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and will solve the problems of the human race.

Calvin Coolidge
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Abstract

This study explores African American identity through film, drawing from Spike
Lee’s cinematic production of X (1992) and Bamboozled (2000). The study brings
attention to how African American identity is negotiated in communicative interactions.
In doing so, the study proposes an alternative rhetorical and cultural approach to the
nuances of African American identity.

Using contemporary theories from Ronald Jackson’s (2002) Cultural Contract,
Mark McPhail’s (1996 b) Complicity of Negative Difference, Cornel West’s Alienation
(1993), W.E.B. Du Bois’ (1903) Double Consciousness, and Eric Watts’ (2002)
Hermeneutical ethos, the researcher explores the dynamics of human interaction: the
manifestations of power, perception, essentialist thinking, and how these in turn penetrate
through language in our understanding of others. Emerging from such issues are two
questions: How do Ready-to- sign cultural contracts, Quasi-completed cultural contracts,
and Cocreated cultural contracts impact black identity, within the films Bamboozled
(2000) and X (1992)? What are the consequences for breaching contracts in the films
Bamboozled (2000) and X (1992)?

Finally, this study makes critical arguments concerning the strategic positioning
of language for purposes of understanding culture and difference. More importantly, it re-
articulates black identity, making an argument for its complexities, which are other than
historical and factual. It argues that black identity needs to be examined in terms of a

more critical and culturally appropriate rhetoric.
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Chapter One
Introduction

Film is rhetorical and functions as an epistemology. Like rhetoric, film uses
analytic arguments, substantial arguments, and various other rhetorical strategies to
communicate ideas; these rhetorical strategies focus on both film and rhetoric’s function
as epistemic. Film also seeks to explore relationships and provides meaning to those
relationships. If these premises are the case, then film is rhetorical for its argumentative
properties as a way of knowing.

Film also has the ability to blur the lines between what is perceivably fact and
what is fiction. In other words, film can participate in the recreation of the “real” or it can
make the imaginary seem real. In either case, the “real” or the “imaginary” i1s grounded in
interpretation. Andre Bazin (1974) noted what he called “reproductive fallacy”—that is,
the scenic, situational, character, oratorical, and visual qualities in film that bring about a
psychological or emotional realism for viewers. The reproductive fallacy, therefore, is the
blurring of idealism with realism.

Bazin (1974) examined the blurring of idealism and realism in the language of
modality. “Modality” refers to how real the medium seems to be in relation to reality.
Consider, for example, film. Film may recreate an event, such as a docudrama. Although
the film is an interpretive and artistic creation, it may not adequately capture the true
event. Nevertheless, audiences will perceive the artistic interpretation of the event as real.
Therefore, the modality of the film, in this example, refers to its credibility and
believability. Likewise, rhetoric may be perceived as more truthful than philosophy. In

either case, both rhetoric and film address the issues of realism and idealism, thereby



sharing similar argumentative and philosophical tenets. Rhetoric addresses the 1ssues of
idealism and realism by using critical methods and strategies. Rhetoric seeks to locate
essentialist arguments, which are understood as truth-centered ideas. Mark (1996b) noted,

Essentialism is a consequence of epistemological foundationism and posiis a

reality in which material and symbolic processes exist in and of themselves, in

which they are justified either on the basis of some privileged foundational belief
or on the basis of belief in some externally validated, reliably referenced “reality.”

It assumes an essential reality on the basis of which judgments can be verified or

legitimized, and contributes to a linguistic praxis which emphasizes

argumentation and critical discourse, precisely because such discourse is aimed at

the discovery of essential truth. (p. 67)

Cinema has a dubious nature. Its crisis in representation and its rhetorical
properties can be seen in the issues of satire and artistic license, which exploitation hides
behind. The researcher uses blaxploitation film as a starting point to analyze this issue.

The blaxploitation films of the sixties and seventies demonstrate rhetorical
properties that aid in the character development of ideas and images about black identity,
which are seen in current black films. Blaxploitation films are films that exploit black
people: “The films offer a warped view of black culture. These films contain the dreams
and aspirations of American Blacks, and also sell the images back to them” (Koven,
2001, p. 7). These films disseminate essentialist logic and a language of negative
indifference, which participate in symbolic representations of racism, sexism, and so
forth (McPhail, 1996b).

