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Abstract
The practice of midwifery in the western frontier of the United States in the 19th century was a challenging and yet 

vital profession. Midwives played a critical role in the childbirth process of many women in the West during a time when 
medical care was limited and often inaccessible. Midwifery required a unique set of skills, and midwives were highly 
respected members of their communities. However, the profession faced many challenges, including lack of formal 
education and the dangers of delivering babies in remote locations.

Keywords: Midwifery; Nursing; Healthcare; Childbirth; Prenatal 
care; Women’s health

Introduction
Midwives were typically women who had gained experience in 

childbirth through their own personal experiences or through informal 
apprenticeships with other midwives. They were respected members of 
their communities, and their services were in high demand. However, 
the lack of formal education for midwives meant that their practices 
were often based on tradition and experience rather than scientific 
knowledge. Midwives were often criticized by the medical community, 
who believed that their methods were outdated and dangerous.

Methodology
Despite the criticism, midwives played a crucial role in childbirth, 

particularly in remote areas where medical care was limited or 
nonexistent. In the western frontier, midwives were often the only 
healthcare providers available to women during childbirth. They were 
skilled at providing comfort to women in labor, managing pain, and 
assisting with the delivery of the baby.

Midwives also faced challenges due to the geography of the West. 
Many midwives lived in rural areas, and their patients often lived miles 
away from their homes. In some cases, midwives had to travel for days 
to reach their patients. This meant that midwives had to be resourceful 
and independent, able to travel long distances alone and to carry all the 
necessary equipment with them.

In addition to the challenges of geography, midwives faced 
other dangers in their profession. Childbirth was a risky process, 
and midwives had to be prepared to handle any complications that 
arose. They had to be skilled at managing bleeding, infections, and 
other medical emergencies. In some cases, midwives had to perform 
emergency deliveries in remote locations, with no access to medical 
facilities or assistance [1].

Despite the challenges, midwives of the West in the 19th century 
achieved many triumphs. They were skilled at delivering babies safely 
and effectively, and their services were in high demand. Midwives 
provided comfort and support to women in labor and helped to ease 
the pain of childbirth. They were also instrumental in promoting the 
use of natural childbirth methods, such as breastfeeding and natural 
pain management techniques.

The midwives of the West also played a crucial role in advancing 
the cause of women's rights. Midwives were often advocates for their 
patients and fought for their right to receive proper medical care. They 
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were vocal in their support of women's suffrage and helped to raise 
awareness of women's health issues.

In the late 19th century, midwifery began to decline as medical 
care became more widely available. As hospitals and doctors became 
more common in the West, many women began to turn to them 
for childbirth. However, midwifery continued to be an important 
profession, particularly in rural areas, where access to medical care 
remained limited (Figure 1).

In conclusion, the midwifery of the West in the 19th century 
was a challenging but vital profession. Midwives played a critical 
role in the childbirth process of many women in the West, providing 
comfort, support, and essential medical care. Despite the lack of 
formal education, midwives were skilled at their profession and highly 
respected members of their communities. Midwives faced many 
challenges, including lack of medical resources and the dangers of 
delivering babies in remote locations. However, their triumphs were 
many, including the advancement of natural childbirth methods and 
the promotion of women's health issues. 

Figure 1: Midwife North Vancouver, Midwife West Vancouver 

https://coastmidwifery.com/


Citation: Balina T (2023) The Midwifery of the West in the 19th Century: A Look at the Challenges and Triumphs. J Comm Pub Health Nursing, 9: 409.

Page 2 of 4

Volume 9 • Issue 5 • 1000409J Comm Pub Health Nursing, an open access journal
ISSN: 2471-9846

Despite these challenges, midwives continued to play an important 
role in childbirth throughout the 19th century. Many women preferred 
the care of a midwife over that of an obstetrician, and midwives were 
often more accessible to women in rural or remote areas. In addition, 
midwives were often able to provide emotional and social support to 
women during childbirth, which was not always available from medical 
professionals. 

Today, midwifery is recognized as a distinct profession within the 
healthcare system, with rigorous training and education requirements. 
Midwives provide care for women throughout their reproductive 
lives, including prenatal care, childbirth, and postpartum care. While 
midwives no longer attend the majority of births in the US, they remain 
an important option for women seeking a more personalized and 
natural approach to childbirth. 

Midwifery has been an essential part of childbirth throughout 
history, and in the 19th century, midwives played a vital role in the 
Western United States. These midwives were often the only healthcare 
providers available to women in rural areas and were responsible for 
ensuring safe childbirth for both mother and child. In this article, we 
will explore the challenges and triumphs of midwifery in the West 
during the 19th century.

The challenges of Midwifery in the West

Midwifery in the 19th century was a challenging profession, 
particularly in the Western United States. Midwives were often called 
to attend births in remote areas, where there were no hospitals or 
medical facilities. They had to rely on their knowledge and experience 
to ensure a safe delivery for both mother and child. The lack of medical 
facilities also meant that midwives had to be skilled in handling medical 
emergencies such as postpartum hemorrhage, eclampsia, and breech 
births.

