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BACKGROUND: Concerns about the medicalisation of childbirth and struggles to sustain 'normality' have been at the forefront of societal debates since the 1980s. The achievements of modern medicine and science, with their undeniable benefits, have given rise to new challenges to midwives of maintaining normality and preventing unnecessary intervention, and have also introduced a risk of disempowering women by denying them the opportunity to give birth naturally. These contemporary concerns and dilemmas closely resemble the conflict ridden 18th century London where female midwives fearlessly contested the competition from doctors.  Belief in the power of the female body, trusting the nature and sustaining normality were the core midwifery values then as they are now. It is argued here that studying the history will help us to better our understanding of the present and strengthen our ability to shape the future.

METHODS: Analysis of the original texts by five London midwives, the only known female midwifery writers in English before 1800: Jane Sharp (1671), Sarah Stone (1737), Elizabeth Nihell (1760), Margaret Stephen (1795) and Martha Mears (1797). Research concentrates on the authors’ descriptions, definitions and understanding of the normal labour and birth, and presents, compares and contrasts their arguments for supporting nature and sustaining normality. 

RESULTS: The five authors varied greatly in their professional background and the scope of practice, as well as in their writing style. However, they all shared a passion for midwifery, conviction in their beliefs and woman-centeredness. They trusted the reproductive powers of the female body, and the ‘Nature’. While skilled in managing emergencies, and warning against the risks of postpartum hemorrhage, they all argued that the great majority of labours and births were safe and ‘easy’ in the hands of a well-trained midwife.  While not afraid to intervene when necessary, they cautioned against the dangers of mismanagement and rashness, and remained highly skeptical of the interventionist approach.  

CONCLUSIONS/ IMPACT: Childbirth and reproductive processes, their sheer physicality twinned with emotional challenges, are at the core of humanity. Studying the history of childbirth and midwifery opens opportunities for better understanding of the human body, human societies and human nature.  The ongoing efforts for sustaining normality in childbirth and maintaining our trust in the powers of the female reproductive physiology has placed midwives at the forefront of the societal battles for the rights of women  and their striving for independence.    
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