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Abstract:

This thesis project considers the issue of babymaking among queer people, or in other words, the

ways that queer people employ reproductive technologies to have children. Although some queer

theorists have characterized reproduction as an inherently heteronormative endeavor, I argue that

queer babymaking can introduce unique opportunities to challenge dominant norms of gender

and sexuality. To demonstrate this possibility, I consider the issues at stake in the reality

television special My Pregnant Husband, which aired on TLC in 2020. The show follows two

pregnant transgender men and their wives in the final months of pregnancy. Through a close

reading of the program, I argue that despite the limitations of reality television and the nuclear

family, the parents in the program are demonstrating queer imagination about how to resist

restrictive norms of gender and sexuality through their parenting decisions. Particularly when

considering the racial implications of reproductive politics, I argue that queer politics should take

more seriously the myriad injustices inflicted upon queer parents of color and their children. I

close with a consideration of the role of technology in the lives of the parents in the show and

argue that queer politics should engage in technological imagination alongside other forms of

political imagination as a way of enacting queer futures.

Keywords: babymaking, queer theory, family, reproductive technology, race, transgender, reality

television, futurity
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Introduction

When I first revealed my budding queerness to members of my family, one concern that

even some of the most supportive family members expressed was the possibility that I would not

have “children of my own.” I would often respond to this concern by saying that I could, in fact,

have children of my own, that adopted children would certainly be as much “my own” as

biological offspring, and that there are ways to make a baby without having heterosexual

intercourse. At the time, I did not know what these methods entailed, but as someone who has

enjoyed spending time with infants and young children, it was fun to imagine creative parenting

arrangements with other queer people. With one group of college friends, I envisioned, albeit as

a fantasy more than a plan, a communal living arrangement in which I would enthusiastically

take on the bulk of the early childcare work. Several lesbian friends and I have made clear to

each other our willingness to become parents together platonically, should our personal

circumstances allow. My partner and I have speculated about co-parenting with another queer

couple, how we might adopt a child, or what configurations of our biological material might be

used in reproduction. Imagining the potential of making a baby has been an enjoyable way to

reflect on the types of queer relationships I have and those I wish to cultivate.

This project will focus on babymaking as a process, specifically the ways that queer

people whose sexual intercourse will not result in pregnancy employ assisted reproductive

technologies to have children. I use this term to call attention to the ways that queer people find

pleasure in the process of reproduction despite the costs and challenges that reproductive

technologies entail. I focus on these technologies not because these methods are the only or most

important ways that queer people raise children. In fact, according to a 2019 survey by the

Family Equality Council, an organization which advocates for lesbian, gay, bisexual,
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transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) people who have and want to have children in the lands now

called the United States, 73% of LGBTQ people who currently have children had them through

sexual intercourse, whereas less than 10% used assisted reproductive technology, with similar

rates for those who used the foster care system or private adoption.1 However, the same study

found that only about one-third of LGBTQ people who want to raise children in the future are

considering sexual intercourse as an option, while approximately 40% are considering assisted

reproductive technology, 40% are considering foster care, and almost 60% are considering

private adoption. These statistics reveal a stark discrepancy between the present realities of

childrearing for queer parents and the preferred means of becoming parents in the future.

The (albeit few) queer people who employ these technologies today demonstrate the

myriad ways that queer people’s employment of and, perhaps one day, control over these

technologies can fundamentally change our conception of reproduction and thus the future itself.

Because of the unique social, ethical, and political issues at stake in the process of babymaking, I

will focus on reproductive technologies rather than other methods of having a child, like

adoption. While the postnatal responsibilities of adoptive parents and biological parents alike are

an important aspect of reproduction, the anticipated increase in the number of queer people who

use babymaking technologies reveals unique possibilities for queer theorists to consider. Among

the myriad decisions that go into queer babymaking are: Whose sperm and egg will be used to

create the embryo? How will the sperm and egg come together? Who will carry the embryo in

pregnancy? Who will emotionally, physically, and financially support the pregnant person during

pregnancy and childbirth? Will caregivers assign gender to the child?

1 Ed Harris and Amanda Hopping-Winn. “LGBTQ Family Building Survey.” Family Equality Council. 2019.
https://www.familyequality.org/fbs

https://www.familyequality.org/fbs
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Heteronormative reproductive futurism assigns such clear roles to mothers and fathers

that cisgender heterosexual couples may not even consider these questions. But queer people

who are making a baby with reproductive technology must navigate these questions and more.

They must determine what is best for their health and wellbeing, their relationships, and their

future children, as well as what they can do given the capabilities of their anatomy, present

technologies, and their access to such technologies. Thus, queer people may imagine their ideal

way to make babies, but the reality of their particular situation, as well as the technological

possibilities of the present, forces them to compromise on that ideal. Nevertheless, imagination

happens. As future technologies, as well as radical political struggles, turn imaginations into

possibilities, the potential for queer reproduction grows.

As queer theorists have debated about the potential for queer futures, technology has

rarely featured prominently in these conversations. This project engages with a tension in queer

theory around futurity that arises between Lee Edelman’s No Future: Queer Theory and the

Death Drive and Jose Muñoz’s Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity.

Edelman takes a hard stand against reproductive futurism, arguing that the idealization of the

concept of the Child in political discourse has restricted queer perspectives that challenge the

imperative to reproduce. He goes so far as to say, “queerness names the side of those not

‘fighting for the children,’ the side outside the consensus by which all politics confirms the

absolute value of reproductive futurism.”2 For Edelman, reproduction is entangled with the

notion of futurity and relationality. Thus, in rejecting reproductive futurism, he rejects futurity

itself as an oppressive demand to sacrifice pleasure in the present for the hope of a better future

that will never come. Instead, he embraces a conception of queerness as a threat to the very

2 Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004), 3, emphasis
in original.
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foundation of social relations because if we no longer reproduce then we eliminate the future of

society and its injustices. He thus centers the present as the space for queer liberation. Although I

disagree with Edelman about reproduction, I value his willingness to embrace the threatening

potential of queerness. In many ways, his polemic can embolden queer politics to think beyond

the limited frameworks of heteronormative society at large and the tepid politics of assimilation

that mainstream LGBTQ activism has adopted.

Muñoz accepts Edelman’s critiques of reproductive futurism, but diverges from Edelman

in that he embraces the future as the site for queer liberation. Unlike Edelman who stakes a bold

claim about what queerness is in the present moment, Muñoz argues that “we are not quite queer

yet, that queerness, what we will really know as queerness, does not yet exist.”3 From Muñoz’s

perspective, the conditions of the present do not enable queer people to realize the full potential

of what queerness could mean. Thus, according to Muñoz the present cannot be the site of queer

liberation because the present is hostile to racialized queer subjects. He advocates instead for a

future in which queer people can build upon the types of relationalities that sustain them today.

My critique of Edelman builds on that of Muñoz, particularly in the ways that Muñoz calls

attention to the concept of the Child as a racialized construct. By drawing on queer of color

perspectives, Muñoz points out the racialized limitations of Edelman’s rejection of futurity and

relationality. He argues that Edelman ignores the fact that “all children are not the privileged

white babies to whom contemporary society caters,” which suggests that, at least in some cases,

protecting children can be a form of resistance.4 He continues:

It is important not to hand over futurity to normative white reproductive futurity. That
dominant mode of futurity is indeed ‘winning,’ but that is all the more reason to call on a

4 Ibid., 94.

3 José Esteban Muñoz. Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity. (New York: New York University
Press, 2009), 22.
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utopian political imagination that will enable us to glimpse another time and place: a
‘not-yet’ where queer youths of color actually get to grow up.5

Thus, according to Muñoz, by universalizing the concept of the Child, Edelman fails to account

for the fact that some futurisms, like those which would challenge the oppression of youths of

color in the present, serve emancipatory ends.

Although there are clear differences between Edelman and Muñoz, I argue that on the

issue of reproduction, both theorists are, so to speak, throwing the baby out with the bathwater.

Despite his critiques of Edelman, Muñoz agrees with Edelman that reproductive futurism is

irreconcilable with queer subjectivity. He says that he “could not be more hailed” by Edelman’s

claim that “queerness names the side ‘not fighting for the children.’” In this moment of praise for

Edelman, Muñoz expresses frustration with the “ever-increasing sidewalk obstacles produced by

oversized baby strollers on parade” which “flaunt the mandate of reproduction as

world-historical virtue.”6 This concession to Edelman reveals a brief, but notable tension in

Muñoz’s argument. Although he is sympathetic to the needs of youth of color, he nevertheless

makes clear his disdain for the fact that babies, their parents, and their mechanisms of travel take

up public space. Thus I wonder, does Muñoz’s urge to swerve past the strollers in the march

toward queer utopia dismiss the sort of reproductive labor required to allow babies of color to

flourish? I argue that queer futures must not ignore the value of reproductive labor, the people

who perform it, the people who need it, and the tools that make it easier. Instead, queer futures

can be a site for exploring the possibilities of detaching the process of babymaking from its

present constraints. Such possibilities are not capitulation to the dominant ideal of reproductive

futurism. Instead, they can offer alternative forms of reproductive futurism which allow for ways

6 Ibid., 91-92.
5 Ibid., 95-96.
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of creating and sustaining human life that do not depend on cisheteronormativity, patriarchy,

racism, and capitalism.

