resources for colonial rule. As Partha Chatterjee explains, "The 

colonial regime... sought to fashion the conceptual instruments of its control over an 



alien population precisely by enumerating the diverse communities that, in the colonial 

imagination, constituted the society over which it had been destined by History to rule" 

(1993:123). In this view, through census-taking, colonial officials casted a symbolic net 

with which it was possible to capture its constituents into the national imaginary 

(Anderson 1991:164). By racializing these numbers, colonialists could further monitor 

and shape the nature of the colonial body politic, as well as maintain a hierarchy of 

authority. By doing so, population articulated, in the sense that Stuart Hall (1981) 

proposed, a sense of unity in diversity. 

Before proceeding to examine the historical case studies, it bears delineating the 

particular definitions of racism I use here. Racism does not signify the allocation of 

resources according to biologically essential traits, nor does it swing to the opposite 

extreme to use the term of ethnicity, i.e. race as social construct, nothing more. I draw 

from Michael Omi and Howard Winant (1994) to centralize race as a critical component 

for the analysis of population politics. In this sense, racial formations legitmate power 

reelations along other axes (e.g., gender, class, and sexuality), rather than constituting 

merely a consequence of other inequalities. It is important to consider that race is not 

simply a social construction. Rather, racial hierarchies have historically been legitimated 

in both biogenetic and cultural terms (Stoler 1997:233). Thus, it is important to retain the 

double understanding, as at once a concept rooted in biology and culture. As Ann Stoler 

explains: "Racism is not to biology as nationalism is to culture. Cultural attributions in 

both provide the observable conduits, the indexes of psychological propensities and 

moral susceptibilities seen to shape which individuals are suitable for inclusion in the 
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national community..(1997:203). Such a concept of racism allows further exploration 

of the way race has been understood in terms of biological inferiority or superiority at the 

same time it has been used to explain similar delineations of socially patterned behaviors. 

Racism, in this sense, can be truly understood as a productive power over life and death 

(Foucault 1978 cited by Stoler 1997:130). 

As a salient moment of racial formation, colonial articulation provides a unique 

window into understanding how definitions of race and nation turned on reproductive 

decision-making. An examination of those cases that blurred these categories in the 

Dutch Indies, the cross-racial unions and their miscegenous progeny, has yielded an 

insight that racialization was not just placed onto colonial subjects, but to the colonial 

elites themselves, along lines of gender and class (Stoler 1991). That is, "the politics of 

exclusion" dictated that while poor whites were discouraged from emigrating to the 

colonies, elite European women were seen as the safekeepers of their men's sexual 

virility (1991:67, 72). Maintaining strict conjugal and sexual proscriptions was critical to 

sustaining and stabilizing imperial rule because it was by way of sexual unions and 

biological reproduction that boundaries of exclusion were transgressed. The symbolism 

of blood was important to these ideas. For it was through biological reproduction that 

identity was maintained, and otherwise, the bio-psycho-social integrity associated with 

Europeanness was "culturally contaminated" (1991:72). Drawing on concurrent Euro-

American eugenic discourse rampant in Europe at that time, one's "purity of blood" 

connected her or his social aptitude—viewed in morally-based behaviors—to biological 

heredity. Proscriptions against cross-racial unions thus prevented racial "degeneracy." 
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In the context of the turn of the twentieth century, eugenics discourse became central to 

the politics of empire, particularly in Asian and African colonies.'"^ Yet, racialized 

notions of blood purity can be traced to Latin American colonial encounters taking place 

much earlier, from the 16"^ to 18"^ centuries. 

Mestizaje, miscegenation between indigenous persons and Spanish colonialists 

began to challenge the social colonial hierarchy almost immediately after the Conquest 

(Stolcke 1994:9). Social prestige was based on racial purity, and in this sense, guarded 

colonial authority. In a dispute with the Church, whose main priority was the 

maintenance of virtuous marriages, the Crown struggled to limit marriages between 

racially distinct, thus considered socially unequal persons, and ultimately secularized the 

bestowment of marital status, and imposed the Pragmdtica Sancion which required 

patemal consent in order to legitimate marriages. Since uncertainty regarding interracial 

marriage continued, a decree was passed in 1810 which led to a virtual prohibition on all 

inter-racial marriages (19). Delimiting marriages in order to preserve a racialized 

colonial hierarchy in essence was an attempt to limit the reproductive decision-making 

processes which would yield mestizo children, who were viewed as a biologically 

inherent threat to the purity of blood, and thus the colonial authority. Of course, 

interracial unions continued in spite of the ruling, an example of the common forms of 

resistance individuals may employ through reproductive decision-making.'^ 

For additional historical cases, see Comaroff and Comaroff (1991) on Africa, and Alonso (1995) on 
Mexico. 

In chapter three, there is a more extensive discussion of reproduction-based agency and resistance 
supported with ethnographic case examples. 



In the mid 19"^ century, an EngUsh doctor wrote "the uterus is to the Race what 

the heart is to the person: it is the organ of circulation for the species" (Poovey 

1987:145). If racialized discourse has linked up with reproduction in order to perpetuate 

notions of degeneracy and inferiority, the converse notion of superiority has also been 

maintained in the process, and the two have historically reciprocated one another, as 

several scholars have shown (Bock 1984, Gordon 1976, Hunt 1997, Stoler 1997). Best 

documented by historians of early twentieth century England (Davin 1997), in a context 

of industrialization, and Germany (Bock 1984), amidst Nazi rule, "positive" eugenics 

exalted motherhood amongst European women at the same time lower orders were 

viewed as "unfit" for reproduction. 

In England, the backdrop of an increasing concern over the birth rate decline at 

home and across the rest of Western Europe, a poor performance in the Boer war, and an 

impending rivalry with Germany, the United States, and Japan, attention turned to the 

health of children, as the future measured strength of the national body politic (Davin 

1997:89-90). As the middle-class standard dictated, mothers were primary caregivers of 

children, and as such, critical actors for the solution to problems of infant and child 

morbidity and mortality. Therefore, an ideology of motherhood emerged to bestow upon 

women with children a kind of social dignity, on the one hand, and a moral responsibility 

for the health of children, which by extension implicated the health of the imperial race. 

In this vein, mothers were accountable for child ill-being—regardless of the mixed 

composition of child care assumed by extended kin or neighbors—targets for public 

health instruction (and thus based on an assumption of ignorance), and blameworthy for 
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"race suicide." Sustaining political hegemony as a colonial empire was not the only 

concern prompting a racialized pronatalism. 

Concordant with industrial expansion, particularly the intensification of 

separation from the mode of production and an increase in capital-requiring methods, an 

ideology of motherhood that encouraged women to stay home and support family 

survival so that men could enter the work force benefited imperialists and capitalists alike 

(ibid.; 131). Through exalting women as mothers who prioritized social reproduction, 

industrialists secured a primary workforce in fathers, and a secondary workforce in 

mothers whose home duties constrained their abilities to work to nights and weekends. 

By focusing on mothers, state officials and industrialists averted addressing poverty and 

environment as the true problems behind infant mortality and morbidity rates. 

Furthermore, there was resonance with Thomas Malthus' doctrine, proposed in Principle 

of Population (1798), in which he linked economics with sexual prudery, insofar as 

individuals were no longer sufferers of poverty, but rather implicated in its perpetuation. 

Owing to their unabated reproduction, individuals remained trapped in a cycle of poverty. 

More than any other publication, argues George Stocking Jr., Principle of Population 

"defined the terms of social discourse for the next half century" (1987:217). In Malthus' 

view, poverty became an individually controllable problem, not a social problem. By 

expressing sexual control—at that time in the form of abstinence, later contraceptives 

became acceptable means of fertility regulation—individuals could lift themselves out of 

poverty, since over-reproduction was viewed as the source of impoverishment, rather 

than the consequence. 
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As described by Phillip Kreager (1986), Malthus established a moral economy to 

reproductive decision-making. By abstaining from sexual intercourse (other methods of 

fertility regulation were considered religiously invirtuous), and thus making decisions to 

not reproduce as much or as often, couples were seen as expressing moral rectitude and 

personal responsibility. Such a view has resonated through the historical demographic 

explanations of Europe's mid 19'*' to mid 20'^ century population decline, as Peter and 

Jane Schneider (1996) observe, but has been infused with the modernist language of 

rationality. Engaging primarily in coitus interruptus, abstinence, and abortion in order to 

limit fertility in the absence of modem methods, Europeans "appear in a great deal of 

early and classical population theory as paragons of rationality, their minds disciplining 

their bodies on behalf of long-range goals" (1996:5). 

Correspondingly, reproduction was increasingly viewed in classist, racist, and 

moralist terms over this time period, culminating in the language of eugenics—racial 

degeneracy and suicide - during the Nazi regime in early nineteenth century Germany. 

As described by historian Gisela Bock, based on a bipolar policy of extolling motherhood 

amongst women of designated Aryan descent while simultaneously discouraging those 

women considered morally deviant and racially "degenerate," Nazi eugenics incorporated 

sexism and racism for racial hygienic ends (1984:275). Women were to blame in either 

case, for racial purity because, as a popular book of the day reasoned: "the number of 

degenerate individuals bom depends mainly on the number of degenerate women capable 

of procreation" (Grassl 1929 in Bock 1984:275). The combination of "positive" and 



"negative" eugenics explains the otherwise seemingly paradoxical co-existence of 

antiabortion mandates and sterilization campaigns.'^ 

Nearly a century after the publication of Principle of Population and preceding 

German Nazi eugenics, a U.S.-based movement supplying a new version of 

Malthusianism arose. Fusing a concern for overpopulation with a heightened interest in 

racial and class population composition, American eugenicists incorporated Darwinian 

and Spencerian contributions to the intellectual context of the time. Specifically, Spencer 

precipitated Darwin's explanations of human survival in population terms. In contrast to 

Darwin's concept of natural selection, Spencer posited that humans had to struggle to 

survive, and inherent to that struggle was a competition for energies waged between sex 

cells and survival cells, therefore the fewer progeny, the more energy individuals had for 

survival (1864 in Schneider & Schneider 1996:168). In the U.S., an awareness of an 

ever-decreasing birth rate amongst immigrants from Northwest Europe, and an increased 

rate of persons immigrating from Southeast Europe, particularly after 1880 prompted a 

17 concern for "race suicide," mainly among educated Americans (Hodgson 1991:4-5). 

Combined Darwinian and racist influences informed a "biological Malthusianism" 

perspective in which societal progress relied upon biological improvements, rather than 

strictly "moral restraint," and around which different contingents of the budding 

Population Association of America (PAA) coalesced (ibid.:7). 

For a more thorough historical overview of the American and international eugenics movement, see 
Allen Chase, The Legacy of Malthas; The Social Costs of the New Scientific Racism (1977) 

As Hodgson (1991) explains, this idea first took hold amongst Academics, who were of northwestern 
European heritage, predominantly. 
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As adherents to biological Malthusianism, Eugenicists and immigration restrictive 

groups formed and ultimately dominated the PAA—the foundational base of demography 

as a separate social scientific discipline (Hodgson 1991). Although birth control 

advocates shared a racist approach, their goal of empowering (Anglo) poor women to lift 

themselves out of poverty differed from the misogynist views held by eugenicists 

(Gordon 1990 [1976]:295). Nevertheless, eugenics thought dominated population 

analyses, and motherhood for the racially and morally "superior" groups was hailed a 

national imperative in Germany, England, as well as the U.S., at the same time groups 

viewed as morally "unfit" or racially "degenerate" were discouraged and forbidden to 

enter the national body whether through birth or immigration. 

While many historians place the decline of Euro-American eugenics concomitant 

with the discovery of Nazi atrocities in the 1930s, Briggs reveals the contrary through her 

historical analysis of U.S. medical texts, and more accurately places their decline with 

civil rights movements of the 60s and 70s (2002:82-3). In addition, as Nancy Leys 

Stepan (1991) has demonstrated with respect to Latin American variants, although 

eugenics' origins may be traced to its Euro-American variants, they do not map onto 

national and local contexts in homogenous forms, but rather spin off as unique 

configurations, to be shaped by particular historical contexts. Moreover, there is striking 

resonance between early Spencerian population analysis and postwar overpopulation 

ideology and discourse, particularly as both exemplify the modem/traditional duality, and 

hierarchical moral evaluation on the frequency of reproduction, found in both social 

Darwinism and modernization theory. 
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Eugenic Legacies, Postwar Demographic Theories and Anthropological Challenges 

To what extent did eugenicist ideologies remain an undercurrent of postwar 

demographic theories and policies, particularly in the context of the "population bomb?" 

