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Kanye West: A Look into Mental Health in the Black Community 
 

Kanye West was diagnosed with bipolar disorder in 2017 and has recently shared his 

diagnosis with the world, but not before he embarked on various Twitter “rants,” resulting in 

social media exile. A rant is defined as “to speak or declaim extravagantly or violently; talk in a 

wild or vehement way; rave,”  making it a verb that denotes aggression within speech. This 1

“rave” was certainly displayed in Kanye’s tweets praising Candace Owens, an openly 

conservative Black woman, and West’s endorsement of Donald Trump, but some of Kanye’s 

tweets also encompassed compassion and a desire to create a culture of free thinking. Being in 

the public eye calls for scrutinization, and Kanye’s fans did not fail to express their concern over 

the celebrity’s comments. Many questioned how the man who accused George Bush of not 

caring about Black people could possibly want to Make America Great Again, and while the full 

answer does not lie within Kanye’s mental health journey, it certainly plays a part.  

Kanye West is an African-American artist and entrepreneur who emerged in the early 

2000s with his debut album The College Dropout. In 2007 Kanye West lost his mother when she 

was merely 58 years old. Many attribute this loss to Kanye West’s behavior in the following 

years and, eventually, his diagnosis. The National Alliance on Mental Illness defines bipolar 

disorder as “a mental illness that causes dramatic shifts in a person’s mood, energy and ability to 

think clearly. People with bipolar experience high and low moods—known as mania and 

depression—which differ from the typical ups-and-downs most people experience.”  Prior to 2

1“Rant.” Dictionary.com. Dictionary.com. Accessed February 19, 2020. https://www.dictionary.com/browse/rant. 
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Kanye’s Twitter flood in April of 2019, the artist had taken a hiatus from social media, and fans 

were shocked to see his prompt return to Twitter. During an interview with David Letterman 

Kanye confesses, “When you ramp up, it expresses your personality more. You can become 

almost more adolescent in your expression or border into places. This is my specific experience 

that I’ve had over the past two years, ‘cause I’ve only been diagnosed for two years now.”  West 3

views his bipolar diagnosis as a form of heightened self-expression--a possible cause of his 

sporadic outbursts on social media. In one of his tweets Kanye reveals that sharing his thoughts 

is a form of therapy for him, and thus having a large following, those thoughts were not 

necessarily received well by the public. The “high and low moods” and “lack of ability to think 

clearly” associated with a bipolar diagnosis likely contribute to Kanye’s sporadic surprises. 

While the public teased that the Kardashians have him in the “sunken place”--a reference to from 

Jordan Peele’s film Get Out--what they failed to acknowledge was the way mental health played 

a role in Kanye’s actions. This is a common overlook, especially amongst communities of color.  

Mental health experiences an erasure when importance is given to the preservation of 

self-image rather than to seeking help. A report published by John Hopkins University Press 

investigating the stigma surrounding Black mental health noted, “Negative perceptions of the 

mentally ill appear to be greater among Blacks and other minority populations than among 

Whites.”  The first barrier that mental health confronts is that of stigma. To suffer from a mental 4

illness, or disorder, is viewed as a form of weakness. Often, to avoid being termed “crazy,” 

Black and brown folks especially are peer pressured into not seeking help. “Nearly two-thirds 

3Kanye West, interview by David Letterman, My Next Guest Needs No Introduction, Netflix, May 31st, 2019. 
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(62%) of consumers said they or people they knew were reluctant to seek help because of stigma 

concerns. These concerns fell into three broad categories: social judgment, social rejection, and 

discrimination, with the first being by far the most frequently endorsed concern. Fears about 

social judgment, expressed by 62% of consumers, included the fear of being judged, ridiculed, 

laughed at, and gossiped about.”  Though the spectrum of mental health embodies a wide range 5

of conditions including anxiety, post traumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, and more, the 

public creates an umbrella which forces this expansive spectrum to fall under the simplistic label 

of “crazy.” This term is then used to emphasize that there is something inherently wrong with the 

person experiencing these health challenges. This public perception of mental health can deter 

folks who may need help from seeking it. The report published by John Hopkins University 