To this end, black identity within film and the effect of an essentialist or adverse
logic are of paramount concern to this study. If people are to engage in the interpretive
process of understanding black identity and its relationship with cinema, they must first

start with a definition of black identity, followed by a definition of symbolic

representation.



Black identity is used to refer to people of African descent, their communicative
system, and cultural interactions (Asante, 1996). Symbolic representation is a means for
humans to express themselves and negotiate meaning in various communicative contexts.
It is also the adaptation and use of particular sign and semantic systems, which combine
for a unique and individual expression that people use to represent themselves
intrapersonally and universally (Burke, 1966).

The association between black identity and cinema is one that aims to explore
how blacks are identified, represented, and understood symbolically in film. The
exploration into the epistemological function of symbols, their validity, én,d what they
communicate is imperative because of their argumentative, iconistic, and ethical
properties. Of central concern to this research then is misrepresentation. Although
blaxploitation film depicts a time period, the same ideological misrepresentations still
persist in Lee’s Bamboozled (2000) and X (1992). |

Symbols do not literally communicate what black identity is. Symbols only
provide a language that communicates what something is thought to be. Symbols have a
limited access to the reality they represent. Within this context, symbols can exaggerate
and embellish that which they represent, and such can be the case of essentialist
representation of black identity in film. William Phillips (1955) reported,

The power of film may be found in how it creates symbols for the viewer to

identify with or use to interpret its messages. Film extends our ability to create

and use symbols by making things, people, places, and events seem real. Because
film is a visual medium, its symbols are frequently visual [thus impeding on our

most intimate beliefs]. (p. 62)

Popular and mainstream films use the “negative” to hyperbolize issues of black

identity. Films such as Coffv (1973) and Shaft (1971) present blacks as sexually zealous,



psychologically disturbed, and unrefined. These essentialist traits are just as relevant
today because they resurface in contemporary black cinema.

Gary Crowdus and Dan Georakas (2001) reported that just because blacks are not
dressing in black face does not mean that Hollywood has abandoned essentialist
discourse altogether. Essentialism is the understanding of an idea in terms of a singular
reality. Moreover, essentialism 1s based on presuppositions and classifications that aim to
debase one social experience while valorizing another. Today, Hollywood still makes a
concerted effort to morph and conceal essentialist discourse within contemporary black
film. McPhail (1994) noted, “[Essentialism] is an example of human symbolic and social
interaction [and control], which has a number of rhetorical dimensions Jand
consequences]” (p. 4). One of these dimensions is identity—specifically, how identity is
regulated and enforced through racist discourse.

Manthia Diawara (2001) reported that the impetus for the misrepresentation of
black identity derives from whites’ need to perpetuate their view of race. McPhail (1994)
noted that the language of white racism permeates various social discourses. In film,
whites attempt to define blacks through their own codes of understanding, and this
definition makes way for misrepresentation. The repercussions of misrepresentation are
staggering because the distinction between black identities on the screen and off the
screen becomes indistinguishable. As such, understanding fhe dynamics of essentialism
and how it plays a ubiquitous role in people’s daily perception and interpretation process
is important to the communicative dimension of this study.

Haig Bosmajian (1983) reported, “The power which comes from naming and

defining people has had positive as well as negative effects on entire populations.... The



negative labels we attach to people and groups have effects on their identities and perhaps
their survival” (p. 9). Both McPhail and Bosmajian (1983) understand identity to be more
than the sum of historical and biological facticity. Identity is both rhetorical and symbolic
(Hall & Gay, 1996). If these arguments are the case, then black identity still needs
exploration.

This study is rhetorical because it examines how language and symbols conjoin to
form ideological representations of black identity. The study has an intercultural
significance because it examines how ideological representations affect intraethnic and
interethnic communication.

