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Pain, Pleasure, and American Childbirth is a 
s m a l l b o o k , o n l y 105 pages of a c t u a l text a n d at 
$27.95 ( A m e r i c a n ) , rather expens ive . B u t it is 
w e l l w o r t h the p r i c e , for it is a g e m . It is w e l l 
researched, a r g u e d a n d w r i t t e n . It focuses o n 
att i tudes t o w a r d p a i n as a re f lec t ion of c h a n g i n g 
societal values b e g i n n i n g at the t u r n of the cen
tury w h e n p a i n was regarded as par t of l i v i n g , to 
the 1960s w h e n p e o p l e a t t empted , somet imes to 
a b s u r d degrees, to e l i m i n a t e p a i n f r o m their 
l ives . 

A s it a p p l i e s to w o m e n a n d c h i l d b i r t h , p a i n 
was c o n s i d e r e d " i n e v i t a b l e , " "necessary , " a n d to 
be " e n d u r e d . " F o r m i d - n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y p h y 
s ic ians , p a i n was a m o r a l necessity, par t of 
c h i l d b i r t h , a n d therefore n a t u r a l . It was also 
class re lated, for they be l ieved it was exper ienced 
m o r e by middle -c lass w o m e n t h a n w o r k i n g -
class w o m e n . D o c t o r s were hesi tant to remove 
th is p a i n , n o t o n l y because i t was v i e w e d as 
n a t u r a l but because i n t e r v e n t i o n r e q u i r e d s k i l l . 
B u t as the c e n t u r y progressed, they became 
i n c r e a s i n g l y sensit ive to the p a i n of their m i d d l e -
class pat ients a n d w i l l i n g to intervene. I n fact, 
there w a s a very s t r o n g belief that c i v i l i z a t i o n 
was m a k i n g it d i f f i c u l t for w o m e n to bear their 
c h i l d r e n w i t h o u t m e d i c a l i n t e r v e n t i o n . It was i n 
this context that the debate over T w i l i g h t S leep 

e m e r g e d i n the second decade of the t w e n t i e t h 
century . 

T w i l i g h t S leep was " a state of s e m i c o n c i o u s -
ness i n d u c e d by m o r p h i n e a n d s c o p o l a m i n e . " 
(3) W h a t it essent ia l ly d i d was to separate the 
m i n d / b o d y l i n k w h i c h h a d so d o m i n a t e d n i n e 
teenth c e n t u r y m e d i c i n e a n d w h i c h h a d ac
c o u n t e d for female m e n t a l d i sorders . T w i l i g h t 
S leep c o n t i n u e d to accept the n i n e t e e n t h century 
bel ief i n the eff icacy o f p a i n i n the a c t u a l l a b o u r 
stage of c h i l d b i r t h but after the b i r t h , r e m o v e d 
the m e m o r y of that p a i n . It was a p r o c e d u r e 
d e m a n d e d by pat ients a n d rejected b y m o s t 
A m e r i c a n p h y s i c i a n s . T h e s e pat ients , h o w e v e r , 
were not t r y i n g to w i n back c o n t r o l over c h i l d 
b i r t h or a g i t a t i n g for p o p u l a r a n d safe m e d i c i n e . 
A s S a n d e l o w s k i c a r e f u l l y p o i n t s o u t , T w i l i g h t 
S leep accepted science as a s o l u t i o n for p a i n . 
A n d if T w i l i g h t S leep p r o v i d e d w o m e n l i b e r a 
t i o n f r o m their b i o l o g i c a l f u n c t i o n s , as s o m e 
be l ieved , it d i d so at the expense of their p a r t i c i 
p a t i n g i n the a c t u a l b i r t h i n g exper ience . 

