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30 years after the birth of the first test-tube baby in Manchester, England, in 1978, in-vitro fertilization and other technologies of “assisted reproduction” have become increasingly well-known throughout the world. Although the use of such technologies may still be limited to women, couples and families with adequate financial means, it is nowadays impossible to see these technologies as the privilege of the unwanted childless in Western countries alone.  Embedded as they are in diverse biopolitical constellations, local social orders and asymmetrical economies, in-vitro technologies are not only practiced and used in North America, Europe, and Australia, but also in many countries in Asia and Africa: from Yemen and the Arabic Emirates to Israel, from Ecuador to Rumania, in Mali, on Cyprus and  in transnational spaces. An almost global “techno-scape” has emerged from the multitude of practices that are generating, transferring, acquiring, imagining, and regulating technology against, through and beyond regional and national borders: a multilocal configuration that constantly re-defines and re-produces the local.  

For twenty years social and cultural anthropologists and researchers of science and technology have accompanied these developments. Either with local or with mobile, multilocal investigations, they continue to investigate the professional environments and the cultural implications of reproductive technologies. For the first time, the international workshop “IVF as global Form. Ethnographic Knowledge and the Transnationalization of Reproductive Technologies” brought the authors of these studies together, not only to discuss different localities but to make visible connections between them. The goal of the conference in the eyes of its organizers (Stefan Beck, Sulamith Hamra, Maren Klotz, Michi Knecht), was not primarily to compare different ways of articulating IVF in various societies and cultures or to designate a typology for how it is adopted. More importantly, the workshop  attempted to generate new insights on reproductive technologies as global “forms” or “assemblages” on the basis of thick ethnographic research.  Two intensely-discussed problems of international social and cultural anthropology were thereby touched upon: How do transnational “scapes” (Arjun Appadurai), spaces and orders emerge, tentatively stabilize and develop? And what kind of conceptual, methodological, and analytical-theoretical innovations are necessary in order to shift ethnographic attentions from the exclusively local to the transnational or even global practices which are more and more entangled with the local appropriations of IVF-technologies?

In her opening speech, “5 Million Miracle Babies Later. The Cultural Legacy of IVF”, SARAH FRANKLIN (BIOS-Centre, LSE, London) invited us to reposition IVF in the history of human reproduction and in our way of thinking. 30 years of technologically assisted reproduction, according to FRANKLIN, have both revolutionized how we handle human reproduction and institutionalized new ambivalences between the risks and obligations involved in using these technologies. Yet because IVF has been normalized so quickly, in many places becoming an unspectacular and everyday technology, we underestimate its legacy. The multiple and complex genealogies of conception by assisted reproduction have not yet been adequately reconstructed, we still, for example, don't know what allowed these technologies to migrate from the domain of animal husbandry into human medicine. Even without new historical sources, rereading the literature which has already been published on the history of this science could, according to FRANKLIN, point towards new interpretations. In her view, IVF forms a historical turning point in somatic technologies and ethics. By no means did the “Era of Biology” only begin with the Human Genome Project and the cloning of Dolly the sheep. Although it has been described as “Nature's helping hand”, IVF as a tool and a model should, in Franklin’s perspective, actually be understood as the helping hand for the next generation of biotechnological possibilities and interventions. The embryo “produced” by IVF, characterized by the normality with which it can be modified, initiates future and expands forms of intervention in human life as well as preparing for them. Today, IVF does not embody the substitutability of human reproduction by technology, but is in fact its replacement: The model has become the new original.

In her introduction on Friday morning, MICHI KNECHT (Humboldt University of Berlin) presented the main concept of the conference: she suggested that IVF be investigated as a model case of biotechnological transnationalization and globalization.  Important sub-themes of this question were the experimentation with and discussion of analytical concepts such as “technological zone”, “scape”, and “global assemblage”; the analysis of national and transnational styles of governmentality in the regulation of IVF and its  connections to the mobile dimensions of these technologies; and the transitions between biopolitical and bioeconomical configurations. Further motifs for the workshop would be the changing conditions for the production of ethnographic knowledge in this field as well as the asymmetries inside of and between different spaces of reproductive technology. Open to consideration would also be how the formation of these spaces contributed to a new inscription and at the same time a de-localization  of the dichotomy “the West versus the Rest” and its connected ideas of “modern” and “old-fashioned”. 

