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FromMidwifery toMaïeutique: Lost in Translation
Yvonne Meyer, Céline Lemay, and Claire de Labrusse

AIM: To understand the meaning and impact of translating “midwifery” into “maïeutique” as proposed
in The Lancet Series on Midwifery.
METHODS: Linguistic change in terminology was analyzed by comparing English/French translations,
reviewing the French literature, and analyzing the results of a survey among French-speaking midwives’
associations.
FINDINGS: Translation comparisons and French literature showed that the use of “maïeutique” was far
from the definition given in The Lancet Series. Results of the survey conducted by the Swiss Federation of
Midwives showed that the terms “maïeuticien” and “maïeutique” gained little acceptance.
CONCLUSION: It is important that the chosen term is meaningful to the French-speaking population,
midwives, and stakeholders. Such a name change deserves a consultation with the French-speaking
midwives and careful consideration of all the possible implications.
KEYWORDS: midwifery; maieutique; maïeuticien; translation

INTRODUCTION

Midwifery was recently defined in The Lancet Midwifery
Series as the “skilled, knowledgeable, and compassionate
care for childbearing women, newborn infants, and fam-
ilies across the continuum throughout pre-pregnancy,
pregnancy, birth, postpartum, and the early weeks of
life.” Core characteristics include optimizing normal
physiological, psychological, social, and cultural pro-
cesses of reproduction and early life; timely preven-
tion and management of complications; consultation
with and referral to other services; respect for women’s
individual circumstances and views; and working in
partnership with women to strengthen women’s own
capabilities to care for themselves and their families”
(Renfrew et al., 2014). This definition is a cornerstone
of quality of care for childbearing women and new-
born infants, which is grounded in the findings of a sys-
tematic review. Improvement of maternal and newborn
health through midwifery was shown to have the poten-
tial effect of a lifesaving intervention and supports the
achievement of better health outcomes for all women
and their infants worldwide (Hoope-Bender et al., 2014).

The original articles published in The Lancet
are remarkable and emphasize that educated, trained,
licensed, and regulated midwives can provide the full
scope of midwifery. Widely disseminating the sci-
entific evidence that the midwifery profession is an
essential solution for the provision of quality mater-
nal care worldwide is paramount. To this end, The
Lancet made an important effort by publishing simul-
taneously in June 2014, the Midwifery Series in both
English and French. The effort is all the more welcome
as at that time, French was the 5th most widely spoken
language in the world, with 274 million speakers, of
whom 212 million speak the language on a daily basis.
Between 2010 and 2014, the number of French-speaking
individuals increased by 7%, mostly in sub-Saharan
Africa, where 32% of all French speakers are located
(Figure 1). This African region particularly needs
the framework for quality maternal and new-
born care (QMNC) developed in the Midwifery
Series for the development of training of midwives
so as to respond to current challenges posed by
the demographic evolution (Horton & Astudillo,
2014).
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FIGURE 1.

ID:p0090

The daily speakers of French, the growing part of Africa (Observatory of the French Language, 2014).

Note: The percentages shown on the map correspond to the proportion of French-speaking people by major geographic area.

ID:p0100

The French version of The Lancet Series is most
welcome, but the translation of midwifery as maïeu-
tique is problematic. In addition, the use of this
term remains a subject of debate both within the
French-speaking midwifery community and among the
United Nations’ agencies working with the International
Confederation of Midwives (ICM). During a conference-
debate on the coordination of maternal and neona-
tal health services and human resources organized by
the World Health Organization (WHO) in Geneva,
Switzerland, in 2015, some members of the panel of
French-speaking researchers explicitly questioned the
use of the term maïeutique. However, a formal dis-
cussion on the subject did not take place (WHO,
United Nations Population Fund [UNFPA], ICM, &
MUSKOKA, 2015).

ID:p0105

Although the English word “midwife” is equiva-
lent to the French term “sage-femme,” a gender issue has
arisen in some national French settings and the term
“sage-femme (midwife)” has become “maïeuticien” for
men. Here again, the change of the professional title

depending upon the sex of the practitioner is a subject
of debate.

ID:p0110

In French, midwifery cannot be translated only in
one word, which may explain the choice of translation.
Prior to TheLancet’s translation of midwifery into maïeu-
tique, the term commonly used was pratique de sage-
femme. In a joint report of the UNFPA, ICM, and WHO
(2014, p. 2), this term was defined as “the health services
and health workforce needed to support and care for
women and newborns, including sexual and reproduc-
tive health and especially pregnancy, labour and post-
natal care,” which equates to The Lancet definition of
maïeutique.

