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The Rise and Systematic Exclusion of Black Midwives

Midori NISHIZAKI

Summary

Black midwifery originated from African traditions, where midwives served as
holistic healers using herbal medicine and spiritual care. In the Antebellum South,
they were essential to the plantation economy, providing the primary medical care for
both enslaved people and, often, the families of slaveholders. Between 1890 and 1930,
the professionalization of American medicine led to the deliberate exclusion of Black
midwives. The loss of the Black midwife destroyed a vital community support network.
Today, the high maternal mortality rate among Black women—who are three times more
likely to die in childbirth than white women—is seen as a direct consequence of this

historical neglect and structural racism.






