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►Our Founder
► July 10, 1875 –May 18, 1955

Mary McLeod Bethune to the President and the first lady. 
The work of the cabinet ultimately laid the political 
foundation of what would become the modern civil rights 
movement.
  

  
  
  
  
Launching the liberty ship: SS Booker T. Washington, 
1942. Image from Library of Congress, 2017695234.

During World War II, she was active in mobilizing support 
for the war effort among African Americans. She publicly 
argued for equal opportunity in defense-industry 
manufacturing and in the armed forces. In a 1941 speech, 
she eloquently embodied the sentiment of equality:
“Despite the attitude of some employers in refusing to 
hire Negros to perform needed, skilled services, and 
despite the denial of the same opportunities and 
courtesies to our youth in the armed forces of our country, 
we must not fail America and as Americans, we must not 
let America fail us.”
Mary McLeod Bethune

She led war bond drives, blood donation drives, and 
encouraged African American women to staff the 
canteens that dotted the country. Bethune also served as 
a special assistant to the Secretary of War for the 
Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps. In the role as Special 
Assistant, she was responsible for helping establish a 
training school and recruiting Black women for army 
officer training.
  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
Mary McLeod Bethune in 1949. Image from Library of 
Congress, 2004662601.

After the war, Bethune served as an associate consultant 
to the US delegation to help draft the United Nations 
charter. During the negotiations, she focused her efforts 
on the rights of people living in colonized countries 
around the world. She left the conference with a deep 
sense of disappointment, as she did not get the 
concessions of freedom, human rights, and self-
determination that she so deeply desired.
In 1949, she was invited to Haiti to receive the highest 
Hattian civilian honor, the “Medal of Honor and Merit.” 
She also traveled to Liberia, as a representative of 
President Truman, where she received the “Commander 
of the Order of the Star of Africa,” Liberia’s highest medal. 
Over the course of her life, she received 11 honorary 
degrees from Black and white colleges—including Rollins 
College, where she was the first African American to 
receive such an honor in the entire South.
Her legacy continued after her death in May 1955. She 
was the first Black woman to have a national monument 
dedicated to her in the nation’s capital. Schools, public 
parks, and streets have been named in her honor. Her 
greatest legacy remains Bethune-Cookman University, 
one of the top 50 historically Black colleges and 
universities in the country.
Historian Audrey Thomas McCluskey summed it up best 
when she wrote: “Despite the numerous instances of 
racism shown toward her, and even unsubstantiated 
charges that she was a Communist sympathizer, 
Bethune maintained her belief in America.” She 
possessed unwavering patriotism, a strong sense of 
racial pride, and even walked with a cane that had once 
belonged to her friend, President Franklin Roosevelt. 
McCluskey continued, “She lived almost 80 years, a 
lifetime that reached from the post-Reconstruction era to 
the dawn of the modern civil rights movement.”
In her last will and testament from 1955, Dr. Bethune 
wrote:
“I leave you hope. The Negro’s growth will be great in the 
years to come. Yesterday our ancestors endured the 
degradation of slavery, yet they retained their dignity. 
Today, we direct our strength toward winning a more 
abundant and secure life. Tomorrow, a new Negro, 
unhindered by race taboos and shackles, will benefit 
from more than 330 years of ceaseless struggle. Theirs 
will be a better world. This I believe with all my heart.”
Mary McLeod Bethune

Sources and Recommended Reading:
McCluskey, Audrey Thomas and Elaine M. Smith. Mary 
McLeod Bethune: Building a Better World. Indiana 
University Press, 1999.
Long, Nancy Ann Zrinyi. Mary McLeod Bethune: Her Life 
and Legacy. Florida Historical Society Press, 2019.
Robertson, Dr. Ashley N. Mary McLeod Bethune in 
Florida: Bringing Social Justice to the Sunshine State. 
The History Press, 2015.
  

  
  
 
Siren of the Resistance: The Artistry and 
Espionage of Josephine Baker
Iconic entertainer of the Jazz Age, famous for her risq



Black women are three to four times more likely 
to die from pregnancy-related complications 
compared to white women.

The legacy of racism and discrimination has 
contributed to this disparity.

Addressing this issue is crucial to improving the 
health and well-being of not only Black mothers, 
but also their families and communities.

Introduction



The legacy of racism has had a profound 
and detrimental impact on black 

maternal health and the black family in 
the United States. This legacy is deeply 

rooted in historical and systemic racism, 
which has created a range of disparities 
that persist to this day. Here are some 

key aspects of this legacy:



“Faith is the first factor in a life 
devoted to service. 

Without it, nothing is possible. With 
it, nothing is impossible.”

Dr. Mary McLeod Bethune



HealthCare Disparities
Black women also 
experience higher rates of 
maternal morbidity, which 
includes severe 
complications during 
childbirth or pregnancy. 
These complications can 
have long-term physical and 
psychological effects, 
impacting not only the 
mother's health but also her 
ability to care for her family

Structural racism has 
resulted in limited 
access to prenatal 
care for many black 
women. They may 
face barriers such as 
lack of transportation, 
childcare, or 
healthcare facilities 
in their communities. 
Every one of these  
can lead to delayed 
or inadequate care 
during pregnancy.



The current state of black 
maternal health
• Black women in the United States face significantly higher maternal mortality 
rates compared to white women. For example, they die in higher numbers from 
pregnancy-related complications than whites. This disparity is not explained by 
income or education level and is often attributed to racial bias in healthcare 
systems, including inadequate access to quality prenatal and postnatal care.

• Black women are 3-4 times more likely to experience pregnancy-related deaths 
than white women. This is a cogent reason why racial disparities in healthcare 
must be addressed.