ID:p0115

The term maïeutique has its roots in Ancient Greek
philosophy. The maieutic method of critical thinking
developed by Socrates is defined as eliciting knowledge
through a series of questions and answers, based on the
metaphoric description of midwifery. The word itself
originates from Greek mythology: Maia was the mother
of Hermes and was considered the goddess of midwifery.
While Phaenarete, Socrates’s mother, was a midwife who
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helped women to give birth, Socrates considered himself
to be a midwife of spirits who could help a person to give
birth to new knowledge, new ideas, and new conscious-
ness. Maieutics as an intellectual process has been impor-
tant for the development of education. Other disciplines
and sciences have been inspired by maieutics to help
patients to make conscious what is unconscious, such as
clinical medicine or psychoanalysis. Importantly, maieu-
tics related to the Socratic method is a process, but not a
content of care (Fritts, 1979; Hanke, 1990). Several traits
in Socrates’s activity may resemble a midwife’s art, but
the main difference is that a midwife works with physical
bodies in the territory of healthcare, while maieutics is
a philosophical process seeking wisdom and knowledge
of oneself. This well illustrates the problematic nature of
the translation of midwifery as maïeutique in French.

ID:p0120

Plato’s Theaetetus, which speaks about Socrates’s
maïeutique, has been widely translated, and the word
maïeutique exists in many other languages. For exam-
ple, in Spanish, it is maièutica; in German, Maieutik; in
Dutch, maieutiek; in Polish, majeutyka; in Portuguese,
maiêutica; in Russian, maйевтика; in Slovak, maieu-
tika; and in Swedish, maieutik. However, at first glance,
it appears that the translation of midwifery into maïeu-
tique is not relevant in these languages. To facilitate such
an important change of terms for the French-speaking

public, stakeholders, and midwives themselves, a
common understanding of the terms maïeutique and
midwifery is essential. In this article, we have chosen to
enter the debate by attempting to elucidate the meaning
and impact of such a change in terminology through the
development and analysis of three aspects: a comparison
of translations; a review of the French literature on the
term maïeutique; and the results of a questionnaire sur-
vey among professional associations of French-speaking
midwives.

ID:TI0020

METHODS

ID:ti0025

Translation Comparisons

ID:p0125

To demonstrate the difficulty of grasping the transfor-
mation of midwifery into maïeutique, even for experts
in the field, extracts of The Lancet Midwifery Series are
provided in Table 1. Two original quotations from the
executive summary of the Series are presented. The first
column presents the quote in English and the second in
French to allow a comparison of the meaning. The third
column provides a commentary related to the differences
in meaning.

TABLE 1.

ID:p0130

Translation of Excerpts FromThe Lancet Series in Midwifery

ORIGINAL QUOTES
TRANSLATION OF QUOTES
IN FRENCH COMPARISON OF THE QUOTES

ID:t0005

1

ID:t0010

The Series also estimated the value of
incrementally adding specialist care
to midwifery on maternal, fetal, and
neonatal lives saved. However, the
impact of adding specialist medical
services to the midwifery package of
care was found to be far less
than the impact observed when only
activities considered to be part of
midwifery (both maternal and child
health and family planning) were
implemented.

ID:t0015

La série a également estimé la valeur de
l’apport incrémentiel des soins spécialisés
à la maïeutique sur les vies maternelles,
fœtales et néonatales sauvées. L’impact
de l’apport de services spécialisés à
l’ensemble des soins relevant de la
maïeutique est quant à lui bien moindre
que celui observé lorsque seules les
activités réputées relever de la maïeutique
(en matière de santé maternelle et
infantile, mais également de planification
familiale) étaient mises en œuvre.

ID:t0020

To save the lives of women and newborns,
midwives must perform competencies
and skill, involving a specific clinical
expertise. By translating ”midwifery”
to ”maieutic,” we move from sharp
professional content to a philosophical
process, a primarily pedagogical tool.
Using “maieutic” therefore excludes
obstetric expertise in caring for women
and newborns during the continuum of
prenatal, perinatal, and postnatal
care, including emergencies.

ID:t0025

2

ID:t0030

This means facilitating women’s use of
midwifery services, doing more to
meet women’s needs and improving
the quality of care received by
women and newborn infants.

ID:t0035

L’utilisation par les femmes des services
relevant de la maïeutique doit être
encouragée, des mesures supplémentaires
devraient être prises pour répondre aux
besoins des femmes et des améliorations
devraient être apportées à la qualité des
soins reçus par les femmes et les
nouveau-nés.

