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Preface
Birthing the Nation: Sex, Science, and the Conception of Eighteenth-Century
Britons explores what relationships existed between corporate and individual
identities in the British Isles from the s to the s by examining the
emergence of men, rather than midwives, as pre-eminent authorities over sex
and birth.
This book responds to two central topics of interest to late twentiethcentury historians: the development of nationalism and the formation of
modern ideas about gender and identity. One ﬂank of scholars in the s
and s, exempliﬁed by Gerald Newman and Linda Colley, has argued that
individuals developed patriotic and passionate senses of national afﬁliation
during the British eighteenth century. Another school, including Thomas
Laqueur, Leonore Davidoff, and Catherine Hall, has located the British
eighteenth century as the pivotal place where modern views of women and
men as ‘incommensurable opposites’ ﬁrst emerged. What has remained relatively unexplored is how these two modern categories—national identiﬁcation
and fundamental, oppositional sexual difference—emerged in eighteenthcentury Britain not as merely coincident processes, but as developments that
were constituent of each other.
Birthing the Nation takes on the interrelationship between corporate and
individual identities, via reproduction, but it did not originate in this problem.
This project began life as a very different doctoral dissertation in the early s
that focused broadly on ‘reproduction’ and those specialists who were interested in birth and midwifery in eighteenth-century England. It had little to say
about either national afﬁliations or, actually, sex and gender, and it did not
question why men replaced women as midwives among elite Georgians. As I
ﬁrst wrote, and then revised the dissertation, and ﬁnally abandoned it to start
again in search of an explanation for why female midwives declined in status
and authority, I was impressed by how often sources outside medicine and science talked about sex and birth. Newspapers, journals, satirical cartoons, plays,
poems, ethnological and linguistic texts, criminal court records, and more were
rich with reproductive incidents, especially bizarre, dangerous, strange, and
wondrous stories. The episodes that I uncovered from the time I began
researching my dissertation, including the story of a woman who claimed she
gave birth to seventeen rabbits, cartoons of pregnant men, the search for microscopic humans in either sperm or ova, a Welsh linguist’s comparisons between the alphabet and the genitals, and other unexpected cases, seemed as
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fascinating and even puzzling to contemporaries as they were to me. Yet more
surprising than the strangeness of the stories themselves was how these many
dramatic reproductive episodes unleashed broad anxieties and enthusiasms,
from the hatred of Catholics and the French to the dangers of women’s imaginations. In fact, as I read these curious, but illuminating stories (and discovered
many more than I could use for the book), it was impossible to escape
how often sexual and reproductive matters were bound up in the most vital
problems of not only gender, sex, and the family, but also political party, religious identity, ethnic differences, and the distinctions between nations. By
acknowledging this, the book’s central narrative problem—how men replaced
midwives as the pre-eminent authorities over sex and reproduction—
unexpectedly came to illuminate how the British conceived of themselves and
others as individuals and as members of groups.
The strange stories that I found about the ascent of men-midwives, combined with developments generally overlooked by other historians, such as the
founding of maternity hospitals and legislation about abortion and out-ofwedlock motherhood, raised important questions about sex, birth, and gender
for contemporaries. Could women give birth to non-human creatures? Why
do men not give birth? Where and how does life begin? How can society control the reproductive practices of individuals? Were women and men fundamentally different from each other? Could men transcend their own bodies to
sympathize with the pains of women? What were the social and political consequences of severing the traditional boundaries between the sexes through the
rise of man-midwifery? These were far-ranging issues, even if some of them
now strike us as prima facie silly. When Britons explored these topics—sometimes satirically, because even though some early Georgians maintained that
women could produce rabbits, hardly anyone really believed, for example, that
men could give birth—they also constructed a body of natural and modern
facts about sex, gender, reproduction, and the family. These natural truths in
turn lent themselves to the making of political and cultural claims about phenomena not directly related to birth or midwifery. For instance, commentators
used strange and ridiculous reproductive stories that occurred within marginal
ethnic communities, the working class, outré political camps, homosexuals,
and France to represent, via the inversion of the transcendent laws of nature,
the inherent absurdity of the other.
