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Making kin with parasites
Kate Wright

In the first trimester of my first pregnancy I called my unborn
son a “parasite.” The baby-in-becoming was wrapping me up
in waves of nausea every day—my body felt as if it were under
attack by some kind of intestinal worm. At the same time,

I was wracked with first-time mother anxiety. I knew the
statistics—the high rates of miscarriage, especially—and as
much as I longed for a child, that longing terrified me.

An embryo that may or may not become my child
was making me vulnerable to physical and psychological
illness. The “parasite” name was an attempt to enact
some ironic distance so as to insulate myself against any
attachment I might be developing. This strategic motion of
differentiation reassured me that I was self-contained and
in control. Instead of being unsettled, perhaps undone,
by the gestational futures I now harboured, a cynical
nickname allowed me to pretend that I was a fixed- and
stable-self that just happened to be momentarily invaded
by a parasitic other.

Eventually I softened to the intense vulnerability
created by my son-in-becoming, and, on feeling him kick
for the first time (while listening to Pachelbel’s Canon in D
Major driving to work and bursting into tears with joy and
love) he was renamed “platypus™—the watery duck-billed, fur
covered marsupial of my homeland, Australia—until he was
born, and was assigned the name, “Rory”.

Jahnne Pasco-White’s Kin series of works has called
me back into a contemplation of this initial encounter with
my first child as a parasite, prompting me to think more
deeply about the ways ‘pregnancy, childbirth and mothering
forged new networks of kinship, and demanded that I took
notice of others with whom I was already co-constituted’
(Pasco-White, 2019a). This short reflective essay places
Pasco-White’s work in the context of deep multispecies
history to view pregnancy, childbirth and the nurturing
of human young through the lens of symbiotic coevolution.

In a neo-Darwinian rendering of biological life
as individualistic competition, developing children
can be understood as a parasitic drain on the mother’s
resources (Dawkins, 2006; Dicke & Takken, 2006). Once
a developing embryo implants into the mother’s uterine
wall the mother is unable to control the nutrient supply she
offers the foetus—thereby reducing the nutrient supply to
her own tissues. The foetus also begins to release its own
hormones into the mother’s bloodstream, sending signals
to increase the mother’s blood sugar and blood pressure
and thus its own resource supply. The foetus increases its
production of a hormone that prompts the mother’s brain
to release cortisol, the primary stress hormone. Cortisol
suppresses the mother’s immune system, preventing it
from attacking the foetus. It also increases her blood




pressure, so that more blood pumps past the placenta and
consequently more nutrients are available to the foetus.
The radical becoming-with (Pasco-White, 2019b) of
gestation is often lethal. Approximately fifteen (15) per cent
of women suffer life threatening complications during each
pregnancy, including but not limited to placental abruption,
hyperemesis gravidarum (extreme nausea and vomiting
caused by hormonal changes), gestational diabetes,
preeclampsia (caused by high blood pressure), cholestasis,
and miscarriage. Pregnancy currently kills about 800
women every day worldwide (Sadedin, 2014). If the child
were of a different species, this relationship would clearly
meet the criteria of parasitism.

Over the past two decades studies in microbiology
have redefined our understanding of what it means to be
human (Hird, 2009; Huttenhower et al., 2012; McFall-
Ngai et al., 2013; Peterson et al., 2009; Relman, 2012).

All animals, including human beings, are now understood
to be symbiotic complexes of many species living,
developing and evolving together (Gilbert et al., 2012).
The subversion of the notion of the ‘biological individual’
prompts us to redefine the coordinates of self and other,
meaning that our children may be understood as parasites,
while parasites may be conceptualised as kin.

Environmental historian Marcus Hall is developing
a cultural and evolutionary history of the parasite to
understand the way human histories have been mediated
by parasitic relations. Taking a long-range view, Hall
observes that while parasites are often deadly, they also
confer unrecognised and crucial benefits to their human
hosts. Hall’s study reveals that through the vast expanses
of evolutionary time parasites appear to behave much more
like symbionts, enmeshed in a mutualistic give-and-take
relationship with human beings. Parasites, like children,
are incorporated into our bodies, cultures, and histories
(see Hall, forthcoming).

