


ENTERING MY twenty-fourth week. Flearthurn
woke me up this morning, and I turned to my fa-
vorite of the three pregnancy guidebooks I keep
near my bed—the one organized around anxi-
cties. In the section titled “Heartburn and In-
digestion,” sandwiched between “Losing Your
Figure” and “Food Aversions and Cravings,” |
read: “It’s nearly impossible to have an indiges-
tion-free nine months; ic’s just one of the less
pleasant facts of pregnancy.”

Iclosed my eyes. This was, I thought, what my
friend Kareema must have fel.! She was the
mother of eleven whom I'd seen through two
pregnancies in the 1980s. Like all but one of her
- others, her last pregnancy, at an age closer to my
- vurrent age than [ liked ro imagine, had proceeded
“ without the benefit of medical care. She had suf-
fered rerrible indigestion, and I remembered those

many evenings when, by the light of a kerosene
lantern, Thad prepared her the fizzy orange drink
she swore relieved the pain: effervescent tablers
o vitamin C purchased at the local pharmacy,

solved in a glass of water,

. in those days I understood little about what
‘areema and the other Awlad *Ali Bedouin
%{?xn I lived with in Egypt were experiencing.
Lasught up in my own world and my research, first

W omy mid-twenties and fater in my thirties, [
Wimed ro be, and was, very interested in women’s
periences. Bue [ barely noticed anything about



their pregnancies except protruding bellies artfully hidden by large red belts. The
women worked hard, lifting heavy cooking pots, carrying their other children on
their backs, washing clothes, and walking long distances to visit friends and rela-
rives. Pregnancy hardly seemed to interfere. At the end, with the help of a local mid-
wife, their mothers, or their mothers-in-law, these women suddenly produced infants
who, by the time [ would see them, were lovingly swaddled and lying close to them,
Or so it seemed. Except that every older woman who told me her life story men-
rioned a miscarriage or a stillbirch.

My pregnancy, in contrast, was the ultimate late-capiralist U.S. achievement:
assisted by the most recent advances in reproductive technology, monitored from
egg production to feral hearthears with the help of vltrascund and hormonal analy-
sis, and expensive. [ was one of the fortunate women in her late chirties for whom in
vitro fertilization had succeeded on the fHrst try. I began the pregnancy with a mix
of scientific knowledge, common sense, and holistic medical advice: warned by my

books abour pre-eclampsia, prevented from varrying heavy objects by my husband,

pampering myself by lying down ro allow blood o How to my placenta, counting
my calcium milligrams, balancing my green and vellow vegerables, and studying with
! some despair the undecipherable diagrams that promise to guide pregnant women
' through proper exercise regimens.

If L had not known Kareema and the other women in Egypt who had shared their
lives with me, I would not have been able to shake my head and laugh ar myself for

the fuss [ was making. I also might not have felt so tucky. My personal experience of

the pregnancy was shaped by the double (or hybrid, in Kirin Narayan's view) life |
lived as an anthropologist.’ I moved between the world of “home™ in the United
States, with my network of friends and family and the resources of feminist scholar-
ship on reproduction to help me think about the facts of life, and “the field” in Egypr,
where T was surrounded by women who became pregnant, gave birth, lived with chil-
dren, and ralked to me and to each orher about why things somerimes went wrong.
Ilooked to both places for help in understanding whar was happening to me, just as

Lhad soughe this pregnancy in both places.

Searching for Children

Living in what s known as the Western Desert of Egype, with only a substan-
dard clinic not close enough for casy access, the Bedouin women 1 knew could nor
take advantage of the superb doctors and excellent hospital facilities available in
Egypt’s major cities, Cairo and Alexandria, They gave each other advice, told srories
about their pregnancies and those of others, and complained-—of headaches, fevers,
aches, swelling. That did not stop them from feeling sorry for me, their anthropolo-
gist friend, seill childless long after their own daughters, who had kept me company
on the long winter evenings of my firsr stay in the late 1970s, had married and given
birth to one, rwo, sometimes three children.

Even though T did not yetr want children, they sympatherically told me storics
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about women who were “searching for children” (o0, They explained the theory of
“blocking” —how conception could be blocked by a sudden frighr, by being con-
fronted with someone who has come back from a funeral, or by a donkey who has

just given birth. They scared me by offering to take me to healers to have a string

wn through iy back or an amulet made. They told me how a second frighr could
undo a blockage, or how b athing on successive Fridays with water in which a zold
necklace had been soaked mi ight counteract a different kind of blockage.

