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INTRODUCTION 
 

BIRTH CULTURES is a project co-funded by the European Union 
under the Creative Europe Culture Programme (2014-2020) and 

implemented by Interarts (coordinator, Spain) in cooperation with 
Frauenmuseum Hittisau (Austria), Frauenmuseum Merano (Italy), 
Gender Museum (Kharkiv) and in association with the International 

Association of Women’s Museums (IAWM), ECCOM (Italy) and Birth Café 
Campaign (Germany), as associated partners. It will run from November 

2019 to April 2022. 

According to the Birth Café Campaign and Hebammen für Deutschland, when it comes 
to pregnancy and birth there is a deficit of instruments, such as historical research and 

exhibitions, which have the power to make these topics accessible to different publics and 
audiences.  

Midwifery, defined in the Oxford dictionary as “the profession or practice of 
assisting women in childbirth”, has been inscribed in the German Inventory of Intangible 

Cultural Heritage since 2016. Knowledge related to midwifery has been passed on for generations but is 
now at risk of being lost in contemporary European societies. This situation has multiple causes. The 
most obvious is that growing economic pressure on public health systems often causes staff shortages in 
hospitals and thus limits the availability of midwifes to accompany and prepare pregnant women to 
childbirth. Another reason is the increasing prevalence of medical modern practices and technologies 
(e.g. episiotomy, caesarean, labour induction and other practices that save time and resources) to the 
detriment of other safe approaches that take into account cultural traditions. All of this leads to women 
often feeling unsettled about their own abilities to give birth and be a mother. 

The general assumption that problems connected to childbirth are hereditary is a 
demonstration of the fact the discourse is deeply influenced by cultural conditioning factors. The 
narrations that are transmitted in families reflect an intimate but agglutinating sense of collective 
belonging. In many cases, the stories themselves do not empower the future mothers but, on the 
contrary, they generate expectations about their own capacities that will be controlled and evaluated by 
both family and health professionals with the consequent fear of uncertainty and lack of self-esteem. 
Generally speaking, childbirths that are experienced without major problems and are perceived as 
normal, remain unspoken. Health professional are always more inclined to explain all the risks of not 
undergoing some medical, invasive, treatment, forcing, in such way, mothers to decide on the basis of 
fear. As highlighted by Lynn Clark Callister in the article Making Meaning: Women's Birth Narratives 
published in 20041 there is currently the need to change the mainstream discourse around birth and 
pregnancy in order to overcome the cultural and social construction on the fear of childbirth. 

Objectives  

BIRTH CULTURES will achieve the following: 

Overall objective: To preserve and transmit, through arts and culture, birth and maternity traditional 
knowledge and practices as part of European intangible cultural heritage. 

Outcomes: 

• Strengthened capacities of and collaboration between women’s museums in Europe to raise 

awareness on women’s health and sexual and reproductive rights. 

• Enhanced intercultural dialogue and artistic co-creation around values and practices related to 

culture, birth and maternity. 

• Improved access, including young people and migrants, to European cultural and creative 

works and intangible cultural heritage. 

 
1 https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0884217504266898  

https://erzaehlcafe.net/the-birthcafe-campaign/
https://www.hebammenfuerdeutschland.de/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0884217504266898
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The Birth Café Campaign 

The Birth Café Campaign (BCC)  aims at creating a network of women, young girls, men and 
professionals both in Germany and across the EU to strengthen energies for self-help and create a 
grassroots movement which will hopefully have a long-term impact on existing obstetric care in the EU.  

In the past, grandmothers and mothers used to pass on their knowledge around birth to the 
next generation and help each other, something that might be lost in this fast-moving world. For this 
reason, mothers and fathers, from different generations and cultural backgrounds, are invited to 
participate to café-tables, where they come together to share birth stories and talk about their personal 
experiences of pregnancy and childbirth. As an open and participatory movement, anyone can host a 
Birth Café in his/her town or country. 

The international Birth Café movement aims strengthening women and their partners, empowering 
them, letting them learn from their experiences.  

