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Context

Emerging genetic and reproductive technologies are: Emerging genetic and reproductive technologies are: 

�� Developing without critical dialogue Developing without critical dialogue –– no organized social no organized social 

justice, womenjustice, women’’s health, or reproductive rights perspectives health, or reproductive rights perspective

�� Impacting all of our communities Impacting all of our communities –– across race, class, across race, class, 

internationallyinternationally

�� Market driven Market driven –– commercialization of science & healthcommercialization of science & health

�� Developing in a social, political, economic and ideological Developing in a social, political, economic and ideological 

context of inequality and discriminationcontext of inequality and discrimination

�� Search for technological fixes for social & environmental Search for technological fixes for social & environmental 

problemsproblems



Focus on genetics vs

social/environmental factors

�� GeneticizationGeneticization of health disparitiesof health disparities

�� Increased use of genetics to explain/justify Increased use of genetics to explain/justify 
differences: differences: 
�� IntelligenceIntelligence

�� SexualitySexuality

�� Technological, genetic fixes for social, political Technological, genetic fixes for social, political 
and environmental problemsand environmental problems
�� CrimeCrime

�� ViolenceViolence

�� AlcoholismAlcoholism

�� ObesityObesity

�� Mental illnessMental illness

�� ShynessShyness

Dorothy Roberts: 

making  the 

connections



Pre-implantation genetic 

diagnosis (PGD)

�� InIn--vitro egg fertilizationvitro egg fertilization

�� At day 3 (8 cells) a cell is extracted for testingAt day 3 (8 cells) a cell is extracted for testing

�� Only selected (desired) embryos implantedOnly selected (desired) embryos implanted



Pre-implantation genetic 

diagnosis (PGD)

�� Developed for genetic Developed for genetic ““disabilitydisability”” dede--selectionselection

�� More recently More recently ––

�� Sex selectionSex selection

�� Late (adult) onLate (adult) on--set diseases set diseases ––
――Alzheimer, diabetesAlzheimer, diabetes

�� Tissue match for existing child Tissue match for existing child 

needing transplantneeding transplant

�� ““BestBest”” embryos, not healthy embryosembryos, not healthy embryos

�� Normalizes genetic selection Normalizes genetic selection 

and desirabilityand desirability



Pre-conception 

sex selection

�� MicroSort MicroSort ®® ---- sorts sperm cells carrying Ysorts sperm cells carrying Y--

chromosome (male) from chromosome (male) from 

XX--chromosome (female) chromosome (female) 

�� Ads in Ads in NY TimesNY Times and inand in--

flight magazinesflight magazines



Assisted Reproductive 

Technologies

�� Benefits Benefits ---- expands family formation optionsexpands family formation options

�� ConcernsConcerns

�� Accessibility & equity (basic health care)Accessibility & equity (basic health care)

�� Technological fixes for Technological fixes for enviroenviro problemsproblems

�� GeneticizesGeneticizes family formation and tiesfamily formation and ties

�� Unregulated in terms of health & safety Unregulated in terms of health & safety ––

lack of data and oversightlack of data and oversight

�� Reproductive Tourism Reproductive Tourism –– renting 3renting 3rdrd World wombsWorld wombs



Eugenic methods

�� Methods of past Methods of past 

practices plus practices plus 

�� Increase preIncrease pre--

implantation implantation 

diagnosis & screeningdiagnosis & screening

�� Reproductive Reproductive 

cloningcloning

�� Inheritable genetic Inheritable genetic 

modificationmodification

�� ““Designer babiesDesigner babies””

�� Methods of past Methods of past 

practices plus practices plus 

�� Sex selectionSex selection

�� Embryo screening Embryo screening 

�� Selective abortionSelective abortion

�� Gamete donor Gamete donor 

selectionselection

�� ““FamilyFamily”” eugenicseugenics

�� Forced breeding Forced breeding 

�� SterilizationSterilization

�� GenocideGenocide

�� SegregationSegregation

�� Restrictive Restrictive 

immigrationimmigration

�� Forced abortion Forced abortion 

�� InfanticideInfanticide

�� Dangerous Dangerous 

contraceptives contraceptives 

FutureFuturePresentPresentPastPast



Market eugenics

Technologies of genetic redesign could foster a new form Technologies of genetic redesign could foster a new form 
of eugenics: not stateof eugenics: not state--sponsored, but driven by sponsored, but driven by 
consumer dynamicsconsumer dynamics

�� Parents could feel compelled to obtain genetic Parents could feel compelled to obtain genetic ““upgradesupgrades””
for their future children, leading to a marketfor their future children, leading to a market--driven race for driven race for 
““enhancedenhanced”” genesgenes

�� Criteria for Criteria for ““goodgood”” and and ““badbad”” genes and traits would reflect genes and traits would reflect 
particular social biases particular social biases -- likely those that favor  privileged likely those that favor  privileged 
groupsgroups



“Reproductive 

Oppression"

�� Historical examples of reproductive oppressionHistorical examples of reproductive oppression

�� Sterilization abuse of American Indian, African American, PuertoSterilization abuse of American Indian, African American, Puerto

Rican and Mexican American womenRican and Mexican American women

�� Testing oral contraceptives on Puerto Rican womenTesting oral contraceptives on Puerto Rican women

�� Current examples/potential for reproductive oppressionCurrent examples/potential for reproductive oppression

�� ““Renting wombs:Renting wombs:”” IndiaIndia

�� ““OutsourcingOutsourcing”” for eggs: UK to Romaniafor eggs: UK to Romania

�� Family caps, providerFamily caps, provider--controlled contraceptivescontrolled contraceptives



Concerns about new 

technologies

� Health equity and access – “designer medicine”

� Devalues lives of people with disabilities

� Geneticization of race and difference 

� Reproductive health, rights and justice of women – exploitation of women’s 
bodies and reproductive capacity

� Potential market-based eugenics – breeding “better” people: consumer driven

� Lack of oversight, regulation and public debate

� International: reproductive tourism and markets



Reproductive health, 

rights, justice

�� Reproductive HealthReproductive Health ---- health & safety, medical cures and health & safety, medical cures and 
technological fixes, administrative regulationstechnological fixes, administrative regulations

�� Reproductive RightsReproductive Rights ---- legal protections and access to these legal protections and access to these 
technologies, privacy, state regulation technologies, privacy, state regulation 

�� Reproductive/Social JusticeReproductive/Social Justice ----
�� Health equityHealth equity

�� Control/exploitation of womenControl/exploitation of women’’s bodies, fertility & communitiess bodies, fertility & communities

�� Potential eugenic outcomesPotential eugenic outcomes

�� GeneticizationGeneticization of race, difference and social problemsof race, difference and social problems

�� Challenges individual choice modelChallenges individual choice model



Implications?

�� What are the implications of these new technologies for What are the implications of these new technologies for 

women of color? women of color? 

�� Who is Who is ““choosingchoosing”” and at what cost to women and society?and at what cost to women and society?

�� What will be the impact of these new technologies on  What will be the impact of these new technologies on  

women of colorwomen of color’’s ability to control their reproductive s ability to control their reproductive 

decisions & experiences? decisions & experiences? 


