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FROM SISTER TO SISTER

by Souleo

A Final Conversation with

Dy Doncba Wt

almost never interviewed Dr. Donda

West, the mother and manager of

hip-hop superstar Kanye West.

Originally I'd requested to interview
Kanye to discuss his nonprofit organiza-
tion, the Kanye West Foundation.

During the peak of his campaign in
support of his most recent album,
Graduation, | was informed that Kanye
would be unavailable for some time
and that, if | were interested, Dr. West
would be more than happy to speak
with me.

After a little over a month of negotiat-
ing a firm interview date, Dr. West and |
were scheduled to speak. This interview
would eventually be marked as Dr.
West's final interview; she died two days
later, on the evening of November 10,
2007.

As this article goes to print, the cause
of her death has not been determined,
although there is heavy speculation
that Dr. West died due to surgical com-
plications. What remains certain is that
Dr. West will forever be remembered as
a shining example of the essence of
motherhood.

A mother is one of the most profound
sources of love, strength, support, wis-
dom and inspiration. Dr. West was not
only an inspiration and guiding light to
her son Kanye, she was also an inspira-
tion to many within and beyond the hip-
hop community.

Raised in Oklahoma City, Dr. West
graduated from Virginia Union University
in 1971 with a bachelor's degree in
English. She earned her doctorate in
English education from Auburn
University in 1980. In 2004, at the request
of her son, Dr. West left her position as
chairwoman of Chicago State
University’s English department and
went on to serve as chief executive of
West Brands LLC, overseeing Kanye's
numerous business ventures. What is

believed to have been her most reward-
ing position was her role as chair-
woman of the Kanye West Foundation,
a nonprofit organization focused on
improving the state of education for
America'’s youth. In May 2007, Dr. West
co-authored the book Raising Kanye:
Life Lessons from the Mother of a Hip-
Hop Superstar.

Throughout our interview, Dr. West
spoke candidly and at great length on
her book, the struggles of motherhood,
her proudest and most disappointing
moments concerning Kanye, her own
upbringing, Kanye's infamous public
“outbursts,” what she would have done
differently as a mother, her views on the
state of hip-hop and urban America,
and so much more.

Sister 2 Sister is honored to present to
you the final interview with Dr. West
before her tragic death, where Dr. West
sums up the legacy of her life and con-
tribution in her own last words.
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Souleo: What inspired you to write the
book Raising Kanye?

Donda: Well, | really wanted to write this
book to talk about how Kanye was
raised and tell all the readers some
things about him from a full context,
‘cause sometimes in just a radio infter-
view, short sound bite or even in the writ-
ten press, you don't really get a good
understanding of Kanye. Because
there’s not enough time or the media
tells the story from its perspective, and |
thought that writing a book would give
me the opportunity to share things
about Kanye and about how he is
raised that the world may never know
otherwise.

Souleo: How did Kanye feel about you
wiriting a book where he’s sort of the
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main subject?

Donda: We have a very good relation-
ship and he thought maybe there need-
ed to be some acrimony for the book to
be juicy enough to sell. He felt like
maybe people won't want to buy it
unless we have a big fight or big fallout
or something. And that was his only con-
cern, but other than that he was very
supportive and encouraged me to write
the book.

Souleo: You mentioned the issue of
respect. A lot of the times when we
speak to other generations before us,
they mention a breakdown in the com-
munity and in young people’s values.
During the time that you raised Kanye
and looking at modern times now, do
you agree that there’s sort of a break-
down in values among young people
and in the community?

Donda: Well yeah, | do agree. From
what | observed, there definitely seems
to be a lack of respect on the part of
some young people. And of course this
certainly can't be applied to everybody,
but you see a lack of respect going
both ways. If you see a parent in the
grocery store yelling at their kid or call-
ing ‘'em names or dealing with the child
in that manner, that's disrespectful, par-
ent fo child. And on the other hand, if
you hear children calling their parents
names or they’re saying “I'm not gonna
do it” or not obeying, that's disrespectful.
So you have it going both ways. I'm of
the mindset that you need respect on
both parts. It’s not just the child should
respect the parent; the same is frue vice
versa because kids learn how to respect
by seeing respect given!

Souleo: What are some of the modermn
challenges you see fo raising a family
that might be different—or similar—than
when you were raising Kanye?