While Jane and Peter Schneider observe that postwar theories were not "a direct 

descendant of Spencer or of the tum-of-the-century eugenic schemes for reversing 

societal degeneracy through selective breeding" (1996:167), I demonstrate that racialized 

ideology did continue through postwar policies and through today, albeit in somewhat 

altered terms. According to Rosalind Petchesky, by highlighting racial composition in 

population growth, postwar population studies ideology contained a "clear message to 

white elites that is no different from that of the eugenicists earlier in the century" 

(1990:120). Notably, today, racial components of population change, and particularly 

birth rates, continue to be highlighted in alarmist tones, as demonstrated in the 

introductory chapter's example of a recent New York Times article foreboding the future 

predominantly Hispanic national body. However, beyond asserting this observation, I 

historically support it with a critical examination of the ideological shifts in population 

studies, as well as evidence from multiple national contexts. In particular, by using the 

concept of racial formation, it becomes clear that racial formation remains a definitive 

aim of population policy, despite placing greater emphasis on cultural markers rather than 

biogenetics. 

If prior to the war population politics hinged on biogenetically-based notions of 

race, postwar theories and policies reflect a shift to classism and culturalism, concepts 

which are inextricably linked to racism, but safely distinct in popular terms and 



definitions. Thus, while Nazi atrocities prevented such blatantly racist motives behind 

demographic theories and population policies, as Phillip Kreager observes. Cold War 

discourse and policy identified "demon identities," newly defined in terms of economics 

rather than heredity, in the disadvantaged poor of the newly-labeled "Third World" 

peoples of Latin America, Asia, and Africa (1997:160). Although global shock and 

remorse over the Nazi-instituted tragedies may have prevented overtly racialized 

language in the overpopulation discourse, peoples previously considered biogenetically 

inferior were now likewise depicted as reproductively-inferior, due to their social, 

economic, and cultural traits. 

The first major development in population studies was demographic transition 

theory. Like modernization theory, classic demographic transition theory gained 

prominence within a Cold War context. Proponents of this theory proposed a universal 

pattern of population change that occurs concordant with measures of economic 

development, especially urbanization and industrialization. Also similar to the stages 

presumed in modernization theory, demographic transition theory presumed a unilinear 

evolutionary path that consisted of first, a period of high fertility couple with high 

mortality; secondly, a period of falling mortality without a concordant decline in fertility 

thus causing high population growth; and finally, a marked descent in fertility to lead to 

slow or no growth (Davis 1945, Notestein 1945). Interestingly, modernization required 

too much time for its impatient proponents. Notestein himself promoted technical 

interventions such as the distribution of western methods of contraception (Demeny 
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1988). Stabilizing or decreasing population growth, in this view, was a critical step in 

economic development. 

Although it was successfully challenged by anthropological, demographic, and 

historical critiques, demographic transition theory did establish several underlying 

ideological assumptions that have carried through in subsequent demographic theories 

and development policies. First, it presumed that a homogeneous demographic decline 

occurred across Europe.'^ Secondly, it applied the particular historical trajectory 

universally, thereby presuming homogeneous national contexts that emulate Europe. 

Thirdly, it denied the role that national and local histories play in demographic changes. 

As the case studies outlined below show, Euro-American population ideology does not 

map onto local contexts in uniform and predictable ways. Fourth, it presumed a direct 

and mutual relationship between industrialization and lowering birth rates, without 

explaining the specifics of that relationship. Fifth, it shouldered individuals with the 

responsibility of national economic development by implicating their reproductive 

decisions and carried through the Malthusian moral economy behind reproductive 

decisions. Sixth, it established a modernist dichotomy of "traditional" or "modem." 

Subsequent demographic theories have continued, rather than challenged these 

19 assumptions. 

Before examining critiques and revisions, it is worthwhile to historically examine 

other factors contributing ot the development behind demographic transition theory, such 

There were many exceptions to the European demographic transition that challenge the connections 
between industrialization and birth rate declines. For one important and well-documented example, see 
Vasary (1989) on the one-child system in 18"' century rural Hungary. 

See Greenhalgh 1995 for a discussion of these shortcomings. 



81 

as the disciplinarization of demography as well as the political goals and consequences of 

population theories and policies. As a discipline, demography had retained a tension 

between scientific inquiry and policy-making since its inception, the former constituency 

perpetually attempting distance from the latter in order to gain legitimacy amidst a tight 

competition between social sciences for recognition (Greenhalgh 1996:30, Hodgson 

1983:1). Yet, as Greenhalgh has observed, demography's greatest source of financial 

support has always been from political bodies, particularly governments, or to a lesser 

20 degree, international organizations with a political agenda (ibid.:31). 

The fact that demography was beholden to policy-driven dollars in a Cold War 

context meant that greater political goals of U.S. foreign policy strongly shaped 

demographic theories. For policymakers concerned about "losing" the Third World to 

communism, the model of a demographic transition further substantiated a way to "win." 

There were other political consequences to the adoption of this view. One, demographic 

transition theory distanced itself from pre-war European nationalist demographies, such 

as those of Mussolini and Hitler, and by association, their blatantly eugenicist views 

(Schneider 1998). Two, notably, demographic transition theory also articulated a view 

that colonial powers had hindered the economic growth of their economies, by 

disallowing industrialization to take place (Kreager 1997). To this end, they were viewed 

as causing, in part, the "problem" of overpopulation." Moreover, such a recognition was 

timely for the particular Cold War political aim: to shift the onus of responsibility for 

With the establishment of the PAA, there was an attempt to move away from the activist-oriented arm, 
yet, as Dennis Hodgson points out, that struggle represented more of an ideological dispute between 
eugenicists and birth control advocates than a difference of empiricism, and in reality, eugenicists 
advocated an activist stance (1991:19). 
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fertility rates onto the shoulders of Third World nations, as part and parcel with the 

assumption of political and economic control during a context of massive decolonization. 

In other words, in spite of the pervasive impact from colonialist legacies (and ongoing 

post-colonial interventions), it was not up to them to embrace industrialization, and to 

control the growth of their populations. 

Proponents of demographic transition theory extracted population changes from 

their national and local contexts in order to retain a political distance from interwar 

eugenics and nationalist pronatalist regimes and to prevent the spread of communism. 

Ironically, the socialist feminist movement in the 60s and 70s, considered below, 

committed a similar error. In doing so, they fashioned a one-size-fits-all theory to place 

on the nationally configured, locally-nuanced, complex and contradictory hegemonic 

processes behind reproductive decision-making. 

Anthropological Critiques of Demographic Transition Theory 

While a limited but salient anthropological critique exists, it is important to 

remember that there was a lag in anthropological interest in fertility or other demographic 

analysis, due to a longstanding bias toward ethnography and politico-jural matters 

(Ginsburg and Rapp 1991). In one of the first critiques of this sort, Steven Polgar 

questioned the presumed universality of pre-industrialization high fertility and mortality 

rates by tracing diverse paths of demographic change across cultural groups (1972:204-

5). He also reminded demographers of the significant impact of colonization through 

which the populations of European countries actually increased, while the populations of 

subject countries were stunningly decimated. Central America, for example, constituted 



83 

20 percent of the world's population in 1490, but less than a century later, it had been 

severely reduced, and only composed 3 percent of the world population. Notably, 

Central America didn't recover its 1490 population of 7 million until the 1950s (Lovell 

1995). 

Anthropologist Penn Handwerker (1986) first critiqued demographic transition 

theory for its evolutionist distinction of "traditional" from "modem" societies. In his 

view, this binary continued in spite of revisionists' attempts to label high fertility 

"natural" rather than "irrational" (e.g., Henry 1979). Although Handwerker tends to fall 

into an economically reductionistic argument, the very likes of that which he intends to 

critique, selections from his edited collection challenge the modernist assumptions 

underlying demographic transition theory with ethnographic evidence. For example, 

educational opportunities related to modernization projects have an ambiguous impact on 

fertility. In southern Texas, Linda Whiteford (1986) observed a continued high fertility 

rate in spite of a relatively abundant availability of educational opportunities. Contrary to 

explanations of backwardness related to ethnicity or traditionalist views on birth control, 

the ethnographic evidence showed women's participation in an economic strategy that 

rewarded a high rate of reproduction through agricultural labor demand, the primary 

source of livelihood. Thus, a dearth of jobs requiring higher educational levels overrode 

any presumed connection between education and fertility limitation (1986:247-8). 

Similarly, Kevin O'Reilly pointed to the Irish exception to Western European fertility 

declines and noted that an increased exposure to an educational system only contributed 

to the indoctrination of women in the Catholic state's pro-fertility stance (1986:221). 
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From Demographic Transition Theory to Diffusionism 

In a monumental shift in demographic theory, findings from a major demographic 

study, the Princeton Fertility Project guided by Ansley Coale (1963), questioned the basic 

premises of demographic transition theory. Whereas the link between macro-level 

economic factors and demographic indicators was called into question, a diffusionist 

paradigm gained popularity to foreground micro-level theories of fertility decline 

(Kertzer 1995). A diffusionist approach explained the timing of demographic transition 

as taking place on a local level, through "the spread of knowledge and ideas" (Cleland 

and Wilson 1987:20). In other words, if economic shifts did not bring about fertility 

declines, it was presumed that cultural shifts in the form of a change in the beliefs and 

traditions surrounding reproduction were the primary cause. Thus, while such a shift 

highlighted the significance of local contexts, the resulting paradigm still held tight to 

modernist explanatory assumptions (Greenhalgh 1995, Kertzer 1997). 

Within this explanation, lower reproduction was still privileged with disregard for 

the cultural logics behind reproductive decision-making. Moreover, it perpetuated the 

moral economy that privileged "rational" individuals and couples engaging in fertility 

regulation. In addition, proponents continued to apply a generalized European historical 

context across unique national contexts. As Jane and Peter Schneider summarize, 

"the European fertility decline presupposed as a necessary, if not 
sufficient, condition the emergence of a 'mentality' that brought 
childbearing out of the realm of religion or fate, where control over it was 
unthinkable, into the realm of conscious and calculated choice" 
(1996:178). 



The terms emerging from such a view—"family planning" and "birth control"— 

linguistically index the Liberal emphasis on rationality, choice, and control. In this view, 

the implementation of family planning programs or simply the mere access to western 

contraceptives, fosters awareness of the benefits of fertility regulation and sparks an 

impetus for individuals to limit the number or children they bore. This is not to say that it 

supercedes other modernist explanations for fertility decline, but rather that it 

complements it. Moreover, while demographers have noted this shift, development 

policies retain demographic theory logic: currently, much research on contemporary 

Third World nations presumes a demographic transition is needed in order to achieve 

economic development (Haines 1995). 

An emphasis on culture in demographic theory and Third World countries in 

demographic policy impelled demographers to turn to anthropologists, the purported 

experts of both.^' Anthropologists, in turn, have levied heavy critiques against 

diffusionist theory in its broadest explanatory element—that fertility declines hinged on 

the speed and efficiency of cultural transmission of "rational," calculating, fertility-

22 regulating mindset. Implementing family planning programs abroad in order to 

increase awareness of, access to, and acceptance of western contraceptive methods, in 

this view, were key solutions, and many micro-level progeny spun off from this grand 

diffusionist theory. Broadly, anthropological critiques targeting the definition of 

"culture" have ranged from lack of specificity (Handwerker 1986:10) to "vague, static, 

Since this turn to culture, there has been an extensive discussion within demography regarding an 
appropriate definition and use for the concept of culture; see Greenhalgh 1995, Kertzer and Fricke 1997. 
^ Linguistic barriers were attributed for clogging up channels of communication about the benefits of 
smaller families (Lesthaeghe 1977). 
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homogenous, and overly rationalistic" that designate "timeless traits or traditions...along 

a hierarchical scale of rational versus irrational behaviors," (Krausel999:31). Indeed, 

such a critique has been taken up within demography, in which disciplinarians decry the 

use of culture as "a grab-bag of non-demographic, non-economic characteristics that 

influence behavior without themselves being susceptible to economic or demographic 

explanation" (Kertzer 1995:29). Most importantly, however, a critique of culture as 

divorced from historical political economy has emerged from reflexive demography 

(Greenhalgh 1995), a critique on which this thesis' theoretical framework builds. 