Press additionally notes, “Most [Black consumers] suffered for many years with untreated 

mental health problems because they avoided, delayed, or refused voluntary mental health 

treatment to avoid the external and internal stigma of being ‘crazy.’”   6

To explain his condition, Kanye describes, “This is like a sprained brain, like having a 

sprained ankle. And if someone has a sprained ankle, you’re not gonna push on him more. With 

us, once our brain gets to a point of spraining, people do everything to make it worse. They do 

everything possible. They got us to that point now they do anything to make it worse.”  This 7

quote highlights the subordinate position mental health holds in relation to physical health. Just 

as Kanye’s fans failed to recognize the role his mental health played in his actions, mental health 

is often rendered invisible. Comparing his condition to a sprained ankle for the sake of public 

understanding testifies to the idea that the public has not yet registered what it means to live with 

5Alvidrez, 883. 
6Alvidrez, 888. 
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mental illness. Only when they are asked to imagine the pain of a sprained ankle, a physical form 

of pain, does the idea of a sprained brain become tangible. Kanye’s reference to folks doing 

“everything to make it worse” is a testament to the invisibility of mental health illness. Since 

folks can’t always see the illness, it is often easy to ignore.  

Another form of alienation that is experienced when you are termed “crazy” by the public 

is what Kanye calls being written off. He says, “Here’s another one that they love to do when 

you get the stigma of crazy. They love to write you off. They love to cut your sentences off 

halfway. What you say doesn’t mean as much. Sometimes to me, I think it’s a form of protection 

for me because if I’m peeping something that people don’t want me to think about or know or 

say out loud as a celebrity, ‘Oh, he’s just crazy,’ and then I go home.”  Following his Twitter 8

posts, many fans and supporters decided to cancel Kanye. “Cancelling” is a term born of New 

York’s Love & Hip-Hop series which gives individual folks the power to divert their money and 

social following from those whom they no longer deem worthy of receiving those attentions. A 

Vox article detailing the emergence of cancel culture notes, “When you see people canceling 

Kanye, canceling other people, it’s a collective way of saying, ‘We elevated your social status, 

your economic prowess, [and] we’re not going to pay attention to you in the way that we once 

did. ... ‘I may have no power, but the power I have is to [ignore] you.’”  Here there are two 9

conflicting perspectives. As a person with limited control of his emotions, Kanye feels written 

off by the public when he expresses himself--keeping in mind that Kanye feels like he is his most 

authentic self when he is “ramping up.” Though he has always been an outspoken figure known 

for sparking controversy, the Taylor Swift fiasco in 2009 being one of the most famous 

8Ibid. 
9Romano, Aja. “Why We Can't Stop Fighting about Cancel Culture.” Vox. Vox, December 30, 2019. 
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examples, it is only now that Kanye is being written off, or canceled for his behavior. Due to his 

large outbursts and philosophies of thinking, Kanye is often referred to as “crazy,” the 

stigmatizing label of mental health illness. Though folks may not be well-versed in the 

symptoms of bipolar diagnosis, it does not hinder them from grouping it with other mental health 

disabilities. The John Hopkins report also states, “One third [of Black consumers] (35%) said 

that a prevalent view was that any type of mental health problem, even mild depression or 

anxiety, was equated with being ‘crazy.’”  As aforementioned, grouping mental illnesses is 10

detrimental to the overall progress of mental health awareness. The term “crazy” is equally 

defined as “mentally deranged; demented; insane” as well as “senseless; impractical; totally 

unsound”--all offering negative connotations to even the mildest of mental health issues.  To 11

shed light on his commentary and the public’s reaction, West implies that his creative thinking, 

when posed in the wrong circumstances, is often dismissed due to stigma. He observes, 

“Something inspired in the wrong context would come off as.. Uh, I don't wanna say crazy cause 

I also wanna change the stigma of crazy and I wanna change the stigma of mental health period. 

