By TANYA DEWHURST

BODY & SOUL

The Politics of
Black Women's Health

Linda Villarosa 1s a positive Black woman. Despite the over-
whelming statistics indicating that Black women have poorer
health and are dying faster than their white conterparts, Linda
is resolute that Black women can and will become healthier.
They will live longer, better lives, find emotional peace and
get active, not only in their personal sphere but around health
issues that sit between the life and death divide.
Her tool is the newly published

book, Body & Soul: The Black
Women's Guide to Physical Health
and Emotional Well-Being
(HarperCollins $20.00), edited by
Villarosa and supported by the
National Black Women's Health
Project.

As the first major health refer-
ence book targeted to Black women
and written by Black women, Body
& Soul is long overdue. "There
was nothing like this," explains
editor Linda. "But at Essemce
[Magazine where Linda i1s Execu-
tive Editor] we had so many re-
quests for information about
health, especially in a way that is
understandable to people. Many

rienced through incest , child abuse, violence and work.

One of the most outstanding features of Body & Soul are
the sixty or so Black women recounting in first-person their
health experiences and concerns: one of the first times that
Black women from various backgrounds have had the chance
to do so.

"We had to find a lot of people to interview in order to
make the book positive and not
just focus on the negative statis-
tics and the bad things happening
to Black women. There are many
women out there who know how
to deal with doctors and hosptals,
who have found ways to use al-
ternative medicines to heal them-
selves, who understand the link
between medical information and
their physical , emotional and
spiritual selves®,

However, the reality of modern
life for Black women is highly
disparaging and the consequences
are deadly.

"Our biggest problem is around
access to health care. Every dis-
ease - whether it's heart disease,

women are frustrated with their
doctors, they're not getting the
kinds of answers that they want or they don't trust the medi-
cal system which is a natural reaction. They're looking out-
side askang "Where can I get this information that is easy to
understand?

So our goal was to make this book easy to understand and
be very specifically targeted to Black women's needs which
are not being met in most ways.”

It 1s a huge book, formidably researched and carefully
filled with factual information about health issues affecting
Black women's lives, the political and racial inequities of
the health system, cultural and social effects on Black women,
problems caused by inherent racism and a slave heritage,
and the all-important resources needed for self-help and
getiing organized. The politics of self-esteem and motiva-
non feature heavily in Body & Soul with whole sections
devoted to spiitual and emotional well-being, loving our-
selves and each other, and overcoming the difficulties expe-

Linda Villarosa
Executive Editor of Essence Magazine

stroke, cancer, diabetes, AIDS -
kills Black women much more
often than it kills white women, so that our death rates are
higher. Even with diseases like breast cancer where the rate
for Black women contracting it is one in eleven compared to
one in eight in general, our death rate is much higher. So
even though less of us have breast cancer, we have - so
sclentists say - a more virulent strain, plus we're getting
care later. We're coming in with it in a more advanced
state. So our issues are around education: around not hav-
ing the money to pay for health care; around being too scared
to go to the doctor or not having a doctor in the community
or a decent hospital.

"Secondarily, much of our problem - which is a lot more
subtle and not well talked about yet - is around self-esteem.
You really have to care about who you are and how you feel
in order to take care of yourself, in order to go beyond the
doctor’s office to do the things in your life you need: eat
nght, exercise, take time out for yourself. You have to love
Continged on page 30,
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yourself in order to do those things and because of the tre-
mendous strain Black women have in this society around
everything from poverty to violence to the images of our
people in the media, it's hard to have healthy self-esteem
and be a Black woman. A lot of this book 1s about saying 'It

15 not surprising that you don't feel good, but it's not okay.’
You should feel good and you should know what feeling

good feels like. You shouldn't be so tired that all you want
to do 1s have a drink and a cigarette. You have to say,
"Wait a minute, I care about myself, I care about my body
and I want to take care of it."

