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Midwifery and Race
Introduction

For centuries, pregnant people all over the world relied on midwives to assist them during
labor. Midwives typically did not attend any specialized schools but learned their skills
from other women who worked as midwives (this process of learning a profession is
known as an apprenticeship). Nearly all women had babies at home and midwives were
their most trusted aides. Not only did midwives support individuals during labor, but they
also helped new mothers care for their newborns. Sometimes they even did household
chores for several days after labor to give new mothers time to recover.

In the United States, these centuries-old practices began to change dramatically in the
19" century. Already at the beginning of the 20" century, doctors, who were almost
always men, were replacing midwives, who were almost always women. At the same
time, a new type of midwives known as nurse-midwives emerged. Those were women
who received formal midwifery training, usually in specialized midwifery schools, and who
quickly replaced the older type of midwives known now as traditional midwives. However,
those changes did not affect all Americans in the same way. Not all communities had
equal access to healthcare facilities and trained doctors and nurses. Furthermore, having
a baby with the assistance of a doctor was more expensive than having a baby with the
assistance of a midwife so poor women continued to rely on traditional midwives. It was
also much more challenging to find a formally trained doctor or nurse-midwife in remote
rural areas, particularly in the South.

In some African American communities, traditional midwives continued to serve a critical
role of trusted healthcare providers all the way into the second half of the 20" century
(1900s). Particularly working class and poor black women, especially in rural areas and
in the South, had limited access to formally trained doctors and nurses. Under those
circumstances, traditional midwives provided affordable and reliable healthcare. In this
activity, you will examine three photos of African American midwives who offered critical
healthcare services in their communities.
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Photo 1: Mamie Odessa Hale Garland, a midwife, helps a new mother and her baby, not dated, ca. late
1940s/early 1950s (Women in Arkansas, ca. 1850s-1980s)

Photo 2: Training program conducted by Mamie Odessa Hale Garland at J.S. Phelix High School for

African Americans, 1951 (Women in Arkansas, ca. 1850s-1980s)
2

History Alive: Virtually!
Supported in part by a grant from the Arkansas Humanities Council and the National Endowment for the Humanities
UA at Little Rock Center for Arkansas History and Culture
ualr.edu/cahc | 501.320.5780



MIDWIFERY AND RACE

UA
LITTLE
ROCK

CENTER FOR ARKANSAS
HISTORY AND CULTURE
UNIVERSITY OF ARKANSAS AT LiTTLE Rock

Questions:

1. Read about Mamie Odessa Hale Garland here:
https://encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/mamie-odessa-hale-garland-1662/.
Who was she? What important role did she play in Arkansas?

2. Now examine the two photos. What is happening in Photo 1?7 Who are the
individuals in the photo? What are they doing? Where are they?

3. What is happening in Photo 2? Who are the individuals in the photo? What are
they doing? Where are they?

4. Note that Photo 2 was taken at “J.S. Phelix High School for African Americans.”
Why was it a school specifically for African Americans? Why were there no white
students in that high school?

5. What do these two photos tell us about the experience of some black women in
Arkansas in the mid-20™ century? Think of all the women in the two photos.
Consider the role of Garland, the new mother in Photo 1, and the young women
in Photo 2. What challenges did they face? What opportunities did they have?
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Bennie “Mama” McGuire walks down the street with her bag. She was a native of Marked Tree and
started working as a midwife in 1916, ca. 1971 (African Americans photograph collection, ca. 1890-1954)
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Questions:

1. Who is the individual in the photo? See the photo caption for more information.
Describe the individual in the photo.

2. What is the woman in the photo carrying? What do you think is in the suitcase?

3. How would you describe the area, where the photo is taken? Is it a big city, small
town, village, etc.?

4. Check when the photo was taken and when McGuire started practicing midwifery
(see the photo caption). How long had she been practicing midwifery by the time
this photo was taken?

5. Based on this photo, how do you think McGuire traveled from one place to
another?

6. Who do you think were McGuire’s patients? Where did they live?

7. What does this photo tell us about the experience of at least some women in
Arkansas in the early 1970s?

8. What does this photo tell us about access to healthcare in Arkansas in the early
1970s?

9. How does this photo connect to the two photos that you analyzed earlier? What
can we learn about the past from the three photos? Whose story do all the three
photos tell us? Note that this photo was taken around 20 years later than the two
photos of Garland and her students. What changes do these three photos
document? What stayed the same?

5

History Alive: Virtually!
Supported in part by a grant from the Arkansas Humanities Council and the National Endowment for the Humanities
UA at Little Rock Center for Arkansas History and Culture
ualr.edu/cahc | 501.320.5780