Additionally, anthropological evidence of the cross-cultural, historical traditions 

of fertility regulatory methods other than westem-bome contraceptives indexes an 

inherently flawed presumption that increasing awareness will enable women and couples 

to regulate fertility, when other methods have historically been available. Several authors 

in physical anthropology provided the first substantive evidence of this kind (Devereax 

1976, Kaplan 1976), and more recently, feminists have echoed this critical rejoinder 

(Hartmann 1983, Petchesky 1990:10).^^ 

Most saliently, the evaluation of smaller families and lower fertility rates as 

"rational" while individuals and couples that have had "too many" children have been 

viewed as "irrational" elicited anthropological ripostes in several aspects, including the 

contention that reproductive decision-making is marked by rationality, whether the goal 

is few or many children (Handwerker 1986:3; Nardi 1981; Ross 1986). Supported by the 

aforementioned common access and use of other methods of fertility regulation such as 

See Nardi 1981 for a detailed overview of these approaches. 



abortion, herbal contraceptives and infanticide, this view presents reproductive decision

making as a carefully calculated consideration, usually reflecting families' need for labor. 

According to Jane and Peter Schneider, in part, anthropologists formulated this theory to 

critique the way in which diffusionist theory placed "responsibility for the 'population 

bomb' on the shoulders of the world's most vulnerable peoples, falsely blaming their 

allegedly fatalist and incurious attitudes—often also their sexual behavior—for an excess 

of counter-productive births" (1996:35). 

Several factors were explored by anthropologists making this argument, a few I 

clearly discern in the rest of this section. First and foremost, a "demand-for-labor" 

theory, in which during contexts of high demand for labor, couples would decide to have 

as many children as they need to fulfill the work needs, and conversely, during times of 

low demand, will have few children. This approach is firmly rooted in Engels' critique 

of Malthas that pointed out a demand for unskilled labor, such as that prompted by the 

Industrial Revolution, may impel a supply of them in child workers. For example, 

Benjamin White (1973) traced the steep population growth in 19"^ century Java to a 

colonial demand for labor. In a Western Samoan example, Bonnie Nardi observed the 

help mothers anticipated from older children in terms of child care, weeding the taro 

garden, and weaving mats (1981:704). In addition, couples deliberated the concern over 

securing care in their old age (ibid.: 705). Similarly, in India, Nichter and Nichter (1998) 

observed couples preferred having boys in order to secure lineage and protection against 



divorce, while girls were viewed as a source of long-term household support.^"^ Another 

reason behind reproductive decision-making included valuing children for the joy and 

pleasure of childrearing (Nardi 1981). In a study of Sonora, Mexico, Jeanne Simonelli 

(1986) observed women making a conscious effort to limit fertility in the face of 

economic hardship, particularly the devaluation of the peso in 1982 and the increasing 

out-migration of male residents. Thus, examining local level motivations for having 

children leads to a sense of agency to population change, as opposed to the 

overdeterministic demographic theories. Reproductive agency is the topic of further 

exploration in the following chapter. 

Similar to the demographers they have critiqued, anthropological analysis has 

assumed rationality behind individual reproductive and contraceptive behavior. This 

concept of rationality differs from home economics in that the former stresses a weighing 

of choices, while the latter invariably reduces all social action to economic 

considerations. However, it is my contention here that a lot of decisions made by 

individuals, regardless of their cultural context, happen without such detailed reflection. 

This is what makes reproductive decision-making a hegemonic process: a lot of time 

pregnancy, and thus children, result from unions that are not well thought out. To point 

out their unplanned nature does not imply unthinking, sexually reckless individuals, but 

rather emphasizes the complex process composed of individuals' interactions with 

several levels of decision-makers—including state, community, and kin—that lies behind 

reproductive decisions. Thus, in overemphasizing individually calculated rationality, 

^ There is an extensive literature on gender preferences in reproduction that lies outside the scope of this 
paper. 



these anthropological critiques, like their demographic predecessors, obscure the complex 

process of reproductive decision-making negotiated by individuals and couples vis-a-vis 

state ideologies and policies. 

The invaluable anthropological contribution, however, is to discern the moral 

economy to population policy: the observation that the remedy to the "overpopulation 

problem" rested squarely within the purview of individual, moral responsibility of Third 

World peoples to limit their fertility, preferably with Western-based contraceptives. 

Much like the century eugenicist discourse outlined above, individuals, 

predominantly women as the designated reproducers of the national body politic, were 

saddled with responsibility of economic progress across Latin America, Africa, and Asia. 

Particularly as it was modified by the European Fertility Project at Princeton, 

demographic transition theory viewed "culture," rather than "race" as the distinguishing 

factor that delineated the "traditional" from the "modem.As we will see in 

ethnographic examples of Italy and Palestinian-Israelis (Kannenah 2002) in the upcoming 

chapter, such discourses have been taken up by individuals on an everyday basis, 

whereby the number of children in a family has been the basis of scrutiny by others, or 

what the Schneiders have termed "reproductive stigma" (1996:11). 

25 
However, the majority of anthropological analysis in this realm focuses on Europe's historical decline, 

interestingly (Kertzer 1995). Perhaps a direct response to the demographers' research into uniquely 
European "cultural" traits such as marital patterns and kinship systems of inheritance in an effort to explain 
their success at birth control methods requiring great "self-restraint," anthropologists also focused on 
historical Europe, and presented several ethnographic challenges. 

To Caroline Brettell (1991), for example, great intra-regional diversity in kinship residential and 
inheritance systems in Portugal prevented the formulation of any coherent understanding of "European" 
cultural patterns attributable in analyzing the fertility decline. 



Micro-level Theories; Women's Status, Wealth Flows, Lactational Amenhorrea, 
and Commodified Children 

Before exploring new home economics arguments, three other micro-level aspects 

of reproductive behavior have been considered by demographers and challenged by 

anthropological analysis: 1) women's status, 2) breastfeeding patterns and proscriptions 

as a mechanism for lactational amenhorrea, and 3) wealth flows. In the first, Karen 

Mason (1986) proposed that by improving women's status social status by increasing 

their educational and job opportunities, women would naturally be conferred greater 

household power, and thus be enabled to have fewer children, and use western 

contraceptives to do so. In this sense, an end to patriarchal family relations would signal 

the onset of fertility decline. Yet, as family historians have shown, and Giddens has 

recently reinforced, movement toward ideals of romantic love, marriage, and 

nuclearization of the family unit, were premised on women's subordination in the home 

and the relative exclusion from the public world (1992:43). Less explored, but more 

fruitful analysis has explored the complicated negotiations imbued with gendered power 

relations, between spouses vis-a-vis extended kin in making household level decisions, 

whether regarding contraceptive use or health-producing actions. In this view, the micro-

politics of gender relations better explain the relative power of women to influence 

decision negotiations. In Brazil, for example, Donna Goldstein (1994) observes the ways 

in which women's capacity to influence whether or not their husbands use condoms—the 

AIDS prevention method most often promoted—are constrained by cultural views of 

gendered interactions within marriage. Although not studied, by relation, reproductive 

decision-making is a process situated in a similar dynamic, and must be analyzed with a 
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relational definition of gender, in which gender forms a base for other power relations 

(Scott 1987). 

Stemming from physical anthropological fertility studies, breastfeeding 

proscriptions have been an additional focus of examination. As the cause of lactational 

amenhorrea, or the bodily mechanism whereby lactation often prevents ovulation, and 

thus conception, prolonged localized breastfeeding patterns may shape broad fertility 

rates. For example, in response to Benjamin White's assessment of colonial Java 

prompting a demand for labor to which the Javanese birth rate excelled, Paul Alexander 

(1986) countered that more likely, conscripted labor arrangements that pulled women 

away from childrearing responsibilities disrupted prolonged breastfeeding patterns which 

had previously kept fertility rates low. Similarly, in Nancy Ross Hunt's analysis of 

colonial Belgian Congo (1997), colonialists disdained African birth spacing customs and 

promoted less birth spacing, an important insight to more current analyses of high 

African fertility rates. In a milestone historical demographic study of a rural community 

in the Swiss Alps, Robert Netting (1981) observed that increased birth intervals, due to 

prolonged durations of lactation, accounted for extreme fertility decline. While 

lactational amenhorrea studies point the importance of the local and bring the site of the 

body to the fore in analyses of reproductive decision-making, they disregard the historical 

political and economic contexts thereby perpetuating the autonomous view of culture, for 

which this thesis' framework serves as a corrective. More recent analysis of 

breastfeeding is helpful here. 



92 

By implication, breastfeeding studies to other ends may be highlighted for their 

impacts on lactational amenhorrea. In a contemporary example, Donna Haraway draws 

on Scheper-Hughes' (1992) ethnographic analysis of Northeast Brazil, in which infant 

and child death from dehydration has increased, in spite of immunization-related 

reductions. In addition to the loss of a culture of breastfeeding in which it is no longer 

modeled by older women for younger women, Haraway observes that the introduction of 

development-sponsored powered milk bearing a high "technoscientific pedigree," and 

"radiating... enlightening purposes" must be considered, particularly for the concomitant 

development of paternity-establishing rituals: "The symbolic transaction by which a 

father 'claims' his child and his woman is to bring the infant's first weeks' supply of 

Nestogeno, an especially valued Nestle product in a lovely purple can" (1999:83). In this 

context, breastfeeding (as nutritional supplement and contraceptive mechanism) becomes 

a technoscientific technique, transnationally available along lines of class. 

The last two micro-level theories are based primarily on economic considerations 

outside of labor demands when deciding whether or not to have children, and how many 

children to have. In what John Caldwell (1982) has termed "wealth flows" theory, the 

onset of fertility decline is marked by a shift from the practical benefit of having children 

such that the children-to-parent wealth flow—i.e., labor-producing capital or subsistence, 

household chores, elderly and infant care—reverses to a parent-to-child flow in the forms 

of various resources. Although an interesting concept, and perhaps applicable in some 

cases, it still holds a traditional/modem dichotomy in an evolutionistic sense, which the 

Schneiders aptly summarize as: "In a 'before' time, children are obligated to parents who 



win (parental) honor through generosity in local settings; in an 'after' time, parents are 

obligated to children whose (youthful) honor is won in the wider domain of individual 

performance" (1996:180). Moreover, once again, it portrays the locally nuanced 

processes of reproductive decision-making as universalistic behaviors. 

Finally, home economics theory explicitly equates children and time devoted to 

childbearing in commodified terms. At the center of this theory, rational economic man, 

or in this case couple, calculates a cost-benefit analysis that weighs costs of children to 

the household sustenance such as increasing schooling requirements that take them away 

from chores or farmwork against the benefits they bring in. This conception paints a 

picture of longitudinally strategic couples seeking to maximize the economic benefit of 

their children. In addition to the problematic reduction of children to economic goods, 

there are several issues with this model.^^ One, it includes the assumption that decisions 

to have children represent a unified household consensus, when, in reality, they are 

marked by conflict as well as consensus, and represent a process of negotiation (Ben-

Porath 1978, Browner 2002, Folbre 1993, Petchesky 1990). For example, gendered 

reproductive interests in wife/husband dyads differ in terms of both number and sex of 

children may cause such conflicts. Differences include long-term elderly care and 

financial support, and securing lineage, which usually differ between husbands and wives 

(Jejeebhoy and Kulkami 1989, Mason and Taj 1987). Second, it precludes the common 

practice of fostering; childrearing often includes children not bom to the couple heading 

the household, and whose needs cannot be predicted from the outset of a linear fertility 

For a more detailed critique of the new home economics models, see Schneider & Schneider (1996:192-
5). 
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career (Bledsoe 1996). Third, it overestimates the power of individual choice without 

taking broader social relations into account. And ultimately, by maintaining an 

underlying sense of rational calculation to the decision-making process, such a view 

denies the inherently emotional realm of childbearing (Simonelli 1986), and perpetuates a 

hierarchized value system to reproductive frequency. 

Socialist Feminists and the Critique of Population Control 

Moving beyond the theoretical developments in demography to their applications 

in a foreign policy contexts, which Susan Greenhalgh (1990) reminds us have often been 

profoundly intertwined, I examine the socialist feminist movement that arose in 

opposition to population control. It points to a useful overarching framework for 

analyzing the hegemonic process of reproductive decision-making. Striking a nerve with 

feminists, the increasing focus on population "problems," viewed as a way to legitimate 

foreign interventions amongst peoples living in countries classified as "third world," 

prompted a cascade of intense U.S.-based criticism. Feminist scholars across disciplines 

decried population control policies abroad, specifically for their historical ties to specious 

Malthusian logic, underlying interventionist ideologies, anti-communist discourse, and 

connections with U.S.-based eugenics ideas. As discerned by Mass, neo-Malthusian 

logic paradoxically depicts the poor, as "victims of imperiahst domination are depicted as 

the aggressors—faceless and hungry hoards leading 'civilization' to the brink of 

imminent disaster" (1976:xi). Linda Gordon (1990), in turn, directly challenged the 

underlying logic of neo-Malthusian programs, which presumed that a decrease in 

population would inevitably enhance economic development, since "overpopulation" was 
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seen as the primary root of poverty. These programs, she noted, did not take into account 

other important socioeconomic factors such as legacies of colonialism, imperialist 

relationships between 'first' and 'third' world countries, and the shifting social relations 

27 of production concomitant with the global spread of capitalist economics (1990[1978]). 

