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Childbirth is the work of women as they labor and bear down 
with their uterine muscles to push their babies from the private 
inner world of their wombs into the larger world of society and 
culture. Although childbirth is a universal fact of human 
physiology, where, how, with whom, and even when a woman 
gives birth are often culturally determined.  

The upright stance necessary for bipedal locomotion made 
human birth more complicated than the births of other higher 
primates, whose quadrupedal locomotion allows a pelvis 
aligned for the direct descent of the fetal head, whereas the 
human infant must rotate as it descends through the pelvis 
(Trevathan 1987). Immediately after birth primate babies can 
climb onto their mothers' backs and cling; human infants, born 
earlier in their developmental cycle because of their larger 
brains, are relatively helpless at birth and require immediate 
nurturance. These factors may have encouraged the evolution 
of birth as a highly social process; in few societies do women 
give birth alone and unaided. Indeed it is reasonable to assume 
that midwifery must have evolved right along with human birth 
(Trevathan 1987). The presence of other women would have 
enhanced the success of the birth process as they acquired 
such skills as turning the baby in utero, assisting rotation of 
the head and shoulders at birth, or massaging the mother's 
uterus and administering herbs to stop postpartum bleeding.  

The social nature and significance of birth ensure that this 
biological and intensely personal process carries a heavy 
cultural overlay. In all cultures birth is a rite of passage (van 
Gennep 1908) that embodies a culture's deepest beliefs, which 
are transmitted and reaffirmed during this critical transitional 
time. Birth practices point "as sharply as an arrowhead" to the 
core values of the culture, telling the observer a great deal 
about the way that culture views the world and women's place 



in it (Kitzinger 1978). Where womenís status is high, a rich set 
of nurturant traditions tends to develop around birth; where it 
is low, the opposite occurs. For example, in the highly 
patriarchal Islamic society of Bangladesh, childbirth (like 
menstruation) is regarded as so polluting that a midwifery 
tradition never developed; women, assisted by female 
relatives, are expected to give birth on dirty linens, and infant 
mortality and puerperal infections are high (Blanchet 1984). 
Bariba women in rural Benin do their best to maintain silent 
and stoical behavior during delivery; when they succeed, they 
are honored as a warrior is honored for courage and valor in 
the face of harsh trials (Sargent 1982, 1989). In Polynesia, 
where women's fertility is honored and celebrated (Ward 
1989), pregnant women are pampered and nurtured, and 
skilled midwives readily available.  

The extreme emphasis on technology in the United States is 
mirrored in the birth practices there (Martin 1987; Davis-Floyd 
1992). Laboring women are placed in hospitals and subjected 
to interventions such as electronic monitoring, artificial 
stimulation of labor, and high rates of surgery. The prestige of 
this Western high-tech approach has induced many developing 
countries to stamp out viable indigenous midwifery systems 
and import the Western model, although their hospitals are 
often underfunded, understaffed, and replete with expensive 
machines that few know how to use or repair (Jordan 1993; 
Sargent 1989).  

To counteract this unfortunate trend, the World Health 
Organization and UNICEF have been promoting traditional 
midwifery in developing countries through programs for 
"upgrading" their skills. However, because the medically-
trained personnel in these programs value only the Western 
techomedical approach, they generally fail to take advantage of 
the knowledge and skills developed by community midwives 
within the context of their own cultural traditions. In the 
United States, such attitudes resulted in the near-complete 
elimination of midwifery by the 1960s; since then, the demands 
of many women for natural childbirth, coupled with scientific 
research into the dangers of interventionist hospital birth (Goer 
1995) and the benefits of planned, midwife-attended births at 
home (Davis-Floyd 1992, 1996) or in freestanding birth centers 
(Rooks et al. 1989), have generated a midwifery renaissance. 
Indeed, in the four countries in which infant perinatal mortality 



statistics are the lowest in the world--Japan, Holland, Sweden, 
and Denmark--over 70% of births are attended by midwives 
(Wagner 1994; Fiedler 1996). 

Brigitte Jordan's (1978) comparative study of birthing systems 
in Holland, Sweden, the United States, and Mexico's Yucatan 
demonstrated wide variation in the definition, the locus, the 
attendants, and the artifacts of childbirth, and sparked general 
interest in the anthropology of birth. During the 1980s, this 
field expanded into the anthropology of reproduction (Browner 
and Sargent 1990; Ginsburg and Rapp 1991), which 
encompasses the cross-cultural study of all aspects of the 
reproductive process. Here studies most recently have focused 
on the rapid development and spread of the new reproductive 
technologies (NRTs) such as in-vitro fertilization, artifical 
insemination, surrogacy, and of diagnostic technologies such as 
amniocentesis and ultrasound, which make it possible for 
genetic defects to be diagnosed before birth, and for one child 
to have multiple biological parents (Franklin 1995; Ginsburg 
and Rapp 1995). Such technologies pose fascinating and 
disturbing ethical dilemmas that require radical rethinkings of 
KINSHIP, parental rights, women's rights to control of their 
bodies, and reproductive law (Edwards et al. 1993). For 
example, in India, the use of amniocentesis and selective 
abortion to ensure that the first child will be a boy is altering 
the male/female population ratio in some provinces (Miller 
1987). These developments, combined with the steady 
Westernization of birth in developing countries, the systematic 
elimination of viable indigenous birthing systems, the efforts of 
local activist groups and global organizations like the WHO to 
preserve some of those indigenous systems (Wagner 1994), 
and the contemporary worldwide renaissance of midwifery 
(Kitzinger 1991), ensure that childbirth and its associated 
areas will continue to constitute fertile fields for ethnographic 
research, cross-cultural comparison, and innovations in 
anthropological theory and application in the 21st century.  