Donna Haraway implores humans to resist the
violences of separation, disconnection and alienation
by making kin, not babies, where ‘kin mean something
other/more than entities tied by ancestry and genealogy’
(Haraway, 2016, 103). Yet pregnancy, childbirth and
parenting have always taken place within a more-than-
human ecology of kin-making. Recent research into the
microbiome reveals that multispecies interactions are
fundamental to evolution, and that microbial symbionts
form a second type of genetic inheritance (Gilbert, 2011;
Moran, 2007). Childbirth is now recognised as the first
major microbial colonisation of the human body as mothers
transfer microbes to newborns through the vaginal tract,

and microbial diversity is increasingly promoted in
birthing practices (Dunn et al., 2017). In this context
the radical becoming-with of pregnancy and childbirth
cannot represent the solidification of anthropocentric
myopic loyalties (“my human family first”), but rather
signifies an intensification of symbiotic interdependence
as environments and organisms combine in processes of
reproduction and care. As Pasco-White observes ‘enabling
a life that I can see, touch, smell and hear explicated the
bare fact that I had always shared my body with countless
messmates’ (2019a).

The nebulous, overlapping fabrics, textures and
pigments of Pasco-White’s messmates mirror cellular and
cosmogenic patterns of symbiogenesis. Perhaps this work
captures what the relationship between a human mother
and a human child would look like if we viewed it from the
point of view of life itself—life understood as a relational
process, rather than an individual possession.

Even the briefest contemplation of human mortality
leaves the bittersweet awareness that life is not a property
we can permanently acquire. Rather, life is an ongoing
event in which we are embedded, in which we become,
and in which we take place. Pasco-White’s art practice
mirrors interspecies crossovers of life, death, decay and
renewal. She explains that artworks created from reused
and repurposed materials drawn from the environment
are indebted to the past ‘for it is not in dismissal or an
erasure of past lives that material becomes lively, it is with
the acknowledgement and re-saturation of these elements
that a kind of breakdown and renewal or re-direction
can take place’ (Pasco-White, 2017, 8). In a similar vein,
evolutionary biologists Lynn Margulis and Dorion Sagan
observe that ‘death is part of life because even dying matter,
once it reproduces, rescues complex chemical systems
and budding dissipative structures from thermodynamic
equilibrium’ (2000, 86). Processes of symbiogenesis reveal
that on our entropic planet the continuation of life depends
on intergenerational transfers of energy outside singular
species. From the point of view of bacteria, for instance,
the human body is a source of autopoietic maintenance
against thermodynamic equilibrium (Margulis & Sagan,
2000, 91). In this sense the human body becomes part
of the reproductive system of bacteria—the mother to
bacterial progeny.

Charles Darwin wrote that ‘each living creature must
be looked at as a microcosm—a little universe, formed of
a host of self-propagating organisms, inconceivably minute
and as numerous as the stars in heaven’ (1868, 404).
Stars are a good way to think about the many messmates, 163 169

including our children, that feed on and with us because
they remind us of the ongoing presence of the past.
When we look up at the stars, we see other worlds at
the same time as we see our own, and we see earth’s
cosmogenic beginnings at the same time as we see

the diamond studded sky. Like a clear, crisp night, the
body is filled with the radiances of ancient mutualisms.
Grounding commensurate thoughts among Earthlings,
Margulis and Sagan (2000, 55) write that:

From an everyday uncontentious perspective, “you”
began in your mother’s womb some nine months before
whatever your age is. From a deeper, evolutionary
perspective, “you” began with life’s daring genesis -
its secession, more than 4000 million years ago,

from the witches’ brew of early Earth’.

In this way, in our symbiotic world we emerge from a
more-than-human womb, our bodies archives of planetary
becomings that stretch to the coevolutionary beginnings
of life on earth. My teacher, colleague and friend, the late
Deborah Bird Rose, observed that every individual of every
species ‘is both itself in the present, and the history of its
forebears and mutualists’ (2012, 136). Because we are each
an ‘embodied knot of multispecies time’ (Rose, 2012), the
tiniest newborn face carries memories of the world before
it has even seen the sun. Epigenetic and symbiotic histories
can be read in the colour of our eyes, the mitochondria in
our cells, the bacteria in our guts. We are legion and more-
than-human all the way down.

Calling my unborn child a “parasite” was initially
a means of creating ironic distance, but reconsidered
from the perspective of symbiotic coevolution over vast
expanses of deep evolutionary time, this designation
becomes an opening into understanding both children
and parasites as profoundly intimate and vital gifts.
Parasites can only be regarded as harmful intruders
that selfishly extract what they need if we ground our
understandings of life in biological individuals.
Through neo-Darwinian deterministic models the
parasite then becomes a freeloader that seeks to
strategically extract energy from a system without
offering any reciprocal benefits—a rendering of biological
life that mirrors a capitalist exchange economy.
But there are other ways of understanding energy
exchange relations between living creatures.

