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Birth tourism is an emerging phenomenon in North America.
From China, South Korea, Mexico, Taiwan to Turkey, pregnant
women seek to sojourn in North America, California in
particular, in order for their offspring to be born in the
destination country and receive its citizenship. This study
examines this phenomenon in the context of Taiwanese women
sojourning in Los Angeles. The research questions are
twofold. Firstly, this study inquires into the ways in
which the government of the destination country manages
birth tourism and how the women experience and make sense
of these governing practices. Secondly, it explores the
role of family communication in forming and informing the
flow of the women. It adopts documentary analysis of policy
papers, semi-structured interviews and participant
observation with birth tourists, maternity hotels for birth
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tourists and relevant governing authorities. With regard to
the role of the state, the practices of border management
authorities are joined by ethnic businesses for birth
tourism, which lead to the formation of neoliberal
spatiality by scrutinizing and categorizing transnational
reproductive women into good pregnancy and bad pregnancy
according to their economic power. With regard to the role
of family communication, the findings demonstrate the dual
role of new media use in transnational expectant
motherhood. On the one hand, it is empowering for the
women, and yet on the other hand, brings women back to the
gendered bodily norms during pregnancy.

Birth tourism; transnational family; gender; ICT; birth
tourism
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Abstract

Birth tourism is an emerging phenomenon in North America. From China, South Korea, Mexico, Taiwan
to Turkey, pregnant women seek to sojourn in North America, California in particular, in order for their
offspring to be born in the destination country and receive its citizenship. This study examines this
phenomenon in the context of Taiwanese women sojourning in Los Angeles. The research questions are
twofold. Firstly, this study inquires into the ways in which the government of the destination country
manages birth tourism and how the women experience and make sense of these governing practices.
Secondly, it explores the role of family communication in forming and informing the flow of the women.
It adopts documentary analysis of policy papers, semi-structured interviews and participant observation
with birth tourists, maternity hotels for birth tourists and relevant governing authorities. With regard to
the role of the state, the practices of border management authorities are joined by ethnic businesses for
birth tourism, which lead to the formation of neoliberal spatiality by scrutinizing and categorizing
transnational reproductive women into good pregnancy and bad pregnancy according to their economic
power. With regard to the role of family communication, the findings demonstrate the dual role of new
media use in transnational expectant motherhood. On the one hand, it is empowering for the women,
and yet on the other hand, brings women back to the gendered bodily norms during pregnancy. On the
one hand, a variety of new media tools allow the absent husbands to reconnect with their role of
expectant fathers by taking up the responsibility of taking care of pregnant women, ranging from
offering emotional support to arranging physical caretaking. This renders pregnant women more
emotionally satisfied, reporting virtual co-presence with their husband as a main way of dealing with
loneliness and anxieties during pregnancy. On the other hand, the husbands’ reassertion of expectant
fatherhood using new media also means mothers’ bodies are constantly subject to their husbands’ gaze,
especially with synchronous visual tools such as SKYPE and FaceTime. This is because pregnant bodies
serve as a “spectacle” that plays a significant role in family intimacy during expectant parenthood.
Mothers are burdened with sole responsibility of emotional labor to maintain intimacy between the
fetus and the father and of the fetus’s wellness. To manage this digital surveillance, some mothers
develop strategies of resistance with regard to new media uses. This includes the choice of less media-
rich tools and the delayed use of new media, which allow for temporal and spatial distance from the
digital gaze of the father.

Keyword Birth tourism; transnational family; gender; ICT; birth tourism
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Policing reproductive bodies:
The moral panics and border management of birth tourism in the US

Birth tourism is an emerging phenomenon in the US. This study is based in Los
Angeles. It adopts documentary analysis of policy papers, semi-structured interviews
and participant observation with birth tourists, maternity hotels for birth tourists and
relevant authorities. While the central government adopts a relatively neutral and
inclusive discourse when commenting on this phenomenon, the findings of this paper
identify surveillance on the birth tourists’ reproductive bodies in many forms.

These pregnant women are subject to the policing gaze of the state, civil society and
their families. Firstly, with regard to the state, border management authorities
scrutinize travelling women’s reproductive status and categorize reproductive women
according to their race and class. Secondly, civil society organisations also work with
local authorities to monitor the daily spatial experiences of the pregnant birth tourists
in LA. City authorities are urged to conduct additional checks on the maternity hotels
for birth tourists, thus creating two more actors participating in the surveillance of
birth tourists’ bodily mobility. On the one hand, maternity hotel owners seek to limit
the birth tourists’ spatial mobility to primarily privatized, consumers’ spaces. On the
other hand, the family members of birth tourists reproduce the policing discourse of
the state by discouraging these women from exploring the public space in the
destination country based on the discursive construction of reproductive women’s
vulnerability and the perceived hostility in LA.

Keywords: birth tourism; migration; border management; reproductive labour
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