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In this Issue 

Black Women Birthing Justice is a collective of African-
American, African, Caribbean and multiracial women who 
are committed to transforming birthing experiences for Black 
women. Our vision is that every woman should have an 
empowering birthing experience free of unnecessary medical 
interventions. Our goals are to educate to advocate for 
themselves, to document birth stories and to raise awareness 
about birthing alternatives. We aim to challenge medical 
violence, rebuild women’s confidence in giving birth naturally 
and decrease disproportionate maternal mortality. 
  

 

Join the Movement for 
Access to Midwifery 

•  

Birth Justice is 
Economic Justice  

•  

Mother Wit: Midwife 
Tips from Stephanie 

Etienne 

•  

Doula’s Corner with 
Gingi Allen 

•  

A New Birth Story 
 

Join the Movement for Access to Midwifery! 
By Marisa Hall 

 
“Who is in the best position to decide what type of maternity 
care is right for me and my baby?” This is a question that 
Adeola Adeseun, president of California Families for Access to 
Midwives (CFAM), asks of politicians, health professionals 
and community members alike. While black women are at a 
higher risk for delivering prematurely, birthing underweight 
babies and experiencing complications during childbirth, the 
care and education that midwives provide in out-of-hospital 
settings has been shown to improve these outcomes 
dramatically. (Continued on page 2) 
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Adeola Adeseun, CFAM President 
 
(Continued from page 1…) 
Yet, midwife-assisted home births are an 
unaffordable luxury for many women 
because the care of a midwife is not always 
covered by insurance. The truth is, the 
communities that have the least access to 
midwifery, have the most to gain in terms of 
its health benefits for both mother and 
child.  

In California, there is a law that 
requires licensed midwives to practice 
under physician supervision, but they are 
unable to meet this requirement because 
physicians are prevented by their 
malpractice insurance from supervising 
midwives working in out-of-hospital 
settings.  While this rule has traditionally 
not been enforced, a potential crackdown is 
looming with the likely passage of a new 
bill, SB 304, which transfers enforcement of 
doctors and midwives to the California 
Department of Justice.  Thus, there is a 
very real threat that almost all licensed  

BWBJ is putting together a Photovoice exhibit 
called "This is Where Birth Happens." 
Photovoice uses visual images alongside short 
testimonies to give women an opportunity to 
define their own experiences. 
 
Take a photograph of the room/ place where 
you gave birth. Write a couple of sentences 
about why you birthed there, and what it was 
like to birth there. Send high quality resolution 
photograph and up to four sentences to 
stories@bwbj.org. 
 

This is where BIRTH happens 
Where did you give birth? 

 

midwives will be forced to stop providing care 
to families in California or risk prosecution.  

CFAM is working—with the community’s 
support—to pass legislation   that will remove 
the physician supervision requirement from 
California law altogether, and allow midwives 
to continue practicing independently and in 
consultation with physicians as needed, which 
is what they’ve been doing successfully for 
almost 20 years.  This will increase access to 
midwifery care, since Medi-Cal will be required 
to cover midwifery care once the physician 
supervision requirement is removed. Adeola 
emphasizes that “midwifery care leads to a 
healthy mom and healthy moms create healthy 
babies.” She also points out that the current 
restrictions make it harder for midwives of 
color to make an independent living serving 
their communities. If you’d like to join the 
movement for access to midwives for all women, 
visit CFAM’s website at  
http://www.cafamiliesformidwives.org     
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Deciding when, 
where, and with 
whom to have a baby 
is often considered 
the right of a parent. 
But making these 
decisions can 
sometimes be difficult because of policies that punish some 
women for deciding to have more children. Right now, poor 
women in California who decide to have another child are 
being pushed further into poverty because of a 
discriminatory policy called the Maximum Family Grant 
(MFG) law. 

Most families who receive welfare live in dire poverty. 
Even with the aid that California Work Opportunities and 
Responsibility to Children (CalWORKs) provides, families 
frequently cannot afford to obtain the basic necessities of 
life. One factor that determines the amount of cash benefits 
a family receives is family size. However, currently in 
California the MFG law (also known as the family cap) 
prohibits an increase in grant money even if a family’s size 
increases due to the birth of a child. This policy is intended 
to control impoverished parents’ choices about the size of 
their families and when to conceive through the threat of 
economic hardship.   

The reproductive decisions of women of color and poor 
women have always been criticized and are currently under 
attack at both state and national levels. To learn more about 
the campaign to repeal the MFG in California and to take 
action, visit www.law.berkeley.edu/reprojustice 
 

 
 

 
Birth Justice 
is Economic 

Justice 
 

By Shanelle 
Matthews 

 
What is Birth Justice? 
 