In short, the BBC has four main goals:  

1. Changing perspectives on birth through intercultural and intergenerational learning 

2. Empowering women and families by reducing fear of childbirth today 

3. Creating new, encouraging inner images and visions together 

4. Building networks for women and families 

The Need for an Exhibition on Birth and Maternity 

Pregnancy and childbirth are not only important for the physical 
and mental health of individuals and for individual life; they also establish 
collective experiences that profoundly shape the human image of the self 
and the world. Supporting expecting parents has therefore an effect on 
society as a whole and involves all areas of life and society, such as 
families, play groups, kindergartens, schools, companies and businesses.2 

Dealing with birth culture means dealing with the first 
fundamental steps of human life. It includes biological, psychological, social, 
political and spiritual dimensions. Current scientific evidence also points out 
that the way in which we are born has implications for the physical and mental 
health of adult human beings. In particular, the practice of caesarean section is increasingly critically 
questioned throughout Europe. 

It is therefore extremely important that women and men draw up the courage to experience 
the birth of their children without fear, with confidence and in a nature-wise well-conceived way, to 
help them to consciously decide for themselves and their children. For this purpose, public awareness 
has to be raised as to the fact that careful preparation of childbirth and need-based aftercare contribute 
to a positive birth experience and thus to the physical and mental health of both mother and child.  

An exhibition in a museum about birth cultures can, on the one hand, give visibility to the 
historical and cultural knowledge about giving birth; and on the other, it can raise awareness on the 
most current developments in this field. These will be seriously and critically questioned (e.g. caesarean 
section on demand, IVF, designer babies, etc.), for, particularly in the area of pregnancy and birth, 
traditional (midwifery) knowledge is just as valuable as today's medicine. A healthy birth culture ideally 
combines both aspects and an exhibition can give visibility and publicity to a holistic approach to 
childbirth and maternity. Historical exhibits are to be combined with contemporary narratives. Critical 
developments will be discussed, and artists will be invited to broaden the subject by means of artistic 
statements. 

Socially Engaged Art 

 
2 https://geburtskultur.com/statement/ 

https://erzaehlcafe.net/the-birthcafe-campaign/
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The action is based on the acknowledgment that socially engaged art represents an effective 
way of processing, explaining and promoting topics of particular social value but also of engaging 
audiences through a participative approach. It is also a means of sharing and providing a platform for 
discussion on topics that, to be truly and sincerely assimilated, require a deep understanding of the 
issues tackled and emotional intelligence to process them. 

Women bear on their own social roles and responsibilities 
and, when they are left alone to face their doubts, questions and 
problems about pregnancy, birth and post-partum they just do not 
realize how common these are and do not necessarily know where to 
seek for help and support.  
There is no doubt that cultural activities have the potential to reach 
out to a wide audience and to stimulate the awareness and 
conscience by new and different groups of society, including men and 
younger generations. 

The exhibition itself will be designed with a participatory 
method (including health-workers, immigrants, women and men) to 
fully engage visitors with its content. For instance, hands-on materials 
will be included for visitors to touch and use tools and instruments 

and better understand feelings and perceptions related to birth and maternity. 

Addressing these issues through a cultural and creative approach with the involvement of artists and 
cultural operators represents a major opportunity to start changing the current situation in European 
cultures. 

The Role and Importance of Women’s Museums 

Museums have a proven strategic role in urban spaces and also provide arenas for 
participation, communication and sharing of knowledge, experiences, interpretations among different 
cultures and generations. Ideally, all topics about society and women can be tackled in these spaces, 
including the history of women in different societies and cultures as well as their sexual and 
reproductive health and rights. 

Women’s museums constitute a meaningful place and starting point not only to analyse the 
processes undergone by birth and maternity cultures and practices throughout the centuries, but also to 
display and share with the audiences scientific, anatomic and anthropologic concepts and tools that 
have a pedagogical function, intrinsic to museums.  

WMs, in their relationship with the phases of womanhood and especially birth, maternity, and 
consequently women’s health and sexual and reproductive rights, are also privileged spaces for 
intercultural and intergenerational exchanges. They produce social and cultural value but also provide 
strong inputs to foster social inclusion and lifelong learning processes, and to activate people’s 
participation to community life.  

The International Association of Women’s Museums (IAWM) is an associated partner of BIRTH 
CULTURES and its collaboration will be critical to collect stories and materials from EU and non-EU 
women’s museums other than the partners. 

