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      As a result of the groundbreaking success of his debut film Boyz N the Hood 

(1991), filmmaker John Singleton gained worldwide acclaim, the respect of major film 

industry figures and became the topic of both scholarly and popular culture film 

conversations.  He also made history, becoming the youngest and the first African-

American to be nominated for the Academy Award for excellence in directing.  However, 

the lukewarm critical reception for his sophomore release Poetic Justice (1993) countered 

the promise many felt he had shown earlier and initiated a lack of interest in Singleton’s 

subsequent films, rendering him almost obsolete from any future cinematic analysis.  

This dissertation seeks to resurrect the discussion of John Singleton as a substantial 

contributor to the world of cinema by bringing attention to the voice that he has given 

young African-American men and women in the works that comprise what he calls his 

“hood trilogy,” which includes the aforementioned films and Baby Boy (2001).  

Specifically, the dissertation addresses this topic by examining how Singleton’s own 
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discussion of black masculinity via film is an extension of the same conversation about 

maleness began by writers Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison, how the South Central Los 

Angeles environment has had a tremendous effect on the behaviors and attitudes of the 

young people that populate the area, the influence of hip hop culture on gender dynamics, 

and the strain often placed on black male/female relationships in urban settings.   

      The methodological approach of the dissertation combines film, literature, music, 

and cultural and sociological studies in the effort to locate Singleton and these films as 

meaningful components in the investigation of film, popular culture and African-

American history and culture.  In analyzing these films that, as a result of their subject 

matter and setting, find the filmmaker at his most assured both narratively and 

cinematically, the intent of the dissertation is to confirm the potential that Singleton 

revealed in his debut and also bring awareness to the significant effect his work has on 

African-American youth culture at large.   
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INTRODUCTION: 
 

WHY JOHN SINGLETON?  

 
“Media try to do me, but I was a boy in the hood before the movie.” 

--Ice Cube, “When Will They Shoot?” 
 

 
     Novelist Richard Wright believed the black writer to be in a precarious dilemma.  “By 

his ability to fuse and make articulate the experiences of men, because his writing 

possesses the potential cunning to steal into the inmost recesses of the human heart, 

because he can create the myths and symbols that inspire a faith in life, he may expect 

either to be consigned to oblivion, or to be recognized for the valued agent he is.”1  John 

Singleton has certainly been “consigned to oblivion” in myriad ways by the academic and 

film critic communities as can be evidenced by their lack of support of his work 

following Boyz N the Hood.  Now, at the close of this dissertation, it is my hope that I 

have exposed Singleton as the “valued agent” Wright speaks of, revealing him to be a 

cinematic purveyor of hip hop culture, a champion of issues surrounding black 

masculinity and a provider of voice to black youth in the inner city. 

     In the past four years spent researching and writing this dissertation, I have also 

worked as a public school English teacher in predominately black and Latino junior high 

and high school settings.  As a result, I have witnessed first hand how and why 

Singleton‟s discussion of black youth from working to middle class backgrounds merits 

the in-depth scholarly analysis I have given his trilogy of films set in South Central Los 

                                                 
1 Richard Wright, “Blueprint for Negro Writing” in The Norton Anthology of African 
American Literature, eds. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Nellie Y. McKay (New York: W. 
W. Norton & Company, 1997) 1384.  
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Angeles.  Because of the clearly adult subject matter and copious amounts of profanity, I 

am always briefly surprised at the number of students, both male and female, that are able 

to quote these movies verbatim and speak of watching them regularly.2  I even share a 

running gag with one of my female students where we act out one of the scenes from 

Baby Boy where Jody boosts a hot pink jumpsuit to an obviously homosexual hair stylist.  

Their frequent exposure to these films are the result of home video and repeated 

showings on Black Entertainment Television (BET) as one of their “BlackBuster Movie” 

selections.  When informally asked what they like about these films, their responses 

range from finding the films funny to believing the films are a representation of their own 

neighborhoods to recognizing the characters and their situations to be an extension of 

their own personalities, emotions and problems.   

     My cousin, also a hairdresser, put serious wear on a Poetic Justice videocassette, 

watching the movie every time she styled a client‟s hair.  However, her appreciation for 

this movie extended beyond the similarities in profession.  Although solely caused by 

making poor choices in men as opposed to death, my cousin shared Justice‟s 

apprehension about relationships, but she also shared her desire to be satisfied with 

herself as well as with a potential mate.  These things made Poetic Justice more than just 

a movie for my cousin but also a manifestation of what it meant to make the necessary 

steps to determine how to become the person you truly want to be.   

                                                 
2 I say briefly because I recognize that many of my students function like adults in so 
many ways that it seems silly to be surprised that they would watch R-rated movies like 
those in the hood trilogy.   
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     Singleton‟s work definitely had a tremendous impact on my own life.  At the age of  

twenty-one, I began to learn who I was and became more conscious of my place in the 

world as a result of four artistic expressions: I read my first Toni Morrison novel, Song of 

Solomon; I read The Autobiography of Malcolm X and emulated many of the tenets that 

shaped his life as best I could; I immersed myself in the lyrical content and flow of Ice 

Cube‟s album Death Certificate and I saw Boyz N the Hood for the first time.  I 

remember sitting in the theatre with two of my friends (who, ironically, were responsible 

for introducing me to the aforementioned Ice Cube album) and realizing as the lights 

returned to their stark setting, my eyes filled with water, that I had been profoundly 

affected. 

     Soon after, my fascination with the film and Singleton grew with repeated viewings of 

Boyz N the Hood on videocassette and listening to the accompanying soundtrack.  I saw 

definite similarities between the central character Tre‟s story and my own.  I marveled at 

the close-knit relationship between him and his best friends Ricky and Doughboy, and it 

rekindled feelings about my own best friend and how our relationship matched theirs 

while we were in high school.  Sadly, the intimate and meaningful connection between 

Tre and his father, the very nucleus of the film, made me long for a relationship with my 

own father, whose distance I still do not understand.   Reading interviews, I also saw 

parallels between my life and John Singleton‟s and wished for the same support and 

installation of confidence he said his parents gave him as he pursued a film career.  Like 

my cousin and Poetic Justice, Boyz N the Hood affected me personally in that, among 
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other things, it reflected that someone was able to put into words and visuals everything I 

had been feeling for most of my life.  

     These films have made significant impacts that have not always reached the film 

journals, scholarly discussions and popular opinion.  I know that there are some people 

who reject or are embarrassed by these movies, particularly Baby Boy.  Ronald L. 

Jackson II writes, “…We are entertained by movies like Baby Boy despite their formulaic 

typecasting, harmful implications, and stereotypical portrayals of Black bodies…The sad 

message we are sending the entertainment industry, when we support these films with our 

dollars, is that we are prepared to be degraded.”3  Jackson says films like those in the 

trilogy 

…comply with the controlling gaze and ominous ideolog- 
ical inscriptions of the Black body as menace, an act that  
distances blackness from everything conventional and mor- 
ally familiar so that everyday American citizens are assigned  
to the position of spectator when observing blackness.  They  
cannot relate to it because it is not a part of their real world.   
It appears manufactured.  While it represents a real part of  
someone‟s life, it is presented as a universal depiction of  
what it means to be Black.  It is carnivalesque in function  
and, hence, remains a rough, tattered, and vulgar dimension 
of common public American life.4 
 

 
     I once had a conversation with a young black professor at a cinema and media studies 

conference who, upon learning the focus of my dissertation, questioned the benefit of 

movies like Baby Boy to the black community.  For reasons greater than being a fan of 

                                                 
3 Ronald L. Jackson II, Scripting the Black Masculine Body: Identity, Discourse, and 
Racial Politics in Popular Media (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2006) 
125.  
4 Ibid., 106.   



 6 

these films, I found myself defending the value and necessity for movies like this based 

on experiences like the ones I mentioned above.  For certain segments of the black 

community, these movies show that someone in Hollywood has an interest in the kinds of 

stories they find important and that magnify the events of their lives honestly.  But 

Singleton knows who his audience is.  Aware that the black bourgeoisie will not find 

some things in these films appealing, especially the last two in the trilogy, he explains, 

“But I‟m not celebrating ignorance, like rappers bragging about not knowing how to read.  

I‟m just being honest—I‟m not wrapping things up in an easy package…It may be 

dysfunctional, but it‟s real.”5   

     Comments like Jackson‟s, thought relevant and able to be substantiated, speak to a 

larger truth at work in the black community.  The idea of “airing dirty laundry,” or the 

revealing of secrets about the community, is a concept that many black people find 

offensive, disgraceful, and traitorous.  Journalist Clarence Page discloses: 

Group identity—the tribe—provides a soothing, healing balm  
for the pain of being black in a white world, but it also shoots a  
chastening jolt of guilt into the flanks of those who would dare  

                                                 
5 Patrick Goldstein, “A Difficult Coming of Age” in John Singleton Interviews, ed. 
Craigh Barboza (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2009) 122.  What is also 
interesting to note, in terms of Singleton and the black bourgeoisie, that Boyz N the Hood 
is the first film by a black director to win Best Picture at the NAACP Image Awards.  Of 
this distinction, Singleton responded, “I was happy when I received the NAACP Image 
Award because I thought the bourgeoisie, the black bourgeoisie, was never going to 
acknowledge me…I‟m the first black filmmaker to receive the Best Picture honor…Isn‟t 

that ironic?  I mean, when Do The Right Thing came out, they didn‟t give the Best Picture 
honor to that film, and it sent a message that they didn‟t think the things Spike was 
talking about in that film were significant or that he was significant as an artist.  Which is 
disrespect.  I‟m more critical of disrespect from my own people that anywhere else.” (qtd. 
in John Singleton and Veronica Chambers, Poetic Justice: Filmmaking South Central 
Style [New York: Delta, 1993] 11).   
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bolt out of the pack or challenge the party-line “groupthink.”  Any 
dissension from “unity in the community” or any “airing of dirty  
laundry” in public threatens the group, which is held together by  
its mutually felt sense of vulnerability.6 

 

I am not sure how guilt-ridden Singleton is about the portrayals of black life he depicts in 

the hood trilogy, but his work features black men and women whose behavior is 

classified as deviant, nihilistic, stereotypical and irresponsible and for certain sections of 

the black community this is problematic.  These individuals know that people like 

Doughboy, Ricky, Lucky, Justice, Iesha, Chicago, Jody and Yvette exist, but they do not 

feel it‟s necessary for Singleton to glorify them.  Therefore, it can be said that there will 

possibly be some members of black academia who see my dissertation as an extension of 

this perceived glamorization.   

     The larger issue at hand is that these people characterized in Singleton‟s hood trilogy 

do exist.  They deserve to have their stories told, and these stories deserve to be analyzed 

and acknowledged.  It is not always pretty, but is it Singleton‟s job, or any black 

filmmakers‟ job to “whitewash” or prettify grittier stories from the black community just 

to appease the sensibilities of a particular subgroup that would prefer to see martyrs and 

conventional heroes?  Shouldn‟t Singleton be allowed to do just as Stephen King 

suggests in his memoir on the craft of writing and write “anything you damn well 

want…as long as you tell the truth”?7  Films like those that make up the hood trilogy do 

need to be responsible and offer some context for some of the more problematic 

                                                 
6 qtd. in T. Alexander Smith and Lenahan O‟Connell, Black Anxiety, White Guilt, and 
the Politics of Status Frustration (Westport: Praeger Publishers, 1997) 44.   
7 Stephen King, On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft (New York: Scribner, 2000) 158.   
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behaviors of youth, and, as I have noted in these pages, I think John Singleton, despite 

some cinematic and narrative missteps, manages this whether you agree with how he 

frames his stories or not.  In Boyz N the Hood, he suggests that young black men coming 

of age who do not have the influence of their father‟s wisdom and guidance can head 

down a troubling path.  In Poetic Justice, he intimates that environment can influence 

how young black men and women deal with their inner-selves and with each other.  

Finally, Baby Boy employs Dr. Frances Cress-Welsing‟s theory that the infantilization of 

black men has greatly marked their behavior as irresponsible and childish.  Echoing 

King‟s advice, it might not be everyone‟s truth, but it is the truth. 

 

What Happened to John Singleton? 

     In a review of the crime drama Four Brothers (2005), film critic Lisa Schwarzbaum 

writes that she has a “scholarly interest in the quick rise and stalled artistic development” 

of the film‟s director John Singleton.8  She goes on to say that the pedestrian writing, 

bogus character development and sloppy editing permeating this film is “a diminution of 

everything important Singleton achieved 14 years ago with his riveting debut, Boyz N the 

Hood.”9  Comments like Schwarzbaum‟s are indicative of what many film scholars, 

critics and filmgoers have identified as a sharp decline in the quality and relevance of 

Singleton‟s work since his debut film garnered him the ear of a public unschooled in the 

ways of urban warfare. 

                                                 
8 Lisa Schwarzbaum, “Brotherly Hate,” Entertainment Weekly  19 Aug. 2005: 119.   
9 Ibid.     
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     Boyz N the Hood (1991), the story of three young men navigating the emotional and 

violent terrain of South Central Los Angeles, brought the then recent University of 

Southern California (USC) film school graduate box office clout and a massive amount 

of attention from industry types and the media.  Singleton would go on to earn two Oscar 

nominations for Best Original Screenplay and Best Director and the affection of a town 

that had firmly placed him on a pedestal signifying superior artistry.  

     By the time Singleton was ready to release his sophomore film, Poetic Justice (1993), 

the expectations were extremely high.  Made for a budget slightly more than twice the 

cost of Boyz ($14 million), Poetic Justice opened number one at the box office; however, 

critics were not as kind to this film as they had been to his previous effort.  The movie 

garnered middling to negative reviews, with most critics disparaging the very thing 

Singleton, given his training at USC‟s prestigious Filmic Writing Program, should have 

been most proficient: the script. 

     As movies, news, and rap music made people less shocked by the violence of South 

Central Los Angeles and the underwhelming box office and critical response of Poetic 

Justice dulled his once piquant luster, it is for these reasons I believe interest in Singleton 

began to fade.  Even one of the elder statesmen of black cinema, Spike Lee, predicted 

that this sudden loss of interest in his work would occur.  In the foreword to Singleton‟s 

book chronicling the making of Poetic Justice, Lee wrote that the hard part of his career 

would come as he dodged the arrows of contempt leveled at him by the very critics and 

industry folk who praised him copiously and  heralded him as “the second coming of 
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Orson Welles.”10  Lee goes on to say that those former champions will now “feel it‟s 

their duty to „knock you down a peg.‟”11  Apparently, Spike Lee was correct in his 

assessment.  Despite his consistent activity and the profitability of many of his later films, 

it appears as if Singleton‟s name and work has all but disappeared from the computer 

screens of the entertainment journalists, the mouths of the industry figureheads and the 

consciousness of ticket buyers, inspiring, for many, the question: What happened to John 

Singleton? 

     But, I would argue that sounding the death knell for Singleton‟s career was vastly 

premature. While I cannot admit to being enthusiastic about all of his work, he shows an 

incredible range with films as varied as the college campus tolerance drama Higher 

Learning (1995), the controversial true story Rosewood (1997), the re-imagining of 

Gordon Parks‟ Shaft (2000) and the high octane sequel 2 Fast 2 Furious (2003).  

Furthermore, Singleton is more adept than many of his peers at expressing what shapes 

and beleaguers young black men, in particular, from the inner city and this is an angle 

that is necessary and vital in film studies.  His keen understanding of urban and hip-hop 

culture, which can be substantiated, for example, by the musical choices used in the 

soundtrack of the film and the effective and proper use of inner-city vernacular, informs 

his films and lends credibility to them.  It is for these reasons and many others that the 

necessity of this dissertation is paramount for me as a scholar. 

                                                 
10 Spike Lee, foreword to Poetic Justice: Filmmaking South Central Style, by John 
Singleton and Veronica Chambers (New York: Delta, 1993) xii.   
11 Ibid., xii.   
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     The title of this introduction plainly asks, Why John Singleton?  In addition to the 

evidence given in the above paragraph, the presence of John Singleton in the film 

industry represents a shift in the conversation about the impact movies can have in our 

culture.  When Singleton emerged in the early 1990s, Spike Lee, while certainly not the 

only black filmmaker working, was the face of mainstream African-American cinema.  

Still, Lee‟s work, which during this time included his debut She’s Gotta Have It (1986), 

School Daze  (1988), the lighting rod Do the Right Thing (1989), Mo’ Better Blues (1990) 

and Jungle Fever (1991), was more cerebral, often controversial and had an appeal and 

content that seemed to serve those of his generation more distinctly.  In contrast, Boyz N 

the Hood served as Singleton‟s mouthpiece, one that frankly and sometimes harshly 

spoke of a young black America forgotten and misunderstood by those in positions more 

powerful than their own.  Singleton‟s presence in Hollywood called attention to what else 

was happening on the west coast in addition to movie magic and the glamour and wealth 

of celebrity culture.  Under the considerable stature of the famous Hollywood sign and 

palm trees were a people existing in deteriorating neighborhoods plagued by poverty, 

drugs, gangs and death.  In one film, he exposed to the world just how necessary the 

stories he had to tell would be.   

     For aspiring young black filmmakers like myself at that time, Singleton also provided 

inspiration for those of us hoping to tell our own neighborhood stories, which, 

unfortunately, sometimes were resoundingly familiar to what we discovered was true in 

South Central Los Angeles.  With confidence, the support and companionship of two 

friends and encouragement Singleton surely had no idea he was providing, I set out to 



 12 

Los Angeles to follow in his very influential footsteps.  I definitely saw similarities in our 

stories: we both were only children, we both went to film school and wrote screenplays, 

and obviously we both were young, black and male.  I became even more convinced that 

making films and providing a voice for my generation was something that Singleton and I 

could do simultaneously.  I quickly discovered after some time in Los Angeles, that the 

many articles I had read depicting Singleton‟s rise in the ranks of the Hollywood 

hierarchy left out some crucial details, namely just how difficult it must have been for my 

self-imposed mentor to negotiate this terrain.  I scammed my way onto Hollywood film 

lots, was almost thrown out of certain places, and was made numerous promises that 

never came to fruition despite the many pitches I made that linked my work and 

intentions to those of their current wunderkind.  They appeared to have no interest in any 

more scripts about young blacks in America, particularly if they, like mine, had no 

mention of gang culture or violent deaths.  I discovered at these moments, as I headed 

home to the comfort of graduate school, that the film business was unkind to all and 

downright evil to people of color.  My own experiences, as limited and abbreviated as 

they may have been, magnified my respect and appreciation for John Singleton and what 

he was currently doing and would hopefully achieve later in Hollywood. 

     John Singleton arrived in Hollywood with a sense of confidence supplemented by a 

touch of arrogance, vitality, courageousness, and intelligence that, when thinking about 

his impact on film culture and society in general, makes using him and his work as the 

focus of my research important and significant insomuch as this work will provide a 

deeper and more meaningful understanding of what motivates and plagues black youth 
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culture.  Furthermore, much of the criticism concerning Singleton has been confined to 

Boyz N the Hood mostly because critics see or saw the value in what then was a major 

revelation.  If Singleton has been, until recently, ignored by the film industry (given the 

success of his producing of Craig Brewer‟s Hustle and Flow [2005]), his filmic output 

has been rendered virtually obsolete by the academic world.  Admittedly, many scholars 

have fervently addressed the highly acclaimed Boyz12, but interest in Singleton and his 

subsequent projects have not been considered entirely worthy of critical analysis.  

Comparable to the thinking in Hollywood and among mainstream film critics, it is my 

summation that scholars also feel that Singleton‟s later films are bereft of the artistic 

merit and social capital that would make them the ideal focus of rigorous and important 

film study.  Cultural critic and theologian Michael Eric Dyson even refers to Boyz as “the 

high-water mark of Singleton‟s career.”13  This dissertation offers a new perspective on 

John Singleton‟s work and encourages more academic discussion and analysis as well.  In 

my estimation, it is an enormous mistake to assume that Singleton has not crafted any 

more worthwhile stories just because the subject matter is no longer considered pressing 

and/or volatile.  He continues to point his lens on the plight of young black people in this 

country, specifically and sometimes problematically on black males, and that is a subject, 

after all these years, most of the American public has yet to obtain any real clarity about.   
                                                 
12 This focus on Boyz can be read in the work of such scholars as S. Craig Watkins, 
Representing: Hip-Hop Culture and the Production of Black Cinema (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1998); Ed Guerrero, Framing Blackness: The African 
American Image in Film (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993), and Paula J. 
Massood, Black City Cinema: African American Urban Experiences in Film 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2003).   
13 Michael Eric Dyson, The Michael Eric Dyson Reader.  (New York: Basic Civitas 
   Books, 2004) 334.     
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     In the effort to magnify my research interests as they pertain to John Singleton, the 

focus of my work will be the three films that make up his self-described hood trilogy: 

Boyz N the Hood, Poetic Justice, and Baby Boy (2001); called such because of their 

commonality of setting and overall subject matter.  The semi-autobiographical Boyz N the 

Hood tells the story of Tre Styles (Cuba Gooding, Jr.), a well-rounded student guided by 

the wisdom and watchful eye of his father, Furious (Larry Fishburne), and equipped with 

dreams of college and a life less capricious than his current one in South Central, and two 

brothers, Darrin “Doughboy” Baker (Ice Cube), whose life has made detours to drugs and 

prison, and Ricky Baker (Morris Chestnut), a teenage father with strong aspirations of 

becoming a professional athlete.  These three friends face the challenges of their 

neighborhood in strong support of one another.  Still, in the face of their commitment and 

well-meaning intentions, the results often lead to outcomes of tragedy and hopelessness.   

     In Poetic Justice, the second film in the trilogy, Justice (Janet Jackson), a hairdresser 

at a salon in South Central Los Angeles, witnesses the retaliatory shooting death of her 

boyfriend at a neighborhood drive-in movie theatre.  To cope with her grief, Justice 

writes poetry to express her thoughts.  Lucky (Tupac Shakur) is a mailman and 

responsible young father with dreams of becoming a successful musician.  Their paths 

cross during a lengthy trip on a mail truck with two friends, Iesha (Regina King) and 

Chicago (Joe Torry), and despite much resistance and their apparent differences, a 

relationship ensues.   

     Baby Boy, the last film in the trilogy, is centered on Jody (Tyrese Gibson), a 20 year-

old father of two, who, despite his mother‟s pleas, refuses to “leave the nest” and accept 
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the responsibilities of adulthood.  While still carrying on a sexual relationship with the 

mother of his daughter, Jody has made promises of commitment to his current girlfriend 

and mother of his son, Yvette (Taraji P. Henson), that he has not lived up to, causing 

great strain between them.  It all leads to an outcome that finally puts Jody on the path to 

maturity. 

     The study of these films in the context of cinema studies focuses on the following 

research questions: 1) How is Singleton‟s hood trilogy connected to the lineage and 

politics of black (particularly male focused) literature in America and the theoretical 

framework of film narrative? 2) Why is it important to understand the social, cultural and 

economic influence of South Central Los Angeles when discussing Singleton‟s hood 

trilogy? 3) What role does gender play in the hood trilogy and in Singleton‟s cinematic 

imagination?  

 

Dissertation Outline 

     The opening chapter of this dissertation will explore the connection between the story 

construction in Singleton‟s trilogy and the approach to narrative and characterization in 

black literature.  I will show how Singleton‟s version of urbanism is part of the same 

tradition pioneered by numerous black authors, chiefly Richard Wright and Ralph 

Ellison.  These literary giants were concerned about the ways in which society affected or 

influenced the development and growth of identity among black men in America.  In 

particular, Wright examined black masculinity through the sociologically based literary 

movement of naturalism, which is “informed by the belief that the character and history 
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of man can be completely explained by biological and socioeconomic facts.”14  Wright 

extends this definition by “stress(ing) the violence and pathological personalities that 

result from racial oppression and economic exploitation.”15  In contrast, Ellison chooses a 

more self-reflective approach to his scrutiny, offering that writing fiction was his outlet to 

discover “Who am I, what am I, how did I come to be?  What should I make of the life 

around me?...What does American society mean when regarded out of my own eyes, 

when informed by my own sense of the past and viewed by my own complex sense of the 

present?”16  Singleton‟s work is an amalgam of both approaches in that he recognizes the 

sociopolitical influence South Central Los Angeles has on the construction of black male  

(and to a lesser degree, female) consciousness while also providing space for his 

characters to contemplate the value of their role in American culture.   

     Because masculinity is at the fore of Singleton‟s trilogy, this chapter will chronicle 

how the young black men in his films bear a striking resemblance to characters like 

Wright‟s Bigger Thomas and Ellison‟s no-named protagonist in relation to their 

environment, their attitudes towards and interactions with women and the cloud of 

despair or hopelessness that is too often the ambiance that frames their lives.  

     The second chapter provides a social history of the making of South Central Los 

Angeles, the principal setting that situates Singleton‟s hood trilogy.  Specifically, I 

chronicle the social and economic concerns of the South Central section of Los Angeles, 

                                                 
14 Bernard W. Bell, The Contemporary African American Novel: Its Folk Roots and 
Modern Literary Branches.  (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2004) 121.   
15 Ibid.  
16 Saul Bellow, preface to The Collected Essays of Ralph Ellison, edited by John F. 
Callahan (New York: The Modern Library, 2003) xii.   
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California.  First, I will look at statistics that explain when Black people first entered the 

South Central area in significant numbers and chart population growth from then to the 

time when Singleton‟s trilogy takes place (mid 1980s to 2001).  I also discuss the levels 

of employment and unemployment in the area and what industries or line of work 

employed black people from this area.  This chapter will also discuss how the drug trade 

and gang culture infiltrated the South Central Los Angeles area and how such affected the 

mentality of its inhabitants.  In addition, it is noteworthy to discuss the shady police 

tactics of the Daryl Gates commanded LAPD, the Rodney King verdict, and the ensuing 

riots that occurred as a result of that monumental decision.  Addressing these areas will 

give the reader a sense of the environment that serves as a catalyst and major character in 

the stories Singleton tells in his trilogy. 

     Chapters three and four will delve into issues of black masculinity that are unique to 

the hood trilogy.  Specifically, in chapter three, because the subject is a running theme 

throughout the hood trilogy, especially in Boyz, and magazine articles and interviews 

intimates the issue to be very close to John Singleton‟s heart and experience, I will 

thoroughly examine the role fathers play in the lives and emotional development of their 

children.  I will also address the criticism directed at Singleton‟s portrayal of single 

motherhood in Boyz and offer an alternative perspective that suggests the 

writer/director‟s goal is not to exalt fatherhood with bias but to reflect how a child‟s life 

might be affected with and without paternal influence.   

     In chapter four, I will explain how many of the approaches to masculinity portrayed in 

the trilogy have a connection to hip-hop culture.  Because John Singleton calls himself a 
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“hip-hop filmmaker,” professes a love of the culture, and populates many of his films 

with artists from the realm of hip-hop, this dissertation will determine if the culture has a 

distinct influence on the role men inhabit in the trilogy.17  I will discuss how the 

importance of Singleton‟s use of hip-hop figures as actors (Ice Cube in Boyz N the Hood, 

Tupac Shakur and Q-Tip in Poetic Justice, Snoop Dogg and [arguably] Tyrese Gibson in 

Baby Boy) contributes to the influence hip-hop culture has on these films.  I will also 

examine how the elements of “gangsta rap” affect the narrative of the trilogy and the 

behavior of the male characters in these films as well.  

     There are many instances in the hood trilogy where the issue of mortality comes into 

play, particularly as it relates to gang culture or street life.  This chapter will also explore 

the “gotta go sometime” mentality as well as the more reflective thoughts about life and 

death that exists within the black men Singleton depicts in his films.  It is worth 

mentioning in this chapter that some of the black male attitude towards mortality can be 

traced to issues concerning mental illness and depression.  Through character 

development, narrative, and the representation of urban space, Singleton‟s work offers an 

interesting cinematic profile of the state of mental health among black youth. 

     In chapter five, I will examine black male and female relationships in the hood trilogy.  

I will discuss how issues of sexuality and commitment come into play and how both men 

and women react to one another.  Also, I will examine the notion of misogyny and 

determine from where does this disdain or hatred and disrespect of black women, 

particularly among young black men, originate.  This chapter will also look at how 

                                                 
17 Darralyn Hutson, “The Ruler is Back,” The Source July 2003: 78-80.   
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Singleton portrays black women in his trilogy.  Does he understand them and is it 

necessary for him to do so? I think this question is especially important to Poetic Justice 

and the use of Maya Angelou‟s poetry for the character of Justice.  I think this poetry is a 

bit too “genteel,” to quote from a conversation with performance studies scholar Joni L. 

Jones, to really explain the thought patterns of a young hairdresser from South Central 

Los Angeles.  Also, the poetry utilized in the film, such as “Phenomenal Woman” and 

“Alone,” for example, are too closely associated with Angelou to successfully pass as the 

poetry of this character.  It is my opinion that perhaps poets such as Sonia Sanchez, Nikki 

Giovanni or Wanda Coleman or an unknown female poet would be more appropriate for 

Justice.  That said, this chapter will seek answers to the question of whether or not 

Singleton has the same emotional investment in his female characters that he has in his 

male ones and is such a question relevant to the investigation of this film and the others 

in the trilogy at all. 

     Finally, chapter six will summarize my findings and analysis of Singleton‟s hood 

trilogy.  I will reiterate my purpose for doing this work and will use this opportunity to 

call for a more comprehensive critique of and an appreciation for the talents of John 

Singleton.  I will also use this final chapter to speak of how vital an investigation of 

Singleton is to the academic concentration of black film, film studies and popular culture 

overall.  This dissertation will also conclude with information pertaining to Singleton‟s 

future progress within the film industry, whether or not he has chosen to continue to deal 

with subject matter similar to that found in the hood trilogy, and what this means to his 

career as a filmmaker. 
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INTRODUCTION: 
 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

 

The Literary and Narrative Tradition 

     One could argue that story is a definite priority for Singleton, as he once said in an 

interview, “Any fool can figure where to point the camera…But you have to have a story 

to tell.”1  Because John Singleton‟s concentration in film school was primarily in the 

discipline of screenwriting, I thought it fitting to include an investigation of the function 

of narrative and story in my study of these films.   

     According to David Bordwell, “most traditions of commercial moviemaking adopt or 

recast classical premises of narrative and style.”2  He goes on to explain that these 

narrative constructs were traditionally the product of other media, stating “From popular 

literature and drama came principles of plotting: psychological causality, planting and 

payoff, rising action, and recurrent motifs.”3  With this in mind, I have found it more than 

apropos to locate Singleton‟s work in the same tradition as black (particularly male) 

writers of a more literary pedigree, such as Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison.  The 

subject matter he addresses, which include poverty, racism, urbanism and violence, are 

similar to those broached by the aforementioned and other black writers.  In doing this, 

however, I am not arguing that Singleton‟s work is of the same caliber as Wright‟s, 

Ellison‟s or any other writer I use for comparison in this dissertation.  I am suggesting 

                                                 
1 Janice Simpson, “Not Just One of the Boyz,” Time  23 March 1992: 61.     
2 David Bordwell, The Way Hollywood Tells It: Story and Style in Modern Movies 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006) 12. 
3 Ibid.   
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there are similarities in how these artists address the social and racial improprieties of 

their respective time periods.4 

     In the first part of the introduction to this dissertation, I associated Singleton‟s 

narrative style with Wright‟s socioeconomic affected rendering of naturalism and 

Ellison‟s quest for identity and a sense of self via the practice of fiction writing.   Bernard 

W. Bell says of naturalistic narratives, “In style (they) combine objectivity with satire, 

impressionism, or sensationalism; in point of view, they range from omniscient to first-

person narrators with varying degrees of reliability.  Their salient themes are color and 

class violence, and their protagonists are generally victims of forces beyond their control 

or full understanding.” 5  Specifically noting the influence of urban naturalism on Wright 

in his writing of Native Son, Arnold Rampersad concludes that the Bigger Thomases of 

the world were born of conditions that “reflected the failures of modern civilization—the 

death of genuine spiritual values and traditions, the harshness of economic greed and 

exploitation, the avarice for glittering material goods that, in a culture of consumerism, 

ultimately possessed the possessor.”6  In the films of the hood trilogy, Singleton 

introduces characters deeply affected by the social, economic and environmental plights 

burdening their South Central Los Angeles community.  Just as Bigger Thomas was a 

violent and nihilistic product of his surroundings, Doughboy and Jody from Boyz n the 

                                                 
4 I also recognize the restrictions placed on writers like Wright, Ellison and even Wilson 
in conveying their message through prose in juxtaposition to the accessibility that 
Singleton enjoys via the visual medium of film made possible by his middle class 
upbringing, college education, and position in the film industry. 
5 Bell, 122.   
6 Arnold Rampersad, introduction to Native Son, by Richard Wright (Harper Perennial 
Classics, 1993).   
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Hood and Baby Boy respectively, for example, are also shaped by the economic decline, 

decaying industry, sexual manipulation, and neighborhood warfare that pollute their 

existence. 

     Conversely, Singleton also depicts these denizens of South Central Los Angeles in 

moments of introspection as it relates to who they are as young people.  Lucky, from 

Poetic Justice, takes advantage of a long journey to reconcile his hopes for a rap music 

career and his attraction for the lonely and distant Justice, while Ricky, from Boyz, 

contemplates making the military the vehicle for his success as a man over his long time 

dream of becoming a football player.  These and other examples from the trilogy can be 

linked to Ellison‟s cerebral and reflective approach to understanding what it means to be 

black and purposeful in the American construct.  Critical of and wanting to distance 

himself from naturalism, Ellison thought definition of the strife often accorded black 

American life “in exclusively sociological terms…quite shortsighted.  Too many of us 

have accepted a statistical interpretation of our lives, and thus much of that which makes 

us a source of moral strength to America goes unappreciated and undefined.”7  Instead, 

he believed it “important to explore the full range of American Negro humanity and to 

affirm those qualities which are of value beyond any question of segregation, economics 

or previous condition of servitude…Our strength is that with the total society saying to 

us, „No, No, No, No,‟ we continue to move toward our goal.”8  Though Singleton is more 

nationalist minded than Ellison, there is a similarity in their thinking as writers.  

                                                 
7 John F. Callahan, Ed., The Collected Essays of Ralph Ellison (New York: The Modern 
Library, 2003) 75.   
8 Ibid., 76.   
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Singleton also believes there is a complexity about young people in the ghetto that is 

being overlooked and oversimplified; that goes beyond nihilism and into a realm that 

portrays those often perceived as troubled and depraved as profoundly concerned about 

how potential and opportunity can be translated into a sense of power, control and 

meaningful and acknowledged contribution.   

     Singleton also uses literature to frame or distinguish the films in the hood trilogy.  In 

Poetic Justice, the poetry of Maya Angelou (“A Conceit,” “A Kind of Love, Some Say,” 

“In a Time,” and “Phenomenal Woman”) is used as a canvas for the audience to interpret 

the main character‟s innermost thoughts.  The premise of adult male adolescence in Baby 

Boy is based upon a provocative essay from Dr. Frances Cress Welsing‟s collection on 

race, gender and social construct entitled The Isis Papers: The Keys to the Colors.  These 

samples further justify my approach by demonstrating that Singleton‟s hood trilogy is 

immersed in the influential grasp of black literature.  Therefore, concentrating on a blend 

of the literary and cinematic imagination in these pages will enable me to examine 

Singleton‟s work more extensively and fully explore the nuances of his storytelling. 

     However, as rich as written language can be, Singleton also understands that words 

are not enough when it comes to the craft of filmmaking.  In the same conversation where 

he exalts the importance of having a story to tell, he also explains his insistence on 

directing Boyz N the Hood himself.  “So many bad films had been made about black 

people, and most of them had been done by people who weren't African American…I 

wasn't going to let some fool from Idaho or Encino direct a movie about living in my 
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neighborhood.”9 Singleton understood that if he was to maintain the veracity of his script 

and fully translate for audiences the urban decay of his neighborhood as a result of 

racism, violence and gentrification, he could not very well relinquish the visual 

imagination of his narrative to just anyone.  Therefore, serving as “author” of the film 

would greatly benefit his intentions as “author” of the script.  This logic can be 

corroborated by Seymour Chatman‟s discussion of his theories surrounding the rhetoric 

of fiction and film narratology.  Recognizing the shortcomings of both the literary and the 

filmic composition, Chatman suggests that the visual image must work in tandem with 

the written word in order to convey a full and complete narrative description.  

  Film gives us plentitude without specificity.  Its descriptive  
offerings are at once visually rich and verbally impoverished.   
unless supplemented by redundancies in dialogue or voice- 
over narration, cinematic images cannot guarantee our ability  
to name bits of descriptive information.  Contrarily, literary  
narrative can be precise, but always within a relatively narrow  
scope.  Even if a dozen more details could be added to (a)  
novel‟s description…they will still constitute only a selection  
among the vast number that could be cited.  There would al- 
ways be “holes” left.  Verbal description could, but never does,  
encompass the multitude of detail available in a photograph.10 

    

     Further, in respect to the hood trilogy, there is an underlying context to the stories 

being told.  Because the societal effects of issues concerning race, socioeconomics, and 

gender inform these films, the approach to narrative as dictated by Chatman and practiced 

by Singleton will serve to illuminate the points he is trying to make to the audience.  By 

electing to examine the many variations of narrative as my focus for discussing John 
                                                 
9 Simpson, 62.   
10 Seymour Chatman, Coming to Terms: The Rhetoric of Narrative in Fiction and Film  
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990) 39-40.   
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Singleton‟s hood trilogy, I am able to offer a different take on these films, exploring the 

psychological and sociological ramifications offered through story, characterization, and 

visual description.   

     This approach to my dissertation puts me in a unique position because scholars of 

black cinema have been largely negligent in the discussion of screenwriting and story 

construction.  For example, Erich Leon Harris does offer the book African American 

Screenwriters Now: Conversations with Hollywood’s Black Pack, where he speaks with 

black screenwriters (mostly from the independent filmmaking scene) about their 

influences and what their writing process is like.11  Still, however insightful Harris‟ 

contribution to film study may be, this collection of interviews often deviates from the 

discussion of writing and narrative construction to address the difficulties and challenges 

faced in the film industry as a whole.  Further, the work of some black film scholars is 

generally more concerned with historical framing, stereotypical imagery, and the racist 

nature of the film business.12  While all of these areas are incredibly important to the 

work I am doing here, these academicians still do not always provide a detailed 

examination of the development of story.  I believe that in order to truly understand the 

craft of film as delineated by John Singleton, the consideration of these areas are integral.   

 

 

 
                                                 
11 Erich Leon Harris, African American Screenwriters Now: Conversations with 
Hollywood‟s Black Pack (Beverly Hills: Silman-James Press, 1996).   
12 See the work on black film written by scholars such as Thomas Cripps, Ed Guerrero, 
Manthia Diawara and Mark Reid.   
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Gender Dynamics 

     Gender dynamics are a crucial component to consider for any scholar wanting to do a 

thorough critique of John Singleton‟s hood trilogy.  These films investigate how the 

societal influences of a race conscious America can beget thoughts and feelings of 

despondency and violence in the black male.  Michael Eric Dyson gives the filmmaker 

tremendous credit for putting issues of young black men on the cinematic table in a 

manner that cannot be ignored, stating “Singleton skillfully integrates the suggestive 

fragments of critical reflections on the black male predicament in several media and 

presents a stunning vision of black male pain and possibility in a catastrophic 

environment: South Central Los Angeles.”13  In his review of Boyz N the Hood, Thomas 

Doherty praises Singleton for giving “valence to people unseen, unheeded, and 

undone,”14 while David Seelow lauds him (and filmmakers of the same ilk) for restoring 

the voice of young black men from urban areas in the societal discussion.15  

     Even more passionate are Singleton‟s views on fatherhood, which is the root of Boyz 

and a factor in the remaining two films in the trilogy.  Singleton is fervent in his portrayal 

of strong black fathers and his belief that they should be the guiding inspiration in the 

rearing of their sons. Acknowledging the numerous messages in Boyz N the Hood, 

Singleton responded that his “main message is that African-American men have to take 

                                                 
13 Michael Eric Dyson, The Michael Eric Dyson Reader (New York: Basic Civitas 
Books, 2004) 338. 
14 Thomas Doherty and Jacquie Jones, “Two Takes on Boyz N the Hood,” Cineaste 
Volume XVIII, Issue 4: 16. 
15 David Seelow, “Look Forward in Anger: Young, Black Males and the New Cinema,” 
Journal of Men‟s Studies, November 1996 (http://www.web3infotrac.galegroup.com) 9 
October 2004.   

http://www.web3infotrac.galegroup.com/
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responsibility for their raising their children, especially their boys.  Fathers have to teach 

their boys to be men.  The audience will be able to see the directions that the characters 

take when there is an absence or presence of fathers in their lives.”16   

     Certainly, there is credence to Singleton‟s concerns about the role black men must 

inhabit in the effort to effectively support and guide their children.  In fact, the fractured 

black family has been a societal and community concern long before Singleton made the 

“boyz in the hood” popular.  Beginning with the institution of slavery, it can be surmised 

that the black American family has been presented as deficient in comparison to what is 

perceived as normal and functional in more traditional familial settings.  In one of the 

first major studies of the black family, “The Moynihan Report (1965)” conveys that in 

major urban areas, the rate of households with absent husbands/fathers reached as high as 

30.2 percent, and from 1940-1963, the rate of black illegitimate births rose from 16.8 

percent to 23.6 percent, more than triple that of their white counterparts.17  The report 

also intimates that issues such as slavery, unemployment, poverty and disorganization are 

among the reasons why the black family is in such disarray.   