Donda: Well, | think that the distractions
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are somewhat the same but just more of '

them. Kanye is in Generation X, so |
wouldn’t say it's like my generation or my
parents’ generation. We didnt have all
of the distractions. Where you have so
much television and the kinds of shows
that are on television, you have the
Infernet, you have ways that kids can
get on the Internet and be exposed to
Things that they shouldnf be exposed to
as children, you have radio and how it
appears fo be more concerned about
making the almighty dollar than putting
out music that is mindful and thoughtful
and would have people to think critical-
ly about things. So yeah, | think the dis-
fractions today are much greater than
they used to be. | also think that you
have more instances of children having
children. It seems to be almost a fad
now for young people themselves fo be

some behavior down that was inappro-
priate and shutting him down as a cre-
ative being.

Souleo: A lof of mothers feel like their job
is never complete, so looking back, are
there any things that you wish you could

. have done differently or improved upon

in some measure in his upbringing?
Donda: Well, | know I'm more evolved
now than 20 years ago, 30 years ago
when he was born. | feel that | myself
am a betfer person and | know a lot
more now than | did af the fime, and
that I'm more spiritually evolved. You're

| just a different person affer you've been

in the world 58 years than you are when
you've been in the world 30 years! It's
just the fact of the matter. So when | look
back, | don't say “woulda,” “shoulda,”
“could’ve” or “wish | had.” But | do know.
that | believe that | would have stressed

tations: | felt that my job as a parent had
fo do with providing and making sure
that there was adequate everything for
Kanye. Kanye's job was to be a good
student. It was fo go to school. So that
was d requirement as well, and the
same was required of me in coming up.
And | think just fo speak to Kanye in very.
endearing ferms; that was something
that | experienced as a child and |
prought that to my own parenting as

. well. So there were just a lot of ways that
. | did model the behavior of my own par-

ents in raising Kanye.

Souleo: You're now his general manag-
er as well and working with his founda-
fion. [ have to ask, because recently it
has been in the news with Usher and his
mother having a sort of fallout. So | have

- fo ask, how is that dynamic of par-
. ent/child relationship when you are

| felt that my job as a parent had to do with providing and

making sure that there was adequate everything for Kanye. Kanye's
job was to be a good student.

pregnhant. It's not uncommon for a
young girl 14, 15, 16 years old to have a
baby, and [ just don't know that she’s
had enough time to mature herself to
really have the kinds of parenting skills
that are needed. Now that’s not to say.
that it's impossible and that there are no
feenagers who are doing a good job
raising their kids. But by and large [ think
that having a baby is an adult activity.
And drugs are another huge problem
you have, and | think it's much more
widespread now than ever. So when
you look at all of the obstacles that there
are in raising kids, you can see why it's
redlly, really important fo try and keep
them on the sfraight and narrow but at
the same time be flexible enough so
that they could grow and be creative
and come into their own.

Souleo: Personally, what did you find to
be the greatest challenge as you were
raising Kanye?

Donda: Well, | wanted fo find ways to be
a strict disciplinarian when necessary
but also to raise Kanye in a way where
he felt free to speak his mind and o
question and o soar. So | had to find
that balance between really shutting

more, had | known too that although
things are important—money is impor-
fant; there’s a lot that you can do for

~ people with money—the most important

things in life come from inside. And while
| did stress that—I've always known that—
I've really come to know that even more

- sointhe past decade or so. | would just
. say that if | knew then what | know now, |

would stress even more so how it's so
important fo focus on the inner even
more so than the outer.

Souleo: What things from your own
upbringing did you bring fo the way that
you raised Kanye?

Donda: One of the things would be the
unconditional love. | always knew that |
had the love and support of both my
mother and father no matter what, so |
definitely brought that. | also brought
very high expectations. It was always
expected that we not only do our best
and be our best buf be the best, and |

~ think | brought that as well in my raising

of Kanye. | think that has pros and cons
actually, but | did bring that fo the raising
of Kanye as it was expected of me as |
was growing up. | also brought—and |
guess this would go under high expec-

. involved in the business aspect? What

were some of the challenges posed
from that for you and Kanye?

