Abstract

In the United Kingdom midwives have a key role in caring for women and their
families throughout the childbirth continuum. Midwifery is assumed by many to be
both an ‘art’ and a ‘science’. The term ‘midwife’ comes from an Old English phrase
‘with woman’ with an expectation of holistic or ‘whole person’ care. At the same time
there is some concern that movement of midwifery training into higher education
institutions has led to an erosion of the skills associated with the art of midwifery due
in part to students not being taught in an holistic way, with more focus on the need
for academic achievement combined with a greater emphasis on the ‘science’ of
midwifery. Little research exists that addresses what being a midwife means to

those who have this role, or their view of the art of midwifery.

This study aims to explore these issues with a group of nine women who are
midwives, who had been part of an educational session that used creative methods
to facilitate learning about the art of midwifery. Within the study the midwives are
recognised as ‘whole’ people, with physical, emotional, spiritual and social aspects
of themselves. Their views and experiences are explored in a qualitative ‘organic’
way utilising the concept of ‘bricolage’ and use of creative methods in order to

address the multi-dimensional nature of the person .

Material for the study was obtained through collection of written personal
histories and created pieces used in the educational setting, semi-structured
interview and photo-elicitation montages. Individual text ‘quilts’ have been created
from the participants’ expressions that provide a visual representation of meaning.
This has enabled a different, more ‘playful’ multi-dimensional approach to the
material. Further, in recognition of the author also as
woman/midwife/educator/researcher, an autoethnographic approach has been
taken, using a reflexive research diary, with a textile quilt created from abstract
squares made as a response to individual diary entries. All these aspects have been

integrated in the bricolage of the thesis.

The thesis demonstrates how the use of creative methods facilitates a more
‘rounded’ approach to qualitative research. The participants identify complex
meanings to being a midwife, related to their identity; ‘who’ they are in opposition to
‘what" they are. This is balanced with choices made in relation to family
commitments. The essence of a midwife is valued as important for what it is as well

as for its impact. These meanings relate to the physical, emotional, spiritual and



social nature of the role. In addition they view the art of midwifery to be grounded in
a natural approach to the woman and her unborn baby, often in an increasingly
technological environment. Birth is viewed as a significant event. Community
practice is viewed as the ideal environment for providing midwifery ‘art’ and they
highlight the need for intense trusting relationships with women and recognition of
intuitive knowledge in their practice. This is balanced with views about safety and
reflections on complex, often distressing situations that are faced in everyday
practice. Being a midwife involves powerful emotions, for which they require greater
support. They further raise issues of lack of time, some conflict in relationships
between midwives, lying about their practice and effects of the ageing process on

their role.