ID:t0040

“Maieutic” services does not reflect the
desire to focus on women’s preferences.
Midwife services make this dimension
more accessible, with the word
“midwife” being popular and
phonically centered on women.
Translating this term into “maieutic”
services does not make any sense
to women.
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ID:ti0030

A Review of the French Literature on the Use of
“Maïeutique”

ID:p0135

Recently, and more specifically in French, the terms
maïeutique and maïeuticien have appeared in the lit-
erature. According to linguists, human language is
extremely complex and includes both the influence of
the gender of the people communicating as well as their
linguistic abilities (Oesch, 2000). To identify this evolu-
tion, we performed a literature search, including official
texts published in French, to determine the significance
of maïeutique and maïeuticien in the social context of
childbirth.

ID:p0140

Maïeutique is considered by some as a solid knowl-
edge of midwifery, but has been little studied by French-
speaking authors. In a doctoral thesis, two midwives
developed aspects of maïeutique and ethics in midwifery
(de Gunzbourg, 2012; Lemay 2007).

ID:p0145

For Lemay (2007), maïeutique is a pedagogical
method (not a professional practice) and a technique
for in-depth exploration used during midwifery school
training—that is, a process to learn together through
dialogue and questioning, with an epistemological value.
For de Gunzbourg (2012), maïeutique is about giving
birth to both bodies and spirits, with the practice of
childbirth as an art, but without the mention of clin-
ical skills and competencies. According to this author,
maïeutique requires the necessary knowledge to act on
nature and accompany the mother’s initiation journey
into motherhood, thus ensuring in words and symbols
the passage from one state to another (i.e., support given
to the new mother during the first moments with her
newborn). The major part of the work of de Gunzbourg is
related to the existential anxiety experienced by the child
at the time of birth and how the mother is able to wel-
come her child through their “separation,” supported by
staff and other significant persons present at the birth.

ID:p0150

Chavel (2013), a professor at University Paris
II specializing in managerial action, has described
the maïeutique authority of the midwife, inspired by
Socrates. This authority consists of placing uncondi-
tional trust in the woman’s own resources at birth, while
inviting the fragility of feelings, the softness of words, and
the presence of the body. These elements, such as trust,
respect, and the emotional aspects of care, are part of the
competencies of midwives. However, these components
of maïeutique are not related in any way to the scope of
competencies and clinical skills promoted as the way to
improve maternal and child health in The Lancet review
(Lancet on Midwifery, 2014).

ID:p0155

A medical doctor (Hoerni, 2005) has also written
about maïeutique by putting forward the Socratic ped-
agogical principle. This article is centered on medicine,
but it could also concern midwifery. It describes the
process based on leading questions in an effort to col-
lect all possible information to explain the causes of a
disease. For instance, the patient’s perception of his/her
disorder(s), what he/she fears, and what he/she thinks
can be a remedy are of prime importance. From that
point, it becomes possible to share the responsibility of
working toward a common goal. This description also
relates to a communicative activity, a process, but not
the content of care.

ID:p0160

In France, maïeuticien was defined in early 1980
as a man who exercises the profession of midwife by
the French Academy, the preeminent French Council
for matters pertaining to the French language (Houde-
bine, 1992). This definition supports the access of men
to the profession at the price of changing the name
of the profession. Houdebine (1992) reported that the
French Academy was against the reform of vocational
vocabulary to ensure gender equity. However, at that
time, the choice of maïeuticien was little retained by the
profession.

ID:p0165

In 2002, with the pilot recruitment of student mid-
wives after one year in medical studies, a major change
occurred in the training program with a new curricu-
lum. Therefore, the National Conference of Maïeutics’
Teachers (CNEMa), together with the National Council
of Midwives, approached the Commission for Terminol-
ogy and Neology at the French Ministry of Health to rule
on the terminology of maïeutique. The following defi-
nition was given: “Maïeutique is the medical discipline
exercised by midwives” (free translation). The introduc-
tion of the term maïeutique was part of the claim for a
body of knowledge specific to midwives, which differs
from the medical disciplines of obstetrics and gynecol-
ogy. For the CNEMa, maïeutique as a science and an
art bears the name of the enrichment of the profession,
thus enabling specialist knowledge and skills in medi-
cal and reproductive healthcare for women. In addition,
a decree was published in 2013 stipulating that training
in maïeutique sciences should be of a 5-year duration
at the academic level with a master’s degree conferred
after successful completion of studies (Legifrance, 2013).
Nguyen (2013), then president of the French Association
of Midwives’ Teachers (former name of the CNEMa) and
director of the Baudelocque School for Midwives (Paris),
described all the stages involved in the choice of the
new term maïeutique in a brief report in Les Dossiers de
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l’Obstétrique, a well-known French journal for midwives.
Similarly, in two African countries, the use of maïeuti-
cien has also appeared in decrees and laws over the past
5 years as a means to designate male midwives (Burkina
Faso, 2013; Ivory Coast, 2014).