Mass (1976) further called attention to the significance of examining the historical 

contexts within which Malthusian and neo-Malthusian logic arose. Writing during the 

industrial revolution in Britain, Malthus' political aims included justification of the 

landed aristocracy's economic interests of over that of the growing industrial bourgeoisie 

(1976:17). The neo-Malthusian ideas in population control policies of the Cold War era, 

in turn, were combined with anti-communist rhetoric and interventionist ideology. 

The scholarly and popular obsession with population intensified concordant with 

the Cold War policies based in fear of a teeming, out of control, overpopulated, 

communist third world "them" on the verge of revolution and unrest, as opposed to a 

controlled, restrained, limited "us" (Gordon 1990 [1978]). Such population concerns 

entered the national imaginary by way of Stanford biologist Paul Ehrlich's 1954 

publication, "The Population Bomb." Quoted by Gordon, the pamphlet warned of the 

connections between overpopulation, poverty, and social unrest in particularly anti-

communist terms: "Hunger brings turmoil-and turmoil, as we have learned, creates the 

atmosphere in which the communists seek to conquer the earth (1990:393)." 

Legitimating the tremendous increase in population control research, the problem of 

The scope of this chapter does not allow for a full explication of the nuances of Thomas Malthus' 
argument. See previous chapter for fuller didactic. For a detailed point-by-point critique of neo-
Malthusian logic, see Rao: www.hsph.harvard.edu/Organizations/healthnet/SAsia/repro/rao3.html. 

http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/Organizations/healthnet/SAsia/repro/rao3.html


overpopulation took hold in development and foreign policy, as was reflected in the 

establishment of, and steady flow of funding to, multiple development and research 

28 organizations. 

Beyond their anti-communist intentions, population control policies came under 

scrutiny for their interventionist ideologies as well. According to Gordon, U.S.-

sponsored population control slowed local contraception movements by subverting 

national and local authority. For Betsy Hartmann, author of Reproductive Rights and 

Wrongs, intervention exacerbated poverty, rendering the idea of Western-backed 

population policy a bitter irony. Moreover, she argued, evidence of cross-cultural "age-

old techniques" of contraception found in "ancient societies" in biological 

anthropological studies precluded any need for foreign intervention (1987:91). Of value, 

Hartmann's analysis illuminates ethical misgivings of U.S. interventions, particularly as 

they were bound up with the pharmaceutical industry's interest in making a profit from 

the testing of contraceptive methods under the rubric of "saving" third world peoples 

from the ills of overpopulation, and ultimately to the worldwide dispersal of western-

patented techniques. 

By linking political ideologies with population policy, feminist socialist studies 

provided an important link between political projects and economic interventions. 

Moreover, their attention to racist, classist, and gendered terms of these policies formed 

an important overarching framework for thinking about the articulation within these 

programs. The dearth of national historical, social, or cultural context in these accounts, 

Examples are: Office of Population Research at Princeton, the Population Council, Planned 
Parenthood's World Population division (1961), and John Hopkins' School of Hygiene and Public Health. 



however, made foreign intervention appear as a monolithic front, capable of eclipsing 

national and local efforts to limit fertility. By extension, population policy became a 

monolithic form of domination over a relatively powerless third world. To the contrary, 

as upcoming examples show, national contexts present complex histories, and prove 

interactive, not passive receptors, of foreign encounters (see Joseph et. al. 1998). Thus, 

understanding local contexts is crucial to a clear analysis of colonial, imperial, or 

development articulations between the West and the South/East. 

By piecing together archival and ethnographic evidence from the mainland and 

Puerto Rico, Laura Briggs (1998, 2002) assesses Mass's assertion that thousands of 

Puerto Rican woman were victims of forced sterilization campaigns starting in the 1960s. 

Influenced by anti-colonialist thinkers, Briggs demonstrates the limitations of socialist 

feminist activists and scholars denouncing "forced sterilization" insofar as they did not 

take stock of the particular national historical context, particularly the antagonistic 

relationship between nationalist movements and existent birth control movements 

(1998:31). Unbeknown to critical socialist feminists such as Mass, who concentrated 

exclusively on the sterilization campaign, the pronatalist strand of nationalism had a 

strong historical relationship to the antifeminist Catholic Church. Unwittingly, socialist 

feminists aligned their activism with nationalists because in their view, they were an 

authentic "other." 

From Briggs' careful historical analysis, the important role of existing Puerto 

Rican feminists and birth control movements emerges. In particular, she highlights their 

participation in the development of birth control clinics and their interest in gaining 



access to contraceptive methods, including sterilization. Organized birth control 

advocacy originated in the 1920s, even before the conception of any significant 

movements on the mainland (1998:40). Moreover, they were involved in an ongoing 

struggle against nationalist conflations of motherhood with Puerto Rican national identity 

and U.S. colonial rule with the declining respect for motherhood—essentially an invasion 

of the national identity (38-9). In the 1930s, women's groups solicited assistance from 

mainland organizations for establishing birth control clinics, but to no avail; from a 

reactionary Catholic Church in its efforts to clamp down on birth control, the use of 

which was not just considered a sin, but also national betrayal. Later in the 1950s and 

60s, a conglomerate of Puerto Rican activists from feminist movements and health care 

began accepting donations from mainland "overpopulationists" in order to increase 

access to sterilization services out of various interests including empowering women, 

assisting the poor, and getting rich from providing the service (51-2). With little 

consideration for this historical struggle, ironically, feminist scholars such as Mass and 

Gordon implied a monopoly of U.S. population control efforts over the generation of 

local birth control clinics, and, in effect, denied Puerto Rican women's agency, and 

unfortunately further legitimated foreign intervention. 

In another historical case study of Brazil's transition from an authoritarian to 

liberal state government over the late 1970s and early 80s, Sonia Alvarez (1990) observes 

that the pronatalism of the authoritarian government was not a cohesive and unified 

agenda, but highly contested within the regime. Perspectives varied within different 

factions the government, from views that population control was essential to maintaining 
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national security, integral to increasing national savings, and, to the contrast, that high 

rates of fertility were not obstructive of development at all; fertility would decline simply 

by letting industrialization take place unimpeded (180). Throughout the stages of 

transition, feminist movements sought to take advantage of discemable fissures in the 

civil-military coalition, present at the federal level under both the authoritarian and 

Liberal regimes, in order to influence reproductive policy. 

Facing the growing debt crisis, the new Liberal government attempted to woo 

multilateral lenders such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) by implementing 

state-sponsored family planning. As the policy played out in Sao Paulo, the program 

targeted women of marginal socioeconomic status and of Afro-Brazilian ethnicity, and 

was backed by intentions to improve the social development of the national body. In 

response, feminists in this city stepped away from their pronatalist male Leftist 

counterparts to demand a broadening of reproductive policies inclusive of reproductive 

choice to have as well as not have children, to decide how many children, and when to 

have them (184). As this example shows, racial categories serve multiple purposes; at 

once to legitimate state programming and consequently to legitimate feminist activism. 

Moreover, states are not seamless monoliths, nor are social movements, and the agency to 

define reproductive rights is contradictory in both groups. In light of this case study, the 

emphasis on conflict and struggle in hegemonic processes is important to bear in mind 

(Roseberry 1993). By this thesis' definition, hegemony as a fragile and incomplete 

process incorporates resistance on the part of social movements within the fissures of 

state rule, and thus is analytically strong for examining the politics of reproduction 
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amongst several groups. Without a consideration of national political struggles, however, 

these forces are foregone conclusions, as they were treated by previous socialist feminist 

scholarship. 

Interventions must always be examined as ideological projects as much for 

"home" as for "foreign" countries (Cooper and Stoler 1997). In the example of the U.S. 

feminist movement against forced sterilization of Puerto Rican women, scholars and 

activists were influenced by race politics at home; news of forced sterilizations amongst 

African American women, in light of the Tuskegee atrocities, impelled them to use the 

Puerto Rican scenario to further substantiate their activist efforts at home. In a way, they 

were fighting against the paradox that every move for expanding reproductive freedom 

for (Anglo) women was met by repressive applications of birth control to eugenicist ends 

of limiting the reproduction of women of color and low-income women (Briggs 1998: 

39). As evidenced by the consequences of the above example, it is crucial to examine the 

interrelationships between histories as well. Remembering the theoretical framework 

explicated in chapter one, hegemonic process as it takes place in "social fields" 

(Roseberry 1998) proves useful insofar as it foregrounds multiple interacting histories. 

Finally, socialist feminists of the era of initial population-control critique 

observed the influence of early twentieth century eugenics movements on population 

concerns. In addition to the eugenics connection. Mass argued that the population 

problem veiled the "true" cause of third world poverty: the global spread of capitalism, 

price systems and profit flows. Urban migration was explained as population growth 

strain, rather than urban-rural economic relations relying on extraction of material 



products and personnel of the latter for the benefit of the former (1976:76). Influenced 

by dependency development theorists such as Andre Gunder Frank (1969), Mass made 

the link between foreign-generated population policies and national political, economic 

and military policies which ensure the availability of cheap and docile labor, a stable 

climate for foreign investment and direct control over raw materials and markets (xv). 

As evidence of imperialist goals. Mass pointed to the implementation of birth control 

programs in rural areas not experiencing any consequences related to population strain. 

She explained that sustainable agriculture was not amenable to imperialist extraction of 

oil and other raw materials, insofar as diminishing opportunities to live off the land might 

incite social unrest, whereas small families would preclude such hunger-inspired revolt. 

Moreover, she observed the way that arguments around food shortages and the role of 

population diverted the demographer's analytical gaze from the controls of agribusiness 

over the accessibility of consumables to third world peoples (1976:114-122). 

Thus, while these earlier feminist critiques of population's centrality to economic 

debates unveiled the political and economic underpinnings of the explosion of population 

concern, research, and policy post World War II, they glossed over the U.S. foreign 

policy descending on national contexts practically devoid of significant historicity. By 

presenting a one-sided account of U.S.-based population policy as an ultimately dominant 

force imposing on local interests, wants, desires and actions, the nuances of local-level 

movements, ideologies, and discourses were lost on their arguments. While augmenting 

analysis of macro-level power relations, there was little examination of intersections with 

micro-level social relationships. More importantly, subaltern social actors were not 
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allowed "to speak," given the unwillingness of socialist feminists to listen (Briggs 1998 

citing Spivak 1988). Interestingly, to this extent, they reproduced the same problem that 

has been critiqued by anthropologists in demographic transition theory: a total disregard 

for national and local contexts of reproductive decision-making. 

Returning to the theoretical claims of the thesis, the concept of hegemonic 

process, by taking into account multiple interacting levels of history such as community, 

regional, and national, would illuminate the contradictions glossed here by feminists. 

What is needed then, is to examine population policy as a hegemonic process in order to 

consider local and national contexts, including the ways in which social relations of daily 

life are constituted by and in turn constitutes political economic operations. In order to 

continue with the development of an approach to understanding reproductive decision

making, it is worthwhile to turn to another body of feminist literature, in which the day-

to-day life of the domestic sphere interacts with macro-level power relations. 

Concluding Remarks 

Over this complicated and protracted dance amongst population scholars across 

several disciplines, certain theoretical notions remain tenaciously central to previous 

understandings of reproductive decision-making. First, reproductive proscriptions have 

long pivoted on racialized ideologies, based in biogenetic definitions in colonialist 

articulations and Euro-American population tum-of-the-century studies. Although 

classism and culturalism eventually came to dominate reasons for postwar population 

policies, racialized categories have remained integral to tracking the composition of the 

national body politic. In this sense, population has been a key post-colonial intervention. 



in which the onus of economic development is shifted onto the shoulders of the world's 

most impoverished groups. Backing such a claim, demographic theories "took off after 

World War II amidst a Cold War context. Sensing the moral economy embedded in such 

discourse, anthropologists have levied several important critiques that challenged the 

demographic blame placed on third world peoples: 1) the fact of colonialist effects on 

population dynamics; 2) the historical presence of methods of fertility regulation in all 

societies; 3) the importance of other social methods such as postpartum abstinence and 

breastfeeding patterns. While the outstanding value in these critiques remains identifying 

the moralistic tone of population policies, they reproduce an understanding of 

reproductive decision-making in which individuals "choose" consciously, and rationally. 

