
BIRTH  DIRT

RELATIONS  OF  POWER  IN  CHILDBIRTH

by

Helen M. Callaghan 

Thesis submitted for the degree of
 Doctor of Philosophy

Faculty of Nursing, Midwifery and Health
University of Technology, Sydney

2002



i

CERTIFICATE  OF  AUTHORSHIP

I certify that the work in this thesis has not previously been submitted for a degree, nor has

it been  submitted as part of requirements for a degree except as fully acknowledged within

the text.

I also certify that the thesis has been written by me.  Any help that I have received in my

research work and in the preparation of the thesis itself has been acknowledged.  In

addition, I certify that all information sources and literature used are indicated in the thesis.

    

Signature of Candidate



ii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Doing a doctoral study as a part time student is a long and difficult task which often seemed

to be never ending.  I am indebted to many people who have provided support,

encouragement and assistance during this period.  

The study itself would never have been possible without the wonderful birthing women and

their families who honoured me by sharing such an important and private family occasion.

Every time I watch the video tapes, I am reminded of the strengths and courage of these

women.  This study would also have been impossible without the participation of the

midwifery, nursing and medical staff.  They were prepared to do something that many of

their colleagues distrusted: allowing their practices to be, not just observed, but to be

recorded in a permanent format.  I will always respect and honour them for this required

courage and a strong belief in themselves.

I am indebted to Professor William Walters, Professor Max Brinsmead, and Mrs Anne

Saxton.  All three were unstinting in their promotion of the study, especially when it was

under threat of termination.  My thanks must go in particular to Mrs Anne Saxton who has

provided friendship and encouragement throughout the creation of this thesis.  She has been

generous in giving me time to write, and unreproachful of my slow pace.  To Mrs Ellen

Evans who had to contend with the practical issues of such a study being undertaking in a

busy obstetric unit, thank you.  She also had to struggle with numerous roster requests as

I juggled work and study.  To my midwifery and medical colleagues in the delivery suite

and birth centre, a special thank you for your understanding and patience.

My family have been unfailingly supportive and understanding of my struggles to finish this

thesis, even when it interfered with family concerns.  My parents fostered in all of their

children a desire to learn and understand.  My father taught me to critically evaluate

whatever I was examining.   My mother is amazing and created in me an appreciation of

the strength of women and how our society devalues their worth.  To Peter, Amanda and



iii

their children, and, in the latter stages of the thesis, Paul, Karen and their children, who

regularly provided a home whenever required, I give special thanks.  To all my siblings and

their families, thank you for your continued patience and understanding. 

Initially, I commenced this study with Professor Lesley Barclay and Professor Deborah

Lupton as my supervisors, but I had a change of supervisors, and changed from Deborah

to Associate Professor Virginia Schmied.  There have been many times when their support

and guidance has been particularly appreciated.  Lesley, thank you for your enthusiasm,

optimism and unfailing belief in the study, my ability to do it justice, and its importance to

society and health care.  You have taught me so much about writing and supervision.  I

appreciate the many hours you and Virginia have spent reading and rereading the many

versions of this thesis.  Lesley and Virginia, either of you has always been available

whenever I needed help or advice.  To Virginia, thank you for taking me under your wing

when I commenced my doctoral studies, and for all the assistance you have provided when

we were both students struggling with pitfalls of our research.  Both you and Lesley have

continually challenged me to present my thesis in the most favourable way and I thank you

for this.  To Deborah many thanks for understanding my difficulties with some texts and

reassuring me that the use of authors, unknown to many, were appropriate for this study.

Chapter 6 was the result of one of your insightful remarks.  I always knew if I wanted

information on a particular topic, you would be sure to know who had written on the topic.

To my friends and colleagues of the postgraduate study group, Virginia Schmied, Linda

Jones, Margaret Cooke, Jenny Fenwick, Annie Mills, and, especially Margaret Duff who

provided companionship on the drives to the university, thank you.  You provided a

sounding board for my ideas, on-going support and a place in which to freely discuss the

trials and tribulations of research, and celebrate its good times.

