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Abstract

Commercial surrogacy has been practised in India amidst uncertain and inconsistent legal
regulation since the 2000s. India followed a liberal policy towards transnational commercial
surrogacy in the early years, permitting and incentivising medical tourism to the subcontinent.
This was followed by a decade of deeply paternalistic regulation where surrogacy was
permitted to only Indian heterosexual married couples, and payments to surrogate mothers were
tightly monitored. Amidst intense legislative debate, the government banned all commercial
surrogacy in 2021, introducing stringent criminal penalties for anyone found guilty of violating
the law. Surrogacy is now permitted only if it is altruistic, transacted without financial
incentives, and performed by a close relative to the intending parents. This shift from a
globalised economic modernity, to a protectionist nationalism, and then to a fiercely carceral
agenda reflects changing economic, political, and moral regimes vis-a-vis the governance of
sexuality, reproduction, and labour.

Conceptually, the thesis charts these shifts in surrogacy regulation as a historically
contingent process that encodes the poetics and politics of reproductive labour with meanings
ranging from gift-giving, to medical ‘assistance’, to trafficking. Ethnographically, it examines
commercial surrogacy as a regime of labour and as a form of social organisation that regulates,
polices, and reconfigures the intimate lives of the urban poor. I examine how surrogacy
entangles the lives of the working poor in relations of care, sociality, and intimacy, and
violence, inequality, and carcerality, with relation to the state, the law, and with each other. I
examine surrogacy as a medical process—or a series of medical processes—and as a regime of
labour that transforms women’s embodied habitations, by reconfiguring their social and
intimate worlds. Moving beyond neat distinctions between care and violence, commodification
and autonomy, I enquire what linkages between paid work, sexuality, intimacy, and the body

can be made through a close examination of surrogacy processes.
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