Today, black directors such as Spike Lee use cinema rhetorically and critically,
transforming the social and political climate of a nation. Consider, for example, Lee’s use
of spatial narrative. Diawara (1993) stated, “Lee uses spatial narrative [as a critical
technique to expose racism and prejudice] through hierarchical landscape of objects on
the screen. Thus, space is related to power and powerlessness” (p. 11). Those who occupy
the center of the screen are understood as more powerful. Lee uses spatial narration as a
way of deconstructing Eurocentric discourse and providing an Afrocentric perspective.
Two of Lee’s films, Bamboozled (2000) and X (1992), are evidence of these rhetorical
properties.

X (1992) is a docudrama, directed by Spike Lee, that is a reconstruction of
significant parts of Malcolm X’s life. The researcher will examine Lee’s reconstruction
of the historical Malcolm X. Lee’s réconstmciion also includes Harlem and central key
figures in Malcolm’s life.

Although Bamboozled (2000) is not a docudrama, Lee reconstructed blackface

W



minstrelsy. Blackface minstrelsy was a performance style that usually consisted of
several white male performers parodying the songs, dances, and speech patterns of
Southern blacks. Performers blackened their faces with bumnt cork and dressed in rags as
they played the banjo, the bone castanets, the fiddle, and the tambourine. They sang,
danced, told culturally insensitive jokes, cross-dressed, and gave comical stump speeches
(Mahar, 1998).

From the late 1820s to the early 1950s, blackface minstrelsy dominated American
popular entertainment. Americans saw it on the stages of theaters and circuses, read about
it in the popular novels of the nineteenth century, heard it over the radio, and viewed it on
film and television (Mahar, 1998). Part of the resecarcher’s analysis rests entirely on his
ability to interpret what Lee envisioned blackface to be.

In addition, Bamboozled‘(ZOOO) addresses social and political comments about
race, identity negotiation, and politics through pivotal characters such as Pierre
Delacroix, Cheeba, and Manray. Delacroix is a black television manager who works at a
television broadcast agency. Delacroix’s primary function is to create television
situational comedies. Cheeba and Manray are black, without home and job, but are
talented street performers. Their main function in the film Bamboozled is to work with
Delacroix to put on a modern day minstrel show.

Although the characters and their situations are fictitious in Bamboozled (2000)
and reconstructed from historical accounts in X (1992), Lee argued, in both films, that the
identity issues with which the characters are faced are similar to the identity issues that
African Americans face today. Blacks may not see themselves represented in blackface

or as victims of blatant segregation, but they are always reminded of their blackness,



what that communicates, and how it must be negotiated. Spike Lee communicated these
important issues through character interaction: therefore, the researcher must be attentive
to the dialogue that transpires. Lee used the narration and dialogue to communicate ideas
concerning relationships, politics, religion, culture, and race and identity issues. The
researcher’s job is to examine the dialogue and narration to evaluate critically the
culturally significant messages as they pertain to any issues of African American
sociocultural experiences. Lee examined black identity as a sociolyogical subject, couched
in assimilation and identity negotiation.

Ronald Jackson (2002) saw communicative and rhetorical conditions as cultural
contracts that blacks enter and exit. This study applied contractual theory and the
complicity of negative difference theory to central characters in the films. The study
applied McPhail’s (1996 b) “complicity to negative difference,” Cornel West’s (1993)
“alienation,” W.E.B. Du Bois’ (1903) “double-consciousness,” and Eric Watts’ (2002)
“hermeneutical ethos” to explore and advance issues concerning black identity. As such,
these theoretical models provide a comprehensive understanding of black identity and
negotiation. Moreover, by understanding the communicative and rhetorical conditions as
cultural contracts, Lee’s articulation of black identity becomes even clearer and more
intelligible than ever.

The rhetorical prowess of Jackson’s (2002) theory lies in the theory’s descriptive
and interpretive approach toward the negotiation of identity and the building process.
Jackson (2002) submitted, “Identity negotiation refers to a conscious and mindful process
of shifting one’s worldview or cultural behaviors or both. During this process, cultural

patterns of communicating and ways of seeing the world are at stake” (p. 49).