Textbooks played an important role in this thesis.  My thanks go to all those who either

donated or lent their precious books.  I could not have done it without you: Ann Matthews,

Anne Darvas, Anne Saxton, Anne Elliott, Barb Stuart, Bernadette Brady, Betty Capper,

Brigitte Jordan, Carolyn Hastie, Carolyn Briggs, Colleen Wilson, Diana Marshall, Ellen

Evans, Emma Baldock, Fay Nichols, Fay Baldwin, Fiona Mackenzie, Gae Striga, Gardiner



iv

Library Service, Irena Madjar, Janet Manderson, Jean Rutherford, Jenny Clarksmith, Julian

Ward, Kathleen Smedley, Kathryn Refshauge, Lesley Barclay, Lynn Bishop, Madeline Hall,

Maralyn McCallum, Marianne Knox, Mary Sheehan, Mary Jack, Michelle Tredinnick, Peg

Booth, Rosalee Shaw, Val McKeen, and Virginia Schmied.  A special ‘thank you’ must go

to Mary Sheehan who donated her midwifery training case book.  Bev Ellis provided the

very appropriate art work on the flyers and posters used in the recruitment phase of the

study.

I have received financial assistance from several groups which was invaluable in setting up

the closed circuit television system I used to collect the video tapes of labour.  Grants which

supported this study were from the  Australian College of Midwives Inc., Upjohn Pty. Ltd.,

and Beckton-Dickinson.  The Family Health Research Unit, which was jointly funded by

The University of Technology, Sydney and South East Sydney Area Health Service, has

also supported this study through the loan of equipment.  The New South Wales Nurses`

Registration Board provided financial assistance in completing the thesis.



v

TABLE  OF  CONTENTS

ABSTRACT . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xv

CHAPTER 1: APPROACHING  BIRTH . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

INTRODUCTION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

ORIGINS OF THE STUDY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

AUTHORITATIVE KNOWLEDGE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5

Dress and the childbirth encounter . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8

FEMINISM AND RESEARCH . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

THE END PRODUCT . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13

CONCLUSION / SUMMARY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

CHAPTER 2: GETTING THE DIRT ON BIRTH . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21

INTRODUCTION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21

MICHEL FOUCAULT . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21

DISCOURSE ANALYSIS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25

What is discourse? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26

How are discourses identified? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27

What is text? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29

Discourse analysis and visual data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30

THE USE OF THE VISUAL . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31

A history of still and moving images as data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31

Current use of film . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33

Justification for video taping . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35

Techniques for visual analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39

Doing the analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42

THE VIDEO TAPING SEGMENT OF THE STUDY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47

Pilot study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48

The study sample . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49

Inclusion criteria . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51



vi

Exclusion criteria . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51

Ethical Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51

Informed consent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52

Privacy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54

Confidentiality . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55

Turning off the camera . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55

Recruitment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55

The women and their families . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55

Recruitment of the health professionals . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56

The midwives . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

The medical practitioners . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58

Technical issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59

Closed circuit TV system . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59

Collecting the video taped data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59

The process . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60

Opposition to the study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61

Participants` responses to the study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62

THE USE OF BOOKS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62

Searching for books . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64

CONCLUSION / SUMMARY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 66

CHAPTER  3: THERE`S  SOMETHING  ABOUT  DIRT . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68

INTRODUCTION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68

POLLUTION AND DEFILEMENT . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68

Origins of pollution . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 72

DIRT.  WHAT IS IT? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77

The characteristics of dirt . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 80

DIRT AND THE BODY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83

The body as a “dirt factory” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83

A hierarchy of dirt in body products . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 84

A hierarchy of the body . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 88

The margins of the body . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 91



vii

Intrusions and traversing of the margins of the body . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 92