     Subsequent statistical data over the years did not mark much change for what is 

accepted as better.  As reported by Patricia Hill Collins, according to data from scholars 

and governmental agencies (such as the Department of Commerce), by the mid 1980s, 

such factors as contrasts in employment opportunities, stereotypes of  “castrating black 

matriarchs” and divorce produced a staggering 70 per cent of low-income black 

                                                 
16 Doherty, 18.   
17 Daniel Patrick Moynihan, “The Negro Family: The Case for National Action” 
(http://www.blackpast.org/?q=primary/moynihan-report-1965), 10 May 2007.   

http://www.blackpast.org/?q=primary/moynihan-report-1965
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households headed by women with 50 per cent of these falling below the poverty line.18  

Diane Eyer explains that toward the end of the 20th century, issues of single motherhood 

had been complicated by race to the degree that three in five black families were headed 

by women, and more specifically, 54 per cent of these families were led by women who 

had never married, resulting in two thirds of black children being born out of wedlock.19  

More specific to the focus of this dissertation, the lack of fathers in black households is 

said to be responsible for contributing to some of the more nihilistic behaviors of young 

black men in the South Central Los Angeles area.  According to Peter A. Morrison and 

Ira S. Lowry, in 1990, specific to the time frame in which much of the hood trilogy takes 

place, South Central Los Angeles, then home to roughly 182, 000 children under 18 years 

of age, showed “about 44 percent living with both parent, 46 percent with one parent, and 

10 percent with neither parent.”20 

     Much of what has been written about the subject of single motherhood and 

fatherlessness in the black community is from a more traditional perspective.  Ellis Cose 

notes that the increased number of single parent households leaves the child or children 

with feelings of abandonment (usually by their fathers) and many of the women who 

head these households tremendously stressed out and sometimes unable to “perform 

                                                 
18 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the 
Politics of Empowerment (New York: Routledge, 1991) 63-64.   
19 Diane Eyer, Motherguilt: How Our Culture Blames Mothers for What‟s Wrong with 
Society (New York: Times Books, 1996) 130.   
20 Peter A. Morrison and Ira S. Lowry, “A Riot of Color: The Demographic Setting” in 
The Los Angeles Riots: Lessons for the Urban Future, ed. by Mark Baldassare (Boulder: 
Westview Press, 1994) 37.   
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properly—the extraordinary consuming job of good parenting.”21  This suggests that the 

burden of parenting may be overwhelming for the single mother to be sure, but it can be 

thought to assume that this burden will inevitably lead to less than effective parenting.     

     Known for his ethnographic work in inner city settings, Elijah Anderson sees the lack 

of a strong paternal figure making the lure of the streets more palpable.  Anderson, whose 

work is noted as conservative in slant by critics, suggests that single mothers are at 

somewhat of a disadvantage because “without a strong man of the house, a figure boys in 

particular are prepared to respect,” these streetwise male figures challenge the single 

mother‟s authority in her household by “attempting to date her daughters or to draw her 

sons into the streets,” a process that may be easier to avoid with the presence of a capable 

father figure.22   

     Nevertheless, this ferocity in exposing his audience to the tribulations and needs of 

black men is often done at the expense of rebuffing black women, which is the source of 

much of his trouble with scholars (especially black feminists). In contrast to his strong 

views about black fatherhood, Singleton has been criticized for suggesting, particularly in 

Boyz, that black women are unable or less successful in their attempt to raise black boys.  

S. Craig Watkins, while recognizing that the film‟s “portrayal of a black father actively 

involved in child rearing counters the dominant notion that black men are customarily 

absent and negligent,” notes that Singleton‟s beliefs about the rearing of young men by 

women “is symptomatic of a larger problematic in gender ideology: the assumption that 
                                                 
21 Ellis Cose, The Envy of the World: On Being a Black Man in America (New York: 
Washington Square Press, 2002) 138. 
22 Elijah Anderson, Code of the Street: Decency, Violence, and the Moral Life of the 
Inner City (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1999) 43.   
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the formation of an affirmative and productive identity for male children is naturally 

transmitted from the father.”23  For Watkins, the presentation of this ideology about black 

familial life “resonates affirmatively with the patriarchal claims of social issues 

conservatism.”24 Additionally, he views this dilemma as one less about issues of morality 

and familial design and more indicative of the sociological and economic difficulties that 

often afflict urban locales like South Central Los Angeles.  Because single female-

parented households are more likely to be poor, it can be argued that more attention is 

given to meeting the basic needs of the family (shelter, food, and clothing) rather than 

more abstract notions of motherhood (attending school functions and being present when 

children come home from school). 

     While appreciating the fact that the lack of a father‟s presence in black households can 

inspire moments of calamity, Jacquie Jones fears that Singleton‟s strongly patriarchal 

message will result in a view that inspires unfair and rigorous criticism of black women.  

Jones observes that women only appear in the film in secondary roles “to symbolize the 

oppressions facing black men, as either barriers or burdens (and) affirm the central theme 

of their blame and ineptitude,” going on to suggest that “as long as the humanity of 

young black men rests on the dismissal of black women, we, as black people, are not 

make progress—cinematic or otherwise…if this point (of the necessity of fathers in black 

                                                 
23 S. Craig Watkins, Representing: Hip Hop Culture and the Production of Black Cinema 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998) 223. 
24 Ibid., 223-224. 
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households) can be made only by negating the contributions of black women, then it 

betrays original logic.”25 

     Putting what I believe to be Singleton‟s unintentional denigration of single 

motherhood into context is Patricia Hill Collins, who talks about the “modern Black 

matriarchy thesis,” which accuses black women of being unable to satisfy the demands of 

their role as women.  They are criticized for their lack of presence in the home (mostly as 

a result of having to work), rendering them unable to provide satisfactory supervision for 

their children and contributing to their inability to perform academically. And if the 

burden of being largely blamed for the sometimes poor scholastic performance and 

dastardly behavior of their children is not sufficient, Black matriarchs are seen as “overly 

aggressive, unfeminine women…(who) allegedly emasculate their lovers and husbands,” 

making it possible for these men to “either desert their partners or refuse to marry the 

mothers of their children.”26 

     Because the reality of motherhood has changed tremendously, Diane Eyer suggests 

that rather than place blame on the single mother for events that are indicative of the 

society in which we live, such as poverty, unemployment, and lack of opportunities for 

women in comparison to men, if we are to “develop more appropriate expectations for 

mothers and fathers and enhance our changing family relationships rather than cripple 

them as we do now, we must understand how the story of the „Good Mother‟ has been 

                                                 
25 Thomas Doherty and Jacquie Jones, “Two Takes on Boyz N the Hood,” Cineaste 
Volume XVIII, Issue 4: 16. 
26 Collins, 74. 
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concocted and how fathers have been reduced to dollar signs in the process.”27  

According to Eyer, the societal assignation of virtuousness and strength to motherhood 

solely has held mothers to an unrealistic and unreachable standard, resulting in a situation 

of parceling blame to them for the ills that afflict their children.  Further, the societal 

definition of fatherhood has essentially been reduced to child support payments or 

financial responsibility and has less to do with an engaging in a quality relationship with 

one‟s child.  As a result of this skewed perception, mothers are left chiefly at fault if their 

children go astray and fathers, so long as they meet their court-appointed obligations, are 

for the most part left alone.     

     Like other members of the black fraternity of filmmakers (especially his mentor of 

sorts, Spike Lee) and literary beacons (notably Richard Wright‟s Native Son), Singleton‟s 

portrayal of women has been sighted as one-dimensional, shallow and misogynist.  In a 

move reminiscent of the arguments surrounding hip-hop culture, Singleton has also been 

disparaged for the excessive references in his films to black women as “bitches” or 

“‟ho‟s” (a deviation of the word whore).  Dyson surmises that the use of such demeaning 

references as “bitch” and “ho” offer a troubling form of authenticity to black maleness 

and “compress womanhood into one indistinguishable whole, so that all women are the 

negative female, the seductress, the temptress, and femme fatale all rolled into one.”28   

     The appearance of such disconcerting content in Singleton‟s films can unquestionably 

be traced to his predilection for hip hop culture (In addition to previously stating that 

Singleton proudly calls himself a “hip hop filmmaker,” I also note that he employs a 
                                                 
27 Eyer, 34.   
28 Dyson, 344.   
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number of hip hop artists as actors in the trilogy as well as showcasing this genre of 

music significantly throughout his films and their accompanying soundtracks).  Hip hop 

has long been criticized as being less than congenial in its depiction of women.  Tricia 

Rose notes that the hostility toward black women in rap music reveals not only a form of 

patriarchy, but also “a vulnerability of heterosexual male desire…(that) speak to the 

realities of the struggle for power in heterosexual courtship in a sexist society in which 

women have power that can be and is wielded.”29 Bakari Kitwana and S. Craig Watkins 

point to the advent of “gangsta rap” in the late 1980s for constructing the more 

demonizing images of black women we see in hip hop culture currently, a style that, in its 

portrayal of a “disintegrating black urban life, structurally conditioned idleness, poverty, 

a burgeoning illegal drug economy, and the disciplinary ethos of „the war against the 

poor,” sought to provide an outlet for disenfranchised black males to express their anger 

and frustration.30  However, black women, besides the white establishment, bore the 

brunt of this irritation.  Kitwana also states that the “misogynistic, antagonistic” depiction 

of black women in hip hop is reflective of an increase in tension between them and the 

black men who largely construct these portraits.31  

     So, what exactly is the cause of this rift between black men and women?  Michele 

Wallace believes that racism by whites and the ignorance blacks have in relation to their 

                                                 
29 Tricia Rose, Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America 
(Hanover: Wesleyan University Press, 1994) 172.   
30 Watkins, 183.   
31 Bakari Kitwana, The Hip Hop Generation: Young Blacks and the Crisis in African-
American Culture (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2002) 87.   
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role in societal sexual politics has long fostered a hatred or disgust between black men 

and women.  Wallace asserts: 

Only as American blacks began to accept the standards for  
family life, as well as manhood and womanhood embraced  
by American whites, did black men and women begin to re- 
sent one another.  And as time went on their culture, under  
constant attack from the enemy, became more impoverished  
and dependent and left with fewer self-regenerating mecha- 
nisms.”32  

 

While, bell hooks senses that much of the problem between black men and women is that 

neither of them will face the reality of sexism.  Of the men, hooks asserts that because of 

their relentless feelings of pressure and fear or concern about life threatening situations, 

black men do not always truly understand that this does not give them the right or the 

freedom to engage in dominating or oppressive behavior with their women.  The inability 

of black men to sometimes “see” that aggressiveness in speech or physicality toward his 

wife or girlfriend as problematic is a form of denial that causes patriarchy to prevail.   

     hooks also states, “Solidarity between black men and women has diminished as more 

black men have uncritically accepted assumptions that black women are advancing at 

their expense.  Despite the prevalence of female households…as a whole, when those 

households are black the assumption is the black male has failed.”33  Conversely, of black 

women, hooks argues that many of them feel that because black men have been so 

racially oppressed, their own oppression and frustrations dull in comparison.  Also, 

                                                 
32 Michele Wallace, Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman (New York: Warner 
Books, 1979) 
33 bell hooks, Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics (Boston: South End Press, 
1990) 76.   
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according to hooks, in another case of misguided patriarchal notions of masculinity, 

because many women were brought up in households that excused the erratic and 

sometimes abusive behavior of men, there is a tendency to believe, that racism has been 

harder on men than women.  Still, hooks believes that unless black men and black women 

confront the severity of sexism in our communities “we will continue to witness 

mounting tensions and ongoing divisiveness between the two groups.”34    

     

Looking at Black Film from an Alternate Lens 

     In choosing a more literary and sociological approach to my topic, I realize that I am 

possibly slighting some of the more conventional notions of film study.  Genre theory 

and criticism, for example, is often one of the many ways we discuss film in the 

academy, and it also lends itself best to how Singleton‟s films could be discussed in a 

more traditional light.  Critics have taken notice of this, as Barry Keith Grant locates 

films like Boyz N the Hood in the gangster film tradition.35  Stanley Crouch compares 

events in two of Singleton‟s films (Baby Boy and Rosewood) to the lessons found in a 

young man‟s rite of passage and the balance of reality and the mythological portrayed in 

                                                 
34 Ibid., 77 
35 Barry Keith Grant, “Strange Days: Gender, Ideology in New Genre Films” in Ladies 
and Gentleman, Boys and Girls: Gender in Film at the End of the Twentieth Century, ed. 
Murray Pomerance (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2001) 193.   
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the works of John Ford.36  Even Singleton himself admits that each of his films allude to 

westerns.37   

     Its ubiquity speaks to how essential genre theory and criticism is to the area of film 

studies.  Genre films are distinguished by their “reliance on preordained forms, known 

plots, recognizable characters and obvious iconographies,” creating a “classic experience 

because of this insistence on the familiar”38 With this criteria in mind, leading scholars on 

the subject agree that genre films are a “contract” between the audience and the film 

industry.  The significance of studying film in this context helps us to understand how 

maintaining the specifics of this agreement (such as the protagonist wears white and the 

antagonist wears black; the gangster film is set in the cities inundated by rain and sleek 

black automobile; the tension backstage in a movie musical) translates into profit for the 

movie studios and how these films use formula and iconography to represent the attitudes 

of American culture.   

     While the opinions and viewpoints surrounding genre theory and criticism more than 

informs my work, its heavy reliance on the principles of tradition and Americana are the 

source of my reasoning for an alternate approach to the analysis of the hood trilogy.  

Singleton‟s work and rise in the film industry also presents an arresting alternative to 
                                                 
36 Stanley Crouch, The Artificial White Man: Essays on Authenticity  (New York: Basic 
Civitas Books, 2004) 11-12, 14.   
37 George Alexander, Why We Make Movies: Black Filmmakers Talk About the Magic 
of Cinema (New York: Harlem Moon/Broadway Books, 2003) 473.  On the director‟s 
commentary track for the Boyz N the Hood DVD, Singleton compares a couple of scenes 
in the movie to westerns, specifically mentioning John Ford‟s The Man Who Shot Liberty 
Valance (1962).  In the film, Singleton sees Cuba Gooding, Jr.‟s character, Tre, as a Gary 
Cooper type, while Ice Cube‟s Doughboy is an inner city version of John Wayne.   
38 Thomas Sobchack, “Genre Film: A Classical Experience,” in Film Genre Reader II, 
  ed. Barry Keith Grant (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995) 105.   
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conventional film studies as well as a chance to rethink and refine film criticism.39  

Therefore, while genre approaches have been extremely useful, a more nuanced 

investigation of the hood trilogy actually requires a more culturally precise and 

interdisciplinary approach, which I will provide in these pages.  

 

Methodology/Theory 

      In order to effectively deal with the issues presented in this proposal, I will primarily 

use textual analysis and film criticism.  I will also employ methods from critical media 

and cultural studies, such as ideological analysis, feminist media criticism, and 

sociological and industrial analysis, to engage the content of the hood trilogy.   

     Through the literary criticism of academicians of black male centered literature, I will 

contemplate issues of black masculinity through the eyes of protagonists created by such 

authors as the aforementioned Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison and reveal their 

influence on the characters constructed by Singleton in the hood trilogy.  This 

juxtaposition will also serve to help strengthen my focus on Singleton‟s work as a 

storyteller and cinematic chronicler of the urban experience.  Also, the use of works by 

film scholars such as David Bordwell and Seymour Chatman will aid in my examination 

of how narrative structure and theory enhance the storytelling capabilities of Singleton 

and provides for a greater understanding of the socioeconomic, political and cultural 

issues brought forth in his tales set in South Central Los Angeles.   

                                                 
39 Thomas Schatz, Hollywood Genres (New York: Random House, 1981) 35.   
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     Understanding the environment of South Central Los Angeles and its inhabitants will 

be explored through the analysis of texts that provide historical and statistical insight as 

well as anecdotal information about the city of Los Angeles as a whole and its many 

parts.  This portion of my dissertation also draws from disciplines of history and 

sociology and secondary accounts about the making of South Central Los Angeles.  I will 

also utilize newspaper and magazine accounts as well as data supplied by the United 

States Census to acquire both past and recent statistics concerning the population and 

developmental growth of the South Central Los Angeles area.  Further, utilizing 

information from the texts, periodicals and the Census about South Central from the 

1940s to circa 2001 will serve to provide the most concise background for the 

environment that is the focus of Singleton‟s hood trilogy.   

     In order to succinctly conduct my examination of Singleton‟s work, the evidence I cull 

from the films in the trilogy will be juxtaposed against information found in texts 

concerning issues of gender and race.  I will also establish how gender is represented in 

these films.  For example, are their certain factors young black men must consider that 

young black women do not and vice versa?  What are the similarities and differences in 

their struggles or ideologies about relationships, education, and familial concerns?  How 

does hip hop culture influence the depiction of male/female relationships in the trilogy? I 

will also explore how Singleton, by actually allowing the characters in the film to speak 

in defense of their actions, provides an understanding as to why these young black men 

and women react in the manner they do to certain situations.   
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     Additionally, I will address both positive and negative criticism about the trilogy 

concerning issues of gender, and after stating both cases I will offer my own critique and 

measure how my assessment contributes to what has already been presented.  In addition 

to textual analysis, my research will be informed by black feminist theory (Patricia Hill 

Collins, bell hooks, and Michele Wallace), current theories related to the construction, 

history, and performance of black masculinity (Mark Anthony Neal, Robert Staples, and 

Richard Majors and Janet Mancini Billson), and theories concerning black masculinity, 

mortality, and mental illness (the scholarly work and empirical research of John Head, 

Alvin F. Poussaint and Amy Alexander, Terrence Real, and Andrew Solomon), as a 

means of strengthening my findings via textual analysis with concrete research and 

theoretical examination.  As it relates to the area of hip hop culture and its influence on 

Singleton and his portrayal of gender in the “hood trilogy,” I will utilize research and 

critiques of hip hop culture (S. Craig Watkins, Tricia Rose, Nelson George, and Bakari 

Kitwana) as well as biographies and readings both scholarly and popular, particularly 

those written about some of the hip-hop performers/actors featured in the trilogy, such as 

Joel McIver‟s biography of Ice Cube (one of the stars of Boyz N the Hood).   

 

Data 

     The collection of data will be obtained by the use of the DVD format.  In addition to 

the obvious purpose of viewing the films, I am using DVD (digital video disc) because of 

the access to director‟s commentary, trailers, deleted scenes, convenient access to 

particular scenes for analysis, and ancillary features that give information on the making 
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of the film and provide historical information about the film‟s subject matter.  This 

information will further enhance my research by giving me access to different visual and 

auditory documentation as it relates to each of the films.  

     I will also, when appropriate, utilize trade publications like Variety, magazines such as 

Time, Newsweek, Premiere and Entertainment Weekly, and newspapers to access film 

reviews, information about the filmmaking process, and insight into the intentions of the 

director and studio about the films I will discuss in this dissertation. Further, my 

dissertation will also be supported by U. S. Census and Bureau of Justice data in an effort 

to strengthen my claims concerning the migration and population of black people in the 

South Central Los Angeles area and to point out the percentages of black men whose 

lives have been altered and shaped by the American penal system.   
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CHAPTER ONE: 
 

CINEMATIC AND LITERARY IMAGINATION IN THE HOOD 

 

      
I have to speak the language of the street…See, the teacher,  

the preacher, the politician won‟t talk real to the kids.  So that‟s  
why they won‟t listen to them.  You got to talk in their language  
and guide them to the place, and that‟s exactly what we‟re doing. 

 
---Ice Cube1 

 

     As an elementary school age child, Singleton quickly left primers and Caldecott 

Award winners behind for the stark reality of such classics as The Autobiography of 

Malcolm X and Anne Moody‟s Coming of Age in Mississippi while spending long hours 

at the library with his mother, who was studying for a degree in medical technology.  

This exposure to black literature at such a young age undoubtedly paved the way for the 

nationalist ideology that marks the dialogue and characterization found in the trilogy.   

     With his interest in film now whetted by the special effects extravaganza known in 

popular culture as Star Wars (George Lucas, 1977), Singleton was encouraged in high 

school to hone his skills as a writer.  In an interview published in the press kit for Boyz N 

the Hood, he explains that during this time “somebody told me that the film business was 

controlled by literary properties, i. e. screenplays.  After I heard that, I knew that I had to 

learn how to write, so I did.”  Singleton moved forward on that counsel and inspiration 

provided by a favorite English teacher and enrolled in the Filmic Writing Program at the 

University of Southern California in 1986.  Despite an arrogance and determination that 

                                                 
1 Joel McIver, Ice Cube: Attitude (London: Sanctuary, 2002) 53.   
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his peers found repellent and professors found convincing, he went on to win the Robert 

Riskin Writing Award, named for the Academy Award winning screenwriter of the Frank 

Capra helmed films It Happened One Night (1934), Mr. Deeds Goes to Town (1936) and 

Lost Horizon (1937), in 1989 and became the first student to win the university‟s highly 

regarded Jack Nicholson Award for best screenplay twice in 1989 and 1990.   

     With this training and influence, Singleton, of course, constructed a meritorious career 

in Hollywood while also contributing a new chapter in the development of black film 

culture with his stories of urban youth.  However, in doing this, I also recognize John 

Singleton to be part of a tradition that has seen a somewhat blurring of the lines between 

film and literature.  As I have already mentioned, there are similarities between the 

hero/anti-heroes presented in the trilogy and those haunting the pages of black literature, 

which I will discuss later in this chapter.  But amongst the proverbial sharks of 

Hollywood, such members of the Niggerati as Wallace Thurman, Langston Hughes, Zora 

Neale Hurston and Eulalie Spence once occupied or courted Singleton‟s role as a 

screenwriter in the industry‟s effort to capitalize on the stylishness of black culture in the 

1930s.2 Even though this is a surface comparison, it serves to strengthen my argument 

about Singleton and traditional black literature because it reveals how the film industry 

acknowledged the validity of the writing skill of these authors and as a result, saw the 
                                                 
2 For more information on the role of these literary giants in the Hollywood structure, 
read Phyllis Klotman‟s essay “The Black Writer in Hollywood, Circa 1930: The Case of 
Wallace Thurman” in Black American Cinema, ed. Manthia Diawara (New York: 
Routledge, 1993) and Langston Hughes‟ role is more thoroughly examined in The Life of 
Langston Hughes, Vol. 1: 1902-1941, I, Too, Sing America by Arnold Rampersad (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1988).  Also, outside the parameters of black literature, 
writers such as William Faulkner, John Steinbeck, F. Scott Fitzgerald and Raymond 
Chandler lent literary gravitas to a number of Hollywood films.   
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significance of transferring that approach to storytelling to film.  In contrast, it can be 

established that Singleton also recognizes the importance of the literature that has 

arguably influenced his life and used that inspiration in the construction of his 

screenplays.   

     In an article published by the Los Angeles Times about the surge of black filmmakers 

in the early 1990s, writer Nina J. Easton noticed a parallel between Singleton and his 

peers and their literary counterparts.  “These filmmakers show their audiences many 

different sides of black life—much the way novelists like Toni Morrison and Alice 

Walker do in literature—at a time when race remains arguably the most divisive feature 

of American life.”3  In that same article, Henry Louis Gates supports Easton‟s 

comparison, seeing a Hollywood finally making room for more nuanced depictions of 

black life.  “What we haven‟t had in Hollywood are a group who not only make social 

statements, but who are also concerned about charting the contours of African-American 

culture, revealing what black people say to each other in moments of intimacy.”4   

     This blending of real world cultural experience and literary and filmic narrative can be 

traced to the earliest discussions of literary theory.  For Aristotle, “the imitation of actions 

in the real world, praxis, was seen as forming an argument, logos, from which were 

selected (and possibly rearranged) the units that formed the plot, mythos.”5  To convey 

the plight of young black youth in urban areas like South Central Los Angeles, Singleton, 

                                                 
3 Nina J. Easton, “New Black Films, New Insights” Los Angeles Times, 3 May 1991, 
A22.   
4 Ibid. 
5 Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978) 19.   
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similar to his literary predecessors‟ commentaries on the influence of race and society on 

the black community in their novels, follows the patterns of narrative discourse, which 

explains that “story is the content of the narrative expression, while discourse is the form 

of that expression.”6  Within that discourse, the narrative structure is broken into 

substance and form and further into discussions of expression and content.  Therefore, 

“the substance of events and existents is the whole universe, or, better, the set of possible 

objects, events, abstractions, and so on that can be „imitated‟ by an author (film director, 

etc.).7  So, Singleton‟s translation of how some sectors of the South Central community 

lives via his own experiences and observations to film, not to mention those artists 

working in the black literary traditions that have sustained him, is built on a foundation 

already set forth by the classic principles of narratology.  

 

The Influence of Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison on John Singleton’s Hood Trilogy   

     The perceptions of masculinity in black literature are explored in Robert E. 

Washington‟s examination of the different ideological schools of black literary discourse.  

Washington breaks these schools into five camps: the primitivist school, which celebrates 

the flamboyance of black culture expressed during the Harlem Renaissance; the 

naturalistic protest school, which speaks of oppression and racial discord against the 

backdrop of Marxist philosophy most notably in Richard Wright‟s Native Son (1940); the 

existentialist school and its heralding of individualism versus a collective identity as 

portrayed in Ralph Ellison‟s The Invisible Man (1952); the moral suasion school, which, 
                                                 
6 Ibid., 23. 
7 Ibid., 24.   



    

 45 

as depicted in James Baldwin‟s Go Tell It on the Mountain, Another Country, and The 

Fire Next Time, denied the existentialist notion of individuality for racial cohesiveness 

that harkened back to the days of the primitivist school; and the black cultural nationalist 

school, which negated the influence of white cultural hegemony and upheld a radical, 

heated and Third World inspired vision of black power as found in the plays and poetry 

of Amiri Baraka (formerly LeRoi Jones).  

     In the hood trilogy, John Singleton has embodied what Bernard W. Bell recognizes in 

black literature as “basic black American values.”8  Bell argues that these values, which 

integrates “a tragicomic, wry vision of life, and an extraordinary faith in the redemptive 

power of suffering, patience, perseverance, and compassion,” serve to demonstrate how 

black people take ownership over their identities and utilize inner strength and perceptive 

knowledge to barricade their families and communities from harmful outside forces.  

Richard Wright says the black writer is “being called upon to do no less than create 

values by which his race is to struggle, live and die.”9  As a descendent of these schools 

of thought, Singleton embodies select ideas and philosophies from each of these periods 

in his screenplays, and as a result, his films are a remarkable blend of both the celebratory 

and problematic experiences in the black community.  However, for the purposes of this 

dissertation, I am directing my focus to the naturalistic protest and existentialist schools 

of black literary discourse.  These schools are notable because there is a commonality 

                                                 
8 Bernard W. Bell, The Contemporary African American Novel: Its Folk Roots and 
Modern Literary Branches (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2004) 49-50.   
9 Richard Wright, “Blueprint for Negro Writing” in The Norton Anthology of African 
American Literature, eds. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Nellie Y. McKay (New York: W. 
W. Norton & Company, 1997) 1384.   
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between the male protagonists in Singleton‟s hood trilogy and the tempestuous main 

character in Wright‟s novel Native Son, and the nameless protagonist of Ellison‟s 

Invisible Man.10  

     Set in the 1930s, Native Son is the story of Bigger Thomas, a twenty-year old black 

man from Chicago‟s South Side whose behaviors and actions are greatly influenced by 

his environment and abject poverty.  Living at home with his mother and two siblings, 

Bigger is offered a job as a chauffeur for the Daltons, an affluent white family, and is 

immediately pulled into a world of chaos after accidentally killing their idealistic 

daughter, Mary, and brutally disposing of the body.  After initially hoping to pass Mary‟s 

death off as a kidnapping in an effort to obtain ransom money, Bigger comes clean to his 

girlfriend, Bessie, and they decide to run away together after realizing the authorities will 

assume he has raped Mary before killing her.  With his judgment clouded by fear and 

confusion, Bigger violently rapes and murders Bessie, freeing himself of any constraints 

that might lead to his capture.  Eventually, Bigger is caught, and despite his lawyer‟s plea 

for leniency based on the defense that Bigger was the victim of a racist and merciless 

society, he is sentenced to the electric chair.   

                                                 
10 I recognize that the second film in the trilogy, Poetic Justice, features a female 
protagonist, however because Singleton identifies more with his male protagonists, I felt 
it best to focus on them during my discussion of story construction and the novels of 
Wright and Ellison.  Certainly, one could definitely draw a connection between Justice as 
well as the other women featured in the trilogy and the character of Lutie Johnson from 
Ann Petry‟s novel The Street (Mariner Books, 1974).  This novel is often compared to 
Wright‟s Native Son and similarly discussed as an example of naturalist or realist writing.  
In chapter five of this dissertation, I will distinctly discuss Justice and how Singleton‟s 
utilizes the poetry of Maya Angelou as a representation of her thoughts, feelings and 
ideas, a choice I do not feel best epitomizes the character or her expression of femininity 
and which I explore at length in Chapter Five of this dissertation.     
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     The comparison of Wright‟s novel to Singleton‟s work is not unfounded.  Ed Guerrero 

observes in Boyz N the Hood that Singleton pays homage to Wright by “improvising on a 

time-honored theme of the fatal juggernaut that the political system and power structure 

has prepared for black adolescents like…Bigger Thomas.”11  According to Guerrero, 

Singleton accomplishes this through his exploration of “at least three ideological paths 

for young black men, as represented in the disposition and fates of” Tre, Doughboy and 

Ricky.12  Tre embodies what Guerrero calls the “DuBosian idea of the „talented tenth‟,” 

choosing the path of academic achievement as a means in which to rise above the 

complexities of South Central Los Angeles.  On the other hand, Doughboy finds violence 

and the drug trade to be a quick and necessary route to the accoutrements of the white 

middle class, while his brother Ricky, contemplates fulfilling his hope to “be somebody” 

either on the football fields of the University of Southern California or the battlefields of 

the United States Army.   

     Guerrero also notices a metaphoric parallel in how both Singleton and Wright address 

the confinement of the inner city on its inhabitants, particularly the ones at the beginning 

of their maturity.  Again, of Boyz, Guerrero, who sees its narrative as being about 

“stunted, wasted lives,” states, “The feeling of confinement and limitation of opportunity 

that shapes all black life in Los Angeles‟ sprawling ghetto opens the film with a full-

frame shot of a STOP sign as a fleet, silver airliner flies overhead and beyond the „hood 

                                                 
11 Ed Guerrero, Framing Blackness: The African American Image in Film (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1993) 184.   
12 Ibid.   
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to distant lands and vastly broader social horizons.”13  This visual sentiment of wanting to 

escape volatile environments like South Central Los Angeles is borne of Bigger Thomas‟ 

own desire to escape the ghettos of Chicago‟s South Side to a better existence on the 

wings of an aircraft.  Bigger sees flying as yet another example of why “they (white 

boys) get a chance to do everything,” and when he expresses the desire to follow in their 

footsteps, he is brought back to reality by his friend Gus‟ warning that “God‟ll let you fly 

when He gives you your wings up in heaven.”14  According to Guerrero, “the 

transcendent airplane flying high above the problems of the black world is a thematic 

refrain in black cultural production.”15 

     The influence of environment on behavior factors greatly in Richard Wright‟s 

construction of Bigger Thomas.  Wright traces Bigger‟s violent decline not only to his 

estrangement from religion and the folk culture of race, but to his attempt to “react to and 

answer the call of the dominant civilization whose glitter came to him through the 

newspapers, magazines, radios, movies, and the mere imposing sight and sound of daily 

American life.”16  Thus, the environment “supplies the instrumentalities through which 

the organism expresses itself, and if that environment is warped or tranquil, the mode and 

manner of behavior will be affected toward deadlocking tensions or orderly fulfillment 

and satisfaction.”17  In addition, personal acquaintance plays a part in the construction as 

well.  Wright assembled Bigger Thomas from a pastiche of Biggers he had met 
                                                 
13 Ibid.   
14 Richard Wright, Native Son (Harper Perennial, 1998) 16-17.   
15 Guerrero, 184.  
16 Richard Wright, “How „Bigger‟ Was Born” in Native Son (Harper Perennial, 1998) 
439.   
17 Ibid., 442.   
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throughout the course of his life.  In five examples, perpetuating actions as varied as 

aggressive bullying to the refusal to cower to the demands and expectations of white 

people, Wright crafted his character from young men whose “actions had simply made 

impressions which crystallized and coagulated into clusters and configurations of 

memory, attitudes, moods, ideas,” creating an emotional response that greatly affected his 

writing with the audacity of their evocation.18   

     Similarly, John Singleton utilizes the same perspective in constructing the characters 

that populate the films in the hood trilogy that Wright employs in the shaping of Bigger 

Thomas.  Barry Keith Grant explains that films like Boyz N the Hood place emphasis on 

the role environment plays in identifying anti-social and criminal behavior, reminding us 

that this behavior is “the result of systemic problems of mainstream society—which they 

define as white, patriarchal, and capitalist—and thus requires collective solutions.”19  If 

“manhood (or, to be fair to each film in the trilogy, womanhood) must be defined for the 

setting in which it occurs,” in these films, John Singleton constructs narratives that make 

                                                 
18 Ibid., 457.  Wright extensively describes each of these five Biggers on pages 434-437 
of this text.   
19 Barry Keith Grant, “Strange Days: Gender, Ideology in New Genre Films” in Ladies 
and Gentleman, Boys and Girls: Gender in Film at the End of the Twentieth Century, ed. 
Murray Pomerance (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2001) 193.  Grant‟s 

article also serves to reinforce my reasons for taking a more interdisciplinary look at the 
films that make up the hood trilogy.  Grant explains that while these films (and others 
like them, such as Menace II Society [1993], Juice [1992] and Dead Presidents [1995]) 
are, in fact, reminiscent of the gangster film tradition, they take a different path because 
they reflect upon the role environment plays in the character‟s behavior.  This 
perspective, according to Grant, is more complex in its analysis because the traditional 
gangster film focuses more on the “aberrant individual” and how “the gangster, a 
masculine epitome, might be „explained‟ as the inevitable result of Social Darwinism 
but…the root causes of this environmental impoverishment are never addressed.”  
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observations like Grant‟s clear in its depiction of characters clearly confined by 

institutional racism and the low expectations sometimes made possible as a result.20  

     On the director‟s commentary for Poetic Justice, Singleton claims, “You can take the 

boy out of the ghetto, but you can‟t take the ghetto out of the boy.”  The adage may 

definitely be cliché, but it does reinforce the effect of environment on the behavior of the 

characters in the trilogy.  Singleton hopes to portray the “real ghetto shit” and “get down 

to the real…raw emotion (of) what people are really going through” in his films and 

autobiography and personal observation help to insure this.  On the commentary for each 

of the films in the trilogy, Singleton repeatedly reminds the listener/viewer that these 

films are a reflection of things he has witnessed in South Central Los Angeles 

neighborhoods.  Boyz N the Hood, in particular, is made up of vignettes from his own 

life, subsequently making the narrative personal in immeasurable ways.  Scenes like the 

ones in Boyz where Tre is walking home only to be treated to the sight of a young man 

violently assaulted over the results of a crap game come directly from Singleton‟s 

experiences as a youth.  At the same time, scenes such as this are indicative of a behavior 

in the inner city that suggests an environment where an illegal crap game can be a source 

of income while also serving as a source of potential brutality if in fact certain rules or 

expectations are not met.   

     With this it mind, Singleton reminds the viewer in his commentary for the debut film 

in the trilogy that there is a social order in the ghetto, meaning it is up to the individual to 

“defend (their) stuff.”  This defense runs the gamut from material possessions like a ball, 
                                                 
20 William H. Grier, M.D. and Price M. Cobbs, M.D., Black Rage (New York: Bantam 
Books, 1968) 50.   
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a bike or a car to protecting the honor of your woman.  No matter what is at stake, 

according to Singleton, you must be “down for yours” and willing to “fight for your 

stuff” at all costs if the social order of the ghetto is to be fully respected.  This philosophy 

is at work in numerous scenes in the trilogy.   

     In Boyz, Furious is forced to protect his home and his son from an intruder with two 

blasts of a .45.  In an area where crime rates are high and violent behavior is 

commonplace, Furious must respond to that behavior with violence in order to effectively 

“defend his stuff.”  This is done even though he recognizes the gravity of the situation 

and informs his son that shooting the burglar would only be “contributing to killing 

another brother.”  Set against the background of mountains and peaceful waters, the 

mentality concerning the “social order of the ghetto” does not change in Poetic Justice 

despite the temporary change in scenery.  When Chicago attacks Justice after she 

attempts to defend her friend, Iesha, after he strikes her, Lucky, who, at this point in the 

film, is infatuated with Justice, defends her honor and insists Chicago “hit a man” instead 

of assaulting women.  In Baby Boy, when Yvette is almost raped by Rodney, not only 

does Jody, with the help of his friend, Sweetpea (Omar Gooding), protect his girlfriend 

by confronting and eventually killing him, their young son, Joe Joe (Kylan and Kaylan 

Bolton) immediately comes to his mother‟s defense, thwarting Rodney‟s planned assault.  

In each of these examples from the trilogy, circumstances dictate how one might survive 

or adapt to the largely volatile nature of the environment.  If there was not a high incident 

of crime in South Central Los Angeles, for example, there might be no need for Furious 

to own a gun.  In each instance, the protection of what is valuable to each of these 
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characters strongly corroborates Singleton‟s notion of a social order or code that is 

instinctively implemented and adhered to in the inner city.   

     The relationship between environment and behavior and Singleton‟s discussion of a 

particular social order in the ghetto is strongly exemplified in the unofficial theme song 

of Boyz N the Hood, “How To Survive in South Central” by one of the film‟s stars, 

rapper Ice Cube.21  Played during the closing credits, the song provides guidelines 

necessary for successfully maneuvering the blazing streets of South Central Los Angeles.  

This is a representation of how music can work as an ancillary text to film, strengthening 

the message and ideals set forth in the narrative.  Seymour Chatman writes, “Two 

different kinds of communications, textual and non-textual, may perform at each other’s 

service…the crescendo from a well-known piece of music may subserve the visual and 

auditory film images to intensify the feeling that the plot is coming to a head.”22  David 

Bordwell recognizes, “Like the camera, music can be anywhere, and it can intuit the 

dramatic essence of the action.”23  The inclusion of rap music to support the visual 

expression in a film like Boyz is especially noteworthy considering storytelling is at its 

                                                 
21 See the complete lyrics for “How to Survive In South Central,” written by Ice Cube 
(music by Roger and Larry Troutman), in the appendix of this dissertation.  Also, 
interestingly, Todd Boyd in Am I Black Enough For You?: Popular Culture From the 
„Hood and Beyond (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997) compares Ice Cube‟s  

lyrical acumen to Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison‟s work, although he does not 
significantly expound on the reason for this analogy.  Since I am making the same claims 
as it pertains to John Singleton and Ice Cube is an integral part of this dissertation in 
some respects, I thought it fitting to mention this here.   
22 Seymour Chatman, Coming to Terms: The Rhetoric of Narrative in Fiction and Film 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990) 8. 
23 David Bordwell, “Part One: The Classical Hollywood Style, 1917-60” in Classical 
Hollywood Cinema: Film Style & Mode of Production to 1960, by David Bordwell, Janet 
Staiger and Kristin Thompson (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985) 34. 
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root.  Tricia Rose states that “the stories, ideas, and thoughts articulated in rap lyrics 

invoke and revise stylistic and thematic elements that are deeply wedded to a number of 

black cultural storytelling forms.”24  While Baruti N. Kopano asserts, because of its focus 

on different styles of language and expression of youth culture, the musical genre has 

“shown that it belongs to a rich Black tradition of reverence for rhetoric in its written and 

spoken form.”25 

     The song is broken into three rules: get yourself a gun, don‟t trust “nobody,” and don‟t 

get caught up.  To better emphasize his warnings, Ice Cube tells how a gun is necessary 

because jackers (someone who will try to steal or take something a person owns that is 

valuable) are prone to cause problems and “if you‟re white you can trust the police, but if 

you‟re black they ain‟t nothin‟ but beasts.”  Trust is a luxury because affection for 

beautiful women in South Central can lead to a serious case of entrapment, while wearing 

blue or red (colors associated with members of the Crips and Bloods gangs respectively) 

can lead to death in any neighborhood in the area.  Finally, getting “caught up,” or 

becoming overly involved with a situation or person, is strongly discouraged because it is 

unwise to “take your life for granted” because South Central Los Angeles is “the craziest 

place on the planet;” everything is being watched by everyone in this neighborhood.  The 

use of the song during the end credits of Boyz serves to reiterate what Singleton has 

already made clear in the film.  These characters are greatly affected by the events that 

                                                 
24 Tricia Rose, Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America 
(Hanover: Wesleyan University Press, 1994) 3.  
25 Baruti N. Kopano, “Rap Music as an Extension of the Black Rhetorical Tradition: 
„Keepin‟ it Real‟,” The Western Journal of Black Studies Vol. 26, No.4 (Winter 2002): 
213.   
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occur in their neighborhood and they certainly dictate how they respond to those events.  

To be discussed further in chapter two, Boyz sets the foundation for how we visualize 

South Central in the subsequent films in the trilogy, and this song helps to strengthen 

Singleton‟s vision.   