Upcoming Events! 
 

Share Your 
Story 

! Join! a! BWBJ$ Sharing$ Circle!
where! you! can! tell! your! birth!
story! in! a! supportive,! healing!
space.! By! sharing! our! stories!
of!pain!and!struggle,!as!well!as!
joy! and! transformation,! we!
hope! to! build! community,!
make! opportunities! to! learn!
from!each!other!and!ultimately!
challenge! the! practices! that!
prevent! many! of! us! from!
having! empowering! and!
healthy!birth!experiences.!!
!

	  

Sharing Circles 
When: July 13th from 10am-

12:30pm. 
 

Where: DeFremery 
Recreation Center, 1651 
Adeline St, Oakland CA, 

94607  
 

When: July 27th from 10am-
12:30pm 

 
Where: Youth Uprising 
8711 MacArthur Blvd, 

Oakland CA, 94605 
 

Childcare and refreshments 
provided. 

 
To reserve a space: 

(510) 430 3163 or 
stories@bwbj.org 
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Doula’s Corner 
Tips From a Doula 

By Gingi Allen, mother, 
doula & student midwife 

www.theartofmothering.com 
 

 
 
How do you stay in the 
moments of labor, welcoming 
the surges and sensations of 
baby coming through your 
body, as baby gets ready to 
come into your arms?  Here 
are some ways to stay off the 
drugs (for pain management) 
and stay away from an 
unnecessary cesarean section: 
Before Labor: 
1. Research and prepare a 

birth plan.  Know that you 
have choices for 
everything.  Always 
consider risks and benefits 
of every procedure. 

2. Interview more than one 
care provider.  Ask key 
questions, paying attention 
to their responses.  Are 
they defensive or pleased 
by your interest?  Are you 
settling or do you feel very 
supported? 

3. Find a labor support 
person experienced in 
births without 
intervention. 
(Continued on page 6) 

 

Nowadays, health information is all around us - on the radio, 
television, even the neighborhood bus depots. You can get on 
the internet and find advice for everything from allergies to 
infertility. Oftentimes this deluge of resources can be more 
overwhelming than empowering. 

Despite our increasing access to information and social 
networks, can we honestly claim to be wiser than generations 
before ours? Probably not. Unfortunately, information does 
not necessarily impart wisdom or power.  All too often, I come 
across a woman who is in the midst of a terrible experience – 
a violent relationship, a debilitating illness or a heart-
wrenching pregnancy loss. She suffers this loss and pain 
alone believing that no one can understand what she’s going 
through and no one can help her. How can this be? How can 
we move beyond living our silos of silence to building stronger 
communities?  

The dilemmas of our modern times perhaps require 
simpler solutions. Everything we need to know is within us. 
The wisdom we need is within us as individuals, as families, 
and communities. The universe of wisdom resides in our 
memories, experiences and conversations with other women 
in our lives. We are our own greatest asset and resource. 
Beyond seeking guidance from our healthcare providers, we 
need to tap into the wealth of knowledge and experience in 
our biological and chosen families.  
 Let’s listen to our instincts. Our instincts are the 
residue of our hard-earned ancestral wisdom. Let’s rediscover 
our intuition – the deeper knowledge within that must be 
honed not learned. The more we nurture our intuition and 
give voice to it, the stronger and more fine-tuned it becomes. 
Let’s create our own wisdom circles – join an online 
community or start a support group in your faith community. 
We can create and deepen our wisdom by not only sharing 
what we learn but what we experience with others. We are 
our own experts!  
 

Creating the Wisdom  
We Seek 

By Stephanie Etienne, a Midwife 
living and working in NYC 

MotherWit 
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obediently to show up for the stressful and 
speedy check ups without thinking that 
perhaps it could be different. 

 
In my final trimester, a prenatal yoga 

instructor asked me a question that began my 
journey to birth justice: do the people who will 
be at your birth support your vision for your 
birth experience? At my next doctor’s visit I 
asked her if she would support me in seeking a 
vaginal birth. It became clear that she might 
not even be at my birth, that I could be faced 
with a stranger in that most intimate and 
vulnerable moment, and that any birth plan I 
developed with her would be irrelevant.  I 
asked Spirit for courage, and at eight months, 
fired my OBGYN in favor of one of only two 
midwives licensed to deliver babies at Alta 
Bates. The few visits I had with my midwife 
Mindy were miraculous. She was part 
grandmother, part therapist and part midwife.  

