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relationships in different ways. Han 
focuses on the experiences of women 
who engage with literary materials 
and medical technologies on a personal 
level. Sharp turns her attention to 
bioengineers and scientists, whose 
experimental efforts may one day 
redefine the boundaries between 
the human and non-human. From 
these vastly different starting points, 
both Han and Sharp provide the 
reader with insight into how certain 
practices come to be normalized 
and viewed as part of the routine 
experience of living as a human in the 
modern world. They also each serve as 
examples of how anthropologists can 
ethnographically represent the ways 
human interactions with technology 
and material culture shape views on 
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Contemporary works have 
begun to navigate the intersections 
between Medical Anthropology and 
the Anthropology of Science and 
Technology, shedding light on the 
ways people interact with non-human 
actors and processes in complex ways. 
Two recent publications, Pregnancy 
in Practice by Sallie Han (2013) and 
The Transplant Imaginary by Lesley 
A. Sharp (2014), investigate the 
relationships between different types 
of technologies and human bodily 
experiences, through the lenses of 
pregnancy and experimental organ 
transplantation respectively. 

Each text evaluates these 
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change what might have once been 
experienced as a delayed menstrual 
cycle to a miscarriage or “lost” 
pregnancy (Han 2013, 13). In Chapter 
3, Han analyzes the ways pregnant 
women view fetal ultrasound images 
as “pictures.” (92). She illustrates how 
these images allow expectant parents 
to imagine a fetus as a particular baby 
that can participate in the familial 
practice of being photographed. Both 
the pregnancy test and the fetal 
ultrasound are utilized by women 
to dream about their future self as a 
mother, as well as the future “being” 
of an unborn child. 

Pregnancy in Practice is 
the result of fifteen months of 
ethnographic fieldwork. The most 
significant shortcoming of the text is 
the limited demographic focus. Out 
of the core group of 16 participants, 
15 were white, middle-class, married 
women with advanced educations. 
While Han acknowledges her 
participants do not represent all 
demographics of women within the 
United States today, she still feels 
their stories and experiences are 
highly significant as “ideal types” (7) 
that are often held up as an exemplar 
of a “normal” pregnancy. However, 
the reader is left wondering what an 
“ordinary” pregnancy for a working 
class woman, or a single mother-to-be, 
might look like.  

While Pregnancy in Practice 
focused on the lived experiences 

bodies and selves. 
In Pregnancy in Practice, 

Sallie Han examines the ways that 
“practices,” which are considered 
a normal part of the experience of 
pregnancy in the US, create categories 
of persons, such as the expectant 
mother and the unborn child. Han 
also attempts to demonstrate how 
expectations surrounding pregnancy 
are socially constructed through these 
activities. Her text is divided into 
six chapters, each of which revolves 
around a specific type of practice. 
The chapters (on literacy, belly talk, 
ultrasound images, material goods, 
and baby showers) are organized 
chronologically, tracing the pregnancy 
experience from fertilization to 
childbirth.

The strongest sections of 
Han’s text revolve around the use 
of technologies in the imaginative 
creation of children and mothers. 
Discussing the significance of home 
pregnancy tests, Han argues that 
women have begun to view themselves 
as pregnant, and to actively construct 
the personhood of an unborn child 
at earlier and earlier dates. Drawing 
upon previous work by Layne (2009), 
Han claims that these tests, which 
identify the presence or absence of 
a particular hormone (hCG) work 
to create a shared experience of the 
“beginning” of a pregnancy. Likewise, 
tests, which can be taken as early 
as the first day of a missed period, 
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of people who utilized medical 
technologies, The Transplant 
Imaginary by Leslie A. Sharp, delves 
into the world of the engineers 
and scientists responsible for the 
construction of said technologies. In 
her previous ethnographic works, 
Sharp (2006, 2008) analyzed the ways 
commitments surrounding human 
life, scientific advancement, and 
economic gain become intertwined 
during organ transplantation. In The 
Transplant Imaginary, Sharp expands 
upon these accounts by investigating 
the experiments of transplant 
“experts.”

Sharp focuses on two central 
themes. The first revolves around 
how researchers within the fields of 
both xenotransplantation (the use 
of organs from “donor” animals) and 
bioengineering (building artificial 
organs) are working toward an 
imagined future. Utilizing Guyer’s 
(2007) notion of “prophetic” thinking, 
Sharp convincingly asserts that 
scientists define their work through a 
future-oriented temporal framework. 
They justify their currently 
unsuccessful, sometimes radical 
efforts at body “tinkering” (Sharp 
2014, 106) through the promise of an 
ideal future, one where people will not 
have to suffer and die from a scarcity 
of organs.  