Birthing the Nation moves chronologically and episodically, with each chapter analysing both a particular aspect of how male science conquered the
sexual-reproductive body (or not) and an interrelated development in the history of British identities. As a result, some of the targets move from chapter to
chapter and period to period, and I do not claim that certain themes discussed
in any depth in only one chapter—political party or homosexual identity, for
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instance—were vital to the British only at the one juncture examined in the
book. To analyse every category of identity that emerges in this book across
nearly two hundred years would simply be too unwieldy. Instead, I have sought
to emphasize the many types of identity that sex and birth illuminated to make
a broader argument about the power of the reproductive body to naturalize a
range of social, cultural, and political claims. The narrative introduces certain
identities—homosexuality, race, the working class, political parties—when
they dominated texts related to particular reproductive issues, but other categories, particularly gender, religion, and nationalism, intruded on nearly every
contemporary reproductive drama I examine here, and thus are highlighted
throughout to help thread chapters together. Gathered together as a whole, the
episodes explored in this book illuminate how male science continually altered
the meanings of sex and birth in ways that helped the British imagine speciﬁc
aspects of individual and social identities at home and abroad.
The parameters of this book are framed by the fundamental and dramatic
changes of the long eighteenth century in the British Isles and the British
Empire. Many of the stories I tell here occurred in England, especially London,
which was by far the Empire’s largest city, boasting some , people in
 and nearly one million in . This vast city served as the centre of political and economic life for the one in seven eighteenth-century English people
who lived in the capital at some point in their lives. Many of the central actors
in this book came from and spent time in Scotland, Wales, Ireland, France,
other continental countries, and parts of the British Empire, but I have read
them as helping to construct an imagined British community that largely
served English interests. They had much to say about other people from the
French to the primitive, from the American colonists to the Scots, and while
this book would become too vast by discussing the emergent sense of identity
and nationalism among these other peoples, it is vital to recall that the subjects
of their commentaries constructed alternative, and sometimes resistant, views
of themselves.
My debts, ﬁnancial, intellectual, and personal, extend across many years and I
am pleased to acknowledge the support of many institutions and individuals. I
am grateful for funding provided by an Isobelle Briggs Alumna Fellowship
from Radcliffe College, the Department of History and Graduate Divisions at
the University of California, Berkeley, a University of California Regents Traveling Fellowship, the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation for a two-year postdoctoral fellowship at Stanford, the Henry E. Huntington Library for short-term
funding, including Andrew W. Mellon, Helen L. Bing, and Mayers fellowships, the Clark Library at UCLA for a short-term fellowship, the Arnold L.
and Lois S. Graves Foundation Fellowship, the Dean’s Ofﬁce and the Benjamin
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Gould Center for the Humanities at Claremont McKenna College for several
summer grants, the American Historical Association for a Bernadote E.
Schmitt grant used for a research trip to France, and Jonathan Petropoulos,
director of the Benjamin Z. Gould Center, for subvention funds used to help
cover the costs of illustrations in this project. I thank the staff and archivists
who helped me with images, and in some cases lowered the customary fees for
the rights to reproduce these items, at the Lewis Walpole Library, Yale University; the British Museum, Department of Prints and Drawings; the British
Library; the Wellcome Library, London; the Royal College of Surgeons of England, London; the History & Special Collections Division, Louise M. Darling
Biomedical Library, University of California, Los Angeles; the Francis A.
Countway Medical Library at Harvard Medical School; the Sarah Campbell
Blaffer Foundation in Houston, Texas; and most especially the Huntington
Library, especially Alan Jutzi, for his assistance with the print collection.