Constellations of Reproductive Governmentality

On the first day of the workshop contributions in many ways tied into SARAH FRANKLIN's characterization of IVF-technologies as generators of ambivalence about new obligations and risks.. Contributions also focused on the concept of “reproductive governmentality” brought to the fore by ELIZABETH ROBERTS. In the first panel, entitled “Localizing IVF: the Cultural Works of Encounters”, ROBERTS (University of Michigan) discussed the cultural, economic, religious, and political contexts of reproductive technologies on the basis of ethnographic material from Ecuador. She looked at how these contexts affect the specific form of Ecuadorian reproductive governmentality in dealings with IVF, among them a badly-equipped public health system and its under-regulated private pendant, the Church, a strict ban on abortion, and pronounced social and economical hierarchies. Even poor Ecuadorians developed strategies in order to be able to claim private medical services, thereby avoiding the state health institutions. Many of the poorer women being treated in fertility clinics had become sterile because of previous, badly-conducted illegal abortions. ROBERTS demonstrated how the use of IVF-technologies works to negotiate subjectivities and the power to action, control and absence of control between the Ecuadorian state and its citizens. 

MICHAL NAHMAN (Bristol) situated IVF in Israel in the context of an altogether pronouncedly pro-natalistic biopolitical system where medical reproductive treatments are generously financed by state and society and legal forms of regulation are at their world-wide most permissive. The puzzling sentence “Embryos are our babies”, written on the outside wall of a private Israeli IVF-clinic, formed the leitmotif of her presentation. By looking at the intersections between science and national culture, NAHMAN was able to discover parallel motives and repercussions between, for example, national narratives on Aliyah (the Jewish right of return to the Holy Land) and the narratives emerging in the context of an import of egg cells from other countries, i.e. Rumania, thereby demonstrating similarities between the interpretations of private and public “crises of reproduction”.  By drawing on Benjamin's concept of the “shortening of time”, NAHMAN showed how the developmental steps between “embryos” and “babies” were made invisible in the Israeli discourse, as well as how the IVF-embryo is transformed into a neo-liberal, contemporary-nationalist hope for the future. In her commentary, social anthropologist JEANNETTE EDWARDS (Manchester University) stressed the fact that the ethnographic wide angle view on usage practices of technology, which also brings class, demographics, and the entire local situation to the fore, is what actually forms a genuine ethnographic contribution to the discussion on global technological assemblages. 

In the second panel, “National Styles of Governance/ Local IVF Cultures”, WILLEMIJN DE JONG (Department of Social Anthropology, University of Zurich) demonstrated how a specifically Swiss bioethics-position on IVF had been constructed in the context of transnational debates. She illustrated the (Swiss) local discourse with the example of a podium discussion which found the idea of “The Project of Making Children” offensive.  The “Delusion of Creation” represented by reproductive technologies was contrasted in the discussion with the motif of the “Child as a Gift”, which has a positive connotation. In the relationship between local discourse and transnational debates, Switzerland is noticeable (and noticeably careful) because of its especially restrictive handling of IVF and its hesitant acceptance of many methods of reproductive technology. 

In her presentation on “knowledge management” within families who used donor conception in Germany and Great Britain, MAREN KLOTZ offered the thesis that biological kinship information is currently becoming a problem. KLOTZ used the example of a single mother in Berlin, who had conceived her daughter with semen from a donor in the USA and collected information on the genitor through online research, to develop a complex picture of the connections between national regulations, the Europeanization of legislation, and the personal, reflexive actions of actors in the field. Drawing on Marilyn Strathern’s and Janet Carsten’s understanding of kinship knowledge as “constitutive knowledge” which not only moulds but actually produces relationships, KLOTZ made clear how important it is to understand the intersections of family legislation and local family practices. The discussion of both presentations (commentary by CAMEL SHALEV, University of Tel Aviv) underpinned the conclusion that there is a significant need for research on the still relatively new EU Tissue and Cells Directive. Rather unintentionally, this directive on how to handle human cells and tissues also regulates anonymity practices in the case of semen donation. From this perspective, the directive may also be read as a part of a kinship legislation which can establish, legitimize,  strengthen or sever relationships. 

