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Summary

The endeavor to spread painless childbirth methods and their influence
on midwives, in mid- and late-twentieth century Japan

Naoko KIMURA

This article examines the ways in which ideas and methods of painless childbirth were
promoted by medical personnel including midwives, in mid to late twentieth century Japan, and
the expansion of the hospitalization of birth.

Methods of painless childbirth are ways to eliminate or reduce pain during labor in a so-
called normal delivery. After WW2, research in painless childbirth was carried out widely, in
Japan, and its implementation was promoted. However, its implementation rate in the field of
obstetric care, especially obstetric anesthesia, is described as extremely low among developed
countries, today. Previous studies discussing the question of why painless childbirth methods
did not spread more, in Japan, have emphasized the influence of cultural or political factors, and
it has been argued that midwives’ resistance against pain relief options including medication
and anesthesia hindered the spread of such methods.

In this paper, I argue that a considerable number of midwives also supported painless
childbirth methods. Especially in the 1960s and 1970s, they emphasized the possibility to
reduce pain by such methods in a hesitant way as they had to work under doctors. Pain relief
methods were welcomed as a new option. At the same time, however, to accept such methods
meant to contribute to the ongoing trend towards the hospitalization of birth.

In retrospect, the attempts made during the latter half of the twentieth century to widely
implement painless childbirth methods, in Japan, may not be regarded as successful. How-
ever, the changes that occurred not only had considerable impact on the working conditions

and working style of midwives, but also promoted a rational approach to reproduction, in Japan.



