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First 
Things 

First

• My identities absolutely inform my work
• Black woman, partner, mother
• Highly sensitive INFJ
• Detroiter
• First-gen

• I don’t get to choose between scholarship and 
activism, I have to do both

• I am in the academy, and my primary 
allegiance is to the liberation my 
community

• I trust myself and my ancestral memories and 
ways of knowing



The Plan

• Theories and frames
• Preterm birth and racial inequities
• Social epi examples: neighborhoods and PTB
• SECURE study
• Discussion



Facinghistory.org



Reproductive Justice

• Based on the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human rights
• “The human right to maintain personal bodily autonomy, have children, not 

have children, and parent the children we have in safe and sustainable 
communities” 

• Not about choice, but access
• Focused on all reproductive rights, not just abortion

Ross and Solinger 2017



Intersectionality

 Illustrates how racial and gender oppression interact in the lives of Black women
 Considers the interconnections 
 Transformation, building coalitions among different groups, and working toward social 

justice 



Fundamental Cause Theory

 4 main features:
 Influence multiple disease outcomes
 Affect these outcomes through multiple risk factors
 Involves access to resources that can be used to avoid risks or minimize 

consequences of disease
 Reproduced over time through the replacement of intervening 

mechanisms

Phelan and Link 2015, & Link and Phelan 2010



Systems of 
Oppression

 Racism, sexism, heterosexism, classism, 
ableism, etc.
 Systemic and directional power relationships 

among social groups, in which one group 
benefits at the expense of other groups 



Five Faces of 
Oppression

Exploitation

Marginalization

Powerlessness

Cultural imperialism

Violence



Social and Health Inequalities in the USA

Bailey 2017



Singh 2019



400 Year History of African Americans in the US (1619-2019)



Explaining Disparities By Race

• Average biological differences between members of diverse racial/ethnic 
groups are assumed to reflect innate, genetically determined differences

Racialized expression of biology

• Reflects lived experiences of racism
• How people literally embody and biologically express experiences of 

economic and social inequality, from utero to death
• Produces social inequalities in health across a wide spectrum of outcomes

Biological expressions of racism



Racism Not Race
• Race: social rather than biologic

• Refers to social groups that share cultural heritage and ancestry
• Justified by ideology, one group benefits from dominating other groups

• Identity of dominant group tied to this position
• Selective and arbitrary physical characteristics

• Large and enduring associations with health and mortality (DuBois in 1899)

• Racism: institutional and individual practices that create and reinforce oppressive 
systems of race relations



Levels of Racism

• Institutionalized: different access to 
goods, services, and opportunities of 
society by race

• Personally mediated: prejudice and 
discrimination

• Internalized: stigmatized groups accept 
negative messages about their own 
abilities and intrinsic worth

Jones 2000



Systemic Racism as a 
Fundamental Cause

 Born from the economic advantages of slavery for whites when 
the US was founded
 Major institutions have been pervaded by racial 

stereotypes, ideas, emotions, practices
 Socioeconomic conditions that undergird systemic racism 

are reproduced over time

 Embodies a set of flexible resources that advantage white people, 
including 
 Structural factors
 Individual resources of money, knowledge, power, prestige
 Beneficial social connections, which are held 

disproportionately by white people  
 Social psychological advantages

 The broad range and flexibility of the resources that racism 
provides white people facilitates the reproduction of SES 
inequalities by race



Racism as a Fundamental Cause of Health 
Inequalities

Phelan and Link 2015



Pathways Linking Racism to Poor Health

Bailey 2017



• Racism & PTB in African American women
• n=1410 (71% response rate)

• Retrospective cohort
• Recruited 2009-2011
• Surveys, medical records, current and prior addresses

• Singleton births at suburban hospital
• Immediate postpartum period



Preterm 
Birth 
(PTB)

 Birth before 37 completed weeks 
of gestation
 Multifactorial syndrome
 2nd leading cause of infant 

mortality
 Linked to adverse adult health 

outcomes
 Stark, persistent racial disparities















Residential Evictions

• Formal (court-ordered)
• 2.3 million low-income renters/yr
• Important determinant of health
• Formal evictions: landlord- initiated forced moves
• Poor women of color have highest risk
• “Eviction is to Black women what mass 

incarceration is to Black men”- Matthew Desmond
• Cause AND consequence of poverty

• Illegal (not court-ordered)
• illegal strong- arm lockouts, and unofficial orders 

for the tenant to vacate a rental property
• 48% of all evictions





• “If you are silent about your pain, they’ll kill you and say you enjoyed it” –Saint Zora Neale Hurston
• Mixed-method, community-based participatory research for action

• Wayne, Oakland, and Macomb County, Michigan

• Magnitude and severity of evictions & impact on Black women, families, and communities

• Community advisory board 
• Two projects:

• Court-ordered eviction: 
• neighborhood-level evictions (secondary data + focus groups)

• Illegal evictions: 
• primary data collection (surveys) & in-depth interviews



Securestudy.org



“Racism is not free for 
anybody”

-Prof. John H. Bracey Jr.
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