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The Delivery of Power:
Reading American Indian
Childbirth Narratives

SUSAN L. ROCKWELL

I have often been told that a pregnant Squaw will turn aside &
deliver herself, & take up the Infant and wash it in a Brook, & walk
off. They do not lye by the Month; but make little more about
Pregnancy and Lying in than Cows.

—Ezra Stiles’

Istill often hear of the stereotyped Indian mother who has her child
alone, out in some field, and then comes back home and continues
her work as if nothing happened. If there were Indians who did this,
they were sure not my grandmothers. As soon as my grandmothers
of the past knew that they were pregnant, they slowed down their
work and began a disciplined period during which they were
forbidden to do many things.

—Beverly Hungry Wolf’

Childbirth narratives appear frequently in the literature by and
about American Indian women. Many ethnographers have writ-
ten about Indian women and childbirth. Similarly, many Ameri-
can Indian women have written about childbirth experiences in
their autobiographies. These two modes of discourse have differ-
ent foundations for representations of childbirth practices, yet
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both hold value for scholars concerned with the lives of American
Indian women.?

The general conception among most ethnographers is that
bearing children is the primary duty of Indian women within
their societies. M. Jane Young states, with regard to Hopi women,
that they are “directly responsible for reproduction” and that “the
primary role of women is to produce children.”* She further finds
that “in the estimation of the community they have fulfilled their
role as adults once they have married and given birth to chil-
dren.” Young does explain, however, that “reproduction is the
key metaphor of Western Puebloan life . . . a term that encom-
passes the bearing of children and the growth of crops.”® It is
through women that both of these functions are successfully
deployed, because women are considered the repositories of
fertility. Veronica Evaneshko also finds that an Indian woman
“was exalted for her fertility,”” while Carolyn Niethammer states
that “being a mother and rearing a healthy family were the
ultimate achievements fora woman in the North American Indian
societies.”® Finally, Anne Wright comments that “it was practi-
cally inconceivable to these women not to be a mother.” Thus,
according to these ethnographers, a woman'’s role was defined by
her ability to propagate the society. ,

The second general conception among ethnographers is that,
historically, many taboos applied to the pregnant Indian woman.
Niethammer states that, in general, “pregnant Indian women
were almost universally warned against looking at or mocking a
deformed, injured, or blind person for fear their babies would
evidence the same effect.”"? Evaneshko also comments on the fact
that “laughing [at] or mocking a deformed, ugly, or blind person
would make [the] baby the same.”!! Lorene Farris finds similari-
ties in different taboos, including prohibitions against “stepping
over a gun, over a snake trail, or over a deep ravine” in addition
to “injunctions against tying knots and using sharp instruments
suchasknives, needles, and nails.”? Evaneshkostates that “women
were seemingly inundated with behavioral taboos,” including
injunctions against sewing, standing in doorways, leaning out
windows, and sleeping crosswise in bed.'* Marla Powers and
Beverly Horn both find that women were expected to keep busy
and continue with their chores during pregnancy, or their chil-
dren would be fat and lazy."* Horn also comments that women
were not to make “visible preparation for the coming baby.”*
According to the ethnographers’ data, these taboos were rigidly
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enforced, with all members of society ensuring that pregnant
women obeyed.

Ethnographers state that food taboos also existed among the
various Indian cultures. Powers reports that, when pregnant,
Oglala women “should eat a lot of meat” but that “rabbit meat
should be avoided lest the baby be born with a hairlip [sic]” and
that “she should not eat duck or the baby might have webbed
feet.”** Evaneshko finds that “eating strawberries produced birth-
marks,”” and Niethammer agrees, finding a general belief that
berries of any kind would cause birthmarks.!® Niethammer also
claims that “typical dietary restrictions” during pregnancy in-
cluded prohibitions against “eating the feet of an animal to avoid
having the baby born feet first; the tail of an animal, to prevent the
child’s getting stuck on the way out,” and “liver, which would
darken the child’s skin.”? It is interesting that, in regard to
behavioral and food taboos listed by all of these ethnographers,
no behaviors or foods are listed that were considered especially
good for pregnant women; only those considered to be bad or
dangerous to the baby are reported.