Muñoz and Edelman’s work has produced rich critiques of heteronormative reproductive

futurism and the institutions of the nuclear family and racial capitalism that such a futurism

justifies. In doing so, they have highlighted the ways that queer people already have built

alternative ways of being and (in Muñoz’s case) relating to each other and the world beyond

reproduction and biological kinship, creating communities whose full potential for alternative

relationalities is yet to be realized. Still, the perspectives of some queer parents challenge the

notion that reproduction and queer resistance to hegemonic ideologies are irreconcilable. In this

project, I will consider the perspectives of some queer parents as expressed in the 2020 reality

television program My Pregnant Husband. The possibility of a man being pregnant has become

possible both because of contemporary social conceptions of what a “man” is and because of

advancements in reproductive technology. What, then, do the experiences of gestating

transgender men and their partners have to tell us about reproductive futurism and technology?

Drawing on the concept of “subversive–generative moral imagination” that Thelathia Nikki

Young proposes in her book Black Queer Ethics, Family, and Philosophical Imagination, as well

as critical perspectives on technology by thinkers like Donna Haraway and Paul Preciado, I will

highlight instances in queer reproduction that demonstrate a distinctly queer type of imagination.

This imagination demands that queer theorists take seriously the potential that reproductive

technologies offer to unravel, rather than reinforce, heteronormativity.

In this paper, I will argue that when queer people choose to make babies they do so in a

way that neither wholly transgresses nor reproduces heteronormativity. Empowered by racial

capitalism and patriarchy, heteronormativity is entrenched in the systems that distribute access to
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reproductive technologies, and queer people must necessarily capitulate to hegemonic ideologies

to some extent when they employ these technologies. However, there are many instances in the

process of babymaking in which queer parents challenge these ideologies, in varying ways and to

varying degrees. Thus, although queer parents can fit into a narrative of assimilation to the

dominant ideology, they also engage in the imaginative project of queerness by creating new

possibilities for how we can create, nurture, and sustain life. With particular attention toward the

issues of pregnancy as they arise for the transgender men in My Pregnant Husband,7 I will

explore the ways that some queer people use these technologies to imagine alternative

possibilities for reproductive futurism. These parents’ lived engagement with reproductive

futurism challenges neat categorization along binaries. They are simultaneously subversive and

conformist, natural and artificial, embodied and disembodied. Building on their imaginative

praxis and the scholarship on queer futurity, I will imagine futures in which potential

technologies, specifically ectogenesis technology which could nurture a fetus in an artificial

womb, could create new queer possibilities or reinforce the hegemonic ideals of the present,

depending on the social, political, and economic arrangement of future society.

The paper begins with an exploration of the representational dynamics at play in My

Pregnant Husband given its medium of reality television. I then point out the ways that racial

violence accentuates the issues at stake in reproduction, and I engage Cathy Cohen’s polemic

“Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens: The Radical Potential of Queer Politics?” which

challenges the assumptions that Edelman and Muñoz make about reproduction. Next, I explore

the myriad ways that the parents in the show challenge hegemonic gender norms through their

parenting choices, which demonstrates the concept of subversive–generative moral imagination.

7 My Pregnant Husband. Directed by Carly Evans. Crazy Legs Productions, 2020. Streamed on TLC.
https://www.tlc.com/tv-shows/my-pregnant-husband/full-episodes/my-pregnant-husband

https://www.tlc.com/tv-shows/my-pregnant-husband/full-episodes/my-pregnant-husband
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I close my consideration of My Pregnant Husband by looking closely at the unique ways that the

parents employ and conceive of reproductive technologies.

My Pregnant Husband

“I’m masculine all the way down to my core. I just happen to have the equipment to birth a child.”
-Myles, My Pregnant Husband

My Pregnant Husband features two transgender men who are pregnant, Myles and Ari,

and their wives Precious and Caitlin, respectively. When the show begins, both Myles and Ari

have been gestating their children for several months and are giving birth soon. Myles’ wife

Precious is a transgender woman. They are both Black and discuss the intersections of their race

and their gender in the program. Caitlin, Ari’s partner, is a cisgender woman. Both Ari and

Caitlin are white and do not mention intersections of their race and queerness. Caitlin and Ari

met before Ari’s gender transition. Even though they are a man and a woman, Caitlin identifies

as gay. She says, “I identify as queer. I’m gay. But most people see Ari, and they expect us to be

in a straight relationship. But being gay and saying I have a husband is also very weird.” Ari

responds, “We like to keep it new, keep it fun, keep it confusing for the general public.” By the

end of the program, despite having to deal with some health challenges that any pregnant person

might have, as well as personal and structural challenges of their respective situations, both

Myles and Ari give birth to healthy babies.

Both of the cases in the show are a man and a woman raising their children in a nuclear

family arrangement, which limits the type of queer imagination we can glean from the show. The

fact that both couples plan to raise their children within nuclear families which, at first glance,

seem much like typical heterosexual couples lends credence to the notion that reproduction is a
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way for queer people to conform to the ideologies of heteronormative society. These perspectives

are correct to an extent; the nuclear family structure places many limitations on the ways that

queer people can imagine their relationships and their futures. However, I am interested in

looking closely at these cases because these couples are, in fact, imagining ways in which

babymaking can challenge the ideological assumptions of heteronormativity. Although each

couple in the show includes a man and a woman, the fact that the men in the relationships are

gestating the babies can offer a glimpse of how the distribution of reproductive labor can move

beyond the gendered expectations of patriarchal ideologies. Technology plays a key role in

shifting the embodiment of reproductive labor in ways that expand the possibilities of queer life.

Moreover, the ability for queer parents to bring a child into the world allows them to raise that

child in ways that do not reproduce, but rather challenge cisheteronormative ideologies.

Television and the Representation of Reality

My Pregnant Husband originally aired on TLC in July 2020. While the program has

some elements of a documentary film, it draws heavily from the medium of reality television.

This kind of “nonfiction television,” according to a 2013 report by the Writers Guild of America,

East, has produced high profit margins for television executives through low production budgets,

demanding work schedules for production crews, and ad revenue for increased audiences. The

high profit margins of this type of nonfiction programming has shifted the landscape of

television entertainment to benefit a channel like TLC enormously, which features primarily

reality television content.8 TLC’s shows typically feature people whose everyday lives deviate in

8 Writers Guild of America, East. “The Real Cost of Reality TV How the Nonfiction Television Industry Steals Tens
of Millions of Dollars from New York Taxpayers.” 2013 WGA Report on Nonfiction Television. 2013.
https://www.wgaeast.org/wp-content/uploads/typo3/user_upload/_temp_/WHITE_PAPER_-_Real_Cost_of_Reality
_TV.pdf

https://www.wgaeast.org/wp-content/uploads/typo3/user_upload/_temp_/WHITE_PAPER_-_Real_Cost_of_Reality_TV.pdf
https://www.wgaeast.org/wp-content/uploads/typo3/user_upload/_temp_/WHITE_PAPER_-_Real_Cost_of_Reality_TV.pdf
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some way from normative standards of the contemporary United States, including couples who

marry after knowing each other for only a short amount of time to give legal status to a partner

who migrated to the country (90 Day Fiancé), communities and individuals who are little people

(Little People, Big World; The World’s Smallest Woman: Meet Jyoti), and people who have large

multiple pregnancies (Sweet Home Sextuplets, OutDaughtered). Although each show differs in

content, the appeal of each is largely the same: they promise firsthand, at times intimate

perspectives of real people whose atypical life experiences are presumably exotic, strange, and

spectacular to the audience.