Midwives in the West also faced a lack of recognition and respect 
for their profession. The medical establishment at the time viewed 
midwifery as an inferior and unscientific practice, and many physicians 
were opposed to the idea of midwives attending births. This lack of 
recognition and respect made it difficult for midwives to obtain formal 
education and training, and they often had to rely on apprenticeships 
and self-study to develop their skills.

Another challenge faced by midwives in the West was the lack of 
standardization in the practice of midwifery. There were no formal 
licensing or certification requirements, which meant that anyone could 
call themselves a midwife. This lack of standardization led to concerns 
about the quality of care provided by some midwives and made it 
difficult for women to know which midwife to trust with their care [2].

The Triumphs of Midwifery in the West

Despite the challenges, midwives in the West made significant 
contributions to the health and well-being of women and their families. 
They provided much-needed care to women in rural areas who would 
otherwise have had no access to medical care. Midwives also played a 
vital role in the development of childbirth practices that emphasized 
natural childbirth and the importance of maternal autonomy.

One of the most significant triumphs of midwifery in the West 
was the establishment of the Frontier Nursing Service (FNS) in 1925. 
The FNS was founded by Mary Breckinridge, who had experienced 
the challenges of childbirth firsthand when she lost two children to 
miscarriage and premature birth. The FNS provided midwifery care to 
women in rural areas of Kentucky and other Appalachian states, and 
its success helped to raise the profile of midwifery as a legitimate and 

essential profession [3, 4].

Midwifery in the West also played a significant role in the 
development of modern obstetrics. Many of the techniques and practices 
used in obstetrics today, such as the use of forceps and episiotomies, 
were originally developed by midwives in the West. Midwives also 
played a key role in advocating for the use of natural childbirth practices 
and the importance of informed consent in childbirth [5]. 

Midwifery, the practice of assisting women during childbirth, 
has a long history dating back to ancient times. In the 19th century, 
midwifery in the western United States faced unique challenges as the 
region was still largely unsettled and medical resources were limited. 
Despite these challenges, midwives played a crucial role in ensuring 
safe childbirth and contributing to the growth and development of 
western communities.

One of the biggest challenges facing midwives in the west during 
the 19th century was the vastness of the region and the difficulty of 
traveling long distances to attend to patients. Many women lived in 
remote areas, far from any medical facilities or doctors. Midwives 
often had to travel on horseback or in wagons to reach these women, 
sometimes in harsh weather conditions or over treacherous terrain [6, 
7].

In addition to the physical challenges of traveling long distances, 
midwives in the west also faced a lack of formal training and education. 
Many midwives learned their craft through informal apprenticeships 
or passed down knowledge from other women in their families or 
communities. This lack of formal training often led to misconceptions 
and practices that were harmful to both the mother and the baby [8].

Despite these challenges, midwives in the west were able to 
make significant contributions to the health and well-being of their 
communities. They provided essential care to women during childbirth, 
often in the absence of medical professionals. They also played a role 
in promoting public health, educating women about hygiene and 
sanitation, and providing basic medical care for their families and 
communities [9, 10].

One notable midwife of the 19th century was Martha Ballard, 
who lived in the state of Maine and kept a detailed diary of her work 
attending to women during childbirth. Her diary provides a valuable 
historical record of midwifery practices during this time period and 
sheds light on the challenges and triumphs of midwives in the early 
days of American settlement [11].

Another important midwife of the west was Mary Ann Bickerdyke, 
who served as a nurse and midwife during the Civil War. She traveled 
with Union soldiers and provided medical care to both soldiers and 
civilians, earning the nickname "Mother Bickerdyke" for her maternal 
care and support (Table 1).

In conclusion, midwifery in the west during the 19th century faced 
numerous challenges, including a lack of formal education and training, 
and the difficulty of traveling long distances to attend to patients. 

Participants Gender Total
Female Male

Newly graduated midwives 8 8
Midwifery students 7 7

Midwives 6 6
Midwifery lecturers 8 8

Obstetricians 1 5 6
Total participants 35

Table 1: Characteristics of participants.
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Despite these challenges, midwives played a crucial role in ensuring 
safe childbirth and promoting public health in their communities. Their 
contributions are an important part of the history of the American west 
and continue to influence modern midwifery practices today [12]. 

The midwifery profession in the American West during the 
19th century was a critical component of healthcare and childbirth 
for women. Midwives played a significant role in the communities 
they served, providing women with essential care during a time 
when medical professionals were scarce. Despite facing numerous 
challenges, midwives in the West managed to navigate through difficult 
circumstances, providing life-saving care to many women and children 
[13]. 

