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TITLE

Controlling the tools of a trade: midwifery education and training in 18th century London

PURPOSE

Very little is known about the content and structure of midwifery training pre-20th century, and this paper attempts to fill this gap, concentrating on 18th century London.

METHOD

Historical research methods were used. The structure and content of midwifery courses and training methods were researched using a variety of sources such as hospital archival materials, course adverts, curricula, published lecture outlines and midwifery tutorials, and handwritten notes taken by students attending lectures.

FINDINGS

The long, traditional apprenticeship route for female midwives was being replaced by short private courses, and after 1750 large numbers of women paid significant sums of money to enroll as pupils at the newly established lying-in hospitals. Training lasted three to six months. Pupils attended lectures, practised on manikins, and observed births before progressing to supervised practice.  This new form of training may initially give an impression of progress and emancipation, with the illusion of providing women with equal opportunities compared to men training to be man-midwives. However, it is argued here that the hospital setting itself, as well as the increasing man-midwife control of curricula and assessment of competence, turned out to be counterproductive for maintaining female midwifery as an independent profession.  From proud and independent artisans providing individualistic woman-centered care, female midwives turned into servants of the charities that trained and employed them. From a position of professional confidence holding the tools of their trade, they became themselves mere tools of a trade belonging to doctors. 

IMPLICATIONS

The ‘proletarianization’ of the female midwife was further reinforced by wider social, economic and cultural changes. Understanding the processes that led to the fall of female midwifery as an independent profession, allows us to draw parallels to the fortunes of the midwifery profession in the 20th and early 21st century.     
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