Moreover, with a silence on the evolutionist and modernist assumptions behind 

population ideology, these critiques tend to reify the notion that to limit fertility with 

westem-bome methods delivers an individual, or a population, more "rational," and thus 

"modem." Another related, yet important, shortcoming of the anthropological critique is 

that as an influence, culture continues to be divorced from political economy. 

A socialist feminist perspective, whose broad contours I have drawn here, yields 

the insight that macro-level political interests enacted along lines of gender, race, and 

class bolster an interest in population policies. As an overarching approach, this 

perspective resonates with one dimension of this thesis' framework, a concept of 

articulation—reproduction of unity from difference. Important for the political critique, 

the principle problem in this literature is the neglect of national and local contexts, which 

has had detrimental effects in at least the case of Puerto Rico (Briggs 2002). 



104 

From this chapter, it is clear that reproduction is centered in state political 

projects, but also, that hegemonic process, as a multi-levelled historical process 

connecting the local with the global, in terms of culture, subjectivity, and the production 

of individual desire would remedy many of the problems in the literature reviewed here. 

Without culture and political economy, understanding the complicated and contradictory 

influences on reproductive decision-making is impossible (Greenhalgh 1996). In the next 

chapter, examinations of the social and phenomenological bodies through medical 

anthropological literature on infertility and pregnancy facilitate exploring the experiences 

of macro-level population politics, and the ways in which they constitute counter-

hegemonic recourse. 
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3 

MICRO-POLITICS OF REPRODUCTION; NATIONAL, LOCAL, AND 
PHENOMENOLOGICAL EXPERIENCES OF POPULATION POLICY 

Introduction 

Emerging out of the celebrated consensus at the 1994 International Conference on 

Population and Development in Cairo (ICPD), a paradigmatic shift broadened population 

policy concerns to include individual rights in sexuality and reproduction (DeJong 2000). 

Although critics doubt the substantive consequences of ICPD beyond a change in 

language (Balakrishnan 2000, Grimes 2000), the shift nevertheless marked a serious 

consideration of growing critiques of population policy in the 1980s and early 90s. In 

part, the socialist feminist critiques detailed in the previous chapter enabled Cairo's 

paradigmatic turn. International health advocates called attention to the lack of women's 

participation in setting the policies (Batliwala 1994); a need for a broader approach to 

development for which fertility control is just one piece (Alexander 1990:55, Sen, et. al. 

1994); a need for the incorporation of reproductive rights as a dimension of human rights; 

and an understanding of gender inequality as a human rights issue (Correa 1994, Dixon-

Mueller 1993). Claims made at the 1994 IPCD conference that the significantly 

increased focus on population growth, limits, and control had effectively displaced 

women as subjects with women as reproducing objects, prompted mandates to rectify this 

situation. In essence, the generalized applications of population control ideology and 

policy was rebuked in favor of considering national, local, and individual contexts. In 
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this chapter, my aim is to continue to explore reproductive decision-making from these 

perspectives. 

Following the aim of the previous chapter, to establish historically the ways in 

which reproduction has become a terrain upon which political authority is established, 

here I tack back to the social and phenomenological bodies in order to explore the 

localized experience of reproductive decision-making. For as Ginsburg and Rapp 

observe, the power to define reproduction is not unidirectional: "People everywhere 

actively use their local cultural logics and social relations to incorporate, revise, or resist 

the influence of seemingly distant political and economic forces" (1995:1). This 

discussion builds on the challenges that anthropological and feminist analyses presented 

to postwar demographic theories that warned of intraregional diversity and served as a 

reminder that education and accessibility to westem-bome contraceptives do not enter 

historical or social vacuums. 

Moving from the national, to local, to individual phenomenological experiences 

of reproductive decision-making, my aim is to examine the micro-politics of population. 

By piecing together approaches in historical and feminist anthropology, I examine 

various dimensions of identity negotiation, and substantiate the analysis with 

ethnographic case studies from medical anthropology. Reinforcing my thesis' larger 

theoretical objective—to explore the analytical strength of an expanded Gramscian 

concept of hegemonic process for understanding reproductive decision-making—I 

elaborate the particular incorporation of Foucauldian dimensions of power as they fit into 
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the thesis' framework.^^ Finally, I suggest that questions of reproductive decision

making challenges the concept of hegemonic process to include a bodily, non-discursive 

component of counter-hegemony. 

Integrating the National and the Local: Culture and Political Economy 

In response to the widespread implementation of family planning programs all 

over the world, several anthropologists have examined the ways in which such programs 

have been received.Often impacting the "uptake" of western methods, historical and 

cultural factors shape the extent of acceptance of new methods. For example, although 

South Asian women's reluctance to use western contraceptives has been explained by 

medical professionals in terms of "noncompliance," cultural "barriers," and fear-based 

rumors of side effects without empirical substantiation Nichter and Nichter (1996) have 

shown that in making decisions about whether or not to use contraceptives, women 

consider the serious ways that contraceptive use may jeopardize their health, as well as 

alter social relations with kin (1996:75). Similarly, amongst the Yoruba in Nigeria, an 

association between contraception and permanent infertility—the highly stigmatized state 

of "barrenness"—deters women from using the Pill (Olu Pearce 1995:200). Moreover, in 

this case, the number of children a woman has does not lie within her individual choice, 

but is rather strongly shaped by her husband's desires as well as her ancestors, whose 

concerns are perpetuating patrilineage and reincarnation of particular relatives. 

29 See chapter one, where I flesh out the didactics of a particular conception of Gramscian hegemony by drawing 
primarily on Eric Wolf (1990), William Roseberry (1993, 1998), Raymond Williams (1977), and Stuart Hail 
(1978, 1981). 

See Russell et. al. (2000) for a recent and extensive discussion of the reception of western 
contraceptives. 
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Economically, families needed to have many children to conduct subsistence farmwork; 

culturally, having many children ensured continuing lineage, while providing both the 

opportunities and vessels for ancestral reincarnation (1995:198-9). 

By focusing on local contexts and phenomenological experience, however, I do 

not intend to deny the imbrications of reproductive decisions with broader political and 

economic phenomena. For example, in the previous Nigerian example, historically, 

women's reproduction has always been a political consideration—prior to the 1980s, 

when the national government adopted the view concordant with contemporary 

development policy that prescribed western contraceptives for economic growth, the 

government was staunchly pronatalist. In order to further illustrate this point, exploring a 

culture and political economy approach to reproduction as proposed by anthropological 

demographer Susan Greenhalgh (1995) is useful. Rather than viewing the influences of 

global and local social relations as disparate, this approach examines their dialectic 

relationship by directing attention to "the embeddedness of community institutions 

shaping fertility in structures and processes operating at regional, national, and global 

levels, and to the historical roots of those macro-micro linkages" (1995:13). Local 

experience, in this view, interacts with global, national, and local historical political and 

economic processes such as the spread of capitalism. Gender, as a fundamental 

organizational component of reproduction, in biological and social dimensions, proves 

integral to this approach. 

For its strong resonance with hegemonic processual consideration of multiple, 

interacting levels of history, Greenhalgh's proposal forms a foundational block for this 
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thesis' framework. In building upon it, however, the particular configuration of 

hegemonic process achieves several conceptual aims: 1) it puts the culture and political 

framework in motion. That is, a dynamic between the political economic, social, and 

phenomenological realms is constantly shifting and leaving gaps—hegemony is never 

total, but constantly open to resistance. 2) Understanding the racialized dimensions 

moves to the forefront of analysis. Accounting for "culture" may obscure the ways in 

which reproductive ideologies have centered on notions of race. 3) The body is brought 

into the analysis as a site for non-discursive counter-hegemonic recourse—this dimension 

is highlighted below. Before proceeding with this final point of discussion, it is 

important to explore the contributions emerging from this approach. 

As the historical examples previously explored in chapter two suggest, population 

surveillance has always been organized around class, race, and gender. In Nazi 

Germany, upper class women considered constitutive of good Aryan stock were 

commanded to reproduce, while at the same time women of "inferior" biogenetic stock 

were forcefully sterilized (Bock 1984). In imperialist England, motherhood was exalted 

and women were endowed with the responsibility of propagating the imperial race (Davin 

1997). Eugenic thought has always envisioned reproduction, as Linda Gordon 

characterizes it, as "not just a function but the purpose, in some teleological sense, of 

women's life" (1990 [1976]: 134). In postwar demographic explanations, women have 

remained central actors in fertility declines owing to their reproductive capacities and 

cross-cultural associations with socially reproducing the national body (Yuval-Davis 

1987). In the case of Italy, home to the lowest birth rate in the world, women were 
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shouldered with the responsibility of reproducing for the sake of nationalist expansion 

under Mussolini's pronatalism, and are now exalted as exemplars of rationality in 

lowering the fertility rate (Krause 1999). 

Amidst the national fertility decline, Krause notes, women responded to the 

growing consumerist culture, and the pressure on mothers to not only provide their 

children with the latest styles in backpacks, but with a controlled home environment, 

which in cultural terms equated with the best care possible (1999:115-120). Currently 

blamed for the extremely low national birth rate of 1.2 children, the national demographic 

discourse has shifted to decry the extreme women's irrationality characterized as a 

hopeless and self-destructive case of anorexia (Krause 1999:377, 374). Once again, 

women become the subject of a moralizing discourse which shames them for not 

reproducing to the benefit of the nation. In this context, gender ideologies thus intersect 

with and shape reproductive decision-making processes to the extent that having fewer 

children enables women to fulfill motherhood ideals of total control. As noted though, 

women pay a price for fulfilling these ideals; in this catch 22, they become vilified 

subjects in a moralizing discourse around the extremely low birthrate. As explored 

below, women and couples' reproductive actions are not simply determined by these 

political projects, but agency to decide otherwise is limited by the "outside meanings" 

(Mintz 1996) provided in the political policies and discourse. 

As with gender, class shapes the way the experience of reproductive ideology and 

discourse. From their study of the demographic transition in Sicily, Jane and Peter 

Schneider (1996) observed that differences in the timing of the onset corresponded to 
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class differences and reflected class identity interests. Citing historical and 

anthropological case studies, the Schneiders attempt to move away from the "demand-

for-labor" argument due to its reductionistic tone. Findings have been inconclusive, they 

observe, indicating that patterns of high fertility do not directly correlate to labor 

demands (1996:37). Going beyond a basic economic basis for desiring and deciding to 

have children, their approach is to examine capitalist insertion more holistically, as "an 

entire complex of population-maximizing effects," including changes not only in the 

mode of production, but also marriage, lactation, morbidity, mortality, and nutrition 

(1996:65). In a Malthusian sense, morality became bound up with sexual restraint across 

Europe during this transition, but was experienced differently on local levels, particularly 

by class. Specifically, the laboring peasant class, the bracciante, engaged in contraceptive 

practices in order to limit their families as a way to expand opportunities for their 

children. Although landowners had initiated such practices prior to the bracciante, for 

them it was in response to contracting opportunities, i.e. declines in property with which 

to structure their children's marriages stemming from the 19"^ century agrarian crisis and 

emigration of laborers to North America. The artisan class in turn, was hardest hit by the 

Great Depression of the 1930s (1996:275). 

In another historical ethnography of Italy's demographic change, Krause (1999) 

observes a similar occurrence in the central province of Florence. The shift to capitalist 

relations of production has occurred on par with a shift in class ideology in which moral 

identity became bound up with the control themes of consumption; work, productivity, 

thrift, and efficiency (1999:184). In order to achieve middle-class identity, thus, families 
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must be able to provide the best for their children in all of life's dimensions, including the 

latest brand names in a highly fashion-conscientious culture. Aside from consumerist 

emblems of class identity, small families enhance parental, especially motherly control, 

over children. In a post-capitalist Italy, control is the central factor in a mother's moral 

identity; control over house arrangements and cleanliness, her child's diet, and even the 

administration of her inheritance after death (1999:198). 

Supported by ethnographic evidence, the relationship between daily life and 

political economic factors begins to emerge. Collective bases of identity shape 

interpretive frameworks mediating local experience of population discourse. In this 

regard, hegemonic process seems an apt analytical instrument insofar as it incorporates 

history on several levels, yet creates a space for understanding the dialectical 

interpretation between individuals and political economic processes. Experiences of 

social identity based in class or gender significantly shape these experiences. While such 

insights are crucial to theoretical developments at the juncture of anthropology and 

demography, there is a glaring absence of racialized analysis. As previously mentioned, 

the theoretical approach developed in this thesis takes into account racial aspects of 

reproductive decision-making. As established by Briggs (2002) and the Schneiders 

(1996), twentieth century discourse around population control emerged out of a 

racialized, as well as classist and sexist ideology. Ethnographic substantiation of this, 

however, remains a pressing research need. 