Teagerly seribhb led all this in my noreboc oks; mostly it was marterial for my book
on Sed()x,nn women’s stories. | wondered, occasionally, how these notions about
Hows and b slockages A with our medieal narratives about hormones, eggs, sperni,
and fallopian tubes. 1 had long been skeptical of | images of how our bodies worked
that relied on biological entities whose existence [ had to take on faith, Emily Mar-
un’s analysis of the mechanical mer aphors and bizarre implications of rhese sci-

cneific stories shour women’s bodies had confirmed my own ambivalence.’

Later, when [ was back in Egypt in 1990 with my hushand, 1 felt it was time to
setpregnant. did not yer know there was o serious problem, but other friends were

wnerous with remedies for infertility. Afrer rappointments with the quier and sericus
doctor at the Cairo Motherhood € center—where the equipment was sterilized, the

sheets clean and whire, rthe ulrrasound machine « shiny, and rhe receipts computer-

nerated—I would fly south to rhe palm-draped village in Upper Egypt where my
shand and | were then doing research. My new friend Zaynab, mother of five

fuldren conceived on annual visits of her migrant husband, rock time from her

sy schedule of working her small fields, collecting fodder for her animals, and
pressing land claims againss her paternal relatives ro try to help me.
Zaynab knew of three trearments. First she took me to the ruins of the Pharaonic

mple that dominaced the small hamlet in which her mud-brick house stood. Cail-

vt to the local guard that we were just going to the well, she saw ro it that he
waved us on, ignor ing the fact that we had no entrance tickets. She took me around

the remple and then down some SteCp steps to a pool of stagnant warer, “Ir is good

tthe with this water,” she sajd. Anricipating my modesry, she had brought with

A empty tin container. “You can do it back ac the hotel,” she explained as she

I the can with the warer.

‘hen we came out of the cool, dark shaft she steered me away from the entrance

fer |

remple. “You have to leave by a different path from the one you used ro

7" she said. Larer, another old village woman told my husband thar Zaynab
honld have had another woman there, hiding above the shaft, to drop a stone into

the water just when | owasg looking in. This would have frightened me. Although

Yoty

x,.

hundreds of miles from the Bedouin and shared ltde of their way of life,
*village women seemed 1o be wor king with the same theory of blocking: a sec-
fe

iblocks, a path o conception and birch.!

Hroht undoes the effoct of 2 first, and leaving by a different route literally opens

next time | came to the vi illage, still not pregnant, Zaynab decided ro take
i Coptic monastery nearby. “It’s good,” this Muslim woman explained, «

o
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look at those Christian priests with their beards.” When we had been admitted b
gentle nun, Zaynab whispered in the hush of the monastery, “Just look at the bec
tiful things, the velvet curtains, the pictures. The older things are, the better.”

Next we went to the monastery’s cemetery, Zaynab kept calling out for son
one. She seerned agitated and finally hailed a young boy who was riding by on |
donkey. “Where is your father?” she asked. “Go get him. Tell them there’s 2 wom
here who wants him.” Eventually a burly man with a huge grey mustache appearc
He was the undertaker. He led me around the cemetery, explaining so much tha
couldn't tell if this was a guided tour meant for a tourist or something special
induce pregnancy.

[ realized that he knew why [ was there when he took me 1o a cloth-draped coff
its cover half on, empty inside. He instructed me to take off my shoes and step ba
and forth over the casket seven times, using my right foot frst cach time. Later
took me down to some dusty vaults. Reaching inside, he tore a strip of green cle
off the top of another unused coffin. Zaynab had gone off. “Wrap it under yo
breasts and bathe three times with it,” he said conspiratorially. “But don’t rell ¢
woman you're with about this.”

Then he told me to climb into the vaule. Tstarred in but jumped back in fear a:
lizard darted out. Scolding me for being afraid when he was there, he then instruct
me to tear another sirip of cloth from the cover of the empty coffin in the far corn
He wadded this up and told me to stuff it inside me when [ had sex with my husbar

Just then Zaynab recurned and reminded him that it was important for me to «
the well. So we all walked on. With a key he opened a small sructure housing a ve
old brick well. He told me ro look down until | could see my own eye. It was a lo
way down and there was very little water at the botrom. He explained that ¢
monastery had an electric pump for irrigation and that ranks of water were broug
in from the pipeline for drinking. Zaynab and 1 finally left, she apologerically givi
him a small sum (all 1 had brought with me), he saying he hoped God would gra
me what [ wanted.

A few weeks later Zaynab decided, with some encouragement from me, that «
should take me to visir the local Muslim woman curer. This was an old woman w;
had married and had five children, spent years in Cairo, and returned to her fathe
village when her husband died. Her father, himself a religious figure with powers
healing, had appointed her his successor, and she was now famous throughout
area. [t was rumored that people came from as far away as Kuwait to seek her bl
I had heard about her and was curious.

