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Introduction

Babies at Nazareth Hospital, Philadelphia,
photographed for a Life magazine story in
1941. Life claimed that, in the struggle for
fertility with Nazi Germany, America was
winning ‘the baby war’ with a baby boom, a
concept that gained traction in demography
later. Large-scale hospital birth, which spread
rapidly through the mid-twentieth century,
became the subject of heated struggles over
control and a key issue in what by the 1970s
was framed as ‘the politics of reproduction’.
Detail from photograph by Marty Hyman
(Philadelphia Record) from ‘Boom in babies’,
Life (1 Dec. 1941), 73–4, on 73.
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Reproduction in History
Nick Hopwood, Rebecca Flemming and Lauren Kassell

Who should reproduce, and how? Is it acceptable to manipulate DNA to make a ‘designer baby’ or clone a favourite pet? Ought everyone to have smaller families to limit
the environmental impacts of population growth? Why do hundreds of thousands of
women and millions of babies still die at the time of childbirth every year? Reproduction is in the news because the subject has such wide scope, from the most intimate
experiences to planetary policy, and because it raises such large and diicult questions.
Innovation fuels controversies over science and technology, economics and politics,
ethics and religion, while children keep on being born.
Activists, politicians, scientists and scholars have called on history to celebrate
progress or condemn present practices, to understand where we are and how things
might take a turn for the better or worse. hey have argued that family planning produced prosperity or that fertility control followed social change; that male obstetricians
developed techniques to make childbirth safe or increased the danger by edging midwives out. Tales are still told of advance or decline, sudden ruptures or long traditions,
but the relevant research has become so vast and diverse that it is hard to see the big
picture. Even historians may lose their way in the forests of books and journals.
his volume, the irst large-scale history of reproduction, works against this dispersion of scholarship by bringing together and extending some of the best studies. It
comes out of conversations between experts in diferent epochs and approaches, and
invites readers to join in the attempt to grasp the whole, to revise old stories and tell
new ones. Focusing on the Mediterranean, western Europe, North America and their
empires, we span from antiquity to the present day. he book also combines histories
of science, technology and medicine with social, cultural and demographic accounts. It
aims to set agendas for research, to introduce students and non-specialists to the ield
and to deepen public debate.

What Was Reproduction?
In the sense of procreation alone, reproduction has had extraordinary reach. Eforts to
control fertility and manage births have linked bedrooms to courtrooms, and laboratories to farms and clinics, while involving midwives and embryologists, farmers and
anti-abortionists. Explanations have referred to seeds and embryos, eggs and sperm,
monsters and clones, sex and the life cycle. Reproduction has been bound up in more
general concerns about creation and evolution, race and gender, degeneration and
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regeneration, not to mention those other meanings of the word: copying and social
transmission. he birth of a baby may imply investments in maternity and paternity
for families, lineages, even dynasties, and states. he Roman Emperor Augustus legislated to encourage marriage and childbearing, a much-repeated endeavour, while recent Indian governments have run mass sterilization camps, and China launched and
eventually loosened a one-child policy. Demands of growing populations for food, and
hence land, have propelled migration and been used to justify wars; they have fostered
plant and animal breeding, transforming the environment and our diets. Populations
that did not reproduce themselves have relied on immigration, with profound efects
on economies, politics and cultures.
We can look back like a biologist or demographer and ind reproduction in every
century, but for historians ‘reproduction’ also means a set of ideas and practices that are
speciically modern. Before the nineteenth century, most educated people wrote not of
‘reproduction’, but of ‘generation’, a larger, looser framework for discussing procreation
and descent. ‘Generation’ was an active making, and commentators likened the genesis
of new beings to artisanal processes such as brewing, baking and moulding clay. Generation encompassed not just animals and plants, but minerals too, though the human
soul received special attention. Only in the mid-eighteenth century did the word ‘reproduction’, literally ‘producing again’, begin to gain any currency as the common property
of all living organisms (and only them) to beget others of their own kind. Used most
inluentially in this sense by the director of the King’s Garden in Paris, Georges-Louis
Leclerc, Comte de Bufon, in 1749, the concept meant a more abstract process of perpetuating species, which were then increasingly deined as ‘populations’.
Reproduction, whether as biological universal or time-bound practices, should be
central to the writing of history. It has not been, because activities associated with sex,
and wrongly perceived as just concerning women, were sidelined for a long time. Since
‘reproduction’ itself was consolidated as a somewhat uniied discourse only in the late
nineteenth century, and became prominent only in the mid-twentieth, accounts of the
various aspects of its history are scattered.