Mark McPhail (1996b) examined the relationship between language and identity
building. The way humans understand one another is through language. Language 1s
significant in humans’ ability to make meaning and negotiate that meaning. Therefore,
language is the ground from which humans establish opinions and ideas about each other.
Furthermore, language is the foundation by which humans communicate their realities to
one another. The rhetorical strength of McPhail’s (1996b) theory is the theory’s ability to
examine the relationship between language and identity. Just as important, McPhail’s
(1996b) theory explores the various ways identity is negotiated.

Descriptively, identity is to be understood as the synthesis and management of
social interactions affecting the collective self. It is also how a person can organize and
arrange his or her collective self into a monolithic and presentable self. Because the self
is shifting at all times, an individual must be cognizant that the presented self adapts to
the current communicative contract.

Statement of Research Problem

The research problem focuses on Lee’s vision of black identity as it presents itself
to the researcher’s analysis and of negotiation in Lee’s films Bamboozled (2000) and X
(1992). Of key importance to the research problem is what the presentation of these films
communicates about the complicit nature of discourse and the construction of black
identity and negotiation for African Americans. In order to address this issue, the
researcher focuses his attention on three communicative dynamics: first, complicity with
essentialist discourse and the formation of cultural contracts as they relate to black
identity in the films; second, the characters entering into cultural contracts—how these

have an impact on black identity; and third, characters breaching the contracts in the



films. The second and third dynamics have a direct consequence on the examination of
the characters of Malcolm X, Pierre Delacroix, Cheeba, and Manray.

The researcher realizes that there is a connection between the type of contract
breached and the consequences that follow. While this may be the case, this connection is
not a necessary focus of this specific research.

Research Questions
The present study examines the following specific research questions:
1. How do Ready-to-sign contracts, Quasi-completed contracts, and
Cocreated contracts impact black identity in the films X and Bamboozled?!
2. What are the consequences for breaching contracts in the films X and
Bamboozled?
Justification for the Study

A population of blaxploitation films from the sixties and seventies functions on
stereotypes (Koven, 2001, p. 10). J. Mikel Koven (2001) purported, “Blaxploitation films
exploit individuals’ desires to see black people, specifically African Americans, doing
presumably what one expects or wants to see African Americans doing” (p. 7). Moreover,
“White cinema, like western rhetorical discourse, looks much like a crystal palace inside
with legions of residents, having accepted the inheritance of the subject position from
which knowledge is universally contemplated, narcissistically discuss the world”
(Diawara, 1993, p. 177).

This study recognizes that there are myriad values in black films that are often
overlooked or just ignored. Both Diawara (1993) and Koven (2001) implicitly

communicated an important idea. Whites have come to an understanding of black cinema



through their own cultural lenses. Diawara (1993) stated, “The mode of represemaﬁm of
the nineteenth—century minstrel show typifies a principal characteristic...that persists in
the increasingly liberalized regimes of later representation of a speculative self through
the mask of the alien” (p. 183). According to McPhail (1996a), “Contemporary popular
and academic commentators have criticized mainstream media for its negative depictions
of African-Americans” (p. 127). Nathan Godfried (2002) stated that the “mass media
further reinforce racism/sexism by changing history to suit the desired image of the
dominant group and presenting stereotypic, negative imagesyof nondominant groups,
reinforcing the notion that in our society only the reality of a certain people is valid” (p.
9). Crowdus and Georakas (2001) expressed a need for scholars to direct their attention to
the ideology composing black identity and not just its relationship to hegemonic interests.
In support of Crowdus and Georakas’ (2001) assertion, in Bamboozled (2000), Delacroix,
checking over the revisions made to the minstrel show, is in awe when he sees that all of
the black characters are stereotyped. In rage, he confronts Mr. Dunwitty, his boss, and
explains that there is diversity in the black community.

Delacroix: These are black folks we are talking about.... We are not a
monolithic group of people. We all don’t think alike.

These previous arguments all are cogent, which suggests that this study is
important and has value to the academic community and the public community at large.
This study recognizes that blaxploitation ideology is still present in contemporary black
cinema. The current study makes a concerted effort to identify this complicit discourse of
essentialism and treat it appropriately.