 
SPECIFIC NEEDS TACKLED 

Need and problems to be tackled by the project 

1. Need for women's museums and gender-oriented initiatives in Europe to enhance their 
capacities for collaboration and co-operation as regards the creation of a travelling 
international exhibition that tackles important cultural and social issues. Also, women's 
museums need to strengthen their knowledge and abilities related to audience development, 
in order to enlarge their existing publics; 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/s/socially-engaged-practice
https://iawm.international/
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2. Many of the important topics existing around birth and maternity in contemporary society are 
not talked about or are not being preserved and transmitted from one generation to another. 
There is a need to preserve positive memories and practices that have had positive impacts on 
the life of women, families and the whole societies. There is a need to revitalize this 
empowering tradition for women and families today through different means in order to raise 
women's and professionals' awareness; 

3. Traditions and practices that are disappearing in European societies may be still in use in other 
countries and societies and learning or even integrating non-European traditions might bring 
about positive changes also for societies in Europe. There is a lack intercultural dialogue and 
exchanges as regards these cultural aspects, thus a lack of understanding of the needs and 
practices of migrant women that live in our societies.  

Changes in the state of play 

1. BIRTH CULTURES will create a solid network for coordinated cooperation between the project 
partners and other Women's Museums and gender-oriented initiatives that will support the 
action for the creation of an international travelling exhibition on birth cultures. Working 
together in a coordinated approach and having the possibility to visit one another, these 
museums will learn from each other and improve their professional knowledge and capacities 
in the development of an international exhibition.  

The project partners and other museums will receive a toolkit and trainings to develop their 
own Birth Cafés. 

Moreover, BIRTH CULTURES seeks to systematically increase the capacities of the museums and 
cultural organizations involved for audience development to promote their work and reach 
out, through tailored actions, to their usual but also new publics.  

2. BIRTH CULTURES intends to ensure transmission of Europe’s cultural heritage to raise future 
generations’ awareness, enhancing cultural heritage as a source of inspiration for 
contemporary creation and innovation. 

Increasing the awareness of women and of the different professionals that deal with pregnant 
women and/or women in childbirth or in the post-partum period will also have a positive and 
wider impact in the longer run. The exhibition and its collateral activities will foster empathy 
and sensitivity towards women giving birth and increasing the level of attention to their needs 
will result in a better understanding by different sectors of society.  

3. Intercultural dialogue will be fostered at all levels of the project, from the very beginning 
during the intercultural and intergenerational Birth Cafés, and throughout the other phases and 
activities, including the co-creation workshops. The project partners are used to working with 
migrant associations at local and regional level and will involve them for their support in 
reaching out to women (and, possibly, men) that are willing to participate in the project 
activities. The collaboration and synergies with the International Association of Women’s 
Museums (IAWM) will contribute to the sustainability and wider spreading of the exhibition 
after the end of BIRTH CULTURES in other European countries to reach greater impact and 
networking on these themes.  

 

INNOVATION 
 

BIRTH CULTURE includes the following innovative elements: 

1. Creating a network, a cross-sectoral, international, intercultural and intergenerational 
community to preserve, transmit, share values, practices and knowledge around birth and 
maternity and more in general related to women’s rights. Both the initial work for the creation 
of the exhibition, and the travelling of the exhibition itself, as well as its publication online 
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(photos of objects and artworks, content and stories of the exhibition will be reproduced in the 
website) will allow joint work and cooperation among different people and professionals from 
different countries. The exhibition will represent a privileged and easily identifiable channel to 
exchange relevant information and experiences, learn from other countries and cultures, share 
common concerns, goals and actions, in particular for advocacy and the spreading of safe and 
healthy practices. 

2. Creating a rich international collection of values, knowledge and practices around pregnancy, 
birth and maternity from a clinical, historic and cultural perspective. Small local initiatives do 
exist, but a systematized collection of practices and experiences that can be accessible for 
different people in different countries, and from different entry points. 

3. Make themes that are normally silenced, but that represent an important aspect in people’s 
life, explicit and make them sources of inspiration for contemporary creation, such as giving 
birth and all its related aspects including possible problems related to it and the different 
practices. Puerperium (the period of approximately 40 days that follows childbirth), post-
partum depression, administrative requirements to be dealt with right after the birth,  
difficulties in coping with the new-born and all its necessities, the feeling of loneliness of many 
mothers, and many other aspects and topics will be dealt in the exposition 

4. Links and cooperation between the cultural and the health sectors, which 
mutually enrich each other. The health sector, as well as non-medical 
associations dealing with birth and maternity, will pool from the 
capacities and potential that socially engaged artistic activities have to 
raise the awareness of different publics on specific and delicate topics 
such as those addressed by the project. 

