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Introduction

I wrote my book Parenting for Peace for curious people who want to become conscious 
parents. It’s a scientific roadmap delivered via seven principles, applied through seven 
steps in time--beginning pre-conception and going through adolescence. Here is  a 
collection of practical ideas for engaging each of the seven Parenting for PeaceTM  
principles to Step Four--Empowered Birth!

The requirements for a successful birth aren’t complicated: to birth smoothly and 
successfully, the need of all mammals (which we are!) is the same 3-fold need we all 
require to fall sleep: safe privacy, quiet, and low light. The higher thinking centers need 
to be “excused” from the laboring woman’s experience, and she needs to be allowed to 
go to that inner space of her deepest primitive callings, where her bodymind’s instinctive 
knowing can do what it knows how to do. 

The most common way to disturb birth is to do too much talking (even the most 
supportive “coaching” affirmations). When the neocortex (the area of the brain that 
processes language) becomes engaged, many aspects of the physiologically brilliant 
birthing process are impeded. Thinking requires adrenaline, which prevents  the 
necessary levels of oxytocin required to dilate the cervix. 

How many cases of “failure to progress” are caused by simply too much talking--even 
the most well-meaning of inquiries such as “How are you doing, love?” Imagine trying to 
fall asleep while someone is crooning even the most well-intentioned encouragement to 
you: “You’re doing so great, baby, you’re getting real close to sleep...” Or even worse, 
questions: “Are you almost asleep, sweetheart?” 

Speaking of language, a note on the words we use, which are SO important when we’re 
discussing the tender, raw, amazing processes around birth: a woman is already a 
mother long before she gives birth, so that’s  how I refer to her here. Ditto a father. While 
it would be cumbersome to continually use the phrase “father or partner”--though I do 
use it once in the  chapter about “Nurturance”--most of the “FATHER” headings apply to 
a laboring mother’s partner of either sex.
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PRESENCE
being fully engaged “right here, right now” with your body, thoughts, and feelings

I honestly can’t think of a more potent opportunity to discover and practice advanced 
dimensions of this principle than during labor and birth. Birth anthropologist Robbie 
Davis-Floyd, in describing how she charted a new rapport with presence during her 
second labor (a home VBAC), compares it to swimming a marathon. She points out that 
champions 

“don’t count the distance. They enter a timeless dimension, where this 
stroke is all there is. This stroke, and this one, and then this one. I am in 
that timeless world. I quit wondering eons ago when the baby will come 
out. There is only this contraction, and this push, and this pause, and then 
this contraction, and this push, and—Then the midwife’s Voice, 
summoning forth my consciousness from its burial in the depths of 
sensation.”

FOR FATHERS
See if you can find the space within yourself to be present with your laboring 
partner in a way that resonates with where she is. Find the part of you that can 
protect the deeply working space she’s in, without doing or fixing (those 
wonderfully masculine impulses without which we wouldn’t have skyscrapers or 
spaceships). Let your strength be devoted toward sheltering your partner’s 
authentic process, which may be intense and raw, and may include pain, noise, 
and general upheaval. She needs you to shelter her, not save her.
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FOR MOTHERS
While you’re laboring you can be present to your baby through your 
welcoming, encouraging thoughts: “Baby, we’re here working together—we’re 
almost in each other’s arms! Let the anticipation of our togetherness be for joy—
this adventure is about to come to fruition.”

Know that through the power of presence, you can bring any place or situation 
under your dominion. Even if you end up headed to the OR for a c-section, there 
is  a component of surrender you can engage in that is very powerful: forget who 
you “are”—the collection of thoughts, plans, and what some call ego. Open up a 
silence within; tell yourself this is your place and your moment. Own it, and 
go inside. Focus inside your story of graceful surrender, and of welcoming your 
child into the world.
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AWARENESS
the knowledge needed to be effective

Perhaps the most important awareness to hold during this  step is that a woman’s body 
is  elegantly and intricately designed to birth on its own, providing that a few basic needs 
are met in terms of the laboring environment—needs shared by all mammals: safety, 
privacy, and lack of verbal / mental stimulation. 