The researcher has identified reasons for this study in the previous paragraphs and

seeks to contribute to a new wave of discourse to rectify the problem of African-
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American misrepresentation in film. This study of Bamboozled (2000} and X (1992) can
serve as a starting point to reexamine black identity and its negotiation.
Justification for the Films

Bamboozled (2000) and X (1992) are significant films and were chosen for
specific reasons. In these films, Lee (1992) demonstrated his ability to bring together
fragments of black identity and present them in an intelligible language. Both films are
tools, providing insight into the areas of black identity. Lee’s (1992) ability to carry out
this daunting task was executed through dialogue, narration, the manipulation of the
camera, the recreation of historical characters and geographical locations, and the
signifying of artifacts, posturing as coded semantic messages.

Often reserved for speech, song, dance, and ritual, “signifying” communicates
frequent statements, which have double or even multiple meanings. A statement, which
sounds innocuous to a white audience, might carry a hidden meaning to African
Americans (Gill, 1994). Bamboozled (2000) and X (1992) are no exception. Consider, for
example, the use of slave ships, puppets, Mecca, and the American flag. These are all
recurring motifs in X and Bamboozled, signifying myriad possible commentary about the
politics of black identity. The explicit burning of the American flag receding to an X in
the opening of X (1992) and the blatant use of blackface in Bamboozled (2000) serve as
rhetorical strategies, asking the audience the question: Are racist commentaries a source
of pain or a source for healing? These were ideological directions or misdirections made
by Lee. (Although the researcher doesn’t explore symbolic discourse of misdirection,
symbols are important to mention because they contribute to Lee’s motif as a film

director). Ann Gill (1994) pointed out, “Signifying, then, is all of these forms of verbal
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misdirection. It is a mode of persuasive communication unique to the black community
that involves various sophisticated rhetorical strategies that give multiple and metaphoric
meaning to words” (p. 231).

Bamboozled (2000) and X (1992) explore identity through rhetoric, cultural
studies, and philosophy. This study also has a rhetorical and intercultural impact toward
the articulation of black identity; the study does this through Lee’s use of symbols and
dialogue.

Because of Lee’s use of symbols and dialogue to communicate complex ideas, it
is important to understand the significance of his strategy. This is an invaluable aspect to
the successful analysis of both films. Burke (1966) noted that part of being human 1s the
use of symbols. Individuals must not only examine the functionality of symbols but also
understand the ideology aiding in their functionality. The calling into question of
symbolic language is a key strategy of rhetorical discourse. In essence, scholars must be
aware of language and its power to define, not only in the discourses of reading and
writing; scholars must see the rhetorical and ideological significance of film. Moreover,
as scholars continue to examine black films, with effective and appropriate
epistemological frameworks, a greater appreciation of black film will emerge. If these
arguments are evidence for the rhetorical and cultural importance of the films, then it is
incumbent that the researcher examines both Lee’s Bamboozled (2000) and X (1992).

Aims of the Study

The aim of any study is to push ideas to their breaking point or to challenge past

scholarship with a critical inquiry. This dissertation is no different; its aims and

objectives are just as noble. The researcher examines black identity from a rhetorical
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paradigm. Instead of limiting black identity to a core set of logocentric assumptions and
rhetorical theories, this study acknowledges that identity is part of a confluence of social
forces, which is always acculturating. Last, the researcher also poses a perspective in
which to examine black identity and negotiation. Thus, the aim of this dissertation 18 to
demystify concepts and manifestations of essentialism and interrogate notions of
assimilation.

QOutline of Chapters

Chapter one is the introductory chapter. It sets the tone and framework for the
entire document. It includes a discussion on the impetus for the study; it also includes the
statement of the problem, significance of the study, research question, and role of the
critic.

Chapter two discusses the critical method and theory. In addition to the critical
method and theory, the chapter offers key terms critical to the study.

Chapter three focuses on the review of literature as it pertains and is significant to
this study; it also includes a review of the method, film theory, and critical information
regarding Bamboozled (2000) and X (1992).