Donda: Well, | think that there are reali-
fies to be looked at from both sides, from
Kanye's point of view and from mine.
And since | did, you know, at Kanye's

- request, refire from teaching and come
| on to work with him full ime, | brought

with me not only some skills that | could
fransfer from the world of education but
also everything that is within me as his
mom. So the first thing that | had to do is
understand that | do work for and with
him now. This is a business; you just don’t
bring all of the emotion, | think, that you
may bring fo a conversation just as
mom. So that was one of the things, fo
think from the perspective of a business,
not so much giving advice as some-
body’s mother. And that was a, you
know, | don't wanna necessarily say a
challenge but that was one of the things

that | had to do. Maybe | was a little dif-

ferent from some of the other moms
who have managed their children since
very early. | think that was the case with
Usher and his mom; | think that she was
his manager from the time he was 12 or
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so. In that sense you are redllly still par-
enting while you're managing. But by
fhe time | starfed working with Kanye in
this capacity he was already a grown
man, and | respected him and do
respect him as a grown man. So for me

n't that difficult to make it.

Souleo: And what was your proudest
moment in the raising of Kanye?
Donda: Well, 'm really proud of the fact
that Kanye is someone who's very seri-
ous about giving bback. Before he had
made very much money af all, before
The College Dropout dropped, he said
fo me, “"Mom, when am | gonna give
back?” I'm very proud of that because
that's what we're here fo do, fo serve
others and fo be an instrument for
change and growth, and not only to
have the best life we can but to do
what we can for others, be they relatives
or friends or somebody that lives across
the world that we dont even know. So
I'm very proud of that,

| renember he accepted an award
one time—it was an NAACP Image
Award. | was listening fo him make his
speech—because | didn't go fo that par-
ficular awards ceremony; | saw it on fele-
vision. And | heard him say—he was
accepting the award very graciously
and he said, “I've made some mistakes
and I've leamed from them,” and that
was d very proud moment. And of
course, I'm always proud when he does
things like win Grammys and other

| awards and puts out whatt | think is the
#1 record in the world. Sure, I'm proud of |
| that with the book?

those momenits as well, so | have many,
many proud moments. | think his
accomplishments certainly make me

. feel very—extremely proud of him, but
the transition had to be made but it was-

I'm alsc proud that he can recognize
that he sfill has growing fo do. He pretty
much indicates that in some of the
statements that he makes, so I'm proud
of that as well.

Souleo: | think all parents have their
moments when they're sort of disap-
pointed in some of the choices or paths
that their children may choose. What

| was probably your toughest pill fo swal-

low about Kanye—disappointing
moment?

Donddi: Let me see, disappointing
moment... You might stand fo reason

. that | could really come up with some-
| thing quickly because we know Kanye is

famous for his so-called “outbursts,” et
ceterq, ef cetera, but that never disap-
poinfs me. So I'm frying fo really think
and be fruthful about what I've been
disappointed—I guess we’'d maybe
have fo come up with another word. |
can't redlly think of any fime that | can
think of right now that Kanye has disap-
poinfed me. There have been fimes
when | would maybe choose a different
course of acfion or different words or just
a way to respond, but | cannot charac-
ferize that as a disappointing moment.

Souleo: | know that in the book there
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were some things that | read he didn’t

want fo get out. So how was negotiating

Donda: There was nothing that | said in

'~ the book that Kanye didn’t want in there.

There were things that a long fime ago
he was a liffle bit hesitant about, like me
not letting him ride the L train in
Chicago. But he has since long passed
not wanting that to be out. | think thase
are things he went through as an up-
and-coming rapper, somebody who
really wanted very much fo break info

| the rap world. Leoking back on it he
| understands why | was concermned. | say

in the book the things | didn‘t allow him
o do, and of course riding the L when
he was very young was one of them. So
at the time and very early on, no, he
didn’t like me 1o tell that story, but he did-
Nt mind at all that | put it in the book
because, in refrospect, he understands
why | had the affitude that | did. He just
wanted me fo explain my reason for it. It
wasnt me just being an overprotective
mother; it was me understanding that,
you know, things happen that you hear
about and read about in the news aill

| the time, and | certfainly didnt want to
| put him in harm'’s way.