     Singleton‟s interpretation of the naturalist model in his construction of character and 

story absolutely marks him as a student of Richard Wright‟s contribution to urban black 

literary discourse in works like Native Son.  In his films, Singleton has depicted a 

compromised environment sprung from an imagination influenced by autobiography and 

experience, and from that environment, he has chosen to reflect on some of its members 

who desperately try to negotiate that existence with all the knowledge and savvy they 

can.  What Richard Wright said of Bigger Thomas and the state of modern America can 

be applied to many of the characters and situations conceived by John Singleton:  

Early American writers, Henry James and Nathaniel Hawthorne, 
complained bitterly about the bleakness and flatness of the Ameri- 
can scene.  But I think that if they were alive, they‟d feel at home in 
modern America…our national traditions are still of such a sort that  
we are not wont to brag of them; and we have no army that‟s above  
the level of mercenary fighters; we have no group acceptable to the  
whole of our country upholding certain humane values; we have no  
rich symbols, no colorful rituals.  We have only a money-grubbing, 
industrial civilization.  But we do have in the Negro the embodiment  
of a past tragic enough to appease the spiritual hunger of even a James; 
and we have oppression of the Negro a shadow athwart our national  
life dense and heavy enough to satisfy even the gloomy broodings  
of Hawthorne.  And if (Edgar Allan) Poe were alive, he would not  
have to invent horror; horror would invent him.26 
 
 

                                                 
26 Wright, “How „Bigger‟ Was Born,” 461-462.   
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     However, everyone does not herald the tenets of the naturalist model that Wright 

follows in much of his work.  Though initially a champion of Wright‟s more sociological 

approach to works like Native Son, praising the novel for “represent[ing] the take-off in a 

leap which promise[d] to carry over a whole tradition, and mark[ed] the merging of the 

imaginative depiction of American Negro life into the broad stream of American 

literature,” Ralph Ellison thought social realism in novels by black writers to be 

constraining, specifically stating that Native Son “seemed no longer to mark for the 

Negro writer a „path which he might follow to reach maturity.‟”27  Ellison believed that 

“the aim of the writer should be to contribute to a whole view of human nature and the 

finest national ideals.”28  Realizing then that “most Negro writing is devoted either to a 

violent rejection of American values or to a questioning of them,” he though black 

writers, in particular, needed to be mindful of the fact there was no “escaping of language 

and of his national identity.  (The black writer‟s) job is discovering just what his 

relationship is to the whole national aspect of America…He must find some way of 

speaking to Negroes in order to clarify the relationship of America with the Western 

civilization generally.”29  Ellison sought to do just this with the publication of Invisible 

Man. 

     Winner of the National Book Award in 1953, Invisible Man is the story of an 

unnamed black man, who, at the novel‟s beginning, looks back on his very eventful life.  

                                                 
27 Deborah E. McDowell and Hortense Spillers, “Realism, Naturalism, Modernism: 1940-
1960” in The Norton Anthology of African American Literature, Henry Louis Gates, Jr. 
and Nellie Y. McKay, Gen. Eds.  (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1997) 1323. 
28 Arnold Rampersad, Ralph Ellison (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2007) 201. 
29 Ibid., 201-202.   
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After being named valedictorian of his graduating high school class, the nameless 

protagonist delivers a rousing speech on the tools necessary to ensure progress for the 

black male, which he is invited to perform again in front of a group of wealthy white 

patrons.  Unbeknownst to him, the protagonist is thrust into a fight to the death with other 

black men after being challenged to look and not look at a live example of the white 

female physique, which Ellison christens the “battle royale.”  After what has largely 

resulted in a humiliating boxing match for the ribald pleasure of the white men, the 

nameless black man is asked to open a suitcase, which contains a scholarship to a 

predominately black college outside of New Orleans, Louisiana.   

     With this brawl and its resulting outcome, Ellison introduces the no-named narrator 

(and the reader) to a series of rich and interesting characters, including the incestuous Jim 

Trueblood, the quickly detached college president Dr. Bledsoe, who crudely dismisses 

the narrator after he exposes one of the college‟s benefactors, Mr. Norton, to the 

reprobate Trueblood, and Lucius Brockway, the overseer of the boiler room at Liberty 

Paints, where the purest white paint is made by vigorously stirring ten drops of a black 

chemical to a milky brown substance.  After a violent fight with Brockway puts the 

narrator in a hospital where he has been the recipient of electrical shock treatments, he 

meets Mary, a kind older woman who resuscitates the ailing narrator after he faints on the 

streets of Harlem and the eviction of an elderly couple from their apartment brings him to 

the company of the Brotherhood, a black nationalist organization marked by hints of 

Communism.   
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     After a series of misunderstandings and events associates him with such vivacious 

creatures as Brotherhood leaders Brother Jack, the Marcus Garvey-like Ras the Exhorter, 

and Tod Clifton, all strongly invested in the evolution of the black community.  After a 

split between Ras the Exhorter and Tod Clifton over conflicting views concerning their 

organization, there is an incendiary race riot sparked by the death of Clifton and resulting 

in the attempted lynching of the no-named protagonist for giving a speech in support of 

him.  Ellison ends his novel with the nameless protagonist looking back on his life, 

realizing he has, in fact, been invisible to the world.  Blindfolded, he also accepts that 

every moment spent in his life, at that point, has been a fruitless effort to achieve an 

identity, a realization that leads to the narrator making a vow to stay invisible until he 

obtains one for himself.  After a horrific dream of castration featuring all the characters of 

his life, the Invisible Man believes that despite his plight and feelings, he still has a 

responsibility to the society and culture in which he survives.   

     Roughly synopsized above, Ellison hoped to fashion with Invisible Man, among many 

things, “a raft of hope, perception and entertainment that might keep us afloat as we tried 

to negotiate the snags and whirlpools that mark our nation‟s vacillating course toward 

and away from the democratic ideal.”30  With this novel, the author also charged himself 

with: 

…revealing the human universals hidden within the plight of one  
who was both black and American, and not only as a means of  
conveying my personal vision of possibility, but as a way of dea- 
ling with the sheer rhetorical challenge involved in communicating  
across our barriers of race and religion, class, color and region—bar- 

                                                 
30 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man: The Commemorative Edition (New York: Modern 
Library, 1994) xxx-xxxi. 
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riers which consist of the many strategies of division that were de- 
signed, and still function, to prevent what would otherwise have been  
a more or less natural recognition of the reality of black and white 
fraternity.  And to defeat this national tendency to deny the common 
humanity shared by my character and those who might happen to  
read of his experience, I would have to provide him with something  
of a worldview, give him a consciousness in which serious philoso- 
phical questions could be raised, provide him with a range of diction  
that could play upon the richness of our readily shared vernacular and 
speech and construct a plot that would bring him in contact with a va- 
riety of American types as they operated on various levels of society.  
Most of all, I would have to approach racial stereotypes as a given fact  
of the social process and proceed, while gambling with the reader‟s 
capacity for fictional truth, to reveal the human complexity which 
stereotypes are intended to conceal.31 

 
 
     Robert Washington explains that “at the simplest level, [Invisible Man] narrates a 

young man‟s odyssey of social mobility and disillusionment,” and extending from here, 

on a more complex plane, “the novel fires acid condemnations at individuals and groups 

who presume to possess the true meaning of black American identity.”32  Washington 

continues, revealing that the above mentioned descriptions of the novel “suggests that the 

primary struggle confronting black Americans is not political but existential, that is, the 

battle to realize their individuality, and to prevail over the stereotypes and abstracted 

categories that violate their humanity.”33  It would appear that what Ellison attempts to 

accomplish with Invisible Man stands in direct opposition to what Singleton portrays in 

the hood trilogy.  These films, after all, with their basis in organic black intellectual and 

nationalist text and characters obviously shaped by these works, are in contrast to 
                                                 
31 Ibid., xxxii.   
32 Robert E. Washington, The Ideologies of African American Literature: From the 
Harlem Renaissance to the Black Nationalist Revolt (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2001) 205.   
33 Ibid., 205.  
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Ellison‟s more utopian vision of race relations in America, a stance that has famously 

been criticized in some literary and social circles.34  Still, I recognize much of Ellison‟s 

approach at work in Singleton‟s interpretation of black American inner-city life in the 

hood trilogy.   

     According to Washington, the concept of individuality factors heavily in Invisible 

Man, and the novel is marked by two versions of this significant theme.  The radical 

deracinated version, through its development within the narrative, “suggests that black 

self-realization can be achieved only through social isolation.”35  In the hood trilogy, 

social isolation is manifested in a couple of ways: geographic confinement and 

introversion.  Much of the action in these films takes place in South Central Los Angeles, 

and as a result, the characters in them largely negotiate relationships within the 

parameters of this narrow setting.  Also, many of the characters spend a portion of the 

film‟s running time introspectively, thinking about their future, mortality, and 

relationships.  In either case, the characters, during these times, are emotionally stagnant, 

find difficulty visualizing a life beyond their current reality, and reduce the opportunities 

                                                 
34 Perhaps, the most famous of these types of criticisms of Ralph Ellison comes in the 
form of Irving Howe‟s essay “Black Boys and Native Sons,” which accused him and 
James Baldwin of shucking the responsibility of the black intellectual in their work by 
not giving particular attention to the necessity of protesting black victimization.  Ellison 
was incensed by Howe‟s critique and responded in a counter-essay, “The World and the 
Jug,” found in Ellison‟s collection Shadow and Act (New York: Vintage Books, 1995) or 
in The Collected Essays of Ralph Ellison (New York: Modern Library, 1994) 155-189.  
Novelist John Oliver Killens also found Invisible Man to be a gross misinterpretation of 
black life and remarked that black people needed the novel “like they needed a hole in the 
head or a stab in the back” (in McDowell and Spillers, 1517).   
35 Washington, 206.  
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for change.   What they know of themselves has been learned in situations constricted by 

little expansion of environment and thought. 

     But, Washington recognizes how Ellison would see the radical deracinated version of 

individuality as a contradiction of his ideals about naturalism.  Consequently, Ellison 

places his nameless hero outside of the narrative as the story comes to an end, which 

Washington calls the cosmopolitan bourgeois conception of individuality.36  While 

Ellison does this for the purposes of emphasizing his optimism about race relations in the 

Western world, Singleton removes his characters in the hood trilogy from isolation as a 

means of reflecting another form of evolution.  These young people become less 

hampered by what they have always known and consider their lives in ways that are more 

rounded and distinct.   

     For example, in Boyz N the Hood, the characters of Tre, Brandi (Nia Long), and Ricky 

are aware of the isolative nature of South Central Los Angeles.  For Tre and Brandi, this 

awareness is out of frustration and loss of patience.  After a get-together, marked by the 

presence of “tricked-out” and customized cars, on the infamous Crenshaw Boulevard is 

disrupted by the rapid fire of an automatic weapon, Tre sternly tells his friend Ricky, 

“I‟m gettin‟ the fuck out of L.A…Can‟t go nowhere without it gettin‟ all shot up and 

shit!”  This latest rendering of the ubiquitous potential for danger and death has 

apparently grown tiresome for Tre and can be read as him wanting to exchange this 

existence for one less onerous.  Even Brandi, in another scene interspersed with the one 

involving her boyfriend Tre, has grown weary of the battleground that is South Central 

                                                 
36 Ibid., 206.  
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Los Angeles.  While doing homework, Brandi slams her pencil down on her desk after 

being startled by the release of yet another automatic weapon and the screech of tires 

obviously fleeing the scene of its driver‟s transgression.   

     Tre‟s dissatisfaction with Los Angeles is compounded when after he announces his 

intention to leave the city, he is wrongfully pulled over and assailed by a self-hating black 

policeman.  Tre comes to Brandi‟s house for comfort, and in an extremely telling scene, 

he expresses his frustration with the city and his recent encounter with the police and 

begins to spar with an invisible manifestation of his anxiety, punching into the air and 

challenging his imaginary foe to fight back.  He eventually collapses into tears and the 

arms of his girlfriend.  There is this need to loosen the reins of South Central Los Angeles 

on both their parts and Singleton gives them their escape at the end of the film when he 

announces both would be attending Morehouse College and Spelman College in Atlanta, 

Georgia. According to some scholars, Singleton‟s choice to move his character‟s to 

Atlanta, then and currently seen as a “promised land” for black folks, is highly 

reminiscent of Ralph Ellison‟s evocation of the black bourgeois in his work and personal 

philosophy.  Todd Boyd writes that these characters escape to Atlanta “to pursue their 

middle-class dreams away from South Central L.A.” in schools seen as “the historical 

breeding ground for bourgeois Blackness,” therefore “demoni(zing) the landscape of Los 

Angeles while uncritically offering middle-class Atlanta as a metaphoric space where 

future generations of African Americans can exist free of the obstacles that are depicted 
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in this film.”37  This may certainly be true, but just as Ellison wanted his nameless 

protagonist to look outside his current existence to consider the possibilities elsewhere as 

it pertains to social and racial construct, Singleton, moving his characters out of the place 

they have inhabited throughout the entire narrative, invites his characters to not only 

improve their lot, but to do so in a place where they have not built contention. 

     In the same movie, it can be said that Ricky, though filled with an urgency to seek 

other possibilities for his life, feels more trapped in his existence than any of the other 

characters that populate the film.  Ricky has athletic talent and has recognized this as a 

way to remove himself from the potential stagnancy of the inner city.  As a pubescent 

child, when asked by a younger Tre why he always plays football, he responds, with his 

mother in proud agreement, “‟Cause that‟s what I‟m gone do.”  Even then Ricky realizes 

that his athletic prowess is a means in which to achieve his dreams.   

     Later, as a high school senior, Ricky‟s aspirations for a career in football are closer to 

being realized, as he is seen in the movie meeting with a recruiter from nearby University 

of Southern California.  The only obstacle is that he must achieve a minimum score of 

700 on his SATs.  What exacerbates his feelings of confinement, in my estimation, is that 

Ricky knows along the way he has sacrificed erudition for athleticism.  Singleton gives 

us subtle clues in the narrative to suggest this lack of confidence Ricky has in his 

intelligence.  For example, during a montage of Tre, Ricky, Brandi and Shanice (Alysia 

M. Rogers), Ricky‟s girlfriend, taking the SAT, Ricky is unfocused and unable to 

                                                 
37 Todd Boyd, Am I Black Enough For You?; Popular Culture From the „Hood and 
Beyond (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997) 98.  
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concentrate until Tre quietly gestured to him across the room to discipline himself.  This 

gives us some insight into how he must have behaved during a regular classroom setting.    

     In the most telling example, Ricky is seen, football in hand, watching a football game 

when, during a commercial break, an advertisement for the Army fills the television 

screen.  Ricky stares intently, quietly absorbing the promises of the deep voiced narrator: 

“If you want to land a good job, you have to know what most employers want.  Like how 

to motivate yourself.  How to lead others.  How to perform under pressure.  You can 

learn all these things in the Army.  So, no matter what career you choose, you‟ll really be 

ready to take off.”  With those last words, a helicopter ascends slowly as bold white 

letters encourage GET AN EDGE ON LIFE.  ARMY.  BE ALL YOU CAN BE.  Ellis 

Cose explains that despite the many talents of black men, often they are “underestimated 

or told to limit (their) ambitions, and are forced into a handful of slots where black men 

are expected to excel.  We are athletes, rappers, preachers, singers—and precious little 

else.”38 For Ricky, the trap comes into play because, as Cose reminds us, he does not feel 

he has a multitude of options.  Ricky knows the importance of leaving South Central Los 

Angeles and because of an academic requirement football may not be the surefire way to 

do this anymore.  Therefore, the army is suddenly a viable option because it will at least 

prevent him from leading a mundane life and it will certainly change his environment.  

Even when Tre later tries to convince Ricky that the military is a bad idea because “you 

are no longer you,” he dismisses his warning, explaining that he wants to do something 

                                                 
38 Ellis Cose, The Envy of the World: On Being a Black Man in America (New York: 
Washington Square Press, 2002) 20.   



    

 64 

with his life and be somebody.  If football cannot remove him from potentially leading a 

life he does not want to lead, the Army certainly might. 

      In Poetic Justice, removing the four lead characters from their singular way of life in 

South Central Los Angeles provides a striking example of how Ellison‟s theory about 

removing characters from an isolated situation can inspire a more rounded view of the 

world and of oneself.  Just as was evident in Boyz N the Hood, the isolative nature of a 

particular environment can hamper one‟s ability to see a different or even clearer 

perspective.  This quartet of distinct personalities thrust into the confines of a mail truck 

by an uncooperative car engine is stuck in a particular rut when we first meet them.  

Justice is in a perpetual state of grief brought on by the violent slaying of her boyfriend 

before her eyes; Lucky is a postman with dreams of artistically asserting himself in the 

world; Iesha, careless and free-spirited, lives for the moment; and Chicago has found 

satisfaction with the material possessions he thinks makes him a man.  But what begins as 

a trip for vocational reasons slowly turns into a journey of self-realization, a slice of time 

to truly consider what is important.   

     Perhaps, Lucky says it best when Justice asks him late into the film while walking the 

grounds of a cultural fair why he has suddenly grown so quiet.  His response helps to 

corroborate the claims I am making here in my comparison of Singleton to Ellison:  “Just 

thinking.  Don‟t really get a chance to think in the city.  This be the only time I can 

unwind.”  During the scenes that take place in South Central, Justice and Lucky, in 

particular, are in survival mode.  Justice, working a job that has become, in some ways, 

as rote as her life, works hard not to let sorrow overcome her completely, while Lucky 
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also works a job he finds meaningless and tries to spare his daughter from the debauchery 

on display at her mother‟s apartment.  Iesha and Chicago, on the other hand, are occupied 

in a different way, trying to maintain the façade of a happy and loving relationship.  

However, as the mail truck moves further from the grasp of South Central Los Angeles, 

honesty and insight prevails.  Justice and Lucky, after an initial bout and some 

turbulence, discover their affection for one another, while conversely, Iesha and 

Chicago‟s relationship comes unraveled in a manner that would make Edward Albee‟s 

George and Martha proud!  It is my observation that these characters may not have been 

able to see this within the boundaries of South Central.  Removing themselves from this 

environment made room for self-reflection they may not have been able to achieve if they 

continued to move in the same patterns as always.   

     In another moment of insight, while enjoying the calm of a beach, Singleton allows 

the audience to hear the personal thoughts of each member of the quartet.  We learn that 

Justice regrets not going to college, which would have served to disappoint her 

grandmother, and contemplates the possibilities of something real with Lucky.  Similarly, 

Lucky entertains a connection with Justice, but abandons this thought for ones involving 

his cousin and their dreams of a music career.  Iesha‟s thoughts are perhaps the most 

shallow, wondering if her mother picked her clothes up from the cleaners and looking 

forward to the company of another man.  And while he is clearly not on her mind, 

Chicago does think of Iesha, but negatively, as he contemplates continuing their 

relationship and lists all the reasons why he is a good catch.  Again, these thoughts may 

never have occurred within South Central because there is no time really for these 



    

 66 

characters to slow down long enough to think this deeply or plainly.  Justice and Lucky 

learn their lives can be or should have been something else, while Iesha and Chicago 

learn that all the time spent together on this trip has solidified their incompatibility. 

     Of all the films in the hood trilogy, the characters in Baby Boy may be the most 

isolated.  All of the action takes place in South Central Los Angeles throughout the film‟s 

132 minute running time.  Still, this aside, there are some examples in the film that 

suggest characters moving outside a captive state in an effort to reevaluate their 

functionality as people.  Baby Boy shows isolation not through environment but 

psychological factors.  An individual can become trapped in the recesses of his mind, as 

witnessed in Ellison‟s novel, and Singleton‟s Jody and Sweetpea are indicative of this.  

Jody has become complacent with his own version of masculinity, an irresponsible man-

child whose self-worth is linked to sexuality, the ability to procreate beautifully, and 

manipulation, in a way that keeps him indefinitely trapped in the womb he is encased in 

at the film‟s opening.  This infantilization, to be discussed more specifically in chapter 

four, prevents Jody from fully realizing an inner-growth that will change his narrow 

perception of manliness.  Jody is also imprisoned by his thoughts of mortality, which are 

derived from his fear of taking complete responsibility for himself and the “dark cloud” 

left by the untimely passing of his older brother, which, in a connection to the first point, 

he attributes to his mother‟s choice to push his brother out of the nest at the behest of a 

previous boyfriend.  With the appearance of his mother‟s current boyfriend, Melvin 

(Ving Rhames), Jody imagines a similar fate for himself. 
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     After a violent confrontation with Melvin, the film sets Jody‟s passage from the womb 

in motion and works toward releasing his thought process from its ensnarement. Melvin 

accuses Jody of having an Oedipus complex, which may be overwrought but definitely 

truthful in its intention, and his mother again explains that he is no longer a child and that 

he has his own life.  Jody finally leaves home and finds his march toward responsibility 

quickened with the attempted rape of Yvette.  With Sweetpea‟s help, Jody works to 

finally rid Yvette‟s (and his) life of Rodney for good, but, after rendering him helpless 

with a shot to the leg, he soon realizes that he is unable to follow through with killing him 

and Sweetpea completes the task.  Visibly upset, Jody returns to his mother‟s home with 

the gun in tow.  Completely understanding of the situation, Melvin silently takes the gun 

from him, helps him wipe the fingerprints away, wraps the gun in a towel like one would 

an infant in a blanket and takes it away.  The swaddled gun is metaphor for Jody‟s 

infancy, and it too, like the gun, is taken away by Melvin never to seen again.  Jody 

learns that the personification of masculinity he had been perpetrating was empty and 

soulless, therefore, as a result, he finally leaves his mother‟s house and starts to accept 

responsibility for the commitments he has made, the children he has brought into the 

world and most importantly for himself.   

     Jody‟s best friend, Sweetpea, is also psychologically trapped in his own existence.  

However, the interesting thing about Sweetpea is that he recognizes life as he is currently 

living it is limited.  When Jody asks him what he is good at, he immediately responds, 

“Robbin‟!”  In an effort to break free of the urban mentality he has practiced much of his 

life, he turns to religion.  Sweetpea explains, “I want to get saved…I need to get baptized.  
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So I can go to Heaven.  Wash all my sins away.  So they can open them gates up for me.  

I don‟t want Jesus to be like, „Turn yo‟ ass around, nigga!‟  He then tries to persuade 

Jody to change his way of life and thinking by suggesting he do the same.  For the same 

reason Bakari Kitwana explains that the strain of “prison‟s survival-at-all-costs culture” 

encourages inmates to “seek some type of spiritual/religious belief, either mainstream or 

alternative…as a means of rationalizing their existence,” Sweetpea, in similar fashion, 

sees turning to God as a way to understand himself and getting on the right path to doing 

something constructive.39  He realizes that his life at its current state has little 

significance, as it is made up of him playing video games all day and feigning 

employment.  Sweetpea wants to change his mindset and his way of thinking in an effort 

to put him in the frame of mind that will allow him to actively pursue a meaningful life 

devoid of the more troublesome elements that have permeated it thus far.   

     Earlier in this chapter, I mentioned Ellison‟s intent, in Invisible Man and other 

writings, to construct characters that display a sense of intellectualism and a command of 

language in the effort to locate black Americans within the shared identity of national 

culture.  Singleton embodies this facet of Ellison‟s philosophy about fiction and the black 

writer within the hood trilogy as well.  In Boyz N the Hood, prompted by Doughboy‟s use 

of God‟s name in vain, Chris asks Dookie if he believes in God.  Dookie responds matter-

of-factly, “Man, look, do I believe in God?  Yeah, I guess I do.  How else can you have 

the sun, moon, and stars and shit like that?”  Doughboy promptly disagrees, stating there 

is no God because if there were, why “He be lettin‟ motherfuckers get smoked every 
                                                 
39 Bakari Kitwana, The Hip-Hop Generation: Young Blacks and the Crisis in African-
American Culture (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2002) 81.   
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night, babies and little kids?  You tell me that.”  The conversation turns even more 

metaphysical when Doughboy‟s de facto girlfriend, Shalika (Regina King), asks how he 

knows “God is a He?  He could be a She?  You don‟t know that.”  First, before answering 

the question, Doughboy defends his intellectualism by insisting that Shalika has no real 

understanding of how extensive his knowledge is.  This is important because, for 

Doughboy, it adds heft to his theory about God‟s gender.  Further, he extends on an 

earlier defense of his intelligence that became necessary when Monster is astounded that 

he spent his time in prison reading.  Doughboy informs him that he is not a criminal and 

that he can read, which, in this discussion of God, is confirmed when he clarifies that the 

basis of his theory is derived from the books he read while incarcerated.  Doughboy 

explains that God could not be a woman because “if God was a bitch, there wouldn‟t be 

no nuclear bombs, no wars, no shit like that „cause that ain‟t in a bitch‟s nature.”  This 

form of prison education, which has graduated students as varied as Malcolm X, George 

Jackson, Huey P. Newton, Willie Bosket and Sanyika Shakur (A.K.A. “Monster” Kody 

Scott), while not cultivated in a formal classroom setting or its likeness, still shows 

Doughboy able to express ideas and thoughts that, on the surface, may seem to be outside 

his realm of understanding.   

     Intellectualism comes in the form of sage advice in Baby Boy when Melvin explains to 

Jody and Sweetpea the pitfalls of going into business for oneself.  Already resentful of 

him for dating his mother, Jody, in a conversation with Sweetpea, threatens Melvin‟s life 

in the event he no longer succeeds in making his mother happy.  Melvin hears him, but 

instead of addressing his threat, he explains that neither of them knows anything about 
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the world.  He explains that Jody‟s newfound penchant for boosting women‟s clothes is 

an admirable way to make money, so long as they know how to make their money work 

for them. 

But when you making paper, you got to learn some rules to go  
with it.  You got to learn the difference between “guns and but- 
ter.”  They‟re two types of niggas in this world.  There‟s niggas  
with guns and niggas with butter.  Now, what are the guns?  The  
guns, that‟s the real estate, the stocks and bonds, artwork, you  
know, shit that appreciates with value.  What‟s the butter?  Cars,  
clothes, jewelry, all that other bullshit that don‟t mean shit after  
you buy it.  That‟s what it‟s all about; guns and butter, baby.  You  
lil‟ dumb motherfuckers! 
 

 
A former gang-banger and ex-con himself, Melvin has already traveled the road Jody and 

Sweetpea are journeying, and as a result, the wisdom he imparts comes from experience.  

What he has learned about the value and use of money from starting his own landscaping 

business greatly contrasts the lessons he learned about the same subject in the streets.  

Melvin recognizes that Jody‟s youth will inspire him to spend the money he makes 

frivolously, and having watched Jody in action, the audience knows there is validity to 

his speech about “guns and butter.” 

     Further, when Ellison spoke of his characters having a command of language, it is 

suggested, based on his thoughts about writing, that the language he means is the Queen‟s 

English.  It could also suggest a more scholarly brand of wordplay or usage as well.  In 

the hood trilogy, the language on display is a variation of Ellison‟s probable intent and 

one most surely steeped in urban or street culture.  Singleton‟s characters speak on 

subject matter that is complex and sophisticated, but the way they speak of it is quite 

interesting.  These characters, as referenced above, show a keen understanding of 
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information no doubt gleaned from books and reference materials, but they have shaped 

what they have acquired into a way of speaking they are comfortable with and can best 

express to others in conversation.  Their command of language is two-fold because they 

understand the message of what they have read in one conception and can then deftly 

“translate” it in another form.  For example, simply put, Melvin‟s discussion of “guns and 

butter” is based on a macroeconomic model that talks about how a nation must decide 

either to invest its resources on guns (military or defense spending), butter (the 

production of goods and materials) or both, and while it is difficult to pinpoint exact 

where Singleton derived Doughboy‟s theory about the implausibility of God being 

female, it appears to be based on an arguably stereotypical gender construction about the 

personality and nature of women.   

     In his article on colonialism and moviemaking in Southern California, Charles 

Ramírez Berg, in combining Mexican American history with the study of early 

filmmaking in Hollywood, discovers that uniting two texts that are rarely associated with 

one another helps to reveal insight that may have otherwise gone unnoticed or been 

ignored.  In the case of his essay, Ramírez Berg shows how making such a comparison 

allows audiences to understand how the study of early Hollywood may have contributed 

to a negative portrait of Latinos in film.40  Comparatively, while linking the work of John 

Singleton to that of Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison does not work in the same capacity 

exactly, what it does show is how one medium can enhance our study of another.  By 

considering the approach to prose utilized by Wright and Ellison in their depiction of 
                                                 
40 Charles Ramírez Berg, “Colonialism and Movies in Southern California, 1910-1934,” 
Atzlan: A Journal of Chicano Studies 28, No. 1 (Spring 2003): 76.   
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black masculinity, one can establish how such a portrait has evolved over the years from 

the publication of those works to the appearance of the hood trilogy in theatres.  In 

juxtaposing these opposite fields of study, we are able to reflect on the parallels the 

earlier works have had directly or indirectly on Singleton‟s discussion of gender, identity 

and environment as well as his intent for how audience‟s receive and think about these 

films.     
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CHAPTER TWO: 
 

HOW TO SURVIVE IN SOUTH CENTRAL 

 
 

In L.A. heroes don't fly through the sky of stars 
They live behind bars 

So everybody's doin‟ a little dirt 
And it's the youngsters puttin‟ in the most work 

So be alert and stay calm 
As you enter the concrete Vietnam 

You say the strong survive 
Shit, the strong even die in South Central 

 
-Ice Cube 

“How To Survive in South Central” 
 
 

“To get some respect we had to tear this mothafucka up!” 
 

   -Ice Cube 
“We Had To Tear This Mothafucka Up” 

 
 

 

     Its landscape is shredded with each soniferous turn of the helicopter blades.  Rapid 

succession of bullets fly between its sentry like palm trees, matching the heartbeat of 

each intended and accidental target.  The knees of its male inhabitants are often found in 

prayer to a deity that is less interested in saving their souls than it is in persecuting them.  

Convenience stores offering overpriced goods in addition to retailers that provide a 

temporary solution for any grief or ailment wrapped in brown paper bags and crowned 

with Styrofoam cups support its corners.  The proverbial blood, sweat and tears stain its 

streets and its inhabitants.  Adjacent and in contrast to the erudite halls of major 
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universities, Fortune 500 businesses, and just over the rainbow, the glittering playground 

for celebrity indulges and iniquities is this place: South Central Los Angeles.   

     It is not my intention to construct a completely bleak description of South Central.  I 

recognize there are and have been a number of positive experiences and good people who 

live and come from this area.  However, for the purposes of this dissertation, it is 

important to acknowledge that this area has been plagued by a tremendous number of 

violent episodes, gang infiltration, poverty and unemployment and has largely been 

ignored (except for instances of police brutality and inequity) by its city government and 

the nation in general.  Moreover, in lieu of such past incidents as the Watts Riots, the 

Rodney King verdict and the ensuing Los Angeles riots, the death of Latasha Harlins and 

their direct impact on the events that occur in the hood trilogy, discussion of the more 

bleak happenings in South Central Los Angeles is made even more significant and 

necessary. 

     Staunchly proud of his South Central roots, John Singleton resolved to put his 

hometown in the foreground through his cinematic contributions.   

When I first got into the film business, I always thought that  
I had to make some kind of cultural identity to show my unique- 
ness as a filmmaker.  Woody Allen had a certain part of Manhat- 
tan, Spike Lee had Brooklyn, Martin Scorsese had Little Italy.  I  
felt South Central was going to be my thing, where I can make  
these little stories about where I had grown up and where I‟m  
from.  It would be unique because I did them from a personal  
standpoint.1 

 

                                                 
1 Joel McIver, Ice Cube: Attitude (London: Sanctuary Publishing, 2002) 88.   
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But where did this South Central Los Angeles that Singleton so uniquely wants to share 

with rest of the world come from?  How did the South Central we chiefly recognize as a 

result of media representation become what it is currently?   

 

How John Singleton’s South Central Los Angeles Came to Be 

     Contrary to the more contemporary perceptions one might have of the area, South 

Central Los Angeles was not always a black enclave.  Prior to World War II, a 

significantly large white populace inhabited the region, which is located south and 

southwest of downtown Los Angeles and includes the subdivisions of Watts, Leimert 

Park, West Adams and Crenshaw.  Called South Central because of its historic and 

geographic kinship with south Central Avenue, the area became increasingly integrated 

because of the city‟s fast paced economic maturation.  In fact, this new found hope in 

achieving the proverbial American dream was enticing to both black migrants and white 

immigrants, but, indicative of the times, such a dream would be incredibly one-sided in 

its promises.   

     David M. Grant, Melvin L. Oliver and Angela D. James argue despite the fact that Los 

Angeles was a “Jim Crown town,” forcing blacks to find alternatives to burgeoning 

opportunities in the film, oil and automotive industries as domestics and in the field of 

transportation, “…black Angelenos benefited from the region‟s rapid economic growth, 

which pushed wages in Los Angeles to among the highest in the nation, with a trickle-

down effect even in the humbler occupations to which blacks were confined.”2  Even in 

                                                 
2 David M. Grant, Melvin L. Oliver, and Angela D. James, “African Americans: Social  
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this so-called good fortune, blacks would not enjoy the rewards of the industrial 

renaissance in Los Angeles for a long while.  Grant, Oliver and James go on to explain 

that even though the number of blue collar workers increased in cities like Detroit, 

Chicago, Cleveland and New York in the 1920s, Los Angeles was one of the last 

holdouts in incorporating blacks into its industrial work force.  Instead, they were 

relegated to domestic service jobs, which “employ(ed) over half of Los Angeles‟ black 

population as late as the 1930s.”3  However, these racially motivated acts would cease 

after the onslaught of World War II.  Grant, Oliver and James explain that for blacks in 

Los Angeles the war caused a shift economically in America, and as a result of the 

attractiveness of federal monies and the desperate need for workers despite their color, 

“(t)he  opening of wartime industry gave blacks a foothold in the shipyards and in the 

steel and aircraft industries.”4    

     Paula J. Massood and William Fulton both explain that with these new opportunities 

in the job market for blacks, Los Angeles‟ African-American population rose 

tremendously.  Massood and Fulton also speak to how this increase in the population can 

also be attributed to the possibility of owning a home.  Massood further clarifies that 

despite the confinement of blacks to “a few segregated enclaves…they enjoyed a 

relatively high percentage of home ownership, certainly more than in the older northern 

                                                                                                                                                 
    and Economic Bifurcation” in Ethnic Los Angeles, ed. Roger Waldinger and Mehdi    
    Bozorgmehr (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1996) 380.   
3 Ibid., 381. 
4 Ibid.  
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industrialized cities whose inner-city residential culture was confined to apartment and 

tenement dwelling.”5   

     Still, the restriction of blacks to areas like Watts was nothing less than methodical.  

Mike Davis explains that white run homeowners‟ associations were created in the 1920s 

for the sole purpose of discouraging blacks from buying property outside the ghetto 

neighborhoods, with some of these areas carrying “both deed and block racial 

restrictions” that resulted in “95 percent of the city‟s housing stock in the 1920s being put 

off limits to blacks and Asians”6 This “white wall,” as Davis christens it, extended well 

into wartime, causing a shortage in the number of homes that could be purchased in the 

ghetto locales and elevating the racial tension in the Los Angeles area. 

     In accordance with Davis‟ claims, RJ Smith explains this exclusion of black and Asian 

people assured a black ghetto in Los Angeles by constructing lease agreements that 

denied the selling of properties in certain neighborhoods to non-whites.  These 

agreements were legally binding contracts that were upheld in courtrooms throughout the 

city.  Smith speaks of neighborhood associations distributing extremely racist flyers to 

homeowners that encouraged this exclusion because of the possibility of a decline in 

property value and way of life.7 The prevention of minority habitation in these all white 

                                                 
5 Paula J. Massood, Black City Cinema: African American Urban in Film (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 2003) 149.   
6 Mike Davis, City of Quartz  (New York: Vintage Books, 1992) 161.   
7 RJ Smith, The Great Black Way: L. A. in the 1940s and the Lost African American  
    Renaissance (New York: Public Affairs, 2006) 240.   
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neighborhoods spoke to “the extent to which in Los Angeles, racism was manifest not 

through laws but through geography.”8 

     With racial tension growing to an alarming rate in this period marked by increasing 

acrimony between blacks and the police, the increased population certainly did not help 

assuage this development.  Peter A. Morrison and Ira S. Lowry confirm that “(f)rom 1940 

to 1990, the black population of Los Angeles County quintupled to about 993,000 

persons, concentrated in an area about 6.5 miles wide and 18 miles long.”9  This isolation 

of its black population, aided by the construction of housing projects in the Watts sector 

and a severe decline in employment opportunities in the area, would lead to situations 

both rebellious and severe. 

     Davis states that high paying construction and aerospace jobs eluded black youth 

during the late 1950s and leading up to the riots, and the results were more than 

frustrating and disillusioning.  He points to an income gap in the South Central area that 

resulted in black unemployment rates rising from 12 per cent to 30 per cent and white 

Angelenos blocking blacks from fair and livable housing.10   In addition, Massood says 

the hard won accomplishments of the Civil Rights Movement inspired a mass exodus of 

the black middle class from the South Central Los Angeles area to previously segregated 

                                                 
8 Ibid., 237. 
9 Peter A. Morrison and Ira S. Lowry, “A Riot of Color: The Demographic Setting” in  
    The Los Angeles Riots: Lessons for the Urban Future, ed. Mark Baldassare (Boulder: 
    Westview Press, 1994) 28-29.   
10 Davis, 296.   
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neighborhoods and coupled with the rise in unemployment “resulted in an inner 

city…populated by a rising number of the chronically poor and unemployed.”11  

     Further, the period between the Watts rebellion and the 1990s saw the unemployment 

rates increase at a steady and rapid pace.  According to Massood, because the jobs blacks 

were losing at a rapid pace required little to no education, many workers found it difficult 

to compete in the job market because they were not adequately prepared to change their 

situations for the better.  These developments affected the young men of this community 

significantly because, unlike the women, they were less likely to find work in the 

domestic or service field.  So, “between 1973 and 1986, black males between the ages of 

18 and 29 experienced a 31 percent decrease in earnings.”12   

     The socially and economically oppressive environment of California brought about 

significant and damaging changes in the South Central Los Angeles area, namely in the 

form of a rising gang culture and the introduction of the crack cocaine trade.  Gang 

culture amongst the black community in Los Angeles County was not unique.  Davis 

remarks that as early as the late 1940s, according to “newspaper accounts and the 

recollection of oldtimers, it seems that the first generation of black street gangs emerged 

as a defensive response to white violence in schools and streets.”13  He also states that 

black gangs “until the 1970s, tended to be predominately defined by school-based turfs 

rather than by the microscopically drawn territorialities of Chicano gangs.”14   

                                                 
11 Massood, 149-150.   
12 Ibid., 150.   
13 Davis, 293.   
14 Ibid.   
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     The more familiar aspects of South Central Los Angeles gang culture are directly 

connected to the embattled presence and eventual destruction of the Black Panther Party 

in Los Angeles, which led to the birth of the widely known Crips organization.  Created 

between 1968 and 1969 by Raymond Washington and Stanley “Tookie” Williams, the 

Crips, characterized by their affinity for the color blue and adornments such as jewelry or 

bandanas worn on the left side of the body, evolved from their initial purpose that was 

closely aligned with the same motivations of unity, black power and justice that inspired 

the Black Panthers.  The name “crip,” according to Tom Hayden, comes from the term 

“cribs,” which refers to a baby‟s sleeping quarters, while others declare the name is short 

for “cripple,” after “an Asian victim of the gang told police in fractured English that she 

had been attacked by a „crip with a stick,‟ or cane.”15 

     Later, a rival gang called the Bloods, made distinctive by their fierce upholding of all 

that is red, came onto the scene in an effort to defend themselves against the mounting 

numbers of Crips.  Formerly referred to as the Pirus (a moniker taken from Piru Street in 

Los Angeles), although some research found lists the original names as Brims or Brim 

Army16, it is said that the name Bloods, according to Léon Bing, “was a word African-

American fighting men in Vietnam had coined; it was what they called each other.  The 

Pirus picked up on it and it stuck.”17  

     Bing reports that Crips “outnumbered the Bloods with a ratio that evens out at about 

seven to one,” and by the mid-seventies, there was in fighting amongst the numerous 

                                                 
15 Tom Hayden, Street Wars (New York: The New Press, 2005) 167. 
16 Ibid., 167.   
17 Léon Bing, Do or Die (New York: Harper Perennial, 1991) 150.   
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divisions within the Crips organization.18  At the dawn of the nineties, the decade when 

the bulk of Singleton‟s trilogy takes place, there were fifty-six Crip sets and forty-three 

Blood sets known, with the largest Crip set, East Coast, having over a thousand members, 

while the smallest included the activities of about twenty kids.19  On average, any 

substantial Blood or Crip had at least three hundred members on its roster.20     

     Richard Majors, Richard Tyler, Blaine Peden, and Ron Hall associate gang 

membership to factors that specifically cater to a decidedly strong masculine way of life.  

“…(B)ecause of group emasculation, many Black males become obsessed with 

masculinity as demonstrated by their involvement in self-destructive and risk-taking 

behaviors (e.g. emphasis of violence, aggression, promiscuity, fighting, toughness, 

drinking) as a way to enhance self-esteem, power, control, and social competence.”21 

Still, gangs like the Crips and the Bloods present for these young men a place in which to 

belong and a chance to gain some semblance of familial structure.    

     The influx of gangs like the Crips and the Bloods introduced the South Central area to 

crack, “a cheaper and more potent form of cocaine, enabling increased highs, addiction, 

and profits.”22  Elijah Anderson claims that the crack cocaine market can be indicative of 

neighborhoods with populations paralyzed by the relentless nature of poverty, 

unemployment, racism and segregation.  Anderson infers that as communities become 
                                                 
18 Ibid., 152. 
19 Ibid., 154-155. 
20 Ibid., 155. 
21 Richard Majors, Richard Tyler, Blaine Peden and Ron Hall, “Cool Posse: A Symbolic  
   Mechanism for Masculine Role Enactment and Coping by Black Males” in The  
   American Black Male: His Present Status and His Future, ed. Richard G. Majors and  
   Jacob U. Gordon (Chicago: Nelson-Hall Publishers, 1994) 254.   
22 Massood, 151. 
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more taxed, the people who inhabit those areas begin to resort to any means necessary in 

order to sustain their existence.  As a result, he goes on to explain “the kinds of problems 

that trigger moral outrage begin to emerge: teen pregnancy, welfare dependency, and the 

underground economy.  Its cottage industries of drugs, prostitution, welfare scams, and 

other rackets are there to pick up the economic slack.”23  Therefore, the drug trade, 

regardless of its illegal status, “is the most lucrative and most accessible element of the 

underground economy and has become a way of life in numerous inner-city 

communities.”24   

     With all of this attention on gang culture and the illegal drug trade in South Central 

Los Angeles, the police were at the ready to brandish their version of justice and 

protection of the people.  The infamous LAPD, then led by the nefarious Chief Daryl F. 

