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Over the course of my research on the recent transformations in reproductive understandings and practices on the island of Rhodes, I became aware of the extent to which women there, like women in North America and elsewhere, turn to pregnancy guides and other print and visual media to educate themselves about pregnancy and birth. Rendering scientific concepts of reproduction into accessible language and visual images, pregnancy guides offer women detailed biological information and instructions on nearly every aspect of their pregnancy.  Typically, these guides are premised on the assumption that “being pregnant” is the necessary, but far from sufficient, grounds for having a baby and becoming a mother.  Encouraged to replace their own interpretations of pregnancy with those of the expert voices in these guides, women in Greece, like women in North America and elsewhere, read that a successful pregnancy depends upon how well they transform themselves. However, although these guides in recent years have become increasingly global accessories of the medicalization of reproduction, closer inspection reveals that they inevitably display their own distinctive rhetorical signatures that bear the imprint of their respective national cultural politics of gender and reproduction.

It is a significant fact that in Greece, as in North America, one guide far outsells all the others—as good an indication as any that women are active and selective consumers of this popular genre.  In Greece, the best-sellling text, currently in its 9th edition, is Birth is Love.  In the United States and Canada, it is What To Expect When You’re Expecting [Slide 1]. Some twenty years after it first appeared, Birth is Love remains the only book-length pregnancy guide written by a Greek, the midwife, Aleka Sikaki Douka.   Many other guidebooks are available today, but all are translations of texts from other countries, and all lag far behind Birth is Love in popularity [Slide 2]. 

In the remainder of this talk, I focus on the ways in which Birth is Love rhetorically constructs mothers, fetuses and pregnancy and discuss how these constructions reflect and resonate with enduring discourses on gender, maternity, and nation in Greece.  I begin by examining these constructions vis-à-vis one of the text’s central themes:  the sometimes implicit, sometimes explicit, and often imperative, mandate that women become "informed" regarding the physiological functioning of their bodies in medico-scientific terms [Slide 3].


As is typical of many pregnancy guides, the author’s credentials and authority are established at the outset in a preface written by a medical doctor.  The preface to Birth is Love was written by one such well-known professor of Obstetrics and Gynecology [Slide 4].  After praising the book, and assuring the reader that it will become "an essential aid for every Greek woman," the doctor devotes the remainder of his half-page prologue to a critique of the state of contemporary Greek women's scientific literacy:

One large part of the problem faced by Greek women who await a child is unfortunately due to misinterpretations, old superstitions, and mistaken prejudices.  It is time for the younger generation of Greeks, properly informed, to face more responsibly and scientifically the subject of pregnancy, birth, postpartum and also contraception.

Today's Greek woman has no reason to envy other women of the civilized world, and for that reason she is entitled, but also obligated, to follow the spirit of her times, as this is expressed in the up-to-date development of science.  To this end, I am sure, this book will contribute.  (p. 7).

Thus, from the very first page of Birth is Love, the doctor authoritatively sets the terms for the discussion of a major theme that will recur throughout the text:  the need to remedy the “problem” of Greek women’s scientific illiteracy. 


"Civilized," "up-to-date," "superstition," and "science" are terms that draw on a familiar network of associations whose historical roots date back to at least the nineteenth century.  Against this context, the doctor's exhortation to young Greek women to actively position themselves on the symbolically privileged side of these binaries (progressive, civilized, Western, modern science) can be read as a call to take responsibility for their historic role in favorably representing themselves and the Greek nation to the "civilized" world, viz., Europe and the West.  Throughout Birth is Love, this knowledge is represented as an essential part of the project of becoming a modern pregnant Greek subject.  As the author repeatedly admonishes her readers:  [Slide 4]

it is essential, yes, essential, for each woman to be informed about her physiological functioning..."  p. 11)

How is it possible for a person to grow up correctly without knowing how the body works? (p. 33)

Embryological knowledge offers you the joy and satisfaction of learning, of seeing, and of living, even if in your imagination, what is happening in your insides, in your uterus, in the pregnant woman's organism (p. 67).

Most women arrive at the clinic in complete ignorance about what is to follow...It must be our goal to become personally informed regarding the functioning of our reproductive organs and of our biological systems  (p. 56???).


The text abounds in such exhortations.  However, the specific objectives of acquiring this bioscientific knowledge are seldom explicitly elaborated.  When they are, they include such goals as the ability "to actively participate, to control our behavior, our demonstrations, expressions of our feelings," "to plan," "to behave in a conscious, rational and logical manner, to remain controlled (p. 154).  


Like representations of women's illiteracy that circulated in earlier national debates over pedagogy, in Birth is Love, women's scientific illiteracy is deployed as a metonym for the more general "backward" and "premodern" features of national identity which must be overcome if Greece is to belong to a more civilized West, and in particular, to "Europe" (Bakalaki, 1994).   And in both instances, it is the Greek woman who functions "as an apt trope for the condition of Greeks generally" (Herzfeld 1986: 232). In short, scientific knowledge is represented as valuable symbolic capital, and as the means for pregnant women to acquire for themselves the qualities long associated with both the ideal and the assertion of modernity: planning, rationality, control, logic.  