I had found her just in time. In the final 
weeks of my pregnancy, I began to deal with 
painful feelings related to my first birth story. 
It began after I attended a birthing class at the 
hospital. We walked past the newborns in the 
intensive care unit, and a wave of grief hit me. 
In the days and nights that followed, I 
experienced body memories of that early 
separation. The thought of going to a hospital 
to give birth terrified me. 

 (Continued on page 6) 

A New Birth Story 

By Julia Chinyere Oparah 
For as long as I can remember, my birth 
story has gone something like this… my 
mother had me in a public hospital in 
Edinburgh, Scotland and left me there. I 
spent some time in neonatal care because of 
an allergy to formula, and then I was taken 
and placed in a foster home. My birth story 
has always been associated in my mind with 
abandonment, betrayal and grief. When I 
got pregnant, I had no idea that giving birth 
as an adoptee would be such a healing and 
transformative act.  

Days after I learned, to my joy that I 
was pregnant, I found myself in hospital. An 
adverse reaction to an infertility drug led to 
a build up of fluid in my abdomen. My belly 
swelled as if I were six months pregnant. 
When the pressure on my lungs began to 
make me gasp for breath, I was rushed to 
hospital. A stint was punched through my 
side to drain the excess fluids and I began a 
ten-day fight for my daughters life, and for 
my own. Several days later, the doctor came 
to discuss my worsening condition. She 
recommended that we consider terminating 
my pregnancy; she had to prioritize my 
safety over my unborn child. That night I 
prayed to Mami Wata, African goddess of 
healing, for guidance. It came in the form of 
an intuitive deeper knowing: both my 
daughter and I deserved a chance. 

By the time I left the hospital, I was 
weak, anemic, 10 pounds underweight and 
drained of confidence in my body. My 
OBGYN did nothing to rebuild my 
confidence in my body’s natural ability to 
birth. Instead, pointing to my “advanced 
maternal age” and fibroids, my doctor sent 
me off for numerous tests and was 
dismissive of my desire for a vaginal birth. 
But I was so demoralized, that I continued 
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Want to submit artwork, photos,  
stories or articles? 
     Email info@bwbj.org  

or call: (510) 430-3163 
Like us on Facebook.  
Follow us on twitter   

@birthingjustice 
  

Photo Credits:  Linda   Jones 
Taylor Anderson-Stevenson 

Christina Fletes  

  

Doula Corner Continued… 

4.  Eat a diet rich in protein    
and minerals, which can 
prevent complications in 
pregnancy, labor, and 
birth. 

 
During Labor: 
1. Stay home as long as 

possible to ensure less 
unnecessary interventions 
when you go to the 
hospital. 
Stay out of the hospital 
bed- it’s uncomfortable 
and not good for optimal 
fetal positioning.  MOVE, 
MOVE, MOVE!!  The baby 
is moving in labor, move 
your body.  Maternal 
movement is vital to the 
progress of labor and 
helps mama deal with 
labor sensations. 

2. Eat and drink lightly 
throughout labor; the 
uterus needs nourishment 
to work effectively. 

3. Trust your instincts, they 
are heightened in labor 
and there for a real 
reason. 

Birth Story Continued… 

 
Mindy listened attentively and gently but firmly talked with 
me about my fears. This is your new birth story, she told me, 
this time you get to make it turn out differently. 

By the time I went into labor, I was beginning to step 
into my power. I invited a circle of women to witness and 
support my birth including my midwife, doula and close 
friends. And I was no longer afraid. I labored at home as long 
as possible. My doula was able to counter the excruciating 
pain from back labor by using pressure points on my lower 
back, and we chanted, listened to sacred music and rode the 
waves of the contractions, completely one with my body’s 
rhythms. 

Once we got to the hospital, our room became our 
sanctuary. The baby was posterior and took many long hours 
of pushing to finally descend into the birth canal. During 
four-and-a-half hours of pushing, her heart rate suddenly 
dropped, but my midwife repositioned me until the heart rate 
was steady and I continued to push. When she finally shot 
out, it was miraculous. Mindy put her on my chest, and her 
little head bobbed up and down searching for the nipple, she 
found it and began to nurse right away. I was in a state of 
absolute bliss. In that moment, I knew that my birth story 
would never be the same. The old story had been replaced. 
Abandonment and loss erased by the greatest intimacy I 
could imagine. Giving birth was a powerful, sacred and 
healing experience.  

I am so grateful for the circle of sisters who enabled me 
to be fully present for the gift of co-creating new life and 
making a new birth story. 

 

	  	   	   	   	  	  
Your Logo Here!  BWBJ is having a competition 

to design our logo! For information, go to  
http://www.bwbj.com 