BERNHARD HADOLT (IHS Vienna) and VIOLA HÖRBST (Institute for Ethnology, LMU Munich) in their presentation investigated the possibilities and limits of a contrastive comparison of in-vitro fertilization in Mali and Austria.  Their chosen unit of comparison, the “form of practice”, designated locally specific, socially shared bundles of practices that emerged from the interaction of local problem definitions of childlessness, national forms of regulation, and transnationally operating health organizations. HADOLT and HÖRBST paid special attention to the differences between respective local understandings of unwanted childlessness and demonstrated how the expensive and uncertain technologies supplemented social techniques in dealing with childlessness (polygyny, for example), especially in Mali. According to their findings, in both researched contexts the definition of what was traditionally understood as the problem of unwanted childlessness had not been changed by the (limited) availability of reproductive technologies.  

ZEYNEP GÜRTIN-BROADBENT (University of Cambridge) analyzed “localization practices” of reproductive technologies in Turkey in her research at a private fertility clinic in Ankara. IVF and ICSI are now regarded there as a normal, modern, and normatively required answer to infertility and unwanted childlessness. The high social acceptance of “Tüp Bebek” (test-tube) children is based on the ban of any form of donogen insemination, on the limitation of the usage of IVF to married heterosexual couples, and to a pronounced pride about the success of Turkish doctors. In her commentary on the presentations of this panel, FERHUNDE ÖZBAY (Boğaziçi University of Istanbul), called for an expansion of views on demographic policy and its changes, especially in Turkey, as well as an intensive ethnographical investigation of the connections between re-definitions of conceptions like modernity, citizenship, and progress in the use of IVF technologies. 

Transnational Spaces of Reproductive Technologies

The third day of the workshop was dedicated to the transnational aspects of diverse research projects examining practices of assisted reproductive technologies throughout the world. The Saturday morning panel's theme was “Tracing the Transnational Scapes of Reproductive Technologies: Emergent Forms and Domains of Regulation”. SVEN BERGMANN (Humboldt University, Berlin) reported on his research into “fertility tourism” at fertility clinics in Spain and the Czech Republic. Taking the trade in egg cells as an example, he traced the different facets of the repro-scapes which are evolving there. In order to decode the form and the process dynamics of these “scapes” (Appadurai) ethnographically, BERGMANN especially looked at interactions and encounters in transnational spaces. He analyzed matching strategies between egg cell donors and receivers, synchronization practices, and the production and safeguarding of supply and demand for their dimensions in both space and time. The paths of traveling patients, gametes, and hormone treatments and the spaces of clinics where medical knowledge, capital, bodily substances, and the donors and receivers of egg cells meet are all part of an emerging, cleft, and starkly-stratified transnational landscape. EVA-MARIA KNOLL (Austrian Academy of Science, Vienna) also addressed the eastward shift of reproductive technologies and a specific variety of “fertility tourism”. Based on her ethnographic materials, she demonstrated how the mobility of reproductive technologies from Austria to Hungary followed the classical patterns and established infrastructure of the tourism industry. KNOLL showed convincingly that due to increased transnationalism, borders in no way lose their meanings, rather they gain new ones: for example, when the availability of IVF to certain (national) groups of the population is expanded or limited. The under-regulation of  and lack of clarity in transnational repro-scapes produce a certain degree of elbowroom which allows the three Hungarian IVF-clinics her ethnography focused on very different, sometimes even antagonistic policies and practices. In her subsequent commentary, SHAHANAH SCHMID (BIOS Centre, LSE London) underlined the necessity of new analytical, possibly cartographical approaches which must go beyond a criticism of a methodological nationalism (Nina Glick-Schiller) and the simple call for a more mobile multilocal field research.  The presentations made clear that political spaces and borders, the territories of the market, and the spaces of the imagination which all involve IVF as a transnational or global form are by no means congruent to one another. The exact relationships between different forms of governance and market logics must, however, still be examined more closely.  

The second panel on Saturday continued the discussion on the structure of transnational reproductive spaces. Thematic focal point was now “Accelerated and Restricted Agencies and Engagements”. Medical and social anthropologist MARCIA INHORN (University of Michigan/Yale University) introduced the complexly stratified regime of reproduction in Dubai.  Dubai is visited by users of reproductive technologies from many countries worldwide, not least by users from such countries who, especially after 9-11, were no longer able to secure visas for the USA. For the elites from a number of Arabic and African countries, Dubai is closer to their homes than Europe or the States.

