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Childbirth is typically experienced as a significant event that engages all physical and 

emotional faculties. Although the risk of death, once closely associated with childbirth, has 

largely been diminished - particularly in the Global North - due to medical advancements, 

childbirth remains a particularly impactful moment. Moreover, the fact that the vast majority 

of births in the Global North should take place in a hospital significantly influences the 

discourse surrounding childbirth and the terminology employed to describe this event.     

 

Why study childbirth narratives? Because they fill a narrative void. From a literary perspective, 

most female authors who choose to address the subject begin by questioning the virtual absence 

of childbirth scenes in the literary canon1, particularly of childbirth scenes narrated in the first 

person. Scientific studies2 have shown that women who have given birth may « forget » the 

most painful aspects of their experience, and this is certainly what has been expected of young 

mothers who, once discharged from the hospital, are most often sent back to the privacy of 

their homes and to their daily chores. The multiplication of blogs and other online forums 

dedicated to childbirth narratives testifies to a need to recount this event beyond the family 

circle. These narratives thus compensate for a significant absence of realistic accounts of 

childbirth in popular culture and serve as a source of information considered as more authentic 

than that offered in culture and medical discourse. The advent of the internet has multiplied the 

more or less anonymous spaces via which women can share their experiences. This liberation 

of speech, facilitated by digital media, has been accompanied by a gradual visibility of issues 

related to motherhood in literature, with the increasing publication of childbirth narratives in 

French, English, and in other languages. The goal is thus to analyse how women recount their 

childbirth and to whom they direct these accounts. What do women who tell their childbirth 

stories intend to convey? It is often a matter of shaping an extreme experience (pain, joy) 

 
1 See for example Jessie Greengrass, “Why Does Literature Ignore Pregnancy?”, The Guardian, 22 February 

2018, https://www.theguardian.com/books/booksblog/2018/feb/22/why-does-literature-ignore-pregnancy, or 

Elkin, Lauren. ‘Why All the Books About Motherhood?’ The Paris Review, 17 July 2018. 

https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2018/07/17/why-all-the-books-about-motherhood/.  
2 See for example Altuntuğ, Kamile, Sibel Kiyak, and Emel Ege. "Relationship between birth memories and 

recall and perception of traumatic birth in women in the postpartum one-year period and affecting factors." 

Current psychology 43.1 (2024): 876-884.  

https://www.theguardian.com/books/booksblog/2018/feb/22/why-does-literature-ignore-pregnancy
https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2018/07/17/why-all-the-books-about-motherhood/


experienced in a chaotic manner. It can also be a matter of expressing gratitude, or conversely, 

of expressing resentment towards the medical world, who has become a central participant.     

 

This special issue will welcome contributions from various disciplines, including literature, 

philosophy, sociology, anthropology, medical humanities, and gender studies. The 

contributions will be anchored in diverse approaches, such as decolonial, critical, and 

transhistorical perspectives. 

 

The issue will also welcome contributions from various professional sectors of medicine and 

care, drawing on practical experience to provide insights and perspectives. Contributors may 

address one of the following themes or propose reflections at the intersections of the following 

questions: 

Lived Experience and Scientific Discourse 

 

For many women in the Global North, the perinatal experience, from the onset of pregnancy to 

postpartum follow-up, primarily involves the medical world. As philosopher Camille 

Froidevaux-Metterie has explained in her book Un si gros ventre, pregnancy and childbirth 

entail learning and assimilating a discourse and a series of norms transmitted by health 

professionals. The moment of childbirth is today as much a medical event as an intimate one, 

orchestrated by professionals whose roles are more or less clearly defined. 

 

Works such as those of historian Marie-France Morel’s Accompagner l’accouchement d’hier 

à aujourd’hui. La main ou l’outil? have explored the development of the science of obstetrics, 

often supplanting the knowledge of midwives. What have been the consequences of the 

creation of this scientific field? What role do women’s voices play within this discursive 

system? 

Contestation of Medical Discourse, Alternative Approaches to Childbirth 

 

Upon exploring first-person accounts of childbirth, whether literary or not, we can see that they 

can serve as a source of resistance against this medical discourse, which is sometimes perceived 

as overly intrusive or dehumanising. Numerous authors, beginning with Adrienne Rich in her 

seminal work titled Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution, published in 

1976, have meticulously described and vehemently condemned the over-medicalization of 

childbirth, particularly within the North American context where midwives have been largely 

excluded from delivery rooms. By narrating their childbirth in their own words, these women 

gain the ability to articulate their experiences beyond this discourse and reclaim them. The very 

fact of speaking out also empowers some women to denounce the obstetric violence of which 

they may have been victims. Notably, in certain instances, speaking out is encouraged by the 

medical institution, as evidenced by the writing workshops organised by some hospital 

structures. Furthermore, we can look into the concept of de-medicalization of childbirth. 



Discussing Childbirth in the First Person: What to Say and to Whom? 

 

These corpora can be constructed from literary production, particularly from the increasing 

number of motherhood memoirs published every year. This production encompasses all fiction 

and non-fiction narratives, graphic novels, and other representations of childbirth. Visual 

representations of childbirth, especially those integrated into artistic projects, can also be 

considered. Analyses can also draw inspiration from online spaces where women freely 

exchange their testimonies, such as blogs, podcasts, stories posted on social media, and 

websites dedicated to motherhood. Accounts from individuals related to the mother giving birth 

(parents, partners, friends, etc.) and who participated in childbirth can also serve as objects of 

study. 

 

The existence of such a corpus of texts, as we will explore, is crucial for disseminating 

knowledge, fostering solidarity among women, and shedding light on the struggles of women 

for whom childbirth has been an experience of discrimination and unequal treatment, 

particularly based on race or sexual identity. 

 

 

 

 

The journal Soin, Sens et Santé, An International Journal of the Health Humanities, is a 

pioneering French publication in the field of medical and health humanities. It publishes 

original scientific research texts in both French and English, employing a uni- or 

multidisciplinary approach. Articles undergo an anonymous peer-review process for 

evaluation. 

 

Proposals for articles (including a title and an abstract of approximately 300 words maximum 

and five keywords) should be submitted in either French or English before July 1, 2025, to the 

following email address: revue3s@gmail.com 

 

Authors will be notified of the acceptance of their proposals within one month. The articles are 

expected by October 31, 2025. 

 

Manuscripts of accepted proposals must adhere to the following criteria: 

 

- Originality: The manuscript must not be under consideration for publication elsewhere. 

- Language: The manuscript must be written in either French or English. 

- Character Count: The manuscript must not exceed 50,000 characters, including spaces, 

footnotes, and bibliography. 
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