Gates, was notorious for practicing a version of the law that was punctuated with 

statements and behavior both racist and unjust.  The way the LAPD chose to regulate the 

gang culture and drug trade of South Central Los Angeles resulted in many false 

accusations, wounded pride, and wrongful deaths.  For example, Operation Hammer was 

created in 1988 by Chief Gates as a means of answering the city‟s call for putting a stop 

to all of the drug activity and gang violence and to restore peace to the streets of Los 

Angeles.  However, Mike Davis describes the process as a vile and demeaning exercise 

that made every youth in South Central Los Angeles a suspect or at the very least 

suspicious.  “Forced to „kiss the sidewalk‟ or spreadeagle against police cruisers while 

                                                 
23 Elijah Anderson, Code of the Street: Decency, Violence and the Moral Life of the        
    Inner City  (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1999) 110-111.   
24 Ibid., 111.   
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officers check their names against computerized files of gang members,” Davis goes on 

to elucidate that during the tenure of Operation Hammer, 1,453 arrests were made with 

kids “being processed in mobile booking centers, mostly for trivial offences like 

delinquent parking tickets or curfew violations.  Hundreds more, uncharged, have their 

names and addresses entered into the electronic gang roster for future surveillance.”25   

     The hostile rapport between the black community and the LAPD, which continues 

today, reached its pinnacle with the events of April 29, 1992.  Four police officers, Stacey 

Koon, Laurence Powell, Ted Briseno and Timothy Wind, were found innocent of any 

wrongdoing for their participation in the flagrant and violent beating of a defenseless 

Rodney King, an act famously recorded by a civilian‟s video camera.  This verdict was 

the latest in a long line of legal injustices against the black community.  Not long before 

the King verdict was the murder of 15-year-old honor student Latasha Harlins by a 

Korean grocery store owner over orange juice.  As punishment for shooting the young 

girl in the back of the head (another incident caught by the technology of videotape), the 

shop owner was assigned community service and a six month suspended sentence.26  As a 

result of these legal injustices and community wide frustration, the 1992 Rodney King 

Riots were on par with the Watts Riots almost thirty years before.  Peter A. Morrison and 

Ira S. Lowry, in discussing the effects of the Rodney King Riots and the demographic 

makeup of its participants, write that within hours of the verdict, civil unrest resulted in 

numerous injuries, property damage, and the looting of businesses (the majority of which 
                                                 
25  Davis, 268.   
26  Melvin L. Oliver, James H. Johnson, Jr. and Walter C. Farrell, Jr., “Anatomy of a   
     Rebellion: A Political-Economic Analysis” in Reading Rodney King/Reading Urban  
     Uprising, ed. Robert Gooding-Williams (New York: Routledge, 1993) 121.   
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destroyed were white and Korean owned, a reflection of the increasing tensions between 

these racial groups and the black community) that stretched nearly 60 square miles.27  

These turn of events culminated into fifty-four deaths, several arrests and extensive 

property damage totaling more than $900 million, the most of any U.S. riot on record.28  

      The violence and looting was so terrible Rodney King himself was inspired to hold a 

press conference and proclaim his now oft-repeated contribution to the lexicon of popular 

culture: “Can‟t we all just get along?”  What is interesting and always left out of King‟s 

statement is what he said after his famous sound bite.  King went on to say, “We can all 

get along.  We‟ve just got to, just got to.  We’re all stuck here for awhile.”29  As Thomas 

L. Dunn writes, “King recognized the finitude of the space of Los Angeles…In making 

his plea he implicitly endorsed an ill-defined notion of toleration and plurality.”30  John 

Singleton, who was present at the courthouse when the justifiably maligned verdict was 

announced, wrote, “You are told to believe in the system—a system that was not created 

to serve you and your own.  Sometimes you believe in the dream; other times you catch 

reality….The fuse is waiting to be lit by the next gross, inconsiderate action by the 

powers that be.  No justice, no peace.”31  

                                                 
27 Peter A. Morrison and Ira S. Lowry, “A Riot of Color: The Demographic Setting” in  
   The Los Angeles Riots: Lessons for the Urban Future, ed. Mark Baldassare  (Boulder:  
   Westview Press, 1994) 19.   
28 Lou Cannon, Official Negligence: How Rodney King and the Riots Changed Los  
   Angeles and the LAPD (New York: Times Books, 1997) 347.        
29 Thomas L. Dunn, “The New Enclosures: Racism in the Normalized Community” in  
    Reading Rodney King/Reading Urban Uprising, ed. Robert Gooding-Williams (New  
    York: Routledge, 1993) 192.   
30 Ibid., 192.   
31 John Singleton, “The Fire This Time,” Premiere July 1992: 74-75.   
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     In fact, this tension brought about a tremendous change in the racial and ethnic 

composition of South Central Los Angeles.  William Fulton explains that while the 1980s 

and 1990s have seen black families trading the combustible possibilities of South Central 

Los Angeles for other sections of the city and Las Vegas, the Latino population has 

increased in the area as a result of an influx of immigrants from Mexico and Central 

America.  João H. Costa Vargas reports that the volatile relationship between the black 

community and the LAPD has resulted in a large percentage of that population 

abandoning South Central Los Angeles.  He goes on to write that much of the Latino 

population increasingly inhabiting the area are undocumented Mexican immigrants using 

the neighborhood alternately as a place to allude immigration services and to start a new 

life for themselves.32  As the audience reaches the last film in Singleton‟s hood trilogy, 

they will notice that the filmmaker recognizes this shift in South Central‟s ethnic make-

up and includes a more substantial presence of Latinos and their culture in his work. 

 

South Central Los Angeles as Character in Singleton’s Hood Trilogy 

     The advent of Boyz N the Hood was not the first time South Central Los Angeles had 

been captured on film.  Before John Singleton had even begun to cut his cinematic teeth, 

against the backdrop of South Central and featuring members of its community, Melvin 

Van Peebles, the father of independent film33, depicted a fugitive running for the 

                                                 
32 João H. Costas Vargas, Catching Hell in the City of Angels: Life and Meanings of 
Blackness in South Central Los Angeles (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2006) 59.   
33 I say “father of independent cinema” because this is how Van Peebles describes 
himself and with good reason.  He is often given the moniker “father of black modern 
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immunity of Mexico after he beats two white police officers unconscious in retaliation 

for the merciless beating of a Black Panther with whom he had been shackled in his 

seminal and controversial work Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (1971).  In Van 

Peebles‟ arguably revolutionary film, there is evidence of a South Central Los Angeles 

characterized by prostitution, corrupt policeman, storefront shops, liquor stores, rambling 

real estate and an under serviced population.  The urgency of these problematic 

conditions is heightened by the film‟s intent to provide voice for “brothers and sisters 

who have had enough of the Man.”   

     In cinematic contrast, Charles Burnett, in his films Killer of Sheep (1977) and My 

Brother’s Wedding (1983) presents a South Central Los Angeles affected by some of the 

same malaise that afflicts Van Peebles‟ version of the neighborhood, albeit in a more 

sober and poetic fashion.34  Burnett, telling the story of a man disillusioned by poverty, 

familial discord and the less than plentiful offerings of life in Killer of Sheep, paints in 

strokes of black and white a melancholy portrait of the Watts district of South Central 

Los Angeles.  Distinctly influenced by the purveyors of Italian neorealism, his focus on 

the proletariat is evident in his vision of children playing on railroad tracks and in areas 

                                                                                                                                                 
cinema” or “father of black independent cinema” because America is so black/white 
oriented.  “Up until Sweetback, no Black movie had ever hit it big…I‟m the father of 
American independent film—independent films were not take seriously—any 
independent film…but smart people know I am the father of the whole independent 
movement.  They weren‟t taken seriously before.” See George Alexander, Why We 
Make Movies: Black Filmmakers Talk About the Magic of Cinema (New York: Harlem 
Moon/Broadway Books, 2003) 16-27.   
34 Another of Charles Burnett‟s works To Sleep With Anger (1990) also takes place in the 
South Central Watts area, however because the depiction of the neighborhood is less 
visually distinctive here than in the films mentioned, I am tabling my discussion of this 
superlative work.   
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marked by dirt, gravel and miscellaneous scraps and trash.  Burnett shows a 

neighborhood made up of similarly constructed houses with little distinction, abandoned 

cars that have long renounced their original purpose and now have a new function as 

makeshift parlors for the unemployed or homeless residents of Watts, thieves making a 

complicated getaway down an alley with a television set, and a liquor store featuring a 

plus size white female proprietor offering spirits, banking services and less than subtle 

flirtation, all of which are detrimental to the growth of the people in the neighborhood.     

     While not as visually pronounced as Killer of Sheep, My Brother’s Wedding, in its 

depiction of a young man faced with deciding whether to put family first and be the best 

man in his older and more successful brother‟s wedding or attend the funeral of his best 

friend, captures the essence of life in the South Central Los Angeles through its scenes 

played against houses offset by colorful flowers and manicured lawns.  However, 

Burnett, in scenes that are set in and around the family‟s dry cleaning business, gives 

strong credence to the decimation of this neighborhood by the politics of street life.  The 

cleaners is sandwiched by other storefront businesses all of decaying and aged 

architecture, attracting customers who are touched by forgetfulness and the scarcity of 

money and employment as well as setting the stage for attempted robbery.   

     The films that make up John Singleton‟s hood trilogy combine that aggressiveness of 

Van Peebles‟ South Central with the thoughtfulness of Burnett‟s translation.  Singleton, 

through his depiction of gang culture, poverty, unemployment, and urban decay, also 

reveals that not very much has changed in the development of this area in the thirty years 

that separates his work from his hometown cinematic predecessors.  Still, though he was 
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not the first to call attention to the problems of this politically and socially ignored area of 

Southern California cinematically, Singleton has sparked the most attention for exposing 

the problems of the area, in my estimation, because at the center of his stories are young 

people invoking violent measures to settles scores and differences, being harassed by city 

government and their officials, achieving the promise of capitalism and escaping life‟s 

woes via the drug trade, and succumbing to or breaking free from the oppressive 

stronghold the history of South Central Los Angeles has beget.  Also, during the time the 

bulk of the trilogy takes place, the simultaneous fascination with and repulsion by 

“gangsta culture” coupled with what Todd Boyd identifies as a resurgence of black 

nationalist ideology in the late 1980s and early 1990s ignited a curiosity in mainstream 

America that Singleton‟s films (particularly Boyz) fervently whetted.35   

     Of Robert Liddell‟s five types of natural settings, South Central is an example of the 

symbolic.  In Singleton‟s vision, similar to those of Van Peebles and Burnett‟s, this place 

does not remain neutral, but instead is like the action, and as Seymour Chatman adds, 

“tempestuous happenings take place in tempestuous places.”36  What‟s more, because “a 

normal and perhaps principal function of setting is to contribute to the mood of the 

narrative,” understanding South Central Los Angeles also adds to the urgency of 

Singleton‟s stories.37  In Boyz, Singleton all but portrays the area as a Beirut on American 

                                                 
35 Todd Boyd, Am I Black Enough For You?: Popular Culture From the „Hood and 
Beyond (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997) 95.   
36 Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978) 143. In addition to the symbolic, the other four 
natural settings discussed by Liddell are utilitarian, “irrelevant,” “countries of the mind,” 
and “kaleidoscopic,” all of which Chatman describes at length.    
37 Ibid., 141. 
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soil, complete with the militaristic sounds of aircraft and weaponry, fallen casualties, and 

conditions of absolute combustion and volatility.  Poetic Justice gives us a South Central 

composed of charred buildings mute after the storm called the Rodney King riots.  Yet, in 

Baby Boy, while violence is still a factor in the configuration of this community, 

Singleton depicts a landscape that has evolved from its past existence as a torrential 

combat zone to a community trying to negotiate cultural shifts and compete in America‟s 

system of free enterprise.    

 

Boyz N the Hood 

     In the last scene of Boyz N the Hood, the character Doughboy says to his friend Tre, 

after failing to see any mention of the retaliation murder of his brother on the news, 

“Either they don‟t know, don‟t show, or don‟t care about what‟s goin‟ on in the hood.”  

As it relates to the introductory film in the hood trilogy, this is a telling statement for a 

number of reasons.  We are certainly able to gauge the accuracy of Doughboy‟s statement 

by looking at and listening to the characters in the film, but Singleton extends the scope 

of the evidence to include the environment itself as further proof.  In Boyz, the filmmaker 

presents South Central Los Angeles at its most pernicious, an example of America‟s 

blissful ignorance that bears more than a fleeting resemblance to Frantz Fanon‟s stark 

description of areas classified as “the ghetto.”   

The colonized sector…is a disreputable place inhabited by  
disreputable people.  You are born anywhere, anyhow.  You  
die anywhere, from anything.  It is a world with no space,  
people are piled one on top of the other, the shacks squeezed  
tightly together…a sector that crouches and cowers, a sector  
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on its knees, a sector that is prostrate…38 
 

     As the film opens, Singleton alerts the audience to some disturbing statistics, stating  

“(o)ne out of every twenty-one Black American males will be murdered in their lifetime.  

Most will die at the hands of another Black male.”  Those facts are amplified by the 

sounds that accompany this admission.  We hear a barrage of profanity from what sounds 

like a group of young black men as they prepare to exact righteousness for a past 

altercation.  A clip is loaded into an automatic weapon and the title of the film races 

towards us in time with the spray of bullets, a jolting staccato.  We then hear a police 

dispatcher alerting officers on duty of the crime, miscellaneous screams and cries, and the 

chop of helicopter blades while a young child laments, “They shot my brother, they shot 

my brother!”  All of these sounds come to an ear splitting crescendo until Singleton 

silences it all with the simple, yet startling picture of a stop sign that is not only a warning 

for drivers but for the community members and those that govern them to put an end to 

the violent and immoral activities that permeate this neighborhood.   

     Singleton‟s sonic introduction gives way for a visual portrait of South Central Los 

Angeles that is every bit as jarring as its predecessor and everything Fanon has 

distinguished as the habitat of those that have been colonized.  We see four children 

walking to school flanked by a small mountain of trash bags and stray dogs on one side 

and on the other, an apartment building with windows wide open, screen coverings in a 

heap on the ground twisted and beyond use.  An unclaimed grocery cart, seemingly as 

                                                 
38 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (New York: Grove Press, 2004) 4-5.   
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abandoned as the neighborhood in which it sits, unnecessarily seeks shade from a tree so 

full and green that it might be noticed in any other setting.   

     Singleton also uses dialogue to corroborate the desolation of the setting.  When one of 

the children asks did the others hear the shooting in their neighborhood last night, one 

boy responds, “Yeah, I heard it.  I got under my bed.”  He already knows there is a 

protocol to follow in order to maintain one‟s safety in such a situation.  Further, when the 

child who initially asked about the shooting berates the other for showing fear by getting 

under his bed, a young girl repeats some sage advice, “My mama says a bullet don‟t have 

no name on it.” Undaunted, the first child brags about his fearlessness in reference to 

being shot because both of his brothers had been felled by bullets and were still alive.  

The gravity of the situation and the words transpired is elevated because children are 

speaking them.  The aggression of their environment has made it necessary to explain 

how important it is to react swiftly and carefully to random behavior.  Moreover, such 

surroundings have also increased the need for some to inflate their masculinity and feign 

valor in an effort to slay the Goliath that is street life.  As a result, the aforementioned 

aggression and violence only escalates and in turn, destroys more life.   

     From here, Singleton continues to show how the children of South Central Los 

Angeles, during the mid 1980s and into the 1990s, suffered a loss of innocence by having 

them witness the remnants of a murder scene.  As they walk into the abandoned 

alley/dead-in, just as he had done with the stop sign, Singleton arguably sends another 

message by way of street sign.  On either side of the entrance to the alley, two looming 

red signs read WRONG WAY, suggesting that this is a scene children should not witness.  



 

92 
 

As they cross the yellow tape and into adult understanding, we see campaign posters of a 

smiling Ronald Reagan in various states of display, asking the people of this area for four 

more years!  There is no wonder the more valiant child of the group flips the poster off.  

The Reagan administration, among many other things, saw the drug trade increase in 

neighborhoods like South Central Los Angeles as well as the social and spatial isolation 

of the area, which according to Watkins, “excludes the urban poor from both the formal 

and informal networks that circulate information about employment and other 

opportunities of upward mobility.”39  Furthermore, Reagan‟s wife, Nancy, using her Say 

No to Drugs crusade as framework, had once said of some of the people in this 

neighborhood after witnessing a drug bust first hand, “These people in here are beyond 

the point of teaching and rehabilitating.”40  The presence of these campaign posters, 

especially at the scene of a murder, “link…the conditions of South Central Los Angeles 

with the Reagan and Bush administrations‟ virtual abandonment of the inner cities.”41 

     In this terrible scene of bullet holes, abandoned cars, yellow caution tape, loose and 

bagged trash, and blood, Singleton gives further evidence of how these surroundings can 

strip innocence and replace it with hard knowledge.  When one of the two girls in the 

group asks what happened, the more valiant member of their group exclaims, “What do 

you think?  Somebody got smoked.  Look at the holes in the wall, stupid!”  She 

innocently responds, giving him a shove, “At least I can tell my times tables.”  But as her 

speech is slightly affected, we sense there is fear mixed with this innocence.  Her naïveté 

                                                 
39 Watkins, 213 
40 Davis, 267.   
41 Massood, 157.   
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has been eradicated by the truth in her brave young friend‟s disclosure.  In addition, when 

the other boy explains to another girl in the group that the blood left at the crime scene is 

turning yellow because it is separating from the plasma, one cannot help but think that 

such information, which could have enhanced their academic studies, has now been made 

relevant for understanding life on the streets of South Central Los Angeles.   

     In this opening configuration, Singleton lays the groundwork for what David Bordwell 

refers to as scenographic space, which is “the imaginary space of fiction, the „world‟ in 

which the narration suggests the fabula (or story) events occur.  On the basis of visual 

and auditory clues, we act to construct a space of figures, objects, and fields—a space of 

greater or lesser depth, scope, coherence, and solidity.”42  From these opening sights and 

sounds, the audience is able to surmise that the story in which they are being asked to 

invest will be unsettling, violent and far from congenial. 

     Consequently, because of these clues, we can hold the environment responsible for the 

less than ideal school setting Singleton constructs of a bored teacher instructing an 

overcrowded classroom of predominately minority faces and walls decorated with 

drawings of dead bodies at rest in coffins and those at the mercy of the guns and 

helicopters of the Los Angeles Police Department.  If this is the proverbial land that time 

forgot then it stands to reason that the education system that serves this area would suffer 

as well.  Because of the little regard for this community by city leaders, we can hold the 

environment liable for making it acceptable for children to walk past dice games gone 

                                                 
42 David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film (Madison: The University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1985) 113.  Also quoted in Watkins‟ book Representing: Hip-Hop Culture and the 
Production of Black Cinema (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1998) 213.   
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wrong without so much as a turn of the head or a quicken of pace; crackheads can freely 

walk the street and snatch jewelry from the necks of unsuspecting victims; street brawls 

complete with kicking, punching or trash can assaults can occur without admonition; 

graffiti and gang symbols covers the houses and buildings as if part of the architecture; 

dead bodies lay forgotten in the places they fell well past rigor mortis; music can be 

played to the point beyond noise pollution.  Every action is fair game in this place.  

     Yet, the lawlessness of this area can also be readily traced to the deep mistrust the 

people of South Central have for the Los Angeles Police Department.  The LAPD has 

long been a corrupt faction.  Dating back to the early 20th century, the department has 

been enmeshed in scandals involving gambling, bootlegging, prostitution, and brutality.43  

Significantly, the department has had a long tradition of racist behavior, including the 

disregard of the violent assault and murder of Mexican Americans during the Zoot Suit 

Riots in the 1940s, and with the increase in gang activity, came the famous “chokehold,” 

which, for the purpose of detainment, saw officers placing their forearms against the 

trachea of a possible suspect, but instead it resulted in the countless deaths of young black 

males.44  The advent of unjust legal practices like the previously mentioned Operation 

Hammer and the humiliating chokehold helped to create a system where the people of 

South Central Los Angeles saw their municipal government as the enemy.  Singleton 

alludes to this in the scenes with Officer Coffey (Jesse Ferguson), a black police officer 

                                                 
43 Cannon, 54-55 
44 Many of the authors/scholars addressed in these pages, including Mike Davis, Lou 
Cannon, Paula Massood, and RJ Smith, discuss the racist practices of the LAPD.  I 
suggest any one of these authors and countless more in search of information about this 
subject.   
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who, scarred by his own self-hatred and cynicism about his role as a community leader, 

embodies the lack of confidence and belief the people of the neighborhood have in what 

is obviously a broken structure, specifically as it applies to their place in the construct of 

the city.  In one instance, during the scenes involving Tre‟s childhood, Coffey, after 

responding leisurely to a call made by Tre‟s father Furious (Laurence Fishburne) about a 

break-in at their home, expresses dismay at Furious‟ inability to shoot the perpetrator, 

claiming almost disgustedly and angrily that it would have been “one less nigger out here 

in the streets we‟d have to worry about.”  Singleton immediately lets the audience know 

this is not the traditional police officer you learn about in grade school.  In the next 

breath, the Coffey turns to Tre, flashes a huge smile and attempts to shake his hand, but 

Furious intervenes and sends Tre back into the house, a move that earns him the 

temporary ire of the officer. Officer Coffey is not to be trusted and just as Furious 

immediately reads this in the policeman‟s verbal and body language, the audience 

quickly follows his lead and renders the officer as less than honorable also.   

     Later, when Tre is a teen-ager, Officer Coffey, still filled with self-hatred, vitriol and 

cynicism, and his partner, responding to a call about gunfire, wrongfully stops him and 

Ricky.  Tre, no doubt motivated by the lessons taught to him by his father about the law, 

firmly responds, “I didn‟t do nothin‟.”  The officer takes advantage of the situation and in 

an abuse of power, puts a gun to Tre‟s head while accusing him of being a gang member.  

The situation is brought to an end by the radio from the patrol car alerting them to 

another call.  Watkins explains that this move by the officers exemplifies how much of a 

threat black males are seen to this community.  “(They) define the young men according 
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to the prevailing master-status characterization of young black males, which interprets 

their youth, race, and gender as signs of potential danger.”45  It is interesting that Tre 

appears to not remember the Coffey from the robbery call during his youth.  The 

audience certainly does, as it is difficult to forget his past transgression earlier in the film.  

Nevertheless, it can be read that just as much as the police system sees all the black 

people in the South Central Los Angeles area as similar, the citizens of that 

neighborhood, in turn, sees them all as corrupt, villainous and abusive.   

     Conversely, Singleton does supply evidence that illustrates facets of the neighborhood 

working against the more perilous visual and auditory descriptions he gives throughout 

the film.  We see a Muslim brother on the corner selling bean pies, which speaks to the 

presence of the Nation of Islam in South Central, an element in the community, through 

the advocacy of Black Nationalist rhetoric, that is concerned with the deterioration of the 

community and its people.  In keeping with the discussion of Black Nationalism, the 

character of Furious Styles (Laurence Fishburne) provides multiple warnings about the 

importance of maintaining the integrity of the black community.  At a small impromptu 

gathering on a vacant lot, Furious explains how gentrification and particularly crack 

cocaine have embattled their neighborhood. However, when an old man blames that 

dereliction on the youth of their community and their penchant for the drug trade, Furious 

questions how that came to be in the first place, noting that the people of the 

neighborhood do not own the vessels used to transport the illegal product and make it 

                                                 
45 Watkins, 216-217.   
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readily accessible.  In an echo to the statement mentioned earlier, Furious goes on to state 

what the real purpose is for this form of “big business.”   

Why is there a gun shop on almost every corner in this com- 
munity…For the same reason that there‟s a liquor store on  
every corner in the black community.  Why?  They want us  
to kill ourselves.  You go out to Beverly Hills you don‟t see  
that shit.  But they want us to kill ourselves.  Yeah, the best  
way to destroy a people is you take away their ability to repro- 
duce themselves.  

 
In this admission, Furious is using knowledge to contribute to affecting change in their 

environment by asking the people of the neighborhood to educate themselves, recognize 

the manipulation of the system and regain control of their lives as well as their habitat.   

     Also, the neighborhood where Tre, Doughboy and Ricky grow up is the antithesis of 

some of the earlier scenes in the film.  The modest adobe and wood framed houses are 

well cared for, people are watering their lawns, raking leaves, flowers accent the front 

yards, the children are tossing a football in the street and we hear the pleasant music of 

the ice cream truck.  From Singleton‟s perspective, this is also an example of  the typical 

American neighborhood, despite the events that occur around and within it.  

     In Boyz N the Hood, Singleton presents a startling vision of South Central Los 

Angeles that sets the framework for the rest of the trilogy spatially.  In doing so, he 

contributes to our understanding of this world considerably and unforgettably.  After 

having experienced Boyz N the Hood, the audience now carries the images and sounds so 

powerfully rendered by the filmmaker with them.  The name South Central Los Angeles 

carries its own semantic code.  Now, when we hear the community mentioned we 

automatically think of violence, gang culture and drugs.  And while not solely defining 
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the area, these elements have become a noteworthy part of what defines this community.  

The information we learn about space in Boyz informs what we know about it in the rest 

of trilogy, however Singleton adds to the definition, expanding it for the sake of 

evolution.   

 

Poetic Justice  

     In contrast to the more explosive nature of South Central explored in Boyz N the 

Hood, John Singleton presents a more subdued version of his community in the second 

film in the trilogy, Poetic Justice.  However, despite a tamer South Central spatially, 

there is still evidence of the more problematic elements that have plagued the area in the 

past.  We are still privy to the salient presence of liquor stores and young black men on 

the wrong side of law enforcement.  Still, Singleton depicts the community as having 

made an attempt to transcend the more stigmatic elements so closely connected to it.   

     Much of how we view South Central Los Angeles in Poetic Justice is directly related 

to the aftermath of the Rodney King riots, as the film takes places soon after the 

occurrence.  As stated previously in this chapter, the riots resulted in massive destruction 

of property, numerous deaths and assaults, and multiple arrests.  As of 1993, when the 

film was made and assumedly takes place, many businesses had yet to recover or rebuild 

after fire ravaged many of the buildings.  Singleton makes this quite clear in a telling 

montage showing the character of Justice driving through the neighborhood.  A sign 

reading CRENSHAW DISTRICT marks the South Central area as we see some 

semblance of hope in a street long mural celebrating children and community in many 
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colors standing guard in front of what appears to be sets of small apartment buildings 

with clay roofs.  However, this portrait of hope gives way to confirmation of what the 

riots had left in its wake.  Justice drives past buildings destroyed by fire and looting, the 

promise of restoration apparently in the distance.  The words BLACK OWNED are spray 

painted on the side of one building, clearly spared because those who rioted did what Ice 

Cube suggested in his song “Tear This Motherfucka Up” and “skipped the black owned 

stores and hit the Foot Locker.”  Singleton culminates the montage with a scene of young 

black men on their knees being patted down and searched by the notorious LAPD.  This 

time, though, as they perform their search, a crowd of people have formed, letting the 

officers know they are being watched and that another Rodney King incident will not be 

tolerated. 

     Still, some things remain the same.  Though to a lesser degree comparatively to Boyz, 

the warning sounds of police sirens and helicopter blades are still in place.  In the film‟s 

opening, Singleton has playfully staged a movie scene for the patrons of a drive-in theatre 

to watch.  We hear the piano and strings of George Gershwin‟s “Rhapsody in Blue” as 

we see a sweeping view of what appears to be New York City.  This city scene dissolves 

into the chic apartment of Brad (Billy Zane) as he entertains a “thirsty” Penelope (Lori 

Petty).  Brad attempts to set the mood by changing the music selection from Gershwin‟s 

lush arrangement to The Isley Brothers‟ seductive “Between the Sheets.”  Using the song 

as a cue, Singleton quickly transitions from the film setting to a police helicopter flying 

over the drive-in movie screen accompanied by the remix of A Tribe Called Quest‟s 

“Bonita Applebaum,” which features a sample of The Isley Brothers song Brad uses to 
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impress Penelope.  In doing this, Singleton brings unto into the reality of South Central 

Los Angeles both visually and aurally.  In this environment, customers argue with and 

make obscene gestures to the employers of the theatre and the blacks and the Latinos 

engage in a brawl that signals growing tensions between the two races.46  The theatre 

later becomes the setting for the murder of Justice‟s boyfriend, Markell, after he was 

recognized by two adversaries as he bought popcorn, bon-bons and jujubes at the 

concession stand, thus setting the foundation for Justice‟s withdrawal from life as well.   

     In the director‟s commentary for Poetic Justice, Singleton discusses the influence the 

work of renowned Japanese filmmaker Akira Kurosawa had on his direction of the film.  

He articulates how Kurosawa went from close to wide shots to show characters within 

their environment thereby giving the audience a feeling of place and a sense of 

atmosphere for dramatic impact.  Amongst the well-kept houses with equally well-kept 

lawns sit apartment buildings juxtaposed to electrical towers and busy freeways.  

Children play ball in the streets here as well and for added entertainment, sit on their 

bicycles and watch the inhabitants of the small apartment complex across the street from 

their houses engage in conspicuous drug deals and shouting matches laced with profane 

and offensive gestures and expressions.   

     Across the street from the beauty shop where Justice works, the owner of the 

establishment, Jessie (Tyra Ferrell), is distracted by the familiar sounds of the police 

                                                 
46 Though the presence of Latinos at the drive-in theatre does not specify whether or not 
they live in the South Central Los Angeles neighborhoods, it does allude to and suggest 
João H. Costa Vargas‟ observations about the increase of Latinos in the area.  We do see 
a Mexican postal worker and supervisor later in the film but Singleton still does not 
depict them as living in the community specifically.   
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sirens, helicopters and barking commands of Los Angeles‟ finest.  She sees two young 

men in the customary position: on their knees, hands behind their heads, eyes facing in 

front of them.  Well aware of her and her fellow hairdresser‟s impending trip north to 

Oakland for a hair show, Jessie wearily and disgustedly asks, “What the hell are they 

doing out there now?  I‟ll be glad as hell when we get out of here tomorrow.”  The 

repulsion and disillusionment in her voice speaks to the ubiquity of the situation she 

witnesses outside her shop window, and coming after the riots, such a scene is rendered 

even more bothersome.   

     As much as Poetic Justice is a street romance, it is also a road picture.  Singleton 

explains in the director‟s commentary that the film was an extension of his emotional 

state at the time.  The unjust outcome of the trial to convict Rodney King‟s blue-shielded 

assailants and the accompanying riots made the filmmaker long for a change in 

atmosphere, to take a break from the ghetto for a while.  Singleton extended these 

feelings to the characters in the film, particularly the four principals.  As they leave town 

in the mail truck (what a fitting symbol as mail, indeed, goes many different places), 

Singleton shows us another charred building left damaged after the riots.  It is significant 

that upon close look the leftover signage on the building indicates that a liquor store once 

thrived there.  South Central could absolutely do with one less liquor store to feed the 

addictions of its community members.  As they cross the city and county limits, these 

images of anguish are what they leave behind. 

     Breaking free of the strain of South Central Los Angeles if only temporarily, 

Singleton moves his characters into calming visions of mountains and ocean waters, 
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fields of yellow and abundant greenery.  They travel places where certain expectations 

are not met (When Iesha calls out to the store worker, “Ya‟ll don‟t have no Old E?  No 8 

Ball?  No 40s?,” Justice reminds her, “Girl, you know they don‟t sell that outside the 

black neighborhoods.”).  They crash a family reunion for free barbeque but also receive 

wisdom and camaraderie.  They attend a carnival and hear the beat of drums and the 

insight of the spoken word.  And while one relationship falters amongst these settings, the 

relationship that is the focus of the film, the one between Justice and Lucky, flourishes in 

the obvious beauty of these very different surroundings.  Would their relationship have 

grown beyond infancy if they had been confined to the stifling environment of South 

Central?  We know it must survive there, but watching the film, I am not so sure the 

pressures associated with their hometown would have allowed the perspective, time or 

communication necessary for its development. 

     Sadly, their attempt to free themselves from the stress of their own existence becomes 

futile.  The mail truck arrives in Oakland to discover Lucky‟s cousin gunned down in a 

senseless act of violence.  It has all come full circle.  No matter how much they want or 

try to escape, it appears as if they cannot really.  What these characters eventually learn, 

as they return to South Central Los Angeles, is while environment may be significant in 

determining who they are, it does not have to be the sole definition of everything they 

are.   
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Baby Boy 

     John Singleton‟s portrayal of South Central Los Angeles in Baby Boy is perhaps the 

most different of all the films in the trilogy.  By now, Singleton realizes that we are adroit 

in our understanding of the more discouraging elements of the neighborhood and as a 

result, he has spatially shifted his focus to more specific locations in the area.  In the 

previous films the settings were more nondescript, possibly only recognizable to someone 

native to South Central Los Angeles.  However, in Baby Boy, Singleton explains, in the 

DVD commentary, that he was interested in showing places he actually patronizes in an 

effort to authenticate his work.  In doing so, he gives the audience a profound sense of 

community because the places shown, like Crenshaw Car Wash, Lucy‟s Drive In, The 

Liquor Bank, and Leimert Park Women‟s Clinic, are indigenous to South Central Los 

Angeles.  We become even more immersed in the story because these sites and their 

locations (Crenshaw Boulevard and Stockton Street, for example) are not some mythical 

creation.  Singleton makes them intrinsic to the story by allowing the audience to engage 

with the area in more visually specific means.   

     In addition to the settings themselves, Singleton also makes us aware of what occurs 

around some of these settings as well.  For example, in front of The Liquor Bank and a 

strip mall, we see a number of men who have forwent 9 to 5 jobs in favor of selling stolen 

merchandise, everything from cameras and Tupac T-shirts to bootleg DVDs and CDs and 

goose down pillows, and pastries inspired by the dietary habits of the Afro-Asiatic.  In 

this environment, one can ascertain why the central character of Jody operates in the 

manner he does.  He is always, as Singleton describes him in the DVD commentary, 
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“coming up with something new.”  This need to acquire wealth and power through means 

outside the traditional work ethic (for Jody it is the selling of women‟s clothing 

“acquired” from Los Angeles‟ lucrative fashion district) is fed by an environment 

featuring black men of many generations openly and consistently trying to stay ahead of 

the game by fencing and hustling.   

     Certainly, Singleton cannot abandon every aspect of the South Central of old because, 

unfortunately, the community has not.  Baby Boy has scenes of street violence committed 

primarily at the hands of young black males via drive-by shootings and murders marked 

by vengeance. On the DVD commentary, Singleton declares the most dangerous brothers 

in the hood to be those between the age of 12 and 18 because of their insensitive and 

unsympathetic view of life and their lack of boundaries.  To underscore their effect on the 

environment of South Central Los Angeles, Singleton presents a scene where a group of 

young teen-age boys, hanging in wait outside of The Liquor Bank, attack Jody and steal 

his daily $15.15 Alizé.  This representation indicates not only the unpredictable nature of 

the community but also just how savvy and aware the citizens of this area must be about 

their surroundings even when simply patronizing a store.   

     As it pertains to the vision of John Singleton in this trilogy of films, an interesting 

change in South Central comes in the form of its population.  As stated earlier in this 

chapter, João H. Costa Vargas speaks to shift in the area‟s ethnic makeup, as it becomes 

less black and more Latino.  Still a citizen of South Central, Singleton is also aware of 

this change.  He alludes to it in Poetic Justice, but he does not extend the presence of 

Mexican people to the neighborhood; they only appear in places of work and leisure.  In 
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Baby Boy, amongst the manicured lawns and nicely kept homes, the filmmaker subtly 

acknowledges Mexican families via the presence of their young sons riding bicycles with 

the black neighborhood boys.  The young Latinos also interact with Jody through the art 

of customized bicycle design and repair.  Jody also mentions briefly, at one point in the 

film, that the gold plated rims he purchased to stylize his girlfriend‟s car came from his 

“Mexican homies,” indicating a friendship or at least an acquaintance.  Also, Jody‟s 

girlfriend Yvette‟s next door neighbor is Mexican.  Though they are not integral to the 

motivation or movement of the story, Singleton‟s inclusion of Mexicans in this film 

serves to indicate the shift in cultural focus South Central Los Angeles is undergoing.   

     As can be true of most ghetto environments, South Central Los Angeles is a 

contradiction.  Sociologist Kenneth B. Clark writes, “The ghetto is hope, it is despair, it is 

churches and bars.  It is aspiration for change, and it is apathy.  It is vibrancy, it is 

stagnation.  It is courage, it is defeatism.  It is cooperation and concern, and it is 

suspicion, competitiveness, and rejection.  It is the surge toward assimilation, and it is 

alienation and withdrawal within the protective walls of the ghetto.”47  All of these traits 

come through in John Singleton‟s portrait of what has not only made him the man he is, 

but makes the characters he writes who they are.   

     It is important for the reader of this dissertation and the audience for these films to 

understand South Central Los Angeles as John Singleton presents it because it helps to 

clearly decipher the characters that populate his stories.  As Seymour Chatman explains, 

“The setting „sets the character off‟ in the usual figurative sense of the expression; it is 
                                                 
47 Kenneth B. Clark, Dark Ghetto: Dilemmas of Social Power (New York: Harper 
Torchbooks, 1965) 11-12. 
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the place and collection of objects „against which‟ his actions and passions appropriately 

emerge.”48  With that said, in the next chapter, I will discuss the young men of this 

environment and how Singleton, through these three films, explains what shapes their 

mentality and behavior and how much a role American culture and racism has played in 

their ability to mature.   

 

 
 

      

 
 

 

                                                 
48 Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Film and Fiction 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978) 138-139. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

PATERFAMILIAS IN THE HOOD 

 

I didn‟t have no money 
So now I gotta punch the clock, gotta slave and be half a man 

But whitey said there‟s no room for the African 
Always knew that I would clock G‟s 

But welcome to McDonald‟s 
May I take your order please? 

Gotta serve you food that might give you cancer 
„Cause my son doesn‟t take no for an answer 
Now I pay taxes that you never give me back 
But what about diapers, bottles and Similac? 

 
-Ice Cube, “A Bird in the Hand” 

 
 

 
     It is clear from much of the scholarship pertaining to John Singleton‟s hood trilogy, 

namely Boyz N the Hood, that issues concerning black masculinity are the thematic 

mainstays of these films.  Michael Eric Dyson gives the filmmaker tremendous credit for 

putting issues of young black men on the cinematic table in a manner that cannot be 

ignored, stating “Singleton skillfully integrates the suggestive fragments of critical 

reflections on the black male predicament in several media and presents a stunning vision 

of black male pain and possibility in a catastrophic environment: South Central Los 

Angeles.”1  Thomas Doherty, in the midst of noting many inconsistencies and 

sermonizing in the film, praises Singleton for giving “valence to people unseen, 

unheeded, and undone.”2  David Seelow, while praising Boyz N the Hood as a “cinematic 

                                                 
1 Michael Eric Dyson, The Michael Eric Dyson Reader (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 
2004) 338. 
2 Thomas Doherty and Jacquie Jones, “Two Takes on Boyz N the Hood,” Cineaste 
Volume XVIII, Issue 4: 16. 
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bildungsroman” (more evidence to support my claims that Singleton‟s work owes a debt 

to literary traditions), lauds filmmakers like Singleton for restoring the voice of young 

black men from urban areas in the societal discussion.3  Usually highly critical of hip-hop 

culture, Stanley Crouch, in critiquing the last film in the trilogy, commended Singleton 

for “question(ing) all of the mores of his characters and show(ing) black men caught in 

ritual behavior that is about arrested development on one hand and bitter rage at their 

limitations on another.”4   

     Yet, of all the issues addressed concerning masculinity, none seems more important to 

Singleton than black men being responsible fathers to their children.  Throughout the 

hood trilogy there is evidence of black fatherhood being a crucial element in Singleton‟s 

cinematic agenda.  From the righteous teachings, wisdom and guidance of Furious Styles 

in Boyz N the Hood to mailman and aspiring rapper Lucky‟s devotion and concern for his 

daughter in Poetic Justice to Baby Boy‟s Jody making a concerted effort to be involved in 

the lives of his children, all of these are proof that Singleton is very concerned about the 

plight of fatherhood in the black community.        

     Acknowledging the numerous messages in Boyz N the Hood, Singleton responded that 

his “main message is that African-American men have to take responsibility for their 

raising their children, especially their boys.  Fathers have to teach their boys to be men.  

The audience will be able to see the directions that the characters take when there is an 

                                                 
3 David Seelow, “Look Forward in Anger: Young, Black Males and the New Cinema,” 
Journal of Men‟s Studies, November 1996 (http://www.web3infotrac.galegroup.com) 9 
October 2004.   
4 Stanley Crouch, The Artificial White Man: Essays on Authenticity (New York: Basic 
Civitas Books, 2004) 11.   

http://www.web3infotrac.galegroup.com/
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absence or presence of fathers in their lives.”5  This message extends to the remaining 

films in the trilogy, albeit more subtly.   

     Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner write, “Representations are…taken from the 

culture and internalized…Cultural representations not only give shape to psychological 

dispositions, they also play an important role in determining how social reality will be 

constructed, that is, what figures and boundaries will prevail in the shaping of social life 

and social institutions.”6  Singleton knows that film is a powerful medium, therefore, his 

discussion of the subject of black fatherhood in this collection of films is important and 

worthwhile because they reflect a certain truth about the social construct of a portion of 

the black community.  Black men have been largely absent in the lives of their children 

for reasons that range from the economic to the romantic, and that Singleton would 

choose to chronicle the issue in the trilogy brings national attention to the dilemma, 

while, in contrast, also simultaneously proving to dispel some of the negativity connected 

to black men and the rearing of their children by showing representations where the 

paternal bond is being achieved.  As a result of Singleton‟s concern about the difficulties 

plaguing black men in particular in his community, these films, like so much of black 

popular culture during the 1990s through the early 2000s, engage crucial aspects of black 

American life.   

     Indeed, Singleton‟s vehemence about fathers being supportive of their sons and 

daughters bears more than a small connection to the South Central Los Angeles 

                                                 
5 Doherty, 18.   
6 Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner, Camera Politica: The Politics and Ideology of 
Contemporary Hollywood Film (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988) 13. 
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environment of which he is a product and the setting of the trilogy of films discussed in 

these pages. Statistically speaking, the lack of fathers in black households is said to be 

responsible for contributing to some of the more nihilistic behaviors, in particular, of 

young black men in the area.  For example, according to Peter A. Morrison and Ira S. 

Lowry, in 1990, specific to the time frame in which much of the hood trilogy takes place, 

South Central Los Angeles, then home to roughly182, 000 children under 18 years of 

age, showed “about 44 percent living with both parent; 46 percent with one parent, and 

10 percent with neither parent.”7  Morrison and Lowry go on to report that during the 

time of the rebellion sparked by the Rodney King verdict, it was discovered that few of 

those detained for felonious conduct were from two-parent families.  

      Still, as prescient as their comment is, the fractured black family has been a societal 

and community concern long before Singleton made the “boyz in the hood” popular.  

Beginning with the institution of slavery, it can be surmised that the black American 

family has been represented as deficient in comparison to what is perceived as normal 

and functional in more traditional familial settings.  In one of the first major studies of the 

black family, “The Moynihan Report (1965)” conveys that in major urban areas, the rate 

of households with absent husbands/fathers reached as high as 30.2 percent, and from 

1940-1963, the rate of black illegitimate births rose from 16.8 percent to 23.6 percent, 

more than triple that of their white counterparts.8  The report also intimates that issues 

such as slavery, unemployment, poverty and disorganization are among the reasons why 

                                                 
7 Morrison, 37. 
8 Daniel Patrick Moynihan, “The Negro Family: The Case for National Action” 
(http://www.blackpast.org/?q=primary/moynihan-report-1965), 10 May 2007.   

http://www.blackpast.org/?q=primary/moynihan-report-1965
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the black family is in such disarray.  Subsequent statistical data over the years did not 

mark much change for what is accepted as better.  As reported by Patricia Hill Collins, 

according to data from scholars and governmental agencies (such as the Department of 

Commerce), by the mid 1980s, such factors as contrasts in employment opportunities, 

stereotypes of  “castrating black matriarchs” and divorce produced a staggering 70 per 

cent of low-income black households headed by women with 50 per cent of these falling 

below the poverty line.9  Diane Eyer explains that toward the end of the 20th century, 

issues of single motherhood had been complicated by race to the degree that three in five 

black families were headed by women, and more specifically, 54 per cent of these 

families were led by women who had never married, resulting in two thirds of black 

children being born out of wedlock.10 

     While much of what has been written about the subject of single motherhood and 

fatherlessness in the black community is from a more traditional and admittedly 

conservative perspective, it is difficult to deny there is credence to what has been 

reported by scholars and other professionals.  Ellis Cose notes that the increased number 

of single parent households leaves the child or children with feelings of abandonment 

(usually by their fathers) and many of the women who head these households 

tremendously stressed out and sometimes unable to “perform properly—the extraordinary 

                                                 
9 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the 
Politics of Empowerment (New York: Routledge, 1991) 63-64.   
10 Diane Eyer, Motherguilt: How Our Culture Blames Mothers for What‟s Wrong with 
Society (New York: Times Books, 1996) 130.   
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consuming job of good parenting.”11  This suggests that the burden of parenting may be 

overwhelming for the single mother to be sure, but it can be thought to assume that this 

burden will inevitably lead to less than effective parenting.  However, the real issue with 

female-headed households, especially among poorly educated black women, is that they 

are more likely than most households to be poor and, as a result, unable to provide certain 

resources, educational or economic.  Women in such households are likely to be 

employed in low-wage sectors if they are employed at all.  Economics as much as 

anything else are the issues these households face.    

     Known for his ethnographic work in inner city settings, Elijah Anderson sees the lack 

of a strong paternal figure making the lure of the streets more palpable.  Anderson, whose 

work is noted as conservative in slant by critics, suggests that single mothers are at 

somewhat of a disadvantage because “without a strong man of the house, a figure boys in 

particular are prepared to respect,” these streetwise male figures challenge the single 

mother‟s authority in her household by “attempting to date her daughters or to draw her 

sons into the streets,” a process that may be easier to avoid with the presence of a capable 

father figure.12   

     Also in concurrence with this traditional line of thinking is Frances Cress Welsing, a 

Washington D. C. based psychiatrist whose theories in relation to black people eschews 

more scholarly and research based intellectualism. Cress Welsing believes a “functional 

family unit” should be more conventional in its composition with a father and mother 
                                                 
11 Ellis Cose, The Envy of the World: On Being a Black Man in America (New York: 
Washington Square Press, 2002) 138. 
12 Elijah Anderson, Code of the Street: Decency, Violence, and the Moral Life of the 
Inner City (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1999) 43.   
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working together to teach their children “how adult males and females function, usually 

harmoniously together for the maximal development of a people.”13 She goes on to write 

that when this structure is broken, chiefly in the guise of the absent father, “mothers are 

forced to engage in full-time breadwinning and protector activities and are not free to 

perform their major tasks of child-care and socialization” while also creating a situation 

where “all the children are feminized, males and females alike.”14  As stated earlier, 

Singleton utilizes some of Cress Welsing‟s theories concerning black men as the 

framework for Baby Boy, however it must be noted that these theories, which bear more 

than a passing resemblance to the Black Nationalist perspective, are unyielding and 

patriarchal in their tonality and structure.  More specifically, Cress Welsing‟s work, much 

like the political and cultural beliefs ardently expressed by the Black Muslim movement, 

is saliently conservative in regards to social issues connected to family, sex, gender and 

values.  Yet, her inclusion in this dissertation is important not only because of Singleton‟s 

employment of her theories in the last film of the trilogy but also because her work 

represents a strand of black organic thought and resonates strongly with certain segments 

of the black community.  Of her work, the late poet Essex Hemphill once wrote, “While 

we may disagree with Welsing‟s views, we must acknowledge her own obviously fertile 

intellect and the power that her ideas have in many parts of the black community.”15  

                                                 
13 Frances Cress Welsing, The Isis Papers: The Keys to the Colors (Chicago: Third World 
Press, 1991) 244.   
14 Ibid., 246-247. 
15 Essex Hemphill, “If Freud Had Been a Neurotic Colored Woman: Reading Dr. Frances 
Cress Welsing” in The Columbia Reader on Lesbians and Gay Men in Media, Society, 
and Politics, eds. Larry P. Gross and James D. Woods (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1999) 181.   
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     Again, it must be noted, however, that some of these approaches to the discussion of 

the female-headed household, chiefly in relation to how they affect young boys, are 

admittedly narrow and lend unmerited credence to the idea that black women are the 

source of many of the more problematic elements of black masculine identity and 

behavior.  Primarily in respects to Boyz N the Hood, Singleton has been heavily criticized 

for his heralding of fatherhood at the expense of single motherhood, a topic I will discuss 

more thoroughly later in this chapter.   

 

A Father in Every Sense of the Word 

     Stella Bruzzi writes that the word father signifies different ideas and thoughts.  As 

mentioned above, fathers can be highly devoted, stark raving mad or an interesting 

amalgam of both.  According to Bruzzi, these “polarities…inform, actually, much of 

Hollywood‟s attitude toward fathers.”16  She clarifies this statement with the explanation 

that: 

  “Father” is a word that signals the actual individual who takes on  
the paternal role within a family, although even here the meanings  
are various.  “Father,” for instance, is very different in tenor to  
“dad”: more formal, less comforting.  But what is it to be a father?  
The phrase to “father a child” refers to merely the act of successful 
insemination, although “to be a father” suggests some measure of 
nurturing and familial involvement.  However, “father” is also a  
more abstract, nebulous term than “dad”; the father, but not the dad,  
can be a symbolic ideal.17 

 

                                                 
16 Stella Bruzzi, Bringing Up Daddy: Fatherhood and Masculinity in Post-War 
Hollywood (London: BFI Publishing, 2005) vii.   
17 Ibid., vii.   
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     Using Robert Bly‟s book Iron John and his assertion that masculinity has gone awry 

as a result of the disregard of fatherhood as the foundation for her theory, Bruzzi, 

working from the conventional “psychological and psychoanalytical belief that the father 

was the font of all neuroses and the main figure in an individual‟s unconscious,” further 

explains that the role of the father has been forced into an archetypal concept based on 

traditionalism.18  Through this reinforcement of conservative values, the father is still 

considered to be “the protector and head of the household.”19 

     More specific to the films that compose Singleton‟s hood trilogy, Bruzzi writes that 

father-son movies are more the norm in Hollywood than father-daughter movies.  In these 

films, “it is usually through a turbulent relationship with the son that a father‟s role is 

scrutinized and explained.  The sons, in turn, manifest extreme responses toward these 

fathers, wanting to destroy them, become them (sometimes both at once) or wanting to 

effect a final reconciliation with an alienated father, often as he lies in bed ill or dying.”20 

     In discussing movies as varied as The Wizard of Oz (Victor Fleming, 1939), Red River 

(Howard Hawks and Arthur Rosson, 1948), The Searchers (John Ford, 1956), E. T.: The 

Extra Terrestrial (Steven Spielberg, 1982) and The Lion King (Roger Allers and Rob 

Minkoff, 1994), Gershon Reiter identifies this connection between the role of fathers and 

sons as part of larger mythical construction.    

In the “gap between our rapidly evolving social forms and our  
internalized, old fashioned images of manhood” thrives the dra- 
gon. Its way is paved by a double dose of “bad medicine”: the  
decline of traditional rites of passage and the rise of absent fathers.   

                                                 
18 Ibid., vii-viii. 
19 Ibid., viii.   
20 Ibid., xv.   
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When the father does not provide what the son needs, when he  
does not initiate him into the outer world, the father becomes in- 
trojected.  In time the introjected image of the father turns into  
what is commonly depicted in fairy tales and myths as a dragon,  
the beast that guards the golden treasure and holds the princess  
captive.  Ironically, though considered the family‟s provider, the  
father seldom provides what his son (and daughter) really need: 
meaningful rites of passage into adulthood.21 

 

     These observations made by Reiter clarify what Singleton hopes to change about the 

perception of black fatherhood in the hood trilogy.  It is no secret that black men have 

been less than responsible parents, seeing fatherhood as an elective responsibility rather 

than a compulsory one.  Along with women, Ellis Cose admits that when it comes to the 

well-being of our children, black men “as a group are guilty of just about everything of 

which we stand accused.”22  Richard Majors and Janet Mancini Billson explain that for 

lower-income black males, “the joys of fatherhood lie in the act of procreation and in 

knowing that he has progeny, not necessarily in knowing that he can support his 

babies.”23  Though not excusing the dereliction of their fatherly duties, Kenneth B. Clark 

associates this neglect with the burden of racism and the lack of a strong standing within 

the social construct.  “The pressure to find relief from his intolerable psychological 

position seems directly related to the continued high incidence of desertions and broken 

homes in Negro ghettos.”24  Majors and Billson assert that because the “black male‟s path 

                                                 
21 Gershon Reiter, Fathers and Sons in Cinema (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., 
2008) 20.   
22 Cose, 127.   
23 Richard Majors and Janet Mancini Billson, Cool Posse: The Dilemmas of Black 
Manhood in America  (New York: Touchstone Books, 1992) 16. 
24 Kenneth B. Clark, Dark Ghetto: Dilemmas of Social Power  (New York: Harper 
Torchbooks, 1965) 70.   
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toward manhood is lined with pitfalls of racism and discrimination, negative self-image, 

guilt, shame, and fear…the humiliating double bind of having to prove manhood while 

being denied access to the legitimate tools with which to do so creates emotional 

drudgery for (them).”25  In turn, this “emotional drudgery” is often the source of some 

black males‟ choice to flee the responsibilities associated with the rearing of their 

children.   

     However, Singleton‟s philosophy and intent revolves around the notion that though 

reasons like the above are strong and legitimate as it pertains to the sometimes flimsy 

relationship between black fathers and their children, there somehow needs to be an 

attempt made to rise above this malaise.  We see this more distinctly in Boyz and less so 

(though absolutely present) in Poetic Justice and Baby Boy.  Referencing his favorite film 

from childhood, in the films that make up the trilogy, John Singleton seeks to balance the 

portrait of black fatherhood on screen by giving audiences less Darth Vader and little 

more Ben Obi-Wan Kenobi. And this balance is definitely needed.  Though singling out 

Boyz for its depiction of positive black fatherhood in the character of Furious Styles, 

Jennifer Hamer writes, “Negative fatherhood images have inundated…contemporary 

black cinema…black male characters are mostly absent or peripheral members of family 

units.”26  Again, with varying degrees of success, the attempt is being made in the trilogy 

                                                 
25 Majors and Billson, 31.   
26 Jennifer Hamer, What It Means to Be Daddy: Fatherhood for Black Men Living Away 
From Their Children  (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001) 24. In addition to 
using Boyz as an example, Hamer alludes to the character of Jake Shuttlesworth (Denzel 
Washington), imprisoned for the accident death of his wife and trying to reconnect with 
his estranged basketball star son (Ray Allen), in Spike Lee‟s He Got Game (1998) as an 
example of the negative images of fatherhood in cinema.  I would also add to this list of 
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to combat these more negative aspects with images of black fatherhood that speak to the 

young black men who are, in fact, putting forth the effort to be responsible.   

     Boyz N the Hood, as discussed already in these pages, is the most telling example in 

the trilogy of responsible black fatherhood.  In the character of Furious Styles, we have a 

well-read, conscious black man who assumes responsibility of the rearing of his son 

when so many around him have, for whatever reason, chosen not to do the same.  

“Furious personifies this notion of the father as protector and community provider…(he) 

is a strict, conventional father who works hard to maintain the racial integrity of his 

community.”27  This awareness is extended to his son Tre through “lessons on sex 

education, Black-on-Black crimes, the dumping of drugs in the Black community, 

gentrification, and the importance of Black-owned businesses in the Black community,” 

and in turn, “his teachings help Tre to develop politics of caring, to stay in school, and 

more importantly, to stay alive.”28   

     Furious‟ guidance is definitely seen in his lessons on masculinity.  In an early scene 

from the film, Furious has taken a pubescent Tre on a fishing trip.  Against a backdrop of 

glistening ocean water, sailboats and distant ships that, as Zora Neale Hurston once 

wrote, have every man‟s wish on board, a dialogue on the virtues of responsibility 

ensues. Furious asks his son if he is a leader or a follower.  When Tre responds with the 
                                                                                                                                                 
negative or problematic images, the drug dealing and/or imprisoned fathers, Tat Lawson 
(Samuel L. Jackson) and Pernell (Glenn Plummer) from The Hughes Brothers‟ Menace II 
Society (1993), The Good Reverend Dr. Purify (Ossie Davis) from Spike Lee‟s Jungle 
Fever (1991), any of the fathers in Steven Spielberg‟s adaptation of The Color Purple 
(1984) to name just a few.  All of this in spite of Bill Cosby‟s television example!  
27 Bruzzi, 166.   
28 Manthia Diawara, “Black American Cinema: The New Realism” in Black American 
Cinema, ed. Manthia Diawara  (New York: Routledge, 1993) 23.   
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former, he asks his son to reiterate three rules that have apparently been taught prior to 

their permanent living arrangement, while also warning him to think before he answers.  

Tre replies, “I got it.  Always look a person in the eye.  Do that, they‟ll respect you better.  

Two was never be afraid to ask you for anything.  Stealing isn‟t necessary.  And the last, 

I think, was to never respect anybody who doesn‟t respect you back.”  That these rules 

mostly concern themselves with the issue of respect speaks to its omnipresence amongst 

the black male population conversation on what it means to be a man.  Elijah Anderson 

explains that in inner-city environments like South Central Los Angeles, respect is a 

highly regarded and necessary tool. 

Respect...may be viewed as a form of social capital that is  
very valuable, especially when various other forms of capital  
have been denied or are unavailable.  Not only is it protective;  
it often forms the core of a person‟s self-esteem, particularly  
when alternative avenues of self-expression are closed or sensed  
to be…Given its value and its practical implications, respect is  
fought for and held and challenged as much as honor was in the  
age of chivalry.  Respect becomes critical for staying out of harm‟s  
way.  In public the person whose very appearance—including his  
or her clothing, demeanor, and way of moving, as well as “the  
crowd” he or she runs with, or family reputation—deters trans- 
gressions feels that he or she possesses, and may be considered  
by others to possess, a measure of respect.  Much of the code has  
to do with achieving and holding respect.  And children learn its  
rules early.29 

     Certainly, in teaching Tre to respect himself and how to ensure that respect is 

reciprocated, Furious does not intend for this lesson to be exclusive to the laws of the 

street.  In Furious‟ eyes, respect is what makes a man, particularly a black man, 

redoubtable in the eyes of a world that has been trained or accustomed to seeing him 

                                                 
29 Anderson, 66-67.  
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otherwise.  If a person cannot see your worth and treats you as less then he or she is, then 

they do not deserve the same consideration from you.  At the same time, because the 

streets of South Central Los Angeles are filled with those who, as Anderson explains 

above, are without alternate forms of social capital, these lessons offered to Tre can, in 

fact, be applied to the laws of the street.  That if Tre looks a man in the eye, the message 

is that he will not back down, nor will his fear allow him to admit himself as less than 

capable or masculine no matter the situation.  

     Furious continues his conversation with Tre by focusing on the breadth of his sexual 

education.  When asked what he knows about sex, Tre responds, with a look of playful 

mischief in his eyes and traces of it in his smile, “I know a little bit…I know, I take a girl, 

stick my thing in her and nine months later, a baby comes out.”  Initially beside himself 

with laughter, Furious adopts a serious tone and communicates the overall theme of Boyz 

N the Hood, “Well, remember this, any fool with a dick can make a baby, but only a real 

man can raise his children.”  Furious immediately discounts Tre‟s simplistic and seeming 

ubiquitous view of sexuality by some black men by inserting the importance of 

responsibility in the act of child rearing.  He goes on to make the lesson more personal by 

assuring that Tre knows he was an attentive father even though the lure to do otherwise 

was great.  He tells him: 

I wasn‟t but 17 when your mother was pregnant with you.   
All my friends were dropping out of high school, hanging out  
on corners, in front of liquor stores getting drunk, getting high.   
Some of „em was robbing people, some of „em was even killing  
people.  Hey, you remember my friend Marcus?  Yeah, he got into  
robbing people.  Wanted me to come along and join him.  I was  
like, “Naw, man, I‟m getting ready to have a son.”  I knew you  
was going to be a boy.  
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In this portion of the conversation, Furious attempts to show his son through example that 

there is little merit to the widely held belief by many black men that sexuality is a definite 

reflection of masculinity.30  Earlier in this chapter, I already mentioned, referring to the 

scholarship of Majors and Billson, that many of these young men are highly engaged 

when it comes to the sexual act itself, however the fruits of such an act usually leads to 

desertion and rejection of both the mother and the child.  Through Furious‟ example with 

him, Tre can understand there is sacrifice involved when the situation goes beyond the 

pleasures of copulation.  Because his father did not abandon him and has explained to 

him the importance of such a choice, he will be more likely to repeat this behavior just as 

many of those whose fathers were not as attentive emulate that particular action.  

     In the last piece of wisdom Furious imparts to his son, he warns, “Don‟t ever go into 

the Army, Tre.  Black man ain‟t got no place in the Army.”  Before this, Furious gives his 

reason for going to Vietnam to be because he “wanted to be somebody (Tre) could look 

up to,” however Furious must have learned, though his experiences inside and out of the 

military, that there were others way to insure this desire.  It cannot be denied that much of 

Furious‟ disdain for military service possibly stems from the neglect and less than 

honorable treatment Vietnam veterans have been give historically in this country.  

Despite the lip service and claims of pride and appreciation, “many Vietnam vets were 

                                                 
30 I will discuss the correlation between masculinity and sexuality in Chapter Five of this 
dissertation during my discussion of black male and female relationships.   
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discarded, forgotten or maligned by the general public as dope-smoking misfits.”31  

Additionally, Vietnam soldiers of color found the ire of the country to include racism as 

well.  Corresponding with reports that a quarter of all the casualties reported from 

Vietnam were black,32 these soldiers also returned home to find that serving their country 

did not exempt them from the racist practices of the current and post Civil Rights 

struggle.  There was a definite strain to find jobs, maintain dignity and to elicit respect 

from the American government and public for young black soldiers gravely affected by 

the carnage and brutality of war.  Wallace Terry tells us, “But what can be said about the 

dysfunction of Vietnam veterans in general can be doubled in its impact upon most 

blacks; they hoped to come home to more than they had before; they came home to less.  

Black unemployment among black veterans is more than double the rate for white 

veterans.  The doors to the Great Society had been shut.”33   

     From a more contemporary perspective, black males, in particular, join the military for 

a couple of reasons.  Firstly, “being locked out of the mainstream” results in a minimum 

number of opportunities, therefore the armed services fills the void for those young men, 

who lacking extensive education and the chance at competitive employment, seek 

                                                 
31 Earl Ofari Hutchinson, Ph.D., The Assassination of the Black Male Image  (New York: 
Touchstone Books, 1996) 38.   
32 Majors and Billson, 18.   
33 Wallace Terry, Bloods: An Oral History of the Vietnam War by Black Veterans  (New 
York: Ballantine Books, 1984) xv.  This book provides an excellent account of black and 
Latino soldiers‟ experiences in Vietnam.  I also recommend what I think is The Hughes 
Brothers‟ underrated Dead Presidents (1994), which uses as its foundation the personal 
account of then Specialist 4 Haywood T. Kirkland (now Ari Sesu Merretazon) relayed in 
Terry‟s book about his participation in the botched robbery of an armored truck when 
opportunities after his stint in Vietnam proved far less that fruitful.   
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“training, income, and a modicum of security.”34  Secondly, many black men join the 

military as a means of exercising a form of machismo.  Quoting Brent Staples, Billson 

and Majors write, “The need to prove their (black males) manhood has contributed to 

their disproportionate involvement in such comparatively dangerous military units as 

paratroopers and special forces.”35  As a result of this hypermasculine display, “(n)ot only 

do black males volunteer to serve in special units at a higher rate than white males, but 

there is some evidence that institutionalized racism may deliver them to the front-line 

duty, death, and suffering at higher rates” all in the effort to feel powerful and prove their 

masculinity.36 

     I would argue that Furious‟ distrust of the virtues of military service (and I would 

include the government as well) helped to lay the groundwork for his more enlightened 

and nationalist take on the leadership of the American culture.  It makes sense that 

Furious, based on his experiences with the reception of black soldiers from the 

battlefields of Vietnam, would try to dissuade his own son from following a path that he 

feels would withhold the respect he so strongly teaches him to demand and give.  Later in 

the film, we hear a variation of Furious‟ advice about the military fall from Tre‟s lips 

when he tells his best friend Ricky, after he mentions the Army as a possibility for his 

future, that military propaganda forgets to divulge “you aren‟t you anymore.”  Furious‟ 

lessons of respect carry an underlining message that champions individualism.  In a 

profession that goes to great lengths to dismantle civilian personalities in the attempt to 

                                                 
34 Majors and Billson, 18. 
35 Ibid.   
36 Ibid.   
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rebuild them into warriors, the chance for individual expression and thinking is limited 

and discouraged. 

     In an extension of his discussion with a pubescent Tre on sexual education, Furious 

continues the lesson with his son as he prepares for college.  Tre, referring to a haircut, 

asks his father to “fix (his) fade…real close, so (he) can brush it, hook up some waves,” 

which leads to him expressing sentiment about the fact his father is getting older.  Furious 

laughs this off, but his jocularity is soon traded for concern as Tre looks to the future and 

sees a more corpulent Furious surrounded by grandchildren demanding, “Granddaddy, 

Granddaddy, give me something.  Give me a dollar.”  Furious immediately sees a replay 

of his own life as a teenage father, plucking Tre with a comb and inquiring, “What‟s all 

this about grandkids, man?  You been using the rubbers I gave you, ain‟t you?  Hey, look, 

Tre, I ain‟t ready to be a granddaddy, all right?  I ain‟t ready to be a granddaddy.  I ain‟t 

ready for all that.”  On the surface, it might sound as if vanity is coming to play (and it 

could be, after all, Furious is only in his mid-30s), but I think Furious‟ response has more 

to do with fear and the idea that he wants a life less complicated than his own for Tre. 

     The conversation takes an interesting turn because Furious goes from concerned and 

fearful parent to a father who plays into the mythical equation of masculinity and 

sexuality.  Furious sizes his son up and literally sniffs him as if to insinuate an ability to 

detect a loss of virginity asking, “You had some pussy yet?”  Tre immediately and 

unconvincingly responds in the affirmative, and his father, apparently as unconvinced as 

we are, simply asks, “When?”  This, along with his need to prove his sexual mettle, sets 
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the stage for Tre‟s exaggerated turn as raconteur, as he fabricates the events of a sexual 

escapade in an effort to confirm his masculine standing with his father.  

     Tre‟s story features a young woman he claims to have met while hanging with his 

friends on Crenshaw Boulevard.  This exaggerated beauty with the “booming body, like 

right out of Jet centerfold” elicits the attention of all of the young men in Tre‟s company, 

but she only has eyes for him.   

 …So, I‟m like eyeballin‟ her.  She walks right up on me and busts  
out, “Is this your ride?”  Then I say, “Yeah, you want to go for a ride 
with me?” She says, “No, I want to drive it.”  I say, “Can you drive  
stick?”  She says, “I can learn, if you teach me?”  Well, now, I go in- 
to my mack daddy mode because I‟m starting to get a woody in my 
sweats, right?  I say, “Why don‟t you give me your number and I‟ll  
call you for a lesson.”  She does.  About a week later, I‟m over at  
her house right?  Her mom and grandma are leaving for church.  I  
walk right up to the door, man.  As soon as I go inside, boom! We  
go at it non-stop!  Kissing, hugging, right?  So I pick her up, take  
her upstairs.  Well, about twenty minutes into it, Mom and Grand- 
ma come home.  Seems Grandma forgot her purse.  Wanted to make  
sure she has something to put in the collection plate.  Yeah, I guess  
she could smell the sex in the air or something, right?  She starts  
straight toward Tisha‟s room.  Man, that‟s the last I ever saw of  
Tisha… 

 

     After he finishes his story, in a recollection of the three rules test given during their 

ocean side chat, Furious issues another test to his son.  He looks intently at Tre and asks, 

“What‟d you use?”  After some initial naiveté, Tre dismissively answers, “Man, why you 

sweatin‟ me?  I didn‟t have to use nothin‟.  She told me she was on the pill.”  Furious‟ 

face registers a look of disbelief and irritation and it tells the audience that Tre has been 

unreceptive to a lesson apparently taught many times over.  “How many times I tell you, 

if a girl tells you she‟s on the pill, you use something anyway?  Pill ain‟t gone keep your 
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dick from falling off!  I don‟t understand why you insist on learning things the hard way, 

Tre, but you gone learn.  Oh, yeah, you gone learn!”  Frankly, based on his body 

language and vocal inflection, I do not think Furious believes a word of Tre‟s story about 

his liaison with Tisha, but that point becomes moot when Tre, even in a concocted story, 

shows no better judgment than to have unprotected sex.  Furious believes Tre should be 

smarter mostly because he has taught him to be, and it shows in the disappointment and 

frustration that registers on his face and in his voice in the final moments of the scene.  It 

is almost as if Furious takes Tre‟s transgression personally, as a failure on his part to fully 

impart to his son the tools necessary to safely navigate the terrain of teenage sexuality.  

And it‟s rightfully so that Furious would be worried.   

     At the time Boyz was released in 1991, according to the Center for Disease Control, 

“AIDS hits black males over two and one-half times more often than white males.  Black 

represented 25 percent of all reported AIDS cases, while black males account for 23 

percent of all male cases.”37  Not to mention that teen pregnancy rates were “twice as 

                                                 

37 Ibid., 17.  Even now, this remains a conversation parents should be having with their 
children (males and females).  Currently, according to the Center for Disease Control, 
based on information from the 2000 census, blacks make up approximately 13% of the 
US population. However, in 2005, blacks accounted for 18,121 (49%) of the estimated 
37,331 new HIV/AIDS diagnoses in the 33 states with long-term, confidential name-
based HIV reporting.  Of all black men living with HIV/AIDS, the primary transmission 
category was sexual contact with other men, followed by injection drug use and high-risk 
heterosexual contact.  The rate of AIDS diagnoses for black men was 8 times the rate for 
white men.  Finally, sexual contact is also the main risk factor for black men. Male-to-
male sexual contact was the primary risk factor for 48% of black men with HIV/AIDS at 
the end of 2005, and high-risk heterosexual contact was the primary risk factor for 22%. 
See the webpage: http://www.cdc.gov/hiv/topics/aa/resources/factsheets/pdf/aa.pdf 
(accessed April 2009).  

http://www.cdc.gov/hiv/topics/aa/resources/factsheets/pdf/aa.pdf
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high among blacks as among whites (163 per 1,000 versus 83 per 1,000 respectively).”38  

With statistics this grave, Furious‟ advice to and admonition of his son comes from the 

natural parental need to protect.  So, what began as a conversation many black men have 

with their sons turns into a conversation every black man should have with their sons.  

Scenes like this develop a kind of educational function where Singleton illustrates what 

black fatherhood might look like and how conversations between these men and their 

children could possibly sound.  In this way, the film works as a call to arms, so to speak, 

for those black men who are not building relationships with their children and affirms the 

parenting skills of those men who function in the same nurturing parental capacity as 

Furious.   

     Perhaps the most heartbreaking moment in Boyz N the Hood is the retaliatory shooting 

death of Ricky.  Gunned down in a neighborhood alley after what appears to be a minor 

altercation (in areas like this, we know via personal experience and/or after watching an 

hour or so of this particular film, that “minor” is a less than apt adjective) during a 

weekly Sunday night gathering on Crenshaw Boulevard, Tre witnesses this brutal assault 

and the grief inflicted on Ricky‟s family as a result.  Full of grief himself and anger, Tre 

asks Ricky‟s brother, Doughboy, to meet him at his house in five minutes and heads 

                                                 
38 Ibid., 16-17.  This, too, is still a necessary conversation.  Though the statistics have 
somewhat declined since the release of Boyz N the Hood, as recent as 2002, Black girls 
aged 15 to 19 had a pregnancy rate of 134.2 per 1,000, well above the national average of 
75.4 per 1,000 15- to 19-year-old girls.4 While 31% of girls in the U.S. become pregnant 
at least once as a teen, for Black girls this proportion is 58%.  In 2002, 19% of sexually 
experienced 15- to 19-year old Black males reported having caused a pregnancy, versus 
13% of all sexually experienced males aged 15 to 19.6.  See webpage: 
http://www.thenationalcampaign.org/resources/pdf/AfrAmericans_2007.pdf (accessed 
April 2009).   

http://www.thenationalcampaign.org/resources/pdf/AfrAmericans_2007.pdf
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directly home to retrieve his father‟s gun (the same gun Furious used earlier to deflect the 

intentions of a burglar in their home) for the purpose of exacting revenge on those 

responsible.  At this time, Furious drives up to see his son, clad in blood stained clothes, 

go into the house.  After briefly comforting Tre‟s visibly upset girlfriend, Brandi, he goes 

into the house to confront his son, knowing full well what he is up to.  Tre emerges from 

the bedroom and finds himself engaged in a standoff (shades of the western genre again) 

with his father. 

  Oh.  Aw, you bad now.  You bad.  You got to shoot somebody  
now.  Well, hear I am.  Come on shoot me.  You bad right?  Look,  
I‟m sorry about your friend.  My heart goes out to his mother and  
his family, but that‟s their problem, Tre.  You my son, you my  
problem.  I want you to give me the gun.  Oh, I see, you want to  
end up like Lil‟ Chris in a wheelchair, huh?  Right?  Naw, no, you  
gone end up like Doughboy, no?  Give me the motherfucking gun,  
Tre!   

 

Tre gives father the gun and collapses into his arms, trading his stance of bravado for the 

release of sorrow and anguish.  Furious, in arguably the most affectionate display toward 

his son in the entire film, embraces his son and in a reinforcement of his commitment as a 

parent, tells him, “You my only son and I‟m not gone lose you to no bullshit, you hear?  I 

love you, man.”  In terms of parenting, Furious‟ briefly successful attempt to shield his 

son from harm, as well as preventing him from perpetrating a cycle of violence in the 

community is fairly natural.  What parent would want to see their child succumb to the 

violent lure of the streets, and Furious, up until this point, has managed to assert his 

authority where Tre is concerned with little difficulty.  However, what happens next puts 

Furious in a light we have not seen him in: showing obvious fear. 
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     After supposedly going to his room to clean up, Furious lets Brandi in to see Tre.  

Instead, she yells to him as he goes out the window and jumps into the car with 

Doughboy, Monster, and Dookie.  As he comforts Brandi, Furious‟ tear-stained face 

registers a look of shock and terror, and in disbelief, he loudly whispers, “Shit!”  His 

usual ability to reach Tre is situations like this now appear to have failed and this is a 

position Furious is not truly used to being in with his son.  In what John Singleton reveals 

in the director‟s commentary on the DVD as homage to Francis Ford Coppola‟s 

filmmaking style in The Godfather, we see Furious‟ growing worry in a crosscutting of 

scenes that show the events leading to yet another retaliation, this time with Ricky‟s 

killers as the target.  David Bordwell defines crosscutting as “one stylistic vehicle of 

temporal manipulation” where “the narration intercuts two or more distinct lines of 

action,” producing “an ellipsis in some lines of action and an expansion in others.”39  The 

crosscutting works to great effect here in terms of investigating how Furious‟ influence 

weighs on Tre‟s ability to reason.  In this temporal order, which Bordwell has 

distinguished as being where “simultaneous fabula (story) events…are spread out 

successfully in the syuzhet (the plot),”40 Furious sits in deep concentration, swiftly 

twirling a set of stainless steel stress balls to assuage his anxiety while Tre sits in the back 

seat of Doughboy‟s car apparently in deep thought.  With each cut, the story moves us 

closer to the moment when revenge will be brought down on Ricky‟s killers, yet as this 
                                                 
39 David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film (Madison: The University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1985) 84.   
40 Ibid., 77.  This order is considered to be a Type C temporal order, where the story 
events are told simultaneously and the plot is presented successively.  For the rest of the 
types please see page 77 of David Bordwell‟s very detailed and noteworthy book 
Narration in the Fiction Film.   
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occurs, we see Tre increasingly begin to regret his decision.  By cutting back and forth 

from Furious‟ concerned face, Tre‟s thoughtful visage, Doughboy‟s solemn expression, 

the sight of automatic weapons being readied for violent deeds, and the other events that 

occur in the largely silent car, Singleton strongly infers just how the contemplation of 

one‟s words can work to great effect, that if just given time (which the crosscutting serves 

to show the passage of) one can consider their actions and make better choices, which Tre 

eventually does.   

     Singleton also uses sound to interestingly convey the same notion of fatherly or 

parental influence.  We are able to hear the clink of Furious‟ steel stress balls while 

watching Tre, Doughboy and the rest look for Ricky‟s killers.  This overlapping of sound 

again helps the audience understand the impact Furious‟ words and example have made 

on his son.  It is at this life changing moment that the audience is able to see whether 

everything Furious has passed on to his son has been viable or for naught.  As the 

intensity of the situation grows, so does the velocity in which Furious turn the stress 

relievers in his hand as well as the sound that accompanies that movement.  Realizing 

that he is not a killer and certainly weighing his father‟s authority, Tre calls to Doughboy 

to let him out of the car.  The teachings have, indeed, made an impression.  As soon as 

Tre get out of the car, Furious stops turning the stress balls in his hand.  The implication 

is that Furious knew exactly the moment his son made the right choice.  This behavior is 

akin to what we commonly recognize as motherly instinct or intuition, which is the idea 

or notion that mothers have such a strong bond with their children that they can 

seemingly sense or know when their children are in trouble, danger or in need.  This is 
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usually a behavior we do not see in fathers, but that is surfaces in Furious‟ character 

further amplifies the commitment he has made to his role as a parent as well indicating 

the strength of the bond between Tre and him.  

     On the first night of Tre‟s permanent residency in his father‟s home, while engaged in 

a most obvious rendering of masculinity, weightlifting, Furious helps Tre to understand 

their respective roles in the house (Tre will clean the tub and his room and water the 

lawn, while Furious “don‟t have to do anything around here except for pay the bills, put 

food on the table, and put clothes on your back”) and the reason for rules and chores.  In 

a moment of absolute foreshadowing, Furious tells him, “You know, Tre, you may think 

I‟m being hard on you right now, but I‟m not.  What I‟m doing is I‟m trying to teach you 

how to be responsible.  Just like your little friends across the street, they don‟t have 

anybody to show them how to do that; they don‟t.  You gonna see how they end up, too.”  

The aforementioned examples are a direct reflection of Furious‟ statement about his role 

as a father to Tre.  He has made every effort to assure that Tre is a productive and 

conscious member of the society in which he lives, and Singleton conveys this in every 

choice that Tre makes.  It is for certain that Furious has definitely made sure that 

boundaries have been set between the King and the Prince, as he has so affectionately 

nicknamed the both of them.   

     Although the importance of the role of fathers is not expressed as stringently as it is in 

Boyz, Singleton does offer significant examples in the rest of the trilogy that show young 

black fathers making a determined effort to establish meaningful relationships with their 

children.  In Poetic Justice, the writer/director offers two scenes in particular that speak 
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to the paradigm of responsible parenting on the part of the black male.  Reluctant 

mailman and aspiring musician Lucky goes to visit his daughter, Keisha (Shannon 

Johnson), at her mother, Angel‟s (Crystal A. Rodgers) apartment.  On the way inside, he 

meets up with another of Angel‟s former or current sexual partners (it‟s hard to 

determine, although based on their abrasive exchanges, I‟d put my money on the former), 

J-Bone (Tone-Loc), a seemingly small time drug dealer.  What initial begins as a casual 

conversation turns into a bit of fatherly competition.  When Lucky explains that he is 

coming to bring Angel money to buy clothes for Keisha, J-Bone tells him, “Now, you 

know motherfucking well you ain‟t got to give her no money for no clothes.  I‟ll take her 

to the Slauson Swap Meet, Fox Hills Mall, get her whatever she need.”  Lucky refutes 

this, saying, as her father, he can take care of his own daughter just fine.  J-Bone hits an 

immediately sore spot when he tells Lucky, “It ain‟t like I ain‟t got the money.  You 

know what I‟m sayin‟?  Besides, she call me Daddy sometimes anyway.”  Lucky is 

immediately offended and asks him to clarify his statement, and when he repeats his 

admission, Lucky seeks to disqualify any claims of fatherhood J-Bone even thinks he has 

on his daughter, stating, “We gone see who she call Daddy!”  Walking into the house, 

Lucky‟s challenge to J-Bone becomes inconsequential because Keisha greets him with, 

“Hi, Daddy.”  In a moment of clarification for J-Bone‟s benefit, Lucky asks her who her 

daddy is, and Keisha responds, “You.”  As if the winner of some small victory, Lucky, 

pointing to the Keisha‟s half-brother sitting on the floor in front of the television, makes a 

clear distinction to J-Bone whose child belongs to who, declaring, “That‟s your son and 

this is my daughter, and don‟t you be forgettin‟!”  
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     While some might argue that Lucky‟s reaction to his child calling another man 

“daddy” may have more to do with his masculine ego than it does any great commitment 

to fatherhood, Singleton makes a stronger implication here.  By showing Lucky to be a 

hard-working young man in the two scenes prior to the one described above (among other 

things, we see him delivering the mail and engaging in a disagreement with his 

supervisor), Singleton indicates a level of responsibility that would very likely extend to 

his role as a parent.  Therefore, his insistence on being recognized as Keisha‟s father does 

not seem disingenuous.  What‟s more, Lucky‟s role as a responsible father is augmented 

by the behavior of J-Bone‟s son.  When J-Bone, in an effort to one-up Lucky, calls to his 

son, “What‟s up, boy?,” the child ignores him, which is in direct opposition to the warm 

greeting Keisha extends to her father.  This also suggests that Lucky has managed to 

build a relationship with his daughter that extends beyond lip service and monetary 

support.  In another example, after Lucky and J-Bone violently attack one of Angel‟s 

boyfriends after he sucker punches Lucky, an infuriated Lucky removes himself and his 

daughter from the situation.  As he takes Keisha away, J-Bone‟s son pipes up hopefully, 

“I wanna go, too.”  It‟s as if he instinctively knows being in Lucky‟s company will offer 

some real parenting if not a respite from the volatile household he currently lives in.   