Chapter four represents the actual analysis of the films. Specific sections of the
films are analyzed and categorized, providing a cultural and rhetorical foundation to
address the research questions. The chapter also addresses the research questions: How
do Ready-to-sign cultural contracts, Quasi-completed cultural contracts, and Cocreated
cultural contracts have an impact on black identity in the films X and Bamboozled? What
are the consequences for the breaching of contracts in the films X and Bamboozled?

Chapter five summarizes findings and makes suggestions for future studies.
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Chapter Two
Theoretical Framework and Methodology

As mentioned in chapter one, the study of black identity is intricate and, for the
purposes of this research. it calls upon the employment of a cluster of critical theories to
tease out the nuances that make the issue of black identity a highly complex
phenomenon. In short, the theories utilized are key in the various parts of the analysis and
are co-dependent with one another, as they work together to bring into fruition a careful
and critical analysis of black identity and negotiation in Spike Lee’s Bamboozled (2000)
and X (1992).

Complicity of Negative Difference

Rhetorically, the implications of McPhail’s (1996a) theory allow for a person to
understand the communicative dimensions of a social interaction, how people’s
presuppositions are plagued with essentialism and undergird their evaluations and
interactions with others. McPhail’s (1996a) theory speaks to these underlying obstacles
that serve as epistemological frameworks to understand identity. These obstacles are
found in the complex network of negative difference. The researcher will elaborate
briefly on negative difference and its significance to McPhail’s (1996a) theory and the
research.

Negative difference is a specific tool that amplifies the importance of a human’s
ability to create xenophobic attitudes toward culture and difference. Negative difference
also allows for the belief that one system of logic is better than another. As such, a person
can carry the attitude that one way of knowing is far better than another

{McPhail, 1996 b). Negative difference, in this light, allows humans to create essentialist
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truths and act accordingly to these truths. To this end, negative difference can construct
crude linguistic relationships about any entity, which may be fabricated, and make it real.
Because negative difference examines the essence of phenomena, the essence of
phenomena can be understood in terms of the strategic utilization of language.

Language, in this line of thinking, is a critical component to McPhail’s (1996b)
theory because it deals with issues of representation and truth as discussed in the films
Bamboozled (2000) and X (1992). McPhail’s (1991) theory of complicity to negative
difference suggests that in any discourse, idea, orthecry, there is complicity to a
perceived logic, which 1s the equivalent to an essentialist truth and grounded in
misrepresentation. In turn, these essentialist truths of representation often guide
individuals’ communicative interaction with one another. Because essentialist truths often
go unnoticed, McPhail’s (1996b) theory of complicity challenges and unearths the
various formations of essentialist discourse. According to McPhail (1996b), “The calling
into question of this language of negative difference has become a key strategy in many
feminist, Afrocentric, and rhetorical theories of discourse” (p. 2). By focusing on the
essentialist and complicit nature of language, issues of gender, race, and ideology are
located.

Essentialist thinking is not merely the ideological representations of gender, race,
and so forth. Essentialism includes complicity to any logocentric thinking, without regard
for other epistemological frameworks; it is the failure to be self-reflexive or aware of a
person’s deéisions and bias. In other words, essentialism reflects a person’s values and
beliefs. McPhail (1991) noted, “The analysis of complicity as a theory of negative

difference is rooted in the linguistic theories articulated by the ancient Greek
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Sophists...whose theory of opposite party clearly illustrates the problem of complicity as
it functions in...discourse” {p. 2).