ID:p0170

This review of the literature shows how maieutic
was first used in relation to the Socratic process of think-
ing and the transformation from ideas into trusting and
contextual actions. In addition, the literature provides
an understanding of some adaptive language choices and
some claims for better recognition of the profession.
Indeed, the term “sage-femme” (midwife) sometimes has
a negative connotation, in particular if the work is lim-
ited to the supervision of deliveries under the guidance of
an obstetrician. After having considered these roots used
by academics, we considered that it was also important
to investigate the perception of this term by midwives in
relation to their discipline.

ID:ti0035

Questionnaire Survey: Methods and Results

ID:p0175

In 2015, the Swiss Federation of Midwives conducted a
survey consisting of a short online questionnaire sent to
26 midwives’ associations in French-speaking countries.
E-mail addresses were sourced through the websites
of the ICM and the European Midwives Association
(EMA). A reminder was sent 3 weeks after the first mail-
ing to those who did not respond. The questionnaire
included seven questions, listed in Table 2.

ID:TI0040

RESULTS

ID:p0180

Table 2 presents the answers to the closed questions. The
other responses that required development are presented
later in this article. All quotes used in this publication
were freely translated from French into English.

ID:ti0045

Recommendations for the Title Awarded

ID:p0190

In question 5, the respondents strongly defended the title
of “sage-femme” (midwife):

ID:p0195

“Sage-femme” is the essence of this profession,
rooted in our country’s culture since the dawn of
time. (North America)

ID:p0200

“Sage-femme” is known to all, meaning
“mpampivelona,” meaning the one who gives life,
and it distinguishes us from the matrones who
give birth in the enclaved areas. . . . The word

“sage-femme” attracts people to learn the
profession of midwife. (East Africa, 11)

ID:p0205

“Sage-femme” means a person who helps and fits
well with our profession. For a very long time, it
has been a much respected person who helps to
give life. (East Africa, 3)

ID:p0210

The term “sage-femme” reappeared in Belgium
in 2006. Between 1924 and 2006, the term used
was “accoucheuse.” The term “sage-femme” is still
too new for us to change it.” (Central Europe, 1)

ID:p0215

The etymology of the word “sage-femme” is
important, and is turned toward the woman who
becomes a mother. At first, when the profession
opened to men, the term used was “homme
sage-femme” [man-midwife]. Now the
designation for both genders is “sage-femme.”
(Central Europe, 2)

1 When there were several different countries in the
same geographic area, a number was allocated to each
one (to maintain the confidentiality of data).

ID:p0225

However, one respondent reported the misuse of
the title of “sage-femme” (midwife):

ID:p0230

In our country, every female health worker,
regardless of her function (laboratory technician,
female doctor, etc.), is called “sage-femme.” [It
would be] a title other than a midwife. (East
Africa, 2)

ID:p0235

Two respondents from countries where a maïeu-
ticien degree is awarded to men recommended that the
title of “sage-femme” (midwife) be used for professionals
of both sexes:

ID:p0240

It would be better to keep “sage-femme” for both
genders or, if a change is made, the option for
“obstetricien2”and “obstetricienne3” is desirable.
(West Africa, 1)

ID:p0245

The profession is not open to men in Togo. It is a
wish, but the state has not yet issued a decree. If
men enter the profession, we will fight to keep
the name “sage-femme.” (West Africa, 2)

2 Male obstetrician.
3 Female obstetrician.
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TABLE 2. Sociodemographic Characteristics of Respondents/Nonrespondents and Use of Terms (n = 23)

Question 1: Respondents/nonrespondents
Respondents of French-speaking midwives’ associations, all members of ICM (10)
Nonrespondents of French-speaking midwives’ associations, members of ICM or EMA (13)

ID:t0045

Question 2: Locations of respondents/nonrespondents
Respondents: Central Europe (2), North America (1). North Africa and Middle East (1), East Africa (3), West Africa (3)
Nonrespondents: Central Europe (3), North America (2), North Africa and Middle East (2), East Africa (2), West Africa (4),

ID:t0050

Question 3: Profile of respondents
Gender: Female (10), male (0)
Answers mainly given by a single senior midwife.
One association answered on a consensus of opinion of members.

ID:t0055

Question 4: Awarding title
Sage-femme (midwife) awarded to women and men (5).
Sage-femme (midwife) awarded to women, as training is reserved for women only (3).
Sage-femme (midwife) awarded to women and maïeuticien to men (2).