New Data Shows 
U.S. Maternal 
Mortality Rate 
Exceeds That in 
Other High-
Income Countries 
and is worse for 
blacks 

The U.S. 
Maternal 
Mortality 
Crisis 
Continues 
to Worsen: 
An 
Internatio
nal 
Compariso
n is 
depicted 
in this 
graph

Source: Commonwealth 
Fund. December 1st, 2022

https://www.commonwe
althfund.org/blog/2022/u
s-maternal-mortality-crisis-
continues-worsen-
international-comparison



Economic Inequities

Historical and ongoing 
economic disparities, 
partly rooted in racism, 
can limit the resources 
available to black 
families. Economic 
instability can lead to 
challenges in accessing 
quality healthcare, 
housing, and nutritious 
food, all of which are 
vital for maternal and 
family well-being.



 Psychological and 
Emotional Impact

The experience of 
racism and 
discrimination 
contributes to chronic 
stress among black 
individuals, including 
pregnant women. This 
chronic stress can have 
negative effects on both 
maternal and fetal 
health. It also impacts 
the mental health of 
black mothers, which in 
turn affects their ability 
to care for their families..

The over-policing and 
incarceration of black individuals, 
particularly black men, disrupts 
families and can have profound 
effects on maternal health. The 
stress and trauma associated 
with having a family member 
involved in the criminal justice 
system can negatively impact 
maternal and family well-being.



Criminal Justice System & 
Community Disinvestment

There is something 
wrong with the fact 
that the U.S. has 
only 5% of the 
world’s population 
but has nearly 25% 
of the world’s 
prisoners!  
Furthermore, the 
racial makeup in 
the U.S. prisons is 
disproportionate. 

Black people represent 
only 12% of the U.S. adult 
population, but 33% of the 
prison population, while 
white individuals make up 
64% of the adult population 
and 30% of prisoners. 

Source: 
https://givingcompass.org/topic
s/criminal-
justice?gclid=CjwKCAjwjaWoBh
AmEiwAXz8DBU3SmkXaInybEGL
FnDGQfHEtuLf1s1M1vZniKKHTej
hAAstgX3tXBxoCsoMQAvD_BwE

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/04/30/shrinking-gap-between-number-of-blacks-and-whites-in-prison/


The history of racism 
in healthcare

• The history of  racism in healthcare 
has resulted in significant health 
disparities and a mistrust of  medical 
institutions among Black communities. 
These disparities further influence the 
Criminal Justice System!

• The Data reveals a Criminal Justice 
System that is very unfair (see image 
here). We all can play a critical role in 
advancing criminal justice reform, 
from ending mass incarceration 
to addressing disparities!
• Source: Black Lives Matter 
https://www.sentencingproject.org/reports/the-
color-of-justice-racial-and-ethnic-disparity-in-
state-prisons-the-sentencing-project/



 Education & Opportunities 

This, in turn, can 
impact maternal health 
as mothers often bear 
the brunt of these 
challenges.

Unequal access to 
quality education 
can limit 
opportunities for 
black children, 
affecting their 
prospects and the 
economic stability 
of their families. 
Unequal access to 
quality education 
can limit 
opportunities for 
black children, 
affecting their 
prospects and the 
economic stability 
of their families.



In the interim, blacks can continue to self-
educate themselves on selfcare. They can 
prioritize their health by seeking quality 
prenatal and postpartum care, eating 
nutritious foods, exercising, managing stress, 
and seeking support.

Opportunities





Conclusion



In summary, black women are three to four 
times more likely to die from pregnancy-related 
complications compared to white women.

The legacy of racism and discrimination as 
indicated has contributed to this disparity.

Addressing this issue is crucial to improving the 
health and well-being of not only Black mothers, 
but also their families and communities.

CONCLUSION



The history of racism in 
healthcare
Furthermore, the history of racism in 
healthcare has resulted in significant health 
disparities and a mistrust of medical 
institutions among Black communities.



Black women are 3-4 times more likely to die 
from pregnancy-related causes than white 
women.

Black women are more likely to experience 
maternal health complications than white 
women.

Racial discrimination and systemic racism 
contribute to the disparities in black maternal 
health outcomes.

The impact on the 
black family



The Way Forward



Prioritize your health by seeking quality 
prenatal and postpartum care, eating 
nutritious foods, exercising, managing 
stress, and seeking support.

The way 
forward



           PPP      Partner

► Partner with other agencies providing 
similar services to similar populations to 
insure the greatest reach to vulnerable 
populations.
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National Council of Negro Women, 
Incorporated



“
”

Without community service, we would not have a 
strong quality of life. It’s important to the person 
who serves as well as to the recipient It’s the way in 
which we grow and develop.

DR. DOROTHY I. HEIGHT

To: Community Health Workers
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 Service Focused

At  work

27



Thank you for engaging in this presentation on  

The Impact of Racism on Black Maternal Health and the 

Black Family

Addressing these disparities requires a multifaceted 
approach that includes policy changes, healthcare system 
reforms, community investment, anti-discrimination efforts, 
and public awareness campaigns. Recognizing and 
confronting the legacy of racism in maternal health and 
the black family is crucial to achieving health equity and 
social justice. 
 



Community Health Workers
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In power, with purpose, a plan, and passion, I encourage you to give your life daily 
to helping women and their families survive, to develop hope for the future.

“I leave you love.  I leave you hope.”
- Dr. Mary McLeod Bethune -
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This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

http://nancysblog-seeker.blogspot.com/2011_09_01_archive.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Your
Cooperation 

and
Participation 

Matters
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The Way Forward



Let's continue working towards a more just 
and equitable society for all. In seeking 
justice, equity and minimizing disparities 
black voices must be heard! Blacks, 
especially women, must therefore, be at 
“The Table” where these discussions are 
held, and where the decisions are made!
 
     VISION!               VOICE!                VALUE!

Q/A
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