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THE POLITICS OF REPRODUCTION: 

FROM MIDWIVES' ALTERNATIVE PUBLIC 

SPHERE TO THE PUBLIC SPECTACLE OF 

MAN-MIDWIFERY 

Lisa Forman Cody 

Why retell, yet again, how the British man-midwife displaced the 
traditional female practitioner during the eighteenth century? Haven't medical and 
feminist historians laid bare all the relevant evidence and problems here? After all, 
many sources-especially the major obstetric texts, the handful of midwifery texts 
written by women, and such novels as Tristram Shandy-have been closely examined 
and have generated scores of scholarly articles and books. Yet for at least thirty years, 
there seems to be no stopping historians of medicine and gender (myself included) 
from returning to this well-known tale of male doctors somehow triumphing over 
midwives. 

Why do we tell this story so often? Surely for many feminists, the 
story serves as a most dramatic example of and also an allegory for the broader, 
complex shifts in the family, demographics, and professions that occurred in the eigh- 
teenth century. For instance, Louis LaPeyre's 1772 snipe, "a midwife is an animal 
with nothing of the woman left," not only reveals how a once important female occu- 
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pation was dismissed as uncivilized, but also captures the contemporary vitriol used 
to check female spheres of influence and denigrate powerful women more generally.1 
Documents such as the learned, lengthy, and frequently sarcastic defense by midwife 
Elizabeth Nihell reveal how much midwives did know about reproductive anatomy 
and care at the time; moreover, her observations, such as that "many women have 
found, by severe experience, their having been enemies to themselves, in abandoning 
or slighting those of their own sex" also reveal women's ability to construct an argu- 
ment based on gender and attempt to create female bonds.2 

Yet, even if we are right to grasp the story as both interesting in 
itself and standing for much larger shifts in gender relationships, the mechanics of the 
tale-how men conquered the midwives-seem much more elusive. Two opposing 
stories explaining obstetricians' triumphs have dominated historical literature. From 
the time man-midwives began giving obstetric lectures in the eighteenth century, pro- 
ponents trumpeted the triumphs of the profession: forceps, fillets, education, mascu- 
line ingenuity, and emotional detachment. Naturally, sensible fathers-to-be and their 
pregnant wives chose obstetricians.3 From the 1960s onward, many women's histori- 
ans echoed Elizabeth Nihell's 1760 argument: obstetricians denigrated midwives, 
magnetically described their own charms, unnecessarily wielded instruments, cruelly 
thrust them into women, and often killed mothers and infants.4 These two versions- 
medical glory versus gory misogyny-verge on the polemical and often incorporate 
deeply ahistorical notions. 

In the end, neither polemic convincingly explains how the transi- 
tion from female to male midwives occurred. Even if man-midwives possessed stun- 
ning medical expertise, why, in a century of sexual modesty, would a woman permit a 
man to examine and touch her private parts? And even if man-midwives mesmerized 
and coerced the naive, why would any mother choose a practitioner who had hacked 
up other women and babies? Recent historians, most notably Roy Porter and Adrian 
Wilson, have retold the story in new and nuanced ways, emphasizing previously over- 
looked features of the doctor-patient relationship. In "A Touch of Danger," Porter 
argues that the accoucheur cultivated his clientele not so much by brandishing his 
medical expertise as by listening to expectant mothers' concerns, quelling their fears, 
and serving as friend, even confidante. Wilson argues that mothers were far from 
coerced, but rather based their decision on what relatives, friends, and neighbors had 
experienced during their deliveries. Man-midwives, as it turns out, did rather well by 
word-of-mouth and public recommendations.5 Porter and Wilson offer fresh and plau- 
sible insights because they are willing to challenge historical platitudes. Obviously 
they take on both sides of the obstetricians-versus-midwives polemic, but they implic- 
itly challenge another historical convention: the association of the "private" with 
women and the "public" with men. Porter places the eighteenth-century man-mid- 
wife in the company of expectant mothers, taking tea, chatting, gossiping, engaging in 
stereotypically feminine, domestic activities; Wilson situates mothers in the public 
activity of seeking and spreading news. 

In this article, I want to push further the implications in Wilson and 
Porter's work by reconsidering reproduction in an unorthodox way, in light of Jurgen 
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Habermas's Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. By doing this, I hope to 

highlight how midwifery, obstetrics, and reproductive concerns operated as a "pri- 

vate" category permeating and mediating between a Habermasian "public sphere" 
and what he describes as the "subjectivity of the conjugal family's intimate domain."6 

In the last decade, historians have demonstrated the inadequacy and artificiality of 
bifurcating public and private as strictly male and female domains.7 The longstanding 
power of such a formulaic division has masked not only the multiple ways that men 
and women legitimately and actually inhabited both the indoor and outdoor worlds, 
but also the ways that traditional midwives functioned as public-almost political- 
authorities, and how Georgian man-midwives somewhat peculiarly put the intimacies 
of private life on public display. Of course, the actual acts of reproduction occurred 
mostly behind close doors, but reproductive matters were also discussed and debated 
publicly. In the words-not of Jiirgen Habermas-of man-midwife John Leake, mid- 
wifery served "the general interest of mankind." Leake was certainly not the only 
contemporary to define midwifery as "a necessary Branch of Philosophy, as well as 
Physic; [and] the public Administration of Justice."8 In these ways, midwifery served 
as an experiential category, not peripheral but central to contemporaries who estab- 
lished the parameters of the public sphere and determined who were its proper inhab- 
itants. 