ID:t0060

Question 5: Recommendation for the title awarded (answers in the text)

ID:t0065

Question 6: Use of the term “maieutique”
In training (yes: 1), in research (yes: 2), in care (yes: 0)
Added value (2), no added value (8) (verbatim answer expressed about that question on page 10)

ID:t0070

Question 7: Use of the term “sage-femme” (midwife)
In training (8), in research (7), in care (7)
Added value (9), no added value (1) (verbatim answer expressed about that question on page 11)

Note. EMA = European Midwives Association; ICM = International Confederation of Midwives.

ID:p0260

For some respondents, maïeuticien represented
another job and they felt devalued by being called a
“sage-femme” (midwife):

ID:p0265

The job does not suit men, and the replacement
term devalues   the profession and turns it much
more toward another profession than what has
been practiced [traditionally]. (West Africa, 3)

ID:p0270

It is out of the question to adopt the title of
maïeutique, which means giving birth by spirit,
when the midwife profession expresses the
reality of the knowledge of the woman and her
accompaniment during the period of pregnancy
and childbirth. (West Africa, 2)

ID:p0275

In contrast to other respondents, one respon-
dent recommended to change “sage-femme” (midwife) to
maïeuticienne for the following reasons:

ID:p0265

(a) For the spirit of the profession. (b) To unify
the terminology, especially when one speaks of
research in maïeutique. (Middle East)

ID:ti0050

Perception of the Term Maïeutique

ID:p0285

Maïeutique was considered to be incomprehensible for a
major part of the population:

ID:p0290

The term “maïeutique” is little, if at all,
understood by the population. (North America)

ID:p0295

“Maïeuticien” is difficult to understand if there is
no understanding of its origins. (West Africa, 1)

ID:p0300

The term “maïeutique” remains vague for a large
part of the population. (Central Europe, 1)

ID:p0305

Moreover, maïeutique was considered limiting and
confusing for understanding the full scope of midwifery
skills. In particular, the emphasis on the woman who
gives birth was lacking and the emphasis was put on the
practitioner:

ID:p0310

In our country, this term is used to qualify only a
male sex and nothing more. (West Africa, 1)

ID:p0315

The word “maieuticien” means a “sage-femme.”
Why, then, change the name when it is the
women who carry the children for 9 months? Let
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us keep the term “sage-femme” to emphasize the
woman. (East Africa, 3)

ID:p0320

“Maïeutique” is limiting and creates confusion
with other skills that do not fall within the scope
of the midwife’s work. (West Africa, 3)

ID:p0320

The midwife is the one who takes care of women.
Socrates’s maïeutique is one aspect of the work of
the midwife. (Central Europe, 2)

ID:p0325

A benefit was observed for postgraduate training
with the philosophical meaning of maïeutique in addi-
tion to obstetrics and psychosocial sciences:

ID:p0330

If the “sage-femme” has specialized in an area
(nutrition, obstetrics, public health), it should
have another name—for example, Professor
Maïeutique in Obstetrics or Doctor Maïeutique
in Gynecology or Nutrition. (East Africa, 2)

ID:p0330

Both terms (“sage-femme” and “maïeutique”)
appeal to wisdom. (Central Europe, 1)

ID:p0330

The deepening of the philosophical and ethical
aspects of maïeutique would have a place in
master-level training. (Central Europe, 2)

ID:ti0055

Perception of the Term “Sage-Femme” (Midwife)

ID:p0335

The use of the word “sage-femme” (midwife) was con-
nected with assuming high competencies.

ID:p0340

Qualifying care that falls within the
competencies of “sage-femmes” with the term
“sage-femme” highlights the responsibility of
“sage-femmes” in the provision and management
of such care. It involves commitment and
determination on their part. (West Africa, 2)

ID:p0340

After specialization, whatever (professional) act
you perform, you sign with your designation.
(East Africa, 2)

ID:p0345

A similarity was observed between nursing care (in
French: soins infirmiers/soins sages-femmes) and nurs-
ing science (in French: sciences infirmières/sciences sages-
femmes):

ID:p0350

The wording of “sciences sages-femmes” and
care provided by “sages-femmes” are similar to
those used by nurses. The terms are clear.
(Central Europe, 1)

ID:p0355

It was mentioned that the use of “sage-femme”
(midwife) to qualify training is already integrated in the
process of higher education:

ID:p0360

We are in the process of changing the
professional degree in obstetric care to a
professional degree in midwifery science. The
aim is to enable the “sage-femme” to pursue her
career until the professional doctorate, the
degree being considered in this course as the first
level, is the basic diploma. (West Africa, 2)

