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he welkin, derived from the Old 
English word wolcen, or cloud, is the 
vault of the sky. Legend has it 
that grigori hover there, a superior 
order of angels who gaze down onto 

earth. Taller than giants and eternally silent, they 
never sleep, keeping watch over the living who 
sprawl out across the mountains, valleys and 
seas. They must have witnessed the famous 
events in the Garden of Eden which led up 
to Eve being blamed for succumbing to 
temptation. And they would have seen Adam, 
possibly the world’s first male chauvinist, not 
only dobbing in his beloved to God, but also 
pleading ignorance despite eating voluntarily 
from the fruit of knowledge. As punishment for 
Eve’s ‘original sin’, they were both banished 
from paradise. While Adam was told to go forth 
and find a job, his partner was cursed with the 
agonising pain of childbirth. Even back then the 
law was male and it has been failing women 
ever since who, for most of Western history, 
have been viewed as chattel; subservient to 
men, to do with as they please.

As long as babies have been born into the 
world, women have been there as birth 
attendants. The word midwife comes from 
the old English word meaning ‘with woman’. 
There is mention of female birth attendants in 
both ancient Greece and Rome, in the Bible 
and throughout ancient indigenous cultures. 
Yet they were also the first to be condemned 
if something went wrong. In the 1400s, 
the Malleus Maleficarum called midwives the 
most dangerous kind of witch, able to cast dark 
spells upon entire families.

Authority was to supersede experience. The 
medical profession has a long backstory of 
being predatory and unsympathetic to women. 

Male appropriation of a traditionally female role 
brought with it a canon of dogma that perceived 
women as inherently defective. This is nowhere 
more evident than in the development of 
pejorative language in modern gynaecology and 
obstetrics, until recently a field dominated by 
male physicians. If a woman falls pregnant, she 
is then linguistically blamed if she miscarries, 
commonly due to an incompetent cervix, as 
though a woman’s body has not met its KPIs. 
Advanced reproduction technology refers to 
a woman as a gestational carrier. A pregnant 
woman is said to be in confinement and if she 
is older than 35 she is referred to as an elderly 
primigravida. The slowing down of contractions 
during labour earns the label failure to progress. 
And ultimately, the baby is delivered, as if it 
were ordered online. T S Eliot urged us that 
correct terminology is important: ‘For last year’s 
words belong to last year’s language, and next 
year’s words await another voice’.

  While Adam was told  
to go forth and find a job, 
his partner was cursed 
with the agonising pain 
of childbirth.
While the history of medicine became populated 
by great men and their achievements, women 
were deemed a mere object of study. This was 
accompanied by loss of female autonomy 
and authority over their own bodies. When 
modern analgesia was introduced into 
childbirth, following in the footsteps of Queen 
Victoria who used chloroform while delivering 
her eighth child, the clergy protested that 
labour pains were God’s will and should not 
be interfered with. >

‘And there appeared a great wonder in the heaven; a woman clothed with the sun, and the 
moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of 12 stars. And she, being with child, 
cried, travailing in birth, and pained to be delivered.’ Revelations 12:1-2
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Even the Sims speculum, the ubiquitous 
tool used for vaginal examinations, hides a 
nefarious history. It is named after its inventor, 
Dr James Marion Sims, the controversial father 
of modern gynaecology. In the mid 19th century 
he practiced in the US on enslaved women 
of colour, often torturing them to advance his 
career. Sims had a statue erected in his honour 
in New York City’s Central Park which, after 
much heated debate about whether he was 
simply a ‘product of his era’, was taken down 
a couple of years ago. Recently, there has 
also been an outcry against non-consensual 
practices such as training medical students to 
perform pelvic examinations on anaesthetised 
female patients, which were still in vogue when  
I was at university. 

The clergy protested 
that labour pains were 
God’s will and should  
not be interfered with.
There is no denying that modern medicine has 
significantly lowered morbidity and mortality 
rates around pregnancy and childbirth; no  
one is calling for a return to the days when 
having a baby was a potential death sentence 
for women. During Renaissance times,  
some women would make out their wills as
soon as they learned they were pregnant. 
One victim was Mary Wollstonecraft. In 1797 
she gave birth to her daughter, Mary Shelley, 
who went on to become the famous author. 
Although a midwife was there to assist during 
delivery, a male physician was called to remove 
the placenta, a procedure he performed with 
unwashed hands. Wollstonecraft died a painful 
death soon after, the horrific events inspiring 
Shelley’s novel, Frankenstein. 

The role that midwives have played in 
pregnancy and childbirth has a long and 
ancient history. Enter male physicians in the 
early 1900s, who jettisoned midwives as 
untrained and incompetent, arguing that 

pregnancy held extreme risks which 
required a highly trained specialist’s care. 
 
Humanity’s view to the firmament has always 
been coloured by our beliefs and clouded 
by our mortality. The Welkin is set soon after 
the appearance of Halley’s comet in the sky. 
A scientific marvel for some, the comet is 
considered a menace of the universe by others. 
The late 18th century was a time of enormous 
change and the comet can be seen as a 
metaphor, a bright fire streaking across the vault 
of the sky, illuminating what people had hitherto 
been unable to see. Yet even though much has 
happened since then to address the loss 
of female autonomy over our own bodies, 
not enough has changed. Plus ça change, 
plus c’est la meme chose. 
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