Viewing midwifery and childbirth as merely domestic and only femi- 
nine matters, as most historians have done, has reinforced the notion of separate 
gendered spheres. But more than that, by treating reproduction and the contemporary 
debate over man-midwifery as the stuff of only family and medical history, we bypass 
a discourse rich in insights about the nature of interpersonal relations and obliga- 
tions. The seventeenth-century midwife stood at the threshold between conjugal rela- 
tions and the state; as such, she had a uniquely privileged position and a duty to serve 
both mothers and the community. The eighteenth-century man-midwife, I will argue, 
modeled an idealized masculine subjectivity. He presented himself as personifying both 
reason and feeling, showing others how to be a man of the world and one of the 
home. Studying the professional transition from female to male midwives among a 
middling and elite clientele reveals how these women and men constructed themselves 
as beings who crossed the intimate and public worlds and negotiated with strangers in 
their most private concerns. 

In the next portion of this article, I will briefly examine aspects of 
early modern midwifery and lying-in that might be considered to comprise an "alter- 
native" public sphere.9 The final, longer portion of this essay will argue that the well- 
known medical and technological developments in obstetrics, fascination with em- 
bryology, the life sciences, and population studies repositioned reproductive topics 
epistemologically. Into the eighteenth century, nearly all agreed that midwives had a 
"natural," "innate" authority over generative matters because reproductive knowl- 
edge derived from personal, subjective, bodily experience. From the 1660s onward, 
scientific knowledge of reproductive matters and doctors' ability to demonstrate the 
truth of analogies-that the reproduction of some lower life-forms was akin to that of 
humans, for instance-helped to undermine women's epistemological and professional 
status as midwives. Obstetricians could only triumph once the fundamental intellec- 
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tual and emotional connection between midwives and maternity was ruptured, as it 
largely was from the early eighteenth century onward. The eighteenth-century man- 
midwife, alongside members of the Royal Society and amateur naturalists reporting 
their biological observations to learned and popular journals, all helped to transform 
reproductive issues into topics fit for "rational-critical" investigation and discussion. 
But the man-midwife presented himself as more than rational and also empathetically 
attuned to both mothers' and fathers' concerns. We can consider the eighteenth-cen- 

tury man-midwife's publicizing his medical discoveries, philanthropic contributions, 
and relationship with expectant parents as functioning as a public spectacle, that is, 
simultaneously a sight to be seen and a lens through which to see the construction of 
intimate subjectivities, both female and male. 

PUBLIC MIDWIVES 

Childbirth, a woman's lying-in month, and the midwife's tasks all 
might seem to epitomize domesticity, especially since these were specifically described 
as "private." Once labor began and until weeks later when she emerged into normal 
life again after her churching, a woman's lying-in was a special time peopled by fellow 
women, the midwife, and gossips, ideally cloistered in a darkened and contained 
space.10 This would hardly seem to resemble a public life of news, debate, politics, 
and coffeehouses. But in fact, as many other historians have richly described, the 
seventeenth-century lying-in room where the birth actually occurred was not equiva- 
lent to, but in some opposition to, the family and regular intimate life. While the 
husband and other children were largely banished from this space and sexual activity 
was prohibited during this time, women existed together temporarily disconnected 
from men and the usual "constraints of survival requirements."11 Unlike the family 
where fathers more or less ruled-but very much like such developing "public" insti- 
tutions as the Royal Society and coffeehouses-the participants in this space puta- 
tively left their socioeconomic status at the door and were allowed to enter if they 
possessed the requisite gender. Midwives were commoners, subordinate to elites out- 
side the lying-in chamber, but once at delivery, women apparently abandoned such 
usual hierarchies for the tasks at hand. The head midwife directed the lying-in, but 
she and the other women at the birth worked and conversed together regardless of 
their rank. As male denizens of all classes in coffeehouse culture supposedly mingled 
together discussing politics and cultural life, so too did female neighbors, relatives, 
and servants at a lying-in join together and speak freely about all sorts of matters.12 
Whereas the culture of lying-in-like the ideal coffeehouse-was marked by ignoring 
class differences and hierarchies, both the birth chamber and the developing institu- 
tions of the public sphere often excluded on the basis of gender. Whereas the Royal 

Society, for example, explicitly forbade women from membership, the early modern 
lying-in chamber also prohibited men from entering (except in the cases of dangerous 
labors requiring a male surgeon). 