Consider, for example, the Sophists and some of the Greek philosophers.
Complicity in discourse can be found in both the Greek philosophers and the Sophist
logocentric preference for philosophy and or rhetoric. McPhail (1996b) noted that Plato
and many of the Greek philosophers carried a disdain for rhetoric because it was not
guided by wisdom; therefore, rhetoric could not lead to truth, just opinion. The Sophists
favored rhetoric because of its pragmatic and practical value toward knowledge. As such,
rthetoric provided a type of relative knowledge that lead to a fruitful participation in
public life. McPhail (1991) noted:

Logocentrism is profoundly interrelated in Western discourse as old as the

Phaedrus of Plato, in which one finds the earliest figures of blackness as an

absence, a figure of negation. Blackness as a figure of negation points to an

essential difference intimately connected to the assumptions of knowledge in

Western discourse. {p. 3)

Essentialism does not solely rest in the Sophistic and Platonic dialogues; it can be
found in the choices that individuals make. Individuals can be led to believe that
Afrocentric methods are useless because they are seldom chosen or that they remain
invisible in communication departments and communication textbooks (Jackson, 2002).
Essentialism in this context is a result of individuals’ acculturated and encultured social
practices, which become naturalized. As such, essentialism is the positioning of one logic
over another.

McPhail (1991) also noted that essentialism is a result of presumptions and half-

truths, which are based on probability that are now crystallized as truths in individuals”

daily lives. These truths, which are normalized, dominate people’s thought process and
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exist as unchallenged thoughts and practices. McPhail asserted:

Essentialism, which is the dominant epistemological position articulated in

Western culture, posits a reality in which material and symbolic processes exist in

and of themselves. This results in linguistics practices which legitimate

argumentative and critical discourse, precisely because such discourse is aimed at

the discovery of essential truths. (1991, p. 2)

In review, McPhail’s (1991) theory represents the following:

o It encourages a critical investigation into the complicity of Western
essentialist discourse, a discourse that utilizes a variety of rhetorical
strategies to buttress its claim to truth.

° Moreover, McPhail’s method is increasingly distrustful of language to
convey a single authoritarian message.

. Last, the problem with language for McPhail is that it attempts to exclude.
In doing so, language ignores, represses, and marginalizes some concepts
while upholding others. To this end, McPhail sees language as the study of
limitations.

Cultural Contract Theory of Negotiation

Jackson’s (2002) theory consists of three components, which are understood as
cultural contracts: Ready-to-sign, Quasi-completed, and Cocreated. These three function
as a set of ideological restraints that a person is forced to assimilate. Jackson (2002)
maintained, “the term ‘cultural contracts’ refers to the end product of identity negotiation;
hence every ‘signed’ or agreed-upon cultural contract has a direct impact on one’s
identity” (p. 49).

Negotiation is key in Jackson’s (2002) quote. “Negotiation™ is a term implying

process of deliberation; therefore, scholars can come to an understanding that identity is a
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process of formation and transformation. Another dimension of Jackson’s (2002) theory
is a “breached contract.”” A breached or broken contract refers to the transition from one
contract to another contract. Broken contracts occur because one party refuses to
assimilate to the preexisting stipulations of the contract: “As with any negotiation, one
can either abide by an existing contractual arrangement, change the terms of the contract
if permissible, or choose another contract” (Jackson, 2002, p. 50). The fundamental
purpose of Jackson’s (1999) theory is to gain further insight into the process of cultural
identity negotiation. To negotiate identity implies that identity formation be considered a
communication phenomenon among two or more individuals that are driven by message
exchange over a period of time (p. 4).

Hecht, Collier, and Ribeau (1993) suggests, “Identity is created by the individual
and is cocreated [over time] as people come into contact with one another and the
environment. As people align themselves with various groups, this co-creation process is
negotiated” (p. 30). Over time, a personal identity and social identity evolve. Both the
personal identity and the social identity will be explored clearly.

James Baldwin (1974), in his seminal work If Beale Street Could Talk, talks about
the inner conflict of personal identity and social identity. As the issue of race confronts
Tish, a character in Baldwin’s (1974) novel, Tish is aware of the difference between
herself and others. This awareness of race makes her a stranger to herself. Although Tish
is fictitious, her accounts speak volumes about the negotiation process of her personal
identity, which she is aware of due to race. Baldwin (1974) does not offer any solution to
this issue. The best Tish can do is learn how to negotiate and maintain her personal