Politics, Economics, and Reproduction 



In this section, I turn to feminist developments in theorizing how the domestic 

sphere becomes bound up in power relations. By problematizing power beyond a macro-

level model of imperialist relationships along core/periphery axes, and thus 

simultaneously building upon, yet moving beyond the feminist socialist work previously 

discussed, contemporary feminist scholars have added important insights to 

understanding how domestic sphere life—long considered a politically neutral zone of 

social reproduction—interrelates with macro-level social relations of political economy. 

Whereas selective traditions in anthropology uniquely rested on the separation of the 

predominantly male, or "public" sphere, and the predominantly female, or "domestic" 

sphere for generations, feminists have long problematized the dichotomy as discursively 

and ideologically producing the illusion of activities as separate, when in reality, they are 

profoundly interconnected.^^ Here I explore these feminist insights in some of their 

earliest conceptions as well as intellectual legacies in anthropology and history, for their 

potential applications to the thesis' theoretical framework of hegemonic process. This 

includes an exploration of Foucault's notion of biopower, particularly as it has been used 

in feminist analyses of gender, class, race and reproduction. 

As Joan Scott observes, it follows that gendered identity is not merely shaped by 

power, but rather gender is a particular understanding of sexual difference through which 

power works. In this Foucauldian sense, gender is "a constitutive element of social 

relationships based on perceived differences," and "a primary way of signifying 

It was after the encounter with second wave feminism (Rosaldo and Lampherel975) that 
anthropologists began to explore the relationship between public and private spheres, yet even then, they 
viewed the spheres as disparate and related by a universal asymmetrical structural power in which the 
private sphere did not allow women access to power, while entrance into the public sphere facilitated men's 
authority. 



relationships of power" (1988:42). Reproduction, in this sense, as a form of 

understanding of sex and biological regeneration, similarly assumes a central location in 

the production of power. Discourses generated across multiple sites such as state legal 

systems, households, churches, educational institutions, media, and non-governmental 

organizations, taking form as cultural symbols, laws, educational doctrines, or medical 

protocol, circumscribe the meanings of sex and reproduction. These meanings, as will be 

highlighted in upcoming discussion, are heavily gendered, racialized, and based in 

understandings of class. It follows that reproductive decision-making, as processual 

social relations engaged by individuals and couples, as agency over whether, and when to 

have or not have children, is also a site of resistance, accommodation, negation, 

interpretation, and creative negotiation. In contrast, earlier feminist theories do not leave 

any room for such reproductive agency, but rather view women's reproductive capacities 

as the root of women's oppression. 

Although many feminists of patriarchy have reduced reproduction to women's 

biological chain to structural oppression, they have also retrieved the social relations of 

reproduction from its often subordinated position relative to the relations of production, 

bringing it instead into the analytical fore. In her unique Marxist analysis of 

reproduction, Mary O'Brien (1981) attributes men's political dominance to a 

biologically-based "need." In her view, men's alienation from their "seed" after 

copulation, and the specifically female means of reproduction such as a womb, the 

capacity to carry a fetus to gestation, and to give birth, men have created the principle of 

paternal continuity in order to assert their dominance. She finds this claim embedded in 



the writings of Hegel and Marx on social reproduction. For Hegel, the primary function 

of a family was to fulfill each member's biological need, and thus remained outside the 

forces of historical materialism. In Marx's adaptation, he considered the relations of 

reproduction as historically changing, but only in relation to changes in productive 

relations (O'Brien 1981:28-32). For both theorists, civil society was considered an 

important institution for securing family continuity. In O'Brien's view, their shortfall 

was relegating reproductive relations to the biological realm, yet her analysis does not 

transcend biological essentialism either. Her solution? If men and women increased 

their understanding of the process of reproduction, women would be liberated from 

"nature's traditional and bitter trap for the suppression of women" (1981:8). 

Reproduction, as the "bitter trap," was the origin of women's oppression in Shulamith 

Firestone's analysis too (1970). In order to overcome biological reductionism, more 

recent feminist theories have examined connections of social and cultural constructions 

of gender, family, and reproduction with macro-level politics, nationalism, and 

economics. 

Feminist Anthropologist Henrietta Moore (1994) provides a useful 

conceptualization of reproduction that merges the biological and cultural aspects. Moore 

expands on the proposal by Olivia Harris (1981) that reproduction encompasses three 

broadly related processes; social reproduction, the reproduction of the labor force and 

human or biological reproduction. According to Moore, this and other feminist and 

Marxist analyses confined reproduction to the domestic sphere, and often conflated the 

concept of social reproduction with the reproduction of the household (1994:89). To 
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transcend these shortcomings, Moore insightfully suggests that biological reproduction is 

not the arbitrary regeneration of bodies, but involves the reproduction of particular social 

identities: "it is a matter of producing particular sorts of persons with specific attributes in 

ways that are congruent with socially established patterns of power" (93). That is, social 

identities correspond to legally-sanctioned rights, and socially-endowed needs, made 

meaningful through various cultural and contextual evaluations. In this sense, although it 

takes place predominantly in the domestic sphere, reproduction becomes a larger political 

matter. Insofar as a key dimension of securing consent in the establishment of political 

leadership is the production of particular subjectivities, it follows that reproductive 

decision-making is a salient site for the exercise of hegemony. 

While gendered social identity has been little considered as integral to a 

hegemonic process (c.f. Krause 1999), feminists have often drawn on Foucault's notion 

of biopower to understand the way domestic life is bound up with larger political and 

economic relations. Although Foucauldian understandings of power are often considered 

in contrast to Marxian streams of thought, it is my contention that 1) two dimensions of 

his argument are useful to the approach to understanding how reproductive decision

making is a hegemonic process; and 2) feminist contributions to the study of reproduction 

urge a serious consideration of a heteroglot approach that incorporates pieces of both 

traditions. First, by understanding reproduction as a biopolitical process, and secondly, 

by understanding power as the production as well as constraint of desire at the site of the 

body, connections between macro-level political economic processes and everyday 

reproductive decision-making are further illuminated. Biopower is the process whereby 
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particular subjectivities are generated through two "poles" of surveillance—individual 

bodies and larger aggregates of bodies, termed populations (Foucault 1978:143). 

Historically referencing nation-state construction in Western Europe, Foucault 

chronologically places the emergence of population as an economic and political issue in 

the is"' century (1978).^^ As a part of the multiplication of discourses around sexuality, 

states conceptually equated population with wealth, manpower, and labor capacity: 

"Governments perceived that they were not dealing simply with subjects, or even with a 

'people,' but with a 'population,' with its specific phenomena and its peculiar variables; 

birth and death rates, life expectancy, fertility, state of health, frequency of illnesses, 

patterns of diet and habitation" (1978:25). Population became a site of discursive 

production of power, to the extent that it did not reflect an exclusively repressive 

technique, but facilitated the entrance of social and self-disciplinary techniques into the 

most intimate realms of individuals' sexual and reproductive lives in order to produce 

subjects with particular desires. In this sense, population, as a part of the proliferation of 

discourses on sexuality, constituted one "pole" of the concept of biopower—that political 

mechanism that "brought life and its mechanisms into the realm of explicit calculations 

and made knowledge/power an agent of transformation of human life" (1978:143). Self 

and social discipline of individual bodies constituted another "pole." According to Ann 

Laura Stoler's interpretation (1995), sex served as "the discursive interface" to the 

regulation of population, yet I would add that it was not just sex, but also reproductive 

As addressed in chapter two, Foucault was writing from a particular historical context, and neglected 
the significance of colonialist contexts. 
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decision-making as a social practice, with consequences for the constitution of the 

population, that formed the connection between the two poles. 

Following Foucault's gender insight, Jane and Peter Schneider observe in Sicily 

that sexuality displaced bloodlines of ancestry as the social marker of class privilege; 

despite the changes, the new symbolic system served a similar purpose—the reproduction 

of difference (1996:276). As exemplified by several historical case studies previously 

outlined in Brazil, Puerto Rico, the U.S. and England, population control is often 

implemented differentially across racial and class categories, to reproduce racial 

differences. Thus, as it relates to power relations, reproductive decision-making may be 

viewed as a biopolitical process insofar as it reflects the production of desires for a 

certain number of children at certain stages of the life course, spaced by particular 

intervals, and impels a bodily response to achieve that desire. As part of a hegemonic 

process, it reflects the cultural values corresponding to state-based ideologies, which may 

be polyvalent and shifting, yet perpetually represent state-based interest in the 

reproduction of different social identities corresponding to culturally-shaped views of 

entitlements, needs, and rights. In their use of these dimensions of Foucault, feminists 

have explored the ways in which reproduction becomes bound up with macro-level 

political and economic relations. 

Across varying cultural contexts, reproduction has long been the site of political 

legitimation and critique. Invoking an example from contemporary U.S. politics. Donna 

Haraway notes that in one of his very first acts of presidency, Bill Clinton symbolically 

initiated his political leadership with executive orders that included allowing the 
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provision of abortion information in federally-funded clinics (1999:64). Establishing 

political rule was not based on changes to the military or economy—historically 

masculinized or "public" domains—but rather engaged an equally politically salient site 

of power: women's reproductive decisions. In an edited collective study of post-

Socialist social life in East Central Europe, Susan Gal and Gail Kligman (2002) observe 

that abortion was one of the first issues raised after 1989, by nearly all of the newly 

established governments. Discourses of reproduction not only shaped gender relations, 

future hopes for children and mothers, and reproductive decisions, but also the 

constitution of national identity (2002:16). As previously mentioned, at the intersection 

of nationalism, ethnicity, and state formation, women are often viewed as reproducers in 

several senses. As Nira Yuval-Davis and Floya Anthias discern (1989), by virtue of their 

capacities to reproduce persons of particular social identities, women 1) reproduce 

members of ethnic groups; 2) reproduce the boundaries of ethnic and national groups; 

and 3), in their work as primary actors in social reproduction, they reproduce 

socioculturally-based values, ideologies, and discourses (1989: 7). For macro-level 

processes, in this respect, there is a lot at stake in women's reproductive decisions! 

Recalling the earlier case studies of Brazil and Puerto Rico as well, if biological 

reproduction is a tool for legitimating political agendas on a macro-level, yet at the same 

time a constellation of cultural symbols and social relations, it is thus polyvalent, and 

connotes different meanings in different contexts for social actors with varying aims. 

Viewed as a hegemonic process, it is possible to see how reproductive decision-making is 

marked by consensus as well as conflict on multiple levels. In addition, reproduction. 
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like gender, sex and sexuality, is also the site of discursive production. Age is another 

social category which shapes reproductive decision-making, a process that takes place 

over the individual, couple, and family life course. It is my argument that this process, as 

it unfolds over multiple life courses, is also a site through which power operates. That is, 

power works through individuals' and couples' desires to reproduce through the 

classically Foucauldian mechanism of producing desire—for having children as well as a 

particular number of children, spaced by a certain amount of time. 

Reproductive decision-making is a hegemonic process insofar as it is shaped by 

state interests in maintaining an illusion of a unified national body, thereby defining 

national boundaries (Yuval-Davis and Anthias 1989), yet constituted by disparate groups 

hierarchized along lines of race, class, and gender. However, as post-structuralist 

feminist theorists of the state have noted experiences of state-generated discourses are 

multiple, not unified, and most often experienced as such, by individuals with 

differentiated subjectivities (Pringle and Watson 1992). Moreover, third world feminist 

perspectives highlight states' dual character: as both a site for social change and 

simultaneously a mechanism of social control (Alvarez 1990). According to Shirin Rai 

and Geraldine Lievesley (1996), a state's capacity to enforce power is limited by its 

position in the global economy along with internal infrastructural strength. Women 

constituents in weaker states may remain more removed from systems of regulation, yet 

become more vulnerable to state-sponsored violence and structural violence, and 

deprived of health and education resources (e.g.. Green 1999). Considering all of these 

challenges to state rule, hegemonic processes serve to legitimate authority. By shaping 
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reproductive decision-making, central goals of nation-building are served: the 

reproduction of national/ethnic difference along external boundaries (Alonso 1994), and 

the formation of "interior frontiers" (Balibar 1990, cited in Stoler 1997) along lines of 

class, race, and gender. 

