Indian Journal of Medical Ethics Vol V No 1 January-March 2020

REVIEWS

Breaking “natural” boundaries

SYLVIA KARPAGAM

Sophie Lewis, Full surrogacy now: Feminism against family,
Verso; May 2019, pp 224, $12.99 (hard cover) ISBN-13: 978-
1786637291

The book Full surrogacy now: Feminism against family by Sophie
Lewis comes at a time when the Surrogacy (Regulation) Act
2018 (1) in India proposes to replace commercial surrogacy
with an altruistic version. While commercial surrogacy in India,
with its array of private hospitals and agents, has tended to
be exploitative of surrogate women, the new Bill riding on the
back of patriarchy, caste and class, reserves surrogacy only for
heterosexual, married couples while denying it to single, queer
and live-in couples. The surrogate, in turn, is expected to be a
close relative of the couple, who is married and has obtained
consent from her own husband.

This book by Lewis challenges many notions around religion,
patriarchy, gender, family, motherhood, love, class etc, that
operate around surrogacy; while claiming that the solution to
any kind of exploitation is more, and not less, surrogacy. The
child, instead of being viewed as the “property” of a private
nuclear family, exposed, as it will be, to many adverse social
and cultural influences, should, rather, be considered as a social
good. Lewis highlights how romantic articulations around
pregnancy and child birth often hide its innate morbidity and
mortality.

Lewis gives us the broad landscape of the surrogacy
industry and the often unequal and exploitative conditions
that surrogates work in. Lewis argues that the needs and
protection of the surrogates should be primary, rethinking
their relationship with the babies they gestate and recognising
reproduction as productive work.

The book challenges many socially constructed presumptions
around marriage, pregnancy, community, work, comradeship
etc. through the lens of surrogacy. It suggests that collective
ownership of a baby would drastically change our way of
looking at kinship and family. Lewis lays out the idea of
women as non-homogenous entities with varying levels of
attachment (or not) to their wombs and the products of these
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wombs. In Lewis’ world, a child is born only because someone,
not necessarily the one carrying the baby, wants it. The book
attempts to convert the narrow family-centric notion of
childcare to a broader community-based model where a child,
although entitled to a family, also belongs to a community
that is responsible for her care. The surrogate mother is seen,
not as an angel offering to produce a child for someone else
with love, but a woman who uses her body for the generation
of labour that is also monetised, as are other organs like the
hands, ears, brain etc.

The author holds up the individual attitude, behaviour and
perceptions of Dr Nayna Patel, a doctor at the Akanksha
Hospital (formerly Akanksha Infertility and IVF Clinic), in Anand,
India as a mirror to Indian society at large; showing how hard-
nosed business initiatives are couched as altruistic social
initiatives.

She clearly distances herself from this exploitative, dishonest
surrogacy model which is projected by Dr Patel as altruistic for
the surrogate while, in fact, reaping dividends for herself. It is
crucial that this class hypocrisy is exposed in the Indian context
and Lewis does it well, unlike many other writers, who often
tiptoe around these issues that are particularly explosive under
the current Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) government. She stops
short of looking at some of the deeper structural and systemic
issues that operate—how women navigate relationships
within their families, their extended families, community,
political landscape, employment etc. In the surrogacy clinic,
middle men and women are a crucial link, and as can be seen
in other women-centric sectors such as garment factories,
sanitation, sex work, construction etc, these people exploit
their unique position. The surrogacy clinic washes its hands
of the misdoings of the agent leaving the surrogate women
vulnerable to exploitation.

The value of surrogacy as “priceless” seems to be reserved for
surrogates and never for the industry that has sprouted around
it. Lewis calls this out. Words like “sister” or “aunty” seem to
imply that surrogate women are doing this labour out of good
will without monetary desire. A surrogate woman seem to be
either forced into the role of a “nice woman” who does things
for others, or a “bad woman” who doesn’t care enough for the
baby she produces.

A major part of the theoretical basis of the book derives from
Western literature, while the research, supposedly drawn from
an Indian context, tends to be anecdotal.This can be somewhat
dangerous given that a counter anecdotal narrative can then
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