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A troubling study of the role that medical racism plays in the lives of black women who
have given birth to premature and low birth weight infants

Black women have higher rates of premature birth than other women in America. This
cannot be simply explained by economic factors, with poorer women lacking resources or
access to care. Even professional, middle-class black women are at a much higher risk of
premature birth than low-income white women in the United States. DI na-Ain Davis looks
into this phenomenon., placing racial differences in birth outcomes into a historical context,
revedling that ideas about reproduction and race today have been influenced by the
legacy of ideas which developed during the era of slavery.

While poor and low-income black women are often the "mascots” of premature birth
outcomes, this book focuses on professional black women, who are just as likely to give
birth prematurely. Drawing on an impressive array of interviews with nearly fifty mothers,
fathers, neonatologists, nurses, midwives, and reproductive justice advocates, DI na-Ain
Davis argues that events leading up to an infant’s arrival in a neonatal intensive care unit
(NICV), and the parents’ experiences while they are in the NICU, reveal subtle but pernicious
forms of racism that confound the perceived class dynamics that are frequently
understood to be a central factor of premature birth.

The book argues not only that medical racism persists and must be considered when
examining adverse outcomes-as well as upsetting experiences for parents-but also that
NICUs and life-saving technologies should not be the only strategies for improving the
outcomes for black pregnant women and their babies. Davis makes the case for other
avenues, such as community-based birthing projects, doulas, and midwives, that support
women during pregnancy and labor are just as important and effective in avoiding
premature births and mortality.

DEl na-Ain Davis is Director of the Center for the Study of Women and Society at the
Graduate Center, CUNY (New York). She is the author of Battered Black Women and
Welfare Reform: Between a Rock and Hard Place.’Reproductive Injustice provides a
powerful look at the disturbing and lingering disparity in premature births occurring among
black women... Davis presents a deterritoridlized ethnography that covers time and space:
her fieldwork with mothers, birth workers, and hospital staff illuminates a rich narrative
encompassing black women's reproduction, the history of the March of Dimes, and
development of the neonatal intensive care unit. A must read for students of anthropology.
sociology. and medicine, particularly practitioners working with pregnancy and childbirth.”

"As a white NICU nurse, | came to read Reproductive Injustice because | suspected | was
participating in medical racism, but had never learned the relevant history to identify how,
or critical race theory to know what to do about it. Reading Dr. Davis' work, it was
devastatingly easy for me to see how current practices in my NICU workplace reflected
racist ideologies born from American slavery. As the work repeatedly [reiterates] racism's
grammar, Reproductive Injustice gave me the vocabulary to begin to challenge it." (Words
of Choice)
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‘Davis explores how medical racism impacts black women... The work is unique in that it is
the first to focus on the subject as it relates to professional working women and provides

evidence that black women across all classes still have a higher rate of premature births

than other women”’
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