I wish to thank Maxine Mark, Steve Estes, Pam Uhls, and especially Kent
Oglesby for inspiring my early academic interests, Bill Timpson for taking a
chance on me, and Becky Avery, Karen Dahl, Ken Oshima, and Colleen She
Kirtland for their dear friendships. I thank John Brewer, Ui-Phaek Chea,
Catherine Clinton, Judy Cofﬁn, and especially Jane Hunter for their encouragement when I was an undergraduate at Harvard, and the late Michèle Batcabe, Karen Bergreen, Jay Dickson, Dave Epstein, Bronwen Evans Di Antonio,
Elizabeth Garrigue, Ken Oshima, Augie Paculdar, and Katrina Schwartz for
their friendship in college. At Berkeley, I beneﬁted enormously from working
with Susanna Barrows, Gene Brucker, John Gillis, Roger Hahn, Dick Herr,
Gene Irschick, the late Jim Kettner, Ira Lapidus, Tom Laqueur, David Lieberman, Tom Metcalf, Mary Ryan, James Turner, and at the University of California, San Francisco, Guenter Risse and the late Jack Pressman. For their
encouragement and help in conceiving the ﬁrst version of this project I thank
David Brewer, Leif Brown, Daniel Brownstein, Alice Bullard, Dave Epstein, Oz
Frankel, Bob Geraci, Sue Grayzel, Doug Haynes, Krystyna von Henneberg,
Peter Hoffenberg, Gerd Horten, Nasser Hussain, Megan Korman, David
Kuchta, Cathy Kudlick, Mabel Lee, Patricia Lin, Doug and Meredith Mackaman, Robert Martensen MD, Greg Moynahan, Katharine Norris, Tracy
Quigley, Dan Rosenberg, Vanessa Schwartz, Jane Stahlhut, Simon Stern, Jeff
Swartz, and my colleagues at the ‘Med Heads’, the Bay Area History of Medicine Group. Amy Burke, Jane Shaw, Lisa Rubens, Kathleen Sandidge, Kim
Friedlander, Bronwen Evans Di Antonio, Eric Chandler, Joe Zizek, Ken
Oshima, Charlotte Eyerman, Page Herrlinger, and Paul Friedland gave me
countless forms of support, personal and intellectual, and I thank them all for
helping to make my years in the Bay Area happy ones. My debts to my three dissertation advisers, Tom Laqueur, Susanna Barrows, and David Lieberman, are
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enormous. Their research, originality, and seemingly endless wells of generosity to generations of students continue to inspire me many years later, and it is
almost needless to say this project could not have been conceived without them.
While at Stanford as a Mellon postdoctoral fellow in –, I was warmly
welcomed by Jordanna Bailkin, Philippe Buc, Gabriel Hecht, Lou Roberts,
Paul Robinson, Paul Seaver, Bob Shoemaker, Laura Smoller, and most especially John Bender, John Gillis, Colin Jones, Jo Mcdonagh, Katherine ‘Kit’
Royer MD, Peter Stansky, Ardel Thomas, and Aviva Tufﬁeld. I also owe a particular thanks to Colleen She Kirtland and Joe and Lucy She for their support
and friendship during this period.
From the very beginning, this project has been shaped by travel and research
abroad. I especially thank Tim Hitchcock, who has generously shared his best
and most obscure ﬁnds in the archives, and Jane Shaw whose infectious good
humour and great generosity in welcoming me into her Oxford communities
year after year have helped to make every one of my many visits to England a
pleasure. Many thanks are due to Sue Grayzel, Joe Ward, Muriel McClendon,
Meg Arnot, Sal Sisson, David Game, Aviva Tufﬁeld, and Rob Rodgers for their
friendship and hospitality during several of my trips to Britain.
In Los Angeles, many thanks to my colleagues in the history department at
Claremont McKenna College: Carla Bittel, Eric Goldberg, Meg Jacobs,
Amelia Lyons, Donal O’Sullivan, Jonathan Petropoulos, Gaines Post, Arthur
Rosenbaum, Diana Selig, Theresa Smith, and David Yoo, with a special thanks
to Diana and Jonathan for their comments on portions of this manuscript in
embryo and to Amelia for compiling the index and helping to read the proofs.
