BFRRIBEARITIRE REH  Vol.23 20086
(REER)

[BRALGEE] OERAEZNHER

HaBFwT*

A medical anthropological discussion of ‘Natural Childbirth’
*Keiko Tanabe-Nishino

*Kitasato University School of Nursing

This study is a medical anthropological study of ‘natural childbirth’ in modern Japan.

Childbirth in modern Japan is marked by increasing medicalization of childbirth in the 1970s,after
which a reversion to a method of childbirth known as ‘natural childbirth’ was sought. ‘Natural
childbirth’ as typified by the Lamaze method was, amidst a context of feminist support, firmly
established as a potential choice for childbirth. Alternatives to the Lamaze method such as the A
ctive B irth emphasizing that women involved in childbirth give birth on their own terms (Balaskas
1984, 2002, Enomoto 1997) and Sophrologic delivery incorporating Zen and yoga (Raul 1986:1988)
have been presented in recent years. Implying an ideal delivery, the term ‘natural childbirth’ is often
described as “a good delivery” or “delivery on one’s own terms” and is prevalent in today’s society.
While the term ‘natural childbirth’ is commonly used, however, natural childbirth is, according to the
Japan Society of Obstetrics and Gynecology, not defined by the society itself.

As is thus apparent, the term ‘natural childbirth’ in modern Japan is not necessarily strictly defined;
rather, it is used in various contexts by various researchers, medical practitioners, and women
involved in childbirth and the people around them. The original term ‘nature’ in particular had an
extremely broad meaning and is still rather vague, so while people tend to use it without delineating
its specific meaning, ‘natural childbirth’ is used to represent a form of childbirth respecting the
initiative of women.

Thus, this paper clarifies the concept of ‘nature’ upon which the term ‘natural childbirth’ is
predicated, based on interviews with the women involved. In particular, it considers the concept of
‘nature’ in childbirth through the information provided by the test subjects consisting of not only

women who have experienced a ‘natural childbirth’, but also including those who opted for a ‘painless
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childbirth’. Based on this, the paper discusses the contexts for the term ‘nature’ in childbirth as richly
described by women who have given birth. It also presents a medical anthropological discussion
of ‘natural childbirth’ as it describes an ideal delivery in various contexts in modern Japan. This
discussion reveals that the term ‘nature’ has a broad meaning in the context of childbirth, and is also
derived from the idea of having a ‘safe and natural’ childbirth guided by the security provided by
obstetric medicine. Moreover, while these women are demanding a safe childbirth, they themselves
have a range of requirements regarding what ‘nature’ means in this context. These include: 1. Women
giving birth are able to feel and recognize the experience themselves, 2. Various daily conveniences
are provided as much as possible, and 3. Their individuality is recognized during a childbirth in
which their own preferences and right to decide are respected. This shows a slight gap between these
requirements and the state of affairs of childbirth in present-day Japan, as depicted in various news

reports and government policies surrounding obstetric medicine these days.
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