A PRE-CONFERENCE INTERVIEW WITH CORNEL WEST
In advance of delivering the Friday afternoon keynote address for the Second Annual Health Disparities Conference at Teachers College, Columbia University (March 9th and 10th), Dr. Cornel West graciously consented to an interview. As one of America’s most gifted and provocative public intellectuals, the Class of 1943 University Professor at Princeton University, and author of the contemporary classic Race Matters (which has sold more than 400,000 copies), as well as 17 other published books and 13 edited text, Dr. West began most humbly: “I just hope I have something to say that is insightful.” 

When Dr. West hears “health disparities,” among the first things that come to mind for him is “the history of medical apartheid in America” and “the ways Black bodies have been treated in a very differential manner when it comes to health cures.” In addition, we “cannot downplay” the history of Black versus White disparities and the manner in which “Black health has had less value” than that of “fellow White citizens.” Dr. West sees this distinctive American history as the “point of departure for any discussion. He just as quickly acknowledged “us having to take responsibility for getting health care in various ways.”  This taking of responsibility also involves “calling for reforms in the health care system so there is equality across the board.”  
Dr. West noted that there may also be a need for us to “come up with non-Western sources of healing, non-Western ways of medication.” He further noted how there is presently a “yearning for health in the Black community.” This is partly reflected in a turning toward non-Western alternatives. There is a search for “all effective ways of pursuing lives of wholeness and abundance.” Hence, Dr. West offered enthusiastic praise and “congratulations” for the conference “vision,” as reflected in this year’s conference theme, Physical, Emotional, Mental, and Spiritual Health: Toward Integrated Evidence-Based Models. He was pleased that the conference “vision” is one serving to “bring together a holistic approach and an integrated evidence-based approach, so people can see the links” across all of these domains of health, while focusing on those “effective ways” of which he spoke earlier. Dr. West felt it was “important” that the conference presenters will be “talking about the state of a whole human being.” He added that “it is rare to see this kind of holistic vision”—one that is “on the cutting edge.”
Turning toward the future, while also reflecting on his own past, Dr. West spoke of how “researchers need to spend much more time on those diseases that disproportionately affect Black people.” Dr. West was then quite open and candid, sharing how in his “own struggle with cancer a few years ago, I was appalled with the amount of research done on prostate cancer,” particularly with regard to its disproportionate impact on Black men. At the same time, he noted that the same thing could be said about “HIV/AIDS and the disproportionate number of Black people” impacted by that disease. Dr. West put out a call for “more money and more resources” so as to better understand “the causes of these diseases” and their high rates of prevalence among certain populations. Yet, he also indicated what community members need to do. “All of us, as members of the community must be more aware and alert” with regard to “those diseases affecting us” and become “agents of change.”  Entering the realm of personal behavior change, Dr. West acknowledged how this includes a need to “change bad diets,” or pursue “better eating habits,” as brief examples. Dr. West then entered the realm of the political. He referred to a need to “bring political pressure to bear on the establishment,” calling for “medical research to target diseases heretofore overlooked and downplayed,” especially relative to their high prevalence in certain groups. 
Dr. West ended the interview on the same note of hope upon which he began the interview, embracing and supporting the goal of pursuing a global health transformation. He stated, “We have to go beyond national boundaries and look at the ugly diseases affecting Africa—AIDS, tuberculosis, malaria.” In addition, Dr. West saw a need for strategic partnerships, stating “we need alliances and coalitions among people, communities, government.” He felt that strategic partnerships must include the government, “given the crucial role of government funds when dealing with medical issues.” Given the goal of bringing about a global health transformation, Dr. West felt “the conference” and its “vision” constitute “a major first step, which is why I’m humbled to come to the conference and eager to learn.”  

Finally, because the “personal and the political go together,” Dr. West further emphasized how “we have to make sure that the government and the medical establishment” are held accountable “and that we, ourselves, are responsible.” Dr. West concluded by offering his own vision: “We need leaders to highlight the issue, institutions to make more information available, and people to take responsibility to follow through on the information and to access healthcare.”
For more information about the conference and to hear Dr. Cornel West speak on Friday March 9th, please go to: www.tc.columbia.edu/CEOI/healthdisparities/
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