     Lucky‟s commitment to fatherhood can also be witnessed in the concern he has for his 

daughter‟s wellbeing and safety while living at her mother‟s house.  Angel comes into the 

room while Lucky and J-Bone are talking and immediately starts shuffling toys and other 

items around on the coffee table.  Lucky finds her behavior to be oddly skittish, and as a 

result, accuses her of being on drugs and an argument ensues.  Their vitriol towards one 
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another is so effortless one can infer that this is what happens each time they meet.  After 

Angel leaves the room, Lucky explains to J-Bone that if Angel‟s behavior is a result of 

free-basing, he is taking Keisha to live with him and his mother, explaining, “She ain‟t 

got to be around this bullshit.”  J-Bone dismisses Lucky‟s accusations, attributing her 

strange behavior to being “just crazy as hell,” but he is so high on marijuana, it is hard to 

imagine that he would care very much or notice if she was on drugs.  When J-Bone is 

called downstairs by one of his customers, Lucky notices a crack pipe buried in a candy 

dish.  He goes to confront Angel only to find, when he enters her bedroom, that she is 

having sexual relations with another man.  This form of irresponsibility coupled with her 

obvious drug use prompts Lucky to take action and remove his daughter from the 

unhealthy environment.   

     But Lucky isn‟t completely sure of his readiness to make a full-time commitment to 

fatherhood, and his youth is a testament to such apprehension.  When he explains to his 

mother that he wants Keisha to live with them for good, his mother, Annie (Jenifer 

Lewis), asks him, “Now, are you gone take care of her?”  It is a proof of Tupac Shakur‟s 

preternatural abilities as an actor that we can sense all of the fear and hesitance as we 

look at his expressive eyes and hear the wariness in his voice when he answers, “Yeah.”  

His mother drives the point of responsibility home when she tells him, “Well, you just 

remember that‟s your baby.  I‟m done raising kids.  And you need to quit playing them 

video games and figure out what you gone do with your life.  Time ain‟t forever.”  

Lucky, video game controller in hand, sits pensively on the couch, contemplating his 

mother‟s words.  His dream of becoming a musician and finding a life more fulfilling 
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than working for the post office (when he expresses disdain for his job, his mother is not 

very concerned about dreams, as she advises him, “Be glad you got an honest job.”) are 

now weighted by the full-time care and concern he must give his daughter.  Lucky is 

aware that he may not be fully capable of raising Keisha on his own, however he knows 

that it must be done if he does not want her to go back to the existence from whence she 

came.  Therefore, he nervously, but willingly, embraces the responsibility.   

     Lucky‟s acceptance of parental responsibility in the effort to secure a place of comfort 

and protection for his daughter contradicts the notion that young black men largely 

equate the process of having children with virility or masculinity.  By putting Lucky in 

the role of responsible parent, John Singleton gives credence to bell hooks‟ observations 

about the potential realized when fathers take an active role in the rearing of their 

children.  She writes, “A healthy loving father or adult male parental caregiver who 

assumes a fathering role demonstrates his care in the same manner as mothers do.  When 

men share equally in parenting or do single parenting, fatherhood is recognized as having 

that same meaning and significance.”41  Mark Anthony Neal states, though not 

exceptional in any form, black men who step up to the plate in this way and compromise 

their own lifestyles and ambitions “are dramatically altering the larger society‟s view of 

black men as parents.”42  Furthermore, the fact that Lucky has a daughter places much 

needed emphasis on the role black men play in the lives of their female children, a 

                                                 
41 bell hooks, We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity (New York: Routledge, 2004) 
112.  
42 Mark Anthony Neal, New Black Man (Routledge, 2005) 110.  
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discussion that is usually buried and ignored in favor of focusing on black men and their 

sons.  Neal rationalizes: 

I have no qualms with “celebrating” the impact that engaged  
black fathers have on their sons but…the “patriarchal” focus  
of those relationships often obscures the impact that black fa- 
thers can and do have on their daughters.  In this case I‟m not  
just talking about little black girls seeing their fathers as strong,  
protective, and responsive to their needs and the needs of their  
families and community…but a black fatherhood that attempts  
to embody, to the extent that a man can, the realities of being a  
young black girl and woman in American society.  In other words  
I am calling for a black feminist fatherhood that not only has an  
impact upon the lives of black girls and women, but is also tied  
to a reconsideration of what black masculinity can be.43 

 

Though his focus on black fathers and their daughters is not as meticulous as it is in Boyz 

with these fathers and their sons, the effort Singleton puts in this direction is a start in 

achieving what Neal hopes to realize in future portraits of black masculinity.   

     In Baby Boy, the approach to fatherhood is on display in the conventional and 

alternative sense.  First, it must be pointed out that the main character, Jody, is a 

manifestation of the criticism discussed earlier in this chapter about the equation of 

procreation to masculinity.  Very early in the film, after leaving his current girlfriend to 

nurse a wounded spirit and body after an abortion, he goes to visit his “other baby 

mama,” Peanut (Tamara LeSeon Bass), startling her in the shower and boldly demanding 

that she make him something to eat.  As he eats and Peanut rolls a joint, their faux 

domestic setting is interrupted by the return home of Peanut‟s mother, Ms. Herron 

(Candy Brown Houston).  Jody meets her outside as she takes the baby out of her car seat 

                                                 
43 Ibid., 112. 
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and when she hears his voice, she rolls her eyes, a look that suggests Jody is, among other 

things, less than sincere about his actions or concern toward the baby.  Jody takes his 

daughter from her grandmother, cooing and gesturing to her playfully, and, in a move 

that just might prove the grandmother‟s contemptuous look to be on point, makes a 

statement that is symbolic of many young men his age: “Look at my pretty baby.  That‟s 

one thing I know how to do is make some pretty babies.”  Next, we see him playing with 

the baby, holding her above his body, declaring, “That‟s my baby.  That‟s daddy‟s little 

girl.  When you gone say Daddy? Huh?  You want to go to Disneyland?”  Jody, then, 

holds the baby close to his chest, rocking her back and forth in the effort to put her to 

sleep, whispering almost lovingly, “That‟s my baby.  Sleep, sleep, sleep.”  Again, Ms. 

Herron, with a wave of cigarette smoke as punctuation, offers another disdainful look and 

simultaneously dismisses Jody‟s performance as father.  Once again, her look of 

dissatisfaction is verified because Jody and Peanut go to the bedroom to have sex and 

smoke weed, loudly turning up the music to mask their irresponsible and somewhat 

disrespectful deeds while also showing no concern for the fact that the baby is sleeping.   

     But how, you might ask, does this prove my point about Singleton‟s attempt to portray 

positive approaches to fatherhood?  Jody is an enigmatic version of that attempt.  On one 

hand, he is clearly irresponsible and is fictional evidence of everything we know to be 

wrong about black fathers in relation to their children, but on the other, there are 

examples of Jody making genuine effort to be some type of figure in the lives of his 

children, even if that effort is, indeed, flawed.  In the scene described previously, it is my 

estimation that Jody does care about his daughter, but because of his own lack of 
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emotional development and maturity, he is only able to express that concern in superficial 

ways, focusing on the child‟s beauty and her acknowledgment of him as “daddy.”  

Therefore, it can be said, that he offers the child only as much as he is able to give at that 

point.   

     Yet, there are instances where Jody is obviously the conventional father.  This is 

especially shown in the scenes in which he interacts with his son, Joe Joe.  We see Jody 

spending time with him, even though he does not always necessarily teach him the best 

lessons (I am reminded of one scene where Joe Joe is bobbing his head in time with his 

father to the beat of an obviously profane song, and Jody “daps him up” and applauds his 

coolness and masculine poise), we see him sitting in the bathroom with his son as he 

takes a bath and plays in the water, we see him rubbing the back of and comforting his 

son while he sleeps.  He is, in these moments, very attentive to and protective of Joe Joe.  

Despite his immaturity, Jody knows and executes many of the functions that make a good 

father. 

     That same flawed concept of fatherhood applies to the alternative notions of parenting 

in the film as well.  Jody‟s mother‟s boyfriend, Melvin, acts as a surrogate father of sorts 

to him, although for much of the film, Jody is not interested in any guidance he might 

have to give.  In the first chapter on storytelling in the hood trilogy, I specifically explain 

one instance in which Melvin imparts wisdom he has learned via his own experiences to 

Jody.  The “guns and butter” speech is his attempt to warn Jody of the pitfalls he might 

face financially with his boosting business if he does not play it smart with the money he 

makes.  Although approached very differently, this is akin to Furious‟ conversations 
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about life and sexuality with Tre.  The idea is to impart some hard-learned discipline to 

these young men in the effort to put them on the path to taking care of themselves and to 

become productive, yet savvy and conscious members of society. 

     In another instance previously discussed in the chapter on storytelling, Melvin comes 

to Jody‟s aid after he is shaken up after his involvement in the shooting death of Yvette‟s 

former boyfriend, Rodney.  Melvin does not ask any questions, but instead, as a father 

might know upon looking at his obviously stricken son, he recognizes what Jody is going 

through and takes the gun he has brought home from the scene of the crime and quietly 

disposes of it.  So, much like Furious works to dissuade his son from engaging in 

behavior that might mean trouble for him, Melvin intervenes on Jody‟s behalf in the 

effort of saving him from any more trouble the situation he was involved in might cause.  

     Melvin also gives Jody the hard knock lessons he needs as well.  In a scene late in the 

film, the relationship between “father and son” comes to the point of combustion.  Jody is 

dissatisfied with the way his mother has forgiven Melvin for planting marijuana in her 

garden, and as a result, she expresses her frustration with him for continuously butting 

into her relationship with Melvin and for his refusal to grow up.  Melvin concurs much to 

Jody extreme discontent. 

JODY:  What the fuck you laughing at? 
 MELVIN:  Your spoiled ass…Now, I keep quiet around here out of love and  

respect for your mama, but you need to grow up and be a man. 
 JODY:  Be a man?  What you mean?  Like you?  I should be like you, Melvin?   

You a man? 
 MELVIN:  No, little nigga, you could never be like me.  You don‟t need to be like  

me.  But what you need is to stop sitting around here trying to blame everybody  
for your problems.  You need to check yourself.  You know what your problem is, 
baby boy?  You got shit all twisted.  You got an Oedipus complex.  You want 
your mama to be your woman, but this is my woman.  My woman!   



140 
 

 

His manhood on the line, Jody gets in Melvin‟s face and shoves him.  Melvin punches 

Jody hard enough to send him flying onto a glass coffee table, shattering it in several 

pieces.  The instigation of this altercation, namely Melvin making kisses noises at an 

already aggressive and infuriated Jody, falls in line with the old school “philosophy that a 

„real‟ man is supposed to fight.”44  Jody has implied and flaunted a certain level of 

masculinity throughout the film that he has not, up until this point, been asked to prove or 

act upon.  In a sense, Melvin knows that Jody is all talk and when he finally decides to 

make good on his display, Melvin calls Jody‟s bluff and pushes him into the fight that 

Jody has been asking for throughout the film.  It may not be the most effective or 

responsible parenting technique, but at Jody‟s age and given his boasting, in the film, it 

appears to be very necessary.   

     Unfortunately, Melvin does for Jody what he does not do for his own children.  We 

find out that his inability to be an effective parent to his son and daughter is a reflection 

of his past misdeeds, and Jody, in a misguided effort to protect his mother, confronts him 

about why he has yet to bring his children around their house.   

JODY: Why come you ain‟t brought your kids around here, Melvin?  Don‟t you 
got a son like seventeen named Dequan and a little girl about five named Maya?  
You tell my mama about them kids? 

 MELVIN:  She know. 
JODY: Why come you ain‟t brought „em around?  You ashamed of „em?  They 
ugly like you?   
MELVIN:  I don‟t, uh, get along to well with my baby‟s mamas.  I‟m sure you 
understand that. 

 JODY:  No, I don‟t.  I‟m cool with both my baby‟s mamas.   
                                                 
44 Brent Staples, Black Masculinity: The Black Male‟s Role in American Society (San 
Francisco: The Black Scholar Press, 1982) 61.   
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 MELVIN:  Well, we‟ll see how long that‟s gone last. 
JODY:  Long as I want it to.  We ain‟t talking „bout me.  We talking „bout you.  I 
talked to your son the other day.  I overheard you say his name when y‟all old 
niggas was up in the kitchen having a good ol‟ time, playing cards.  Live like five 
minutes away from here in Inglewood, huh?  So, I rolled up on him at 
Morningside High School and asked him about you.  He say he didn‟t have shit to 
say about you „cause you used to whip his mama‟s ass… 

 

Melvin does nothing to advance or improve his relationship with his children; instead he 

blames their inability to forge a bond on his failure to get along with their mothers.  

According to Rebekah Levine Coley, “The length of single parenthood, as well as the 

current relationship between mother and father, could have unmeasured effects both on 

children‟s access to fathers and other father figures, as well as on the effects of such 

relationships.”45  This, in addition to the violence Melvin has inflicted on his eldest 

child‟s mother, has resulted in a distant and bitter relationship between the two, and while 

Melvin appears to show regret when hearing from his surrogate son how his biological 

son feels about him, it seems unlikely that he will make any moves to rectify the 

damaged relationship anytime soon if ever.  The contrast between these two relationships 

also reinforces Bruzzi‟s analysis of the turbulent relationship between fathers and sons 

mentioned earlier in this chapter.  While Melvin and Jody‟s relationship remained 

volatile throughout much of the picture, eventually Melvin was able to gain Jody‟s trust 

and respect by reaching out to help him cross over into the realm of responsibility and 

manhood.  Yet, in relation to his own children, particularly his son, Melvin never 

manages or seeks to restore their faith in him as a father. 
                                                 
45 Rebekah Levine Coley, “Children‟s Socialization Experiences and Functioning in 
Single Mother Households: The Importance of Fathers and Other Men.”  Child 
Development, Vol. 69, No. 1 (Feb., 1998), 228.   
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Fathers vs. Mothers: Critiquing John Singleton   

     In doing my research for this dissertation, I found the bulk of the criticism leveled at 

John Singleton to be focused on his portrait of single mothers in Boyz N the Hood.  In a 

reiteration of my brief discussion of this subject in the introduction of this dissertation, 

the majority of critics writing about this film, everyone one from Ed Guerrero to S. Craig 

Watkins, to Paula Massood to Todd Boyd, to Jacquie Jones and Michael Eric Dyson and 

many more, have pointed out how Singleton celebrates black fatherhood at the expense of 

disparaging black mothers, using verbs like vilify and demonize to emblematize his 

transgression.  I would be remiss as a scholar if I did not recognize the validity of these 

critiques.  In having characters like Furious make statements to suggest that Doughboy 

and Ricky‟s lack of male supervision will lead to an end of doom, Singleton implies that 

single mothers cannot offer words of wisdom or stringent enough guidance to ensure a 

path of success and survival for their sons.  For example, in the film, Singleton, as I‟ve 

documented here, shows Furious having meaningful and thought-provoking 

conversations with his son, while Brenda Baker (Tyra Ferrell) says to her son, Doughboy, 

“You ain‟t shit.  You just like yo‟ daddy.  You don‟t do shit and you never gone amount 

to shit.  All you ever do around here is eat, sleep and shit…Boy, don‟t get smart with me 

„cause I‟ll knock yo‟ ass in the middle of next week.  And where you going anyway, you 

little fat fuck?  You ain‟t got a job!”  The implication here is that Furious is able to be 

objective and sensitive with his son, while Brenda‟s words are reductive and damaging.   

     Brenda also makes distinctions between her children.  Ricky is shown giving his 

mother little to no trouble at all, while Doughboy is a petty thief and in and out of the 
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penal system.  As a result of this, Brenda “is caught in a paradox of parenthood, made 

dizzy and stunned by a vicious circle of parental love reinforcing attractive qualities in 

the „good‟ and obedient child, while the frustration with the „bad‟ child reinforces his 

behavior.”46  Singleton suggests that Brenda‟s bias amongst her children is connected to 

her personal feelings about their respective fathers, and her treatment of Doughboy is a 

reflection of his absent father and the bad blood between them.  “In Doughboy‟s case, his 

father is symbolically present in that peculiar way that damns the offspring for their 

resemblance in spirit and body to the despised, departed father.  The child becomes a 

vicious sacrifice for the absent father, although he can never atone for the father‟s sins.”
47  

In contrast, Ricky, whose father is also absent, earns his mother‟s affection by affirming 

her beliefs that he “would always amount to something.”  Hardly complex, the 

insinuation is that Brenda was much more fond of Ricky‟s father.  

     In addition to Brenda, Sheryl (Ceal) is a drug addict with numerous children who are 

neglected and whom she cannot keep out of a busy neighborhood street.  Tre‟s girlfriend, 

Brandi‟s mother, who is obviously a solid parent, is only seen briefly warning Brandi‟s 

adolescent self to “get yo‟ fast ass in here and quit looking at them nappy headed boys.”  

Scholars also point to Singleton‟s portrayal of Tre‟s mother, Reva Devereaux (Angela 

Bassett), as yet another example of how women are somehow lacking maternal fortitude.  

Early in the film, Tre has gotten into a fight at school and we learn that this latest 

infraction has broken an agreement between the two of them that will result in him going 

to live with his father.  Reva explains to her son that she does not want him to see him 
                                                 
46 Dyson, 343.   
47 Ibid.   
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“end up dead.  Or in jail.  A drunk standing in front of one of these liquor stores,” and in 

her estimation, going to live with Furious will help to combat all of her fears because 

“well, it‟s like you told me, I can‟t teach him how to be a man.  That‟s your job.”  This 

behavior, Watkins writes, is indicative of a widespread “‟father knows best‟ logic that 

pervades American culture” where it is assumed “that the formation of an affirmative and 

productive identity for male children is naturally transmitted from the father.”48  

Moreover, when we later see Reva, having earned a master‟s degree, sipping tea and 

living in a fashionably decorated home with jazz quietly playing in the background, in 

considering the criticism surrounding mothers and fathers in the film, the implication is 

that the only way she has been able to acquire such an existence is because she has 

shucked her duties as a full-time mother.   

     Still, though these observations about mothers in the film are valid and in need of a 

deeper analysis on the part of Singleton as a writer and filmmaker, I contend that this is 

simply not the point of what he is trying to do here.  First, let me begin by stating that I 

am the last person to subscribe to the theory that fathers are the only source of guidance 

and wisdom for their sons.  As a black man on the precipice of receiving his Ph.D., I 

more than realize that much of this has to do with the influence of my single parent 

mother.  However, I honestly do not believe that John Singleton is looking to condemn 

mothers any more than I believe that Alice Walker, Ntozake Shange, Michele Wallace or 

Terry McMillan sought to destroy or belittle the image of black men in their work.49  

                                                 
48 Watkins, 223.   
49 Alice Walker, in The Color Purple most notably, Ntozake Shange in For Colored Girls 
Who Have Considered Suicide When the Rainbow is Enough, Michele Wallace in Black 
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Instead, it is my interpretation, that he is placing the onus on the men who father children 

and choose, for whatever reason, not to rear them.  With the exception of those in 

academia, it has been my experience that when informally discussing Boyz N the Hood 

with people, the blame or fault never lies with the mothers but instead our conversations 

bemoan the lack of contributions made by black men as it relates to the lives of their 

children. 

     Singleton‟s “vision of masculinity,” as Rinaldo Walcott suggests, may very well be 

“emphatically patriarchal and heterosexist” to some50, but I cannot deny the 

verisimilitude found in the words of some of the characters.  The belief system that men 

are, in fact, necessary to the character building of young men is validated in some manner 

each week I go to the barbershop and listen to mothers talk about their inability to teach 

their sons masculine rituals.  One mother talked about something as seemingly simple as 

teaching her son how to effectively urinate without causing a tremendous mess.  Her 

take: “I don‟t have a penis, so how I am supposed to show him how to do it the right 

way.”  What‟s more, at this writing I am currently working in the public school system as 

a high school English teacher, and as a faculty and staff, we are constantly bombarded by 

single mothers who sometimes desperately express their frustration about being unable to 

effectively discipline their sons.  These mothers, whose sons are often disruptive, 
                                                                                                                                                 
Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman and Terry McMillan in Disappearing Acts and 
Waiting to Exhale received harsh criticism from black males for their troubling portraits 
of black men as abusive, negligent and unfeeling.  Author and scholar Ishmael Reed was 
an especially vocal opponent of The Color Purple, the culmination of a decade of work, 
including the above mentioned, that many felt derided black men.  The issue is discussed 
at length in Evelyn C. White‟s biography Alice Walker: A Life (New York: W. W. 
Norton & Company, 2004).   
50 Qtd. in Bruzzi, 166.   
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academically challenged and lacking father figures, come to us for solutions on how to 

address their sons‟ personal needs, sometimes saying, “I just don‟t know what else to do 

with him.”  Also, working in the public school system over the past nine years has 

afforded me the opportunity to see Reva Devereaux come to life, as I have seen many 

mothers withdraw their sons from school and send them to live with their fathers, 

sometimes in different states, because they were getting involved with rowdy and 

dangerous crowds and were becoming unmanageable.  While these stories may be 

anecdotal, they speak to the purpose that is at the heart of what Singleton truly intends to 

accomplish with this work, which is to bring attention to the influence fathers can 

potentially have on their children.  This is not a criticism or a judgment, but it is a 

representation of the belief system, though conservative and patriarchal in spirit, that 

many have in communities such as those depicted in the hood trilogy and a testament to 

what is going on within some areas of contemporary urban society.   

     Moreover, I am in staunch disagreement that Furious‟ role as parent is always ideal.  

Bruzzi even likens Furious to To Kill a Mockingbird's Atticus Finch because he is 

“ideologically, personally, sexually…an archetypal (White) Hollywood father.”51  I 

hardly think Harper Lee‟s beacon of patriarchal perfection would have no qualms about 

his son living with his girlfriend during his first year in college.  Though I certainly 

cannot deny that there is a sense of virtue to his parenting, it seems a bit reckless for 

Furious to get on board with Tre cohabitating with Brandi especially since he made such 

a fuss earlier in the film about becoming a grandfather early.  It also puts him at odds 

                                                 
51 Bruzzi, 166.   
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with Reva, who does not find his support of such a decision to be responsible at all, 

saying to him, “Well, you‟re his father.  That means you are supposed to guide his 

decisions.”  This speaks to an inconsistency in Furious‟ parenting.  Reminiscent of the 

contradictory parenting practiced by Jody and Melvin in Baby Boy, that he can initially 

be so adamant about issues surrounding sexuality and then, a short time after, be so lax 

about his son engaging in a situation that can leave him open for some of the concerns he 

previously expressed speaks less to sagaciousness and more to a parent trying, much like 

his female counterparts, to make decisions he believes to be sound and in the best interest 

of his child.   

     In contrast to his unaffected attitude about his still teen-age son moving in with his 

girlfriend while they are away at college (an attitude that is also a testimony to the widely 

affirmed connection between sexuality and masculinity amongst black men), Furious is 

very alarmed about Tre‟s attempted foray into the violent ambit of street justice.  While 

many black men do believe in the necessity of “sowing one‟s wild oats,” the statistics at 

the beginning of the film, which speak to the senseless deaths of young black men at the 

hands of other young black men, reminds us that we must be do what we can to save 

them from such peril.  Furious extends his usual knowledge and tough love and manages 

to talk his son out of doing something foolish.  Or so he thinks.  In another example of 

Furious‟ parenting not being wholly effortless and uncomplicated, he sees his words fall 

on deaf ears.  For the first time in the film, Tre has truly forsaken the wisdom of his 

father‟s words and Furious is scared to death.  As we know from the narrative, he is not 

used to being challenged by Tre, and for the first time, Furious experiences the 
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helplessness and sense of futility that Brenda and Reva may have felt during their rearing 

of their sons.   

     As noted, many scholars connect the violent deaths of Doughboy and Ricky to 

Singleton‟s misshapen portrait of single motherhood, and again I would like to challenge 

this theory.  Environment, as I have discussed in a previous chapter, has a great deal to do 

with the behavior, psyche and mentality of some of the young men who live in South 

Central Los Angeles and areas like them.  Of the two sons, Doughboy is arguably the 

most affected by his mother‟s parenting, but he makes poor decisions throughout the film 

and we cannot completely say this is a result of his mother not being concerned about his 

well being.  When a pubescent Doughboy is taken into custody for stealing, I sense the 

exasperation and embarrassment all over Brenda‟s face as she flicks her cigarette into the 

air.  Seven years later, at a party celebrating Doughboy‟s release from prison, she pleads 

with Tre to “talk to Darren (Doughboy‟s given name) for me, talk to him seriously, you 

hear?  I am so sick and tired of him going in and out of there.  Maybe some of what you 

got‟ll rub off on him.”  Brenda is unable to penetrate the nihilistic call of the environment 

and enlists one of Doughboy‟s peers to try to say to him what she apparently cannot.  

Still, if Tre is a manifestation of his father‟s voice and influence, then the power of 

Furious‟ words do not work in this situation either because Doughboy never abandons his 

way of life.  So, arguably, it is not always solely about guidance and influence in 

situations such as these.   

     Outside of becoming a teen-age father and having a live-in girlfriend, Ricky is not a 

problem child.  In fact, there is a reason he and Tre grew to be such good friends: they are 
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actually alike in a number of ways.  Ricky‟s death came about because of the 

environmental issue surrounding respect and masculinity in the „hood.  This, in my 

estimation, has nothing to do with poor or ineffective parenting, nor does it have much to 

do with good parenting.  What happened to Ricky could have happened to anyone 

regardless of who his or her parents are, and frankly, it almost happened to Tre despite 

the fact that he ultimately makes the right choice by getting out of the car.  Yes, Singleton 

is suggesting that Furious‟ influence ultimately brings Tre to his senses, but in reality, 

knowing what is right does not render you exempt from circumstance.   

     In light of this discussion concerning Singleton‟s portrait of single motherhood, I like 

Robyn Wiegman‟s assessment of how we should read black male cinema in reference to 

issues surrounding femininity.  Wiegman explains, “I am rejecting…the notion that 

because they focus on issues of masculinity, contemporary films by black male directors 

are simply reinscriptions of the dominant patriarchal organization of US culture---as if 

attention to the field of masculine relations is in itself either inherently anti-feminist or 

transhistorically and essentially misogynist.”52  Though I completely understand the 

criticism surrounding the issue wholeheartedly, I have never read Singleton‟s indictment 

against the lack of involvement of black fathers in Boyz N the Hood as a harangue against 

black mothers.  In fact, I am much more troubled by his depiction of single motherhood 

in the remaining films in the trilogy.   

                                                 
52 Robyn Wiegman, “Feminism, „The Boyz,‟ and Other Matters Regarding the Male” in 
Screening the Male: Exploring Masculinities in the Hollywood Cinema, eds. Steven 
Cohan and Ina Rae Hark (London: Routledge, 1993) 189.   
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     In Poetic Justice, the only example of single motherhood we see is a young woman 

ravished by the need of crack pipes and the sexual company of men in the presence of her 

children.  While in Baby Boy, I was very concerned about the fact that, in one scene, 

Yvette leaves her young son home alone with a former boyfriend whom she does not 

trust and eventually tries to rape her.  In another instance, Peanut, the mother of Jody‟s 

daughter, is never seen interacting with her child at all.  In the scene explored earlier in 

this chapter, Jody goes out to the car to greet the child, but Peanut is never seen showing 

the least concern for the young girl.  What‟s more, while she is home entertaining Jody 

with food and marijuana, her mother is picking her child up from daycare, speaking to a 

tremendous sense of irresponsibility.  Later, in the one scene where we actually see her 

interact with her daughter, Peanut is picking her up from Juanita‟s house and she cries 

when she takes the baby from Yvette (the other baby mama), signaling, in some respects, 

a lack of connection between mother and child.53  All of this is done with not nearly the 

analysis Singleton gives us in Boyz N the Hood involving issues of parenting.   

     We can also hold the filmmaker accountable for only showcasing the severity of the 

lack of influence of fathers on their sons.  In Poetic Justice, the narrative is ripe for 

Singleton to explore how Lucky‟s masculine presence can serve as a figure of strength 

and inspiration for his daughter, but outside of the scene described earlier and one at the 

end which humorously but fleetingly pokes fun at his lack of skills combing his 

daughter‟s hair, we are never given the opportunity to see Lucky really work through 
                                                 
53 I know that the child crying (in the case, John Singleton‟s actual daughter, Cleopatra) 
can certainly be attributed to the unpredictability of working with babies and young 
children in movies, but the fact that the child cries does suggest a sense of strain between 
mother and child.   
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some of the concerns he seems to express about raising his daughter I mentioned earlier 

in this chapter.  Jody does have that small, but telling and poignant moment with his 

daughter in Baby Boy, but Singleton never goes beyond the surface in depicting this 

relationship.  Melvin‟s daughter is even an afterthought in Jody‟s condemnation of him as 

a parent and man with the focus instead placed on his son‟s dissatisfaction with him as a 

parent.   

     Still, what Singleton diligently expresses in Boyz and touches on in Poetic Justice and 

Baby Boy is a worthwhile commentary on the necessity of having black men in the lives 

of their children.  We must move beyond the idea that when men do assume 

responsibility for their children, that it is a significant feat.  Neal explains that we must 

change our attitude about black male parenting as if it is something that requires applause 

because they are “doing the kinds of things that society would have us to believe black 

men were genetically challenged to do.”54  Neal is right; black fathers parenting their 

children is not exceptional, 55 and Singleton recognizes this.  In Boyz, Reva takes Furious 

to task for suggesting that because she still wants to mother her teenage son that she has 

somehow forfeited that right because he assumed parenting responsibilities, telling him: 

Of course you took in your son, my son, our son, and you  
taught him what he needed to be a man.  I‟ll give you that.   
Because most men ain‟t man enough to do what you did.   
But that gives you no reason, do you hear me, no reason to  
tell me that I can‟t be a mother to my son.  What you did is  
no different than what mothers have been doing from the be- 
ginning of time.  It‟s just too bad more brothers won‟t do the  
same.  But don‟t think you‟re special.  You may be cute. But  
not special. 

                                                 
54 Neal, 110.   
55 Ibid.   
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Though some may disagree, I do not believe that Singleton is attempting to paint a 

portrait of fathers with a brushstroke of valor and distinction, but he has recognized the 

good of the influence of a father-son relationship in his own life.  Boyz, as he explains in 

the director‟s commentary on the DVD, is made up of “vignettes…from my own life,” 

and as a result, Singleton understands the significance of these relationships and seeks to 

inspire a change in this behavior that finds black men largely in absentia where their 

children are concerned through the narrative construction of these films.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
HIP-HOP CULTURE AND MASCULINITY IN THE HOOD 

 
 

No skills to pay the bills 
Talkin‟ „bout education to battle inflation 

No college degree, just a dumb ass G 
(Yeah, you nigga, who me?) 

I got a baby on the way, damn it‟s a mess 
Have you ever been convicted of a felony?  

Yes 
 

--Ice Cube, “What Can I Do?” 
 
 

It ain‟t about how right or wrong you live 
But how long you live 

 
--Ice Cube, “The Nigga Ya Love to Hate” 

 
 
 
     Throughout this dissertation I have spoken of how John Singleton deems himself as 

“the first generation hip-hop filmmaker.”1  He explains the rationale for this designation 

this way:   

I was eleven years old when Rapper’s Delight2 came out, so I‟ve  
grown up with hip-hop.  If you look at all my movies, they‟re  
hip-hop films, because they have a different sensibility than the  
films from the filmmakers who came before me…Nobody‟s do- 

                                                 
1 Bakari Kitwana in The Hip Hop Generation: Young Blacks and the Crisis in African-
American Culture (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2002) identifies the hip-hop 
generation to include those born between the years of 1965-1984.   
2 Recorded by The Sugarhill Gang in 1979, though not the first of the hip-hop genre, the 
song is largely believed to be the first to bring national attention to rap music.  Read more 
about its evolution such books as Jeff Chang‟s Cant Stop Won‟t Stop: A History of the 
Hip-Hop Generation (New York: St. Martin‟s Press, 2005) and S. Craig Watkins‟ Hip 
Hop Matters: Politics, Pop Culture, and the Struggle for the Soul of a Movement (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 2005).  
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ing it the way I do it even now, because there‟s a certain mind-set  
when you choose to do things on your own terms and to not act  
like you‟re happy just to have your foot in the door.  I‟ve never  
been like that…When I sit in a meeting with a bunch of execu- 
tives who just happen to not be black, I‟m thinking, “I‟m gonna  
do what the fuck I want to, because I‟ve been doing it this way and  
I‟ve been successful.”  Why am I going to take your suggestion?   
I‟ll be polite, if it‟s good and constructive criticism, I‟ll do it, but  
I‟m gonna do what the fuck I want to do.3 

 
 
Singleton‟s no-holds barred and determined approach to his career speaks to the 

confident and proud attitude that characterizes much of hip-hop culture.  Explaining this 

behavior, Tricia Rose says, “Hip hop culture is very competitive and confrontational; 

these traits are both resistance to and preparation for a hostile world that denies and 

denigrates young people of color.”4  As it pertains to young men of the hip hop 

generation like Singleton, Nelson George adds, “For certain African American men, pride 

and arrogance are bound together like electrical writing.  Twisted tight and full of energy 

these two qualities often become one supercharged current that burns away 

humility…Yet for generations of disenfranchised men this has been an invigorating 

source of self-empowerment.”5 

     This tremendous sense of self is definitely on display in the films that make up the 

hood trilogy.  In his filmmaking and writing, Singleton depicts young black men and 

women who struggle to and often succeed in finding their voices and coming into their 

own understanding of who they are as people.  Furthermore, because he possesses such a 
                                                 
3 George Alexander, Why We Make Movies: Black Filmmakers Talk About the Magic of 
Cinema (New York: Harlem Moon/Broadway Books, 2003) 470.   
4 Tricia Rose, Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America 
(Hanover: Wesleyan University Press, 1994) 35-36.   
5 Nelson George, Hip Hop America (New York: Penguin Books, 1998) 50.   
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strong sense of self, instead of succumbing to the pressures of a corporate industry who 

are often clueless about the people and subjects he writes about, Singleton asserts his own 

voice in the effort to never compromise the voices of these young people who would less 

likely be heard otherwise.  If, as hip hop pioneer Chuck D suggests, “rap (is) Black 

America‟s CNN,”6 then Singleton cinematically reports the good news to audiences in 

multiplexes all over the country about what ails and empowers young black people of this 

generation, more than living up to his self-appointed christening as a “hip-hop 

filmmaker” in the process. 

     A confident voice is not the only marker of hip-hop culture‟s influence on Singleton 

work as a filmmaker.  Each film in the hood trilogy is cast with some musical member of 

the culture in roles key to the narrative.7  Perhaps the most famous hip-hop artist in 

Singleton‟s stable of actors is Ice Cube, who impressed critics and audiences alike with 

his incendiary performance as Doughboy in Boyz N the Hood.  Known for his 

membership in the west coast gangsta rap group N.W.A. and his controversial solo career 

marked by such blistering albums as AmeriKKKa’s Most Wanted (1990) and Death 

Certificate (1991), Ice Cube‟s start as an actor was a bit unexpected.  Singleton was 

adamant about getting the rapper to play the part of the love starved street denizen 

                                                 
6 Jeff Chang, Can‟t Stop Won‟t Stop: A History of the Hip-Hop Generation (New York: 
St. Martin‟s Press, 2005) 251.   
7 It bears mentioning that Singleton‟s tradition of casting hip-hop artists in his films 
extends to his work outside the hood trilogy as well.  Ice Cube shows up again in Higher 
Learning (1995) with Busta Rhymes, who also appears in the remake of Shaft (2000); 
Ludacris has a featured role in 2 Fast 2 Furious (2003); Andre “3000” Benjamin from the 
southern bred rap group Outkast has a major role in Four Brothers (2005); and if we 
count Tyrese Gibson as a hip-hop artist again in a less conventional sense, he reappears in 
Singleton‟s 2 Fast 2 Furious and Four Brothers.   
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Doughboy, and according to the documentary Friendly Fire: Making of an Urban Legend 

about the making of Boyz8, during his tenure as a production assistant for The Arsenio 

Hall Show, he ran into Cube, who was then a member in good standing of N.W.A., and 

boasted about how he was going to put him in a movie and “put it down for L.A.”  More 

concerned about lyrical flow than scripts and movie sets, Cube dismissed the future Oscar 

nominee.  They would later meet when Singleton found himself stranded at a party in 

Hollywood featuring the east coast based rap group Public Enemy.  “Remember me?” 

Singleton asked Cube, who had then just parted ways with N.W.A.  He gave Singleton a 

ride back to the USC campus and another year would pass before he would hear from this 

maker of cinematic promises again.  Ice Cube recalls in the documentary, “And when I 

heard from him again, it was a script coming through the mail.”  Singleton made good on 

his promise, and as the cliché goes, literally, “a star was born.”  

     Tupac Shakur, the James Dean, or even better the Sam Cooke, of the hip-hop 

generation, ended up playing Lucky in the street romance Poetic Justice after Ice Cube 

turned it down.  According to Singleton, “Cube didn‟t want to be in a romance.  He said 

he didn‟t want to do that kind of thing at that point in his career.”9  Shakur, having 

                                                 
8 This documentary is featured on Disc Two of the two-disc Anniversary Edition of Boyz 
N the Hood released in 2003.   
9 In the book documenting the making of Poetic Justice, Singleton, along with Veronica 
Chambers, explains that Ice Cube did not accept the part because of his commitment to 
the film Trespass (Walter Hill, 1992).  I like the “didn‟t want to do a romance” reason 
Singleton gives in the DVD commentary much better.  It is much more interesting than 
the standard Hollywood obligation story and it says a lot about who Ice Cube was at the 
time, coming off his stellar (and for me life-changing) album Death Certificate and 
getting ready to unleash The Predator (1992) on the world.  For the very reason I just 
mentioned is why Singleton, as he relates during the commentary on the DVD, felt he 
needed to do a film like Poetic Justice.   
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already appeared in Ernest Dickerson‟s Juice (1992), knew the role was intended for 

Cube and wanted to do what was necessary to secure the part.  He says, “I wanted to take 

the role over, make them feel that they could never get anybody else to do this.  There 

was nothing major about Lucky—no fighting, no drugs, not a De Niro role.  You had to 

add dazzle.  Lucky‟s a regular brother, responsible.”10  Singleton was impressed with 

Shakur‟s performance in Juice and the deal was sealed when, as he explains in the 

commentary, he asked different young women at the time, “Who you think I should put 

in this movie? Who do you think is hot?  Who do you think is sexy?”  Their answer: 

Tupac, as a result of their appreciation for his video of the song “Brenda‟s Got a Baby,” 

which chronicled the life a young teen-age mother, from his 1991 debut album 

2Pacalypse Now.   

     In addition to Shakur, Poetic Justice also features hip-hip/rap artists, Q-Tip, known for 

his membership in the eclectic group A Tribe Called Quest and a solo career marked by 

albums Amplified (1999), The Renaissance (2008) and the heavily bootlegged, but finally 

released Kamaal the Abstract (2001/2009), and Tone Loc, famous for his throaty tenor 

and early 1990s singles, “Wild Thing” and “Funky Cold Medina.”  And while not a hip-

hop artist in the conventional sense, the appearance of music megastar Janet Jackson 

definitely speaks to an artist influenced by hip-hop, evidenced in collaborations with such 

rappers as her Poetic Justice co-star Q-Tip, MC Lyte, Missy Elliott, Heavy D and 

Singleton alumnus, Busta Rhymes.   

                                                 
10 John Singleton and Veronica Chambers, Poetic Justice: Filmmaking South Central 
Style (New York: Delta, 1993) 19.   
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     Snoop Dogg‟s role as Rodney in Baby Boy came about through Singleton‟s previous 

association with him, dating back to Snoop‟s musical contribution to the film Deep Cover 

(Bill Duke, 1992).  In the DVD commentary, Singleton admits to always wanting to work 

with Snoop and the opportunity did not present itself until nine years later with the 

making of Baby Boy.  Of his performance as the vile and lecherous Rodney, on the 

commentary track of the DVD, Singleton observes that Snoop was very committed to the 

part.  “His ego wasn‟t in the way of him playing this role.  I mean he‟s basically the 

character.  He‟s like a lizard…like a dinosaur, like a raptor…predatory…you know 

Snoop from the videos and the music and everything, but you really believe him as 

Rodney in this movie…and you hate him.”  Like the connection between Tupac Shakur 

and Janet Jackson in Poetic Justice, Snoop is joined on screen by an R&B singer heavily 

influenced by hip- hop, Tyrese Gibson.  Gibson, who began his career crooning on buses 

in commercials for Coca-Cola and modeling for designer Tommy Hilfiger, has since 

released four albums, including the double disc Alter Ego (2006), in which, under the 

moniker Black Ty, he showcased his skills as a rapper.  In an even further example of the 

reach of the influence of hip-hop in Singleton‟s hood trilogy, some years later, Gibson 

assumed the role of Jody after Shakur, who was on board to play the part, was shot to 

death under mysterious circumstances resulting from a drive-by shooting in Las Vegas on 

September 13, 1996.   