The maternal space dominated by the mother, the midwife, gossips, 
and celebrants not surprisingly generated suspicions among some male commentators 
that both lying-in and the midwife were potential oppositional forces, capable of un- 
dermining patriarchal order in both symbolic and real ways. The customary liberties 
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given to women during the lying-in period were expressed through politicized meta- 
phors. The Ten Pleasures of Marriage (1682) jokingly describes women's discussion 
of whom to invite to the post-birth gossips' feast, as "a serious Counsel...as if the 
Parliament of women were assembled." In The Womens Advocate (1683), the virago- 
like narrator threatened, "Tis a time of freedom, when women, like Parliament-men, 
have a privilege to talk petty treason."'3 Contemporaries also made much of actual 
cases where women and midwives gained power through their reproductive functions 
and knowledge. Aside from the more common cases of midwives harboring single 
mothers or offering abortions, some famous midwives were seen as real political 
threats.14 Critics portrayed midwife Elizabeth Cellier as plotting against the Protes- 
tant state not only for taking part in Catholic intrigues in the 1680s but for predicting 
that James II and his Italian second wife would produce a son. Judith Wilkes who 
delivered the son of James II in 1688 was portrayed by the king's opponents as having 
helped literally delegitimate the Protestant state: according to critics, Wilkes secretly 
smuggled someone else's child in a warming pan to pass it off as (the unpregnant) 
Mary of Modena's royal infant. Perhaps not surprisingly, much of the ensuing "warming 
pan" scandal-including an actual royal juridical investigation into the charges of 
fraud-centered on Wilke's power and was informed by broad assumptions of the 
cunning prowess of midwives.15 

How did female midwives gain such knowledge and power? On the 
one hand, it is clear in reality, as Adrian Wilson and others have shown, that midwives 
were unusually literate and generally well educated; in the case of midwife-authors 
Jane Sharp and Elizabeth Cellier, both were well-versed in the classics, too. Like male 
participants in the public sphere, midwives read texts, sometimes kept notes, and 
shared their knowledge through apprenticeships and mutual discussions.16 On the 
other hand, the language and logic of midwifery fundamentally differed from the 
rational-critical debate of the scientific revolution and Enlightenment. Midwifery's 
epistemological position, after all, was based on subjective feeling and a sympathetic 
attachment to fellow women.17 It would be this logic of sexual difference-that women 
felt more than men-which, on the one hand, justified men's exclusion from the alter- 
native public sphere of midwifery, and, on the other hand, would prevent women's 
inclusion in the supposedly "rational" public sphere of Royal Society, learned and 
commercial debate. Men were unwelcome in the birthing room because they were 
believed incapable of acquiring and speaking a knowledge based on female experi- 
ence, but women's experiences would later be seen as preventing them from being 
able to take part in intellectual and political matters. 

This fundamental epistemological difference based on gender ulti- 
mately gave the traditional midwife status as a public actor. In the seventeenth cen- 
tury, midwives were legally treated as able to reveal the truth of the female body and 
to function as trustworthy public authorities. They carried newborns to christening 
while mothers still rested at home; they examined pregnant widows, those accused of 
infanticide, and female criminals "pleading their bellies" to postpone execution. 
Whether acting alone or as one of a deliberating "jury of matrons," midwives acted as 
agents of the court in search of sexual truth. Though they worked for the state, rather 
than necessarily opposing it, midwives and juries of matrons acted for the good of the 
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public weal. They arrived at truth through discussion rather than simply siding with 
fellow women through sympathy.18 Because women criminals, infanticides, rape vic- 
tims, and civil litigants impinged on the community's life, and since women were 
believed to be fundamentally different, in some ways inaccessible to male knowledge 
and authority, this seventeenth-century patriarchal world required an alternative pub- 
lic sphere of women to act for the interest of the community as a whole. In this way, 
midwives were hardly opposed to civil society or the larger budding public sphere, 
but they did occupy a necessary public position seemingly unavailable to men. De- 
spite commentators' fears that midwives could undermine patriarchy and the state, 
evidence suggests that midwives followed through on their obligation to the state, for 
instance in the uncomfortable case of being legally required to demand of a single 
mother the father's identity during the height of her labor. In this way and others, 
midwives were granted such a prominent public and political role because they ulti- 
mately reinforced the state's needs. 

Midwives' authority here was integral to society's very public func- 
tions. The fact that the family represented a microcosm of society and the state oper- 
ated as macrocosmic version of the family collapsed what we might consider the "pub- 
lic" nature of the state and the "private" status of the family. Midwives had vital roles 
to perform within the family and the community at large, but their ability to manage 
sexual and reproductive matters also required that they be given some freedom from 
the interference of the community, the state, and men. Female midwives possessed an 
authority somewhat loosened from patriarchal hierarchy (even though they ultimately 
functioned to serve many of patriarchy's requirements) when they joined mothers and 
other women to manage pregnancy and birth. They, not men, possessed this special 
authority so long as there remained an underlying assumption that knowledge of the 
body and birth derived from feeling and gendered experience. 