ID:p0365

It was advocated that the professional knowledge
of the “sage-femme” (midwife) be recognized worldwide
and be worded as such. Otherwise, the change of denom-
ination may devalue the midwifery profession:

ID:p0370

Our midwifery degree program is already a
medical profession recognized worldwide for its
obstetric skills. We already have separate
doctoral programs for “sages-femmes,” senior
“sages-femmes,” technicians, and graduate
“sages-femmes.” Changing the name has no
added value[; it is] rather a negation. (East
Africa, 3)

ID:p0375

The expression of care in obstetrics could be an
alternative:

ID:p0380

“Care” could qualify with obstetrics—for
example, obstetric care. (West Africa, 1)

ID:p0385

Clear recognition of the caregiver as well as
the destination of care toward the woman were also
emphasized:

ID:p0390

The care provided by the “sage-femme” clears all
ambiguity in the determination of the provider
providing such care. (West Africa, 1)
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ID:p0390

[“Sage-femme”] identifies more precisely the
destination of care. (North America)

ID:p0395

For one of 10 respondents, no added value was pos-
sible because “sage-femme” (midwife) was seen as a pro-
fession and was not a qualifier for discipline, science, and
research:

ID:p0400

The term “sage-femme” is more a term relating
to a profession, but not of science, a particular
discipline, or research. (Middle East)

ID:ti0060-p520ID:TI0060

DISCUSSION

ID:p0405

Although scarce, the French literature shows that the use
of the term maïeutique is far from the definition given
in The Lancet Series. The available literature (Chavel,
2013; de Gunzbourg, 2012; Hoerni, 2005; Lemay, 2007)
focuses on aspects dealing with the philosophical, ethi-
cal, and teaching strategies of the midwife’s activity and
does not consider the fundamental part of the clinical
field of midwifery practice and expertise. These aspects
are undoubtedly part of the professional values and com-
petencies of the midwife, but they are only a part of
the complete scope of midwifery. Nguyen (2013) shows
the genesis of the terminological choice of maïeutique
in the very particular context of France, as regards the
duration of studies, the award of a master’s degree, and,
consequently, the need for better recognition of the pro-
fession. In other French-speaking countries, midwife
training is generally at the bachelor’s degree level and,
even if the claim for a better recognition of midwives is a
shared goal, it is not perceived as being realized through
the terminological choice of maïeutique.

ID:p0410

For the French Commission of Terminology and
Neology, maïeutique is the medical discipline exercised
by midwives, whereas in The Lancet Series, maïeutique is
not only a discipline, but also a multiprofessional work-
force collectively delivering effective care in all coun-
tries. Moreover, the fact of considering maïeutique as a
medical discipline and, at the same time wanting to dis-
tinguish a specific body of knowledge, seems contradic-
tory and adds to the confusion. Midwifery should be a
discipline in its own right with its body of knowledge,
epistemology, language, values, and culture in relation
to women, family, and maternity care (Bergstrom, 1997;
Gimenez, 2012) and not a medical discipline. When

reading the French version of The Lancet Series, there
is a feeling that something essential about midwifery
practice has been lost. This loss can be considered in
the light of the concept of “détournement,” which has
been developed by authors such as Debord and Wolman
(1956) from the Situationist International movement
(En-Wikipedia, 2017). This French word means turn-
ing something aside from its normal course or purpose.
Détournement allows one to correct the past—for exam-
ple, by taking a relatively well-known phrase and adapt-
ing it to one’s own criteria. With the use of the term
maïeutique, the legacy of the initial concept of sage-
femme has been distorted, which is not insignificant and
could have consequences for the profession’s identity.

ID:p0415

In addition, the survey carried out by the Swiss
Federation of Midwives showed that the terms maïeuti-
cien and maïeutique had gained little acceptance among
the associations of French-speaking midwives. The dif-
ficulty with the term maïeuticien can be explained by
the linguistic theory of sexual selection in the evolution
of human language (Oesch, 2000). In countries where
the denomination differs between men and women, the
difficulty could be that the rare designation of maïeu-
ticien benefits the male reputation and, at the same
time, increases the competition for higher-remunerated
posts among midwives (Charrier, 2010). When analyz-
ing some of the respondents’ quotes, it can be seen that
some midwives consider maïeutique as almost esoteric
(negative), while others consider maïeutique as a more
modern term than sage-femme.