Outside the department, I thank especially Audrey Bilger, Cynthia Humes,
Evie Lazzarino, Susan Murphy, and the women’s studies communities at the
Claremont colleges. I am deeply grateful to Pamela Smith and Peggy Waller at
Pomona College for reading my work and cheering me on, and to Andrew
Aisenberg and his colleagues in the Scripps Faculty Research Seminar, who
read Chapter . I thank Gindi Guimond, Linda Tuthill, Blenda Long, Gary
Pierce, Jason Stifﬂer, and Mike Malsed, who have generously given their time
and skills. I also thank my undergraduate and graduate research assistants,
including Chrissie Crockett, Heath Hewitt, who checked sources for me in
Paris and Reims, Rosemary Clark and Tridivesh Kidambi for work on a database about eighteenth-century midwives and mothers, and especially Lydia
Lee, who helped to compile a detailed database about eighteenth-century menmidwives. Hal Barron, Carla Bittel, Janet Brodie, the late Clark Davis, Charlotte Eyerman, Lori Ann Ferrell, Judith Jackson Fossett, Cheryl Koos, Stu
McConnell, Peter Mancall, Tillman Nechtman, John Poynter, and Shelley
Wolfe, have all helped create a convivial, academic atmosphere in southern
California.
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Countless librarians and archivists have made this research possible. For
their assistance, patience, and good cheer, I thank the staff at the British
Library, the Department of Prints and Drawings at the British Museum; the
London Metropolitan Archives; the local studies libraries at Holborn and
Southwark; the Westminster City Archives; the Guildhall, London; the Public
Record Ofﬁce, Kew; the Glasgow University Library; the John Rylands Library
in Manchester; the Wellcome Library, London; the Royal College of Physicians, London; the Royal College of Surgeons of England, London; the
Thomas Coram Foundation Museum, especially Mrs Jeanette Beer; and the
Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, particularly Pat Want, who
allowed me access to the collections even while the library was under renovation. In Paris I thank the staff at the Bibliothèque Nationale; the Archives
Nationales; and the Archives de l’Assistance Publique-Hôpitaux de Paris. In
the USA, I thank the staffs at the Newberry Library in Chicago; Houghton and
Francis A. Countway Libraries at Harvard; the National Library of Medicine
in Bethesda; Lane Medical Library and the University Research Library at
Stanford; the Bancroft Library, Berkeley; the Clark Library and the History &
Special Collections Division, Louise M. Darling Biomedical Library, UCLA;
and Roy Ritchie and the marvellous staff and archivists at the Huntington
Library, most especially Alan Jutzi, Ann Mar, and Mona Shulman.
I have presented portions of this project at several conferences, seminars,
and lectures, and appreciate the helpful responses received at the various meetings of the American Society for Eighteenth-Century Studies in Charleston,
Tucson, Austin, and Milwaukee; the International Society for EighteenthCentury Studies in Los Angeles; the Berkshires Conference on Women in
Rochester; the North American Conference on British Studies in Pasadena and
Portland; the Group for Early Modern Studies in Dallas; St Hilda’s, Oxford;
the University of Warwick; Stanford University; the Ohio University; the University of Southern California; the West Coast History of Medicine Conference; the History Department at the Claremont Graduate University; and the
Faculty Research Seminar at Scripps College. I am grateful to Jane Shaw, David
Cressy, Vanessa Schwartz, Pamela Smith, Jeff Merrick, Dror Wahrman, and the
late Jack Pressman for extending invitations to speak, and for their very helpful
comments alongside those of Linda Pollock, David Harley, Philippa Levine,
Elinor Accampo, Lynn Hunt, Gary Kates, Jeff Ravel, Laura Gowing, Mary Fissell, and Hilary Marland. From the wider republic of letters, I thank David
Brewer, Eric Chandler, Betsy Colwill, Brian Cowan, Nina Gelbart, Lesley
Hall, Julie Hayes, Tim Hitchcock, Meg Jacobs, Gary Kates, Steve Pincus, Jeff
Ravel, Jane Shaw, Simon Stern, Lianne McTavish, and Dror Wahrman for
reading portions of this project and related ones. I thank Johns Hopkins Press
and the editors at Eighteenth-Century Studies for allowing me to use excerpts

Preface

xiii

from ‘The Politics of Reproduction: From Midwives’ Alternative Public
Sphere to the Public Spectacle of Man-Midwifery’ () throughout the
book; Indiana University Press and the editors of the Journal of Women’s History
for permitting me to use portions from ‘The Politics of Illegitimacy in an Age
of Reform: Women, Reproduction, and Political Economy in England’s New
Poor Law of ’ () in Chapter ; Johns Hopkins Press and the editors,
especially Susan Abrams, of the Bulletin of the History of Medicine for granting
me permission to use a brief excerpt from ‘Living and Dying in London’s
Eighteenth-Century Lying-in Hospitals’ () in Chapter .