These expectations that come with reality television pose challenges when considering

My Pregnant Husband alongside issues of queer resistance. How could an entertainment product

that profits off of viewers’ voyeuristic desires offer anything toward a radical imagination of

queer futures? Are the parents in this show simply being exploited for the intrigue that their

queer reproduction sparks in audiences? However, despite its problems, which I take seriously

and do not intend to dismiss, I argue that reality television can be a compelling source for

thinking through the construction of narratives to represent reality. That is to say, strategies like

performance, recontextualization, and elision allow various actors to use recordings of “real”

events to craft particular ideological narratives, and as a consequence, shape how “reality” is

represented through media. In paying attention to the various actors whose perspectives make up

the show, I recognize that the parents in My Pregnant Husband likely earn less money from it

than the producers behind the scenes and executives of the network that airs it, yet face the most

risk of public scrutiny by being the ones in front of the camera. Hence, I would argue that their

choice to open their personal lives to public scrutiny reflects a degree of courage that any critique

of the show must recognize.
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Despite the name of the “reality TV” genre and its promise of access to people’s personal

lives, this otherizing spectacle does not depict reality per se, but a curated version of reality that

serves as a particular type of entertainment product. The process of curation happens at many

levels, including the words and actions that the subjects of the show choose to perform in front of

the camera and those that they keep private, the moments that the camera crew chooses to record

and the moments that they do not, and the footage that the people who produce the show choose

to edit into and out of the final product, as well as how they arrange the footage to create an

overall narrative. Thus, reality programs like My Pregnant Husband are difficult to analyze from

a critical perspective because they feature many different and, at times, conflicting intentions

among the people involved in the final product. For example, as I will detail in the next section,

Myles records himself talking about an experience in which police racially profile him and

assume that his large stomach is hiding stolen clothes. On one hand, the show allows him to

bring awareness to a set of issues at the intersection of Black and transgender identity that his

audience might not have considered. On the other hand, the fact that the show teases this

emotional moment in the opening of the program may reflect a way that images of Black

people’s trauma can serve as a titillating product to be sold and thus undermine movements

against racial violence.

The cacophony and dissonance of reality television are not unique to the genre. In fact,

the genre shares this cacophonous nature with reality itself. We all make decisions about our

words and our actions — what we say and do, how we say and do it, as well when, where, and to

whom — how we engage with the world. And just as importantly, we choose what not to say and

do, what we whisper and hide. However, we rarely have total agency over how our words and

actions get incorporated into broader narratives, how the audience of public discourse frames our
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actions as part of broader societal trends. Nevertheless, this narrativization cannot entirely

silence the dissonant voices that defy the norm. With this in mind, I will use My Pregnant

Husband to reflect on the ways that these couples make sense of both their assimilationist and

their transgressive engagement with reproductive technologies, pregnancy, and childrearing, as

well as the ways that those choices are narrativized and mischaracterized.

In writing about this show and using it to argue my own claim, I am adding my voice to

this cacophony. Although I have done this with care, there may be moments of dissonance

between how I represent these parents’ lives as depicted in the show and how they would

represent their own experiences. For example, only one of the parents, Caitlin, uses the word

“queer” on camera to identify herself, and she is the only cisgender parent represented. However,

in this project, I use the word “queer” to refer to the three transgender parents as well. Given the

word’s history as a slur against gay, lesbian, and transgender people, this choice is not without its

potential problems. Nevertheless, I embrace the disruptive connotation of “queer,” which evokes

the act of reclaiming that which is perceived as strange. Moreover, “queer” can serve as a

capacious category for those whose performances of gender and sexuality diverge from the

cisgender heterosexual norm in their historical, geographic, and social contexts. The term can

thus traverse specific identity categories and help those of us within queer intellectual traditions

consider the myriad ways that we could challenge restrictive norms around sex and gender.

Ultimately, my intention in this project is to consider what it would take to make the babymaking

process as safe, painless, and enjoyable as possible for these parents and others like them. The

analytic frameworks I introduce to and representational choices I make about the show are with

this goal in mind. While many involved in the production of the show might share this goal,

there are, of course, other intentions at play.
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The representational choices by the show’s production team amplify the apparent

contradiction between masculinity and pregnancy, presumably as a marketing strategy to make

the program interesting to a general audience and thus maximize profits. Calling the show My

Pregnant Husband is itself a telling choice; it is not simply about pregnant men but husbands, as

told from the perspective of their spouses. The title is similar to the titles of other programs on

TLC, like My 600-lb Life, which follows a different very fat person each episode with particular

emphasis on their physical and mental health challenges, and My Crazy Birth Story, in which

various women recount the unusual circumstances surrounding them going into labor. Like these

other first-person titles, My Pregnant Husband falls in line with the confessional nature of reality

television, offering intimate, firsthand access into a peculiar set of life experiences. Why, then,

does the title suggest that the spouses of pregnant men, rather than the men themselves, are doing

the confessing? Perhaps this choice serves to resonate with the audience of TLC, which consists

largely of women.9 By implying a woman’s perspective through whom the story of a pregnant

man is told, the title may offer a more familiar entrypoint to a cisgender heterosexual woman.

Likewise, the use of the term “husband” implies a marriage, which may make transgender

subjects more legible to a cisgender heterosexual audience, particularly in a country which has

recently settled a culture war over legal marriage rights to people regardless of gender, but which

nevertheless continues to marginalize transgender people.

Such a reading of the title suggests that My Pregnant Husband represents queer parenting

as assimilation to cisgender and heteronormative ideals, or what Lee Edelman refers to as

“familiar familial narrativity of reproductive futurism.”10 Statements from the show’s producers

10 Edelman. No Future, 17.

9 According to The Hollywood Reporter, TLC was “the No.1 ad-supported cable network among women 18-54” in
2020, the year that My Pregnant Husband aired. See Rick Porter, “The Grim TV Ratings Reality of 2020,” The
Hollywood Reporter, 23 December 2020,
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/live-feed/the-grim-tv-ratings-reality-of-2020.

https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/live-feed/the-grim-tv-ratings-reality-of-2020
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also support this interpretation. A post on the Facebook page for Crazy Legs Productions, the

company that produced My Pregnant Husband, features statements from two of the show’s

executive producers: Tom Cappello, the CEO of the company, and Keely Walker-Muse, the

director of programming.11 In the post, Walker-Muse says, “Representation in media matters and

families of all shapes and sizes deserve inclusion, affirmation and love.” Cappello gives a similar

message:

MY PREGNANT HUSBAND is a continuation of Crazy Leg’s [sic] mission to deliver
compelling and oftentimes complex narratives. We are proud to tell the stories of Myles
& Precious and Ari & Caitlin fighting for a loving family and a more inclusive society. I
hope in a world where we are all fighting for equal rights, social justice, and inclusivity,
especially within the LGBTQ community, that this story adds to that just world that we
all want for ourselves and for our kids.

In this post, the language of families and children is inextricable from a liberal ideal of inclusion.

The emphasis on inclusivity evokes Edelman’s concern that queer parenting fails to challenge the

constraints of reproductive futurism and instead gets incorporated into a narrative about a “just

world that we all want for ourselves and for our kids” that imagines no fundamental change in

how the world operates. The ideological narrative, which I, like Edelman, reject, that society

must simply include queer people as different identities with access to the same rights as anyone

else is the narrative within which the producers of My Pregnant Husband want to place the show,

at least in their few public statements about it.

Despite a stated goal of telling a story that works toward inclusion, the sensationalist

representational choices by the production team suggest other intentions. As much as the show

works to normalize queer families, it likewise seeks to benefit from the otherizing intrigue

generated by some audiences’ perception that being pregnant and being a man are contradictory.

11 Crazy Legs Productions, “A great interview by GLAAD with Precious & Myles from our new show,
#MyPregnantHusband - premiering TONIGHT at 10pm ET on TLC!” Facebook, 23 July 2020,
https://www.facebook.com/clpstorytellers/posts/3627621597259411.

https://www.facebook.com/clpstorytellers/posts/3627621597259411
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The title card of the show reveals the producers’ exaggeration of this apparent contradiction (see

figure). After teasing several moments that will come later in the show, the title card begins with

the words “MY” and “HUSBAND” as bold, blue, block letters, all capitalized. The empty space

of the “D” in “HUSBAND” is a simple icon of a man, like the ones that often distinguish

gendered public restrooms, which signifies “man” only in that it is often juxtaposed against a

similar icon wearing a dress. Then, the word “Pregnant” in pink, italic, script letters, only the

first letter capitalized, quickly slides next to “MY” from off screen. This animation reveals the

full title “MY Pregnant HUSBAND.” Using the colors that mainstream contemporary culture in

the United States uses to categorize babies along the gender binary, the title genders “MY

HUSBAND” as masculine and “Pregnant” as feminine. The masculine icon in the “D” turns to

the side to reveal a round stomach indicating a so-called baby bump.

Figure. The title card for My Pregnant Husband.