FOR MOTHERS
If you’re hungry during labor, you’re not yet in active labor, and you should eat. 
Eating lowers adrenaline levels, for one thing, and that helps labor 
proceed. Birth is physiologically programmed to happen in an oxytocin-saturated 
state, and oxytocin accompanies digestion; therefore, eating a little can help 
coax labor along. So yes, eat a bit if you like, but not for the commonly accepted 
reason that you’re preparing for a marathon and will need so many calories for 
energy. It’s  actually the reverse—you are preparing for an extended series of 
episodes of deep relaxation, in which, ideally, you even fall asleep between 
contractions.

FOR THE COUPLE
Water immersion can work seeming miracles  for labor, but timing is everything 
when using water! Women who enter the pool too soon can hinder rather than 
ease their labor. Obstetrics  physician Michel Odent explains that “a laboring 
woman shouldn’t enter the water before her cervix has dilated to five 
centimeters, as the common response to immersion is a redistribution of blood 
volume that stimulates the release of atrial natriuretic peptide (ANP). The 
inhibitory effect of this peptide on the activity of the posterior pituitary gland is 
slow—in the region of one to two hours.” 

What this means is that nature offers us a window of time—one to two hours—
during which the water provides  relaxation and pain relief, and the synergy 
between oxytocin production and blood distribution produces a spectacular 
progress in cervical dilation. But if the woman remains in the pool for more 
than two hours, exceeding this ideal window, labor can stall. Essentially, the 
body’s intelligence says, “We’ve now been in water long enough and other 
aspects of physiology require attention; we cannot keep producing oxytocin any 
longer!” In fact, in light of sheer birth physiology principles and his almost fifty 
years of attending births, Odent suggests such immersion can be seen as a 
reliable test of whether a cesarean is  called for: “If the already well-advanced 
[five centimeters or more] dilation remains stable in spite of water immersion, 
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privacy (no cameras!), and dim light, one can conclude that there is a major 
obstacle. There is no reason for procrastination. It is wiser to perform an in-labor 
non-emergency caesarean immediately.”1

Empowered Birth Checklist for Couples                  7

        © 2014, Marcy Axness, All rights reserved            ♥           ParentingForPeace.com | marcy@marcyaxness.com



RHYTHM
a fundamental human pacing need, often forgotten in our techno-automated world

During birth, rhythm reigns—or at least it should. Women, to the extent that you are 
willing to give yourself over to the mighty rhythms of your body’s birthing wisdom—to 
surrender to the mystery—you will have an empowering experience.

FOR MOTHERS
Early labor offers you opportunities to acquaint yourself more directly with your 
body’s gathering birthing rhythms, and to befriend them. One is the time-honored 
way of noting the time between contractions (or what uber-midwife Ina May 
Gaskin prefers to call “rushes”). Honor the relaxed rhythm of these early hours. 
A commonly endorsed calculus for determining the onset of true labor is: 
one contraction lasting for one minute occurring every five minutes.

FOR FATHERS
Dad, you are also subject to some transformative rhythms of pregnancy 
and birth! In the three weeks prior to his partner giving birth, an expectant father 
will experience a twenty percent rise in his levels of prolactin. It’s a hormone 
named for its role in promoting lactation in women, but it is also related to 
parental behavior in some animals and even birds. Following birth a father’s 
testosterone levels will drop by one-third, and although they return to their former 
levels  within a month or two, scientists  suspect that the effects of this brief dip 
endure lifelong; this  ebbing of testosterone together with a brief rise in (don’t 
freak out) estrogen levels allows a man’s nurturing side to come forward, and 
may actually induce the process of family bonding.

FOR THE COUPLE
One of the many reasons intravenously administered synthetic oxytocin is an 
assault to the natural rhythms of labor is that the body’s natural delivery format 
for oxytocin—as with most of her brilliantly orchestrated chemical messengers—
is pulsatile rather than continuous. Meaning, it comes in a rhythmic, on-and-off 
release rather than a linear flow. Let the mother immerse herself in the 
powerful tides of life moving in and through her, allowing her to be carried 
upon the rivers she herself is creating! Oxytocin peaks for a mother in the first 
hour following birth; she will never in her life (aside from other births) have as 
much of this bonding hormone as she does then. Biology installed it there—
along with the newborn’s high oxytocin levels—as a sort of Super Glue to ensure 
their naturally designed connection!
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EXAMPLE
the ultimate mode of teaching, and learning

Realize that you are joining a sacred living history, a stream of women who through the 
eons have made this journey and charted the way for you. In the wake of this  noble 
lineage of birthing women, you’re able to enrich their past knowledge with new 
resources and perhaps even have a better birthing experience. This brings healing and 
joy to the lineage.