Once I made the risky decision to abandon a revised dissertation several
years after clocks began to tick, I found myself writing and thinking about a
new book often in isolation. It was the encouragement and kindness of a handful of colleagues and friends which helped me to carry on with this book, rather
than something safer: many thanks here to Bill Forman, Doug Northrop,
Michelle McClelland, Choi Chatterjee, Cheryl Koos, Theresa Smith, Amy
Lyford, Andrés Zervigón, Katharine Norris, Laura Nasrallah, and especially to
Seth Rockman for encouraging me to use the title and pursue the connection
between politics and birth, and to Charlotte Eyerman for her boundless enthusiasm and support. Special thanks are due to Carla Bittel, Bill Forman, Tillman
Nechtman, and Diana Selig for their extremely helpful suggestions on Chapter
. I am extraordinarily appreciative of the work of the sixteen outside scholars
who read and encouraged the penultimate draft of this book in my tenure
review. I also thank the readers at Oxford University Press, including especially
Steve Pincus and Anna Clark, for perceptive advice, encouragement, and
enthusiasm. Along the way, my debt of gratitude is great to Colleen She Kirtland, who was the ﬁrst to read a very long draft and to insist that others might
want to read this. Theresa Smith has consistently offered tough, but encouraging criticism from the very beginning and helped me to imagine the audience
for this project. Andrés Zervigón and Amy Lyford have generously read and
nurtured this project for over ﬁve years; their art historical expertise and critical acumen have been instrumental, and my debt to them is enormous. Meg
Jacobs’s advocacy, incisive comments, inspiring scholarship, and friendship
over several years have been of immeasurable value. She read all of the nearly
ﬁnal draft under great duress, but asked all of the right questions to inspire me
to make another round of revisions. It is also ultimately thanks to Meg that
Steve Pincus read this work and put it in good hands at Oxford University
Press. At Oxford University Press, I thank Ruth Parr, Anne Gelling, Louisa
Lapworth, Jackie Pritchard, and Kay Rogers for their excellent advice and
patience.
Most of all I am grateful for the support of my family, and my children’s caretakers. Writing this book would have been impossible without the care and
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warmth that Cindy Lam and Linda Drewello have given our family. My parents Charlene and Bruce Cody have always been unﬂinching in their enthusiasm and support in countless ways. Their love of Britain and the visual arts
provided the very foundation for this project, long before I ever thought I
would become a historian. My sister Sara Cody not only helped with the boys
and offered excellent editorial advice and assistance with the bibliography; her
critical engagement has long provided an analytical model for me. Bill Forman’s love and kindness have given me the conﬁdence and freedom to conceive
this project anew. His brilliance as a writer and a lawyer have been inspirational; his perceptive criticisms and unexpected questions have improved this
text; his willingness to make room in his career to spend more time with our
children while I wrote this book has been an ongoing act of generosity to me
and a precious gift for our sons Thomas and Nicholas. I began this book when
I was pregnant with the ﬁrst, and went into labour with the second soon after
sending the ﬁrst draft to Oxford. Both boys have never lived a moment without their mother obsessing about the history of reproduction, but they have
fundamentally altered my personal and historical sense of not only birth, but
also human bonding. To them and their father, this book is dedicated with
love.
L. F. C.
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