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I met Indirani when she was still pregnant and living in a 

dormitory run by Creative Options Trust for Women, Banga-

lore’s only surrogacy agency at the time. COTW works with 

infertility specialists who rely on the Trust to recruit, house, care 

for, and monitor surrogate mothers for their clients. Straight 

and gay couples arrive from all over India and throughout the 

world to avail themselves of Bangalore’s expertise in building 

biological families. Indirani and other mothers introduced me 

to 70 other surrogates they had gotten to know through their 

line of work. Some of them, including Indirani herself, double 

as recruiting agents, bringing new laborers into Bangalore’s 

reproductive assembly line. 

India is emerging as a key site for transnational surrogacy, 

with industry profits projected to reach $6 billion in the next 

few years, according to the Indian Council 

for Medical Research. In 2007, the Oprah 

show featured Dr. Nayna Patel in the cen-

tral Indian town of Anand, Gujarat, who 

was harnessing the bodies of rural Gujarati 

women to produce babies for American 

couples. Subsequent newspaper articles 

and TV shows, as well as blogs by users of surrogacy, popular-

ized the nation as a surrogacy destination for couples from the 

United States, England, Israel, Australia and to a lesser extent 

Italy, Germany, and Japan. 

The cities of Anand, Mumbai, Delhi, Hyderabad, and Ban-

galore have become central hubs for surrogacy due to the avail-

ability of good medical services, inexpensive pharmaceuticals, 

and, most importantly, cheap and compliant labor. The cost of 

surrogacy in India is about $35,000-40,000 per baby, compared 

to the United States, where it can run as high as $80,000, which 

makes it particularly appealing to prospective parents. It is work-

ing class women who make India’s reproductive industry viable. 

In Bangalore, the garment production assembly line is the main 

conduit to the reproduction assembly line, as women move from 

garment factories, to selling their eggs, to surrogacy. 

Indirani’s life typifies that of other women in Bangalore’s 

garment factories. Paid low wages, she works intermittently in 

one of the city’s many garment factories. She quit when she 

became pregnant, and joined the line again when her two chil-

dren attended school, taking time away when she was sick, or to 

care for sick family members. Bangalore’s reproduction industry 

affords women like her the possibility of extracting greater value 

from their bodies once they have been deemed unproductive 

workers in garment factories. Because of its life affirming char-

acter, Indiriani and others see surrogacy, however exploitative, as 

a more meaningful and creative option than factory work. 

disposable workers
The popular understanding is that women who have large 

debt burdens and are destitute opt to become surrogate moth-

ers. But while they are in debt, the 70 mothers I met were not 

among the poorest in Bangalore. Many were part of dual or 

multiple income households, and tended to be garment workers 

who earn more than the average working woman in the city. 

Former surrogate mothers, who also work as recruiting 

agents, have extensive networks among women in prime 

reproductive age in their own extended families, and among 

“If you asked me two years ago whether I’d have a baby and give it 

away for money, I wouldn’t just laugh at you, I would be so insulted 

I might hit you in the face,” said Indirani, a 30-year old garment 

worker and gestational surrogate mother. “Yet here I am today. 

I carried those twin babies for nine months and gave them up.” 

Living in the southern Indian city of Bangalore, married at 18, and 

with two young children of her own, she had delivered twins a 

month earlier for a Tamil couple in the United States.
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In Bangalore, the garment production assembly 
line is the main conduit to the reproduction 
assembly line.

Rent-A-Womb: Surrogate Mothers in  
Gujarat, India
<< A series of photographs by Sanjit Das 
Das documents the daily life of surrogate mothers at the  
Akanksha Infertility and IVF Clinic in Anand, Gujarat, India, a 
popular clinic for outsourcing pregnancies to western couples.
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neighbors and friends who work as maids, cooks, street sweep-

ers, or construction workers. Because cuts in food, education, 

and medical subsidies due to state divestment, along with vola-

tile markets and global financial crises, lead to unsteady factory 

work and low wages, their greatest recruiting success is among 

garment workers. 