FOR MOTHERS
Made popular by the Lamaze method, the use of a focal point can be seen as 
harnessing the example principle: “As I gaze on this singular point, I echo within 
me its symmetry, organization, and simplicity.” You can also use sound in this 
way, by choosing music, chant, or kirtan that is  repetitive, like a mantra. It must 
be monotonous so as to not stimulate your brain’s cortical sensors for 
novelty; it should be something you’re very familiar with, that feels like home to 
you.

It is good to have a woman in the room with you who has birthed in a way 
that you consider successful. She serves as  a subliminal guiding model, 
through body-to-body, brain-to-brain resonance—in the same way that it is easier 
to meditate in a room with another who is  meditating, or how we find we’re 
suddenly more intelligent when we’re with intelligent people.

A friend of mine used fire as  a powerful example of what she knew she needed 
to try and be: mystery in action. When watching a fire, you never know where the 
flame is  going next, so she used fire as a remedy for her overly rational, 
linear mind that tended to want to know and plan everything. (It worked!) 
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NURTURANCE
the practical demonstration of love

Fathers and partners, this is YOUR moment—the golden hour for you to express  this 
principle magnificently!

FOR FATHERS
You now act as her womb: it’s up to you to cocoon her from phone calls, 
texts, tweets, visitors, and all other cognitive stimulation. Anything 
characteristic of the modern human, especially lights and language, can slow 
down labor. Why? Because it puts adrenaline into her system. You yourself 
should use the bare minimum of softly spoken words with her—again, so as  not 
to call forth the labor-slowing adrenaline.

Rather than humanizing birth, as some reformers call for, Michel Odent suggests 
we need to de-humanize birth, or rather, mammalianize it—by taking away 
everything that distinguishes humans: rationality, speech and technology. 
Cameras are big culprits; the camera-face a woman feels she must put on 
will right there interfere with the process! Odent confidently declares, “Go 
ahead, let everyone into the room, chat, watch TV, run the cameras—and she’ll 
give birth after thirty or thirty-six hours of labor. If you respect the physiology, that 
same baby will be born in less than five hours.”

If your woman enters the hospital for birth, you can help her so much if you softly 
but confidently croon a little mantra of mastery to her, like, “You are the owner of 
your moment, right here and now.” Sure, labor has been steadily progressing in 
the comfort of your home, but the unfamiliar environment of the hospital 
stimulates adrenaline flow. Hormonally and neurophysiologically speaking, she 
has a short window of time in which to begin to feel at home there. See that you 
transform this foreign place into your place in short order—not more than 
fifteen minutes. Hospital intake forms can wait; her hormonal profile for an 
effective labor should not.

If you have a woman helping (a doula or midwife) who herself has successfully 
birthed, she has a knowing within her of how to nurture the mother during labor. 
She stays calm, collected; she does  not massage unless asked; she does not 
give verbal affirmations and praise—which wake up the rational mind and bring 
adrenaline. She understands that this is a matter of sheer mammalian 
physiology: just as you don’t mess with the laws of gravity when skydiving, 
you don’t mess with laws of physiology when birthing!
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Fathers, the prerequisites for you being there in a way that truly nurtures 
your partner and your soon-to-arrive child are: 

1. can you keep your adrenaline level low?

2. can you keep your natural impulse to fix things in check? 

3. in your heart of hearts, can you feel confident that witnessing your partner 
birthing will not carry negative consequences for you in your future sexual 
relationship with her? This is so politically incorrect, so countercultural—the 
great unmentionable. But those who are profoundly familiar with the process 
have seen it time and time again—the woman giving birth just when the father 
has left to buy a paper or get some coffee. Along with the welcomed opportunity 
for men to attend the birth of their children came, it seems, the automatic 
expectation for them to do so. We have to remember that up until a 
nanosecond ago in human history, birth has always been strictly women’s 
business, and many men may feel utterly out of their element with it. It is a gift 
to your woman and child to get really honest about your feelings about 
attending the birth. An excellent discussion of these under-discussed issues 
can be found here.