Finally, the ethnographers were extremely interested in the
practice of segregating women during childbirth. Horn finds that
“the process of labor occurred in a small lodge, away from the
communal house,”” while Powers comments that the birth takes
place “inside a special tipi.”* Niethammer reports that “many of
the Native American cultures insisted that . . . both mother and
newborn child remain in seclusion, particularly away from all
men.”?2 Horn agrees, claiming that “a mother was secluded” with
her baby and that only her husband and other women “were
allowed in her presence and the presence of the infant.”?
Evaneshko’s research into Seneca traditions finds that women
“retired to the woods to give birth,” accompanied by other
women.?Only Niethammer reports evidence of menbeing around
at childbirth, and that is only the presence of medicine men, who
might be asked to assist during an emergency.? Little detail of
what actually happened during the act of childbirth is provided
by these ethnographers, except to state that women knelt or
squatted to give birth while hanging onto some sort of strap and
that they were “expected to endure the pain without crying.”%

Ethnographers are specifically concerned with how childbirth
defines women’s social roles. To them, this definition is achieved
through such practices as behavioral and food taboos associated
with pregnancy, and the segregation and seclusion of women
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during and after the childbirth. On the other hand, in their
autobiographies, American Indian women are not concerned
with how they are defined within their society as much as with
defining the self.” The following childbirth narratives are from
four different women from four different tribes. Two of the
women experienced childbirth in the latter part of the nineteenth
century, while the other two women relate childbirth experiences
from the early part of the twentieth century. Placed in chronologi-
cal order of the births, the narratives reveal to what extent these
women are concerned with the taboos and the segregation prac-
tices that the ethnographers relate.

Truman Michelson included a brief “autobiography” of an
unnamed woman in the Bureau of American Ethnology’s 40th
Annual Report in 1925. The information contained had been col-
lected in 1918 by an assistant of Michelson’s, Harry Lincoln, who,
with the assistance of his wife, a Mesquake herself, recorded the
narrative in the woman’s native language. It was then translated
into English by another of Michelson’s assistants. This narrative
is one of the earliest recorded of an Indian woman’s life from her
own perspective.

Narrated in 1918, the childbirth experience the Fox Woman
relates would have occurred in the latter part of the 1800s and is
possibly one of the earliest childbirth accounts to appear in print.
Commenting on the importance of bearing children, the Fox
Woman says, “If I had had a child I should have never married
again,” and “If Thad a child I should have it to do things for me.”?
She does not emphasize the importance of bearing a child for the
security of her tribe or society but for her own personal well-
being. Additionally, this personal well-being is not for social
acceptance but for her own individual comfort and security. The
Fox Woman sees childbearing not as a social rolebut as a necessity
for keeping loneliness at bay and for remaining independent.
“Well, Ishallnever marry again,” sheends her narrative, “for now
these children of mine will help me (get a living).”” To her,
children are an economic necessity, for without them she cannot
survive. Thussheemphasizes the importantrole that childbearing
plays in her life, not as a fulfillment of social expectations or a
necessity for tribal survival but as a way to achieve economic
freedom and independence from an unwanted husband.

The Fox Woman had her first child at the age of nineteen. Upon
discovering her pregnancy, she received instruction from other
women on behavioral and food taboos. She reports some of these
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taboos, stating, “[T]here are a number of things one is forbidden
to do.”* These behavioral taboos include

in winter, one is not to warm their feet, so that the babies will
notadhere (to the caul). And (women) are not tojoin their feet
to those of their husbands, so that (the babies) will not be born
feet first.3

In addition,

no corpse should be touched. If itis touched the babies would
die after they are born, by inheriting it. And if the dead are
looked at, they are to be looked at with straight eyes. Also it
is said that if they are looked at slantingly, the babies will be
cross-eyed. And if cranes are touched, the babies will always
look upward. The children will not be able to look upon the
ground. And when any one drowns, if he is touched, the
babies will die.*

The Fox Woman includes a smalllist of food taboos, stating that
burned food should notbe eaten or the mother willhave a difficult
time with the expulsion of afterbirth. Also, nuts are not to be eaten
by pregnant women “so that the babies will be able to break
through the caul.”® Further, a pregnant woman should not eat the
feet of animals. Finally, the Fox Woman was warned not to touch
crawfish, for to do so would cause her baby to be born feet first.