identity.
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The same stands true for the negotiation process of individuals” own identity in
any communicative situation. This does not assume that individuals must strive for a
halance or that a balance is possible. Much of people’s identity is still changing. Each
part of a person’s identity is in competition with the other. Part of negotiating an
individual’s identity 1s not predicting when, where, and which identity will take
precedence over the other. By understanding the complexity of identity, people begin to
understand why one type of identity dominates the other. In other words, people are
bound to negotiate their identity, and people have the agency in the negotiation process—
that is, they have the ability to decide how much of their identity they want to negotiate
and when negotiation may or may not be beneficial. As mentioned before, cultural
contracts can always be breached. In other words, cultural contracts do not negate
agency. Quite the opposite, it is always a person’s choice to exit a contract for another.

Social identity directly relates tb the contract that a person has signed; it is largely
based on context, as all contracts are. The context may be a university, church, or any
given organization. Social identity 1s the group identity, which both parties deem valuable
(Jackson, 2002). It is based on pure assimilation. Assimilation is the concerted effort to
erase the politics of difference between cultures. A social identity alludes to a
homogeneous relationship among various interactants. The irony is that although the
interactants are heterogeneous, as they begin to assimilate, they become homogeneous.

Forging this relationship are language and culture. Jackson (2002) submitted,
“Identity is defined by the individual and is cocreated as people come into contact with
one another and the environment” (p. 50). Ostensibly, there is semblance between

people’s culture and the language they use. Language becomes an index of people’s
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social construct, impaling their ideology, decision making, and actions (Wright & Hailg,

1989). As such, identity is the end product of the negotiation process.

In summary, Jackson’s (2002) theory is particularly interesting because it does the

following:

Jackson’s theory examines the intracultural dynamics among participants.
Moreover, Jackson’s theory does not’ make a distinction between who is
doing the signing and who is composing the contract. Any one person can
be responsible for the creation and signing of the contract.

The value in the aforementioned method is that it is malleable and fluid.
There 1s a reciprocal relationship between identity and the contract. As
identity changes, so does the contract. Scholars know this because Hall
and du Gay (1996) reported that identity is blurred, nonlinear, and a
complex fusion of public demands and personal wills. Even after the
acculturation process, identity negotiation is an ongoing dynamic because
culture changes, human interactions change, and most important, language
is always evolving.

Last, to accept this idea, people must accept that personal 1dentity and
social identity are communicative phenomena and must be understood as a
series of morphologies. In short, Jackson’s theory contributes to a critical

‘exploration of identity, but specifically black identity and its negotiation.

As mentioned previously, different theories will be used for different functions.

Jackson (2002) and McPhail (1996a), for example, serve as the theories that the

researcher will use to analyze the films and essentialist discourse, and place the discourse
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into cultural contracts. The theories in the next section are critical theories used to

address the research questions. The theories are West’s (1993) “alienation,” Du Bois’

(1903} “double-consciousness,” and Watts’ (2002) “hermeneutical ethos.”
Alienation

For Cornel West, there are two key points to his notion of “alienation™
“alienation” as a black existential struggle, and “alienation” as an ideological system of
oppression {West, 1993).

The first principle of West’s (1993) theory suggests that African Americans must
face the possibility of strained realities. Within the same principle of reasoning, each
African American must somehow resolve this conflict individually for him- or herself.
The impetus of this turmoil is to be found first in white dominant culture, which cannot
be ignored, and second, in the ethnic black culture of their group. This leads to more than
a quandary as alluded to in Du Bois’ (1903) theory. “Alienation,” according to West
(1993), is an existential journey of conflict. It emphasizes the following common themes:
question of identity, the experience of choice, and the absence of rational understanding
of the universe with a consequent dread or sense of absurdity in human life (West, 1993).
The combination of these themes suggests an emotional tone or mood. The history of the
African American is a semblance of these themes mentioned by West. West characterized
the African American as lost between two worlds of existence. West’s (1993) theory
suggests that the present day African American’s task is to find his or her own existence.
Once he or she finds it, he or she will have a voice. Because of the existential turmoil,
West’s theory positions African-American identity as a discontinuous process of social

demands. If scholars are to examine “alienation” as discontinuous points of identity, then
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