
		
  	
     
    [Skip to Content]
		
		
		
			
				
					
						
							[image: institution icon]

							Institutional Login

						

					

					
						
							[image: account icon]

							LOG IN

						

						
  						
    						[image: accessibility icon]
    						Accessibility
    				  
						

					

				

			

			
			
			
			
				
					
						
							[image: Project MUSE]
							[image: Project MUSE]							
						

					

									
						 
							
								Browse
							

							
								
									OR 
								

							

							
								
  								
  								
										
                    Search:
										
										
										
										
																				
                    
										

									

								
																											
								

							

						
				
					

				
					
						
	
		
			
			  menu
				
			

		

		
			Advanced Search
			Browse
			
				MyMUSE Account
				
					Log In / Sign Up
					Change My Account
					User Settings
					Access via Institution
					MyMUSE Library
					Search History
					View History
					Purchase History
					MyMUSE Alerts
					Individual Subscriptions
																
				

			
									
			
				Contact Support
			

		

	



		
 
					

				

			

			
			
			
		






    


	
		
	

    
    
    
        
    

    		
			
	
				
					
						Teaching the Trees

					

				

				
				
					
						
							
								
								
								
								
							
							
					
							
					
					
							
								
								

							
							



						

					


				

				
		

			
	
		

    
    
    
    
    
    	
    		
    		
    		
    		
      
      
    		
    		
   			
   			
   			
   			
				
						
						
						
						[image: restricted access] Baby Trees
						
						

						
	
						
						
						  

						  Joan Maloof  
						  
												
						
	
							University of Georgia Press
							
	Chapter
	
						  
  						  	
    							  View Citation
							
	
    							  
    							    [image: Related Content]
                      Related Content
    							  
    							


							

						
	
							Additional Information
						


				

    		
    		

    		
    		
		
		
    		
    		
			

			
			
			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  121 I am one of those biology teachers who show the infamous childbirth video. You may have seen it in biology class, too. It starts by discussing conception; then there is a long, boring section about the growth of the fetus; and then, ﬁnally, it cuts to a live shot of a woman in labor and the next thing you know you’re looking at a human head bulging out from between a woman’s legs. There is a lot of ﬂuid and a little blood . . . and always a few of the young men in the class turn white and put their heads down on the desk. Then the baby cries, the music swells, and the video is over. But the video ignores an important part of childbirth. “what is it?” I ask the class. “What happens next? What have they neglected to show us about the birthing experience ?” Usually no one knows; if they do know it is only because they themselves have attended a birth. It’s the Baby Trees 122 placenta of course, the afterbirth. And they squirm at hearing those words come out of my mouth. These are words Westerners normally don’t use in polite conversation. Our cultural blindness to the placenta is so strong that a crucial part of childbirth is not even shown in an educational video. One of the reasons I show the video is so we can have this discussion. And I want to have the discussion because I, myself, was not taught about that part of childbirth. When my time came I lay there, a woman with the words honors and distinction on her bachelor of science degree, and was taken completely by surprise by the delivery of the placenta. Nothing but a little glimmer of recognition in my brain; oh, yeah, that thing. So what happened to my daughter’s placenta? I have no idea. It was never discussed; certainly no one offered it to me.There are credible reports of placentas being sold by the pound to European pharmaceutical companies, but most of them are probably incinerated along with the other hospital waste. To tell the truth I really don’t care what happened to it, but in more earthbound cultures the handling of the placenta is surrounded by tradition and ritual.Why this discussion of placentas in a book about trees? I am ﬁnally coming to my point. In many cultures trees and placentas are intimately associated . A physical examination of the placenta reveals its resemblance to a tree: there is a “trunk” (the umbilical cord) and “branches” (the branching veins and arteries). But the placenta is associated with trees in more ways than appearance .While visiting a Balinese family in Indonesia I was ﬁrst introduced to their toddler and then shown where her placenta was buried under a thriving young coconut tree.“Tree grows strong, baby grows strong,” was how it was explained to me. Similar customs are practiced throughout the world. [52.207.220.85] Project MUSE (2024-04-10 16:47 GMT) 124 Among the indigenous people of the Paciﬁc Northwest the father of an infant would carry the placenta to the base of a young spruce tree hoping that the baby would grow as tall and strong as the tree.1 In Africa, the father of a child from the Karen tribe takes the placenta deep into the forest and places it on the branch of a tree. When the child is old enough he is introduced to his “life tree.”2 Burying the placenta under a fruit tree is an ancient European tradition still practiced in many places. In Maori culture the word whenua means both “land” and “placenta.” A fascinating consilience, but what does it all mean: Why a tree? What deep human instinct prompts us again and again, all across the globe, to equate a human life with a tree’s life? Wherever the impulse comes from for equating trees with humans, or humans with trees, it goes beyond cultural rituals and traditions such as the handling of the placenta. There are many, many examples in poetry, literature , and art that merge the two organisms. Even the Bible draws the analogy between humans and trees. Both Psalms 1:3 and Jeremiah 17:8 say that the righteous man will be like a tree planted by the water. Michael Perlman examines this topic in depth in his book The Power of Trees. He writes: The persistence of the human-tree... 
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