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This study explores a sacred and revealing life passage: birthgiving.  How have women birthed cross-culturally and historically?  What worldviews reflect women’s birthways, and vice versa?  Using an interdisciplinary approach, I rediscover the rites and rights of birth wholistically, through folklore and mythology, dance and archaeology, medical anthropology and feminist spirituality.  

In the first part of the thesis, I examine various conceptions of birth in different cultural paradigms through time.  I revisit prehistoric iconography of fecund female images that were revered as goddesses of regeneration, and compare ancient creation myths that either embrace or devalue a woman’s procreative powers.  Further, I investigate traditional Hawaiian and Moroccan dances, customs, and rituals of birth that support a laboring woman – physically, socially, and cosmologically.  

In the latter half of the thesis, I explore the phenomena of birth in America, from colonial to contemporary times.  I retrace the eclipsing of home-based midwifery by hospital-based obstetrics, and the impact of technocratic birthways on a modern woman’s sense of agency.  Through the voices of many who suffer from hyperemesis gravidarium (debilitating nausea/vomiting during pregnancy), I show that women who struggle to save their babies in vitro often sacrifice maternal and bodily “rights” at the cost of adopting questionable obstetrical “rites.” 

Possibly, when women reclaim their birthright to choose the rites/rights of birth most empowering to their maternal well-being, they will bear children with greater ease and confidence, and be honored, once again, as the birthers, creatresses, and nurturers of life and of humanity.
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