Although the Fox Woman repeats these behavioral and food
taboos, she also includes one behavior that a woman should
cultivate for a safer birth: “One should carry wood always on
one’s back so that the babies will be loosened (i.e., born easily).”**
Further, she comments that these taboos and other instructions
regarding behavior during pregnancy are not solely for the pro-
tection of the child but for the health and welfare of the mother.
“The ones who donotdo as they are told,” she states, “are the ones
who are injured by their children.”*

At the time of childbirth, the Fox Woman retired to “the little
wickiup,” where blankets were spread on the ground and a strap
was hung from above.* This strap, she was told, was for her to
hold onto when she began to feel pain. The Fox Woman comments
about this segregation during labor and birth matter-of-factly, as
she does the fact that her only companions were women. She gives
no description of the birthing lodge beyond the blankets and the
strap mentioned above. She informs us that both her mother and
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mother-in-law were in attendance, as were other women. No
mention is made of her husband or any other man during this
time, reinforcing the fact that childbirth was women’s work alone.
Even when she was unable to deliver, a “woman skilled in
obstetrics” was brought in to help, not a medicine man.¥’ In
contrast to ethnographers’ reports that Indian women squatted or
knelt to give birth, the Fox Woman was told to lie down while the
women held her knees straight up.

The Fox Woman'’s only comment regarding seclusion after the
birth of her son was that she “lived outside for thirty-three
days.”*® However, Michelson footnotes this comment: “The In-
dian text at this point is too naive for European taste, and so has
been deled [sic]. The only point of ethnological interest is that
during the period named carnal intercourse is not allowed.”* We
can only speculate as to what the Fox Woman had to tell about
traditions or rituals that are now lost due to her editor’s puritani-
cal attitude. Conversely, many of her frank statements regarding
labor and birth survived the editing process.** She reveals her
belief that childbirth was hard and states that she made use of the
strap to pull against because she felt “intense pain.”*! She relates
that, after hours of difficult labor, her situation even frightened
her experienced attendants. When her son was finally born, she
states, “[t]hen I knew how painful childbirth was.”4? This empha-
sis on the pain and difficulty of childbirth is one point that
ethnographers in general do not address.

Maria Chona related the narrative of her life in the early 1930s
to Ruth Underhill, who was working on an anthropological study
of the Papago of Arizona. Chona told her narrative in her native
language, which was translated by a Papago girl who spoke
English. Underhill, who had managed to learn some Papago over
the years and was able to handle some of the translation herself,
claims that the narrative is Chona’s, while the arrangement is
hers. She also says that she deleted “unimportant details.”*
Again, as with the Fox Woman's narrative, one wonders what the
editor might have left out.

Chona was ninety years of age when she spoke with Underhill,
which would have made her a peer of the Fox Woman. Since the
Fox Woman'’s age is unknown, it is even possible that Chona’s
narrative covers an earlier period in the late nineteenth century.
Chona understands the important role of women, claiming that
the bearing of children is a sign of power. “We have power,” she
states, adding that “without us, there would benomen.”*Chona’s
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belief that childbirth is the ultimate delivery of power for the tribe
bears major societal importance.

Chona briefly mentions some behavioral taboos during preg-
nancy, but the majority of these are taboos the husband must
follow. The father of thebaby must avoid killing an enemy, or “his
child will die a violent death.”> Further, Chona’s husband did not
hunt rabbits during her pregnancy, to prevent the baby from
experiencing a “choking sickness,” and he avoided rattlesnakes
so the baby “should not have convulsions.”* The only taboo
Chona states that she observed was to be “kind to the people in
our village who looked sick or ugly, and I never laughed at them,
so that my baby should have a good body.”# Chona made no
mention of food taboos, nor did she mention any behaviors
necessary to make the mother stronger or the birth easier.