Linda has no apologies for the lesbian content in Body &
Soul. Black lesbians are doubly disadvantaged, and as one,
Linda ensured that the book directly addresses their health
concerns: "People have noticed that the chapter on loving
women is twice the size than the chapter on loving men. If
anybody says anything I always say there are plenty of books
that tell you how to love men, but there are fewer books -
especially for Black women - that tell you how to love an-
other woman.

"As lesbians our health is worse because our problems are
compounded. Alcoholism, smoking, and breast cancer are
much worse in Black lesbians. Emotional health problems
are quadrupled. There's a study I cited in the book from a
recent UCLA report which found that Black lesbians have
levels of distress - a combination of depression and anxiety
- higher than HIV positive men. Black lesbians! These are
emotional health problems that are over the top so of course
I had to ensure that this book is targeted specifically to
Black lesbians. And in no place will it make lesbians feel
shut out. I really went to a lot of trouble to make sure that
didn't happen."

With many of the contributors being lesbian women and a
committee of experts and deeply committed Black women
from the NBWHP overseeing the book, Body & Soul speaks
to all women. And Linda sees herself more of an instigator
than a role model. "I'm a nag," she laughs.

Linda is not only inspired by greats like poet Audre Lorde
and founder of the NBWHP, Billye Avery, but also the
everyday women who run self-help support groups at the
NBWHP.

"These are just regular women who organize weekly/
monthly groups to talk about their health problems or their
health concerns," she says. "Anybody could do that. It
doesn't even cost any money. And it's so empowering to
share information and to help each other.

"While I was speaking in Ohio some women said we want
to start a Black women's health support group here and I
said what are you waiting for and they said we don't know
how to organize it and I said look you've got a room full of
people right here and they're all interested in health, sign

your names on a piece of paper. And they're like what do
we do and I'm like, ¢'mon you're doing it! So I got a call
recently from them saying thanks for sending us an intact
group. And I said intact? It's so great that they went from
what do we do to being intact."

Linda sees this kind of grass roots organizing as the foun-
dation of the politicization of Black women health issues.

"As soon as we start to feel good emotionally and physi-
cally, then we can start to be political. It takes alot of anger
to be an activist, and once you've been beaten around a few
times you get a lot of anger. But when you're feeling strong
again, you still have your anger and you know what your
targets should be, you understand that there's discrimina-
tion against poor people, against Black people. You under-
stand these concerns and you know that you need to say
something. And Black women have long done organizing in
our communities - from before the Civil Rights Movement
the Civil Rights Movement and then community organizing
around getting drugs out of the community. Black women
are some of the best political avtivist and organizers. But
we have to get our health up enough so we can be activists,
Because many people are just too tired or too sick to do any-
thing,

Body & Soul is a book that will be instrumental in making
this change, although, as Linda points out, it can only go as
far as people read it.

"The oppressors don't read the literature of the oppressed
It would be wonderful if I could change the medical estab-
lishment, but my goal is to teach people - women - to stand
up for themselves in the medical setting. We're saying "This
is what discrimination looks like and you should not have
put up with that'. It may not necessarily be discrimination,
a Black woman is most likely to see a white male doctor - so
we're saying 'Okay, you're probably not going to see a
Black woman because only one percent of all doctors are
Black women, and your probably going to see a white man
and these are questions you need to ask.' Instead of sitting
there being intimidated and saying 'Oh, I'm so sick, just
heal me, Oh White Father' it's about saying, "Wait a minute,
this is my body, I want to know exactly what's wrong with
me, why am I getting this medication? Why do I need it?
What is it going to do to me? What are my alternatives?' So
it's about teaching women to be powerful, personally and in
the doctor's office."

Read Body & Soul and feel the power of positive healing.
It's infectious.
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Tanya Dewburst is a freelance writer from London, currenily bamging
oul in NYC. She is mot particalarly fit and bealthy, but some days she can

be seem furiously peddling ber bicycle down Brooklyn's 4th Avenue.
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