We waited until the heat of the day had passed and then set off ro her hamlet
her courtyard we saw other women leaving. The healer herself sat in a dark room
small and wrinkled blind woman with her knees drawn up and her feet tuch:
neatly under her black dress. Women wirth children in their laps sat waiting s
turn to speak to her. After listening to rhem, she would talk quickly in a kind of risv:
while deftly winding green thread into small objects they were to rake wirh tho

When our turn came, Zaynab first discussed her tand dispure. Then she exploo
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my problem and answered questions for me. The old curer prescribed a concoction
that my husband was to drink. Zaynab and I pressed some money into her hand
and then walked home.

In the end the recipe was too complicated. I didn’t know where to get many of
the ingredients. I didn’r even know what these spices and powders were. Their Ara-
bic names meant nothing to me. And though surely I could have arranged to put the
bowl of liquid out on the balcony to catch the starlight, as instructed, where would
we get the glowing rod to douse in it, in our Cairo apartment?

The problem, of course, was that my husband and | didn’t believe it would
work. T had half-heartedly bathed with the water from the Pharaonic temple, wary
cnough of the dead insects floating in it not ro splash sensitive parts of my body—
the very parts thar were supposed to receive this healing treatment. I had also duti-
fully stepped over the coffins in the Christian cemetery, teeling silly and hypocritical,
but I never wrapped the cloth strips around my chest or stuffed them inside me.
Oddly, though, I still have the strips of cloth in my dresser drawer, somehow unable
ts bring myself to simply throw them away. I also don’t quite know what to do with
an old amulet I acquired from my Bedouin friends. I had wanted to see what was
inside and had even photographed the contents. Bur then I could not help being
awed by people’s insistence that amulets were powerful and should never touch the
ground or be thrown away. In matters mysterious, like religion and reproduction,
one finds oneself uncertain enough about the truth to be half willing to “go narive,”

2L fnside and Qutside the Body

When I recurned home after a year in Egypr, I entered that new world that has
become familiar to so many women of my generation and class in the U.5.—the

world of laparoscopies, tubal adhesions, endometriosis, amniocentesis, and other
_such unpronounceables; the world of busy doctors in white coats who inspect and
‘:?ﬁ,’{}d and shine lights at parts of you that you cannot see; the world of procedures
 §§§;:§§, they inform you absentmindedly, might cause slight cramping. I finally was

-allowed to graduate into the world of IVE, as in vitro fertilization is known. I'joined

eil-dressed women with bags under their eyes who spent the early morning hours
iting their turn to have blood drawn from bruised veins and to lie back in dark-
ned rooms with their legs in stirrups so their ovaries could be scanned on grainy
Uack-and-white screens.
© lt was a world of sitting by the phone, waiting for your daily instructions. Of
\iections that quickly cured you of any squeamishness about large hypodermic
wdles. Sometimes, as you expertly drew from the small vials the correct dosages of
trgonal or Metrodin, or later, progesterone in a viscous base of sesame oil, you
wondered if someone watching outside the apartment window might take you for a
p addict. This was, afrer all, New York, ‘
- *Gur goal is to make you pregnant,” the doctor had explained in our first visit.
ur success rates are the highest in the city. We average about thirty-three percent
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Then we waited for the telephone call our typed instructions said would come as
soon as they knew the resuls. Five eggs had fertilized. One more success. As Sarah
Franklin, one of the few feminist anthropologists to study IVE, has noted, the cul-
tural narrative of conception has been rewritten by the infert

ility specialists so that
conception is no longer the natural

result of intercourse bur g scientific and techne-
logical achievement. The road to pregnancy is a complex obstacle course in which
hurdles are overcome, one by one.’

The next step was whar they call “the transter”—from dish to womb. Back at
the hospiral, I sar on a simple wooden bench with the same women who had been in
the surgical waiting room on the day of rthe retrieval. Everyone was a lirtle nervous,
but cheerful. This part wasi't supposed o hust. To pass the time we chatted. One of
the women asked if | remembered the blonde woman who had been there with us
three days earlier. Yes. “Well,” she whispered, “her husband was in there for an
hour and a half and couldn’t do it. So they had to rush me ahead of her in |
the retrieval.” We giggled in a mixture of relief that our
efficiently and embarrassment at the others’ humiliation.
Finally, my turn. [ entered the famil

ine for
husbands had performed

iar operaring room and climbed onto the
yologist in the adjoining room. It had
been a long day. Suddenly 1 saw something come into focus on the elevated relevi-
» and there were my four
ad disintegrated. An assistant printed
apshors, a general view and 1 close-up. 1 had imag-
jars, but these were just cells, clusters of
ustrations from a biology textbook.
The transfer only rook a minute, with some joking about not dropping the cathe-
le. I was moved onto a trolley

utching my polaroids,

, otherwise empty ward, we made conversation.