MAN-MIDWIVES AS SPECTACLES 

Whether seen as incorporated in or oppositional to the larger needs 
of society, traditional female midwifery as an alternative public sphere disappeared in 
the eighteenth century. In some ways, women losing professional control of reproduc- 
tion during this period is puzzling. The rise of capitalism required a growing popula- 
tion, and it would seem that female midwives who, as a group, tended to be literate 
and of at least middling economic status, would have been well positioned to offer 
their services in the name of demographic expansion.19 Those who benefited from 
capitalism found justification in the theories of political liberalism and an egalitarian 
public sphere unfettered by state intrusions. We might think that the growth of this 
space with its expanding print culture, public lectures, and even occasional plea for 
women's education would have benefited enterprising female midwives. 

Yet these modern developments comprising a Habermasian public 
sphere specifically contributed to ending the special authority that female midwives 
once held. Eighteenth-century political theory, "rational-critical" debate, and the rise 
of public institutions like lying-in hospitals had no inherent reason in theory to ex- 
clude women. But in eighteenth-century practice, they sometimes did. For instance, 
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while social-contract theories, which replaced seventeenth-century patriarchal politi- 
cal models, could theoretically confer "personhood" on women both at home and in 
public, this was not the case in the eighteenth century. Many historians have argued 
that Locke only revolutionized political relationships outside the home because, in 
Michael McKeon's words, Locke argued "that the world of the family and that of the 
state were regulated by fundamentally different-respectively customary and contrac- 
tual-principles."20 In this reading, Locke cast patriarchy out of the state and public 
while essentially preserving it in the family; furthermore, Locke's depiction of politi- 
cal relationships, labor, and property-all the categories of nondomestic life-never 
included women. As Ruth Perry argues, Locke's emphasizing parental authority elimi- 
nated women's special powers as mothers, both in the home and outside it. The mon- 
archist, but feminist, Mary Astell complained of Locke's effacing women in the state 
of nature: "'How I lament my stars that it was not my good fortune to Live in those 
Happy Days when Men sprung up like so many Mushrooms...without Father or Mother 
or any sort of dependency!"'21 Locke's social contract was effectively neutered be- 
cause familial hierarchies no longer described political relationships outside the fam- 
ily, and reproductive differences were minimized inside it.22 

Despite sometimes relegating women to the home in political theory, 
Enlightenment arguments ironically did not lead to treating reproduction as only a 
domestic concern, and this too helped displace midwives. Reproductive topics were 
discussed avidly from the 1660s onward in all the budding public spaces: newspapers, 
advertisements, the Royal Society, learned demonstrations, and coffeehouses. (One 
1677 critic, incidentally, even compared the new talkative culture of the coffeehouse 
to a lying-in: "Here Men do talk of every Thing, / With large and liberal Lungs, / Like 
women at a Gossiping, / With a double Tyre of Tongues.")23 

Reproduction intrigued the eighteenth-century public in ways not 
seen in the seventeenth century, and in so doing became an area of knowledge avail- 
able to all, attainable through "rational-critical" means rather than personal bodily 
experience. Although strange births had long entertained the curious, monsters and 
wonders increasingly generated broader, learned discussion in the Royal Society's Trans- 
actions, the press, pamphlets, and medical treatises because these anomalies were 
believed not so much to reveal God's miraculous signs, but to unlock how nature 
worked.24 As I have discussed elsewhere, investigating Mary Toft's famous 1726 claims 
to have given birth to seventeen rabbits was believed to reveal the specific relation- 
ships between a mother and her fetus, a mother and her doctors.25 Contemporaries, 
of course, also believed that ordinary reproduction must be thoroughly examined. 
Medical progress had been made with William Harvey's triumphant work on the 
circulatory system in the mid-seventeenth century, inspiring naturalists and doctors to 
seek the mechanics of generation.26 Such technological advances as the microscope, 
which revealed the invisible world of spermatozoa, encouraged debate about concep- 
tion and generation. Other work on lower life-forms, by Abraham Trembley, Rene 
R6aumur, Charles Bonnet, and others in the 1740s, as well as Carl Linnaeus's taxo- 
nomic nomenclature modeled on human romance and sexuality, offered endless links 
between the animal and human worlds.27 All such advances, as available to literate 
women as to men, fundamentally altered authority over reproductive matters because 
these "objective" advances allowed anybody, despite their gender, to master the truths 
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about pregnancy. Using nature to exemplify human principles produced abundant 

popular stories of maternal insects and stories of, for instance, the "man-midwife 
toad," homely but convincing evidence of males' "natural" proclivity to assist fe- 