Audience Development 

BIRTH CULTURES will envisage an “audience development component” to support 
the work of the project partners and collaborating organisations. Audience development 
is a strategic approach, strictly related to the social role and values of each cultural 
organisation, and, according to the most common definitions3, it focuses on: 

1. Increasing the number of people attending cultural activities and visiting cultural 

institutions; 

2. Strengthening the relationship with the audiences at different levels and in different ways; 

3. Diversifying the audiences and the offer. 

Audience development is therefore linked to access, active engagement and participation of people 
to culture. Against these premises, project partners acknowledge that BIRTH CULTURES presents a 
strong potential for audience development and for the implementation of a strong audience 
development strategy within the action. In this regard, the audience development component within 
BIRTH CULTURES will be twofold: 

Internal: in order to develop the skills of the participating cultural organizations, training on 
audience development for the project partners and local supporting cultural organizations will be 
offered before the opening of the exhibition in the partner countries. This will help project partners’ and 
supporting organizations not only for this project and exhibition but also for the future development 
and activity of their own institutions.  

External: different activities will be developed to actively engage existing and new audiences. The 
first Birth Cafés and the co-creation workshops will elicit contributions by the different perspective 
audiences and shape the exhibition on the basis of their specific needs and characteristics. New 
audiences, such as migrant and refugee women and, possibly, their partners, will be involved since the 

 
3 See the 2017 “Study on audience development”, published by the European Commission 
https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/cc36509d-19c6-11e7-808e-01aa75ed71a1   

https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/cc36509d-19c6-11e7-808e-01aa75ed71a1
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very beginning of the project through the collaboration of local institutions and associations of 
migrants and/or for migrants’ integration. At the end of each activity, beneficiaries will be asked to give 
their feedback. This will help the project partners to understand the needs, opinions and expectations of 
their audiences and take them into account to develop the cultural offer of their organization. 

 
WORK PLAN 

 
BIRTH CULTURES foresees four different work-packages: 

  
1. Work package 1 - Capacity building and set-up of the exhibition:  

• To create an international network and cooperation mechanism between different 
Women’s Museums and other relevant organizations;  

• To collect materials and stories and develop research on practices and traditions around 
birth and maternity;  

• To collect contemporary art creations inspired by the intangible cultural heritage related to 
birth and maternity;  

• To strengthen the audience development capacities of women's museums and other 
cultural organizations. 

A1.1 Collection of materials and stories and A1.2 artworks on birth and maternity 

A Curators’ Committee (project partners Stefania Soraperra, Sigrid Prader, Tanya Chernetska, 
Mercedes Giovinazzo and external experts Brigitta Soraperra, Anna Dür (Geburtskultur A-Z), 
Astrid Schönweger (IAWM), Marta Vergonyós (La Bonne)) will oversee setting up the exhibition. 
Under the guidance of the Committee, the project partners will collect materials and stories 
for the exhibition which will also include contemporary artworks that represent what artists’ 
see in the future of birth cultures, in relation with past and present experiences, values and 
perceptions. Other museums and initiatives in EU and non-EU countries, will be also invited to 
contribute with relevant materials and stories. 

A1.3 Production of the exhibition 

The exhibition will include an itinerary through the following sections:  

a) Introduction: scientific aspects of the birth process and physiological connections.  

b) European traditions and cultural history of obstetric and other birth practices, post-
partum. 

c) Practices in other countries/cultures vs Local traditions and history. 

d) Artists’ outlook on birth and maternity regarding the future.              

A1.4 Creation of the website to host the digital catalogue and stories 

A website with a clear visual identity including the logo for the whole action/exhibition will be 
created. The website will be made up of four sections in four languages: English, German, 
Spanish, Italian and Ukrainian. It will host the digital catalogue of the exhibition; the toolkits 
for upscaling Birth Cafés; the toolkits for schools; the audience development strategies; and a 
special archive for "stories" that can be periodically updated. 

A1.5 Birth Cafés toolkits and webinars 

The experts running the Birth Café Campaign will work with the project partners and other local 
supporting organizations to adapt the toolkit to the local contexts, laws, practices and 
perceptions. The toolkits will be translated into the local languages (Italian, Spanish and 
Ukrainian, since the German one has already been drafted). The experts will also develop a 
webinar for each project partner and other stakeholders. 

