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There is no doubt that contemporary processes of creating families have evoked much debate –and 
concerns — in the past few decades. The practice of domestic and international adoption allows the lucky 
few children (out of millions of others worldwide who are abandoned) to produce kinship with adopting 
parents and to have a second chance at life. But it also raises significant controversy about the impact of 
cross-cultural and trans-racial placement. Simultaneously, since the birth of Louise Joy Brown in 1978, 
there has been a high speed and remarkable transformation in the possibilities available for creating 
families when using assisted reproductive technologies (ART). Moreover, while the creation of a family is 
a cornerstone of society in ostensibly all cultures the development of multi-billion dollars markets to 
provide such services has often been condemned. The exchange of money for family creation has been 
charged with commodifying children and subjugating them to societal whims (preference for healthy 
blond, tall and athletic children).  

In the book, Baby Markets, the editor Michele Bratcher Goodwin compiles an excellent collection of 
chapters written by leading scholars and activists in the field to, first, examine the concerns of markets for 
reproductive services and adoption, and second, to challenge – and to create a dialogue about —
contemporary child acquisition. Who benefits and who is harmed by the market structure? Is the market 
indeed so deplorable? Is it avoidable, or how can it be regulated to provide appropriate safeguards from 
abuse and exploitation without positing undue restrictions? By examining these questions in both the 
contexts of adoption and ART, the book also aims to inquire about the relations between these two 
spheres, their similarities, the way they operate within societies, and the interests they advance. 
Ultimately, the book aims to ―[offer] readers a broad view of the landscape of becoming a parent in 
contemporary times‖ (p. xxi). 

The book is organised into five parts (each containing 2-5 chapters), a short introduction, and an even 
shorter concluding chapter (less than 1.5 p). Part I examines the shape and form of the ―baby markets‖. 
Martha Ertman provides a provocative discussion in support of the free, unregulated, open baby market in 
the US, suggesting that its benefits outweigh the costs, and, in somewhat of a response, Kimberly D. 
Krawiec comprehensively explores the problems arising from society’s pretense that legal baby markets 
do not exist – not least of them the lack of regulation. In Part II, the authors examine the intersection 
between the baby market, in relation to race, class, gender and otherness and its relevance to 
contemporary families, predominantly in the context of adoption. This Part provokes a key question: are 
placement decisions child-centred or merely political decisions? Part III considers issues pertaining to 
human rights, legal regulation and choice. Some interesting questions explored are the relationship 
between parents’ reproductive rights and the market, ART regulations, anonymity of gamete donors, 
ART-children’s rights, and the extent of free choice in the ART-market. Authors in this Part have 
published extensively, but assembling their work proves useful for understanding the broader context.  
Part IV discusses the ethics of baby and embryo markets and raises the question of financial 
compensation; particularly for the purpose of stem cell research. Finally, Part V looks at the ―risky 
exchanges‖ of ART and offers possible regulations. This sections’ two chapters provide a nice closure – 
yet also a new beginning — for the dialogue. While recognising the potentially harmful effects of the baby 
markets, the authors suggest better regulations that would promote just and life enhancing economic 
arrangements (Viviana A. Zeliger) and appropriate disclosure – one that allows the maximum level of 
informed consent while adopting mechanisms to minimize potential coerciveness, distorted decision-
making and power imbalances within baby markets (Sonia Suter). 



Perhaps natural to such a compilation (conceived at a roundtable), some chapters are better than others. 
The book is also far more concerned with ART and its derivatives than with adoption – although the 
chapters on adoption are generally just as informative. Chapter five by Sara Dorow and Chapter seven by 
Elizabeth Bartholet are particularly interesting – the latter one providing a bold, critical, well-supported, 
persuasive, and pragmatic discussion on international adoption.  

Nonetheless, the overall result is a fascinating, well-written and innovative volume. It goes beyond the 
view of the baby market as pure evil, a space characterised by exploitation and victim-hood, and explores 
the benefits it may bring. It draws important distinctions – between baby markets and selling babies, 
between egg/ sperm extraction and selling/purchasing babies, and between commodification and the 
valuable market of creating families and of stem cell research. The volume scrutinises the tension 
between ethics and legal regulations of the baby market and highlights discrepancies in the prevailing 
discourse (e.g., in the context of the controversy regarding compensation for egg and sperm donation) 
through the examination of the impact of social, patriarchal and political forces. An argument that is 
interwoven throughout the book is that, although concerns about the financial incentives and exchange of 
money for babies are to be addressed, calling for the elimination of the baby markets is impractical. Not 
only does this argument ignore the positive and empowering aspects of this market, but also,  the authors 
recognise that the baby market is here for the foreseeable future. The central questions the book asks are 
thus what can be done to address these concerns – and the volume provides an important step forward in 
this direction. It will, therefore, be attractive to those interested in the development of markets and the 
actors that drive them, policy makers, and anyone who is curious about the creation of families in the 
twenty-first century. 

 