males during their labor pains.28 

Eighteenth-century man-midwives told their students and the pub- 
lic that their work strengthened the population and the nation's economy. The state 
had always been invested in its numbers, but an intellectual shift occurred in the 
second quarter of the eighteenth century, which linked population more closely to the 
man-midwife's enterprise. Because high mortality rates, late marriages, and large num- 
bers of lifelong celibates prevented demographic expansion in the seventeenth cen- 
tury, political arithmeticians focused on death into the 1710s. As births began to 
outstrip deaths in the first half of the eighteenth century, however, population theo- 
rists presented marriage and birth as the key demographic variables. By midcentury, 
populationist rhetoric invoked healthy births in socioeconomic works, treatises on 
the nation's manners, and philanthropic appeals.29 Spokesmen for London's five large 
lying-in hospitals and Thomas Coram's Foundling Hospital reminded the public that 
their institutions "secure the birth, and protect the tender lives of infants, who may 
hereafter be usefully employed in trade and manufacture, or supply the waste of war 
in our fleets and armies."30 In fact, man-midwives, including John Leake and William 
Hunter, spearheaded these philanthropies; significantly, some female midwives ra- 
bidly opposed these institutions, including Elizabeth Nihell who accused man-mid- 
wives of turning poor women into prostituted, scientific objects.31 

Male midwives, like female midwives before them, mediated be- 
tween the family and the broader world, but the obstetrician placed himself in the 
public eye through print, news, and advertising. Adrian Wilson describes man-mid- 
wives' professional success resulting largely from positive publicity and favorable gossip. 
According to Wilson, once parents witnessed man-midwives' skill in dangerous deliv- 
eries, they spread the news and increasingly turned to men even for ordinary labors by 
the 1740s. Publicity, however, could work both ways, as many man-midwives warned 
their students. William Smellie admonished his students never to treat female mid- 
wives poorly because the resulting bad gossip could be disastrous, since a good repu- 
tation was the cornerstone of a successful practice. Teacher John Gibson reminded his 
students: "You well know we are much exposed to censure, and have many enemies 
to encounter with, who are always ready to take every advantage with us." But he 
also advised that "if, at any time, the loud voice of calumny should go forth against 

you, you will always find it best to take no notice of it; if you bear it with calmness 
and temper, the clamour will soon cease."32 Surely, some man-midwives handled vili- 
fication this dignifiedly. Others however turned to the press when they felt imperiled 
by gossip or negative publicity.33 

The thrust of many attacks against man-midwives had been (and 
continued to be well into the nineteenth century) that they operated secretly with 
private designs. The seventeenth-century Chamberlain family had loudly boasted about 
inventing a secret tool making deliveries quicker and safer, but eighteenth-century 
man-midwives described themselves instead as scrupulously following a transparent 

nature. Eighteenth-century man-midwives usually presented themselves and their work 
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as entirely available and relevant to the public. William Hunter was only one of sev- 
eral eighteenth-century obstetricians who lectured all members of the paying public, 

both male and female. Even two of the great liberal political and economic theorists 
of the age, Adam Smith and Edmund Burke, attended his lectures in the 1760s and 

onward. The latter, irritated by Hunter's incorporating "panegyrics on the King" and 

attacks on the opposition in his medical lectures, complained that "'he had heard of 
political arithmetic, but never before of political anatomy."' It seems then that man- 
midwifery provided more than an interesting intellectual topic for the public, but 
actually sometimes functioned as a "rational-critical" public forum.34 When not at 
the podium, man-midwives-unlike female midwives-informed the public that they 
could be found by expectant fathers and any other men curious about reproduction in 
the city's coffeehouses.5" 

Man-midwives made reproductive knowledge available to all, at 
least in theory. In addition to lecturing formally and holding forth in coffeehouses, 
man-midwives published dozens of obstetric texts in the eighteenth century. Sir Rich- 
ard Manningham, who taught obstetrics to male and female students, first published 
his pedagogical treatise on midwifery in Latin in 1739. But then, he added in his 
second edition of 1744, he realized that he should republish the work in English so 
that parents could learn enough about generation to examine potential midwives them- 
selves. Rather than relying on the authority of midwives because they were women, 
eighteenth-century parents were to enter into conversations and contracts as informed 
parties to make a choice based on reason, rather than custom.36 William Hunter de- 
scribed his monumental, illustrated Anatomy of the Human Gravid Uterus (1774) as 
publicly beneficial because midwifery was a branch "of science, on which the lives 
and happiness of millions must depend." He also explained that like witnessing live 
demonstrations, illustrated texts operated as "an universal language. Nay, [pictures] 
conve[y] clearer ideas of most natural objects, than words can express."37 