Before the presentation of the title card, the cold open of the show features a montage of

several intimate moments in the show which emphasize the unique gendered position of pregnant



17

transgender men. The first scene is from one of Myles’ ultrasound imaging appointments. It

begins with a clip of the ultrasound image, then Precious looking at it with a smile, followed by

Myles lying down, also looking up at the image with a smile, his exposed stomach visible but not

in focus. Then, while lingering on the ultrasound image again for a few seconds and showing an

interview with Myles and Precious, Myles says, “I always wanted to be a father, but I never

thought I would be the one that actually carried the child.” As he finishes, the image shifts back

to the ultrasound room. This time, the focus of the camera moves down from Myles’ face to a

close-up shot of his large, round stomach, wet with ultrasound gel. After a few more clips of

Myles, the first clip of Ari shows him applying shaving cream to his face while shirtless. The

camera shifts to a different angle to show Ari’s reflection in the mirror, which makes visible

scars at the bottom of his chest, which suggests the surgical removal of breasts typically called

“top surgery.” Ari says in an interview, “I was assigned female at birth, but I am transgender,”

and as he says this, the camera returns to the shaving scene, which shows a side profile of Ari’s

torso, emphasizing his stomach as it extends roundly in front of him. Then, the program shows

footage of one of Ari’s ultrasound appointments, again, with his stomach visible.

The fact that the first moments of My Pregnant Husband highlight Myles and Ari’s

exposed pregnant stomachs and Ari’s surgical scars trouble the narrative of inclusion that I

mentioned above as the only intention behind the show. Whether intentionally or not, the choice

to feature these images at the outset of the show as the attention-grabbing hook for fickle

television audiences appeals to curiosity about the bodies of transgender people, a curiosity that

often becomes invasive. By indulging that curiosity, the show may further otherize transgender

people, which undermines its stated goal of inclusion. However, in making this critique, I do not

want to generalize the audience of the program and deny the possibility that this type of
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representation could be meaningful for a transgender audience. In an interview with the LGBTQ

media advocacy group GLAAD, Myles elaborates on why he wanted to participate in the show:

I was doing [the show] for my younger self. I came out as trans at the age of five in 1986,
so I didn’t say that I was trans because we weren’t using that vocabulary then. I just knew
that I wanted to be my father when I grew up. So my entire life watching TV, I never saw
a dad that looked like me…I wish I would have been able to witness this, to see a proud,
Black, transmasculine person, proud in my pregnancy.12

Myles’ motivation for participating in the show makes me wonder: how might a young queer

person who has not had much exposure, if any, to other queer people look at these images of

pregnant transgender men? What vocabularies, technologies, and ways of being might the

program introduce to them? What bodily possibilities, what imagined futures might these images

spark?

Admittedly, representation is not liberation; no depiction of queer lives in media will

create a society that guarantees the social, political, and economic interests of queer people. It is

on us to do the difficult grassroots organizing and movement-building work to make such

possibilities a reality for all people beyond reality television. Still, given how Myles talks about

the possibilities this show could have offered his younger self, I cannot discount the power that

media representations could have on introducing some individuals to queer possibilities for

themselves and for society. Although I remain skeptical about the capitalist dynamics at play in

reality television, I wonder if alternative systems of production could, in addition to offering

better pay and treatment to all workers involved, prioritize the interests of the people in front of

the camera rather than the most profitable representation of their lives. The voyeuristic

dimension of reality television may be inextricable from the medium, but it may nevertheless be

12 GLAAD, “Precious and Myles Brady-Davis talk about becoming first time parents” YouTube video, 21:52, 20
July 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x1WydnmNnGw.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x1WydnmNnGw
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possible to appropriate this function for queer ends, much like queer people have repurposed

other technologies in ways that subvert their intended purpose.

Race and Reproduction: Queer of Color Critiques

The violence that Myles faces for being Black, transgender, and pregnant in

contemporary society challenges the idea that reproduction is necessarily an act of assimilation

to dominant society’s demands. In My Pregnant Husband, Myles expresses concerns about how

his pregnancy has made his queerness more visible in public spaces. Early in the program, Myles

lightheartedly laughs about going to the hospital with Precious to give birth, where the staff

would expect Precious to be the pregnant one. Precious reassures him that his doctor has

“prepared” the staff, but Myles responds, “It’s one thing to prepare people. It’s another thing to

see this big, 6’ Black dude, talking about, ‘I’m in labor.’” As he says “I’m in labor,” he makes

his voice deeper and chuckles. Later, when the program shows Myles and Precious visiting

Myles’ doctor’s office for a checkup 6 months into his pregnancy, he is more serious. In this

scene, the camera shows a woman in the waiting room who watches them as they enter, leaning

in her chair to continue looking at them as they walk into another room and out of her field of

view. In a private section of the waiting room, Myles tells Precious, “I always have so much

anxiety when we come to these appointments. I feel like the eyes are always on me.” The scene

cuts to an interview where Myles tells the camera that as his “bump” becomes more noticeable,

he doesn’t “feel safe walking in the world visibly trans.” He explains that for a long time he was

able to be “stealth,” or pass as cisgender, but the pregnancy makes it difficult to hide the fact that

he is transgender.
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Myles adds that racism intensifies his fear of existing in public space. Myles says, “Since

I am a Black trans man, my anxiety is at an all-time high.” Later in the program, he discusses one

particularly dangerous incident of racial profiling and police violence as magnified by his

visibility as a transgender man. The film crew does not capture this incident. Instead, it appears

as though Myles records his retelling himself, without a camera crew. At the beginning of the

footage, his arm comes down from the top of the shot, which suggests that he presses a button on

the device to record himself. Moreover, the image is not high definition like the professionally

captured footage of the rest of the program. Seemingly alone in the room, he begins, “Today will

be one of the worst days of my life.” Police arrested him as he was leaving a clothing store

because someone thought that his large stomach hid clothes shoplifted from the store. He

explains, “I’ve gone to a store, and as I exit the store, I’m surrounded by six or seven Chicago

police officers. And then they handcuffed me. So I start yelling at the top of my lungs, ‘Please be

gentle because I’m pregnant.’” The fear of racialized and transphobic violence against him and

his child follows him after this incident. While talking to Precious about the potential of

breastfeeding in public, he says, “I have to think about safety. Like, how is that going to look?

Like, a 6’1” Black guy, you know, with a baby underneath my shirt, you know? I’m not going to

feel comfortable. I’m not going to feel safe.”

Myles’ racialized experience poses a challenge to queer theorists who frame reproduction

as a universally assimilationist act, and instead demands that queer theory take more seriously

the unique forms of structural oppression that queer parents face, particularly transgender parents

and Black queer parents. For Black transgender men like Myles, the choice to reproduce does not

allow them to conform to the gendered, heteronormative, and racialized demands of hegemonic

reproductive futurism. Rather, their choice to reproduce marks their queerness with greater
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visibility and places them in a more vulnerable position. The policing, both literal and

metaphorical, of boundaries around race, gender, sexuality, and reproduction is a matter of life

and death for people like Myles and his child. Although it does not appear that the police

intentionally targeted him for being pregnant since they assumed his stomach hid clothes, their

assumption that a Black man could not, would not, and should not have a pregnant stomach

made them feel like they were justified in using violence on Myles. To prevent incidents like

what happened to Myles, our society must, in addition to ending systemic police violence against

Black people, ensure that people are and feel safe in public spaces regardless of their embodied

presentation and reproductive choices.

Edelman’s critique of the assimilationist visions of movements for the rights of marriage,

military service, and even parenthood is necessary to reject the particularly limited kind of

reproductive futurism to which many contemporary conservatives and liberals adhere. But I

disagree with his dismissal of queer parents as potential “comrades in reproductive futurism”

with conservatives.13 A Black father like Myles visibly pregnant and nursing his child in public is

a radical departure from conservative reproductive futurism. In fact, his choice to reproduce in

the way that he does is what places him even further outside of dominant norms. He does not

represent the constrained ideological imagination of liberal LGBTQ politics, which too often

ignores the distinct challenges that transgender queers of color face, whether or not they become

parents.

Paying attention, as I have, to the particular struggles of queer parents is not to say that

radical queer politics should embrace the demand to reproduce, nor prioritize queer parents’

concerns over their counterparts who choose not to reproduce. Rather, queer movements must

recognize the ways that homophobia and transphobia manifest both for people who do reproduce

13 Edelman, No Future, 19.
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and for those who do not reproduce. Romanticizing either parenthood or childlessness would fail

to account for the multitude of queer ways of being. Part of a radical queer ethics of babymaking

demands that we question the distinction between the interests of a childless person and a parent.

This claim draws from Cathy Cohen’s groundbreaking essay “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare

Queens: The Radical Potential of Queer Politics?” in which she advocates for radical queer

politics rooted in grassroots leftist activism and an understanding that dominant norms

marginalize people of a variety of identities, even those considered heterosexual. She explores

the cultural and political anxieties about the structure of Black families through the language

around “welfare queens,” which casts poor women of color as “unable to control their sexual

impulses and eventual reproductive decisions, unable to raise their children with the right moral

fiber, unable to find ‘gainful’ employment to support themselves and their ‘illegitimate children,’

and of course unable to manage ‘effectively’ the minimal assistance provided by the state.”14

Myles’ case demonstrates the necessity of a political vision like Cohen’s which takes into

account the marginalization of queer people and the attacks on Black people’s reproduction.