Segregation of the mother during actual birth was a practice
followed by Papago women, and Chona states, “I would not like
such a dreadful thing to happen as for me to be caught inside the
house in childbirth.”# She relates her disappointment that she
waited too long to go to the “Little House” and had to bear her
child in a gully in order “to do the right thing.”* After the birth,
she moved into the Little House, where she obeyed the injunction
to avoid her house “until the moon comes around again.”*® She
remained secluded for one month, where she cooked her own
food instead of eating the food prepared by other women for her
family. Cooking for herself is the only ritual of seclusion she
describes, but she mentions the injunction against eating salt until
thebaby’s navel healed. She makes no mention of visitors of either
sex during this seclusion.

Chona goes into no detail about her actual labor. With regard
to the pain of childbirth, she reports that, when asked by her
sisters-in-law why she laughed during her labor instead of telling
them she was in pain, she replied, “Well, it wasn’t my mouth that
hurt. It was my middle.”* Later, she explains that she “never had
any trouble in childbirth.”®> Her childbirth narrative is short,
terse, matter-of-fact, and lacking in emotion, reinforcing the belief
that it was just another duty in the life of a Papago woman, albeit
an important duty, full of power.

Bornin 1898, Helen Sekaquaptewa narrated her autobiography
to Louise Udall, a friend and employer, during the 1960s. She
experienced childbirth at about the time Chona was describing
her experiences to Underhill. Like Chona, Sekaquaptewa related
the narrative of her life over a period of time, while working and
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visiting. Unlike Chona, however, Sekaquaptewa spoke and read
English, and she reviewed Udall’s manuscript, making changes
when necessary and rewriting portions she found unacceptable.
In a terse explanation of how much of the narrative is
Sekaquaptewa’s and how much was her representation, Udall
quotes Sekaquaptewa as saying, “I am talking. She is writing.”**

Sekaquaptewa makes no direct comment about the importance
of childbearing with regard to a woman’s place in Hopi society.
As part of her autobiography, she just matter-of-factly brings up
the subject of childbirth by stating that “in due time my first baby,
a little girl, was born.”* Like Chona’s, Sekaquaptewa'’s childbirth
narrative is short and terse. She makes no reference to behavioral
or food taboos and practices during pregnancy, but her descrip-
tions of the actual birthing process are quite detailed.

“When abirth isimminent, all the Hopi family leave the house”
Sekaquaptewa explains.® This is a different form of segregation,
with the woman staying in her own home while the others leave.
A further unique practice she relates is that “the prospective
mother is left with a male relative as her helper.”>” While a male
assists the mother, the midwife stands outside awaiting the child,
whom she cares for. Sekaquaptewa also gives detailed instruc-
tions on the seclusion after the birth. The new mother remains in
bed for three days and fasts for a total of nineteen days, “that is,
she eats no salt or meat, just corn and well-cooked vegetables.”*
Sheis not allowed to perform chores, and “the mother-in-law will
come in every day for a period of twenty days, to care for her son’s
wife.”® If the mother-in-law lives in another village, “she comes
in every fourth day” and “a midwife or sister will care for the
mother on the days she does not come in.”® The mother-in-law
bathes both the mother and baby, and Sekaquaptewa gives details
about the daily steam bath the mother receives during her con-
finement:

Cedar twigs are placed in a wash basin and covered with
water. A good-sized, heated rock is put on the twigs. The
mother stands over the pan with legs on each side of it. A
thick blanket is draped over her to form a tent. The heat from
the rock fills the tent with steam which penetrates the body.
As one rock cools another hot one is added until four rocks
are used. It really makes you feel good.!

Sekaquaptewa states that a new mother is “isolated from her
husband for forty days after the first baby comes; twenty-five for -
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succeeding births.”® She explains that the reason for this isolation
is to keep the mother from having babies too close together.