Like garment workers in sweatshops across the world, 

women in Bangalore are underpaid and overworked. In order 

to meet short production cycles set by global market demands, 

they work at an inhumanely fast pace, with few or no breaks. 

They frequently suffer from headaches, chest pain, ear and eye 

pain, urinary tract infections, and other health problems. Sex-

ual harassment and abuse are rampant on the production line. 

The supervisors, almost all men, castigate women in sexually 

derogatory terms when they do not meet production quotas, 

and often grope the women as they instruct them on how to 

work better. “Sometimes,” says Indirani, “I wouldn’t take a 

lunch break when pieces piled up. I didn’t want to be shamed 

in front of everyone. I would go to any length to avoid calling 

the supervisor’s attention to me.” 

Indirani earned $100 to $110 monthly, depending upon 

her attendance, punctuality, and overtime hours. Frequently, 

she and her co-workers were unable to meet the inordinately 

high production targets and were required by supervisors to 

stay past regular working hours to meet their quotas. “Playing” 

catch-up, however, did not necessarily result in overtime pay. 

Indirani’s husband became suspicious if her paycheck did not 

reflect her overtime hours. He wondered whether she was 

really at the factory, or whether she was cavorting with another 

man. Indirani, like many of the women I interviewed, reported 

that she felt debased at work and at home.

Prior research on Bangalore’s female garment workers 

suggests that they work an average of 16 hours a day in the 

factory and at home doing laundry, cooking, taking care of 

children, and commuting to work. Working in the factory all 

day, and then returning home to complete household tasks 

was absolutely exhausting. Indirani’s friend Suhasini, who was 

also a surrogate mother, avoided garment work altogether. Her 

mother, sister, and other women family members had worked 

the line, and she knew it was not what she wanted for her life. 

“But I need money,” she told me. “For us,” she says, “surro-

gacy is a boon.” She describes Mr. Shetty who started COTW, 

as “a god to us.” When I met her again in December 2011, 

Suhasini was receiving hormonal injections so that she could 

be a surrogate mother for a second time.

For much of her working life Indirani has been intermit-

tently employed in one of Bangalore’s many garment factories. 

She quit when pregnant, and joined the line again when her 

two children attended school. She also stopped factory work 

when she was sick, or had to care for sick family members. 

A mother shows a photograph of her surrogate baby with his biological father (right), next to her own husband and child (left).  
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From the perspective of the garment factories, when Indirani 

is healthy she is a valuable worker for the firm. But during 

her pregnancies and illnesses, or when she has to attend to 

her family’s needs, she loses her value as a worker, and the 

company replaces her. She is, as anthropologist Melissa Wright 

calls it, a “disposable worker.” Upon recovering her health, or 

managing family chores efficiently, Indirani cycles back into the 

garment factory again, this time miraculously having regained 

her value for the production process. Over her working life, 

Indirani has shifted from being valuable, to becoming an unde-

sirable worker who must seek other forms of employment to 

help support her family.

making babies
Indirani and her auto-rickshaw worker husband have 

struggled for much of their married life 

to make ends meet, and to support their 

small children. Indirani’s husband did not 

earn much money. He rented his vehicle 

from an acquaintance, and the daily 

rental and gasoline costs cut significantly 

into the household income. So Indirani and he decided to bor-

row money from her cousin to purchase an auto-rickshaw of 

their own. Their troubles worsened when they were unable to 

pay back the loan, and the cousin would often arrive at their 

door, demanding his money and screaming expletives at them. 

He would come to the factory on payday and take Indirani’s 

entire paycheck. She said, “I’d work hard, facing all sorts of 

abuse. And at the end of it I wouldn’t even see any money. 