DIRT AND POWER RELATIONSHIPS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 93

DIRT AND WORK . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 95

PURIFICATION AND CLEANSING . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 99

Dirt, germs and asepsis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 103

CONCLUSION / SUMMARY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 107

CHAPTER  4: WOMAN  AS  THE  DIRTY  ‘OTHER’ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 108

INTRODUCTION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 108

WOMAN AS ‘THE OTHER’ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 108

Women as dangerous and powerful . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 112

WOMEN AS DIRTY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 114

Menstruation as dirty . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 114

Childbirth as dirty . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 116

Colostrum as dirty . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 119

MIDWIVES, MIDWIFERY, AND MAN-MIDWIVES . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 120

CONCLUSION / SUMMARY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 125

CHAPTER  5: BIRTH  AND  DIRT  –  PUERPERAL  SEPSIS . . . . . . . . 126

INTRODUCTION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 126

WHAT IS IN A NAME? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 126

Childbearing women`s vulnerability to infection . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 127

Definitions of puerperal fever . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 128

Puerperal sepsis in other times . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 130

THE STANDARDS OF CLEANLINESS IN HOSPITALS AND HOMES . . . 131

‘Opening up’ the woman`s body to obstetrics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 134

“There are ... lies, damned lies, and statistics” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 138

SOLVING THE MYSTERY OF PUERPERAL SEPSIS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 141

The uterine wound . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 148

Dissemination of information on puerperal fever . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 150

WHY THE INFORMATION WAS IGNORED? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 152

THE EVOLUTION OF PROTECTIVE MEASURES AND APPAREL . . . . . 154



viii

The gowns . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 154

Gloves . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 157

Face masks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 160

CONCLUSION / SUMMARY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 161

CHAPTER  6: BIRTH  AND  DIRT  –  REFLECTIONS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 162

INTRODUCTION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 162

Background . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 163

Midwifery training . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 163

The hospital, its policies, and layout . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 165

An introduction to medical surveillance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 167

SURVEILLANCE OF LABOURING WOMEN . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 168

Processing the women . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 170

      Searching for sepsis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 171

Cleansing the maternal body . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 173

Traversing the margins of the maternal body . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 177

Recording the surveillance of labour . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 180

Changing the pace of labour . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 180

The panaceas . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 182

Opening up the maternal body . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 183

Positioned for birth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 185

Changing the margins of the maternal body . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 188

CLEANING UP AFTER THE BIRTH . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 189

Attending to the newborn baby . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 189

Examination of the afterbirth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 190

Disposal of the afterbirth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 191

Cleansing the maternal body . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 191

SEGREGATION, TIMETABLES AND SURVEILLANCE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 192

The maternal body . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 192

Nursery life . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 194

CONCLUSION / SUMMARY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 196



ix

CHAPTER  7: ALL  IN  A  DAY`S  LABOUR . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 197

INTRODUCTION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 197

VIGNETTE 1: “NO NAUGHTY BITS” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 198

Background data on Vera and Vince . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 198

Detailed description from the video tapes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 199

VIGNETTE 2: GETTING ON WITH BUSINESS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 204

Background data on Jill and Jack . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 204

Detailed description from the video tape . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 205

VIGNETTE 3: “DRESS UP” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 209

Background data on Wendy and Warwick . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 210

Detailed description from the video tape . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 210

VIGNETTE 4: “YUCK” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 213

Detailed description from the video tapes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 214

VIGNETTE 5: “WOULD YOU LIKE TO FEED HIM NOW?” . . . . . . . . . . . . 224

Detailed description from the video tape . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 224

VIGNETTE 6: ALMOST UNTOUCHABLE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 227

Detailed description from the video tape . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 228

VIGNETTE 7: LABOUR AND BIRTH IS DIRTY WORK . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 235

Vignette 7a: “I don`t know what I want” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 235

Vignette 7b: “Big push” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 240

CONCLUSION / SUMMARY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 245

CHAPTER  8: TREATED  LIKE  DIRT . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 247