In the 1970s, some scholars recognized history of reproduction as a broad ield
comprising individuals and populations. As new social movements fought for women’s
and gay liberation, and civil as well as workers’ rights, people started to talk about ‘the
politics of reproduction’. Feminists played the leading part. Campaigners for women to
take on new social and economic roles demanded the power to choose whether, when
and how to conceive, carry, deliver and raise a child. hey rediscovered the famous statement about the importance of reproduction by Karl Marx’s collaborator Friedrich Engels in 1884: ‘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
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propagation of the species.’1 Feminist intellectuals argued that reproductive labour was
fundamental to history and social life, and that it should be organized more equitably.
As new methods swept the social sciences and humanities, historians took up
topics that their profession had largely ignored: women and gender, the family, the body
and sexuality. Reproduction was a magnet for research, but ‘history of reproduction’ did
not acquire an independent identity.2 Focusing on babies, especially as women’s business, risked reinforcing the very assumptions that needed to change, though it might
have strengthened ties to the burgeoning studies of procreation in anthropology, sociology and demography.3 A half-century later, and ater much important work, reproduction still invites more concerted historical attention. his book seizes that opportunity.

Frameworks from the 1970s
We begin by going back to the 1970s, when frameworks for the history of reproduction
were built in encounters between critical political and intellectual agendas, particularly
within feminism, and pre-existing disciplines. Histories of medicine, demography, the
family and ideas supplied foundations, component parts and narratives to critique.
Of these, history of medicine was most important. In the 1970s, doctors were at
the summit of their power, but denounced for ‘medicalization’: claiming authority over
areas of life that had not been medical at all. he disapproval extended to physicians’
and surgeons’ dominion over the past through bold, oten technology-driven stories of
the rise of specialties such as obstetrics and gynaecology. he then largely male practitioners applauded the progress of rationality against female ignorance and incompetence, while obscuring the mutual shaping of technology and society (Fig. 1.1).4 Activism against hospitalized childbirth, and for improved access to contraception and
abortion, spawned histories that decried the denigration of women’s contributions to
generation and a takeover of childbirth by forceps-wielding men.5
he best-known history of reproduction had its origins in 1972 as a talk at a conference on women’s health. Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English, teachers at SUNY
College at Old Westbury, ‘a hotbed of political debate’, wrote Witches, Midwives, and
1 Friedrich Engels, he Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State (New York, NY, 1972), pp. 25–6.
2 For an early use of the phrase: Mary P. Ryan, ‘Reproduction in American history’, Journal of Interdisciplinary
History 10 (1979), 319–32.
3 Faye Ginsburg and Rayna Rapp, ‘he politics of reproduction’, Annual Review of Anthropology 20 (1991),
311–43; Rene Almeling, ‘Reproduction’, Annual Review of Sociology 41 (2015), 423–42.
4 For example, Harold Speert, Iconographia gyniatrica: A Pictorial History of Gynecology and Obstetrics
(Philadelphia, PA, 1973).
5 Carolyn Merchant, he Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientiic Revolution (San Francisco, CA,
1980); Jean Donnison, Midwives and Medical Men: A History of Inter-Professional Rivalries and Women's
Rights (New York, NY, 1977).
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Figure 1.1 ‘Graph showing progress of obstetrics and gynecology.’ he line is ‘almost horizontal’ until
Ephraim McDowell’s ovariotomy of 1809 begins ‘an abrupt upward trend’. he igure was reproduced
for criticism in William Ray Arney’s Foucauldian Power and the Profession of Obstetrics in 1982. From
heodore Cianfrani, A Short History of Obstetrics and Gynecology (Springield, IL: homas, 1960),
p. viii. 23 × 15 cm.