The "How" of Reproductive Hegemony: Ideologies of Family, Gender and 
Motherhood 

Family ideologies shape desires for reproduction, and in turn, are constituted by 

the social relations of reproductive decision-making. In Manifesto for Cyborgs (1985), 

Haraway schematically draws the articulations between particular economics systems and 

certain family ideologies. Although "lived problematically and unequally," broadly, 

three ideological families correspond to three major stages of capitalism— 

commercial/early industrial, monopoly, and multinational: "1) the patriarchal nuclear 

family, structured by the dichotomy between public and private... 2) the modem family 

mediated (or enforced) by the welfare state ... and 3) the 'family' of the homework 

economy with its oxymoronic structure of women-headed households" (1985:87). In this 

way, family ideologies become interwoven with economic policies, programs, and laws 

insofar as the particular family configurations enhance certain types of economic 

structures. Haraway observes how, in the latest period of capitalism, new 

communications technologies facilitating control of labor across vast and disperse 

geographies has contributed to the feminization of poverty, to the extent that labor 

becomes more vulnerable and laborers more exploitable (1985:86). Compounded by the 

diminishing welfare state, women are increasingly responsible for integrating themselves 
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into the work force, and sustaining the daily well-being of themselves, children, men, and 

the elderly. Notably, ideologies of class and race articulate with economic structures to 

impact individuals differently (1985:86). 

It is difficult to separate ideologies of gender and motherhood from family since 

they are often conflated in discourse and experience. In many cultural contexts, having 

children is requisite for qualifying as a legitimate family, and moreover, motherhood 

culturally marks females as full women. In her ethnography of infertility in Egypt, 

Marcia Inhom (1994, 2001) observes that motherhood is essential to cultural and social 

definitions of being legitimate women; those unable to have children are viewed as less 

than other women. Not only are they viewed as disappointing their husbands and kin, 

they are considered "dangerous" to others' children because of their strong envy 

(2001:93). Moreover, women are blamed for their inability to have children, and may 

experience stigma from fellow kin, husbands, or in extreme cases, ostracism from a larger 

community. Similarly, in the U.S., infertile women are also most often to blame in cases 

of infertility, especially for their delayed childbearing prompted by increased work force 

participation, divorce, or lack of volition in spite of the gender-equitable distribution of 

infertility-causing pathologies (Sandelowski 1993:22-3). By Gramscian definition, 

hegemonic processes involve the suffusion of ideologies into everyday experiences, 

which in turn materially form experiences of subjectivity (Hall 1981). As a process 

shaping gendered social identity, reproductive decisions implicate power structures, and 

thus hegemonic processes. 



Women with children are often defined by their identity as mothers, and thus 

subject to expectations for behavior, talk, and ideas held in motherhood ideologies. 

Particularly at stake in the formation of women's social identities as mothers are the 

activities of social reproduction, i.e. the multiple dimensions of childrearing: nurturing, 

clothing, feeding, bathing, caring for children, and primary responsibility for "producing" 

child health (Clark 1993). The degree to which women fulfill the expectations of 

motherhood may be embodied by their children. Children's physical demeanor— 

whether or not they appear healthy or clean, their clothing is freshly-washed, well-

pressed, or of a particular name brand—materially marks their mother's attention to 

varying dimensions of social reproduction. Thus, not only are the children's social 

identities construed, but their mothers' social identity is implicated in the way they look. 

Social reproductive processes are culturally shaped, yet play out differently along lines of 

gender, race, class, and age. For example, in the narratives of middle-class Italian 

women—the purported protagonists of the lowest birthrate in the world—obsession with 

control over household order, including their children's appearance emerges (Krause 

1999:170-249). As one of the reasons for having few or no children, women emphasize 

being able to provide children with the costly brand name backpack and the freshly-

pressed dress for the birthday party, material markers of a mother's control. 

Observations from another cultural context, the U.S., and infertility patients yield 

another insight; for mothers, decisions to have children mark achieving a particular life 

plan goal, and often change over the life course (Becker and Nachtigall 1994). From the 

time they were little girls, women in this ethnographic project held ideas about their 
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future identity as mothers, and as they reached their late twenties or early thirties, their 

desires to have children intensified in the face of increased perceptions of risk of 

infertility (1994:511-12). When they encountered their inability to conceive, women felt 

an affront to their feelings of entitlement to reproduce, as they felt essentially and 

biologically predestined to do so, guilty for their inability to fulfill what they felt was 

their responsibility for continuing the family life cycle, and compelled to subject their 

bodies to painful procedures in order to reproduce (513). Beyond reaching full 

womanhood, having children enables women to participate in the regeneration of her 

family bloodline, a privileged substance in the ideological constitution of families. 

In Cameroon, as Pamela Feldman-Savelsberg observes, perceptions of cultural 

loss evidenced in outmigration patterns compel Bangangte women to reproduce in order 

to regenerate members of their ethnic identity, as well as cultural worldviews (1994:463). 

Amongst Mayans in Guatemala, cultural identity is increasingly viewed in essentialist 

terms by Mayans. In part, regeneration of the Mayan cosmology is seen as passed on 

through bloodlines, in biological reproduction, thereby making reproductive decisions in 

part about continuing Mayan cultural identity (Fischer 1999, Warren 2000). Recalling 

the Zinocatecan example, prolific reproduction appeased community concerns over 

propagation of community members, in the face of encroaching communities and state-

appropriation of their land (Browner 1985). 

Family ideologies are often expressed in processes of nation-building, best 

viewed at regime junctures. New incorporations of the domestic domain into state 

regulations, definitions, and programs vary by government sectors, and are experienced 
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along lines of race and class, as Aihwa Ong's (1987) ethnography of Malaysia's New 

Economic Policy (NEP) demonstrates. Implemented in 1972, the NEP targeted peasant 

groups in order to facilitate their modernization by urging shifts in gender ideologies and 

the entrance of women into the work force. Measures to enforce the NEP included 

diminishing possibilities of supporting families on farming, pushing family planning in 

order to free women from childcare time and get them working in the newly developed 

free trade zones, and outmigration of the highest-testing students to urban areas 

(1987:262-63). In promoting family planning, health policymakers pushed ideals of 

nuclear, patriarchal families, in which a wife could only satisfy her husband's needs if 

she was not overburdened by caring for many children, while in reality smaller families 

were viewed by the policymakers as furthering the goal of raising the economic wealth 

amongst Malay peasants. Family planning was rejected for several reasons. One, it 

jeopardized Malaysian peasantry masculinity ideals that rested on female fecundity and 

exclusive control over the sexuality of female kin. Two, the policy was interpreted in 

racial terms, as a way to lessen the predominantly Muslim Malay ethnics and diminish 

their voting power relative to two other sizeable ethnic groups: non-Muslim Chinese and 

Indians (1987:259). In contrast to health policy, industrial ideology promoted a 

patrilineal "family welfare" model, in which young women were morally bound to work 

obligations called for by fellow workers—"siblings"—and male supervisors—"family 

elders" (1987:266). 

Notably, women's experiences of the new policies differed by class. For 

peasantry, many women became more mobile to work outside the home, an opportunity 
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that enabled them to save for their own weddings, rather than rely on money from their 

parents who in turn obligated them to heed arranged marriages. For middle class Malay 

women, membership in Islamic resurgent movements protected them from the 

encroachment of the state on men's role as sole financial supporters of their families 

(Ong 1987:269). Moreover, by embracing the religious nationalism, middle class women 

sought to proclaim ethnic unity, deterring interethnic liaisons and asserting Malay ethnic 

identity and strength (1987:271). This example of biopower thus illustrates the ways in 

which family ideologies are embraced to underwrite larger political and economic goals, 

yet differ based on the varying aims of different government sectors. In addition, 

experiences of family ideologies vary along lines of race and class, and are negotiated 

and countered through complex forms of agency. 

Pregnancy Experiences: A Piece of Reproductive Decision-Making 

Although breaking reproductive processes into stages or "moments" has had the 

unintended consequence of increased medicalization, compartmentalization, and 

surveillance of women's bodies (Balsamo 1999), reproduction is often viewed as a 

progression of multiple steps.^^ A woman's pregnant belly visually marks a decision to 

have and parent a future child, as well as a number of previous processes such as 

menstruation, ovulation, copulation or sperm insemination; yet it is often treated more 

narrowly as the consequence of intercourse, nine months of gestation, and the step before 

delivery and birth. Pregnancy is also a process unfolding over time with gestation, fetal 

For example, O'Brien (1981) discerns nine "moments" in the reproductive process: menstruation, 
ovulation, copulation, alienation, conception, gestation, labor, birth, appropriation, nurture. 
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development, bodily hormonal changes, and physiological alterations. In medical 

discourse, pregnancy is broken into time pieces; trimesters and weeks, measured fundus, 

and, in the final stages, calculated by the diameter of the (ever informative) cervix. From 

my observations,women's discourse about their pregnancies contrasts biomedical talk, 

as they reference stages by general time categories such as beginning, middle, end, or 

may refer to other time markers external to the gestation timetable, such as another 

child's birthday or the seasonal weather. Yet if conversations stray much beyond due 

dates and labor plans, it is into the first six months of the future child's life in terms of 

breastfeeding intentions, accessorizing the baby with clothing, furniture, and strollers. 

The longer future life span of a child, the longer-term material and emotional demands of 

raising a child, or a woman's/couple's impending transition to parenthood is little 

discussed. At the same time, pregnancy is conflated with motherhood: by virtue of the 

growing fetus in her womb, she is addressed as "mom" by medical personnel and her 

fetus as "baby."^^ For this reason, it seems worthwhile to explore reproductive decision

making as perhaps in part, a decision to become pregnant as an end in itself, or to have an 

infant, in some cases. 

In order to understand desires and decisions behind becoming pregnant, the 

experience of pregnancy is enlightening. Most of these studies have taken place in 

biomedically-dominant Western cultural contexts. In such analyses, pregnant women are 

increasingly subjected to biomedical surveillance, visually enhanced by new reproductive 

These observations are from conducting a series of interviews with 10 pregnant women of Anglo 
ethnicity and low-income status, enrolled in the MOMS project, a longitudinal ethnographic study under 
the direction of Drs. Mark and Mimi Nichter, as well as talking with my sisters-in-law, who have 
experienced pregnancy four times over the last three years. 

Personal communication with university medical center nurse. 
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technologies (Franklin 1990, Haraway 1999, Rapp 1995), although technologies may also 

include banalities such as bottled water (Hartouni 1999). Visualization technologies as 

well as anti-abortion movements intensifying post Roe V5. Wade spawned an 

understanding of "fetal rights," construed as separate and potentially in conflict with 

maternal rights. 

As reflected in biomedical models, fetal health is of equal, if not greater, 

importance (Davies-Floyd 1996) Within biomedical models of pregnancy morbidity, the 

mother is the locus of all responsibility for fetal health, enacted through diet regulation, 

regular seeking of prenatal care, and strictures against drug, alcohol, or tobacco use. In 

the U.S., maternal responsibility is based in middle class ideologies of educational 

desires, upward mobility, and child dependency (Tsing 1990). In a study of maternal 

eating practices by Markens et. al. (1997), findings showed that all study participants— 

women across multiple ethnicities—accepted primary responsibility for the pregnancy 

outcome as well as the health of the baby, despite environment and genetic influences 

from their kin as well as their partner's (1997:366). Yet eating strategies varied, as some 

women accepted certain pieces of advice while rejecting others, based on their 

interactions with their providers, pre-pregnancy eating patterns, and socioeconomic 

constraints (Markens, et.al. 1997). While not included in their study, risk perceptions 

countered by harm reduction strategies most likely impacted their behaviors as well 

(Nichter 2001). Moreover, experiences of biomedical pregnancy surveillance certainly 

vary by race and class, as well as the cultural context of biomedicine. 
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As Ana Ortiz observes in her ethnography of Dominican RepubHc (DR) 

obstetrical practice, the cultural context of biomedicine impacts notions of fetal 

personhood and abortion rights, where debates center around two themes; 1) the debt 

crisis and barriers to DR economic development, and 2) the "monster stories" (Tsing 

1990) of folk medicine-generated fetal problems justifying biomedical intervention 

(1997:282). Whereas Roe v^. Wade shapes the way fetal health takes precedence in U.S. 

contexts of biomedicine, Dominican obstetricians consider the impacts of structural 

economic deficiencies evidenced in poverty and low education rates, or "ignorant," 

uneducated midwives and folk healers when solicited for their abortion services. Insofar 

as the way pregnancy is configured by particular health care systems, experiences of 

pregnancy vary relative to the treatment and care they receive from providers. 

Surveillance thus varies across cultural contexts, yet only partially shapes pregnancy 

experience. 