Did Hunter then intend for universal access to knowledge of mid- 
wifery? Like Manningham, he surely wanted parents to be informed when choosing a 
birth attendant. But, aside from the prohibitive cost of his atlas, Hunter also specifi- 
cally barred public access to his lectures on reproduction. In his course on anatomy, 
he stated: "if a student should wish to introduce a friend to any particular lecture, it 
will give us pleasure to oblige him.... The lectures, however, upon the organs of gen- 
eration, and gravid uterus, are to be excepted. No visitor can be introduced when we 
are upon these subjects. The reasons for such exceptions must be obvious."38Hunter 
declared the public utility of his profession and offered "universal" forms of knowl- 
edge, yet the cost of buying texts and attending lectures (even when tuition was re- 
duced for female students), and the presumption that students wrote copious notes 
(rather than just listening) eliminated those who lacked money and scribal skills.39 
Also, excluding a prurient public audience from all knowledge about the human body 
kept midwifery specifically in the hands of an elite few who met unspoken qualifica- 
tions: money, literacy, good manners, and time to spare. Though women with these 
qualities were welcome, relatively few female members of the general public could 
have been properly equipped to participate fully or in great numbers. The democratic 
spirit of the man-midwife's enterprise, then, resembled the wider eighteenth-century 
bourgeois public sphere of coffeehouses and Royal Society meetings. Participants be- 
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ing required to be nothing but "civil" implicitly meant much more: propertied, well- 
bred, and generally male. 

Man-midwives were public figures from the 1720s onward. They 
established philanthropic enterprises, gave public lectures, and sometimes belonged 
to the Royal Society. While we know of only six British women who wrote manuals of 
midwifery between 1671 and 1798, dozens of male authors published on obstetrics, 
producing more than two-hundred texts during the same period. Man-midwives 
peopled coffeehouses as they waited for expectant fathers' calls. They advertised in 
the press and were often the objects of interest and admiration, and, alternately, of 
amusement, disgust, and fury. From scores of references to man-midwifery in the 
press to the many cartoons that showed comic images of accoucheurs (especially Scot- 
tish ones in tartan) in both medical and political satires that sometimes had little to do 
with obstetrics per se, the literature of the age represented the man-midwife as a spec- 
tacular figure who registered-depending on one's leanings-anything from the rise 
of scientific medicine to the decline of public morals.40 

As many feminist critics have argued, obstetricians helped define 
what women-both mothers and midwives-were and why they should be excluded 
from political, public activity. Although not as overtly misogynistic as his nineteenth- 
century medical grandsons, the man-midwife nonetheless presented physiological evi- 
dence of women's fundamental difference. Like most medical men of the 1770s, John 
Leake strongly opposed the popular belief in the power of maternal imagination to 
shape the fetus in utero, but by this decade, scientific debate regarding the matter had 
largely disappeared, so the topic might seem irrelevant or quaint. But Leake explained, 
"It is much to be regretted that the generality of women are inclined to an opinion so 
unfavourable for themselves; which not only tends to disturb their repose and fill 
their minds with horror and dreadful apprehensions." Leake disproved maternal imagi- 
nation in the same stroke in which he demonstrated women's fundamental unsuitabil- 
ity for reasonable thought by explaining "A woman's mind, from the delicacy of her 
bodily frame, and the prevalence of her passions, is liable to so many excesses and 
inordinate motions that had such causes been productive of marks or monsters, they 
would certainly have been much more frequent (my emphasis)."41 Underscoring 
women's supposed irrationality in lectures on midwifery situated emotional differ- 
ences in the reproductive body and served to distinguish women from men and dis- 
qualify them from rational debate and public political participation. This maneuver 
also undermined women's traditional epistemological justification: Leake presented 
women as feeling more than men to be sure, but also feeling incorrectly. 

Though female midwives once had examined the bodies of female 
prisoners and plaintiffs, the male midwife became the preferred agent of the court in 
the eighteenth century. Leake explained that female midwives erred because their pas- 
sions led them astray. Motivated by sympathy, they often let guilty women go free; 
blinded by arrogance, they sometimes condemned the innocent. He told how a Pari- 
sian midwife had "positively declared [a prisoner] was not pregnant; in consequence 
of which she was immediately executed; but when the body was publicly opened, a 
child was found in her womb." Leake sniped that therefore any judges "who would 
admit of [a jury of matrons], ought to be deemed matrons as well as they."42 Again, 
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Leake defined men and women as fundamentally different, not just reproductively 
but in reason. Women were led by the heart rather than the head; their subjective 
investment in pregnancy disqualified them from critically arriving at reproductive 
truths, but men-who, of course, were not themselves mothers-could gain necessary 
objective distance. 