W h i l e the A m e r i c a n m e d i c a l p r o f e s s i o n never 
e n g a g e d i n the pract ice of T w i l i g h t Sleep to a n y 
s i g n i f i c a n t degree, S a n d e l o w s k i argues that the 
debate over it was nevertheless i m p o r t a n t : i t 
r e a w a k e n e d interest i n p h y s i c i a n s i n the preven
t i o n of p a i n ; i t ra ised the p o s s i b i l i t y that p a i n 
c o u l d be e l i m i n a t e d safely; it focused a t t e n t i o n 
o n d r u g therapy; it j u s t i f i e d b o t h the presence of 
a d o c t o r at c h i l d b i r t h , a n d a h o s p i t a l b i r t h ; a n d , 
it stressed the c o m p l e x i t y of c h i l d b i r t h . " M o s t 
i m p o r t a n t l y , since T w i l i g h t Sleep advocates be
l ieved that the m e t h o d made m o d e r n c h i l d b i r t h 
n a t u r a l a g a i n , unass i s ted c h i l d b i r t h w a s , by 
defaul t , u n n a t u r a l . " (19) 

A f t e r the T w i l i g h t S leep c a m p a i g n , m e d i c i n e 
i n c r e a s i n g l y focused o n the a l l e v i a t i o n of p a i n i n 
c h i l d b i r t h . A f t e r a l l , that is w h a t pat ients h a d 
been d e m a n d i n g . I n fact, u n t i l the late fort ies 
obstetrics was character ized by the search for the 
safe d r u g to e n d p a i n . D o c t o r s be l ieved, u n l i k e i n 
the n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y , that p a i n m u s t be 
s t o p p e d , b u t they rea l ized that u s i n g d r u g s o n 



p r e g n a n t w o m e n was hazardous : the i r effects 
were passed o n to the fetus; c e r t a i n features of a 
p r e g n a n t w o m e n ' s p h y s i o l o g y m a d e the d r u g 
therapy m o r e h a z a r d o u s t h a n for n o n - p r e g n a n t 
pa t ients ; a n d s ince l a b o u r lasted l o n g e r t h a n 
surgery , m o r e d r u g s were needed w h i c h itself 
was a c o m p l i c a t i o n . T h e p e r c e p t i o n of these 
d i f f i c u l t i e s was h e i g h t e n e d because p r e g n a n c y 
was seen as a n o n - h e a l t h y state, to be h a n d l e d by 
m e d i c a l p e r s o n n e l . 

D r u g s i n c h i l d b i r t h m a d e p a t i e n t p a r t i c i p a 
t i o n d i f f i c u l t a n d this led to m o r e i n t e r v e n t i o n so 
that p h y s i c i a n s c o u l d m o n i t o r the progress of 
the d e l i v e r y . Because d r u g s were v i e w e d as 
h a z a r d o u s , p r e g n a n c y was i n c r e a s i n g l y seen as 
d a n g e r o u s w h i c h m a y n o t have h e l p e d w o m e n 
a n y , b u t c e r t a i n l y increased the status o f obstetr i 
c i a n s . B y p r o v i d i n g doctors w i t h m o r e ac t iv i ty 
they a l s o re l ieved the b o r e d o m of c h i l d b i r t h f r o m 
the p h y s i c i a n ' s perspect ive . A l o n g w i t h d r u g s 
arose a n ent i re r e t i n u e of p r o c e d u r e s : forcep 
d e l i v e r y , e p i s i o t o m y , the ear ly r e m o v a l of the 
p l a c e n t a , a n d Caesarean sections. 