INHORN specifically reported on the exemplary case of an Israeli woman who became pregnant with triplets in Dubai with an egg cell donation from Cyprus, who then aborted two of the three fetuses in England where this, as opposed to Dubai, is allowed. INHORN's analysis described a kind of consumption of legislation, made possible by financial resources. She suggested that the analysis of assisted reproductive forms of life should not be limited to clinics and laboratories, but rather that the domestic division of labor and the entire organization of parent-child relationships should be incorporated. Only in this way could the extent of the interdependent entanglement be seen, which the nannies of wealthy (native as well as international) Dubai families and their children and families as specific “others” of global parenthood and motherhood also form part of.  

In his presentation, ADITYA BHARADWAJ argued that the concept of stratified reproduction (introduced by Shellee Colen, 1995) did not adequately consider the implications of a strongly pronounced pro-natalism and its equalizing impacts, as is the case in India. When having children is seen as a social necessity, rich and poor, urban and rural childless persons are all equally stigmatized, and categories such as, religion, class or caste and ethnicity get secondary. However, these categories do play an important role in the unequal access to socially or technologically assisted forms of dealing with infertility and unwanted childlessness. In his presentation, BHARADWAJ investigated the productivity of using Haraway's concept of “diffracting” in analyzing the complex regimes of reproduction as “patterns of interference” between reproductive technologies and traditions, myths and the neo-liberal occupation of women's “barren bodies” in the context of sexuality, control, and reproduction. SHALINI RANDERIA (Institute for Ethnology, University of Zuerich) considered the role of seemingly weak states in her commentary, which in their demographic policies could be better understood as “cunning states”. In India as well as elsewhere it is always about the question which children or families should be reproduced.  In addition to this she advised that deliberations on the emergence of IVF as a global form must draw even more on the upheavals and conjunctures of global demographic policies.   

The last panel of the second workshop day was called “Tracing Transnational Scapes of Reproductive Technologies III: Bureaucracies, Ethics and Knowledge". BOB SIMPSON (Social Anthropology, Durham University) investigated international forms of collaboration and local strategies concerning bioethical regulation in Sri Lanka, a country disrupted by political conflicts.  From the perspective of Sri Lankan ethicists, SIMPSON reconstructed the struggles to cultivate a “nationally appropriate” regulation of reproductive technologies in a field dominated by political and cultural dependencies and inequalities. According to SIMPSON, the global assemblage IVF is a rich mosaic of institutional forms and clinical practices that emerges from the continuous interaction of equality and difference, hierarchy and autonomy.  In the final presentation, STEFAN BECK (Humboldt University) asked how different actors can mobilize their “experiential knowledge” in the context of transnational medical spaces. Taking as examples a Turkish self-help group for the unwanted childless, a Cypriot patient organization, and a specific form of “knowledge-franchising” between US and Turkish clinics, BECK reconstructed the reflexive practices that generate the transnational space of reproductive technologies and a new “body cosmo-politic”. In his descriptions and interpretations of transnational practices and connections, BECK experimented with the metaphors “wormhole” and “hyperspace”, as well as with the concept of “counteractive conjunction” ("gegenstrebige Fügung"). The goal, according to BECK, is no longer to see transnational processes in comparison or even as analogous with the development of nation states or national models of state order, but to develop an independent vocabulary specifically for the analysis of transnational spaces. From this perspective, the transnational space of reproductive technologies can be viewed as a test arrangement for the reconstruction of late modern topologies. MICHAEL SCHILLMEIER (Institute of  Sociology, LMU Munich) amended these contributions with an acute observation which compared how, among other things, the way of dealing with concepts and ethnological empiricism differ in sociology and ethnology, thereby bringing the discussion once again back to the opening question as to the specifics of ethnological knowledge production in the transnational spaces of IVF. 

Rather than a simple demonstration of diversity, the ethnographical contributions to the workshop and the reports on multilocal research in transnational spaces established new questions to be answered, bringing to light dimensions of in-vitro fertilization that are otherwise too easily ignored. Important dimensions of ethnographic attention concern questions of inequality and power, but they also included a typically ethnological expansion of perspective to encompass adoption, abortion, demographic policy, gender orders, power relationships, legal situations, and economical conditions. All of this together was won out of empirical experience and became a meaningful context for new reproductive technologies. New facets of in-vitro technologies also came into focus when the ethnographic perspective was supplemented with questions of historical geneaology. As a global form and a transnational scape, in-vitro technologies form a productive model where methodical and theoretical concerns in the research of transnational structures can be further developed. Contributions to the conference will be published as an English language anthology by Campus Verlag, Frankfurt am Main, in cooperation with Chicago University Press. 