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Nurses ‘in a blaze of anger’ (Fig. 1.2).6 he pamphlet linked the demise of midwives
and the rise of male medical professionals, though its premise, that the majority of
midwives and other female healers were witches, has been debunked. Another revisionist classic, Linda Gordon’s 1976 history of birth control, drew on A Medical History of
Contraception (1936), which a counterpart of the (American) Birth Control League had
funded sociologist Norman Himes to research. Himes contended that for ‘half a million
years’ humans had desired to restrict fertility with ‘techniques, now bizarre and pathetically inefective or injurious, now strangely ingenious, original and workable’, but that
‘democratized knowledge’ of efective methods was ‘ultra-modern’. Gordon broadened
the scope to encompass politics, from the free-love, socialist and feminist beginnings
of the modern movement to states’ cooption of contraception to limit the reproduction
of the poor and non-white.7 She horriied conservative historians, but prompted the
sympathetic to seek more evidence of how people behaved in the past.
he new politics of reproduction also engaged with population control. Its
much-rehearsed history went back to the ‘principle of population’ articulated by the
Reverend homas Robert Malthus in 1798: the number of mouths to feed increases geometrically, but resources rise only arithmetically. As nineteenth-century governments
re-established the practice of censuses, and instituted civil registration and statistical
bureaux, debates over the strength of nations, migration, eugenics and birth control invoked historic trends. Ater World War II, demographers at the Princeton Oice of Population Research ofered the European transition to low fertility between 1850 and 1940
as a model for progress in the ‘hird World’. ‘Demographic transition theory’ presented
modernization from uncontrolled ‘natural’ fertility to smaller, planned families as the
basis for stable economic growth.8 Population controllers argued that access to family
planning could accelerate this last stage even without social and economic change, but
in the 1970s their methods and concepts came under sustained attack from the Let.
Social historians were already giving the history of the family a more distinct
identity by going beyond numbers to include sentiments, attitudes and households
within their purview.9 History of the family had started – or so Engels claimed – when
Das Mutterrecht (Mother right, 1861), by the Basel jurist Johann Jakob Bachofen, disputed the permanence of patriarchy. he American anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan,
drawing on wider research into past kinship, noted the early absence of private property
6 Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English, Witches, Midwives & Nurses: A History of Women Healers, 2nd edn
(New York, NY, 2000), pp. 7–13.
7 Norman E. Himes, Medical History of Contraception (New York, NY, 1970), pp. xiv, 422; Linda Gordon, Woman's Body, Woman's Right: A Social History of Birth Control in America (Harmondsworth, 1977), pp. 216–19.
8 Simon Szreter, ‘he idea of demographic transition and the study of fertility change: A critical intellectual
history’, Population and Development Review 19 (1993), 659–701.
9 Peter Laslett, he World We Have Lost (London, 1965); Louise A. Tilly and Miriam Cohen, ‘Does the family
have a history? A review of theory and practice in family history’, Social Science History 6 (1982), 131–79.
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Figure 1.2 Cover of the forty-ive-page pamphlet that Ehrenreich and English self-published in 1972
and distributed in old boxes from Pampers nappies; the Feminist Press took it over the following year.
he woodcut of a woman in labour, assisted by midwife and birth attendant, is ater Eucharius Rösslin’s
handbook for midwives, irst published in 1513. 21 × 14 cm.
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and the state, and proposed a universal shit from ‘savage’ group marriage and maternal
clan to ‘civilized’ monogamy and ‘father-family’.10 Historians were slow to expand their
remit, but around 1900 anthropologists classiied societies according to practices of
family formation and sexual mores, and inquired into understandings of the relations
between intercourse, pregnancy and paternity. ‘Sexologists’ such as Havelock Ellis, author of an early medical textbook on homosexuality, explored human sexual variety
past and present.11 Here were powerful resources for questioning the naturalness of the
bourgeois family and its gender roles, a project later developed in feminist philosophy
and anthropology.
Fresh approaches enlivened histories of biological and philosophical ideas, in
which generation loomed large.12 By the 1970s, critical scholars were rewriting chronicles of the growth of thought by postulating radical breaks in making the modern world.
Most inluential has been a French tradition, especially Michel Foucault’s notion of
‘power-knowledge’, the pervasive ways in which power deines thought and the thinkable. Analysing ‘apparatuses’ rather than intellectual lineages, Foucault had proposed
in the 1960s that knowledge could reorganize suddenly, and that a break around 1800
made the medical, life and human sciences possible. In 1976, the introductory volume
of his History of Sexuality distinguished two forms of ‘biopower’, a new authority over
life that expanded from the seventeenth century. On the one hand, ‘anatomo-politics’
controlled, trained and shaped individual bodies by disciplines that promoted eiciency and productivity. On the other, a ‘biopolitics’ of the population, now a phenomenon
managed by nation-states, acted through a set of regulations to deine peoples, principally workforces, including their racial composition. Anatomo-politics and biopolitics
intersected in procreative sex.13
Written in the same city, Paris, around the same time, a history of genetics by the
molecular biologist François Jacob was the irst to locate a break, much like Foucault’s,
in the late eighteenth-century move from ‘generation’ to ‘reproduction’, the framework
within which researchers formulated modern concepts of eggs and sperm, genes and
populations.14 Feminist historians of medicine argued further that, between 1750 and