For Iris Young, pregnancy is a phenomenologically unique state that "challenges 

the integration of [her] body experience by rendering fluid the boundary between what is 

within, myself, and what is outside, separate" (1990.163). This "dual subjectivity" 

influences the way her body moves in the world, transforms her awareness of her body's 

aesthetics and limits, and intensifies her sense of power and validity (165-5). In Sharon 

Thompson's observation, for socioeconomically marginalized teenagers, pregnancy may 

signal the successful mining of sexual play and public resources to the otherwise contrary 

life impoverished of assistance, attention, or services (1990:278). As previously noted, 

for women/couples with infertility, pregnancy may signal success, achievement of a life 



goal, and becoming a socially legitimate woman (Becker and Nachtigall 1994, Inhom 

2001, Sandelowski 1993). 

Non-Discursive Frameworks of Counter-Hegemony 

Recalling the central aim of this thesis, to examine the analytical salience of an 

expanded Gramscian notion of hegemony, and following from this localized discussion 

of the embodied experience of reproduction, it becomes important to examine how 

reproductive decision-making challenges the theoretical framework. As a process 

uniquely situated at the interstices of the phenomenological and social bodies, decisions 

of whether, when, and how often to have children reflect a non-discursive component to 

hegemonic process. In turn, they also constitute a counter-hegemonic recourse insofar as 

women and couples may regulate fertility to the dislikes of state projects. As Linda 

Green observes of Mayan Guatemalan widows, embodied suffering does not just 

metaphorically reflect the blatant and structural violence perpetrated against the Mayan 

people for over thirty years of civil war, but "through their bodies they also chronicle the 

social, cultural, and political transgressions that have been perpetrated against them" 

(1999:112). Embodied suffering, in this case, has become "the actual contested terrain 

where human beings struggle" (ibid.: 115), and provided women a way in which to share 

with one another the politically and culturally shaped etiologies behind their physical 

pains. In this sense, their bodily suffering provided a communicative avenue, opening a 

space for "regenerating community and identity," as well as "political consciousness" 

(117). 
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As vehicles for expressing hardship and eliciting social support, the women's 

bodily ails serve as "idioms of distress" (Nichter 1981). In Haiti, Paul Farmer observes 

that move san, and let gate a condition of "bad blood" and "spoiled milk" that prompts 

early weaning of infants indexes pregnant or lactating women's objections to domestic 

abuse, which in turn obliges the social recognition of otherwise "private" moral 

transgressions (1988:62). In these examples, through the phenomenological body, 

individuals call upon the social and political bodies. With respect to reproduction, it 

bears researching to what extent decisions to have children, or to become pregnant, 

express personal suffering, invoke socially recognized moral transgressions, or engage 

counter-hegemonic political viewpoints. 

With respect to counter-hegemonic reproductive actions, there are also several 

examples, but generally, they correspond to national contexts of extreme populationist 

measures. Under Mussolini's pronatalist agenda, for example, couples engaged in coitus 

interruptus for lack of access to abortion or other western contraceptives (Krause 1994). 

As Kanaaneh (2002:78) points out, one must take into account the influence of 

Catholicism on such acts of resistance, however, nonetheless, reproductive decision

making served women and couples in their resistance of broader political processes in 

this example. In Israel, the Palestine state pushes a pronatalist agenda onto Palestinian-

Israeli women in response to an Israeli pronatalism (Kanaaneh 2002). Experiences of 

such policies are contradictory, as Palestinian women at once negotiate these messages to 

reproduce prolifically, and at once the pressures to not reproduce (e.g., from Israeli 

physicians). As Kannenah observes, women resist the hegemonic pronatalist project, but 
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they do so by engaging another hegemonic project of the modem "supermom," one who 

bears few children and simultaneously sustains a career and a marriage. 

Concluding Remarks 

In spite of ICPD aims to take national and local contexts seriously, preliminary 

analyses of the changes effected in the name of IPCD include an incompatibility with 

national and local contexts (DeJong 2000). As this chapter demonstrates, understanding 

the local social and historical contexts, particularly the ways in which individuals 

experience broader level population politics, proves important to providing appropriate 

policies. Feminist contributions have illuminated the way in which the domestic sphere 

plays an important role in the formation of larger poHtical economic agendas, discourses, 

and ideologies. In making this observation, I do not intend to further victimize women 

and children, but seek instead to illuminate the local power embedded in the social 

relations of domestic life, including, perhaps especially, reproductive decision-making. 

As a social practice with consequences for population constitution and dynamics, social 

actors may negotiate, accommodate, or collude with population-based policies on 

multiple levels. However, resistance is never a straightforward assertion of individual 

autonomy or will, but always constrained in practice by the multiple and intersecting 

levels of negotiation evident in social relations and identity negotiations, as the example 

from Palestine outlined above demonstrates (Kanaaneh 2002). In this chapter, I have also 

demonstrated the importance of gender and family ideologies, as an intermediate 

connection between broader state projects and individual goals. 
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A final accomplishment of this chapter is to substantiate a need for expanding a 

Gramscian framework that incorporates non-discursive counter-hegemonic recourse. For 

its emphasis on bodily comportment as a site of power struggles, biopower is a useful 

addition to hegemonic process in this respect. From the medical anthropological 

literature, the phenomenological and social reproductive bodies provide a starting point 

for understanding the contradictory ways in which hegemonic projects of population 

control work, through experiences of pregnancy or infertility, for example. 
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CONCLUDING CHAPTER; CONCLUSIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR 
FURTHER RESEARCH 

Summary of Thesis 

In the beginning of this thesis, I posed the problem of understanding questions of 

procreation; that is, how to make sense of the ways in which individuals decide 

whether, when, and how often to have children. As a dynamic process occurring over 

life courses of an individual, couple, or family that may result in a "fateful moment" 

to have a child, reproductive decision-making entails social relations among multiple 

levels of decision-makers. Over the extensive literature, it is clear that decision

makers include macro-level institutions of state and church (often profoundly 

intertwined in Latin America), social movements, as well as individual women, 

couples, or families. While investigations into local "unmet need," and "uptake" of 

western contraceptives are abundant, the converse has been little studies: the factors 

considered in procreation decisions. While a majority of the literature on third world 

countries presumes a demographic transition is necessary for economic development 

(Haines 1995), it rests on litde substantiated assumptions that have been applied from 

a gloss of Europe's historical fertility decline. More importantly, such assumptions 

have created contingencies on much-needed development loans and programs. 

Ironically, socialist feminist critics of population-based development policies have 

perpetuated an integral problem of demographic theories and the policies they 

intended to critique: the erasure of national history and local power relations. While 

recent anthropological developments reveal the multi-leveled nature of reproductive 
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decision-making processes, they have concentrated their efforts on European national 

contexts, rather than the third world countries predominantly targeted by population 

ideology (Kertzer 1995). 

For this reason, in the first chapter, I generated an explicit theoretical approach to 

understanding the multiple levels of reproductive decision-making processes through 

an expanded Gramscian concept of hegemony. Notably, this conceptualization builds 

on revisionary developments that incorporate several integral components reflective 

of the unique characteristics of reproductive decision-making. Dynamism: 

hegemony is never total, but always shifting. Agency: while hegemonic processes 

leave a space for agency, it must be understood that agency is always contradictory, 

and remains within, not without the overall hegemonic process. History and histories: 

multiple levels of historical context interact to shape reproductive ideologies, policies 

and discourse. Moreover, in this conceptualization, the role of the state remains a 

unique site of power with the capacity for violent repression. While the state may be 

internally contested, in reproductive policy, the end goal is a cohesive imagination of 

the national body politic. Racial categorization serves nation-state's aims of creating 

unity through diversity (Hall 1981). In particular, as the framework generated here 

foregrounds ideology, power relations, culture, discourse, and various levels of 

identity formation, it contributes to the emergent dialogue among demographers and 

anthropologists around the need for a more precise theoretical basis for understanding 

fertility, and builds upon a "culture and political economy" framework, proposed by 

Greenhalgh (1995). 
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In the second chapter, I further establish the hegemonic process of population 

ideology and policy, and unveil underlying assumptions in population studies, 

subsequent demographic and anthropological critiques, as well as social feminist 

critiques. In this chapter, I clearly define my use of race, best explained as "racial 

formation" (Omi & Winant 1994). In that chapter, I centralize race as a predominant 

concern of population surveillance from the time of colonialist articulation and 

through more recent demographic theories and policies. From the complex review of 

historical case studies. Euro-American eugenics movements, postwar demographic 

theories and concomitant population policies, an underlying concern with race and 

nation clearly emerges. Prior to world war two, biogenetic concepts of race were 

dominant. Despite a shift over time to cultural and class-based definitions of race, 

discussions of who shall be encouraged or discouraged to reproduce continue to 

include racialized ideology. 

As I showed in that chapter, anthropologists have discerned the moralizing tone of 

population policies, and pointed to historically present cultural logics of fertility 

regulation. However, with the exception of recent developments (e.g. Kanaaneh 

2002, ICrause 1999, Schneider & Schneider 1996), anthropologists have maintained a 

bias toward modernist ideas of rationally calculating reproductive individuals. In 

their assessments of population policies, feminists have exposed the political, racist, 

and classist views. However, to a large extent, they have glossed national historical 

contexts and considerations of local power. This shortcoming has inadvertently 

perpetuated a primary problem of the population policies that they intend to critique; 
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that Europe's history can be applied as a one-size-fits-all solution to high fertility 

rates. Yet, a review of Puerto Rico's national history of population policy illuminates 

the rich contexts into which such policies are introduced (Briggs 2002). Notably, few 

analyses have examined the racialized dimensions of such policies, in spite of the 

historical legacies of eugenicist thinking across cultural contexts. 

Chapter three begins with a brief outline of one of the contradictory outcomes of 

socialist feminist critiques, and particularly, the lack of regard fro national contexts 

and histories—the ICPD of Cairo, 1994. One of the major challenges to 

implementing the Ciro consensus to consider women subjects, not objects, of 

reproductive decisions, has been fostering acceptance within national contexts. As a 

hegemonic process, population politics are not unidirectional, but shaped by the 

everyday, mundane reproductive decision-making processes, constituted by micro-

politics, complex identity formation projects, and individual desires. In this chapter, I 

apply the framework of hegemonic process to local levels of reproductive decision

making processes. From medical anthropological literature on experiences of fertility 

and pregnancy, it is clear that reproductive decision-making entails a consideration of 

the phenomenological body. In this vein, reproductive decision-making challenges 

and expands the Gramscian framework generated in this thesis. As a bodily counter-

hegemonic recourse to population politics, whether pro- or anti-natalist in agenda, 

reproduction constitutes a non-discursive resort for women and couples, thereby 

suggesting that hegemonic processes do not only take place within common 

discursive frameworks, but include non-discursive frameworks as well (Green 1999). 
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Drawing from Foucault's concept of biopower, I expand the Gramscian framework 

for understanding reproductive decision-making. Doing so allows me to incorporate 

notions of the phenomenological body as a site of power relations, and the idea that 

power produces individual bodily desires, in this case, for bearing children. 

Future Directions of Researcli 

It is with future dissertation fieldwork possibilities in mind that I have written this 

thesis. As a place where I have observed reproductive decisions, as home to a steady 

decrease in birth rates over the past thirty years in spite of a tenacious pronatalist stance 

across several regime shifts (INEC 2001), and an extensive community of bilateral 

development organizations that promote family planning, Nicaragua provides a rich 

context for the assessment and application of the theoretical framework developed here. 

Additional important factors are: worsening economic conditions, the impending 

extensiofi of NAFTA to Central America in Plan Puebla Panama, and an expanding 

government-subsidized maquila industry within Nicaragua that primarily employs young 

women. Currently, Nicaragua presents a complex environment for further empirical 

research on reproductive decision-making. A contradictory message emanating from the 

state complicates the paradox; despite its pronatalist ideologies, the state is the number 

one provider of contraceptives (INEC 2001:77).^'' Yet, in an example of how this 

contradiction plays out, there is the recent case of a nine-year old Nicaraguan girl who 

was raped while picking coffee in Costa Rica, and rendered pregnant. The Catholic 

Church influenced the Costa Rican government's refusal to allow her an abortion. Once 

I want to thank Laura Tesler for this insight. 
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she returned to Nicaragua, hesitance on the part of the government spurred involvement 

from a human rights group comprised of international members and a group of private 

doctors, who facilitated an abortion, the express wish of the girl and her parents (La 

Prensa). This happened much to the dismay of the Catholic Church and the Nicaraguan 

Ministry of Health. In this instance, civil society provided an active terrain for engaging 

and shaping governmental decision, which at last legally exonerated parents and doctors 

on the grounds that the law permits abortions performed primarily for therapeutic 

purposes, in which full-term pregnancy endangers the mother's health. As the above 

example illustrates, hegemonic negotiations remain open to counter-hegemonic 

challenges from civil society and individuals, ultimately reinforces state rule, yet above 

all, remain incomplete. 
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