Cohen argues that queer activists should not treat heterosexuality as a monolith against which

queerness if framed, but instead recognize Black mothers as potential coalition partners because

they too are marginalized for what dominant society deems as deviant sexuality. Cohen’s

argument that queer people and mothers who receive financial resources from the state share a

common interest offers a stark contrast to Edelman’s perspective that queer politics are

necessarily opposed to reproductive ends. In fact, as Cohen makes clear, it is precisely the

imagined hyper-reproduction of women of color which marks their sexuality as deviant and thus

aligns them with the liberatory project of queer resistance. Interrogating the potential of queer

14 Cathy J. Cohen. “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens: The Radical Potential of Queer Politics?.” GLQ: A
Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 3, no. 4 (1997): 456.
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politics with attention to materialist concerns of people across categories of sexuality and race

demonstrates that dominant society does not equally subject all people to the imperative to

reproduce that Edelman identifies. Rather, people marginalized by racism and capitalism are

subject to a coordinated effort to limit their reproduction through various policies like punitive

welfare reforms, mass incarceration, deportations that divide families across borders, and forced

sterilization. Taking into account both the imperative for wealthy and middle-class (white)

people to reproduce and the social, political, and economic barriers in place against poor and

working-class people of color illustrates a more comprehensive picture about dominant society’s

interest in reproduction.

Thus, to map the binary choice of whether or not to parent onto a binary of assimilation

vs. queer resistance imposes its own ideological limitation onto the ways that queer theorists

conceptualize hegemonic systems and resistance to them. In a society as unjust as the one we

live in at present, I wonder whether anyone can remove themselves entirely from hegemony, and

queer parents are no exception. The fact that Myles, for example, uses reproductive technologies

like IVF requires him to participate in an unequal and exclusionary medical economy in which

so many, including many other Black transgender people, lack healthcare services that sustain

their own lives, let alone create another. However, by understanding the ways that he and others

challenge unjust ideologies even as they conform to them in other ways, we can imagine systems

in which reproduction can move beyond heteronormative ideals and instead constitute a crucial

part of queer relationality.

Queering Reproduction and Parenting
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In My Pregnant Husband, Myles and Ari negotiate the fact that they are pregnant with

their masculine gender identity. The institutions surrounding pregnancy, from the norms of how

to treat a pregnant person, to the healthcare system, to the products designed for pregnant people,

largely presume that a pregnant person is a woman. For these transgender men, then, their

pregnancies invite many instances of conflict between their gender identity and how the world

treats them. In the program, Myles, for example, rejects the term pregnancy itself, at least in jest.

In a moment when Precious and Myles are speaking directly to the camera, like in an interview,

Precious says that Myles is pregnant. Myles corrects her and says he is “popped, the masculine

form of pregnant.” Precious laughs and, to put it in more neutral terms, says, “We are having a

baby.” A similar joke about the gendered language that we use to talk about people who are

gestating comes up again soon afterwards. In the interview Precious begins to say, “I think Myles

is handsome in this state, and he’s glowing, and—” but Myles interrupts her. “It’s a very

masculine glow, though. It’s a very masculine glow.” They laugh again.

Although these moments are light-hearted, they nevertheless reflect the ways that the

term “pregnant” itself carries gendered connotations, which Myles chooses to transgress through

alternate language, “popped.” This instance and his qualification that he exhibits a “very

masculine glow,” even though they are moments that provoke a laugh, are intentional for Myles.

He corrects Precious in front of the camera and thus attempts to take some control over the

narrative of his pregnancy — that is, his being popped. It may be easy to dismiss the importance

of these moments as nothing more than jokes that make for entertaining reality television in a

program designed to play with people’s expectations about gender. But Myles tends to avoid the

typical language around pregnancy throughout the show, even in more serious moments. In

doing so, he is performing a form of queer linguistic resistance. That is to say, he uses language
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to reject hegemonic categorizations of gender and imagine alternative interpretations of his

embodied experience. A term like “popped” is more than just an equivalent replacement for

“pregnant.” It also sheds the gendered and clinical connotations of “pregnant” and allows Myles

and his audience to imagine alternative possibilities to heteronormative discourse.

As the show introduces the viewer to Myles and Precious, it depicts a conversation

between them that seems to exemplify the dynamic of their relationship while Myles is gestating.

Myles craves soul food for breakfast. “I need some macaroni and cheese. I need some yams. I

need some cornbread. It’s what the baby wants. It’s not me, it’s the baby!” he says. But Precious

rolls her eyes and suggests eggs and toast, presumably because she perceives soul food as an

unhealthy meal. “I’m pregnant,” Myles responds, his voice stern but the dynamic playful

nevertheless. “Order the food,” he says. Not taking no for an answer, Myles interrupts Precious’

continued attempts to suggest another meal with an assertive, “Thank you. Thank you,” and a

smirk. The show depicts this conversation as a natural interaction between the couple in their

home, talking to each other and not directly to the camera, but of course the fact that the camera

is able to capture this moment reveals that this moment is not a spontaneous, quotidian

occurrence for Precious and Myles, but is instead a mediated representation of the dynamic of

their relationship performed for the camera and edited by the production team.

Nevertheless, the show interweaves footage of this interaction with interview-style

commentary with Precious and Myles, which elucidates what this scene is communicating to the

audience. Precious says, “Myles and I have literally switched. Normally, I’m the diva of the

relationship, and Myles caters to my every whim. So I’m glad to play vice versa here—” Again,

Myles interrupts her, “Oh, I was going to— This entire nine months, the second we found I was

pregnant, I was like, ‘Oh, I’m about to live this up.’” The breakfast scene depicts an interaction
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between a husband and wife, a gestating partner and a non-gestating partner, respectively. Myles’

demanding behavior, contextualized by Precious’ statement that they have “switched” roles in

the relationship, provokes questions about what gestation is doing to their particular gendered

dynamic. According to Precious, she is typically the “diva,” a term for a demanding person with

feminine connotations, and presumably Myles occupies a masculine role in relation to her by

catering to her demands. Myles carrying their child allows them to switch roles in a sense, in that

Precious presumably feels obligated to cater to Myles’ demands.

Although this dynamic is gendered, it is not as simple as Myles now occupying the

feminine role of a diva. I would argue that his celebratory “I’m about to live this up” reflects a

masculine fantasy of what gestating as a man can do: it offers him an excuse to subordinate his

demanding wife, albeit playfully. Thus, although Myles and Precious’ relationship undergoes

significant shifts during Myles’ gestation, the fact that the man is carrying their child does not

necessarily place him in a feminine position. Rather, Myles’ relationship to gestation and to

Precious serves as a way to reassert a different kind of masculinity, distinct from a narrow

cisgender masculinity which would be incompatible with gestating a child. This gendered

performance — “performance” in the sense of a performance for the camera as well as the

Butlerian notion of performativity15 — allows Myles to distance himself from the gendered

connotations of pregnancy, even as he participates in a program about pregnancy. By

reconstituting the relationship between gender and pregnancy, Myles provokes questions about

what queer pregnancy or queer gestation could look like.

What “masculinity,” “femininity,” and “queerness” look like in this context is not

universal in every context, so in making claims about Myles and Precious’ case, I do not intend

to essentialize or universalize these categories. For example, I am wary of calling a masculinity

15 Judith Butler. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. (New York: Routledge, 1999).
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which involves subordinating women “queer,” even if the men and women involved are

transgender; while the playful dynamic we see between Myles and Precious indicates that it may

be innocuous within their relationship, the fact that it is broadcast on television demands a more

critical approach to the type of masculinity that the show presents as acceptable. However, Myles

and Precious demonstrate the fact that changing roles around reproduction can facilitate broader

shifts in people’s relationships with others, which allows for the imagination of new possibilities

with respect to gender and sexuality. In this case, Myles reimagines masculinity to include a

wider range of embodied experiences which can help others consider even more imaginative

possibilities with respect to pregnancy and gender.

Myles and Precious certainly bear some responsibility for how they are represented,

especially through their own words and actions, and for their participation in the show in the first

place, but there are clear tensions within the project that are not unlike the tensions we see in

discourse about queerness and parenting. People like Myles choose to make babies for a

multitude of reasons, but they rarely do so out of a desire for queer liberation nor assimilation to

heteronormative society. They largely make this choice from their particular social location,

within the context of the personal relationships that are meaningful in their lives, not for any

grander political narrative. However, their intentions do not prevent such narratives from

incorporating them. For the reality show, that narrative upholds a binary notion of gender roles in

reproduction even as it depicts people who challenge such binaries. But for queer theory, there is

a distinct but still simplistic narrative that maps the choice to have or not to have children onto a

binary of assimilation or liberation. If we essentialize reproduction as assimilationist, we fail to

understand the myriad ways that queer parents can reconceptualize reproduction itself. This is
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not to say that they have liberated themselves by parenting. Rather, it is to say that hegemonic

systems constrain us regardless of our choice to parent or not.