Sekaquaptewa relates the actual birthing experience with little
emotionbut with greatdetail. A special placeissetasideinawarm
corner of the house, with a chair and a sheepskin on the floor. The
woman may roam about freely, but “when a pain comes on, the
mother goes to this place and sits in a squatting position or on her
knees during the duration of pain.”® The male helper sits behind
her, bracing her and supporting her back, in a manner resembling
modern-day Lamaze birthing practices. Both the mother and the
helper will exert pressure on the abdomen, but “no one is to touch
the woman internally.”® Sekaquaptewa comments that women
are “exhorted, ‘Don’t open your mouth to yell or cry or scream
and let the air out. Keep the air in to help expel the baby.””®® After
the baby is born, the mother and helper press on her stomach to
expel the afterbirth, and then the mother takes a sponge bath with
cedar water.

Sekaquaptewa calls childbirth a “joint project of labor for both
the man and woman.”® Yet her narrative is more clinical than
personal. Although this could be Udall’s style of presentation,
Sekaquaptewa changed portions of which she did not approve;
therefore, she must have approved of this style of presentation of
her childbirth experiences. The entire description of the actual
birth, the segregation, the seclusion, and the care of the mother
during and after birth are told in third person narrative, almost
like an informative obstetrical lecture. Sekaquaptewa has objecti-
fied it into a passionless event. Although this type of presentation
belies the joy or the importance of childbirth beyond its being a
biological event, such a didactic style explains the belief that
childbirth “just happens.”

A Navajo born at Sheepsprings Trading Post, New Mexico, in
1922, Kay Bennett wrote her own autobiography, which was
published in 1964. The work, Kaibah: Recollection of a Navajo
Girlhood, includes illustrations by the author and covers her
childhood from 1928 through 1935. Rayna Green finds Kaibah to
be a “romanticized” version of Navajo life,*” but it is mostly a
series of vignettes of a fondly remembered childhood. The child-
birth experience related by Bennett in this autobiography is not
her own, of course, but that of her older sister, Tesbah. Although
Bennett does not reflect on the level of importance childbirth held
in the matrilineal Navajo society, it is obvious that the birth
Bennett witnessed as a child made a large impression on her. The
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chapter dedicated to this birth is entitled “The Death of Tesbah”
and recounts the death of Bennett’s sister after a difficult preg-
nancy and delivery.

Behavioral and food taboos are not discussed in this narrative;
however, when the pregnant and sick Tesbah faints after washing
her hair, her mother expresses the belief that sick people should
not wash their hair. Traditional belief in spirits and ceremonies is
also mentioned with regard to Tesbah’s pregnancy, for a family
friend claims that Tesbah is having a difficult pregnancy because
the spirit of her first husband “will not let her go.”* The friend
recommends that “a medicine man perform a chindee ceremonial
soon, to get rid of him.”% Tesbah refuses to have the ceremony and
continues to be unwell for the duration of her pregnancy.

Young Bennett was given the chore of caring for her sister
during the pregnancy and was drafted to assist in the delivery.
Instead of moving to a segregated birthing structure, Tesbah
remained in her own hogan. Bennett and her mother prepared a
special “circle about three feet in diameter, and about three inches
high at the west side of the hogan,” made of dirt.” This mound
was covered with a piece of sheepskin that had been sheared to
about one inch. A sash was hung from the ceiling to which Tesbah
could cling during contractions. Only women and the child Bennett
were in attendance, and they assisted in the delivery by gently
pushing down on Tesbah’s stomach. Bennett is the only one of
the four narrators to mention the state of dress of the birthing
mother: Apparently, Tesbah was fully dressed, for “quick as the
baby fell, Mother Chischillie brought it out from beneath Tesbah's
skirt.””!