 
References 

Blanchet, Therese (1984). Meanings and Rituals of Birth 
in Rural Bangladesh. Dhaka, Bangladesh: University Press 
Ltd. 



Browner, Carole and Carolyn Sargent (1990) 
"Anthropology and Studies of Human Reproduction." In 
Medical Anthropology: Contemporary Theory and Method. 
New York: Praeger.  

Davis-Floyd, Robbie E. (1992). Birth as an American Rite 
of Passage. Berkeley and London: University of California 
Press. 

Davis-Floyd, Robbie E. (1996). "Intuition as Authoritative 
Knowledge in Midwifery and Home Birth." In Childbirth 
and Authoritative Knowledge: Anthropological 
Perspectives, eds. Robbie Davis-Floyd and Carolyn 
Sargent. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Edwards, Jeannette, Sarah Franklin, Eric Hirsch, Frances 
Price, and Marilyn Strathern (1993). Technologies of 
Procreation: Kinship in the Age of Assisted Conception. 
Manchester: Manchester U Press.  

Fiedler, Deborah (1996.) "Issues of Birth Territory in 
Contemporary Japan." In Childbirth and Authoritative 
Knowledge: Anthropological Perspectives, eds. Robbie 
Davis-Floyd and Carolyn Sargent. Berkeley: University of 
California Press. 

Frankllin, Sarah and Helena Ragone`, eds. (1996). 
Reproducing Reproduction. Philadelphia: U. of 
Pennsylvania Press.  

Ginsburg, Faye, and Rayna Rapp (1991) "The Politics of 
Reproduction," Annual Review of Anthropology 20:311-
343.  

Goer, Henci (1995). Obstetric Myths Versus Research 
Realities. Westport CT: Bergin and Garvey. 

Jordan, Brigitte (1978). Birth in Four Cultures: A Cross-
Cultural Investigation of Childbirth in Yucatan, Holland, 
Sweden and the United States. Montreal: Eden Press.  

Kitzinger, Sheila (1978). Women as Mothers: How They 
See Themselves in Different Cultures. New York: Vintage 
Books. 



Kitzinger, Sheila, ed. (1991). The Midwife Challenge. 
London: Pandora Press. 

Miller, Barbara (1987). "Female Infanticide and Child 
Neglect in Rural North India." In Child Survival, ed. Nancy 
Scheper-Hughes. Dordrecht, Holland: D. Reidel. 

Martin, Emily (1987). The Woman in the Body. Boston: 
Beacon Press.  

Rooks, Judith P., Norman L. Weatherby, Eunice K. M. 
Ernst, Susan Stapleton, David Rosen, and Allan Rosenfield 
(1989). "Outcomes of Care in Birth Centers: The National 
Birth Center Study," New England Journal of Medicine 
321:1804-1811.  

Sargent, Carolyn (1982). The Cultural Context for 
Therapeutic Choice. Dordrecht: D. Reidel. 

Sargent, Carolyn (1989) Maternity, Medicine, and Power: 
Reproductive Decisions inUrban Benin. Berkeley: U. of 
California Press. 

Trevathan, Wenda (1987) Human Birth: An Evolutionary 
Perspective. New York: Aldine de Gruyter. 

Wagner, Marsden (1994). Pursuing the Birth Machine: The 
Search for Appropriate Birth Technology.Campersdown, 
Australia: ACE Graphics. 

Ward, Martha C. (1989) Nest in the Wind: Adventures in 
Anthropology on a Tropical Island. Prospect Hts. IL: 
Waveland Press. 

van Gennep, Arnold (1966, orig. pub. 1908) The Rites of 
Passage. Chicago: U. of Chicago Press.  

Further reading 

Davis-Floyd, Robbie E. and Carolyn Sargent, Childbirth and 
Authoritative Knowledge: Cross-Cultural Perspectives. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996. 



Jordan, Brigitte (1993) Birth in Four Cultures: A Cross-
Cultural Investigation of Childbirth in Yucatan, Holland, 
Sweden and the United States, 4th edition (revised and 
expanded by Robbie Davis-Floyd). Prospect Heights, Ohio: 
Waveland Press. 

Handwerker, W. Penn, ed. (1990). Births and Power: 
Social Change and the Politics of Reproduction. Boulder, 
Co.: Westview Press. 

Laderman, Carol (1983) Wives and Midwives: Childbirth 
and Nutrition in Rural Malaysia. Berkeley: University of 
California Press. 

MacCormack, Carol (1994) Ethnography of Fertility and 
Birth. 2nd edition. Prospect Hts IL: Waveland Press. 

Michaelson, Karen (1988). Childbirth in the U.S.: 
Anthropological Perspectives. Westport CT: Bergin and 
Garvey. 

Whiteford, Linda M. and Marilyn L. Poland, eds. (1989) 
New Approaches to Human Reproduction: Social and 
Ethical Dimensions. Boulder CO: Westview Press. 

 