ID:p0420

Interestingly, the term maïeuticien for men is by
no means in widespread use. For example, the web-
site of a midwifery school in Belgium states that the
term sage-femme refers to both men and women (Haute
Ecole Libre Mosane, 2013). The use of the term maïeu-
tique may be difficult given that it is a philosophi-
cal term, which is far from the usual understanding.
Nevertheless, the midwives surveyed generally knew
and accepted these aspects, but they struggled to rec-
ognize their prepartum, peripartum, and postpartum
clinical competencies and accountability in the term
maïeutique.maïeutique.

ID:p0425

Furthermore, maïeutique is used outside of
the scope of maternity services. For instance, in
Switzerland, two very different organizations use
maïeutique in their corporate name: the Institute
of Maïeutique (a specialized institute in psychia-
try since 1955; Institut de Maïeutique, 2017) and
the School of Maieutic and Holistic Psychology (a
coaching school; Ecole de Maïeutique et de Psycholo-
gie Holistique, 2013). In Europe, other institutions
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also use this term, such as the Maieutics Founda-
tion (Italy), a charitable organization promoting
research and innovation for social and economic
development and mainly operating in the medical
sector (Maieutics Foundation, 2017), and Maïeutic
développement (France), a company offering various
consultancy for employment (Maïeutic développe-
ment, 2012). These out-of-scope uses should be a
sufficient reason to try to find/create an appropriate
term for French-speaking communities, as otherwise
we add confusion to our ranks and among recipi-
ents of our services by blurring the social mission
of midwives with entities that have nothing to do
with it.

ID:p0435

The literal translation of the word midwifery
is lacking not only in French, but also in Spanish,
German, and Portuguese, and probably other languages
as well. Therefore, if the word midwifery is amended
to be understandable in several other languages, there
may be several options to be considered. One possibil-
ity could be the use of the term obstetric or obstetric
skills, as suggested by respondents to the questionnaire.
A similar term is in use in the German-speaking part
of Switzerland, Hebammengeburtshilfe (midwife obstet-
rics), to express the midwife’s specific discipline, requir-
ing scientific knowledge and high practical efficiency
(Berner fachhochschule, 2017). By analogy, the transla-
tion into French could be obstétrique sage-femme. The
word obstetrics is derived from the Latin obstetrix, which
designates a midwife since the time of Plautus in ancient
Rome. It is composed of the prefix ob (in front) and the
verb stare (to be standing), emphasizing that the midwife
stands before the perineum of the parturient to receive
the child (Lenoble-Pinson & Leroy, 2003). However, the
word obstetrix disappeared in the Low Middle Ages and
then reappeared in the 18th century when the first med-
ical physicians began to take care of births. Moreover,
as obstetrics refers today to the medical science and
the corresponding medical specialty, it does not seem
quite appropriate to use this term by specifying midwife
obstetrics.

ID:p0440

Another option could be to use the English term
midwifery. For instance, in the French-speaking region
of Switzerland, the title awarded is a Bachelor of Sci-
ence de Sage-femme (Midwifery), using at the same time
the French and English terms (HES-SO, 2017). At the
University of Applied Sciences of Osnabrück in Ger-
many, it is the English term midwifery alone that is
privileged: Midwifery Bachelor of Science (Hochschule
Osnabrück, 2019). However, this approach reinforces the
subtle embedding of Anglicisms in the French language
and also in other languages, which can be a problem.

ID:p0445

A further choice could be to use the noun midwife
as an adjective. For example, at the University of Québec
Trois-Rivières in Canada, the midwifery program is enti-
tled Baccalauréat en pratique sage-femme, which means
bachelor in midwifery practice (UQTB, 2017).

ID:p0450

As mentioned in the introduction, an additional
alternative is pratique de sage-femme, which was in use
before The Lancet appellation of maïeutique. However,
there has also been a certain denigration associated with
the word sage-femme since the opening of the profes-
sion to men. The choice of translation for midwifery in
French must therefore also take into consideration the
term sage-femme.

ID:p0455

Sage-femme is an old term, used at least since 1375
(Lenoble-Pinson & Leroy, 2003), and literally means
“wise woman.” Sage is derived from the Latin “sapiens,”
which designated both the skill and competence, tinged
with a moral aspect (Hauchecorne & Hauchecorne,
1985). The woman, then, is the professional with a
presupposed gender perception of the role (Pouvreau-
Romilly, 1991). Nevertheless, the woman may also be
the laboring woman to whom companionship is pro-
vided (Duff, 2008; with the woman) and the woman
on whom the practitioner intervenes (Charrier, 2004).
These aspects of terminology do not exclude men, as
femme does not allude to the gender of the practitioner.
Moreover, the hyphen in the term “sage-femme” implies
that the particle sage is not a qualifying adjective, but
rather a noun that could be used to designate both fem-
inine and masculine gender. Sage-femme expresses the
sense of the midwife being “with the woman,”—that is,
the midwife staying with the mother—and is very sim-
ilar to the Middle English word midwife (mid and wife
meaning “with-woman”).