Clearly, women were being constructed as more emotional than 
rational. In fact, many defenders of male midwives accused traditional female mid- 
wives of bias and a communicative irrationality because they spoke like women. One 
of the most extreme attacks came from Tobias Smollett who called midwife-author 
Elizabeth Nihell "a lunatic, not lucid....[who] sets up her throat...with the fluency of 
a fish-woman." He charged that her Treatise amounted to an "explosion...which makes 

a dreadful noise," nothing more than a "gossiping performance...brayed through the 
organs of [an ass]." Perhaps most nastily of all, Smollett adopted the traditional tactic 
of impugning Nihell's sexuality for writing publicly; exceeding other critics who at- 
tacked female authors for being "public women," Smollett went so far as to insinuate 
that Nihell's sympathy was prurient and unnatural: "How far Mrs. Nihell's shrewd, 
supple, sensitive fingers, may be qualified for the art of titillation, we shall not pre- 
tend to investigate...." Smollett besmirched Nihell's claim to an inherent, sympathetic, 
sisterly bond as lesbianism, a threat to the entire enterprise of midwifery and obstet- 
rics.43 

Eighteenth-century proponents of obstetrics amplified the traditional 
discourse of fundamental sexual difference which had once, only a century earlier, 
helped justify female midwives' control of lying-in and other reproductive matters. As 
"science"-whether in the form of man-midwifery, natural philosophy, or population 
theory-gained authority over reproduction, authors described women's passion and 
sympathy as limiting their capacities for the rationality required in all medical en- 
deavors. In a 1787 dialogue on midwifery, Dr. Freeman asks his imaginary female 
student, a young midwife named "Sophia," whether she is frightened to see his collec- 
tion of pelvises, "(as many women are)." She replies, "No, Sir, I will walk...with you 
with all my heart," suggesting that when female midwives were properly trained, the 
voice of the man-midwife would be internally present.44 But we should note that as 
much as man-midwives emphasized women as creatures of feeling, these same man- 
midwives advertised their own masculine sympathy. Although Dr. Freeman constructed 
women as potentially fearful, subordinated, females, he used such imagined feminine 
hesitancy to highlight the man-midwife's sensitivity to women's feelings. Not only 
does the doctor know the science of the female skeleton, but he also intuits the femi- 
nine mind and, in doing so, offers her internalized strength, so that she can conquer 
her innate feminine fears. 

This is the second way that the man-midwife functioned as a lens to 
see the construction of the self. Literary critics and cultural historians have described 
an intimate sphere where men and women developed interiorized subjectivities and, 
as Habermas explains, "viewed themselves as independent even from the private sphere 
of their economic activity-as persons capable of entering into 'purely human' rela- 
tions with one another."45 Like novels, letters, and psychology texts, midwifery and 
reproductive texts could be used to gain insight into peoples' most human qualities. 
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Leake claimed that midwifery revealed more than just generation: "the elements of 

human bodies...are illustrated and explained by the Science of Midwifery; for it brings 
us to an intimate acquaintance with the state and condition of man, even from the 
first stamp of his existence; and therefore, if we may say with a celebrated poet, that 
'The proper knowledge of mankind is man,' and that 'All our knowledge is ourselves 
to know,' then surely, this must be deemed true knowledge."46 Leake may have quoted 
Pope's Essay on Man to reveal what both men and women were embryologically and 
reproductively, but man-midwives' presented themselves as defining their humane and 
masculine selves. Leake stated that "[For] a man of this profession....who [is] blessed 
with sympathy and benevolence of heart, this will afford the most exalted pleasure; 

especially where such assistance is given to women, who are to be considered as the 
weaker sex, and unable to help each other."47 By making women subject to man- 
midwives' strength and charity, Leake fractures a community of fellow women. Such 
a potentially violent removal of mothers from other women is mitigated by the man- 
midwife who offers to replace feminine comforts. Having established in the previous 
fifty pages the vulnerability of pregnancy and labor and the weakness of female char- 
acter, Leake ends on the imperative that "none, who are worthy to be called men, will 
desert even the poorest of them" because "we shall find that once we were in reality 
parts of themselves; for we sprung from their bodies,...nourished by their blood, and 
should have perished...had we not been sustained, nursed up, and cherished on their 
tender bosoms."48 In Leake's ideal word, the man-midwife adopts his profession out 
of gratitude to his mother and a sense of kinship with women. He may form himself 
intellectually and professionally in the company of other men, through education and 
discourse, but he is a man of feeling because he was formed intimately in his mother's 
womb and nurtured at her breast at home. 