I felt so bad I contemplated suicide.” When a friend at work 

suggested that she sell her eggs to 

an agency called COTW for approxi-

mately $500, Indirani jumped at what 

she perceived as a wonderful oppor-

tunity. After “donating” her eggs, 

Indirani decided to try surrogacy; she 

became pregnant with twins on her 

first attempt.

When I asked Indirani whether 

the hormonal injections to prepare 

her for ova extraction, and subse-

quently for embryo implantation, 

were painful or scary, she avoided 

answering directly. “Aiyo akka,” she 

said. “When you’re poor you can’t 

afford the luxury of thinking about 

discomfort.” When I told her about 

the potential long-term effects of 

hyperovulation, she shrugged. Her 

first priority was getting out of pov-

erty; any negative health threats 

posed by ova extraction or surrogacy 

were secondary.

Indirani did not find surrogacy to be debasing work. She 

earned more money as a reproduction worker than she did as a 

garment worker, and found the process much more enjoyable. 

She was exhausted physically and emotionally working as a tai-

lor in the factory and then cleaning, cooking, and taking care 

of her family. Upon getting pregnant, however, Indirani lived in 

the COTW dormitory. At first she missed her family, often won-

dering what her children were doing. Was her mother-in-law 

taking care of them? “I was in a different place surrounded by 

strangers,” she recalled. But soon she began to like the dormi-

tory. She didn’t have to wake up by 5 am to prepare meals for 

the family, pack lunches for everyone, drop the children off at 

the bus stop so they could get to school, and then hop onto 

the bus herself to get to the garment factory. Instead, she slept 

in, and was served breakfast. She had no household obliga-

tions and no one made demands on her time and emotions. 

Surrogacy afforded her the luxury of being served by others. 

She did not remember a time in her life when she felt so liber-

ated from all responsibilities.

surveillance and sisterhood
As she got to know the other women in the COTW dormi-

tory, Indirani began to feel as though she was on vacation. For 

Indirani and many of the surrogate mothers I interviewed, it was 

Many women spoke of losing a baby but gaining 
sisters for life. 
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easier to talk with the friends they made in COTW than with 

childhood friends and relatives; they felt they had more common 

with one another. Through the surrogacy process, many women 

told me, they lost a baby but gained sisters for life.

Indirani’s husband brought the children over to visit on 

some weekday evenings, and her daughter stayed overnight 

with her on weekends. Her older sister Prabha, also a gar-

ment worker who was similarly strapped for cash, joined her 

at COTW two months after Indirani arrived, becoming a ges-

tational surrogate for a straight, white couple. Like most sur-

rogates, she had no idea where they were from, or where her 

contract baby would live. 

Noting the closed circuit cameras that monitored the 

mothers’ every move in the dormitory, I asked how they felt 

about them. Indirani said they didn’t bother her; in fact, most 

of the mothers did not register the cameras’ presence. While 

this initially surprised me, I soon realized that they were accus-

tomed to surveillance in their everyday lives. Living under the 

gaze of relatives and inquisitive neighbors, and housed in 

one-two room homes where it was common for six to eight 

households to share a bathroom, notions of privacy were 

quite foreign. Surveillance at the dormitory was benign in 

comparison to the surveillance and punishment meted out for 

supposed infractions on the garment shop floor, where long 

conversations with teammates, taking a few minutes of rest, 

or going on breaks were all curtailed. In comparison, surveil-

lance at COTW, designed to check on whether the women 

were having sex with their men folk who visited the facilities, 

seemed relatively banal.

The surrogate mothers delivered their babies through cae-

sarian surgeries between the 36th and 37th week of gestation 

in order to conform to the scheduling needs of potential par-

ents. Indirani was initially fearful of going under the knife, but 

she saw many mothers survive caesarians and was no longer 

anxious. In the end, she found the caesarian method of deliver-

ing the twins she had carried easier than the vaginal births of 

her own two children. 