e woman'’s companion helped us exchange our “baby pictures,” all
W the 58,000 we had had o pay up front (I was counting ¢
¢ company would reimburse me; most of the w
IVE). The doctor had told us we could |
Visted on staying for forty-five~—superstit

Abandoned rogether in 4 small

we might ger
he days until my insur-
omen had no insurance coverage

eave after ffreen minutes, but we all
ious that if we stood up our precious
ibryos might slide out. One by one, we gingerly climbed out of bed and
¥ a taxi home, not wanting to risk the subway,
The month during which T underwent IVF was also the month in which the
edited manuscripe of my book on Bedouin women’s stories arrived in the mail.®
d over the chapter called “Reproduction,” writren before P'd entered tha
itld of reproductive technology. I could have longed for the more natura
¢ 6f these wommen’s experiences of becoming pregnant and having babies. I could
# viewed pregnancy as an alienarion of my body by the medicai
thought of Donna Haraway, the feminist histori

dressed. |

tstrange
I charac-

establishment,
an of science, who keeps insise-

that it is dangerous for feminists, nostalgic for an organic wholeness, 1o con-
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demn and reject science and technology. Such associations of the natural wi

ferninine have been essential to women’s confinements to the body and rthe

and such rejections of science leave it in the hands of orhers who mav ne
women's interests at heart.” In rhe late twentieth century the boundaries be
inside and outside our bodies are more fluid. Are glasses to be rejected becaus
are not our narural eyes? 5o whart if for two days a petri dish served as my fall
tubes?

Still, 1 refused to believe the nurse who telephoned twelve days later 1o s
blood test was positive. | thought the [VF staff would fudge the results so they
publish articles in the medical journals and claim to be the best clinic in the city.
they’d accuse you, the incompetent female body, of having lost the baby. !
believe 1 was pregnant until two weeks later, when I saw, on that familiar |
and-white television screen, the image of those tiny sacs, each with a twinklin
in it. Fetal heartbeats. Multiple gestarion, as they call it in the business.

Kareema, on the other hand, knew the other signs of pregnancy. Her
stopped. She began to feel sick. She threw up. She felt farigued. She couldn’t b
smoke. Some women have cravings; others have aversions ro cerain foods.
Bedouin wormen claim to have aversions to their husbands.

My menstrual cycle had been suppressed by drugs, and it was too carly &
other signs. | was dependent on the ulirasound scanner for my knowledge of
nancy. trecalled Rosalind Petchesky’s classic work on fetal imaging and the pr
of reproduction. Rather than condemning, along with other feminists, the pa
gaze the ultrasound rechnologies afford the male wedical establishment or eve
disembodiment of the ferus from the mother, demored to a mere environme
this rights-bearing entity, she drew atrention o the possibiliry that women
experience this technology positively, “How different women,” she wrote, “se
images depends on the contexr of the looking and the relationship of the viewer
image and what it signifies.”* T couldn’t help finding it reassuring ro see on the ¢
o my right whar was supposed to be inside me. [ was so unsure of my babies

worried about their having disappeared if 1 didn’t see them every two weeks

Communities of Women

Now, months later, when [ have heartburn and the amazement of feelir
babies move in a part of me rhat had never even existed hefore, 1 feel clos
Kareema. The belly I rub with almond oil and look down atis here, not on the s
It looks the way Karcema's did. My pregnancy book had told me U'd frst fe
babies” movements as butterflies or fish swimming around, but the book was w
Jt was a definire thumping—like a heartbeat in the wrong place. 1 wondered
else the book might be wrong about and instead tried o remember every det
what the Bedouin women had said and done. How would I cope when the t
came? 1 tried to remember how these women had managed. How had they b

fed? Ir had all seemed so natural and easy. How had they coped ar night? |
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remember Kareema’s babies crying. I realized I hadn’t paid much attention to things
that now mattered enormously to me. T also understood now that Kareema had
probably been feeling that same thumping inside her as she kindly told me folktales
to record for my book,

When you are pregnant for the first time, you suddenly see other women you
know in a different light. My mother began to tell stories about her pregnancies, and
I'loved seeing her soften as she reminisced about how exquisite it was to hold an
nfant. My mother-in-law seemed remarkable for having had seven children. I asked
my sister about her experience of giving birth alone in India. She said she had never
read a book on the subject and had no idea what was going on. My friends with
children began to seem more important. [ fele [ was crossing a threshold [ hadn’t
noticed before.