A l t h o u g h w o m e n m a y have d e m a n d e d the use 
of d r u g s to reduce p a i n , they h a d n o t d e m a n d e d 
total i m m o b i l i t y . M a n y were d i s c o v e r i n g that i f 
m o t h e r h o o d was the f u l f i l l m e n t o f the i r l ives as 
w o m e n , the c h i l d b i r t h exper ience as presented to 
t h e m i n h o s p i t a l s was a less t h a n a u s p i c i o u s 
b e g i n n i n g to i t . T h e result was the d e m a n d not 
o n l y to e l i m i n a t e p a i n b u t to p r o v i d e p leasure i n 
the c h i l d b i r t h exper ience . B y the 1950s, the 
m i n d / b o d y l i n k h a d been reestabl ished. " T h e 
p h y s i c i a n w h o treated w o m e n for the i r repro
d u c t i v e p r o b l e m s w a s a l s o t r e a t i n g the i r m i n d s 
s ince so m u c h of the s y m p t o m a t o l o g y e n c o u n 
tered i n these p a t i e n t s was of ' p u r e l y m e n t a l 
o r i g i n . ' (59) S u c h a n a t t i tude was based o n the 
w o r k of H e l e n e D e u t s c h w h o m a i n t a i n e d that 
" t h e center of a w o m a n ' s m e n t a l a n d e m o t i o n a l 
l i f e l a y i n her r e p r o d u c t i v e o r g a n s . " (58) T h e 
w i s d o m of the n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y h a d been r e i n 
vented. Because c h i l d b i r t h i n v o l v e d body a n d 
m i n d , p h y s i c i a n s n o w h a d to m o n i t o r b o t h . 

W i t h the stress of the p s y c h o l o g i c a l , a t t e n t i o n 
was p a i d to the fear of p a i n i n c h i l d b i r t h . 
G r a n t l y D i c k - R e a d , a B r i t i s h o b s t e t r i c i a n , was 
the m a i n p r o p o n e n t of e l i m i n a t i n g this fear 
t h r o u g h n a t u r a l c h i l d b i r t h . Advocates a r g u e d 
that it was safer t h a n d r u g c o n t r o l l e d b i r t h a n d it 
a l l o w e d w o m e n to par t i c ipa te . C r i t i c s accused i t 
of re j ec t ing p h y s i c i a n s a n d science. Needless to 
say, i n the U . S . , n a t u r a l c h i l d b i r t h became 
A m e r i c a n i z e d . D r u g s c o n t i n u e d to be used, b u t 
n o t to the same degree. A m e r i c a n m e d i c i n e 
s i m p l y c o u l d n o t accept n o n - i n t e r v e n t i o n , for 
too m a n y p h y s i c i a n s , p r e g n a n c y itself was a n 
a b n o r m a l c o n d i t i o n . N a t u r a l c h i l d b i r t h i n t u r n 
was re f ined by the L a m a z e m e t h o d w h i c h n o t 
o n l y p l a c e d w o m e n at the centre o f the c h i l d 
b i r t h exper ience , as d i d n a t u r a l c h i l d b i r t h , b u t 
a l s o p u t her i n c o n t r o l of her p a i n . O r at least 
s o m e p a i n for L a m a z e i g n o r e d , as d i d a l l the rest, 
the p a i n s a c c o m p a n y i n g a f te rb i r th , e p i s i o t o m y , 
a n d breast e n g o r g e m e n t . It d i d , h o w e v e r , sh i f t 
the focus to the p leasure of c h i l d b i r t h a n d recog
n i z e d that p a i n was b o t h p h y s i c a l a n d m e n t a l . 
Nevertheless , i t s t i l l left doctors overseeing c h i l d 
b i r t h . 

Pain, Pleasure, and American Childbirth is a n 
exce l l en t s t u d y . It reveals the w a y i n w h i c h the 
m e d i c a l p r o f e s s i o n has m a i n t a i n e d c o n t r o l o f 
the c h i l d b i r t h exper ience . It analyzes the conse
quences of o u r search to a l leviate p a i n i n society. 
P a i n is to be ostracized f r o m c h i l d b i r t h . T h o s e 
f e e l i n g i t have f a i l e d i n the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y 
search for p leasure . 

W e n d y M i t c h i n s o n 
U n i v e r s i t y of W i n d s o r 

S m a l l E x p e c t a t i o n s . Society's Betrayal of O l d e r 
W o m e n . L e a h C o h e n . Toronto: McClelland and 
Stewart, 1984. Pp. 228. 

T h i s b o o k e x a m i n e s h o w o l d e r w o m e n are 
treated i n o u r society a n d seeks to e x p o s e the 
great in jus t i ces they suffer. C o h e n wishes to en -