The thematic importance of becoming scientifically literate is also foregrounded in the visual strategies used in Birth is Love.  In common with many other guides, Birth is Love features reprints of Lennart Nilsson’s famous fetal photographs [Slide 6].  A now voluminous Anglophone feminist scholarship has analyzed the public role these photos have played in the contemporary politics of abortion in the North American context.  In particular, scholars have called attention to the visual tricks of posing and lighting with warm colors that have transformed these images of aborted and stillborn fetuses into baby-like entities, endowed with subjectivity and agency from the earliest stages (the “fetus as special effect,” in Lauren Berlant’s 1997 memorable phrase).  Although Birth is Love includes many color images [Slides 7, 8], the Nilsson photos are reproduced in a grainy black and white [Slide 8].  Rather than evoking the familiar genre of baby photos, these images instead have the stark look of medical X-rays.  The focus on the scientific facts of fetal development is echoed in the caption, which also contrasts markedly with the personfication of the fetus so commonly found in North American guides [Slide 9]:

Toward the end of the seventh week, it has a length of 3 cm and weighs about 11 grams! The ossification of the skeleton has begun!

Within a few days, 110 pieces of soft bone will be changed day by day into hardened bones that will be able to move in their joints.


Using another rhetorical strategy also common to the nineteenth century reformers, Sikaki Douka invariably buttresses the legitimacy of her claims and recommendations by repeatedly referring to European authorities and practices (Bakalaki, 1994: 78). Greek experts are only occasionally mentioned.  As she tells the reader in her prologue, she "often refer[s] to how the system works outside of Greece, because," she remarks somewhat cryptically, "this is something that bothers me."  These references are most often textual, but on occasion the author also draws on her own firsthand experiences in Canada and England.
At several points in the text, she also uses these rhetorical strategies and the binaries so familiar to the discourse on Greek national identity to mount a muted and partial critique of the Greek medical system in general and of the delivery of obstetrical care in particular.  Although as a professional midwife Sikaki-Douka is part of this privileged system, to some extent she speaks from the margins of a profession that has progressively restricted the scope of her practice and authority.  Thus, she tags particular beliefs and practices as “European” and Western not only to persuade women to adopt them, but also to critique the Greek system and customary practices, most often in an oblique manner.  Invariably, when the juxtaposition "in our country/abroad" appears in the text, it is to rebuke the Greek practice and implicitly recommend an often idealized and essentialized "Western" model as a replacement.  For example, when recommending the participation of fathers-to-be in the labor process, she writes [Slide 10]: 

In our country, the father's participation in birth is limited to taking his wife to the obstetrician when she is ready to give birth and handing her over with a perfunctory kiss...I remember in England a father warmly and positively holding a woman's hand the moment of her contractions, trying to breathe with her to help her with the rhythm and to encourage her.  Even to wipe her perspiring face, to comfort her.  The woman is calm and relaxed, allowing herself his care, and time rushes by in this warm atmosphere (pp. 57-58).

Here Sikaki-Douka uses the ethnographic authority implicit in her eyewitness account of Western lands in an attempt to persuade her reader of the desirability of allowing men to accompany their wives during labor.  This is also one of the rare instances in the text that the author exhorts women and men to forcefully confront their doctors to effect change in standard obstetrical practice. Assuring them that "there exist many doctors with a new mentality, who've studied abroad," who would concur with this practice, she fires a volley of imperatives [Slide 11]:

Fathers, then, take action, read, inform yourselves, lay claim to your right... (p. 58).

To mothers, she insists:

You would do well to ...try to cultivate, incite, urge, expect your husband's presence and participation...Don't hide behind unjustified excuses (p.59).

No mention is made in the text of a woman's mother, or of other female kin, as appropriate companions during labor.  Implicit in Sikaki-Douka's preference for the husband is an idealized paradigm of egalitarian "Western" companionate marriage over both a supposedly patriarchal "Greek" model and the extended networks of female kin who usually rally around the birthing woman.   (Parenthetically, I should like to note that the only significant change in the regime of maternity care in the Rhodes hospital over the last decade is that husbands are now permitted to accompany their wives through labor and delivery.  Indeed, their presence has become expected by women and hospital staff alike.) 

Modeled on what each culture takes to be the universal medical scientific "facts" of conception, fetal development and pregnancy, pregnancy guides deploy images, instructions and advice whose intent it is to refashion the thinking and behavior of women. Encouraged to replace their own interpretations of pregnancy with those of the expert voices in these guides, women in Greece, as in North America and elsewhere, read that a successful pregnancy depends upon how well they transform themselves. Yet, the different cultural understandings, distinctive symbolic codes, idioms and rhetorical strategies of these guides lead to divergent ends.  In the Greek case, the point of women's detailed self-monitoring is not to individualize responsibility for a privileged "super-subject" (Bordo 1993: 88), as the fetus has been peculiarly reconfigured in the context of North American abortion politics.  It is rather, to fashion one’s modern (European/Western) identity within a grid of meanings that can only be understood against Greece's perennial struggles to define that identity.  Against the larger historical context of cultural hegemony that has intimately shaped these meanings and struggles, self-education through reading texts that mediate and guide the reader through authoritative translations of “the up-to-date development of science” is one way women are urged to learn how to become modern pregnant subjects and good Greek mothers-to-be.
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