This experience of recognizing a commonality among women led me to think
back to an article I had begun writing five years earlier about the possibilities for femi-
nist ethnography.’ 1 had argued that women ethnographers who studied women
unsettled the central divide between Self and Other on which anthropology usually
rested. This was not becanse of any essential, cross-cultural sameness of women but
because feminist anthropologists had to recognize that womanhood was only a par-

- tial identity. In the abstract language of academic life | wrote, “By working with
the assumption of difference in sameness, of a self that participates in multiple
: identifications, and an other that is also partially the self, we might be moving
,?f}e}z(md the impasse of the fixed self/other or subject/object divide.” " [ also noted,
ié}{}wever, that there was often a perceived kinship, albeit limited, between women
“’gﬁthmpologists and their women subjects that made seeking knowledge of their situ-

ations more of a political project that had implications for “home.” The kinship
Zaynab and other women in Egypt felt for me was apparent in their sisterly con-
erns about my childless state and their efforts to help me. My feelings for them had
##d me both to friendships there and to explorations in my anthropological work
ek home about Wways to represent them that might make the complexity of their
lives and individual personalities—forms of complexity we recognize in the Self,
Hiot the Other—more apparent.

S What I did not explore then was another process that could occur: that one’s
Vit constructions of personal experience would be shaped by knowledge of these
vomen’s lives and even by particular women one had come to know." In being
gnant, I was finding that the cultural resources [ had at my disposal to think
bout what I was experiencing and to fll in gaps in my knowledge of an uncertain
rrain included both those from “home” and those from “the field,” often juxta-
ted. From “home” I had my own family background, the biomedical discourse
th which so many white middle-class women feel comfortable, feminist critiques
%§§§§ same discourse as welil as of the popular cultural representations in media and

; ks, and a parchy familiarity with women who had given birth.” From Kareema
I'the other women I knew in Egypt I had notebooks full of beliefs about repro-
o, stories about reproduction, and, most important of all, years’ worth of
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uring rext ;&mm positions, helpers, and warer births. 1 ool

imy husband and wonder about my new dependency—will he mop my brow as ¢

show husbands doing in the photographs, will he comfort me, will he find the b

wusting, will he help me? When I dare fook bevond rhe birth, | am excired.

s nore opeinuste than 1 am, reminds me that this is a new ady

tnre for us. When he compliments me for being so brave | swell with pride.

Yo

v when Frhink ahead to the days and weeks juse afrer the birth, Lenvy Kare
: most professional women | have good friends, bur they don’t live nearby.
mily too s scartered. My sister, whom | saw every day for more than a mo

because she gave me my injections, woi't be around. T look forward to the new |
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the advice I need? So much is unknown: 1 don't know how long 'l E in the ho
raly whether P have a caesarian section; who will deliver mes whether rhe bal

will be i incubarors.,

When Kareemu gave birth, as usual the women in her community dropped eve

dhing ro come help, She had her baby in the roonm she likes best for this—a we

roomn away fron the rest of the house. Her consin and her best fricnd, women she

known

early all her fife, were chere o hold her. Along with some other women .
all her children, chey srayed with her for a week, busily cooking, doing her laun.
for her, and ralking, They had all been through this experience. They knew

1

would be there when it was their rurin, They joked ane iped and rold stories |

ito the night, They wade her soothing reas. No men came near, and few dema

wore made on rhem. fr was a sort of holiday. Karcema's only responsibiliey was

rest, ro nurse and change her new infane, and ro receive her women visitors, «

came bringing chickens, egps, bars of soap, and livtde handsewn drosses.

Aty wedding Fonr years ago, Dinissed my Bedouin friends. To bring them 1

ited some songs they would have sung o celebrate my wedding had chey b

1
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o the mother of a newborn, They say a new mother should nor be left alon
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1990, 5ince 1978 [ have had Benerous support for my research among the Awlad Al Bedouing
Y most recent extended stay with Kareema and her family was made possible by 4 Fulbright
d. Ruth Behar's insightful suggestions made the essay richer,

r. All the names vsed in thic essay are pseudonyms.

2. 0 a sensitive and sensible rethinking of the misnomer of “native” or “indigenous”™
anthropologist, Kirin Narayan has drawn attention to the complex and shifting
identifications all anthropologises have and has proposed hybridiry as a more appropriate
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