INTRODUCTION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 247

WOMEN ARE POWERFUL AND DANGEROUS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 247

The “naughty bits” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 248

The dirty women . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 250

The dirty baby . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 251

Breast feeding is dirty . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 253

The afterbirth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 255

What constitutes “yuck” ? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 256

BIRTHING RITUALS INVOLVING THE FAMILY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 259



x

‘Seeing’ the ‘other’ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 260

“Are you going to do the honours?” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 262

Inspection of the afterbirth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 265

“They are going to take the placenta home” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 267

EVERYONE KNOW`S THEIR PLACE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 270

The doctor as the person in charge . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 270

The midwife as the doctor`s assistant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 276

The midwife as the person in charge . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 277

The woman`s place . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 282

The baby as a patient . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 287

The examination of the baby . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 287

The support persons` place . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 288

ESTABLISHING A PLACE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 289

Maintaining modesty through personal control . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 292

CONCLUSION / SUMMARY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 293

CHAPTER  9: LABOUR  AND  BIRTH  IS  DIRTY  WORK . . . . . . . . . . 294

INTRODUCTION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 294

LABOUR AND BIRTH IS DIRTY WORK FOR THE WOMAN . . . . . . . . . . 294

A shower or bath for the maternal body . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 296

Women on the margins . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 298

Being on the margins . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 301

LABOUR AND BIRTH IS DIRTY WORK FOR THE MIDWIFE . . . . . . . . . 302

The midwife as the dirty worker . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 303

Protection of the health care workers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 309

“Dress up” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 309

‘A clean cut’ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 312

Other examples of protective measures . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 313

Contradictions and inconsistencies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 315

Safety issues for the woman and her baby . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 316

CONCLUSION / SUMMARY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 318



xi

CHAPTER  10: BIRTH  DIRT . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 320

INTRODUCTION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 320

BIRTH DIRT: THE THEORY . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 320

The dirt of birth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 322

Female genitalia and modesty . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 322

Baby dirt . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 324

Body ‘waste’? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 327

Colostrum, breast milk and lactating breasts . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 330

Power relationships exhibited in labour . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 333

Pollution as both a danger and a power . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 335

Pollution and purification . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 336

The midwife: mediator and paradox . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 339

Costumes / uniforms in the childbirth encounter . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 339