This leads into the other 
significant and interrelated theme 
of the text. Transplant science is not 

implicitly neutral. On the contrary, 
Sharp demonstrates that the moral 
sentiments and values of researchers 
have significantly shaped trajectories 
of transplant science. An example 
of this is presented in Chapter 2, 
when Sharp traces the increase 
in the use of the “promissory pig,” 
in xenotransplantation (80). Pigs 
have become the most commonly 
used animal within this field. Many 
xenotransplantation researchers 
now claim to favor pigs as “more 
appropriate” transplant matches for 
humans than primates (82). However, 
as Sharp illustrates, the “appropriate” 
pigs in question were painstakingly 
genetically engineered to be useful 
for research, because of an ethical 
desire to move away from primate 
based experimentation. This sort of 
reimagining of the pig and the moral 
beliefs that drove that reimagining 
are ignored if one only focuses on the 
use-value of the animal.

For Sharp, the moral thinking 
embedded within transplant science is 
essential to understand because these 
supposedly “neutral” experiments 
impact the lives of human patients. 
Researchers claim they desire to 
alleviate future suffering, yet often 
ignore the living beings, both human 
and animal, which take part in 
the experimentation process. This 
becomes even more complicated 
when one considers the potential 
ways that xenotransplantation 
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demonstrates how they come to be 
viewed as an “ordinary” part of human 
experience. 

The significance of Han’s text 
lies in her ability, in the tradition of 
classical works of anthropology, to 
demonstrate the contingent nature 
of what we assume to be “normal” 
life experiences. Since the practices 
she describes are now routine rituals 
of pregnancy, they do not shock us, 
in the way experimental forms of 
transplant science might.  However, 
technologies like home pregnancy 
tests did re-define the pregnancy 
experience – turning a woman into 
a “future mother” at an earlier stage 
in time. They also complicated our 
understanding of the human body 
and its boundaries. When does a fetus 
become a “child,” an independent 
living being, as opposed to an 
extension of the pregnant woman? 
Ultrasound technologies have allowed 
people to imagine this occurring 
much earlier, forcing people to 
address questions surrounding bodily 
autonomy and the beginning of life. 

In short, the use of these 
technologies have, in fact, led to 
significant changes in the ways people 
view the human body and the relations 
between one’s “self” and other living 
beings. These are the same relations 
Sharp feels are being questioned 
and redefined through transplant 
technologies. Sharp argues these 
experiments allow for a “hybridity” 

and bioengineering transform the 
boundaries between human bodies, 
animals, and machines. 

The Transplant Imaginary and 
Pregnancy in Practice differ in scope 
and focus. Sharp’s text represents 
the culmination of a multi-sited 
ethnographic project carried out over 
almost a decade, and can be situated 
among contemporary anthropological 
projects on elite cultures of expertise 
(Guyer 2007; Helmreich 2009). Sharp 
operates within highly technical 
realms, to which the majority of 
people do not have access. On the 
other hand, Han’s text is a localized 
account of what she calls “ordinary” 
practice among average people. The 
events she documents (e.g. fetal 
ultrasounds, baby showers) occur 
throughout the United States on a 
daily basis. 

Despite these differences, 
Pregnancy in Practice and The 
Transplant Imaginary revolve 
around common themes. Each tells 
a story of how bodies and categories 
of personhood are redefined and 
reoriented temporally toward an 
imagined future through the use of 
technologies. Taken together the 
two texts can be viewed as pieces 
of a larger story. Sharp argues 
individual people create new medical 
practices and technologies that 
re-shape human lives. Han’s book 
provides an ethnographic example 
of those technologies at work and 
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between humans and animals, of an 
almost “monstrous nature,” (2014, 
173). While the notion of utilizing ape 
or porcine organs to extend lives may 
sound strange or even discomforting 
to us at the moment, it is possible 
that one day, xenotransplantation will 
be as normalized as fetal ultrasounds. 
Certainly this is what transplant 
scientists themselves envision 
occurring in the ideal future they are 
actively working to create (149).
 Both Pregnancy in Practice 
and The Transplant Imaginary would 
be excellent additions to courses in 
Anthropology at all levels that focus 
on health, the body, bioethics, or 
science and technology. I would also 
recommend these texts to graduate 
students as examples of different 
methodological approaches to 
ethnographic research.