Tesbah'’s delivery was difficult and painful, similar to that of
the Fox Woman. Tesbah was pregnant with twins; although the
first baby came relatively quickly, the second baby would not be
born. Bennett comments that Tesbah “was in great pain” and that
“sweat was rolling down her face.” “Women kneaded her stom-
achtonoavail.”” Thelabor lasted three days, the “midwives were
tired, and their patient was exhausted.””® This is the only child-
birth experience discussed in this paper which takes place par-
tially in a hospital. Eventually, Tesbah was taken by ambulance to
an emergency room, where she finally gave birth to the second
baby. Tesbah died the next day from the complicated birth of her
twins.

Bennett's childbirth narrative is emotional, concluding as it
does with Tesbah'’s death, because it is told from the perspective
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of a child who “stood by helplessly” as she watched her sister
struggle for three days to give birth. Itis possible that, because this
eventmade such animpact on the child, Bennett was able to evoke
the same emotion when recalling itas an adult. This is the opposite
of the other narrators, particularly the Fox Woman, who
passionlessly comments that childbirth sometimes results in
women being “killed by the babies.””*

Although some of these women do occasionally mention ta-
boos and segregation, they do not find these practices to be the
major components of interest when discussing their childbirth
experiences. Because they were raised in cultures that saw such
practices as ordinary expectations for pregnant women, they did
not see a need to emphasize or enhance such practices. The
information regarding taboos and seclusion/segregation is dis-
bursed among narratives regarding other events that were occur-
ring during their lives. Therefore, this paper’s presentation could
be misleading, for these practices were in no way cataloged in a
manner similar to this synopsis. Being pregnant, although impor-
tant, was only a small portion of these women’s lives and received
aprorataamount of attention in the overall representation of their
narratives.

Generally, ethnographers are comparing American Indian child-
birth practices to those of their own dominant culture, attempting
tomake “the foreign familiar,” while “preserving its very foreign-
ness.””” Whereas ethnography represents the “other” or “foreign”
culture as a social entity, autobiography is not representative of
the society but of an individual within that society. Autobiogra-
phers are not representing their society, nor are they trying to
make “the foreign familiar.” Instead, autobiography is the repre-
sentation of the individual’s lived experience within a society that
is normative to the one living it.

By reading ethnography, we learn about a community. By
reading autobiography, we learn about an individual within a
community. Autobiography expresses the experience of living an
ordinary life within a particular culture and tradition, while
ethnography tries to explain a culture and tradition that does not
seem ordinary. Ethnographers see culture from the outside, but
autobiography is an insider’s view of the culture. Neither dis-
course is of more value than the other. Both have value when it
comes to understanding another culture. While ethnography
helps one understand a society as a whole, autobiography helps
one understand what it is to live in that society.
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The discourse of ethnography should be conjoined with other
representational discourses like autobiography. Michael M.].
Fischer states that, when studying other cultures, one must take
care “against assimilating the other to the self, seeing only what is
similar or different.”” By studying autobiography alongside eth-
nography, we will “avoid comparison by strict dualistic con-
trast.””” However, care must be taken not to prioritize one dis-
course over the other. The autobiographies of the Fox Woman and
Maria Chona are included as part of larger ethnographic studies.
On the surface, this would appear to endorse the argument for
studying the two discourses together. Unfortunately, both auto-
biographies were subsumed to larger ethnographic projects and
put aside as supplementary information. It is only recently that
these chronicles have been retrieved to be studied as documents
with intrinsic value. Conversely, we must be careful not to take
these autobiographies too far out of the context for which they
were recorded, for, unlike the autobiographies by Sekaquaptewa
and Bennett, these narratives were purposely recorded for more
than just one individual’s life story.

Although the two discourses are different, they are comple-
mentary. Ethnography provides the frame, and autobiography
provides the detail. As we have seen in the narratives outlined
above, the full picture of what it was like to be a pregnant woman
among the American Indian tribes in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries is exciting and interesting, different from the
experience of many of the readers of the narratives. Ethnography
explains the differences, while autobiography puts those differ-
ences in perspective. Thus, in order to get closer to the “truth” of
what it was like to be a pregnant woman in any given tribe, both
discourses should be studied in conjunction. To value one dis-
course above the other is to do a disservice not only to the scholar
but to those women who live in the cultures being studied.
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