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News
Morgan State University Hosts Health and Hip Hop Conference

Stakeholders seek to raise awareness about the rate of HIV/AIDS among young African American men

By Freddie Allen
NNPA News Wire

n an effort to increase
awareness about HIV/
AIDS among vyoung
Black men, a group
disproportionately im-
pacted by the epidemic,
health-care  providers
and community stake-
holders hosted the
“Health and Hip Hop
Conference” in October
at the Morgan State Uni-
versity in Baltimore.
Students from Mary-
land’s four historically
Black colleges and uni-
versities—the  Univer-
sity of Maryland East-
ern Shore, Bowie State
University, Coppin State
University and Morgan
State University — par-

attended, according to
conference organizers,
and more than 50 people
were tested for HIV and
other sexually transmit-
ted diseases.

The daylong program
was sponsored by the
Black AIDS Institute, the
Maryland Department
of Mental Health and Hy-
giene, and the Morgan
State University School
of Community Health
and Policy’s Get SMART
(Students/Society Mo-
bilized and Retooled to

Transform) Project.
Grim Jackson, an
18-year-old freshman

communications major
at Morgan State, said
that he can relate to peo-
ple who suffer from stig-
ma associated with AIDS;

forming. “I was in high
school and I just started
writing, and people were
like, ‘Oh, my God, you're
good,” said Jackson, who

won second place in the

spoken-word competi-
tion.
Get SMART Project Di-

rector Lorece Edwards,
DrPH, the director of
community practice
and outreach in the de-
partment of behavioral
health sciences at Mor-
gan State’s School of
Community Health and
Policy, said that health-
care providers and HIV/
AIDS advocates and re-
searchers wanted to ed-
ucate young minority
men about sexual-health
choices and their pos-
sible outcomes. “This is

“ The same way we talk about Magic Johnson,

we have to talk about Eazy-E”

ticipated in the event,
which included a spo-
ken-word competition;
breakout sessions on
hip-hop, sexual health
and HIV/AIDS preven-
tion; and performances
by local hip-hop artists.
Roughly 150 students

—Justin Wooley, a consultant with the

when he was younger,
students made fun of his
mental disability.
Although reluctant to
discuss the challenge it
presented, Jackson said
that the taunts and rid-
icule changed to cheers
when he started per-
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Black AIDS Institute

a platform, a safe and
brave space for men, that
allows them to talk about
health and hip-hop and
their life experiences,’
she said.

Justin Wooley, a con-
sultant with the Black
AIDS Institute, agreed.
“We need HIV preven-
tion messages with an
‘attitude, in the same
way we had Niggaz Wit
Attitudes, NW.A," said
Wooley, referring to
the hip-hop group. “The
same way we talk about
Magic Johnson, we have
to talk about Eazy-E,” the
N.W.A member who died
of AIDS in 1995, nearly
four years after Johnson
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Messaiah Ramiskoon, an MC, youth advocate and three-time winner of “Showtime at the Apollo’
comments on homophobia in Hip Hop at the Health and Hip Hop Conference at Morgan State University

in Baltimore, Md.

announced his retire-
ment from the NBA after
testing positive for HIV.

Although the story of
Eazy-E’s death was cov-
ered in magazines like
Newsweek, Vibe and Jet,
reports of heterosexual
transmission were rare,
and therefore, the possi-
bility that Eazy-E had ac-
quired HIV heterosexu-
ally was easily dismissed
in favor of rumors of
closeted homosexual
activity, illicit-drug use,
murder by HIV injection,
tainted acupuncture nee-
dles and other urban leg-
ends.

During the panel ti-
tled “Hip-Hop, Health
and Healing,” students
and featured guests dis-
cussed masculinity, the
perception that hip-hop
perpetuates misogyny
and homophobia and
more.

we share it together.
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share

At Health Share, we believe good health is
mere than what happens inside your doctor's
atfice. >ood health starts in your community
and includes staying active, eating healthy
food and gelting regular check-ups.

ou

Share your healthy habits with famuly and
friends. We can all have better health when

Better health

together.

Messiah Ramkissoon,
an MC, youth advocate
and three-time winner
of Showtime at the Apol-
lo for his spoken-word
performances, said that
homophobia is a sensi-
tive subject in hip-hop
and that people with per-
spectives on both sides
need to be more tolerant.
“People live their lives
the way they choose, and
they should not be disre-
spected or counted out
from the culture because
of it, but those that are
homosexual also have to
understand that certain
people don't agree with
homosexuality,”  Ram-
kissoon said. “The con-
versation is so sensitive
that when you say you
have a different perspec-
tive, well, now you're ho-
mophobic.”

He continued: “We

have to understand how
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to nation-build, acting
civilized whether you're
gay or youre straight.
We have to be able to
have differences and still
love each other as fami-
ly. These conversations
have to happen without
hate getting involved.”

Kenton Dunson, a hip-
hop artist on a panel
about ways the music
has affected health out-
comes among Black men,
suggested that artists be
more creative and less
afraid to use their art to
raise awareness about
health disparities affect-
ing Black communities.
“J. Cole is probably a step
away from doing that,
Dunson said. “He can say
itand do it and be fine be-
cause he’s an established
artist, but for someone
like me who is still try-
ing to get their numbers
up and create aware-
ness around my music,
it might set a trend or it
might not.”

Dr. Edwards explained
that health disparities
persist because health-
care providers fail to
include  marginalized
communities in the dis-
course about prevention
strategies and the devel-
opment of best practic-
es that are necessary to
address those dispari-
ties. “We need to give a
voice to the people that
we want to reach,” she
said. “They can tell re-
searchers and academics
and community-based
organizations what best
works for them. They're
the experts. We're not
the experts.”

Dr. Edwards continued:
“If we can create spaces
where men can be them-
selves and feel safe in
sharing what’s in their
hearts and minds and
their experiences, then
we can all heal.”