ID:p0460

In an article on male perceptions of being a
midwife, Charrier (2004) reported how 12 male mid-
wifery students in Grenoble (France) responded to
an interview focused on their minority position in
praxis. One question proposed different denomina-
tions. Although the results of this qualitative sur-
vey cannot be generalized, none of the respondents
expressed a willingness to endorse the denomina-
tion of maïeuticien and all preferred sage-femme.
There are also male colleagues who believe that sage-
femme means “to be a woman” and not “to be
with the woman.” Interestingly a new gender-neutral
term has emerged in two very different cultures,
the Netherlands and Japan. Originally, in both lan-
guages, the word “woman” was part of the term
“midwife” (“vroedvrouw” and “josanpu,” respectively).
The new terms (“verloskundige” and “josanshi”) now
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appeal to the expertise and the professional. But even
within Dutch-speaking communities, there is no una-
nimity. In Dutch-speaking Belgium, the term “vroed-
wrou” has not changed. In Japan, the term changed
in 2002 to avoid gender connotation, although male
midwives were not admitted until recently (De Reu,
informant who was the first male midwife in the
Netherlands; De Vries, 2004; Duff, 2008; Japanese Mid-
wives Association, n.d.; Vlaamse Beroepsorganisatie van
Vroedvrouwen [Flemish professional organization of
midwives], n.d.).

ID:p0465

This raises the question as to whether the seven-
centuries-old word sage-femme might be condemned
to also disappear in the future. Our survey shows that
respondents had a preference for the term midwife,
except one who favored the name of maïeuticien for men
and maïeuticienne for women. Nevertheless, it is unusual
that the presence of a small proportion of men (in
general, this is the case) in a predominantly feminine
profession would lead to a change of name and profes-
sional identity, thus touching on something profound
about the very meaning of acting professional around the
birth. For Duff (2008), old words related to midwifery

connected with fundamental ideas, and it is, inevitably,
attractive to relate midwifery to wisdom, learning, good-
ness, companionship and support.”

ID:p0470

With these examples, the absence of consensus
is clearly visible. It seems essential that all midwives
and stakeholders agree upon the appropriate term for
midwifery in French, including perhaps other languages
where the term is lacking, to facilitate understanding
and a global meaning of the profession. However, the
top-down approach used by The Lancet Series on Mid-
wifery Executive Group to disseminate the neologism
maïeutique appears very awkward. The name change has
been implemented from the top without consultation
with French-speaking associations of midwives, which
is problematic from both sociopolitical and linguistic
aspects. It may even result in underutilization of the
Series because of nonidentification with the term maïeu-
tique. The survey results and the nonadherence to the
term maïeutique show that the implementation of its use
throughout the French-speaking world is difficult with-
out social consensus. The ICM has been able to federate
112 countries with agreed core documents (e.g., global
standards, competencies, tools) and this is a good sign.
However, in the end, it is indirect standardization by
the practice of each language that dictates the uses. As a

linguist involved in the feminization of trade names in
France, Houdebine (1992) stated that the use of the lan-
guage would decide.

ID:TI0065

CONCLUSION

ID:p0475

Although committed to the excellent idea of trans-
lating important texts into French, The Lancet
Series on Midwifery Executive Group has under-
estimated the consequences of the semantic
change of the term midwifery to the term
maïeutique. In the light of the French literature and the
survey of the Swiss Federation of Midwives, it seems
likely that the terms midwifery and maïeutique are per-
ceived as not interchangeable. Undoubtedly, the latter
term is not an optimal translation of the former, and
our data analysis revealed a significant loss of meaning
when using maïeutique. Without an adequate litera-
ture allowing a clear understanding and a consensual
policy on use of the term across the different French-
speaking midwifery care communities, it seems difficult
to believe that the new terminology of maïeutique will
positively influence care in maternity services or provide
added value to the professional identity, as The Lancet
Series has advocated in English. A name change so cru-
cial deserves careful consideration of all the possible
ramifications, so that the chosen term is meaningful
to the population and that women and families recog-
nize the skills and care provided by midwives through
the use of proven words. Consensus building should
be achieved through a distinction between the terms
midwifery, to characterize activity among mothers and
families, and maïeutique, for certain academic reflec-
tions of training or research. This article shows that
what is needed now is consultation with the French-
speaking midwives’ associations (for instance, led by
the ICM and WHO) to ultimately find the most rele-
vant and accepted term to ensure a united future of the
profession.
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