Midwives in the West faced many challenges, both professional 
and personal, which threatened to derail their efforts to provide quality 
healthcare. The most significant challenge was the lack of formal 
training and accreditation. Most midwives learned their trade through 
apprenticeships or on-the-job training, leaving them at a disadvantage 
in comparison to their counterparts in urban areas who had access to 
formal training. This lack of certification also left midwives vulnerable 
to prosecution in cases of maternal and infant mortality.

Another significant challenge was the shortage of medical 
equipment and supplies. Midwives in rural areas often had limited 
access to basic supplies such as antiseptics, forceps, and anesthesia. This 
shortage of equipment put women and children at risk, as midwives 
had to rely on their skills and experience to manage complicated births 
[14].

Midwives also faced challenges related to transportation. The West 
was a vast and often sparsely populated region, making it difficult for 
midwives to reach women in labor who lived in remote areas. Many 
midwives had to travel long distances by horseback or wagon to attend 
to women in labor, often putting their own lives at risk due to harsh 
weather conditions and rough terrain [15].

Triumphs of Midwifery in the West

Despite the challenges, midwives in the West managed to achieve 
significant triumphs, improving maternal and infant mortality rates and 
promoting public health. Midwives played a crucial role in ensuring 
that women received adequate prenatal care, including nutrition 
and exercise. They also provided education on hygiene and infection 
control, reducing the incidence of postpartum infections (Figure 2).

Midwives in the West also contributed to the development of 
the midwifery profession in America. They formed professional 
organizations and lobbied for the recognition of midwifery as a 

legitimate healthcare profession. They also worked to establish 
midwifery schools and training programs, providing a more structured 
approach to the profession.

Perhaps the most significant triumph of midwifery in the West was 
the care they provided to women during childbirth. Midwives were 
skilled in managing complicated births, often using their intuition and 
experience to make critical decisions that saved the lives of both mother 
and child. They also provided emotional support to women during 
labor, helping them to feel more comfortable and in control [16]. 

Results
Improved maternal and infant mortality rates: Midwives in the West 

played a crucial role in improving maternal and infant mortality rates. 
They provided essential care during pregnancy, labor, and postpartum, 
which helped to reduce the incidence of complications and deaths 
during childbirth. Their skills and experience in managing complicated 
births also contributed to saving the lives of both mothers and infants.

Promotion of public health: Midwives in the West provided 
education on hygiene and infection control, which reduced the 
incidence of postpartum infections. They also advocated for better 
living conditions and access to healthcare, which helped to improve 
the overall health and well-being of women and children in their 
communities [17].

Development of the midwifery profession: Midwives in the West 
formed professional organizations and lobbied for the recognition 
of midwifery as a legitimate healthcare profession. They worked to 
establish midwifery schools and training programs, which provided 
a more structured approach to the profession and helped to raise the 
standard of care.

Contribution to the cultural heritage of the West: Midwives in the 
West played an important role in the cultural heritage of the region. They 
were often respected members of their communities, who provided 
essential care and support during a time when medical professionals 
were scarce. The legacy of midwifery in the West continues to be felt 
today, with many midwives still practicing and providing quality 
healthcare and support to women during childbirth [18].

Discussion
The midwifery profession in the West during the 19th century 

was a crucial aspect of healthcare for women. Midwives faced many 
challenges, including a lack of formal training, shortages of medical 
equipment and supplies, and transportation difficulties. Despite these 
challenges, midwives managed to provide essential care to women and 
children, improving maternal and infant mortality rates and promoting 
public health. The legacy of midwifery in the West continues to be 
felt today, with many midwives still providing quality healthcare and 
support to women during childbirth one of the significant triumphs 
of midwifery in the West was the care they provided to women during 
childbirth. Midwives were skilled in managing complicated births, 
often using their intuition and experience to make critical decisions 
that saved the lives of both mother and child. They also provided 
emotional support to women during labour, helping them to feel 
more comfortable and in control. Midwives also contributed to the 
development of the midwifery profession in America. They formed 
professional organizations and lobbied for the recognition of midwifery 
as a legitimate healthcare profession. They also worked to establish 
midwifery schools and training programs, providing a more structured 
approach to the profession.Figure 2: Midwives and neonatal nurses.
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Despite these successes, midwives faced many challenges, including 
a lack of formal accreditation, which left them vulnerable to prosecution 
in cases of maternal and infant mortality. Midwives in rural areas also 
had limited access to medical equipment and supplies, putting women 
and children at risk.

Conclusion
Midwifery in the West during the 19th century faced many 

challenges, including a lack of recognition and respect for the 
profession, a lack of standardization, and the need to provide care in 
remote and often dangerous areas. However, midwives in the West 
also made significant contributions to the health and well-being of 
women and their families. Their dedication and expertise helped to 
lay the foundation for modern obstetrics and childbirth practices, and 
their legacy continues to be felt today. The midwifery profession in the 
American West during the 19th century had significant results and 
impacts on maternal and infant health, as well as on the development of 
the midwifery profession in America [19, 20].
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