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NATURAL OR NORMAL?

Advocates and activists of natural childbirth today regard as critical
the preparation of pregnant women and their partners. From their
perspective, raising awareness about ideas and practices of
pregnancy and parturition across cultures and societies and in
history will lead to better choices, experiences, and outcomes in
childbirth.

“Natural” childbirth offers a
critique of ideas and practices
that have come to define
“normal” birth in the United
States today:

To this end, the natural childbirth movement has been based in
books and birthing classes, whose authors and teachers incorporate
insights that they credit to anthropology.

“Unfortunately, we – especially in the
United States – have become
increasingly mechanized, so that today
we feel very strongly that if we can take
anything out of human hands and
especially out of the human heart and
put it through a machine, we have made
progress” -- anthropologist Ashley
Montagu, in the 1981 “Foreword” to
Husband-Coached Childbirth.

“Isn‟t that like not having
anesthesia during surgery?”
a co-worker remarked to
Kerri, a woman in my study
who planned not to use
analgesia during labor and
delivery.

An important and meaningful use of anthropology in childbirth
education has been to expose the “unnatural” conditions in which
women in the United States give birth.
Another important and meaningful use of anthropology in childbirth
education has been to “reclaim” practices that have been tried and
true in other times and in other places.
Social anthropologist Sheila Kitzinger
has written best-selling books on
pregnancy and birth. The accounts
in her 2000 book, Rediscovering
Birth, compare the authenticity and
sociality of “natural” birth in other
cultures and societies with the
apparent artificiality and individualism
of medicalized birth in our own.

“For many thousands of years, and still in certain cultures
across the world, women have given birth among people
they know in a place they know well, usually their own
home” (Kitzinger 2000:8, emphasis added).
“From prehistory on, birth, coming into life, like death,
going out of it, has been a spiritual matter” (Kitzinger 2000:
68, emphasis added).
“Since time immemorial, the concept of the fertile womb
and the life-giving vagina has been an important symbolic
element in weaving, pottery and other crafts created by
women” (Kitzinger 2000:71, emphasis added).
This research was presented originally at the 2009 meetings of the American
Anthropological Association in Philadelphia, with support from the SUNY
College at Oneonta.

“PALEOFANTASIES” OF PARTURITION
Significantly, the uses of anthropology in childbirth
education include “paleofantasies” of childbearing and
childbirth, or images and metaphors that invoke not the
particularities of history, but a human past so broad and
deep that it becomes called our “nature.”

“When anthropologists found her, they
also discovered footprints made by both
a large and a small adult, as well as the
tracks of a child who walked in the
prints of one of the adults” (England
1998:13).
England refers to the Laetoli tracks, which in
fact were excavated in 1978 in Tanzania, four
years after “Lucy” had been discovered in
Ethiopia.
http://www.getty.edu/conservation/field_projects/laetoli/images/laetoli1.jpg

In her 1998 book, Birthing from
Within, midwife and doula Pam
England offers the figure of “Lucy”
(Australopithecus afarensis) as a
role model to modern American
women interested in “natural”
childbirth.
“Lucy” has been considered a
significant discovery in the
investigation of human evolution.
England, however, created
artwork portraying “Lucy” as
“ancient” woman and mother.

“There was no one who could communicate what she needed
to do. She automatically responded to her body‟s messages;
instinctively she knew when to stop eating, how to rest, how to
breathe differently or even screech. As her baby was being
born, Lucy spontaneously grunted and pushed.
“I became absorbed in my fantasy of how Lucy gave birth,
and tried to imagine what it might be like to give birth primally,
without self-consciousness. For the first time in my life, I
understood that if I tried to force, control or give birth in any
particular way, to fit a preconceived notion, it would not be
„natural‟” (England 1998:14).

