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The concept of reproductive justice implicitly foregrounds the context of reproduction—the
social and personal circumstances surrounding a woman’s experiences of sexual intimacy,
sexual violence, sexual health, sex trafficking, genital cutting, contraception, abortion,
miscarriage, pregnancy, birth, postpartum health and infant feeding, and infertility. Coined
to emphasize the importance of women’s economic, political, domestic, and social
circumstances in creating the possibility of “justice” in these experiences, or the reality of
injustice, the notion of reproductive justice has fostered not only a much more integrated
understanding of these disparate experiences but also a much more social psychology of
reproduction.

In Reproductive Justice: A Global Concern, edited by Joan Chrisler, the reproduction-
related experiences outlined above are viewed from this perspective, and research is
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summarized (insofar as it has been carried out) in a global context. As a result, this volume
will be of interest to teachers of psychology of women and/or gender (many of the articles
offer excellent introductory overviews of broad domains of research), as well as to scholars
within the subfields of psychology, including not only psychology of women and gender but
also personality and social psychology, and developmental, clinical, and health psychology.

The 13 essays, editor’s introduction, and afterword contained within the volume are
written with distinctive voices and styles, but each provides a thoughtful and provocative
scholarly discussion (and review of the literature) from this unifying perspective. As a result,
the essays do cumulate to provide a sense of a new, and profoundly important, field in the
making.

It may be helpful to contrast this approach with the perspectives that it challenges. I
recall my own early efforts to teach about these topics beginning in the mid-1970s. At that
time, the focus of the research literature, and of the textbooks that were available, was on the
medical, physical, and/or biological aspects of these processes, as well as on a strongly
normative or prescriptive account of how women should approach and experience each of
them. Having perspectives or experiences outside those norms was generally attributed to
women’s individual psychological characteristics.

There was, in addition, a prevalent tone of blaming women who made “bad choices”
or had unpleasant experiences (this included, for example, birth complications, which were
widely attributed to women’s ambivalence about, or hostility to, motherhood). There was
virtually no attention to a woman’s domestic circumstances (her partner, if she had one;
other children, extended family, etc.), her social context (work, neighborhood, access to
health care), her culture (both within the United States and in other countries), her economic
circumstances (and their implications for her actions), and the availability of a range of
resources. This volume provides a stark and refreshing contrast not only to that distant
representation but even to the ones often available today in research that is less rigorously
attentive to contextual and social structural issues.

In each of the essays, women’s agency in making decisions and choices is recognized,
but so are the social and economic constraints on those choices. This balanced attention to
women’s individual experience and desires, and to the contexts in which those desires and
experiences are formed and expressed, provides a powerful framework for thinking about
both the current psychology of reproductive justice and how policies and practices might
lessen constraints and maximize the likelihood of all women having resources for healthy,
fair experiences pertaining to their reproductive capacity.

Different essays inevitably and appropriately emphasize different issues. Virginia
Braun’s discussion of female genital cutting, Nancy Sidun’s of sex trafficking, and
Ramaswami Mahalingam and Madeline Wachman’s of female feticide and infanticide must
and do grapple with the question of how practices vary across the globe. Moreover, they
foreground how important it is for observers disturbed by practices from one cultural
vantage point to integrate their concerns with cultural respect.
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These chapters are valuable and clarifying resources for discussions in U.S.
classrooms that are often filled with confusion and distress. Other essays, such as Makiko
Kasai and S. Craig Rooney’s chapter on partner selection, offer resources for recognizing the
importance of the broader relational and temporal context of pregnancy and childbirth. All of
the essays include explicit attention to women’s social subordination in general and the fact
that some women have more power than others within a cultural context and that such
differences are consequential in their experiences in this domain.

Reproductive Justice: A Global Concern reflects and documents the maturation of an
emerging perspective into a subfield. It should be widely read, used in teaching, and
celebrated as an example of how psychology can be fully attentive to social structures and
contexts, as well as contribute to understanding—and addressing—important social issues
arising in women’s most private and personal experiences worldwide.
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