10 Engels, Origin of the Family, pp. 28–9, 68, 82–9.
11 Henrika Kuklick, he Savage Within: he Social History of British Anthropology, 1885–1945 (Cambridge,
1991); Lucy Bland and Laura Doan (eds.), Sexology in Culture: Labelling Bodies and Desires (Cambridge,
1998).
12 Still indispensable: Erna Lesky, Die Zeugungs- und Vererbungslehren der Antike und ihr Nachwirken
(Wiesbaden, 1951); Jacques Roger, Les sciences de la vie dans la pensée française du XVIIIe siècle: La
génération des animaux de Descartes à l’Encyclopédie (Paris, 1963).
13 Michel Foucault, he History of Sexuality, vol. 1: An Introduction (New York, NY, 1978); Foucault, Security,
Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1977–1978, ed. Michel Senellart, trans. Graham
Burchell (New York, NY, 2007).
14 François Jacob, he Logic of Life: A History of Heredity, trans. Betty E. Spillmann (New York, NY, 1982).
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1850, medicine, demography and political economy replaced ‘generatio’, or ‘fruitfulness’,
with ‘reproduction’, which under industrial capitalism became linked to production.15
By 1980, then, accounts of loss confronted tales of progress, and claims of sudden ruptures deied assumptions of the smooth advance of knowledge and skill. As
histories of medicine and science professionalized, past reproduction stayed unusually
politicized. Histories of midwifery fed into battles over high-tech hospital birth,16 while
the Ford Foundation, promoting women’s choice about childbearing, supported James
Mohr’s Abortion in America (1978), which was read out during a ilibuster in the United
States Senate.17 Histories of eugenics fuelled demands for compensation to people sterilized against their will.18 Histories of reproductive medicine criticized gender bias and
discriminatory provision.19
he core insights from the 1970s have enduring value. he feminist attention to
the gendered division of labour is fundamental, and now interprets the roles played by
men as well as women.20 It is hard to imagine the ield without the idea of ‘biopolitics’,
even if the accumulation of empirical information has qualiied Foucault’s description
of the eighteenth-century rise of ‘population’ and revealed the limitations of generalizing from France. Jacob named the big shit from generation to reproduction that
structures this book, but his history of ideas wants enrichment and re-examination.
By pooling expertise, we can reassess these frameworks and ground long views in the
latest research.

Challenges of the Long Term
Between the 1980s and the early 2000s, historical practice shited away from grand
narratives while the volume of nuanced studies grew. hat has made it harder to
draw big pictures, and all too easy to revert to the old ones by default. Instead, we
should renew and replace the existing outlines by building on writing that embraced a
multiperspectival conception of culture and on histories of science, technology and
15 Barbara Duden, he Woman beneath the Skin: A Doctor's Patients in Eighteenth-Century Germany, trans.
homas Dunlap (Cambridge, MA, 1991), pp. 28–9, 205; Ludmilla Jordanova, ‘Interrogating the concept of
reproduction in the eighteenth century’, in Faye D. Ginsburg and Rayna Rapp (eds.), Conceiving the New
World Order: he Global Politics of Reproduction (Berkeley, CA, 1995), pp. 369–86.
16 Ann Oakley, he Captured Womb: A History of the Medical Care of Pregnant Women (Oxford, 1984).
17 James C. Mohr, Abortion in America: he Origins and Evolution of National Policy, 1800–1900 (New York,
NY, 1978).
18 Daniel J. Kevles, In the Name of Eugenics: Genetics and the Uses of Human Heredity (New York, NY, 1985);
Gisela Bock, Zwangssterilisation im Nationalsozialismus. Studien zur Rassenpolitik und Frauenpolitik
(Opladen, 1986).
19 Gena Corea, he Mother Machine: Reproductive Technologies from Artiicial Insemination to Artiicial
Wombs (London, 1985).
20 Judith Walzer Leavitt, Brought to Bed: Childbearing in America, 1750–1950 (New York, NY, 1986); Leavitt,
Make Room for Daddy: he Journey from Waiting Room to Birthing Room (Chapel Hill, NC, 2009).
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