Sanitising the birth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 341

CONCLUSION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 345

LIST  OF  ILLUSTRATIONS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xii

LIST OF APPENDICES . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xiv

APPENDICES . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 350

REFERENCES . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 382



xii

LIST  OF  ILLUSTRATIONS

Opposite page

2.1 Being ‘hailed’ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 44

2.2 The equipment in the control room . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59

2.3 A view of the birth centre room without the camera . . . . . . . . . . . . 60

2.4 A view of the delivery suite room with the camera . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60

2.5 Warning notice on the door . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61

3.1 Birth through a ‘clean’ hole . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 89

3.2 Burning placentas . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 100

3.3 Dirt and germs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 105

4.1 Sarah Gamp, midwife . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 122

4.2 Denigration of midwives . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 124

5.1 Semmelweis`s statistics for the two divisions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 139

5.2 Equipment used to promote drainage of body fluids . . . . . . . . . . . 144

5.3 Roman plague doctor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 154

5.4 Delivery dress in 1941 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 157

6.1 Processing the pregnant women . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 167

6.2 The ritual of gloving . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 169

6.3 ‘Dressed’ for birth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 170

6.4 Draping for a vaginal examination . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 178

6.5 The lithotomy position . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 180

6.6 Swabbing prior to the birth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 185

6.7 The “legger” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 186

6.8 Waiting for the precise feed time . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 193

6.9 Domestic staff (“the pink ladies”) helped in the nursery . . . . . . . . 194

6.10 Complete sterilizing unit for bottles . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 195

6.11 Babies` show time . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 196

7.1 Trialing positions for birth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 199

7.2 Vince repositions the bed with direction from Vera . . . . . . . . . . . 201

7.3 Vera in her bikini . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 202

7.4 The midwife and couple chatting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 204



xiii

7.5 Doctor goes immediately to the fetal monitoring machine . . . . . . . 205

7.6 Jill removes her underpants . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 206

7.7 Doctor writes her notes on the examination . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 208

7.8 Student midwife puts on her one glove . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 210

7.9 Doctor returns when called . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 211

7.10 Doctor tying up his gown . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 212

7.11 Protecting the floor and the birth stool from blood . . . . . . . . . . . . . 220

7.12 “Yuck” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 221

7.13 Placing the placenta into the contaminated waste bag . . . . . . . . . . 222

7.14 Pick a breast . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 225

7.15 ‘Add on’ breast feed . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 227

7.16 “I don`t know what I want” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 236

7.17 Moving around to get a ‘nice’ picture . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 239

7.18 The midwife waits . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 241

7.19 The midwife talks to Hilary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 242

8.1 The dirty baby is no longer held close to the midwife`s body . . . . 252

8.2 ‘Old’ positions for vaginal examination . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 271

10.1 Breast feeding Madonna . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 332



xiv

 LIST OF APPENDICES

Pagination

350     

1. Couples who participated in the study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 351

2. The era of universal / standard precautions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 359

3. Information sheet for pregnant women . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 363

4. Pregnant woman's consent to participate in research . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 364

5. Information sheet for support people . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 365

6. Support person's consent to participate in research . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 366

7. Information sheet for health professionals . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 367

8. Health professional`s consent to participate in research . . . . . . . . . . . . . 368

9. To start the closed circuit video system . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 370

10. Tape settings sheet . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 371

11. To stop the closed circuit video system . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 372

12. Poster advertising the study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 373

13. Flyer advertising the study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 374

14. Reminder note for the study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 375

15. Closed circuit video system . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 376

16. Memo re the study to the midwives in delivery suite . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 377

17. Modified memo re the study to the midwives in delivery suite . . . . . . . . 378

18. Warning sign for the camera . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 379

19. Tips for improving the quality of the sound . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 380

20. Re: draft document on parents taking their placentas home . . . . . . . . . . 381



xv

ABSTRACT

This thesis presents the findings of a doctoral study which analysed video tapes of labouring

Australian women at the end of the 20th century, historical data from midwifery and medical

textbooks, consumer material, and personal experience as a midwifery student in 1970-

1971.  The data analysis was achieved using discourse analysis, but was influenced by

Michel Foucault together with anthropological and sociological approaches, particularly as

these can be applied to visual material.  

‘Dirt’ is a commonly accepted term, but it becomes difficult to define as it is so dependant

on the context.  Since the discovery of the germ theory in the 19th century, however, it is

difficult for western health professionals to conceive of dirt as being anything but

unaesthetic, unhygienic and pathogenic.  When analysing the data from this study, it

became evident that birth and dirt have a close association.  The changes that have occurred

in childbirth have revolved around who and what is perceived as clean, and who and what

is perceived as dirty.  This thesis argues that ‘birth dirt’ exists, but, its form will vary

depending on the time, the place, and the culture, although it is always centred around the

physical reality of birth.

Video tapes of the birthing process indicate that midwives, in their ritualised behaviours

of containing, controlling and cleaning up the ‘dirt’ associated with birth, create a barrier

between themselves and the women.  ‘Dirt’ in this instance is the ‘contaminating’ body

fluids and substances derived from the woman and her baby.  The dirt relationship is a

power relationship and the midwife is an essential part of its structure.  The midwife is the

dirty worker who maintains the cleanliness of the environment and controls the ‘dirt’ during

birth.  There is considerable rhetoric about midwives as being ‘with woman’, but the reality

is that the midwives are more often ‘with dirt’. 
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