The eighteenth-century man-midwife extended his sympathy to 
mothers (including his own), as well as to other men. In turn, at least one man saw in 
the accoucheur the model of humanity. In 1767, William Hunter attended Lady Suf- 
folk who died in labor. Her devastated husband wrote Hunter, apologizing for the 
physical dangers Hunter faced. Overwhelmed by loss, Suffolk found Hunter an emo- 
tional confidante, a fellow sufferer in the family tragedy, exclaiming, "You gave up 
everything to us!...Your heart felt for us!" In the letter, Suffolk focused on his rela- 
tionship to Hunter, but briefly interjected awe for his wife's stoicism in the face of 
death: "Indeed, indeed, Hunter! She bore her illness in a manner to make Men blush!" 
In reply, Hunter represented himself as almost psychically replacing the dead Lady 
Suffolk. Hunter suggested how his presence in the earl's private life could serve as a 
lens through which she, from Heaven, could watch her child and husband: "I wish to 
talk upon a subject which you must forget. We will take it up in Heaven. At this 
moment I fancy that I have a Friend there who listens to my thoughts, and bids me to 
say to you in a little time we shall all be happy again....Allow me [that is, Hunter] to 
love your child all the days of my life....Allow me sometimes to see her, that I may 
indulge [in] doing something very agreeable to Heaven." Then Hunter reminded Suf- 
folk that mourning could not consume him, but that he should return to "the busy 
world again."49 Hunter offers to stand in for the lost wife, serving as a conduit be- 
tween husband and wife, the living and the dead. 
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Like all full participants in the bourgeois public sphere, the man- 
midwife presented himself as a human able to cross the boundaries between public 
and intimate life. In public, he emphasized his impartial scientific reason, but in pri- 
vate-at least as he advertised it in public-the man-midwife was a very different 
creature: sympathetic, respectful of his female patients' questions and worries, and 
even willing to protect women's secrets from their husbands and fathers. As Roy Por- 
ter and Adrian Wilson argue, this latter tendency to present himself as women's con- 
fidante won the man-midwife his female clientele. Porter argues that this angered 
husbands, but much evidence suggests otherwise.50 The man-midwife won men to his 
side too, and this he seems to have done by fully participating in the public world of 
coffeehouses, politics, and lectures, while at the same time portraying himself as a 
man of emotional insight and strength. Hunter, at least, played a powerful role in 
other mens' psyches. Suffering from sorrow and stress, Horace Walpole noted how 
"of all moments, that between sleeping and waking is the most subject to terror. I 
started up and my first thought was to send for Dr. Hunter."51 It was not just women 
and the subordinated female midwives, like Dr. Freeman's Sophia, who would prom- 
ise to "walk with" the man-midwife "with all my heart," but apparently men, too.52 

The man-midwife did not triumph without vocal opposition from 
both displaced female midwives and men accusing man-midwives of seducing the 
wives of Britain. These opponents, including vituperative journalists, insisted that 
obstetricians harbored private interests despite invoking scientific neutrality and chari- 
table impulses.53 Author-midwife Elizabeth Nihell argued that man-midwives "ob- 
scure by a cloud of scientific jargon" and rely on nothing more than a "crazy founda- 
tion of false principles." They "throw the dust of erudition into the eyes of those who 
do not penetrate beyond the surface of things."54 Such accusations that man-mid- 
wives ideologically represented gender and reproduction so as to disguise their private 
interests would be precisely the sorts of accusations that critics would eventually make 
against the falsely democratic language and logic of the classical bourgeois public 
sphere. 

The discourse of an eighteenth-century public sphere articulated and 
relied on the rights and sanctity of the individual in explicit opposition to the state's 
intervention and in implicit defense against the encroachment of those lacking the 
status-age, gender, property-to fully possess "inalienable" rights. Traditional fe- 
male midwifery had existed as an alternative public sphere, sometimes working for 
the state but also opposing patriarchy and temporarily suspending the demands of the 
family. Man-midwives ultimately worked in the interests of the developing bourgeois 
public sphere to articulate the natural, physiological, psychological, and moral con- 
stitution of both female and male individuals. That the state church attempted to 
control female midwives through licensing and offered them special legal positions in 
regard to childbirth, suggests that women were believed to have some special powers 
because of their fundamental reproductive differences. In the eighteenth century, gen- 
eration, midwifery, and population interested a growing literate public, while women 
simultaneously began losing their special public status in relationship to birth. Licens- 
ing of midwives had disappeared in London by the 1720s; dramatically fewer num- 
bers of women pleaded their belly in London courts with consequently few "juries of 
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matrons" called after the 1720s. In the eighteenth century, man-midwives and other 
commentators consistently defined generation, childbirth, and population as catego- 
ries of "universal" and "public" interest to "men and women," rather than areas 
exclusive to women. 

Because rational-critical discourse presented itself as relatively dis- 
engaged from "the constraints of survival requirements," the visceral concerns of the 

public sphere and its bodily requirements for participation have been abstracted and 
masked. The public, as Nancy Fraser, Joan Landes, and other feminist critics remind 
us, is etymologically linked to pubes-adult individuals possessing phalluses.ss Sym- 
bolically, the public spectacle of the man-midwife, then, might be considered the dis- 
play not only of female genitalia but also of his own. When the sailor Tashtego falls 
overboard into the Sperm Whale's well in Herman Melville's Moby Dick, it is "through 
the courage and great skill in obstetrics of Queequeg, [that] the deliverance, or rather 
delivery of Tashtego was successfully accomplished." Melville's narrator remarks, 
"Midwifery should be taught in the same course with fencing and boxing, riding and 
rowing."s6 A metaphorical piece of advice to be sure, but also evidence that by the 
nineteenth century midwifery had become a most masculine art (and here in the most 
masculine of novels). Perhaps man-midwives were successful not because they co- 
erced mothers, but partly because they taught fellow inhabitants of the public sphere 
what it was to be a man. 
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