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Birth without fear brings forth life without fear, even the fear of death.  Frederick Leboyer posits this very poignant thought: that allowing a newborn to take breath into its lungs on its own time, to come to life without first cutting off what has been its source of life up to that moment, gives the gift of fearlessness to this person being born – even precluding the fear of death.  

What should be done to calm the terror of birth for the baby and bring forth a sense of security and fearlessness?  Speak only the language of love – a language baby can understand - with darkness, silent voices, gentle touch. Step into the baby’s sense of timelessness – be in the present moment.  When baby is ready to separate from mother, go to a familiar place – warm water, weightless again where any remaining tensions from birth dissolve away.

In Leboyer’s experience of dong exactly this, baby’s response is awesome.  Baby often doesn’t cry, or if so only a few soft noises emerge.  Stillness.  Breathing begins in its own time, which is just a few minutes.  The whole body responds – the chest, belly and sides, until each breath like a wave passes from top of the head to small of the back.  Movement beings – one arm, then the other, then legs.  In water, baby’s whole body relaxes and, then eyes open.  “No words can describe the depths of this first look,” says Leboyer, “Anyone who has witnessed such a birth cannot but exclaim:  “But this child is looking… whether he sees in the way we do is another issue… Maybe we have to accept that there are many ways of seeing, of knowing.”  It is clear that life does not start now, at this point, but that the child was aware long before he came to us, and in birth has merely crossed a threshold.

“Because his first experience has been so rich, so pleasant, this baby will always be an adventurer.  Life, for him, will always be a challenge, which he will meet with confidence and courage, and an eagerness to try and taste everything new.”

Just as how the removal of fear from childbirth frees women from the agony and transforms the experience, Leboyer says, we have learned that sparing the child of the fear and panic that we have seen in his little body, we can transform birth into an enchantment. 

The point of this book, this whole story, is not just to make birth something nice.  It is far, far more ambitious: it amounts to nothing less than a plan to give birth to heroes, those extraordinary beings who seem free of fear, and so can drink fully from the cup of life.  (p 115)
Once Leboyer tells us what and why, he challenges us: “Why don’t we try?”  It takes courage, patience, humility, silence, and willingness to let the child experiment and make his own discoveries.  It takes open-minded, open-hearted love.

***************************************

The last section of this book addresses our own fears, as adults, and hesitations about trying such a method.  It also addresses the question of what becomes of these children born in silence.  Leboyer says:  They smile, even on the first day of life, they are in rapture.  They don’t wear that mask that we all go through life wearing.  And what is beyond that mask?  True peace.

There are other, more technical points in this book that bear mention.  

First it is interesting that it’s said several times that women have been freed from fear, and thus pain, in childbirth.  This is a clear reference to Grantly Dick-Read’s work that began two decades before.  Leboyer says, “Isn’t it time to do for the child what we’ve been trying to do for the mother?”  

Second, birth is described from the baby’s point of view.  The walls of baby’s home start contracting, the pressure on his head, and, then -- the void.  Add to these natural phenomenon of birth, the common modern hospital practices of bright stabbing light, the gasp for air and burning lungs when cord is cut, screams that are cheered as a sign of life, cold scales, rough hands, burning eye drops, and rubbing with unfamiliar fabric; then, after all these procedures - separation from mother.  Finally baby collapses in its only refuge, sleep. 

Third, Frederick Leboyer extrapolates more on the effects of this torture.  He calls it “this slaughter of the innocent” and “how naive, how innocent to imagine no trace will remain, that one could emerge unscathed, unmarked, from such an experience.”  He says the scars are everywhere in our bodies, our minds, in the tortures, wars and prisons and the insanity of this world.  

We cannot ignore this message  - the cries of the newborn, the cries of Frederick Leboyer and of the tortured and imprisoned of this world, the cries of those yet to be born.

**********************************************

Comments:

This book was written in 1974.  Frederick Leboyer had delivered 9000 births in his obstetrical career when he started questioning the results, the connections.  He then retired to India for 3 years to study the ways of birthing in remote, primitive areas, and returned to France to try the new way of birth without violence.  

We owe a debt of gratitude to Dr. Leboyer for his insight on the sacredness of life, for his courage, his work, his poetry in action.  We owe thanks for republishing the book in 2002 with the subtitle:  the book that revolutionized the way we meet out children when they enter our world.  Thanks to all the courageous souls who have heard and heeded this message.   

Sadly though, 35 years later, although babies are no longer routinely hung upside down and spanked to start breathing, and no longer routinely separated from mother and deposited into a nursery, there are still many routine practices that can be considered violent or violating to the newborn and there is still much fear in the birthing room for both babies and mothers, and doctors too.  There is still a long way to go to embrace fearlessness, and offer it as a birthday gift to our newborns.
I read the first edition of this book many years ago; and now thank the HypnoBirthing Institute for making me read more books every year, and  thank God for guiding me back to this beautiful, critical, life-changing, world-changing book.