And I have not done no extra study on it, we at the beginning of the conversation, but best 

believe Imma take stigma off the word crazy.”  In this quote, West highlights the fact that his 12

free self-expression is often written off due to the association with his mental health. Regardless 

of this, he pursues a task that is seemingly impossible for one man to do: taking on the stigma of 

mental health. Kanye’s determination to change the meaning of “crazy” may seem like a far 

reach for folks who may have lost hope in “the new Kanye”-- a phrase referenced in West’s 

project Saint Pablo (2016). However, by being honest and open about his diagnosis, West is 

10Alvidrez, 878-879. 
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removing the invisible veil from mental health illness. As a Black man who is openly bipolar, not 

only does he provide representation for folks with mental health issues, Kanye grants others the 

social permission to get diagnosed and seek psychological help.  

Another great challenge facing mental health in the Black community is access. Kanye 

references his privilege, and that of his interviewer’s, to highlight their financial advantage in the 

mental health arena. When David Letterman mentions that he has found medications he is 

content with, he compares the feeling to having a new set of glasses with which to see the world. 

However, Kanye retorts, “But you did get the Prada glasses. If you had been in high school in a 

normal neighborhood or something, they might throw some ‘tussin on it. You know what I 

mean? It’s just like, it might not have been as specified.”  In this answer, Kanye alludes to the 13

social reference of the television sitcom Everybody Hates Chris in which the mother, Rochelle, 

embodies a belief in the Black community that Robitussin is a cure for everything. Though this 

comment is grounded in a popular stereotype, it does testify to the fact that Black families do not 

tend to seek help, rather they prefer to solve the issue internally. Also, by emphasizing that 

Letterman got the Prada glasses, indicates a level of financial privilege to gain access to quality 

medications--a privilege not afforded to many low-income communities. In addition to the 

potential financial burden of seeking help, it is important to not that “Some [Black consumers] 

(26%) said they were taught early on that Blacks should be able to handle any adversity, so 

having mental health problems was incompatible with Black values of strength, resilience, and 

religious faith.”  This form of thinking is detrimental to young folks who may need professional 14

assistance. The joke of Robitussin and the tendency to handle issues internally also stems from 

13Kanye West, interview by David Letterman. 
14Alvidrez, 881. 



the issue of stigma--not just that of mental health, but also the trope that in order to survive in 

America as a Black body, you must be twice as good. It may not be necessary to say that being 

twice as good does not--and likely cannot--correspond with mental health illness in the Black 

community. Kanye touches on this sentiment when he describes his hospitalization. He details, 

“When I was in the hospital, especially the Black people that worked at that hospital, and I was 

on that hospital bed, I felt like they were like my family members, and I looked at them in their 

eyes. I don’t know. It was like the tribe or something… I felt like I had let them down… Yo 

that’s our Ye, they can't break him.”  In this segment, though Kanye wants to break the cycle of 15

mental health stigma, we see him fall into it. The concept that having a mental illness means that 

you are broken, further perpetuates the alienation and marginalization of Black folks with mental 

health issues. For West to indicate that he was broken by his bipolar diagnosis testifies to the 

resilience he felt he must have had. To him, gazing upon his community, he felt as though 

bipolar snatched his strength in the eyes of his “tribe,” a term used to describe a form of family 

or kinship. This projected disappointment in the eyes of the Black hospital workers highlights the 

concept that within Black communities having a mental illness is viewed as a failure.  

In 2001 the Surgeon General conducted a study on mental health and its relationship with 

race and ethnicity.  “The report documented that minority persons are less likely than others to 

enter mental health treatment and that, among the relative few who do receive mental health 

services, a significant proportion fail to receive continuous care.”  The aforementioned issue of 16

stigma plays a large role in this decision. As Kanye indicates, Black families would prefer to 

solve the issue internally, for seeking help will trigger humiliation. The John Hopkins report also 

15Kanye West, interview by Charlamagne tha God. 
16Snowden, Lonnie R., and Ann-Marie Yamada. “Cultural Differences in Access to Care.” Annual Review of Clinical 
Psychology 1, no. 1 (2005): 143–66. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.clinpsy.1.102803.143846, 148. 
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adds, “Consumers reported growing up in environments where they learned that mental illness 

was a topic to be avoided and that mental health issues were to be kept within the family. 