A1.6 Trainings and strategies on audience development  
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Expert on audience development, Ms. Cristina Da Milano, president of ECCOM, will organize a 
training on audience development for each project partner and local supporting cultural 
organizations. 
Each training will last two days and will address the following topics:  

1. Introduction to the audience development strategic approach. 

2. Analysis of best practices (from the hosting country and Europe). 

3. Specific focus on integration of migrants and refugees.  

4. Guidelines to create an audience development strategy. 

2. Work package 2 - Intercultural dialogue and co-creation:  

• To collect stories from different cultures and countries, also outside Europe;  

• To compare past and current values and practices of non-EU and EU cultures about 
birth and maternity;  

• To stimulate intercultural dialogue, co-creation and mutual understanding between EU 
citizens and migrants/refugees. 

A2.1 Intercultural and intergenerational Birth Cafés 

Following the examples and trainings of the Birth Café Campaign and based on the toolkits each 
project partner will develop 2 Birth Cafés. Participants will include women (pregnant, new 
mothers, elder, etc.) and possibly their partners/men, migrant women, health and social 
workers (doctors, midwives, psychologists, etc.), non-medical support professionals, artists and 
creators. 

The aim of these activities is not only to provide content and materials for the exhibition, but 
also to contribute to the spreading of the Birth Café Campaign methodology and model in 
different European countries in order to support change in birth cultures. 

The activities also aim at fostering intercultural dialogue and mutual understanding between 
different communities that live in the same territories as regards past and current intangible 
cultural heritage related to birth and maternity and their views and wishes for the future of 
birth cultures. 

A2.2 Artistic co-creation workshops about birth and maternity 

Artistic co-creation workshops will be developed in each partner country as a side activity 
during the exhibition period. These will envisage the participation of participants of Birth Cafés, 
in particular women and migrants, but also professionals, artists and creators. 

The workshops will see the presence as experts of artists and creators of different disciplines: 
poetry, videomaking, photography, music, that will link the activity to the visit to the exhibition 
and will allow participants to be inspired by the content and stories showcased there. The 
results will be collective (inter)cultural artistic products. 

3. Work package 3 - Opening of the exhibition to different audiences:  

• To raise the awareness of different publics on birth and maternity as well as women's 
sexual and reproductive rights;  

• To facilitate access to usual and new audiences;  

• To preserve and pass on knowledge and intangible cultural heritage around birth and 
maternity;  

• To compare European and non-European values and practices. 

A3.1 Opening and travelling of the exhibition 

The exhibition will be hosted in: 
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▪ Hittisau from May 2020 to April 2021 

▪ Kharkiv from March to August 2021  

▪ Barcelona from September to December 2021  

▪ Merano from January 2022 to January 2023 

A3.2 Publication of the digital catalogue of the exhibition on the website 

A digital catalogue will be published on the website, with the photos of the objects and 
materials showcased, videos of "stories", video interviews of the curators of the exhibition, and 
all written texts and explanations displayed at the exhibition. 

A3.3 International conference 

The international conference will be celebrated on 30 June 2020 on occasion of the IAWM 
International Congress in Hittisau, in order to reach a wider public and resonance and 
disseminate BIRTH CULTURES topics and methodologies to give an input to the sustainability of 
the exhibition. 

On this occasion, the event will start with a guided visit to the exhibition. Afterwards, BIRTH 
CULTURES and its results will be presented, in particular as regards European practices and 
values around birth and maternity and their relations with the past. The conference will allow 
comparison between European practices and non-European ones with an aim of mutual 
understanding and mutual learning. For this reason, speakers who open access to different 
realities will be invited. 

A3.4 Round tables, seminars, meetings, Birth Cafés on birth and maternity 

Round tables, seminars and meetings will be implemented during the exhibition in the partner 
countries.  

These events will include different formats: 

1. Round table and a seminar aimed at presenting in depth and with relevant scientific 
information on birth and maternity, though tailored for non-professional audiences, and will 
allow debates and exchanges among participants. All round tables/seminars will include the 
visit to the exhibition, and will be possibly held in the exhibition space, in order to better 
understand the issues discussed. 

2. Events that will follow the Birth Café methodology and will include "Science espressos"-like 
introductions on delicate topics about giving birth: experts will be invited to talk for 10 minutes 
about scientific topics they are working on the following 10 minutes will be dedicated to 
moderated discussions with the audience. 

A3.5 Development of toolkits for secondary schools 

A toolkit will be created and translated into the different partner countries' languages. It will 
include an introduction to the topics and an explanation of the exhibition, exercise cards for 
teachers to develop preparatory activities in class, with content and language appropriate for a 
teenage public, and the catalogue 


