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Health and Illness in the United States: Inequality, Embodiment, and Structural Violence

Instructor: Junghun Oh
Email: juoh012@gmail.com

Course Description
This course examines health and illness in the United States through sociological and critical perspectives, with particular attention to how race, class, gender, disability, and sexuality shape access to care, health outcomes, and embodied experiences. Students will engage with core theories from medical sociology, critical public health, and disability studies to analyze how structural violence, institutional bias, and neoliberal policy regimes impact the health of marginalized communities. Key topics include health disparities, racial and gender bias in clinical settings, reproductive justice, mental health stigma, cultural humility, and care work. The course invites students to critically reflect on U.S. healthcare systems, dominant narratives of illness, and alternative models of community care and healing.

Course Learning Outcomes
· Students can analyze health and illness through sociological and interdisciplinary frameworks.
· Students can identify key structures that produce health inequities in the U.S.
· Students can examine the role of race, class, gender, and disability in shaping healthcare access and outcomes.
· Students can evaluate policy approaches and public health interventions using critical lenses.
· Students can reflect on embodied experiences of illness, care, and medical authority.

Course Assignments and Grading
· Weekly Notes: Students will submit a brief weekly note every Friday, consisting of (a) a concise summary of that week’s key readings and (b) personal reflections, questions, or critiques prompted by the material. Notes should be no longer than two paragraphs and should demonstrate thoughtful engagement with both the assigned texts and class discussions.
· Midterm (Integrated Essay): Students will write a short integrative essay that draws on course materials to explore one of the central themes of the class (e.g., structural violence, reproductive justice, disability, or mental health). The essay should critically compare how this issue manifests across at least two case studies or populations in the U.S. To deepen their analysis, students are encouraged to incorporate relevant cultural materials—such as media clips, policy documents, news articles, or public health campaigns.
· Final (Research Proposal): For the final project, students will develop a research proposal that investigates a topic related to health and social inequality in the U.S. Proposals should include a research question, a brief literature review, proposed methods, anticipated findings, and a reflection on the potential significance of the research. Students may choose to submit either a written proposal or a podcast-style audio presentation. Bonus points will be awarded for in-class presentations and constructive peer feedback during the final week of class.
· Group Presentation: Students will work in small groups to lead a 15–20 minute in-class presentation during Weeks 13 and 14 on a specific topic of their choice related to health inequality in the U.S. Possible themes include, but are not limited to, reproductive justice, environmental racism, trans healthcare, disability and access, or prison health systems. Each group will introduce key concepts, policies, and debates using both academic literature and real-world examples. Presentations should include visual materials (e.g., slides, infographics, or short clips) and engage the class with an activity or discussion prompt. Groups are encouraged to draw from diverse sources and perspectives, including media, advocacy, and community-based knowledge.

	Weekly Reflection Notes
	20%

	Midterm Essay (Integrated Essay)
	25%

	Final Project (Research Proposal)
	30%

	In-Class Participation 
	10%

	Group Presentation
	15%



Expectations
Understanding other people’s lives comes from listening and trusting. Students are expected to participate in this course to learn knowledge, but they are also expected to learn how to respect and communicate with others. Therefore, students are asked to actively participate in class with open mindsets, being encouraged to share their life experiences, thoughts, and feelings as well as listen to others. 

Late Policy:
Students are expected to submit assignments on due dates on the syllabus. Students will not get full points for their assignments if they submit theirs after the due dates. Assignments submitted more than 2 days after will not be accepted. Students should inform an instructor if they are in situations requiring additional days for completion (e.g., emergency, etc.).   

Attendance Policy:
Students can miss classes without an excuse up to two times; after that, students will lose 1% per absence. If students miss classes more than five times, they will lose all credits for participation (10%). 

Academic Integrity:
Students are asked to abide by the Code of Academic Integrity. Cheating, plagiarism, and assistance from others (human/nonhuman support) will all count as violations of academic integrity. Keeping academic integrity is one way that students can show their trustworthiness to an instructor. A better score does not indicate students’ improvement through this course. Please consult with an instructor if students want to know more about academic integrity. 