Deborah Bird Rose, drawing on the work of
Levinasian scholar James Hatley, developed a notion of
multispecies, intergenerational gifts to make sense of the

complex entanglement of time, symbiosis, entropy and
energy in living mortal systems. Rose writes:

The condition of being birthed is a gift, and every interface
that nourishes and promotes life is another gift. It is also,
of course, a condition of need, the need to be nurtured.

At the same time the ethics of the gift is that one is always
responsible to others. Thus, while the gift is not about
repayment or return, the ethics of gift situates living beings
as always entangled with and responsible to and for others
- both nourishing and being nourished... The way of life,
then, is to continue to “draw order out of disorder,” which is

to say: to keep the gift moving (Rose 2012, 137).

In this way, interspecies and intergenerational gifts are the
way life evades entropy. In place of evolutionary economies
based on self-interest and instrumental calculative
relations, there is an ‘inter-giftedness between everything
that exists’ (Hage 2017, 121). Building on the influential
work of sociologist Marcel Mauss, anthropologist
Ghassan Hage argues that even in societies where

logics of extractivism, domestication and exploitation
dominate - such as the capitalist, colonial and neoliberal
west - mutualism and reciprocity remain significant
modes of being with and relating to one another. Pasco-
White’s (2020) last instalments of her Kin series—the
inter-giftedness exhibition—materialises these relations
of inter-existence and nourishment that inevitably
surround and sustain us through the use of pigments
drawn from organic matter by the permeating, connective
and life-creating element of water.

Like water, intergiftedness is a collective phenomenon
that flows through and binds time through relationships.
In an individual body, an individual life, children and
parasites may prove deadly. But when we recognise that
the unit of evolution is relationships, not individuals
(Gilbert et al., 2012) it becomes clear that both are part of
a system of gift exchange that supports the continuation
of life. For example, Marcus Hall observes that ‘through
complex and sometimes convoluted ways, successful
parasites often work hard to ensure that their hosts will be
successful’ (2018, 122) seeking to adapt to human systems
so that they too can survive. He notes that the parasite that
causes malaria in humans— Plasmodium spp. —‘may have
little concern for an individual human life, but it is deeply
concerned about the fate of the human species’ (2018, 126).

Of course, these symbiotic relations take place in
wider social contexts, and existing social determinants
of illness and health can and do make parasitic relations



more deadly for certain racially and socially differentiated
bodies and communities. Structural geopolitical injustices
expose swathes of people to more intense experiences of
vulnerability and suffering through pregnancy, childbirth
and parenting, and through parasitic invasion.

Making kin with parasites is not to belie or accept
this suffering, rather, it is to challenge violent logics
of disconnection that separate individuals from the
relationships (and therefore the responsibilities) in which
they are enmeshed. Haraway (2019, online) states ‘making
kin seems to me the thing that we most need to be doing
in the world that rips us apart from each other, in a world
that has already more than seven and a half billion humans
with very unequal and unjust patterns of suffering and
wellbeing’. In seeking to defamiliarize our kin, Haraway
works to create an ethics grounded in radical alterity.
She writes that ‘all critters share a common “flesh”, laterally,
semiotically, and genealogically. Ancestors turn out to be
very interesting strangers; kin are unfamiliar (outside what
we thought was family or genes)’ (2016, 103). It strikes
me though, that the intimate and familial—our closest
biological relatives, our own children—offer transformative
paths into encounters with our radically different kin.

For me, parenting has been an incredibly intense
experience of vulnerability through relationship. When
I was pregnant, I was struck by the fact that I had two
hearts beating inside my flesh. My son turns four next
month and I still feel as if T have two hearts, only now
one is wandering around outside my body, exposed
to the vicious vicissitudes of our troubled world.
This experience of profound vulnerability, while at times
almost unbearable, can become an opening into an
ethics of connection and care.

Instead of myopic loyalties that lead parents
to protect their young at the expense of all others, a
symbiotic view of pregnancy, childbirth and motherhood
positions the nurturing of children within an ecology and
economy of multispecies, intergenerational gifts. This also
helps us to recognise the alterity of our most familiar and
beloved, reminding us that we neither make nor own our
children—our kin—because they are gifts from the world
to the world. Reminiscing about my first encounter with
my son—the parasite—while watching him grow from
and beyond me, as his life extends outward toward new
generations, I am reminded of Khalil Gibran’s (1923)
powerful words: ‘Your children are not your children,
they are the sons and daughters of life’s longing for itself.
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