The $4000 Indirani earned was far less than the $7000 

the surrogacy agency charged for the children. While she was 

legally entitled to a larger amount because she carried twins, 

Indirani made no more money than those 

mothers pregnant with singletons. Her 

take-home pay actually ended up being 

less than $4000 after she paid the recruit-

ing agent $200 and bought small, obliga-

tory gifts for the COTW staff who cared 

for her during her pregnancy. Indirani 

had the option of staying on in the dormitory for up to two 

months after delivering her twins, but like all the mothers I 

interviewed, she chose not to do so because COTW charged 

for post-natal care, and for food and board. She could not 

afford to lose her hard-earned money on what she perceived 

as a luxury, so she returned home within days of delivery to all 

the household work that waited. Within a week of returning 

home, her remaining earnings went directly to her cousin, the 

moneylender. Still, knowing her debts were paid off gave her 

peace of mind.

Indirani claimed she does not feel any attachment to the 

twins she carried. “They were under contract. I couldn’t bring 

myself to feel anything for them,” she told me. “They were 

never mine to begin with, and I entered into this knowing they 

They derived more meaning from surrogacy 
than working under the stern labor regimes of 
the garment factory.
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were someone else’s babies.” It is hard enough for her to take 

care of her own two children, she said. “Why do you think 

I’m going through all this now? What would I do with two 

more? They are burdens I cannot afford.” On the other hand, 

some mothers professed deep attachments to the babies they 

had given up. Roopa, a divorced mother who gave birth to a 

baby girl three years ago, always celebrated her contract baby’s 

birthday. “June 21st akka,” she said, “I cook a special meal. My 

daughter doesn’t know why we have a feast, but it’s my way 

of remembering my second child. I still cry for that little girl I 

gave away. I think about her often. I could never do this again.”

life out of waste
Regardless of how they felt about the babies they had 

given up, the women almost all said they derived far more 

meaning from surrogacy than they did working under the 

stern labor regimes of the garment factory. In our conversa-

tions, time and again, women described the many ways they 

are deemed worthless in the garment factory. Their labor pow-

ers exhausted, their sexual discipline suspect, their personal 

character under question, they are converted to waste on the 

shop floor—until they are eventually discarded. On the other 

hand, Bangalore’s reproduction industry, they said, gave them 

the opportunity to be highly productive and creative workers 

once more.

Indirani contrasted the labor processes in producing gar-

ments and producing a baby: the latter was a better option, she 

said. “Garments? You wear your shirt a few months and you 

throw it away. But I make you a baby? You keep that for life. 

I have made something so much bigger than anything I could 

ever make in the factory.” Indirani observed that while the peo-

ple who wore the garments she’d worked on would most prob-

ably never think about her, she was etched forever in the minds 

of the intended parents who took the twins she bore. 

Indirani and the other mothers I met did not necessarily 

see selling eggs or surrogacy as benign processes. Nor did they 

misread their exploitation. However, given their employment 

options and their relative dispossession, they believed that Ban-

galore’s reproduction industry afforded them greater control 

over their emotional, financial, and sexual lives. In comparison 

to garment work, surrogacy was easy. 

Surrogacy was also more meaningful for the women 

than other forms of paid employment. Because babies are life-

affirming in ways garments are obviously not, surrogacy allowed 

women to assert their moral worth. In garment work their sexual 

morality was constantly in question at the factory and at home. 

At the dormitory, in contrast, they were in a women-only space, 

abstaining from sex, and leading pure, virtuous lives. 

Through surrogacy, Indirani said, she had built a nuclear 

family unit and fulfilled one infertile woman’s desire to be a 

mother. In the process, she had attempted to secure the future 

of her own family and her own happiness. As a garment worker 

Indirani felt she was being slowly destroyed, but as a surrogate 

mother she said she was creating a new world. She was ready 

to go through surrogacy once again to earn money for her 

children’s private schooling. The last time we met in December 

2011, Indirani asked me, “If anyone you know wants a sur-

rogate mother, will you think of me? I want to do this again.”
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