     As effective as the use of hip-hop artists as actors have been for Singleton, many of 

them garnering critical acclaim and award recognition, the choice to do this has not been 

embraced by everyone in the film business or otherwise.  Actor Samuel Jackson, who 
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portrayed the title role in Singleton‟s version of Shaft, was once very outspoken about his 

disdain for rappers taking roles away from trained actors, at one point even refusing to 

read scripts where rappers were being considered for lead roles.  “To take people from 

the music world and give them the same kind of credibility and weight that you give me, 

Morgan Freeman, Laurence Fishburne, Forest Whitaker -- that's like an aberration to me; 

you just can't do that…It's not my job to lend credibility to so-and-so rapper who's just 

coming into the business.”11  Jackson goes on to say, “I know there's some young actor 

sitting in New York or in L.A. who's spent half of his life learning how to act and 

sacrificing to learn his craft but isn't going to get his opportunity ... because of some actor 

who's been created -- and you can use the word „actor‟ loosely.”12  However, Singleton 

rebuffs criticisms like Jackson‟s.  “When I hire somebody to be in a film, I don‟t hire 

them to be a musician…I hire them because of their personality, because of their flavor, 

what they can bring to the project.  I‟m not going to hire a rapper just to sit and rap in a 

film.  I gonna hire somebody for their verve and…for whatever kind of soul they can 

bring to my work.”13  Singleton also says of these musicians turned actors, “It‟s not like 

when they work for me, they‟re a flash in the pan.  I have a rigorous process from which 

they learn the respect for the craft.  They have an acting coach and go through some 
                                                 
11 Gary Susman, “Bad Rap,” Entertainment Weekly. 
<http://www.ew.com/ew/article/0,,322706,00.html>.  Accessed May 17, 2009.  Jackson‟s 

protest lacks credibility in some ways, as he has appeared in many films alongside 
rappers, including Singleton‟s aforementioned Shaft remake with Busta Rhymes, Sphere 
(Barry Levinson, 1998) with Queen Latifah, xXx: State of the Union (Lee Tamahori, 
2005) with Ice Cube, and Deep Blue Sea (Renny Harlin, 1999) and S.W.A.T. (Clark 
Johnson, 2003) both featuring LL Cool J.   
12 Ibid. 
13 From the DVD commentary of Poetic Justice, d. John Singleton (Culver City: 
Columbia TriStar Home Video, 1998) 

http://www.ew.com/ew/article/0,,322706,00.html
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improvisation and scene study and stuff.  It‟s like boot camp for three or four weeks 

before they get to do the movie.”14  These expectations Singleton looks for in actor, 

musician or otherwise, again speaks to the indomitable spirit reflected in the attitude of 

many who are a part of the hip-hop generation, while also lending his films a certain 

street credibility that can easily be translated into significant increases in box office as a 

result of the built-in audiences that come with these artists because of their musical 

output.15 

     However, indomitable spirit aside, a particular vulnerability, insensitivity and 

inadequacy are also reflected in some members of the hip-hop generation, particularly its 

male members.  Many of these young men, like the characters in the hood trilogy, draw 

their inspiration, world views, and behaviors from inner city and urban environments that 

are often marred by poverty, high crime rates, unemployment, and racism, resulting 

commonly in a sense of hopelessness and despair, incarceration, drug and alcohol abuse, 

and even death.  Yet, this behavior reflects a society that it not in synch with its more 

marginalized members.  Rose articulates: 

  Little information is set forth about the conditions that fos- 
ter such behaviors—the active municipal and corporate de- 
cisions that have exacerbated poverty, homelessness, and  
community instability….For all the public hue and cry a- 
bout some categories of crime, rarely are Americans exposed  
to an informed exploration of the relationship between some  

                                                 
14 Wilson Morales, “2 Fast 2 Furious: An Interview with John Singleton” in John 
Singleton: Interviews, ed. Craigh Barboza (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 
2009) 165.   
15 See the section “Ghetto Paradise” in chapter six of S. Craig Watkins‟ Representing: 
Hip Hop Culture and the Production of Black Cinema (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1998) for more discussion about the promotional tie-in strategy film 
companies utilize with the casting of hip hop artists in film, including soundtracks.   
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kinds of crime and the extraordinary institutional violence  
done to the nation‟s poorest children of color.  These includes  
massive unemployment—for them, their parents, and relatives;  
constant police harassment and violence against their peers, cou- 
pled with limited police efficacy against, and in some cases com- 
plicity in, the drug trade; routine arrests for “suspicious” behavior  
(anyone who is black and/or has lived in a poor black community  
knows that cops often equate suspicious behavior and black male  
bodies); appalling housing or none at all; limited access to legal  
or political redress; and dehumanizing state aid  bureaucracies,  
which demand, for example, that welfare parents continually  
scour the listings for affordable apartments in order to keep their  
monthly rent coupons, even though the lowest market rentals cost  
two or three times more than their coupons can cover).  This is  
topped off by economic shifts that have transformed the already  
bleak labor landscape in black urban communities into tenuous,  
low-pay, dead-end service jobs.16 

        

     Once of the more specific ways the problems pointed out by Rose have been 

manifested is via the number of young black men in the American penal system.  The 

issue of incarceration and the black male has been and is still the source of much 

discussion, chiefly in terms of the astronomical rates of black men that take up residence 

in prison communities.  In fact, this discussion is so common, it is almost cliché when the 

following is said: “There are more Black men in jail than there are in college.”  Still, as 

oft heard and repeated as the aforesaid comment may be, the statistical information about 

Black men in jail is staggering.  DeWayne Wickham, in referring to the most recent data 

on the subject from the Bureau of Justice of Statistics (a division of the United States 

Department of Justice), reports that as of the year 2001, when Baby Boy was released in 

theatres, 803,400 black men were incarcerated in state and federal prisons and county 
                                                 
16 Tricia Rose, “Rap Music and the Demonization of Young Black Males” in Black Male: 
Representations of Masculinity in Contemporary American Art, ed. Thelma Golden (New 
York: Whitney Museum of American Art/Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1994) 151-152.   



162 
 

jails.  Of that number, 189,200 were between the ages of 18-24.17  Just ten years prior, 

which marked the debut of the first film in the trilogy, of the 711, 643 total inmates, 95% 

were male and 46% of that number was black, which marks a significant increase in the 

total number of black males incarcerated by the time the trilogy ends.18  Moreover, this 

tremendous boom in the black prison population in the U. S. has been principally the 

result of non-violent drug offenses.  The Bureau also “projects that some fourteen million 

Americans—most of them black and Latino males—will spend some part of their lives 

locked down.”19  In addition to drug trafficking, Marc Mauer identified such violations as 

homicide, rape, and robbery as being the chief source of black men‟s tenure in the 

country‟s prison cells and that interactions with the criminal justice system can greatly 

stigmatize them.  These offenses will alter their opportunities to be educated, have quality 

careers, and families, as “employers, educational institutions, and potential marriage 

partners display little enthusiasm for the young man who has little work history or 

potential earnings, and whose long-term stability in the community is uncertain.”20   

                                                 
17 DeWayne Wickham, “Debunking the Myths of Black History,” USA Today. 
<http://forums.therightsociety.com/default.aspx?f=17&m=105745>.  Accessed March 28, 
2005.  Currently, as of 2008, according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, At midyear 
2008, there were 4,777 black male inmates per 100,000 black males held in state and 
federal prisons and local jails, compared to 1,760 Hispanic male inmates per 100,000 
Hispanic males and 727 white male inmates per 100,000 white males. 
18 Allen Beck, et. al., “Survey of State Prison Inmates, 1991,” U. S. Department of 
Justice, <http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/pub/pdf/sospi91.pdf>. Accessed November 16, 
2009.   
19 Ellis Cose, The Envy of the World: On Being a Black Man in America (New York: 
Washington Square Press, 2002) 99-100.   
20 Marc Mauer, “A Generation Behind Bars: Black Males and the Criminal 
Justice System” in The American Black Male: His Present Status and His Future, edited 
by Richard G, Majors and Jacob U. Gordon (Chicago: Nelson-Hall Publishers, 1994) 83.     

http://forums.therightsociety.com/default.aspx?f=17&m=105745
http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/pub/pdf/sospi91.pdf
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     These frequent incarcerations are the result of a dubious and contemptuous 

relationship with the police.  South Central Los Angeles based gangsta rap group N.W.A. 

did not proclaim that we “fuck tha police” without cause.  According to Douglas G. 

Glasgow, “Police are seen as bandits, thugs, and „head whippers,‟ whose behavior is 

sanctioned by the broader community.”21  In relation to the environment that 

characterizes the hood trilogy, I have already mentioned the corrupt practices of the Daryl 

Gates led L.A.P.D. in the second chapter of this dissertation, but it is also significant to 

mention that law enforcement agencies are seemingly hard-wired to be automatically 

suspicious of young black males.  Glasgow explains: 

  Every young man who grows up in the inner-city ghetto can  
expect to have some confrontation with the police…Feeling  
securely backed by their powerful officialdom, and encouraged  
by the poor Blacks‟ lack of machinery for responding to injus- 
tice, the police perpetuate a system of harassment and dehumani- 
zation.  The main target of this denigrative process is the young  
male.  He is made to feel unprotected, vulnerable in his own 
neighborhood, always subject to questioning; he is suspected of  
every crime and made to prove his innocence in every encounter… 
These encounters do not consist of subtle dehumanization but sheer 
intimidation: the police stop the man and demand to know why he  
is there and where he is going.  If a satisfactory response is given  
(that is, satisfactory to the police officer), the person may be al- 
lowed to proceed; if not, he is arrested, usually as a suspect, and  
searched.22 

 
     And the media do not help to negate this view of young black males either.  Herman 

Gray relates, “Discursively located outside the „normative conceptions,‟ mainstream 

moral and class structure, media representations of poor black males…served as the 

                                                 
21 Douglas G. Glasgow, The Black Underclass: Poverty, Unemployment and Entrapment 
of Ghetto Youth (New York: Vintage Books, 1981) 100-101.   
22 Ibid., 101.   
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symbolic basis for fueling and sustaining panics about crime, the nuclear family, and 

middle-class security while they displaced attention from the economy, racism, sexism, 

and homophobia.”23  bell hooks points out that young black males receive the message 

very early from the media “that they are inhabiting an all-powerful universe that not only 

does not want them to succeed but wants to ensure their demise.”24  And Earl Ofari 

Hutchinson speaks of the dangerous impact of the media‟s scrutiny of young black males 

when he writes:  

It‟s a cliché, but it bears repeating when it comes to the media  
reporting on black males: The more things change the more they  
stay the same…Over time, the ancient racial stereotypes have been 
confirmed, validated, and deepened until they have taken on a life  
of their own.  If editors constantly feature young black males as  
gang members and not as Rhodes, Merit, or National Science Foun- 
dation scholars because they don‟t believe they exist, or don‟t be- 
lieve that they are capable of achieving those distinctions, then the  
news becomes a grim self-fulfilling prophecy.25 

 

Hutchinson‟s analysis makes more than perfect sense because there is evidence that these 

young men are indeed engaging in behavior that fulfills the expectation of debauchery set 

by police and society in general.  This can certainly be seen in the violence perpetrated by 

young black men on one another.  As mentioned previously, Singleton reminds us at the 

beginning of Boyz N the Hood that most of the “one out of every twenty-one Black 

American males murdered in their lifetime” will die at the hands of another black male.  
                                                 
23 Herman Gray, “Black Masculinity and Visual Culture” in Black Male: Representations 
of Masculinity in Contemporary American Art, ed. Thelma Golden (New York: Whitney 
Museum of American Art/Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1994) 177.   
24 bell hooks, We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity (New York: Routledge, 2004) 
86.   
25 Earl Ofari Hutchinson, Ph.D., The Assassination of the Black Male Image (New York: 
Touchstone, 1996) 46-47.   



165 
 

Later, in 2000, near the year of Baby Boy‟s release, it was reported by the U.S. 

Department of Justice that “of all the violent crimes committed against blacks…81.9 

percent were caused by other blacks” and despite only making up three percent of the 

nation‟s population, in terms of committing them, black men “consistently account for 

over 40 percent of the murders annually in the U.S.”26  These statistics are borne from a 

number of conditions.  As discussed in chapter two, environment can greatly influence 

and shape a person‟s behavior and in inner-city milieus like South Central Los Angeles, 

such can lead to the clamoring for respect by young males.   

     Elijah Anderson identifies this need as a form of social capital that replaces more 

conventional notions of wealth, such as money or property ownership, which have mostly 

been denied or made unavailable to the inhabitants of their community.27  He goes on to 

suggest that the need for respect is largely responsible for shaping many of these young 

men‟s self-esteem and becomes extremely vital when the avenues in which they have to 

express themselves are or felt to be restricted.28  This almost obsessive want for respect is 

the source of much of the black on black crime in inner cities like South Central Los 

Angeles.  What may seem trivial to those outside of this culture carries a heightened 

sense of importance for those who actively travel in this circle.  Richard Majors and Janet 

Mancini Billson suggests, “When cool behaviors are places ahead of acknowledging and 

dealing with true fears or needs, pent-up emotions and frustrations result, which are then 

                                                 
26 Ranford Reese, American Paradox: Young Black Men (Durham: Carolina Academic 
Press, 2004) 167.   
27 Elijah Anderson, Code of the Street: Decency, Violence, and the Moral Life of the 
Inner City (New York: W. W. Norton, 1999) 66. 
28 Ibid.   
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released in aggressive behavior toward those who are closest to the black male—other 

black people.”29   

     Singleton shows us this clamoring for respect and the resulting black on black 

aggression that sometimes stems from this need at various moments in the trilogy.  For 

example, in Boyz N the Hood, this antagonism takes a deadly turn when Ricky is 

murdered at the hands of a group of gang members who respond violently in order to 

save face as a result of the embarrassment he imposes upon them at an impromptu 

gathering, a situation I discuss in detail later in this chapter.  Also, in Baby Boy, the 

demand for respect is rendered comically, thought shades of seriousness abound, when 

Sweetpea literally spanks a young perpetrator with a belt for assaulting his best friend, 

Jody, rhythmically stating with each lick, “Respect yo‟ elders!  Respect yo‟ elders!”  

Moments such as these speak to the importance these young men place on connecting 

respect to masculinity in settings reminiscent of and like South Central.   

     Ranford Reese identifies one of the causes of black on black violence to be a form of 

self-loathing on the part of young black men.  The inclination is to blame this surge of 

violent behavior on racism and the less than fair and honest practices of law enforcement, 

and to a great extent, for reasons well discussed previously in this dissertation, this is a 

more than accurate assignation.  However, culpability for the causes of black on black 

crime extends beyond the commonplace explanations of discrimination and crooked 

cops.  Former mayor of Los Angeles James Hahn observed, “The community has a 

degree of fault to share.  There are places in the cities where values have broken down, 
                                                 
29 Richard Majors and Janet Mancini Billson, Cool Posse: The Dilemmas of Black 
Manhood in America (New York: Touchstone, 1992) 19-20.   
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there are fourth- and fifth-generation gang members.”30  In an affirmation of what 

cartoonist Aaron McGruder refers to as “nigga moments” in his animated series The 

Boondocks, William J. Bratton, chief of the LAPD, remarked that “people will think 

nothing of shooting at someone because they looked at them the wrong or were wearing 

the wrong color or drove by at the wrong time.”31  

     The media certainly do not help matters at all, reinforcing what Tricia Rose identifies 

as a “history of association of blacks with ignorance, sexual deviance, violence and 

criminality,” which, in turn, “sounds an alarm about the levels of violence and social 

decay created by policies, public opinion, and neglect.”32  Certainly, hip-hop has been 

accused of glorifying and romanticizing violent behavior through its lyrics and 

storytelling, but Rose says even that is connected to a sociological perception of black 

male behavior.  “…(B)ecause we associate these men with violence, the stories they tell 

about violence are perceived as „authentic black expression,‟ which activates a familiar 

kind of racial voyeurism and expands the market for their particular stories of crime and 

violence, which, in turn, confirms the perception that black men are more violent.  This 

creates economic opportunity for performing and celebrating violent storytelling.”33     

     Almost as if buying into this sociological and economic quagmire, Reese points out 

the brutal way in which rivalries and retaliation are sometimes handled amongst black 

male hip-hop artists.  As previously explained in this work, Tupac Shakur was unable to 

                                                 
30 Qtd. in Reese, 171.  
31 Ibid.   
32 Tricia Rose, The Hip Hop Wars: What We Talk About When We Talk About Hip 
Hop—and Why It Matters (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2008) 53.   
33 Ibid., 55.   
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play the lead role in Baby Boy because of a senseless drive-by shooting in Las Vegas.  

Less than a year later, Christopher Wallace, professionally known as The Notorious 

B.I.G. and Biggie Smalls, was similarly murdered in Los Angeles.  After the deaths of 

these highly influential artists, as discussed by Bakari Kitwana, the criticism was 

extremely pointed as “both rappers were deemed by countless critics as irresponsible, 

self-centered thugs who sowed the seeds of their own destruction,” and even further, 

“(t)hose fans who celebrated their lives were seen as equally irresponsible.”34  In 2002, 

Jason Mizell, widely known as Jam Master Jay from the groundbreaking hip-hop group 

Run DMC, was gunned down in his studio in New York.  Reese wonders, in comparison 

to artistic feuds that are fought solely on lyrical battlefields by white performers such as 

NSync vs. The Backstreet Boys, Guns and Roses vs. Motley Crue or The Rolling Stones 

vs. The Who, “Why is there a need for black rappers to challenge rivals through 

violence?”35  What‟s more, Reese points out that some of the most popular hip hop 

oriented, black-owned music labels are gruffly titled Death Row Records and Murder, 

Inc., prompting the scholar to determine just what is so “glamorous about death row and 

murder.”36   

     The source of this mentality can be derived from a feeling or belief that there is no 

value or worth where black life is concerned and this has largely been connected to racist 

connotations.  In addition to discussions of population density and feelings of constriction 

among people in inner city areas, Kenneth B. Clark observes that the “aggressions of 

                                                 
34 Kitwana, 4.   
35 Reese, 169-170. 
36 Ibid., 171.   



169 
 

Negroes against whites are more likely to be punished severely than similar aggressions 

against other Negroes,” therefore, “(t)he unstated and sometimes stated acceptance of 

crime and violence as normal for a ghetto community is associated with a lowering of 

police vigilance and efficiency when the victims are also lower-class people.”37  Writer 

Nathan McCall, in recalling his days as a troubled young man in Virginia, recounts just 

how biased the views of the justice system can be when it comes to black life.  “I 

understood what that was all about: I shot and nearly killed…a black man, and got a 

thirty-day sentence; I robbed a white business and didn‟t lay a finger on anybody, and got 

twelve years.  I got the message.  I‟d gotten it all my life: Don‟t fuck with white folks.”38  

In his film Do the Right Thing, Spike Lee noticed how a number of vociferous critics 

lamented the fact that Sal‟s Pizzeria was destroyed in a riot while little regard was given 

to the death of the character of Radio Raheem at the hands of the NYPD via the infamous 

chokehold. Responding to critic Joe Klein‟s description that the throwing of the trashcan 

into the window of the pizzeria by the character Mookie (played by Lee himself) as “one 

of the stupider, more self-destructive acts of violence I‟ve ever witnessed,” Lee lambastes 

the critic‟s narrow-sightedness.   

There is no mention of the murder of Radio Raheem.  To me, that  
was horrible to see a teen-ager chocked to death.  He doesn‟t even  
mention that.  He thinks…one of the stupider, more destructive acts  
of violence he‟s ever witnessed in a film is when I throw a garbage  
can through a window. Now, does a window breathe?  Does a win- 
dow gasp for his very last breath?  Anytime I‟ve read a review by a  
critic and they talked about the loss of property. Isn‟t it a shame that  

                                                 
37 Kenneth B. Clark, Dark Ghetto: Dilemmas of Social Power (New York: Harper 
Torchbooks, 1965) 86.   
38 Nathan McCall, Makes Me Wanna Holler: A Young Black Man in America (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1994) 150.   
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Sal‟s Famous Pizzeria was burned to the ground and he lost his busi- 
ness?  He‟d been there in Bed-Stuy for twenty something years.  You 
know providing a service to the community. And not one word was 
written about the loss of life.  So, when you read something like that,  
from the jump street you know where they‟re coming from.  Because  
in their estimation, it doesn‟t even up.  The life of one black thug, 
hoodlum, whatever you want to call him, potential rapist or mugger  
versus white owned property.  They see it as more valuable.  That is  
why they not even talking about Radio Raheem being murdered.   
That doesn‟t matter to them.  It‟s just another nigger gone.  We  
don‟t give a fuck.  What we care about it white owned property burnt 
down.39 

 

     If there is no value placed on black life in the cultural construct, then the interpretation 

by many of these young black males is that somehow their lives do not matter, and if 

there is no regard for their lives, then why should it make a difference whether or not 

these young men become “self-cleaning ovens” and wipe themselves out.  This is the 

lesson that is possibly being learned.  Jawanza Kunjufu quotes author and activist Amos 

Wilson as saying: 

The essence of the black on black criminal is self-hatred or  
self-alienation.  These can only be learned.  Self-hatred can  
only occur as a result of having been made to appear to be  
hateful, ugly, degrading, rejected, associated with pain, non- 
existent, or devoid of meaning, and adherently inferior.  Such  
appearances and associations are the fruits of white American  
narcissistic racist projections against the African American  
community.”40  

 
     Singleton recognizes that some black males in urban communities can express feelings 

of detachment about their lives and uses moments in the trilogy to address this very dire 

                                                 
39 Spike Lee, “Spike‟s Last Word” in  Do the Right Thing.  Dir. Spike Lee.  Perfs.  Danny 
Aiello, Ossie Davis, Ruby Dee.  1989.  DVD.  Criterion Collection, 2001.   
40 Jawanza Kunjufu, Countering the Conspiracy to Destroy Black Boys (Chicago: African 
American Images, 1995) 169-170.   
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concern.  In Boyz, Furious‟ “sermon on the mount,” which finds him standing before his 

son, his son‟s friend, and a group of community members in Compton talking about the 

perils of gentrification and the deterioration of the black community, speaks against this 

casual attitude about life.  When one young black male explains, “What am I supposed to 

do?  A fool roll up try to smoke me, I‟m gone shoot the motherfucker if he don‟t kill me 

first,” Furious tells him, “ You‟re doing exactly what they want you to do.  You have to 

think, young brother, about your future.”  It is in this moment Singleton makes a strong 

testament for these young black men to see some meaning in their lives, reminding them 

that there is life outside the rules and ideas of the hood and that they do, in fact, have a 

future to be concerned about.   

     Consequently, this violent behavior can be directly associated with the performance 

and display of masculinity.  Majors and Billson remark that this association of violence 

and manhood is an attempt on the part of these young black men to “assert themselves by 

adopting a defiant, confrontational style known in black folklore as the „bad nigga‟ or 

„badman‟ who „refuses to accept the subservient position allocated to blacks.‟”
41  And in 

the effort to best showcase this „bad nigga‟ conceptualization, “(v)iolence has become a 

readily available and seemingly realistic tool for achieving these critical social rewards 

(masculinity and the aforementioned status and respect); it is in this sense that violence 

can even become a form of achievement when everything else has failed.”42  And though, 

as William H. Grier and Price M. Cobbs explains, these “black boys are admonished not 

to be a „bad nigger,‟” the devaluing of black life in ways like I have described above 
                                                 
41 Majors and Billson, 33.   
42 Ibid.   
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sends the message that they as young black men will never achieve the social standard of 

respectability that requires the renouncement of the “bad nigger.”43  Therefore, many of 

these young men turn into what Grier and Cobbs believe every black man in this country 

has the potential to become and embrace to the fullest the very description of the 

moniker, “They are angry and hostile.  They strike fear into everyone with their 

uncompromising rejection of restraint or inhibition.  They may seem at one moment 

meek and compromised—and in the next a terrifying killer.”44  As described here, the 

“bad nigga” is especially manifested in the trilogy via the sneer and assertive pose and 

speech of Doughboy in Boyz, and, in Baby Boy, through the aggressive stance and 

volatile temperament of Sweetpea and the vile and conniving nature of Rodney.  Each of 

these young men, definitely scarred in some way by their urban existence and criminal 

experience, embodies the “bad nigga” euphemism as means of protection in their 

environment and as a defense mechanism against the things they do not fully understand 

about the world in general.   

     In light of this discussion of black male behavior, I like the way S. Craig Watkins 

discusses the different contrasts surrounding the debate on nihilism in his scholarship.  

Watkins quotes Cornel West as defining nihilism as “the lived experience of coping with 

a life of horrifying meaninglessness, hopelessness, and (most important) lovelessness.  

This usually results in a numbing detachment from others and a self-destructive 

                                                 
43 William H. Grier, M.D. and Price M. Cobbs, M.D., Black Rage (New York: Bantam 
Books, 1968) 54-55 
44 Ibid. 
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disposition toward the world.”45  The relentless onslaught of black on black crime does, 

in fact, speak to a sense of desperation and unfeeling nature that has corroded the psyches 

of many young black men in environments like the one portrayed in Singleton‟s hood 

trilogy.  Still, Watkins indicates that West‟s theory, though viable and far from incorrect, 

is problematic.  To satisfy his concerns with West‟s interpretation, Watkins points to 

Stephen Steinberg‟s argument that “the emphasis on the allegedly nihilistic lifestyles of 

black youth—crime, drugs, and other negative behaviors—comes perilously close to 

endorsing the view that defiance is the primary culprit in the deterioration of poor black 

urban life.”46  Watkins goes on to quote Eric Lott, who says that we cannot solely blame 

popular cultures like hip hop for the destruction of black communities because in doing 

so we deflect “the radical potential and political critique articulated in the creation of rap 

and black cinema.”47   

     However, we can acknowledge class definitely plays a role in the articulation of 

masculinity in hip hop culture.  It is no secret that the aforementioned discussions and the 

attention given to these issues within the realm of hip hop music call attention to a certain 

style, aesthetic, and experience expressed by young black males that is heavily identified 

with being from urban areas that are impoverished, politically ignored and simply 

forgotten.  Imani Perry tells us, “As the conversation about the crisis facing young, poor, 

Black males has grown, hip hop is often used as an example of the antisocial behavior 

and attitudes that are responsible for the conditions they face.  The explanatory narrative 
                                                 
45 S. Craig Watkins, Representing: Hip Hop Culture and the Production of Black Cinema 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1998) 201.   
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid.  
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suggests that their pathological view—not poverty, not imprisonment, not lack of 

educational or professional access—explains what is going on in their lives.”48  Perry 

goes on to write that the “theater of hardness in hip hop provides instruction about the 

self-protective strategies that young Black urban men adopt, which are a response to, 

rather than a cause of, the critical situation they face.”49  These strategies learned from 

hip hop culture and its numerous offshoots often work against them in the larger social 

construct, but these are survival mechanisms that are extremely necessary when 

maneuvering urban terrains like South Central Los Angeles.  Therefore, despite all the 

limitations mentioned in these pages thus far, Singleton‟s work, in its influence on and 

from hip-hop culture, is a very essential discussion of young black men in this country. 

 

Acting a Man in the Hood Trilogy 

It is not a question of acting a man. 
I can act a man. 

There's no artistry in that. 
 

--Billy Crudup as Ned Kynaston in  
Stage Beauty (Richard Eyre, 2004) 

 

     In talking about Baby Boy, John Singleton has said, “This movie isn‟t for everyone.  

It‟s just for the real, cool, hip people who would get it.  It‟s basically like a rap album on 

                                                 
48 Imani Perry, “„Tell us how it feels to be a problem‟: Hip Hop Longings and Poor 
Young Black Men” in Against the Wall: Poor, Young, Black, and Male, ed. Elijah 
Anderson (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008) 167.   
49 Ibid.   
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film.  It‟s bold and brash and audacious, and either you‟re feelin‟ it or you ain‟t.”50  

Singleton‟s likening of the film to a rap album is insightful.  In what is true of all of the 

films in the hood trilogy, many of themes presented in these films, such as the assertion 

of masculinity, despondency, and coming of age, are more than represented in much of 

the music that makes up the hip-hop genre and culture.  Furthermore, just as is true with 

the music, Singleton‟s films express those defining elements of hip-hop that pioneer DJ 

Kool Herc recognizes as “the way you walk, the way you talk, the way you look, the way 

you communicate.”51  In a larger context, these films also address the condemnation 

leveled at hip-hop culture that has labeled its members “as slackers, confused, lost, and 

much worse”52 by providing examples of what has led to these feelings and behaviors of 

instability and uncertainty.  In these films, Singleton‟s attempts to filmically achieve what 

Nelson George has described as the purpose of the hip hop movement and “bring a new 

language of rhythm, speech, and movement” while motivating “a generation to take to 

verse to say what was too long unspoken about this nation.”53  Significantly, as it pertains 

to the young men who are the focus of much of the trilogy, Singleton has continued the 

intention and work of the culture itself by providing “a primary avenue through which to 

access public space—something (black males) have long lacked.”54  

                                                 
50 Joshua Mooney, “Singleton Returns to the Hood for Baby Boy” in John Singleton: 
Interviews, ed. Craigh Barboza (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2009) 126.   
51 DJ Kool Herc, “Introduction” in Can‟t Stop Won‟t Stop: A History of the Hip-Hop 
Generation by Jeff Chang (New York: St. Martins Press, 2005) xi.   
52 Kitwana, 86.   
53 George, xiii.   
54 Ibid., 87.   
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     In Baby Boy, Sweetpea goes to Jesus with his best friend, Jody, kneeling beside him, 

and prays, “Dear Lord, please forgive us for all the sins we have brought upon us and 

look down upon us with forgiveness for all the sins we will have in the future.  I know 

you understand that niggas ain‟t perfect but we try Lord.  We try to keep our heads up in 

bad times.  This is a bad time.  Show us the way.  And if you can‟t show us the way, then 

forgive us for being lost.”  This is one of my favorite moments in the film because here 

you see a young man, who until this point had been a walking manifestation of the “bad 

nigga”: he does not hold a steady job, he has professed “robbin‟” to be the one thing he is 

good at, he speaks crassly to his girlfriend and her mother, he can switch from a calm 

disposition to a violent one on a dime, he wears a constant sneer on his face and a 

menacing posture to match.  Still, in this moment, as he prays a devout and telling prayer, 

we see that these young men, “bad niggas” or not, do not necessarily enjoy or even want 

to live in such a perilous existence.  Sweetpea lets the audience know that he wants 

something better for himself with these hopes he expresses to God, but the difficulty lies 

in the uncertainty of knowing the right path in which to pursue peace and guidance.  

     In Baby Boy, many of the young men in the film are at a crossroads of sorts, but none 

more so than its protagonist, Jody.  Like Sweetpea, he is also being chased by his inner 

demons, ones that find him consumed with thoughts of death and violence.  Singleton 

depicts this inner war that shows Jody in various states of moral decay, fear and 

consciousness in a montage of scenes.  The montage in early American filmmaking was 

influenced by Soviet and Germanic filmmaking, and according to David Bordwell, these 

shots “were motivated as dreams, visions, or hallucinations,” and later, these sequences 
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“established two crucial qualities of later American (films): the linkage of several short 

shots by dissolves rather than cuts, and the motivation of montage by character 

psychology and other story factors.”55  Singleton, though employing cuts more frequently 

than dissolves, still connects these scenes in montage fashion of Jody‟s psychological 

state in the effort to represent which direction he sees his life heading toward.  We see 

Jody in jail, the cells doors slamming shut and locking him in, a metaphor that suggests 

he feels trapped in an existence that appears to be going nowhere.  We see Jody having 

sex with both mothers of his children, asking them to have his baby.  They both respond 

that they will and profess their love for him while also informing him that he scares them 

(the film does not say why then, but later, Yvette explains it is because he makes it seems 

as if they will not be together anymore).  The montage also shows Jody running through a 

crowd of onlookers, police car and helicopter lights breaking through the darkness, only 

to shockingly find everyone is gawking at his bullet ridden body lying dead and bloody 

on the streets.  The scene dissolves into Jody‟s funeral, his mother and Yvette wailing 

over his body, asking God to “give him back.”  Keeping in line with Bordwell‟s 

description of montage as a manifestation of dreams and visions, Jody is jarringly 

awakened from his dark thoughts by the sound of the telephone.   

     Interspersed between these scenes is a beautifully rendered mural Jody has painted on 

his bedroom wall of Tupac Shakur.  Singleton has placed this here as an homage to the 

slain actor/rapper because he was to play the part of Jody, but it also represents how 

                                                 
55 David Bordwell, Janet Staiger and Kristin Thompson, The Classical Hollywood 
Cinema: Film Style & Mode of Production to 1960 (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1985) 74.   
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Shakur was a victim of the very fears Jody expresses in his nightmare.  Jody is apparently 

consumed with thoughts of death and Shakur, of course, is a expression of those fears, 

having died young as a result of the hazards associated with street life.  According to 

Glenn Whipp, Shakur‟s expressive and watchful brown eyes are reminiscent of F. Scott 

Fitzgerald‟s T. J. Eckleberg from The Great Gatsby, “the figure that looked down from a 

giant billboard…observing and silently judging the actions of the book‟s characters.”56  

Whipp explains that Shakur‟s Ecklebergish existence is “also Singleton‟s way of saying 

that if Jody doesn‟t get his act right, he could wind up dead like Shakur.”57 

    However, much of the reason Jody finds it difficult to “get his act right” is because of 

what Singleton identifies to be the overall theme of the movie: the infantilization of the 

black male.  Singleton uses Dr. Frances Cress Welsing‟s theory on the subject as a 

foundation to illuminate Jody‟s mentality and lack of maturity.  Cress Welsing, rooting 

her observations in semantics, explains that as a result of the construct of racism in this 

country, the black male has been reduced to a condition of infancy.   

  I…examined certain…specific patterns of language used by  
Black males within the white supremacy culture.  To begin with,  
Black males in particular…refer to the white male as “The Man.”   
Once this term “The Man” is thought or uttered, the brain com- 
putes that inasmuch as there are only five major categories of peo- 
ple (“man,” “woman,” “boy,” “girl,” and “baby”), if the white male  
is “The Man,” meaning logically “The only Man,” then any other  
male must be one of the four remaining people categories...When  
the use of the word “boy” was no longer the term of common refer- 
ence for Black males by whites, Black males began referring to 
themselves as “baby”…the term “baby” is a fully accepted appellation  
for Black males in reference to one another.  It is thus not uncommon  

                                                 
56 Glenn Whipp, “From Boyz to Boy” in John Singleton: Interviews, ed. Craigh Barboza 
(Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2009) 128.   
57 Ibid.   
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to hear one Black male say to another, “Hey, „baby,‟ what‟s happe- 
ning?”  In addition to Black males frequently referring to one another  
as “baby,” many Black females often refer to their Black male peers  
and companions as “baby.”  While Black adult females refer to Black  
adult males as “baby,” Black adult males often refer to Black adult  
female peers and companions as “momma,” often expecting those 
“mommas” to provide food, clothes and shelter for them.  It is not 
uncommon to hear “Hey momma, can I ride with you?”  Further,  
Black adult males also refer to the place where they sleep as a “crib.”   
The brain thus computes: an adult male who refers to another adult  
male as “The Man” (meaning, the only man), to himself as “baby,” to  
the woman that he sleeps with as “momma,” and the place where he  
sleeps as a “crib,” will call himself or any Black male reflection of  
himself a “mother fucker.”58 

 

     With a sonogram elicited heartbeat and the gurgle of amniotic fluid as ambiance, 

Singleton opens Baby Boy with the sight of a fully grown, naked, tattooed, and muscular 

Jody in utero sleeping, as the cliché suggests, like a baby.  Through voice over, we hear 

him explain an abbreviated version of Cress Welsing‟s analysis connecting black 

masculinity to infancy, to which Singleton also includes visual examples of this theory, 

featuring some of the main characters from the film, as support.  As this cinematic 

prologue comes to a close, punctuated by Kool and the Gang‟s “Summer Madness,” we 

hear a cacophony of sounds and voices, the amniotic fluid racing fiercely as Jody 

struggles to induce labor and finally remove himself from the womb.  In this brief 

moment, Singleton foreshadows the entire arc he will be taking the character of Jody 

through, from a young man seemingly content and satisfied with his existence to one 

finally breaking free of the fear and uncertainty that has chained him to his irresponsible 

ways.   
                                                 
58 Dr. Frances Cress Welsing, The Isis Papers: The Keys to the Colors (Chicago: Third 
World Press, 1991) 120-121. 
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     This notion of infantilization in black males is on display in numerous instances 

throughout the film.  In another montage of scenes featured directly before the nightmare 

described above, Singleton illustrates Jody‟s embodiment of Cress Welsing‟s theory 

through the use of a series of symbols directly related to childhood.  Jody works 

meticulously on a model car while surrounded by pictures of scantily clad and naked 

women, a poster of model/entrepreneur Tyra Banks (an inside joke of sorts since 

Singleton once dated the supermodel, but it also suggests the décor of a sexually 

preoccupied teenager), bicycle chains, and boxes of Lemonheads.  Even the Tupac mural 

indicates the pubescent practice of putting your favorite celebrity, sports figure or 

entertainer on your wall to show adoration or admiration.  All the trappings associated 

with still living at home.  Yet, among these representations of youth sits a major symbol 

of responsibility, a framed picture of Yvette and Joe Joe shown at the start of the scene, 

which, in its bold contrast, strongly reinforces Cress Welsing‟s take on black masculinity 

and proves that Jody needs to mature. 

     Singleton points out in the DVD commentary that he made a concentrated effort to 

always have the color blue present throughout the film, whether it be props or costuming.  

Of this, Singleton cites Thomas Gainsborough‟s 18th century oil painting “Blue Boy” as 

his inspiration, drawing a parallel between the title of the painting and the title of his film.  

His choice to do this also speaks to the color being socially constructed as a symbol of 

male youth.  Thought to be a portrait of a wealthy hardware merchant‟s son, 

Gainsborough‟s picture of a young boy dressed in a blue suit “appears provocative with 
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his knowing smile and his sassy posture of precocious masculinity.”59  Jody similarly 

embodies these characteristics, exhibiting behavior that shows him alternately 

functioning like an adult and a child.  He may look like a man and engage in adult 

practices such as bringing babies into the world and attempting commitment, but all this 

is overshadowed by his predilection for hard candy, toys and irresponsibility.   

     The use of “Blue Boy” as metaphor is expressly indicated in a scene from the film 

where Jody picks Yvette up from work.  In this scene, as Singleton suggests in the 

commentary, they seem like a real couple, playfully discussing dinner plans and the 

sexual proclivities of one of Yvette‟s co-workers who has previously shown some interest 

in Jody, but the lightheartedness soon turns sour when Yvette discovers a used pack of 

condoms in the backseat of her car.  The costuming and hair styling of the characters 

heighten this exchange.  Jody wears a blue sleeveless shirt while Yvette is bedecked in all 

pink with pigtails to boot (not to mention, she is also sucking her thumb during a portion 

of their dialogue together).  Singleton puts the meaning behind Gainsborough‟s painting 

to stark use here as we do not feel as if we are watching two young adults having a 

meaningful conversation about the status of their relationship, but instead it appears as if 

we are watching two children playing house who desperately need to discover some 

things about themselves and their union as it currently stands before a real connection 

between them can ensue.  Their words might sound like an adult conversation, but their 

behavior and dress indicate a definite contradiction between maturity and immaturity.  

                                                 
59 Hamida Bosmajian, “Dangerous Images: The Pictorial Construction of Childhood.”  
Children‟s Literature 28 (2000): 265.  
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     Even in Jody‟s attempt to behave as man of the house, his actions are read more as 

infantile than as protector or responsible adult.  When his mother goes out on her first 

date with Melvin, Jody chastises her about her choice of clothing and for dating a man 

who is “a thug” and not really knowing anything about him.  He then proceeds to 

“interview” Melvin in the effort to “size him up,” to ascertain if he is worthy to date his 

mother.  However, Jody‟s attempt to act as protector to his mother quickly dissolves into 

a mass of childish comments and requests.  In what is reminiscent of the paternal role 

(but we know better because we know who we are dealing with), he walks the two adults 

almost to the car, warning his mother about her “curfew” and asking if she needs money.  

Juanita also knows better because she dismisses his offer with, “Please, Jody, you ain‟t 

got no money!”  Juanita squashes any attempt Jody makes to function in the role of man 

of the house because heretofore he has shown no real interest or motivation to function in 

such a capacity otherwise.  Jody justifies Juanita‟s dismissal when, like a young boy 

apprehensively watching his mother go out while he is left home with the babysitter, he 

asks her to bring him a Fatburger home just the way he likes it.  His last (and failed) 

attempt at maintaining the façade of man of the house is an anxiety-induced warning to 

Melvin, “Hey, you be careful with my mama, man!”  Once again, the infantilization 

Cress Welsing speaks of overshadows any meaningful attempt Jody makes to function 

responsibly.   

     This inconsistency can be traced to “the three realms, regions, provinces, into which 

we divide an individual‟s mental apparatus,” which Sigmund Freud identifies as the id, 
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ego, and super-ego.60  The id represents the part of ourselves which “knows no 

judgements of value: no good and evil, no morality.  The economic, or, if you prefer, the 

quantitative factor, which is intimately linked to the pleasure principle, dominates all its 

processes.”61  In contrast to the id‟s identification with untamed passions, the ego portion 

of our psyches “stands for reason and good sense” because of its connection to the 

external world.62  Finally, the super-ego “is the representative for us of every moral 

restriction, the advocate of a striving towards perfection—it is, in short, as much as we 

have been able to grasp psychologically of what is described as the higher side of human 

life.”63  For a great portion of the movie, Jody completely operates in the id, caring only 

about his concerns and his pleasures, but as the movie progresses, the influence of the 

ego and, to a lesser degree, the super-ego come into existence as Jody realizes that his 

selfish interests are affecting his life in ways that extend beyond himself.   

     For example, Jody‟s immersion in the id portion of his inner self can be referenced in 

the scene right after the nightmare sequence when Jody is awakened from his fitful 

slumber by Yvette‟s phone call, asking, “Can I have my car?”  She explains to him that is 

Monday and that she cannot be late for work, to which Jody complains about her waking 

him up and replies, “Monday?  What‟s that supposed to mean?”  Not having a job and 

being noncommittal in terms of reliability apparently has rendered Jody unable to 

conceptualize time, a practice highly indicative of the id as there is “nothing in (it) that 

                                                 
60 Sigmund Freud, New Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis: The Standard Edition 
(New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1965) 90.   
61 Ibid., 93.   
62 Ibid., 94-95.   
63 Ibid., 83.   
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corresponds to the idea of time.”64  For most of us, Yvette included, Monday is the 

beginning of the workweek, however Jody, who conducts his life on his own schedule 

and terms, sees it as just another day.  Not to mention, he has no regard for the fact that 

Yvette does have a schedule to keep. It does not fit into the equation of what Jody wants. 