Even as these parents can be seen as assimilating to heteronormative reproduction in

some ways, taking on the role of a parent can allow queer people to challenge heteronormativity.

That is to say, they can reproduce without uncritically reproducing dominant gender ideologies.

Of course, these small acts of resistance are not free of contradictions, limitations, and

disagreements. For example, My Pregnant Husband portrays a conflict between Myles and

Precious about how they want to treat their child’s gender identity. The camera shows the two of

them in a clothing store browsing clothes for the child, who will be assigned female at birth. As

Precious imagines dressing the baby in dresses and bows, Myles asks, “But what if she’s a little

tomboy?” to which Precious responds, “Then she can wear the little fire engines,” pulling out a

shirt with fire engines on it. We then hear Precious in the interview format say, “Myles and I

have disagreements because I want to dress her more on the girly side, where Myles wants to

dress her more on the neutral side. I want her to be my princess, but I’m going to raise her with

an understanding that if she wants to be a prince, that’s fine. I totally support that.” From this

interaction, we can gather that Precious wants to reinforce the child’s assigned gender with

feminine baby clothes. Presumably she thinks that if the child rejects femininity later in life,

parental support for the child’s transition would make the process relatively easy, whereas Myles

worries that even if the child knows that Myles and Precious would support transitioning, the

years the child would be treated as a girl may be harmful. Unlike Precious, who uses “she/her”

pronouns to refer to the baby from the beginning of the program, Myles uses gender-neutral

“they/them” pronouns for the baby before giving birth. Their distinct perspectives on gender
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reflect the fact that the choice to become a parent involves many other consequent choices, all of

which can be areas to conform to or reject dominant norms.

According to what we see in the show, the other couple, Ari and Caitlin, decide to raise

their child gender neutral, which demonstrates one way that queer parents can craft alternatives

to dominant gender norms. In the footage we can see in the show, they dress the baby in neutral

colors like gray, yellow, and dark blue, with no accessories. They do not reveal the baby’s name

to the camera. Although they do not explicitly state why they do not share their child’s name,

presumably it reflects the fact that they do not want such a public record of their child’s given

name if the child ends up preferring a different name later in life. They do not assign a gender to

the baby, and exclusively use they/them pronouns to refer to them. Ari explains, “We are using

they/them pronouns because we are approaching gender and our child as an open door, not a

closed one. When people ask, ‘Are they a boy or a girl?’ we say, ‘We don’t know yet, and we are

going to wait for our child to make that decision for themself.’” In Ari and Caitlin’s case, we see

a possible conclusion of Myles’ attempts for a more gender-neutral approach to parenting.

By creating a different way to approach gender and parenting, these parents are engaging

in what Thelathia Nikki Young has called “subversive–generative moral imagination,” which she

defines as “a radical praxis (reflective action) of a moral imagination in which new actions and

possibilities overturn the power of inhibiting and oppressive norms.”16 Building on John Paul

Lederach’s The Moral Imagination, Young’s work demonstrates how Black queer forms of

kinship necessarily “subvert realities or norms that exist within a certain context as well as

generate new ones.”17 Young adds that this moral imagination is a crucial component to Muñoz’s

connection between queerness and futurity in that imagination “fosters a set of worlds that

17 Ibid., 154.

16 Thelathia Nikki Young. Black Queer Ethics, Family, and Philosophical Imagination. (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan US, 2016), 9.
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transform individuals and society; generates alterity and opposition to stagnant economies of

human relation; dismantles and then utilizes what is tangible and present to formulate what is

not-yet; and points to the institutional and state function of cultural hegemony.”18 From this

perspective, queer people can work within the concept of the family to engage in the

transformative and future-oriented project of queerness.

By not imposing a gender on their baby, Ari and Caitlin are not only resisting a dominant

norm that babies must be either male or female, but they are also establishing a new norm, at

least within their family unit. From their perspective, if a person’s gender does not necessarily

depend on their anatomy at birth, then parents should not treat their child as if it does. Like

Myles, Ari and Caitlin do not consider the act of gendering a baby innocuous. This approach to

parenting destabilizes not only the equation of sexual anatomy and gender, but also the meaning

of queerness itself. If parents, and likewise society at large, did not impose the gender binary

onto their children, then an understanding of queer gender as an identity for those who reject the

gender assigned at birth would no longer capture what queerness has become. Queerness would

not be an identity for certain individuals who reject the dominant expressions of gender imposed

upon them, but would instead give every child, regardless of anatomy and regardless of identity,

the chance to construct their own expression (or non-expression) of gender as they grow up. It

remains to be seen how exactly these queer parenting norms will shift the way that queer

people’s children and their peers will engage with issues of gender and sexuality in the future,

but their imaginative approach to familial relationships are already destabilizing the dominant

assumptions of the present.

Cyborg Parents: The Technologies of Reproduction

18 Ibid., 158.
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As I will demonstrate in this section, My Pregnant Husband reveals the essential role of

babymaking technologies in enabling Myles, Precious, Ari, and Caitlin to enact their queer

imagination, as well as the challenges that come along with these technologies. By understanding

the importance (and limitations) of present technologies in the lives of queer people, we can

better account for the range of possibilities for a queer future. Let us return to the quote that

opened this section on My Pregnant Husband: “I’m masculine all the way down to my core, I

just happen to have the equipment to birth a child.” Myles says this in an interview clip which is

featured when the show first introduces him. By “equipment,” of course, Myles is referring to his

anatomy. This quote demonstrates that seeing the body as a technology allows Myles to assert his

masculinity and thus his queer identity. His anatomy does not define who he is, but is rather one

tool among many that he can use for his own purposes.

Viewing the body as technology reflects a unique, perhaps cyborgian perspective on

queer embodiment. In “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in

the Late Twentieth Century,” Donna Haraway argues that technological, scientific, and

sociopolitical shifts have blurred three key boundaries: the boundary between human and animal,

organism and machine, and physical and non-physical. One consequence of these shifts that

Haraway points out is that the cyborg facilitates the creation of a “post-gender world” by

rejecting the idea that gender has any natural or essential origin.19 I argue that the parents in My

Pregnant Husband could be read through a cyborgian framework in which technologies are

crucial tools of cultivating queer embodiment because they denaturalize sex, gender, and

reproduction, and thus allow for imagination. Within this framework, anatomical features are one

19 Donna J. Haraway. “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialst-Feminism in the Late Twentieth
Century.” In Cyborgs Simians, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature. (New York and London: Routledge, 1991),
150-53.
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of many kinds of “equipment” that queer people can use to realize the types of lives they want to

live in relation to themselves, their loved ones, and society at large.

As for Myles and Precious, “the equipment to birth a child” included their anatomies, but

also the technologies that constitute in vitro fertilization (IVF). IVF technology involves

physicians removing egg cells from one person and mixing them with sperm cells from another

in a petri dish. The sperm cells fertilize the eggs to produce several zygotes, which after several

days become embryos, one of which is placed in the person who intends to gestate the embryo

for implantation into the wall of the uterus.20 In Myles and Precious’ case, they used Myles’ egg

and Precious’ sperm to produce an embryo that is each of their genetic offspring. IVF brings

unique joys, but also unique challenges to their experience of babymaking. Myles mentions the

fact that they are using their last embryo in an interview as the program shows him getting an

ultrasound at a doctor’s appointment. Then, we hear Precious say, “The moment we found out

Myles was pregnant, we just sank to the floor, and we cried. It was such a moment of relief that

we had made it.” Having been told by their doctor that they would have difficulty conceiving a

child without IVF, they placed a lot of hope in the medical process. The relief that they feel when

Myles eventually does get pregnant reflects that hope, as well as the relief that the thousands of

dollars they likely spent on the process would, in fact, result in a child as planned.21 It is worth

taking seriously the affective meanings that queer people like Myles and Precious create in their

engagement with these technologies. Although its reach is limited, IVF has made possible the

type of queer future and familial world-making that Myles embodies through gestation.

