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When a baby is born, the so-called “life signs” are checked 
and evaluated. There is a clear definition of life signs, 
which include the heartbeat, pulsations of the umbilical 
cord or movements. While most mature babies show 
unambiguous life signs, these can be subtle, hardly 
palpable or even non-existent in the case of premature 
births and induced terminations. As a consequence, some 
practitioners in the field of gynaecology and obstetrics 
develop their own understandings of life signs. This 
presentation explores how this notion is situationally re-
interpreted by and negotiated among different kinds of 
practitioners, such as doctors, midwives or nurses. It also 
scrutinizes how they evaluate the meanings of this notion 
and the legal rights and obligations that result from 
categorising a foetus or baby as “live birth”, “stillbirth” or 
“miscarriage”. The presentation mainly builds of on-going 
anthropological fieldwork in Austria, focusing on induced 
abortions due to a prenatal diagnosis. This context 
significantly influences the medical and moral evaluation 
of life signs, since the lives of the affected foetuses/ babies 
were deliberately ended. My findings reveal the porous 
boundaries between life and death and show how 
supposedly clear-cut and neutral legal categories are 
saturated with subjective and moral meaning. 
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