Growing up in a culture that valued strength in the face of adversity, consumers learned that 

succumbing to mental illness or requiring professional help to address it was a sign of 

weakness.”  It is true, Black history in the United States has demanded a certain level of 17

resilience from Black folks. However, the upkeep of “strength in the face of adversity” as a 

necessary character trait of Blackness is only doing more harm to those who are in need of 

professional care. Though this stigma tackles part of the reason why families of color may not 

seek help in the first place, it does not fully answer the question of access in mental health 

services. The question of seeking help is also impacted by socioeconomic status, as alluded to by 

West. An annual review conducted by Snowden and Yamada informs, “African Americans are 

almost twice as likely as whites, and Hispanics almost three times as likely as whites, to be 

uninsured.”  Access to healthcare is greatly measured by financial status. Though there are 18

programs in place such as Medicaid, the price tag of therapy and medications discourage 

uninsured, or partly-insured folks from seeking the necessary attention. However, researchers 

found that even with the emerging idea of universal healthcare, patients of color would still 

hesitate to seek help. “Although wider insurance coverage for mental health treatment would 

increase access by reducing the price of treatment (U.S. DHHS 1999), it would not eliminate 

disparities… minority persons are less inclined than are whites to seek mental health care when 

they receive mental health coverage or when their coverage increases.”  Inevitably, stigma and a 19

lack of education on topics regarding mental health greatly affects the reception of this issue 

17Alvidrez, 888. 
18Snowden, 157. 
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within communities of color. In order to break down the barrier between the Black community 

and mental health, it is important to also heal the perception of Black folks in America. For 

example, in his interview with Charlamagne tha God, Kanye introduces the idea of Black 

perfection in reference to Barack Obama. He insists that in order to be taken seriously, Obama 

had to be the perfect Black man. This idea is one that mirrors the sentiment Kanye had 

previously when he was hospitalized. In his mind, he had to be perfect. If not, he was broken. In 

reference to his mention of Black perfection, Kanye adds, “This is what I wanted to talk about. 

The idea of Black perfection, like a Black person can’t be imperfect in the public eye. That’s a 

form of control. I’m here to show you imperfection. The beauty is in the imperfection.”  In this 20

quote, Kanye grants the public permission to live imperfectly. He understands that his mental 

health may reduce him in the public eye, but his mission is to make people unafraid of that 

imperfection. This is why, during the same interview, instead of referring to his hospitalization 

as a “breakdown,” Kanye refers to it as a “breakthrough.” Despite being able to note the way in 

which stigma works itself into Kanye’s narrative, one can also account for the way in which 

Kanye takes power from stigma through the process of renaming and reimagining what the world 

understands as “crazy.” 

One of the highlights of Kanye West’s interview with David Letterman is when he turns 

the public stigma of mental health and flips it on its head. He lightheartedly comments, “You 

know, if you guys want these crazy ideas, these crazy stages, this crazy music, and this crazy 

way of thinking, there’s a chance it might come from a crazy person.”  In the end, Kanye 21

attributes creativity to the possession of mental health issues, shifting its context completely. 

20 Kanye West, interview by Charlamagne tha God. 
21 Kanye West, interview by David Letterman. 



Though Kanye West is not a perfect figure, as he acknowledges, his experience with bipolar 

disorder as a public figure helps to magnify, and bring attention to, the Black community’s 

relationship to mental health. Hopefully, further extensive research will be done on this issue, for 

various of the sources present in this paper have noted the need for additional information 

regarding this disparity. Despite Kanye’s promise to do the work in the social arena, the 

psychological arena must also do its part in ensuring that mental health access is equitable across 

racial and ethnic lines. This way, we can shift the perception of Black perfection and its effect on 

Black mental health.  
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