
The Postmortem Cesarean Operation In The
Spanish Empire Latin America
The Postmortem Cesarean operation, also known as "caesarean section" or "C-
section", is a medical procedure that involves the delivery of a baby through an
incision in the mother's abdomen and uterus. It is usually performed when a
vaginal delivery is deemed unsafe or impossible. While this operation has been
practiced for centuries, it gained significant prominence during the Spanish
Empire's reign in Latin America. This article explores the historical context,
cultural implications, and medical advancements surrounding this procedure in
the Spanish Empire's colonial territories.

The Spanish Empire's Influence

The Spanish Empire held vast territories in Latin America from the 15th to the
19th centuries. During this period, the Empire's cultural, political, and religious
beliefs significantly influenced the regions it colonized. The Catholic Church
played a crucial role in shaping medical practices, including childbirth-related
procedures. The Church's influence, combined with the prevailing patriarchal
society, impacted the way childbirth was approached and medical interventions
were implemented.

The Emergence of the Postmortem Cesarean Operation

The Postmortem Cesarean operation came to prominence in Latin America
during the Spanish Empire's dominance. It was primarily employed when a
pregnant woman died during labor, providing a way to save the unborn child's life.
In a society deeply rooted in religious beliefs, where the salvation of souls was of
utmost importance, the preservation of the unborn child's life became a significant
concern.
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Cultural and Religious Perspectives

The Spanish Empire's influence on Latin America was deeply entwined with
Catholicism. The Church's teachings emphasized the importance of spiritual
salvation and the belief that baptism was necessary for a soul to enter heaven. As
a result, the urgency to baptize the unborn child led to the emergence of the
Postmortem Cesarean operation. This surgical procedure allowed for the timely
extraction of the unborn child to ensure its immediate baptism.

Medical Advancements

While the surgical techniques used during the Postmortem Cesarean operation in
the Spanish Empire's territories might seem primitive by today's standards, they
represented significant advancements in the historical context. Surgeons, known
as barbersurgeons during this time, played a crucial role in performing the
operation. However, it is important to note that these procedures were conducted
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without proper anesthesia and hygienic practices that we are accustomed to
today.

Evolving Attitudes and Practices

Over time, medical practices surrounding childbirth evolved, and the Postmortem
Cesarean operation became less prevalent. Advancements in emergency
obstetric care and a better understanding of maternal health contributed to safer
childbirth procedures. Additionally, the Enlightenment period challenged
traditional beliefs and practices, including those related to childbirth. As a result,
the Postmortem Cesarean operation gradually fell out of favor and was replaced
by safer alternatives.

Legacy and Historical Significance

While the Postmortem Cesarean operation is no longer a common practice, its
historical significance cannot be denied. It provides valuable insights into the
medical practices and cultural beliefs prevalent during the Spanish Empire's reign
in Latin America. Additionally, it highlights the intersection between religion,
medicine, and society, demonstrating how these factors influenced healthcare
decisions in the past.

The Postmortem Cesarean operation holds a unique place in the medical history
of the Spanish Empire's Latin American territories. It reflects the intertwined
nature of religion, medicine, and culture during the colonial period. While the
procedure has evolved and become less prominent, its legacy sheds light on the
challenges faced by medical practitioners and the societal pressures that
influenced their practices. Exploring such historical practices helps us better
understand the complex relationship between medical science and cultural
context.
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In 1786, Guatemalan priest Pedro José de Arrese published a work instructing
readers on their duty to perform the cesarean operation on the bodies of recently
deceased pregnant women in order to extract the fetus while it was still alive.
Although the fetus’s long-term survival was desired, the overarching goal was to
cleanse the unborn child of original sin and ensure its place in heaven. Baptism
Through Incision presents Arrese’s complete treatise—translated here into
English for the first time—with a critical and excerpts from related primary source
texts.

Inspired by priests’ writings published in Spain and Sicily beginning in the mid-
eighteenth century, Arrese and writers like him in Peru, Mexico, Alta California,
Guatemala, and the Philippines penned local medico-religious manuals and
guides for performing the operation and baptism. Comparing these texts to one
another and placing them in dialogue with archival cases and print culture
references, this book traces the genealogy of the postmortem cesarean operation
throughout the Spanish Empire and reconstructs the transatlantic circulation of
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obstetrical and scientific knowledge around childbirth and reproduction. In doing
so, it shows that knowledge about cesarean operations and fetal baptism
intersected with local beliefs and quickly became part of the new ideas and
scientific-medical advancements circulating broadly among transatlantic
Enlightenment cultures.

A valuable resource for scholars and students of colonial Latin American history,
the history of medicine, and the history of women, reproduction, and childbirth,
Baptism Through Incision includes translated excerpts of works by Spanish
surgeon Jaime Alcalá y Martínez, Mexican physician Ignacio Segura, and
Peruvian friar Francisco González Laguna, as well as late colonial Guatemalan
instructions, and newspaper articles published in the Gazeta de México, the
Gazeta de Guatemala, and the Mercurio Peruano.
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