Souleo: | also want to ask you—| was
reading that they said you were a single
mother. Af the same time— think it was
a JET article—I was reading that Kanye
would spend summers with his father. So
do you still consider yourself to have
been a single mom though his father,
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Donda: Oh yeah, most definitely. See,
that’s why | like to make that distinction
between a single mom and a single
parent, because | don't consider myself
a single parent because his dad was
very active in his life and parenting. He
would go there every summer. Yeah, |
was not married o his dad affer Kanye
wass 3 years old, and Kanye’s dad did
not live in the house with us affer Kanye
was 11 months old, Buf | always have
been very proud of the way Kanye's
dad lived up to his responsibilities as a
father and as a Black man. | always am
proud fo tell how Kanye's dad never
missed his child support payment—from
fhe time Kanye was 5 or 6, that is, until
affer he went off to college. And not
every woman can say that the father of
their child never missed a child support
payment. And it's not only about the
child support. It's albout being involved
in his life—about Kanye going fo spend
summers with him—because to me it's
very important that men be in the lives
of children as they're being raised, and
especially for boys it's particularly impor-
fant. So yeah, [ think the term “single
mom” is appropriate because | was a
mother who was single, but “single par-
ent” is nof appropriate because | was
not the only one involved in the parent-
ing of Kanyel

Souleo: Overall, what are you hoping
that people get out of the book,
whether they are parents or children,
whatever?

Donda: Okay, well | think the book is one
person’s story of how one particular kid
who happened to have gone on to
reach his dreams was raised. And |
hope that they will get from the book
that i's very important fo have a very
broad approach to parenting and that
it's important fo look very consciously ot
issues that impact the lives of children.
Issues like knowing who they are, self-

esTeem, self-discipline, integrity, respect,
exposure: All of those kinds of things
were part of Kanye's upbringing and |
was forfunate enough 1o give some
conscious consideration to all of those
things. I hope that people get from the
book that parenting is not just something
you do as an afferthought. “Oh, you
know what? | gof pregnant. Here this
aby is so let me just start raising him.”
Sure, there are some things that we can
do infuitively and there are some things
that we don't give foresight or fore-
thought fo before we raise kids. But just

. like we would go o school fo prepare

ourselves fo work in various fields and do
our jobs in those walys, it's very important
that we prepare ourselves fo raise our

. children. And i’s so inferesting to me that
~ while there’s no job—to me—that's more

important than your child, it might be
the one job that we don't give very
much thought to before we plunge full

- sfeam ahead right info raising them.

Souleo: One issue that the Kanye West
Foundation, which you are chair of,
addresses is the educdation crisis. You've
had, | believe, 31 years experience in
education. What do you see as the

. main causes of the high dropout rates

that are currently affecting the nation?
Donda: | think one of the main causes is
a curriculum that really doesnt address
the full child. ... Most Black kids and all

| kids who go to school in this country
have a very European-centered educo-
| fion and | think that’s one of the prob-

lems. We need to give more than lip ser-
vice 1o the phrase “multicultural.”
Another thing is parental involvement. If
parents are involved—they're going fo
the school, they're concerned about
their kid’s education, not only that
they're learning but what they're learn-

- Ing, and they have conversations with

the principals and feachers and so forth
and the kids see the active involvement
of the parent—! think that this would help
foo, in reducing the dropouf rate.

Souleo: Coming from the world of high-
. er education, what is your view on affir-

~ mative action? Do you think that it's nec-
 essary, being that there is an unequal

- playing field economically in many

- communities?

. Doenda: While certainly | favor affirma-

. five action, I'm not so sure that it's not

mainly a Band-Aid on a deeper prob-
lem. | think that we have 1o really get fo
the source of the problems in this coun-
fry and cerfainly racism is one of them,
Affirmative action is a reaction to racism
and | think a very necessary one. Some
people would argue that it brings about
what they're calling “reverse racism,”
which | think is ridiculous. But yeah, |
think that the playing field is definitely
unequal still, parficularly when you look
af some of the siatistics. Who are the
people filling the jail cells as opposed fo

. the schoaclrooms? It's really very appar-
. entonce you start looking info it. So

yeah, the more things change the more

. they stay the same. That's a frue adage

in so many instances. And certainly | feel
that there is much to be done to make
the playing field equal. But at the same
time there is still the truth that we must alll
be responsible and we can never use
racism as a reason not fo soar or not to
move ahead. Even if it is a reason we

- can't use it as a reason because if so

we are giving our power away and
we're just saying, “Oh, if it hadnt been
for that then | wouldnt have gotfen this.”
No, we have fo make a way anyway! So
the fight has to be on both sides. We

. struggled through it and we persevered

no matter what; no martfer that there is
still racism. And on the other side we
must fight against that racism and we
must continue to have things like affir-
mative action because we know, as you
just said, the playing field is nof equal.

. Souleo: And the Kanye West Foundation
s starting with the first initiatve, the Loop

' Dreams project, which is trying fo use

. hip-hop in a positive way to get kids
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