Thesis and Introduction

Birthing stories have not always been popular among anthropologists; they only truly

rose in popularity beginning in the 1980s. Since then, socio-medical anthropologists have been

some of which are based in the United States and some abroad, to communicate the importance

of studying birth stories. It will also ask the following questions: what are the constraints on
women's agency in these different settings? What situations appear to provide more space for

between global birthing experiences, provide a foundation for further studies on female agency )

within reproduction, and explain how the perceived dominant role of medicalized birth affects

women globally.

This paper examines four main sources for information, evidence, and theory: [Birth in

Four Cultures by Brigitte Jordan, The Woman in the Body by Emily Martin, Birth as an
American Rite of Passage by Robbie Davis-Floyd. and Wombs in Labor by Amrita Pande| Birth
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in Four Cultures provides h cross-cultural comparison between traditional births and medical

births. which is important for discovering the difference between assumed natural features of

birth and cultural features; it also confronts the authoritative knowledge of science and the
medical system. The Woman in the Body is fundamental for understanding power hierarchies

regarding birth systems in the United States of America. and the only ethnography here that

discusses the implications of race and class within American borders. This paper will use this
ethnography to discuss gender on a theoretical and historical level as well. Birth as an American

Rite of Passage is used to discuss the ownership of birth: it summarizes that birth itself is not

owned to the woman performing it, but in fact seen as a production of society, owned by the

male doctors who perform it. In other words, this ethnography is used to examine metaphors

does not discuss American birth practice, it does survey cultural ideas of birth. [Given that these

surrogates are providing business to Western women, mostly from fhe 1.5, the implications of

created by a patriarchal system. Finally, Wombs in Labor is utilized to evaluate birth as a cultural ’
system in more modern terms. The ethnography is done among surrogates in India, and while it

its production is indicative of ideas in the T.S. as well. |

Other sources will be brought into this paper as well, although they are not ethnographies

or works authored by social scientists but publications from journalists. The presence of these

publications should illuminate the popularity of birth as a national subject—a debate which is

sometimes the banter of some popular comedy shows. |

Birth as a Cultural System: Biosocial Features

give birth, but within every culture parturition does ensue. Simply put, there is no biological
difference in giving birth; it is the same for each female person. However, despite the natural
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occurrence of birth, its features and production are culturally defined. In Birth in Four Cultures,
Jordan summarizes this thought well when she says that “[b]irth is a cultural system, and
therefore it is performed with specific features of a culture. Each culture sees its own features as
‘the best and only way’ to deliver babies™ (Jordan_1978:4). In other words, there is not only
cultural features involved in birth, but each culture views their production of birth as the best
way to perform it. Many Western cultures. including the [United States|, see birth as a medical
experience, while other cultures. like the Yucatec Maya, see it as a family event. It is important o —

argue that the medicalized version of birth is the most popular. This is because the Western ____7———-:'
tradition can utilize technology. and due to its hegemonic influence. it is regarded as the safest
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and of itself.

Medicalization of Birth: The American Birthing System

birth. [Therefore, this section will be condensing the American production of birth, primarily
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focusing on the cultural features of American birth and the metaphors surrounding it in.an. _‘_* .
attempt to illuminate the precarious general status of medicalized birth. In other words, it will try o

In the United States and other Western cultures, women go to a hospital to give birth. They are
brought into a sterilized room wherein a doctor or a nurse checks up on their status regularly.
Some women choose to take drugs while others do not. When a woman'’s cervix is dialated and
she has been checked by a doctor, then she is told that she is ready to push. Before this can
begin, however. the woman is quickly moved to a second room in which she lies down on her

This is a common story of birth in the U.S. In some cases, there might be serious problems
with birth and the production would be slightly different. Many of the features above are -
considered natural and their status remains unquestionable, when in actuality, they are culturally _~ -
constructed.

The woman’s decision to go to a hospital for birth is indicative of the popularity of medicalized
birth in the U.S. In Birth in Four Cultures. Jordan mentions that “the medicalization of birth
furns women into patients” (Jordan 1978:49), ing that just in this first decision, women
participate in making themselves patients. as well as forfeit the right to decide. Doctors become
what Davis-Floyd calls the “owners of birth” (citation): they decide when something is right or
wrong and how a birth should be performed. Jordan explains this concept well when she says,
“decision making is particularly intimately tied to the question of who “owns™ the birth. Who is
entitled to determine what happens when, and who determined what is to be seen and treated as
normal or abnormal indicates who holds the running responsibility and final achievement for the
birth produced in a particular setting” (Jordan 1978:57). For example, as the authoritative figures //
in birth, doctors decide that a woman should give birth lying down flat on her back, and due to /
their status during the production the position is never questioned. This is viewed as a normal
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of drugs during childbirth. Jordan states that the rhetoric of American birth and pain is unusual;
abroad, in places like Holland, many women are not permitted to take drugs for pain. In places
like Sweden, the amount of pain medication and what type is determined by each individual
woman. This is not the case for women in America. In the 1.S. pain relief is controlled by
doctors. Whether or not women are given specific drugs or how much of these drugs is
dependent on the doctor. Therefore, women in the 1J.S. must exaggerate their birthing pain to
receive drugs. This is yet another instance wherein doctors hold the authoritative positions in
American birth. |

doctor, which is notably a medical profession that historically has been dominated by men.
While Davis-Floyd called doctors the “owners” of birth, Martin calls them the “managers.”
saying that, “[tJhe metaphor of the body as a machine and doctor as a mechanic may have been
the dominant metaphor preoccupying medical practitioners and patients in the early
developments of scientific medicine” (Martin 1987:56.). In this sense, birth is not just a cultural
production, but also a production in the sense that women'’s bodies are machines producing /
commodities for society. Not only does placing the authority in doctors create questionable birth  /
practices, but it also excludes women as actors in the narrative of production.

The Implications Medicalization of Birth has on the Female Body and on Gender L

There are several implications of authority [displacement in birth. Since it ignores the
instinctual knowledge of women, they become dissonant objects during the production. These
women are not performing birth, but rather. birth is happening to them. Martin calls this “the
fragmentation of gender” (citation). In other words, this process creates an alienation between
women and their bodies. This is mostly due to Cartesian ideas about the separation of the mind

part of the body and they should be treated together)| R
Martin argues that women are fragmented in two ways: first, through sexual objectification: e
this is when women separate their mind from their physical body in order to see themselves as 7 e

that husbands and nurses interact with (Martin 1987:21, Jordan 1978:129). T

Technology
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