For many men, though, your natural impulses toward protection and 
mastery become beautifully channeled for birth! A friend told me of a father 
whose wife was in labor at home, when his family (who live in the same 
apartment building) came pounding on their door, angry over their choice for 
home birth. The young father calmly yet determinedly posted a note on the door: 
“We need your silence and your prayers.” Strong. Silent. Gets it.

Remember, after the baby is born, the mother is still in labor. Don’t disturb 
the atmosphere or do anything! Let the cord continue to give the baby all his 
or her rightful blood. Don’t wash the baby. Let the silence, the darkness, the 
reverence continue. This ensures the healthy delivery of the placenta and the 
peaceful beginnings of the bonding process.
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TRUST
calm reliance upon processes outside of your immediate perception and control

The primary application of this principle at this step is  perhaps best summed up in the 
title of one of my favorite books on the subject, Andrea Henkart’s  Trust Your Body! Trust 
Your Baby! It’s a collection of chapters designed to cultivate your faith in the wisdom of 
all the processes within you designed to birth a baby safely and with relative ease. It 
points out, 

“The uterus already knows how to birth a baby. The mother takes classes 
only to ‘learn’ to accept the process and trust her body.” 

Rather than a lifelong learning of this kind of natural trust by being exposed to birth in 
the course of normal life, like they do in other cultures, we spend decades internalizing 
the propaganda of our technomedical model: our bodies are machines prone to 
malfunction, and childbirth requires aggressive medical management. 

FOR MOTHERS
Mantras are wonderful for recollecting ourselves to our trusting nature. A helpful 
one is “I surrender to Life, to my body and my baby.” 

Often a woman’s  apprehension about birth has less to do with labor and more to 
do with what comes after: when we say “Trust your body,” some women say, 
“Sure, but I won’t know what to do with a baby!” Relax—you’ll learn, you’ll 
teach each other. 

FOR THE COUPLE
Various tools for clearing counterproductive emotional imprints and implicit 
beliefs can be helpful in cultivating trust in birth. The “tapping cure” of 
Emotional Freedom Technique (EFT) is particularly user-friendly and effective. 

Trust that your baby has chosen the correct time to be born. 
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SIMPLICITY
the absence of complication and excess

The requirements for a successful birth could not be simpler! Anyone who’s  been 
present at the birth of a colt, calf or kitten has witnessed the needs of a mammalian 
mother (which we are): safe privacy, period. What could be simpler than a farm? Find a 
farmer and unlearn what you know about birth! 

For animals (which we are), birthing space is like real estate—location, location, 
location: their favorite barn stall or dresser drawer, because familiar is  safe. The more 
familiar we are with the territory where we birth, the more at peace we are and the fewer 
interventions we’ll need. Indeed, what we need is less—less  language, fewer questions, 
lower light. Simplicity. If we could just remember and connect with our mammalian 
nature, birthing would be so much simpler. 

FOR THE COUPLE
Remember that childbirth is not a performance. It is an act of utmost sacred 
intimacy. No superficialities allowed, only gravitas—the dignified simplicity of 
authentic being.

The lasting joy of simplicity is astonishing; just as the residue of a 
disempowering birth can stay with you, so too does the empowerment of a 
simple birth. It sets  into motion a kind of “fractal wave” that continues within the 
inner life of the mother and thus enriches the child. This  is an auspicious 
beginning for parenting a peacemaker!
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Marcy Axness, PhD, is an early development specialist, parent coach, and author of Parenting 
for Peace: Raising the Next Generation of Peacemakers. The premise of  her book is, if  we 
really want to change the world, we need to raise a generation who are "hardwired" with the 
brain-based capacities of a peacemaker -- such as self-regulation, empathy, trust, imagination 
and of  course, intelligence. Parenting for Peace is user-friendly scientific roadmap for how  to do 
exactly that, while bringing more joy into family life. Featured in several documentary films as an 
authority on adoption, prenatal development and Waldorf  education, Dr. Axness considers as 
her most important (and joyful!) credential being mother to Ian and Eve, both flourishing in their 
twenties. 

Marcy invites you to join her at parentingforpeace.com. There you’ll find resources, tools and 
inspiration, as well as opportunities for community with other parents-in-progress.

Most of all, though, Marcy wishes you blessings for a wonderful birth!

♥
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Notes
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