Accommodation:
If any accommodation is needed, please feel free to contact an instructor before the course starts or anytime during the course. As this course prioritizes mutual interactions among the course participants, students are highly encouraged to consult with an instructor and seek accommodation if needed.

Course Texts
All required readings will be provided as excerpts and uploaded to Canvas. We will only use excerpts from the books listed below. While we will focus on selected chapters or sections, students are encouraged to explore the full texts if they wish to deepen their understanding of particular topics or authors.

Course Schedule
Week 1: What Counts as Health? What Counts as Illness?
· Peter Conrad. The Medicalization of Society 
· Annemarie Mol. The Body Multiple
· Erving Goffman. Stigma

Week 2: Social Determinants of Health & Structural Violence
· Farmer, P. On suffering and structural violence: A view from below. 
· Wilkinson, I. Suffering: A sociological introduction. 

Week 3: Race, Racism, and U.S. Medicine
· Dorothy Roberts. Fatal Invention 
· Ruha Benjamin. Race After Technology 
· Tina Sacks. Invisible Visits: Black Middle-Class Women in the American Healthcare System 

Week 4: Gender, Embodiment, and the Medical Gaze
· Elizabeth Comen. All in Her Head: The Truth and Lies Early Medicine Taught Us About Women’s Bodies and Why It Matters Today
· Maya Dusenbery. Doing Harm: The Truth About How Bad Medicine and Lazy Science Leave Women Dismissed, Misdiagnosed, and Sick
· Michele Lent Hirsch. Invisible: How Young Women with Serious Health Issues Navigate Work, Relationships, and the Pressure to Seem Just Fine

Week 5: Disability, Stigma, and Medical Authority
· Susan Wendell. The Social Construction of Disability
· Lennard Davis. Enforcing Normalcy: Disability, deafness, and the body
· Alice Wong. Disability Visibility: First-Person Stories from the Twenty-First Century 

Week 6: Reproductive Justice & State Control
· Ross & Solinger. Reproductive Justice 
· Michele Goodwin. Policing the Womb 
· Rayna Rapp. Testing women, testing the fetus: The social impact of amniocentesis in America. 

Week 7: Mental Health, Medicalization, and Social Stigma
· Jonathan Metzl. The Protest Psychosis: How schizophrenia became a black disease (excerpt)
· Esmé Weijun Wang. The Collected Schizophrenias

Week 8: The U.S. Healthcare System 
· Jill Quadagno. One nation, uninsured: Why the US has no national health insurance. 
· Grace Budrys. Our unsystematic health care system. 

Week 9: Cultural Humility, Language, and Care Practices
· Arthur Kleinman. The Illness Narratives
· Anne Fadiman. The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down
· Sayantani DasGupta. "Narrative humility"

Week 10: Spatialized Health Disparities
· Robert Bullard. Dumping in Dixie
· Eric Klinenberg. Heat Wave: A Social Autopsy of Disaster in Chicago
· Jeremy Nobel. Project UnLonely: Healing Our Crisis of Disconnection

Week 11: Care Work and Inequality
· Glenn, Evelyn Nakano. "Unequal freedom: How race and gender shaped American citizenship and labor." In Unequal Freedom. 
· Jessica Calarco. Holding it together: How women became America’s Safety.
· Ai-jen Poo. The Age of Dignity

Week 12: Amplification of Health Inequality
· Rupa Marya & Raj Patel. Inflamed: Deep Medicine and the Anatomy of Injustice
· Steven W. Thrasher. The Viral Underclass: The Human Toll When Inequality and Disease Collide 

Week 13-14: Health Justice and Futures of Care – Final Presentations
· Rita Charon. Narrative Medicine: Honoring the Stories of Illness
· Adrian Shanker. Bodies and Barriers: Queer Activists on Health
· Jason Corburn. Street Science: Community Knowledge and Environmental Health Justice
· Ruha Benjamin. Viral Justice: How We Grow the World We Want
· Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha. Care Work: Dreaming Disability Justice