21 According to research by the Family Equality Council, the average cost of IVF ranges from $12,000 to $15,000.
See Ed Harris and Amanda Winn. “Building LGBTQ+ Families: The Price of Parenthood.” Family Equality
Council. 2019. https://www.familyequality.org/resources/building-lgbtq-families-price-parenthood/

20 For a description of the history of and science behind IVF and related reproductive technologies, see “The
Reproductive Revolution” in Judith Daar, The New Eugenics: Selective Breeding in an Era of Reproductive
Technologies, (Yale University Press, 2017), 1-27.

https://www.familyequality.org/resources/building-lgbtq-families-price-parenthood/
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The intense emotions of Myles and Precious’ babymaking process contrast with the

relatively lighthearted experience Ari and Caitlin seemed to have. Since neither Ari’s body nor

Caitlin’s body produces sperm, Ari gets pregnant using a donor. They do not use IVF, opting

instead for a non-medical method of insemination, which Ari calls an “at-home, fun-time

insemination.” When he phrases the process in that way, Caitlin says, with a hint of sarcasm in

her voice, “Can we redo that and not say ‘fun-time?’” to which Ari responds with a laugh and an

enthusiastic, “No!” Caitlin continues, playfully, “You told me to tell you if you say weird things,

and this is a weird thing.” As she laughs, Ari persists and says, “I want to say weird things.”

Further elaborating on the circumstances around getting pregnant, Ari says, “We put [my

friend’s] sperm in a syringe, and Caitlin, actually, put his sperm into me on his apartment

bathroom floor, and then I got pregnant.” Ari’s insistence on describing his insemination as “fun”

and “weird,” despite Caitlin’s concerns about it being too strange for the camera, suggests that it

is important to him to share that the process was both pleasurable and antinormative.

Although they did not use advanced medical technology, the way that Ari and Caitlin talk

about him getting pregnant reflects the ways that the use of material objects to get pregnant can

provide a space for queer imagination. From one point of view, Caitlin’s participation could be

seen as an imitation of the heterosexual babymaking through sex. However, I would argue that

her participation reflects a queer imagination on what a non-biological parent’s role could be in

the embodied process of babymaking and how that role can be a pleasurable one. She and Ari’s

use of a syringe for a “fun-time insemination” evokes a sense of sexual pleasure in the use of

technologies, a way that medical technologies can be repurposed as tools for pleasure. Given that

Caitlin’s biological material does not produce the pregnancy, if the only goal is to get pregnant,

then her participation in the process is not necessary. But the fact that she and Ari decide that she
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should be the one to inseminate him using a syringe reflects the ways that what it means to be a

parent involved in babymaking can be imagined by two or more participants in the process and

does not have to adhere to any external norms. The humor, fun, and joy that Ari and Caitlin find

in the “weird things” about their babymaking story reflect a type of queer imagination that could

enrich the development, distribution, and employment of reproductive technologies.

The embodied relationship with technology does not end with pregnancy. Since Ari had

his breasts removed, a procedure commonly known as “top surgery,” he cannot breastfeed their

baby. Caitlin decides to breastfeed using a technology called Supplemental Nursing System

(SNS). SNS involves a container of milk or baby formula with a thin tube that is taped along the

breast. This technology allows the nursing infant to consume nutrients from both the breast and

the container. Since Caitlin was not pregnant, her breasts do not produce milk, although the

technology can help stimulate lactation in some people with breasts even if they have not given

birth. Presumably to distinguish this feeding method from a bottle, the technology typically used

to deliver formula, Caitlin briefly explains her reasons for using SNS: “SNS feeding is so great

for bonding, but also helps the baby to feel safe.” This use of technology demonstrates the ways

that the embodied aspects of reproductive labor can be distributed through various technologies

in ways that do not adhere to strict ideas about sex or gender. Ari, the man in the relationship, is

the one who is pregnant, which in itself represents a resistance to dominant gender norms.

Moreover, his being pregnant does not necessarily mean that he is responsible for breastfeeding.

This decoupling of the embodied tasks involved in reproductive labor points to babymaking as a

process made up of discrete tasks which can be distributed among several people through social

and technological interventions. By imagining alternatives to the heteronormative expectations

of what reproductive labor entails and employing technology to make those imaginations
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possible, Ari and Caitlin are hinting at a vision for what a radical queer approach to reproduction

could look like in the future.

However, removing the expectation that the person who carries a pregnancy is also

responsible for breastfeeding and other forms of reproductive labor does not necessarily serve

egalitarian ends. In fact, the practice of having a different person nurse a child than the one who

carried the child in pregnancy has throughout various points in history reflected various forms of

social, racial, and economic domination. For example, Stephanie Jones-Rogers, a historian of

American slavery, documents the practice of white women forcing enslaved Black women to

nurse their slaveowners’ children in the southern region of the lands now called the United

States.22 This example demonstrates a case in which different tasks involved in reproductive

labor, like pregnancy and breastfeeding, can be distributed to different people in ways that

exploit rather than challenge oppressive social systems. Nevertheless, Ari and Caitlin’s case

suggests the possibility that technologies can allow for mechanisms of distributing the labor of

babymaking in more ethical ways. The history of reproductive labor is filled with violence, so

queer families must think carefully about the work it takes to make and raise a child and decide

what distribution of labor works best within their context without demanding labor based on

race, gender, or class.

Myles expresses a different concern about breastfeeding, namely, that it conflicts with his

gender identity. Although he is capable of lactation, he struggles to decide how to feed the child.

He explains, “Sometimes when I don’t feel comfortable with the equipment that I was assigned

at birth, so my chest sometimes when I look in the mirror, I’m like, ‘Ugh.’ And that’s when I

know that my anxiety is high because my gender dysphoria has been triggered.” Before giving

22 Stephanie Jones-Rogers. “‘[S]he could… spare one ample breast for the profit of her owner’: white mothers and
enslaved wet nurses’ invisible labor in American slave markets.” Slavery & Abolition 38, no. 2 (2017): 337-355.
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birth, he says that the thought of breastfeeding triggers his dysphoria. When Precious suggests

the possibility of pumping his breastmilk to put into bottles, he says that he might not be

comfortable doing that either. This discomfort with pumping breastmilk is worth noting because

it reveals the fact that technologies can attune people to aspects of their bodies in gendered ways

by emphasizing particular uses of particular anatomical features with particular gendered

connotations. With that in mind, it is crucial for theoretical and political resistance to gendered

norms, especially queer resistance, to take seriously the relationship between materials items and

various forms of subjectivity.

Myles’ perception of the breast pump demonstrates the ways that reproductive

technologies are not simply passive tools that human actors employ for their own purposes.

Rather, the breast pump is an example of what cultural historian Robin Bernstein has termed a

“scriptive thing” which is “an item of material culture that prompts meaningful bodily

behaviors.”23 She writes, “A thing… demands that people confront it on its own terms; thus a

thing forces a person into an awareness of the self in material relation to the thing. When a thing

makes a human body a ‘thing among things,’ it upsets the boundary between person and object.

The thing and person are unmoored from their binarized positions, twirling in sudden mutual

relationship.”24 By using a breast pump, then, Myles is entering a relationship with it in which

the item imposes cultural meanings upon him. Its implicit demand to participate in gendered

performances could be enough to spark feelings of gender dysphoria in Myles. This example

illustrates the fact that babymaking technologies act upon people through their cultural and

gendered associations. Such technologies are embedded with meanings, intentions, and scripts

that reflect the broader social context within which they are produced, distributed, and used.

24 Ibid., 72.

23 Robin Bernstein. Racial Innocence: Performing American Childhood and Race from Slavery to Civil Rights. (New
York and London: New York University Press, 2011), 71.
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Despite the gendered associations of breastfeeding, Myles ultimately decides to

“chestfeed” his daughter. The use of the word “chestfeed” rather than “breastfeed” reflects

Myles’ linguistic resistance to cisnormative expectations of his anatomy, reminiscent of his

earlier rejection of the term “pregnant.” He says, “When I was in the hospital, the nurses taught

me how to chestfeed. I was really surprised. Zayn latched right away, and we instantly, both of

us, felt comfortable doing it, so I have decided to chestfeed.” To ease his concerns about

chestfeeding in public and in private, he uses a gray and, in his words, “gender-neutral” shawl.

He adds, “Being covered makes me feel comfortable doing that act. And I’ve called it the bat

cave, when me and Zayn, when it’s time for a feeding, you know, I say, ‘Me and Zayn, we’re

Batman and Robin and we’re going into the Bat Cave, and you know, we both have a good time

with it.” In these moments of chestfeeding, Myles demonstrates the fact that queer people can

resist the gendered associations of items and performances involved in reproduction through an

imaginative use of language and play. Thus, although the technologies and items involved in the

babymaking process carry persistent cultural scripts, these scripts can be rewritten.

