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This talk plunges into the moral paradox of the epigenetic study of the developmental origins of health 
and disease: a science born out of evidencing structural, life-course determinants of multigenerational 
health effects which are routinely translated into individualized parental behaviour change and controver-
sial maternal responsibilities. Drawing from two rounds of field work (2018-2019 and 2021-2022), I illustrate 
how the paradox stems from a practical hiccup scientists face: the biosocial complexity of developmental 
trajectories is hard to enact in experimentation. Not only does periconceptional epigenetics rely on the 
gendered stereotypes central to our definitions of parental roles. But also, experimental protocolos, mod-
els, cohort frames, biomarker-discovery techniques and animal models narrow what counts as tractable ev-
idence, further looping responsibility back toward pregnant bodies while backgrounding upstream social 
determinants.

Recognizing this impasse redirects attention to (what I call) complexity work and complexification: situat-
ed efforts to re-tool postgenomic experimental systems so that they can assemble alternative biosocial 
representations of developmental processes. Who does complexification and under what constrains and 
conditions? How are the biosocial facts about the developmental origins of health and disease funda-
mentally different in these enactments? What are the relevant collateral realities they carry: what publics, 
policies, obligations, and inequities do they render visible or suppress? And what does a collaborative 
science and technology studies program owe to these attempts at re-tooling the knowledge practices of 
periconceptional health?
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