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A Gentle Entrance

Both in Japan and America, one of the
first things that most people ask if you tell
them you had a baby is “What hospital did
you go to?” Since 96% of births in Japan
and the great majority of births in America
happen in hospitals this question is not
unreasonable. When my wife and I had our
first son two years ago we, somewhat fear-
fully, made the decision to have our baby at
a midwife’s clinic instead of at a hospital.

Before making that decision my wife
went to a hospital——which shall remain
nameless—in Mitaka City for her first
few prenatal visits. She could only be seen
by a rushed, uncommunicative doctor for a
few minutes after having waited for half a
day to see him. She was flippantly
diagnosed as having an ectopic pregnancy
(which later turned out to be a mis-
diagnosis) and she was told that—if the
pregnancy did turn out to be normal—she
would need to schedule the birth on a
definite date because the hospital is so busy
spontaneous births could not be allowed.
She would also have been required to sign
a paper waiving the right to make indepen-
dent decisions about the kind of care she
would receive. Needless to say, we were
not excited at the prospect of having our
baby at such a rigid and uncaring institu-
tion.

We looked for an alternative to what has
become the usual, accepted way of bringing
ones child into the world——a method
dominated by clocks, calenders, medical
instruments, drugs and lofty “experts.” We

Joseph Dias

soon, serendipitously, made the acquain-
tance of a local greengrocer. This man
referred us to a midwife who had success-
fully assisted in the birth of his three
daughters. I use the word “assisted”
because it is generally the philosophy of
practitioners of natural childbirth that ,in
normal circumstances, childbirth is the
responsibility of the mother. The midwife
or doctor is present for giving support and
information to the child bearer.

Upon my first visit to the midwife’s clinic
I was struck by its warm, home-like atmo-
sphere. In fact, the midwife and her family
lived in the upstairs rooms. Prenatal visits
were relaxed and informal. Mothers-to-be
wait for their appointments in a tatami-
matted waiting room that doubles as a
living room. There they compare experi-
ences of pregnancy or previous births as
their children play with toys or look at
picture books.

Up till that time my image of natural
childbirth had been negative in the sense
that I knew what it wasn’t but not really
what it was. I was aware that drugs and
other medical intervention were avoided,
doctors were not necessarily present during
delivery, and husbands were not prohibited
from being with their wives during child-
birth, but beyond that I did not know what
to expect. I was nervous about the possibil-
ity of something going wrong during deliv-
ery that the midwife was not equipped to
handle. It is a popular belief, perpetuated
by obstetricians, that births which occur



outside the hospital and away from the
supervision of a physician are risky and
irresponsible. Apparently, even doctors
ignore evidence to the contrary. A study

(Mehl and Peterson, 1981) found, after.

comparing 1046 hospital births to 1046
home births, that low risk women planning
to deliver at home and their infants did not
suffer for that decision compared with
matched planned hospital counterparts.
They claimed, in fact that “there may be
aspects of routine hospital obstetrical care
within an aggressive management philoso-
phy for labor that contribute to risk.” If I
had known of this study at the time we
chose to have our first baby at a midwife’s
clinic I certainly would have been less
apprehensive.

The feeling of ‘rightness’ (a ‘this is just
the way coming into the world ought to be’
kind of feeling] we experienced with the
birth of our first child, led us to make the
same choice of place and method for the
birth of our second. Even if it had been
statistically proven that hospital births are
somewhat safer, we still would have opted
for a midwife-assisted, outside hospital
delivery. The deciding factor for us was
one that is too often neglected in the west-

ern medical tradition our feeling. We
felt comfort and security with the midwife,
her facilities and caring staff—feelings
that we could not enjoy in a hospital set-
ting. My wife was not made to feel as
though she had an illness and the birth
seemed like part of the flow of our normal
lives instead of an interruption. Many tradi-
tional societies have long recognized that
the psychological aspects of childbirth and
the quality of relationships between those
involved affect the progress of labor [see

Kitzinger ,”1989). Perhaps it is time that
‘modern’ medicine also made that realiza-
tion. S (EER)
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