Despite the possibilities for queer life that babymaking technologies opened up for the

parents in My Pregnant Husband, the show presents a conflict between IVF and hormone

replacement therapy (HRT), another technology which facilitates their queer life. Myles’ doctor

says that she suggested IVF as a method of conception because Myles and Precious had been

using HRT for several years. Although some research has found that HRT can cause permanent

loss or complication of reproductive function in transgender men and women, this effect is not

present in all individuals.25 Some temporary pause in HRT may be necessary to become

25 For examples of research on the variability in the effects of HRT on transgender individuals’ fertility, see F.
Schneider, S. Kliesch, S. Schlatt, and N. Neuhaus. “Andrology of male‐to‐female transsexuals: influence of
cross‐sex hormone therapy on testicular function.” Andrology 5, no. 5 (2017): 873-880. and  Amanda J Adeleye,
Marcelle I Cedars, James Smith, and Evelyn Mok-Lin. “Ovarian Stimulation for Fertility Preservation or Family
Building in a Cohort of Transgender Men.” Journal of Assisted Reproduction and Genetics 36, no. 10 (2019):
2155-161.
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pregnant, but Myles’ doctor’s recommendations reflect a particular form of medicalized

regulation of the body that transgender parents must endure, requiring the potential sacrifice of

the gender-affirming and at times life-saving effects of HRT.

Each of the transgender parents in the show uses HRT. Ari says, “I never felt very

comfortable or very pleased with my body. And then in my mid-twenties, I came to the

realization that I would want to live my life as a man. I started taking testosterone. I ended up

having a double mastectomy, or top surgery. I felt better than I ever felt before.” Myles expresses

similarly positive feelings about taking testosterone:

In my twenties, I did start taking testosterone to be able to grow facial hair. But the things
that it did to me psychologically, I mean, it just, everything aligned. I loved that I was
growing muscles in places I’ve never grown before, and I also love it because it made me
feel like the Incredible Hulk. I’d take that shot and I’d be ready to go out into the world.

Precious also shares her positive experience with HRT and says, “I always wanted to create a

world of my own because I couldn’t be me in the one that I was living in. About ten years ago, I

started hormones, and the world felt so perfect. Taking estrogen softens my skin, it makes me

thicker, it makes me curvier, so you’re more apt to gain more weight.” She laughs and begins to

say, “But I’m happy,” but Myles interrupts her to say that she gains weight “in all the right

places.” Precious smirks and Myles laughs. Each of these parents discusses the significant

positive changes that hormonal and, in Ari’s case, surgical interventions have made in their lives.

For Ari, HRT and top surgery have allowed him to feel comfortable with his body. For Myles,

using testosterone makes him feel like the Incredible Hulk, a comic book superhero who, as a

consequence of scientific experimentation, acquired the ability to transform into a being with

superhuman strength. For Precious, estrogen is a mechanism of creating a “world of her own.”

Each of their perspectives reveals that these technologies are inextricable parts of their queer

embodiment, queer relationalities, and queer worlds.
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Even so, HRT technologies are not without ideological baggage from hegemonic forms

of domination. In Testo Junkie: Sex, Drugs, and Biopolitics in the Pharmacopornographic Era,

Paul B. Preciado details the “pharmacopornographic” regime, the global system of domination

which uses pharmacological drugs and sexual economies like the pornography industry to extract

enormous profits and control bodies and minds. According to Preciado, the scientific research on

and commercialization of hormones plays a crucial role in the historical development of

pharmacopornographic domination. He explains:

The success of contemporary technoscientific industry consists in transforming our
depression into Prozac, our masculinity into testosterone, our erection into Viagra, our
fertility/sterility into the Pill, our AIDS into tritherapy, without knowing which comes
first: our depression or Prozac, Viagra or an erection, testosterone or masculinity, the Pill
or maternity, tritherapy or AIDS. This performative feedback is one of the mechanisms of
the pharmacopornographic regime.26

Preciado offers a provocative critique of the ways that pharmacological interventions allow

multinational corporations to profit off of everyday psychosomatic experiences of personhood.

His analysis of the ideological consequences of pharmaceuticals offers a much more sinister

picture of HRT than the one that Ari, Myles, and Precious give.

Even as I cite critique of the present production, distribution, and regulation of HRT, it is

necessary to keep in mind the unique values that this technology has offered many transgender

people. Although Preciado critiques the power of medical and pharmaceutical industries, he also

reports using testosterone regularly in the book, albeit without the approval of any state or

medical institution. Moreover, he finds pleasure in doing so, much like the subjects of My

Pregnant Husband. Unlike Ari, Myles, and Caitlin, who use HRT with the intention of

transitioning their gender presentation, Preciado takes testosterone “without wanting to become a

man,” but nevertheless feels invigorated by it, likens his experience to using recreational drugs,

26 Paul B. Preciado. Testo Junkie: Sex, Drugs, and Biopolitics in the Pharmacopornographic Era. (New York, NY:
Feminist Press at the City University of New York, 2013), 34-35.
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and continues using testosterone.27 Thus, he does not reject the use of pharmacological goods.

Rather, he argues:

In terms of political agency, subjection, or empowerment do not depend on the rejection
of technologies in the name of nature, but rather on the differential use and
reappropriation of the very techniques of the production of subjectivity. No political
power exists without control over production and distribution of gender biocodes.
Pharmacopornographic emancipation of subaltern bodies can be measured only according
to these essential criteria: involvement in and access to the production, circulation, and
interpretation of somato-politic biocodes.28

According to Preciado, resistance to pharmacological strategies of domination should make

strategic use of pharmacological technologies. Such movements would affirm the value of HRT

in the lives of people like Ari, Myles, and Precious, while remaining opposed to the oppressive

systems that produce and distribute these drugs.

Although Testo Junkie only mentions reproductive technologies briefly insofar as they

consolidate pharmacopornographic control over the reproduction of the human species,

Preciado’s subsequent essay, “Politically Assisted Procreation and State Heterosexualism,”

makes the case that reproductive technologies make possible forms of reproduction beyond the

limitations of sex between men and women, narrowly defined.29 This essay suggests that

Preciado’s perspective on resistance to pharmacological systems of domination could also apply

to babymaking technologies. Still, I wonder what Preciado would make of the interplay between

HRT and reproductive technologies in contemporary medical discourse. The fact that medical

professionals offer drugs to facilitate people’s gendered experience of mind and body, and then

additional technological interventions to circumvent the effects of those drugs illustrates

29 Paul B. Preciado. “Politically assisted procreation and state heterosexualism.” South Atlantic Quarterly 115, no. 2
(2016): 405-410.

28 Ibid., 129.
27 Ibid., 56-57.
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Preciado’s theories about the pharmacopornographic regime’s attempts to dominate every aspect

of life.

Despite the past and present problems with reproductive technologies — the unequal

distribution of medical care based on race and class, the fact that corporations can profit off of

people’s desires to reproduce, the ways that these technologies favor heteronormative notions of

biological kinship and the nuclear family — they could also be repurposed to different ends. As

Haraway puts this problem, “The main trouble with cyborgs, of course, is that they are the

illegitimate offspring of militarism and patriarchal capitalism, not to mention state socialism. But

illegitimate offspring are often exceedingly unfaithful to their origins. Their fathers, after all, are

inessential.”30 Pregnant fathers like Ari and Myles, by contrast, are not inessential. Pregnant

fathers are the realization of decades of queer, feminist, and scientific imaginations about how

reproductive labor can be performed differently. Should future technologies automate more

aspects of reproductive labor, including pregnancy itself? What does childcare look like without

gendered, racialized, and capitalist divisions of labor? Is a post-gender world possible? Is it

desirable? These questions merit more consideration than I can provide now, but the parents in

My Pregnant Husband offer some steps toward alternative approaches to creating life.

Conclusion

The purpose of this project has been to call attention to imaginative approaches to

reproductive labor which resist oppressive ideologies of gender, race, and capitalism. Queer

people like Ari, Caitlin, Myles, and Precious have already contributed a lot to this imaginative

project, but queer theorists have, at times, failed to recognize the value of these contributions.

Queer babymaking is already a reality and will continue to develop as more people experiment

30 Haraway. “A Cyborg Manifesto.” 151.
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with different family structures and technological interventions. Despite its challenges, queer

parents have found value in the collaborative project of raising children and rejected the notion

that we should cede the realm of reproduction to cisheteronormative society. Our political

struggles must therefore take those desires as seriously as any other desires. Moreover,

reproductive technologies, as I have argued, are an important aspect of queer babymaking in the

present and will likely become even more important. With that in mind, queer theorists and

activists must recognize the importance of the embodied dimensions of technology and

contribute our perspectives to the development of new technologies which will facilitate

possibilities we imagine and others we cannot possibly predict. Considering all of the ways of

life that queer people have made possible with technologies that were not made with our interests

in mind, I can only imagine what would happen if queer people had more agency over the social

and material world.
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