     Certainly, the id portion of his mentality also comes into play in the manner in which 

he deals with the women in his life.  The mothers of his children, in his vantage point, are 

solely for the purpose of sexual gratification and service.  Interrupting her shower, he 

demands that Peanut make him breakfast simply because “a nigga is hungry.”  He later 

exhibits this same behavior with Yvette when he insists that she makes tacos and clean 

the apartment because he has performed above par sexually.  In relation to his mother, 

Jody selfishly tries to deny her the opportunity to explore a potential relationship because 

he is mostly concerned about no longer being the only man in her life.  What is 

interesting is that, for most of the film, these women, through their actions, 

unquestionably feed this facet of Jody‟s ego, and as a result, he expects to have these 

needs consistently met.  Let me be clear that this is not saying in any way that these 

women are solely at fault for Jody‟s refusal to embrace responsibility, however, I am 

suggesting that their acceptance of his behavior does contribute to an already damaged 

and misguided sense of masculinity.   

     Yet, in the second half on the film, Jody comes to realize that he can no longer sustain 

himself on selfish pleasures and wiliness.  Suddenly, his bluff is being called.  Yvette 

begins to realize, after a number of years, that Jody‟s promises are all talk.  When he tells 

                                                 
64 Ibid., 92.   
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her, “Baby, I understand…I ain‟t gone be selfish no more, I ain‟t gone be fucking around 

with no other females no more, I‟m gone be good, baby, I promise…,”  Yvette is tempted 

to open the door and succumb once again to his charms, but she thinks better of it.  “You 

don‟t mean that shit, “ she tells him, “you just runnin‟ your mouth like you always do.  

You don‟t even mean that shit, Jody!”  After (temporarily) severing ties with Yvette as a 

result of their fight and her association with Rodney, Jody calls Peanut to come over and 

pick him up for sex.  Wearing a devilish smile and exuding cockiness, he is certain that 

his request will be met as it usually is, but Peanut has heard her last of Jody‟s lies.  “I 

ain‟t coming to get your ass.  What?  You ain‟t got your other baby mama‟s ride 

tonight?...Look, I‟ll tell you what, when I want some dick, maybe I‟ll call you and then 

you can find a way to get here.  All right?”  This scene leads to the fight between Jody 

and Melvin discussed in Chapter Three.  Juanita is put in the uncomfortable position of 

having to choose between her son and the man she would like to build a life with, and her 

decision does not favor Jody as it so often has.  In extreme anguish and disbelief, Jody 

shrieks to his mother, “You gone choose this nigga over me?  Your flesh and blood?  

Your child?”  Equally anguished, she reminds him that he is no longer a child.  In a last 

attempt to maintain his status as man of the house, Jody uses guilt to appeal to his 

mother‟s sympathies.  He knows that his older brother was killed after Juanita, with the 

intimations of her then boyfriend as influence, put him out of the house, so as he prepares 

to walk out the door, he solemnly states to her, “If I get killed, it‟s on you Mama.”  

Juanita is not easily swayed by this premonition or Jody‟s warnings of Melvin possibly 

beating her.  Through tears motivated by finally cutting the apron strings and choosing 
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her needs over the needs of a child who needs to make his own way, as well as the 

violence of the altercation, Juanita tells her son, “You got your own life.”  Because all of 

the women in his life are no longer interested in placating his selfish whims and childish 

behavior, Jody finally begins the process to acquit himself as a man should.   

     It is in these moments and others after them, namely the role Jody plays in the death of 

Rodney and his mea culpa of sorts with Melvin, that he moves from the id portion of his 

personality and into the ego.  We see shades of it throughout the film via Jody‟s recurrent 

nightmare about death and hopelessness, but it does not become a reality until the 

character actually moves in the direction of dispelling the contents of his thoughts and 

turning them into myth.  As discussed in the first chapter, Melvin takes his swaddled 

youth, which is metaphorically conceptualized as the gun used to murder Rodney, and 

disposes of it, never to be seen again.  When Jody comes face to face with death, even in 

the guise of protecting his family, he realizes his own mortality and ultimately knows that 

he must make some immediate changes in his life, lest Rodney‟s outcome might well be 

his own.   

     Heretofore, because of what happened to his brother, Jody has equated death with 

embracing adulthood, and despite his change in ideas, he still cannot shake the thoughts 

of the abbreviated life so often afforded young black men in the South Central Los 

Angeles area.  After expressing his approval of Melvin and her newfound happiness to 

his mother, he says to her, “I just thought once you get a new boyfriend, y‟all was gone 

kick me out, so I can go out in the street and get killed like Ray Ray.  I mean y‟all did 

kick me out, but I ain‟t dead yet.  I‟m a ride up for mine for real.”  Juanita rejects this, 
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explaining, “Ain‟t nobody kicked you out, Jody.  You just left the nest, that‟s all.  And 

quit all this talk about dying.  Ain‟t nobody getting ready to die no time soon, baby.  You 

know, you don‟t know the kind of cards life‟s gone deal you.  All you need to do is try to 

be happy while you‟re here, hope to God there‟s another place that‟s better than this and 

hope that Jesus‟ll let you ass in on Judgment Day.  But while you‟re down here, you 

better watch your back.”  In a final montage of scenes, Singleton shows us that Jody is 

putting his mother‟s advice to action.  He is no longer “playing house” and has finally 

moved in with a pregnant Yvette, setting the foundation for a real family.  Instead of 

settling for the worst about life, he has embraced its possibilities and has begun to truly 

behave as a man. Singleton is not suggesting that Jody has been cured of all his childish 

ills, but he is showing the character making the attempt to reverse the immature actions 

on display earlier in the film. 

     In relation to the first two films that make up the hood trilogy, the young men here do 

not indulge themselves in self-gratification the way Jody does.  In fact, in comparison, 

the young men in Boyz N the Hood and Poetic Justice behave in a manner that suggests 

maturity and appears to be much more imbued in reality.  Undoubtedly, Tre, from Boyz, 

is very concerned about the shaping of his future, a message we receive via his numerous 

exchanges with his father, his own self-reflection and the information that he will 

eventually attend Morehouse College.  But, I would like to focus more on the characters 

of Ricky and Doughboy from that film because, in many ways, they better represent how 

we traditionally view the protagonists of hip hop culture with their female headed single 
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parent home existence, association with street and gang culture, complexities involving 

teenage fatherhood and the violence that seems to circle their lives. 

 

What Happens to a Dream Deferred?  

     Hopelessness and uncertainty is symptomatic of many of the problems found in inner-

city areas like South Central Los Angeles.  One can definitely observe, for example, that 

Jody‟s nightmares about being imprisoned and eventually dying are indicative of this 

hopelessness and uncertainty, which, in turn, fuels much of his obstinate behavior, but 

Singleton sees this character through these rough patches.  On the other hand, Ricky and 

Doughboy, who are filled with both maladies in myriad ways, unfortunately, do not break 

free of the constrictions unleashed by this despair, which is sadly most often the case.   

     As discussed in the first chapter, Ricky has been invited to attend the University of 

Southern California on a football scholarship pending a score of 700 on the SAT.  Ricky 

is unsure of his academic performance, as football is the only thing he has truly shown 

any prowess for, and as a result, he begins to doubt whether or not college or a career as 

an athlete is an option.  An Army commercial offers an alternative Ricky never 

considered, and despite pleas by Tre warning him against the military as an option for his 

life, he insists that this, in fact, will provide him a way to “make something of his life” 

and “be somebody.”  As previously discussed, Ellis Cose reminds us that many young 

black men are pigeonholed to expressly excel in careers involving such areas as athletics 

or entertainment, so it is no wonder that Ricky, thinking of his own limited skills, would 

feel a sense of direness when it comes to making choices as it pertains to his life.  
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Terrence Real writes, “Young athletes who „fail‟ often blame themselves, and some 

sociologists have argued that such problems in self-esteem are particularly damaging to 

young black athletes, who are „disproportionately channeled into sports and yet have no 

safety net‟ to catch them when (or in Ricky‟s case, if) they fall.”65  Feelings such as those 

Ricky experiences can cause a sense of desolation to set in, very often leading to 

depression.  According to Alvin F. Poussaint, M.D. and Amy Alexander, “hopelessness is 

a symptom that can be difficult to recognize or treat, but most clinical professionals agree 

that an individual who has lost hope for the future is greatly at risk for suicide or self-

destructive, life-threatening behavior…and it is often linked to a sense of fatalism about 

the future.”66  John Head explains, “The world we live in as black men is rife with 

conditions that are conducive to depression, according to theories that cite the importance 

of—among other things—stress, lack of control of one‟s own destiny, and negative 

thinking.”67  In considering Cose‟s comment about the career expectations of blacks and 

Ricky‟s own limited scope about his personal success, it is not far-fetched to blame 

racism to some degree for fostering this narrowness.  Destructive in its compromising of 

the black male identity, “racism intensifies the sense of hopelessness that descends upon 

(black men) when depression hits.  To face racism is to struggle to maintain hope.  

                                                 
65 Terrence Real, I Don‟t Want to Talk About It: Overcoming the Secret Legacy of Male 
Depression (New York: Scribner, 1997) 169. 
66 Alvin F. Poussaint, M.D. and Amy Alexander, Lay My Burden Down: Suicide and the 
Mental Health Crisis Among African-Americans (Boston: Beacon Press, 2000) 84.   
67 John Head, Black Men and Depression: Saving Our Lives, Healing Our Families and 
Friends (New York: Harlem Moon/Broadway Books, 2004) 58.   



190 
 

Depression forces us to abandon hope.  That‟s devastating for black men living in the 

environment to which poverty and racism have relegated them.”68 

     It is my theory that because of his less than optimistic feelings about his future, Ricky 

committed suicide indirectly.  I recognize that my speculation about the character may be 

implausible to some, but I offer some key evidence from the film to support my claim.  In 

the events leading to his death, Ricky and Tre are talking with Doughboy and others 

while hanging out on Crenshaw Boulevard.  A group of people clad in black and red walk 

by and one of them purposely bumps into Ricky, causing him to react heatedly.  After a 

minor exchange ensues, Doughboy asks is there is problem while also revealing a gun 

tucked in his pants, which also prompts the rest of his crew to rally around him in the 

event something occurs.  This setting is once again a reminder of Singleton‟s assertion 

that all of his films have some element of the western genre in them, as the two groups, 

instead of wearing the traditional white and black to symbolize good and evil, are clad in 

colors that represent the Crips and Bloods gangs.  Doughboy and his crew wear all black, 

blue and Los Angeles Raiders caps, while the opposing gang led by Ferris (Raymond D. 

Turner) wear red, black and Chicago Bulls paraphernalia and drive a red and black 

Hyundai.  The red and black posse, having temporarily been bested by Doughboy and 

company, walk away only to later clear the entire street by shooting a semi-automatic 

weapon into the air to reclaim some impression of control and supremacy.   

     What is interesting here is that when compared to an event earlier with the same 

young men involving Tre, Ricky‟s reaction seems foolhardy in some ways.  Earlier in the 

                                                 
68 Ibid., 59.   
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film, walking across the street, Tre is almost hit by Ferris‟ car and any form of protest is 

immediately silenced by the appearance of a double-barreled shotgun pointed directly in 

his face from the backseat window.  Tre maintains his position, firmly holding his head 

upward in the effort to dispel any notion of fear or cowardice.  Ricky, on the other hand, 

decides to retaliate while also relying on the support of his brother‟s more aggressive 

demeanor, and in doing so, manages to call out Ferris‟ group in a disrespectful manner.  

Having been born and bred in South Central Los Angeles, Ricky has to know that 

retaliation is inevitable, as would be the order of things in this environment, and, in the 

spirit of Bordwell‟s description of foreshadowing that “can be seen as laying out 

elements to be recalled later in the cause-effect logic of the film,” his reaction is surely 

establishes the foundation for an ominous situation.69 

     Later, after getting into a fight with his brother and dismissing the announcement from 

his mother about the arrival of his test scores, Ricky walks with Tre to the store and 

announces his plans to join the Army in the effort to make his life more simple.  He also 

expresses his concern for the future of his young son and his refusal to follow 

Doughboy‟s example of an unfulfilled life and gang affiliation.  He also expresses, as he 

hopefully scratches lottery tickets, that winning will free him from the pressures of 

college and its academic requirements.  From his facial expression and his the tenor of his 

conversation, Ricky has given a lot of thought to the reality of being a football player and 

attending college versus the more guaranteed career plans made possible by the armed 

forces.  Somewhere along the way, when his future became less contingent on his 

                                                 
69 Bordwell, et al., 44.   
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physical brawn and more on his scholarly capabilities, Ricky lost confidence, and as a 

result saw himself with not much of a future beyond what he sees on the street corners 

and storefronts of South Central Los Angeles. 

     When Ferris and his crew identify him as “that motherfucker that was talking shit the 

other night” and proceed to exact revenge, Ricky does not take the possibility of danger 

seriously.  In the middle of running from the red Hyundai, Ricky suddenly decides to 

urinate in the alley, prompting Tre to question his actions.  Afterwards, Ricky suggests 

the two of them split up, and when Tre balks, citing that the two of them together would 

have better odds if trouble arises, he tells him, “Aw, man, them fools ain‟t goin‟ to do 

nothing, man.  They just showing out and shit.”  Once again, Ricky‟s South Central Los 

Angeles upbringing would dictate that he would believe otherwise.  Furthermore, the idea 

that he is committing a form of suicide here is exacerbated because he separates from Tre 

as if to protect him from any harm and remove him from the situation.  Also, for someone 

who has earlier been identified as frightened to walk around Compton, in the previously 

described “sermon on the mount” scene, because of its suggested dangers, Ricky is never 

in any real hurry to escape any turmoil involving Ferris and his gang, walking instead of 

running away when he and Tre part ways.    

     As Singleton separately shows both young men, Tre looks behind him, aware of his 

surroundings and ready in the event the necessity to run becomes great, while Ricky is 

still scratching lottery tickets and eating Choco-diles, knowing full well he is the target of 

Ferris‟ ire.  In the same manner in which Tre was threatened by a double-barreled 

shotgun peeking from the backseat window, Ricky meets his end with a blast to the leg 
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and through the back.  Now, there is no need to worry about winning the lottery, a 700 on 

the SATs, college, a listless and unhappy life or a future period.  Much like the slaves 

before him who jumped overboard during the Middle Passage because they could only 

imagine a life of horror and anguish, the retaliatory crack of a vengeful gang member‟s 

shotgun was used to suddenly and deliberately cure any lack of hope or despondency 

Ricky may have felt.   

     For me, Ricky represents the increasing numbers of “distraught young black men 

(who) want to put themselves in situations where the odds are great that they will die at 

the hands of others.”70  Singleton does not outwardly show that Ricky is thinking of 

suicide in anyway, but the nonchalant attitude of the character while being pursued by 

Ferris‟ gang speaks to this as a possibility given his deep consideration of the Army 

commercial and his admitted expression of having conflicting feelings about his future, 

especially since this happens so late in the film.  Because suicide and mental illness is so 

taboo in the black community, and especially among men, the possibility that Ricky 

would have remained mum about any feelings of depression is not unusual71, but, as 

Jewelle Taylor Gibbs observes, “Black males, responding to feelings of anger and 

alienation, sometimes engage in violent confrontations with the police, family or peers, 

resulting in victim-precipitated homicide, arguably a form of extreme suicidal 
                                                 
70 Poussaint, M.D. and Alexander, 120.   
71 For a more detailed examination of the issues of mental illness and depression in the 
black community, please thoroughly consider Dr. Poussaint and Ms. Alexander‟s book on 
the subject and John Head‟s book, which specifically discusses black men and 
depression, in their entirety.  Also, for a closer look at the issue of depression, I strongly 
recommend Andrew Solomon‟s The Noonday Demon: An Atlas of Depression (New 
York: Scribner, 2001) and Terrence Real‟s I Don‟t Want to Talk About It: Overcoming 
the Secret Legacy of Male Depression.   
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behavior.”72  Often discussed in relation to cases where victims with severe suicidal 

tendencies encourage their violent deaths at the hands of police officers (or “suicide by 

cop,” as it is known), victim-precipitated homicide, as defined by criminologist Marvin 

Wolfgang, are “those criminal homicides in which the victim is a direct, positive 

precipitator in the crime.  The role of the victim is characterized by his having been the 

first in the homicide drama to use physical force directed against his subsequent slayer.  

The victim-precipitated cases are those in which the victim was the first to show the use 

of a deadly weapon, strike a blow in an altercation—in short, the first to commence the 

interplay and resort to physical violence.”73 

     Though it may be more difficult to detect in Ricky, Doughboy, conversely, 

exemplifies many of the characteristics associated with someone hindered by depression 

or mental illness. While his brother appears to be well adjusted, athletically talented and a 

loving boyfriend and father, Doughboy, in turn, is angry, directionless and frequently 

consumes forty ounce bottles of malt liquor.  His obvious gang association points to a 

type of self-destructive behavior that can be associated with feelings of hopelessness and 

despondency as well.  Throughout the film, Doughboy‟s troubled emotional state can be 

charted throughout the film.  For example, when we see a prepubescent Doughboy being 

led from his mother‟s home to a police car in handcuffs, we learn early of what will be 

one of many run-ins with law enforcement and numerous trips to prison.  We can witness 

the constant sneer and all too infrequent smiles that register upon his face and recognize 
                                                 
72 Qtd. in Poussaint, M.D. and Alexander, 121.   
73 William E. Foote, “Victim Precipitated Homicide” in Lethal Violence: A Sourcebook 
on Fatal Domestic, Acquaintance, and Stranger Violence, ed. Harold V. Hall (Boca 
Raton: CRC Press, 1999) 175-176. 
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sadness.  In his conversations about women, religion and his environment, we can hear 

the voice of a young man damaged by confusion and disappointment. But, perhaps, the 

most telling example of all can be found in the last scene with Tre on his front porch after 

Doughboy and his cronies have exacted revenge on Ricky‟s murderers.  Doughboy, for 

the first time in the film, is in a vulnerable enough state to share how he really feels about 

his home life, his environment, and his future, and he does so without his usual mask of 

affected bravado.   

DOUGHBOY:  Turned on the TV this morning.  Had this shit on about, about 
living in a violent, a violent world.  Showed all these foreign places. Where 
foreigners live and all.  I started thinking man.  Either they don‟t know, don‟t 

show, or don‟t care about what‟s going on in the „hood.  They had all this foreign 
shit, they didn‟t have nothin‟ on my brother, man.  I ain‟t even got no brother.  
Got no mother neither.  She love that fool more than she love me… 

 
 TRE: Did y‟all get „em?  
 

(Doughboy gives Tre a look as if to say, “What do you think?”  Tre drops his 
head, realizing he already knows the answer.) 

 
DOUGHBOY: I don‟t know how I feel about it neither, man.  Shit just goes on 
and on, you know.  Next thing you know somebody might try to smoke me.  
Don‟t matter though.  We all gotta go sometime, huh?  Seem like they punched 
the wrong clock on Rick though, man.  I gotta go, cuz.   

 

     Doughboy‟s telling statement, “Either they don‟t know, don‟t show, or don‟t care 

about what‟s going on in the hood,” speaks to a sense of alienation he is associating with 

living in South Central Los Angeles.  From his vantage point, the news can bother to 

report violence and mayhem in distant lands but does not think enough of the warfare 

waged on its own soil to even bother to acknowledge that his brother has senselessly lost 

his life.  Doughboy may read this as further proof that no one cares whether young people 
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like him live or die on the often brutal terrain that is his neighborhood.  Further, if Ricky, 

who represents those young people from the neighborhood with an actual future and 

choices, cannot elicit the sympathies and concerns of society, where does that leave 

someone like Doughboy, who would most likely be seen as a menace and wanton in his 

actions?  It is no wonder that Doughboy is so flippant about dying young, simply 

chalking it up to something we all have to do eventually at some point.  Apparently, no 

one cares anyway.  He and his brother are, indeed, representations of Ralph Ellison‟s 

invisible man.    

     Therefore, thoughts like the one‟s Doughboy expresses in this scene are connected to 

a larger theory that connects racism and situations unique to urban environments to 

depression and other forms of mental illness.  John Head deduces, “Most damaging and 

deadly for African American men, racism intensifies the sense of hopelessness that 

descends upon us when depression hits.  To face racism is to struggle to maintain hope.  

Depression forces us to abandon hope.  That‟s devastating for black men living in the 

environment to which poverty and racism have relegated them.”74  Depression comes into 

play when these young men, who inhabit areas considered to be the “ghetto,” start to 

believe they are as worthless and nameless as society believes they are through the lack 

of attention they show to these urban environments politically, socially and economically 

and racism is traditionally the cornerstone for this behavior.  They are spoken of in 

general terms rather than individual ones, and in turn, the future becomes less and less 

tangible for a number of these young black men.   

                                                 
74 Head, 59.   
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     What‟s more, it can be read that Doughboy‟s comment about death is symbolic of his 

own cry for help.  If, as Kenneth B. Clark speculates, “suicide may be conceived of as 

aggression turned inward,”75 it would stand to reason that Doughboy‟s nonchalance about 

the possibility of a sudden death could perceived as another example of victim-

precipitated homicide.  Based on his conversation and examples throughout the film, 

Doughboy is already feeling isolated in his own community.  He is devoid of his 

mother‟s affection and understanding (though I would not agree that she doesn‟t love 

him), recognizing that his brother is the “golden child.”  Because prison has been the 

chief source of his formal education, the outside world is not interested in seeing what he 

has learned.  Therefore, Doughboy‟s choice to engage in gang culture, which provides an 

outlet for his aggression and the opportunity to belong somewhere, puts him in a position 

where he is continuously at risk for self-destruction, and he is perfectly accepting of this.  

It is as though the perpetual risk of death makes it possible for him to soon be put out of 

his misery.  This is the place depression and/or mental illness has led Doughboy. 

     In Poetic Justice, Lucky may not be ailing in the same way Ricky and Doughboy are, 

but he too is unfulfilled and in search of something greater.  Instead of turning to death as 

a viable alternative, he hopes a career in rap music will be the mechanism to release him 

from his mundane existence.  Also like Ricky and Doughboy, he is bereft of any type of 

meaningful guidance as it relates to what he is feeling and coping with personally.  His 

mother gives him practical advice, saying that he should be thankful that he has a good 

job and is able to take care of himself and his child maybe because she knows that (near 

                                                 
75 Clark, 85. 
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the time of the release of Poetic Justice) since the 1970s, “black youth employment rates 

remain twice as high as white youth employment rates.”76  However, as well-meaning 

and purposeful as her words might be, Lucky has the desire to do something more with 

his life than be average, and he relies heavily on the musical gifts of his cousin Kalil to 

help him achieve this goal.  In this way, Lucky is reminiscent of Lorraine Hansberry‟s 

Walter Lee Younger, a young black man who also seeks to break free of the debilitating 

constraints racism has placed on his life, when he explains to his mother, “I want so many 

things that they are driving me kind of crazy…Sometimes it‟s like I can see the future 

stretched out in front of me—just plain as day…Hanging over there at the edge of my 

days.  Just waiting for me—a big, looming blank space—full of nothing.  Just waiting for 

me.”77   

     In essence, Lucky is attempting to do what most hip hop artists rap about, which is to 

“change the game” in the effort to elevate himself and those who support him.  However, 

the game as it stands places members of the hip hop generation in a precarious situation 

because the playing economic and employment playing field is far from balanced.  

Kitwana points out some significant reasons as to why a character like Lucky may be 

dissatisfied with the daily 9 to 5 grind.  For example, the possibility of any growth in 

what Lucky‟s mother refers to as an “honest job” is limited because “two characteristics 

distinguish (the hip hop generation) in the mainstream economy: (1) most are low-skilled 

                                                 
76 Kitwana, 20.  
77 Lorraine Hansberry, A Raisin in the Sun in The Norton Anthology of African 
American Literature, eds. Henry Louis Gates and Nellie Y. McKay (New York: W. W. 
Norton & Company, 1997) 1753.   
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workers, and (2) most are concentrated in urban communities with low job growth.”78  As 

progressive a character as Lucky might be, especially in comparison to some of his filmic 

peers in the hood trilogy, he has limited education beyond a high school diploma, 

rendering him less than competitive in the job market.   

     However, for Lucky, it does not appear to be about what a better job or a better life 

can buy for him.  He is all about the creativity and the expression of a strong and 

meaningful voice.  Lucky looks to music for the same reason so many others like him 

pursue it: “With rap music as a concrete and legitimate employment option, they have 

something to believe in and are working in an area where they receive a sense of personal 

worth and satisfaction.”79  Moreover, as reinforcement of his sincerity about his goals, 

Lucky is very defensive about what this creativity means to him and his life.  When his 

co-worker and friend, Chicago, trivializes his and his cousin‟s musical efforts while 

listening to one of his tracks, Lucky strongly retorts, “Fuck you bitch, I mean why you 

always got something negative to say, man? Least a nigga being creative…That‟s just 

like a nigga to down talk another motherfucker „cause he tryin‟ and you ain‟t!”   

     Still, in addition to the more sensible reasons, the pursuit of this creativity is not easy 

for him personally either.  In a later discussion with Justice, they talk about the creative 

process.  She explains to him that in order for one‟s writing to be effective, one has to 

have something “deep to say, got to have a voice, a perspective.”  Lucky asks her what 

she writes about and she tells him, “Whatever‟s in my heart.”  He then inquires, “What‟s 

that?”  She responds, “I don‟t know” and asks him the same question in kind.  He replies, 
                                                 
78 Kitwana, 28.  
79 Ibid., 47.   
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“I don‟t know.  Still trying to find out.”  Singleton lets us the audience know here that 

Lucky‟s voice is not fully shaped and that he is still I pursuit of the very thing Justice 

says is needed in order to have something “deep to say.”  For him, music will serve as a 

means in which to discover or cultivate that perspective.   

     Consequently, when his cousin is senselessly murdered, another victim of the 

viciousness of the streets, Lucky sees the dream of a better life dissipate and a sadness 

sets in, not only for his family, but for his own dreams as well.  Soon after seeing his 

cousin‟s dead body taken away in an ambulance, Lucky listens to some of his recordings 

and begins to weep.  For a brief second, what once seemed possible and no longer 

possible.  Yet, this feeling does not last long.  After persuading his aunt and uncle to let 

him have his cousin‟s recording equipment, we later see Lucky trying to successfully 

connect the wires to the mixer.  It is not worth giving up the pursuit of a better life.  He 

will now do it for himself and his cousin.   

     Singleton‟s portrayal of masculinity in the hood trilogy shares a commonality with the 

protagonists found in much of hip hop music.  They are in numerous ways bound 

together by feelings of despair, hopelessness, loss and confusion.  They are concerned 

with violence, gang culture, prison and poverty.  They are as full of ego, pride, and 

audacity as they are of sadness, depression and fear.  Singleton has interpreted the voice 

of the hip hop generation from its musical arrangement and translated it into filmic 

language, visuals and words that show that he may very well be correct in referring to 

himself as a “hip hop filmmaker.”   
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

BLACK MALE/FEMALE RELATIONSHIPS IN THE HOOD 

 

 

This is a man‟s world 
Thank you very much 

But it wouldn‟t be a damn thing 
Without a woman‟s touch 

 
--Ice Cube and YoYo, “It‟s A Man World” 

 
 

A black woman is my manager 
Not in the kitchen 

So could you please stop bitchin‟? 
 

--Ice Cube, “When Will They Shoot?”   
 

 

 

     While John Singleton has incorporated some of the more celebratory and crucial 

components surrounding hip hop culture in the hood trilogy, these films also feature a 

few of the more heavily criticized elements of the culture as well.  Over the past couple 

decades, hip hop has been accused of glamorizing violence, drug abuse, gang culture and 

decadently opulent lifestyles, but the culture has been especially taken to task for the way 

much of its musical and visual product negatively depicts women.  Similarly, the self- 

appointed hip hop filmmaker has found his films set in South Central Los Angeles to be 

at the center of this controversy as well.  As mentioned previously in this dissertation, 

critics have pointed out as problematic Singleton‟s excessive references to women as 

bitches and „ho‟s, his compromised portrait of motherhood, and his less than multi-

dimensional female characterizations.  I have also made clear earlier in these pages that I 

am not fully on board with many of these criticisms, as I think Singleton‟s work in these 
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three films has either been less than fully examined or deemed insignificant.  

Furthermore, Singleton has joined a long line of black male artists, including his mentor 

of sorts, filmmaker Spike Lee, and writers discussed here like Richard Wright and Ralph 

Ellison, who have been accused of giving extensive thought to the stories of men at the 

expense of devaluing or completely ignoring women in their work. 

     However, for the purposes of this chapter, I am less interested in focusing on 

discussions that point to a strand of misogyny or negative representations in Singleton‟s 

work, as I feel this brand of analysis has already been given devout attention in past 

discussions of Boyz N the Hood and those same observations, in my opinion, can possibly 

be applied to the rest of the trilogy as well.  What I will concentrate on is the interaction 

between the male and female characters in these films.  How do they relate to one another 

and what is Singleton suggesting by presenting young relationships in the manner that he 

does in the hood trilogy.  Additionally, I will examine how these interactions between 

black men and women been read traditionally in our culture and in contemporary 

scholarship.  I will also extend my analysis to include the interaction between Singleton 

and his titular character in Poetic Justice.  I am focusing on Justice because this is the one 

instance where Singleton has purposely placed a female character at the center of a film.  

I will explore how Singleton‟s cinematic imagination strives to achieve what few 

directors of Hollywood films depicting black life attempted during this period: placing a 

young black woman at the center of the narrative.   
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The Trouble With Poetic Justice 

     After his tremendous success with Boyz N the Hood, Singleton, with his sophomore 

film, saw the chance to answer his critics and to take another approach narratively.  Not 

content with just making Girlz N the Hood, the young writer-director, with Poetic Justice, 

“wanted to do something street, but something different.  I dealt with the insecurities of 

black men.  Why not do a movie about a young sister and how all the tribulations of the 

brothers affect her?”1  Specifically, he wanted to know “what happens to the girlfriends 

of all the guys who get blown away in gang wars.”2  Singleton recognized that some of 

the most multi-dimensional and sexually assured women he had ever met came right out 

of his South Central Los Angeles neighborhood and believed that a movie about one or a 

series of them would strike an impressive chord with filmgoers.   

     With Justice, a young woman whose life has been marked by a number of traumatic 

losses, Singleton was certain of the kind of character he wanted her to be.  “I wanted 

Justice to be a down-to-earth woman.  Think about (rapper) LL Cool J‟s „Around the 

Way Girl‟—so many sisters loved that song because it spoke to them, not some bourgie, 

stuck-up Black American Princess.  The song spoke to the regular sister in Compton, 

Watts, Harlem, South Side Chicago, Atlanta, Mississippi.  That‟s what I wanted to do 

with Poetic Justice.”3  He was also clear that what Justice did for a living was extremely 

important to the development of her character, stating, “A regular sister is usually not 
                                                 
1 John Singleton and Veronica Chambers, Poetic Justice: Filmmaking South Central Style  
(New York: Delta, 1993) 6. 
2 Mary Ann French, “Great Expectations: John Singleton Returns with Justice” in John 
Singleton Interviews, ed. Craigh Barboza (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 
2009) 44.   
3 Ibid., 6-7.   
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thinking about going to college.  If she wants to think about making it, she‟ll go to 

cosmetology school.  Hairdressers are the professionals of the black community; they‟re 

artists.”4  This is a problematic statement because Singleton, no matter how much truth 

stems from his statement based on personal experience, is generalizing the career and 

educational choices of these young women and the reasons behind why they make them.  

Stemming from the untimely deaths of her mother and grandmother, Singleton also adds 

a layer of doubt atop Justice‟s persona.  “My attitude is you get a real, real strong black 

woman.  She can be tearing everyone up, but if you gain her trust and confidence, she‟ll 

do anything for you.  Once you betray that, it‟s over with.   

That‟s what Justice is like…she‟s distrustful and closed…she‟s afraid to care about 

anybody again.”5   

     Fortifying her cynicism and his description of her as a “tragic figure…(who) in a lot of 

ways (has) raised herself,”6 Singleton uses poetry as a salve for Justice‟s emotionally 

wracked spirit.  “Most of the girls I knew growing up…their main creative outlet was 

writing poetry.  Whether they were good at it or not.”7  Serving as both the nucleus of the 

film and measure of the main character‟s emotional development, verse is used as a 

means of articulation for Justice, who, for most of the film, chooses to remain silent in all 

matters concerning her state of mind.  Initially, Singleton sought to write the poems 

himself but the results were disastrous, as evidenced in the composition he wrote for the 

film, “Same Ol‟, Same Ol‟.”   
                                                 
4 Ibid., 6.   
5 Ibid., 6.   
6 Ibid., 7. 
7 Ibid., 58.   
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   The circle is the same 
   The ultimate father is at work. 
   Time. 
   He wears on me, guiding me everywhere and nowhere. 
   To and fro, work and school and then home. 

Same ol‟, same ol‟ 
   It has been two years since my heart stopped beating.8 
 
 
Realizing that his attempt to construct verses revealed him to be a poetaster, Singleton 

instead chose to utilize the work of famed poet Maya Angelou as Justice‟s elegiac 

mouthpiece.  He chose Angelou‟s work over countless other heralded and respected black 

female poets, such as Gwendolyn Brooks, Nikki Giovanni, Rita Dove and Sonia Sanchez, 

“because he wanted poetry that had „some depth to it‟ without being „ultra-political or 

ultra-sexist or ultra-feminist,‟” adding “I just wanted it to be these…poems that 

everybody can get into…Maya‟s verse has a universal feel to it.”9  One can certainly 

understand Singleton‟s appreciation for Angelou‟s oeuvre.  Her tremendous impact on 

the literary world, not to mention the impact she has had on young black women is 

indeed unmistakable.  Also widely known for her series of autobiographical works, 

including the seminal high school reading list staple I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings 

(1969), Angelou‟s writing is indicative of a someone who, when it comes to “pain and 

disappointment…has known more than most, but…remains a well-spring of strength and 

integrity.  More than a mere survivor, she has defeated the demons of her past and her 

personal insecurities to produce a body of work that is both intensely personal and 

                                                 
8 Ibid., 106.   
9 French, 45-46.   
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embracingly universal.”10  Juxtaposing Justice‟s frequent brushes with the wingspan of 

Azrael and her marked cynicism with Angelou‟s experiences with such issues as rape, 

prostitution, and teenage and single motherhood and it is comprehensible why it was 

clear to Singleton that Angelou would be the best woman behind the curtain for his 

fictional creation.   

     Yet, as much as I admire Angelou and some of her work and have deep affection for 

the middle child of the hood trilogy offspring, it is not clear to me as an audience member 

or a scholar why Singleton would choose her to embody Justice‟s inner-thoughts.  

Initially, as a young man of 23 still infatuated with the possibility of sitting at Singleton‟s 

creative knee, when I first heard Angelou‟s “Alone” emanating from Janet Jackson‟s lips 

in the film‟s trailer, I was immediately excited and felt the poems would lend a certain 

gravitas to the cinematic proceedings.  However, over the years and because of my recent 

immersion into this topic, I have increasingly felt that Angelou‟s poetry, despite her 

literary pedigree and arguably irrefutable affect on many young black women, does not 

reflect Justice as Singleton presents her to us on screen.   

     The Justice we are treated to is just as Singleton has described her to us: young, 

extremely debilitated by the insurmountable losses in her life, unable to cope with or 

understand her emotions, angry and untrusting.  The casting call sheet for the film even 

describes the character as a “beautiful brown skinned African-American girl…still 

looking for her place in the world.”11  Angelou‟s poetry, in my opinion, speaks of a 

                                                 
10 Jeffrey M. Elliot, “Introduction” in Conversations With Maya Angelou, ed. Jeffrey M. 
Elliot (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1989) vii.   
11 Singleton, 22.   
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woman who has done a considerable about of soul-searching and living.  Also, there is a 

certain grace and regality in the phrasing that does not match the main character‟s voice 

and style.  This is not to say that her poems do not or cannot reflect a young woman in 

Justice‟s state, however, they seem to express the voice of a woman who has left those 

feelings of anger and insecurity somewhere behind her.  In essence, the views expressed 

in the poems used in the film, the aforementioned “Alone,” “A Conceit,” “A Kind of 

Love, Some Say,” “In a Time,” and “Phenomenal Woman,” symbolizes a kind of 

worldliness and maturity. Justice has not been outside of South Central Los Angeles, 

therefore her experiences are limited and it could be argued that her writing, at this point, 

would be equally restricted.  There is no possible way that Justice could have done 

enough living and have come into her own so quickly as to write or even understand the 

magnitude of emotions conveyed in a poem like “Phenomenal Woman.”   

     Plus, these poems are too closely related to the celebrity that is Maya Angelou.12  It is 

difficult for the audience to believe that these are the character‟s words because we know 

better, we know that only the force and experience of Angelou‟s sonorous bass can carry 

the weight and meaning of a verse like “I‟m a woman/Phenomenally/Phenomenal 

                                                 
12 A celebrity that was catapulted into the popular culture stratosphere when, soon after 
Singleton asked Angelou to contribute her poems and presence to Poetic Justice, then 
President Bill Clinton asked her to become the first poet since Robert Frost had done the 
same service for John F. Kennedy to read an original poem at the Presidential 
Inauguration in 1993.  In addition to publishing books of poetry and essays, Angelou has 
appeared in films such as How To Make an American Quilt (1995), directed Down in the 
Delta (1998) for Miramax Films, lent her name and talent to greeting cards and had one 
of her books chosen as a selection for Oprah Winfrey‟s revenue inducing book club.   
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woman/That‟s me.”
13  This familiarity makes it difficult for the audience to truly connect 

to Justice the way we should.  The poems become an afterthought because, in a sense, 

many of us know to whom they really belong anyway.  As a result, distinguishing Justice 

as a poet could have been omitted and she could have simply just been a hairdresser.   

     What Singleton could have done was chosen a poet‟s work that was not so easily 

identifiable or closely associated with its author.  In doing so, the poems would have 

become more significant to the character and really have given the audience some insight 

into why poetry is truly an outlet for her.  For example, if Singleton felt strongly about 

using the work of a more accomplished poet, instead of Angelou, I think he would have 

represented Justice‟s voice more truthfully had he considered the poems of Wanda 

Coleman.  Coleman, an award-winning South Central Los Angeles native who fluctuates 

between poetry and prose pieces, “situates her work in the particular spaces of urban Los 

Angeles, examining how race, class, gender, and sexuality intersect in that space.”14  

Coleman has also been signaled out by critics for her “frank portrayals of figures of urban 

Los Angeles such as prostitutes, single mothers and victims of sexual abuse.”15  Of 

course, I am not suggesting that Justice fits either of these descriptions, but her 

occupation as a hairstylist does indeed qualify as an example of those women who make 

up urban Los Angeles‟ workforce.   

                                                 
13 Maya Angelou, The Complete Collected Poems of Maya Angelou (New York: 
Random House, 1994) 130.   
14 Orathai Northern, “Wanda Coleman (1946- )” in Contemporary American Women 
Poets: An A-to-Z Guide, ed. Catherine Cucinella (Westport: Greenwood Press, 2002) 81.   
15 Ibid., 83.   
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     To further solidify this claim and my argument that her poetry should have been 

included as opposed to Angelou‟s, in a selection of prose from her book Native In a 

Strange Land: Trials & Tremors entitled “Nails, Nails, Nails,” Coleman distinctly talks 

about her childhood experiences in South Central Los Angeles beauty parlors, noticing 

the familial bond between hairdresser and client and describing a culture of distinct 

visuals, sounds and smells that culminate with a glamorous finished product.  Certainly, 

many black women can attest to having had the same experience, but as it relates to 

Poetic Justice, Coleman‟s knowledge of these distinct traditions are particularly informed 

by the South Central Los Angeles environment, which would have given Justice a 

perspective and a voice comparable with this poet that she does not enjoy with Angelou.   

     Still, there is another route Singleton could have taken in the effort to secure an honest 

and more authentic voice for his titular character.  In a process I would have greatly 

preferred over using an accomplished poet‟s verses, how interesting it would have been 

had he “auditioned” unknown young female poets from the South Central Los Angeles 

area to represent Justice.  In the DVD commentary for the film, Singleton explains that 

after the release of Poetic Justice, a number of young girls, because of the poetry and the 

circumstances that inspired it, expressed, “Man, you know, you told my story.  I went to 

cosmetology school.  My boyfriend got killed, and I write poetry.”  If young girls reacted 

this way to the character and events in the film, I think it would have benefited the story 

if those young girls did, in fact, serve as his muse for the narrative and not the polished 

work of professional authors.  She did not need to be so profound and the poetry did not 

even have to be stellar, but had her voice been more raw or grittier, if her words and her 
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life truly paralleled those young women who told Singleton they saw themselves in his 

film, it would have given this project a cachet it does not have otherwise.   

    Furthermore, had Singleton gone the route of using an untested lyrical voice, he would 

have silenced those critics who accused him of not being in tune with his women 

characters in his debut film.  Much like he brought Craig Brewer (of Hustle and Flow and 

Black Snake Moan [2006] fame) and Franc. Reyes (Illegal Tender [2007]) to national 

attention as a producer, he could easily have years prior to establishing these filmmakers, 

made us pay attention to the artistic wordplay of a young black girl and simultaneously 

made a space for expressive thoughts we do not always have the privilege of hearing, 

analyzing or pondering.  Then, in my estimation, it would have been difficult to argue 

that Singleton was not attempting to take the creation of this female character seriously. 

     Yet, in taking the “easy route” by using Angelou as his cinematic inspiration, Michele 

Wallace does, indeed, doubt Singleton‟s sincerity where Justice is concerned, saying, “he 

failed to look in the right places for role models. His job would have been a lot simpler if 

he had chosen to use, instead of the light lyrical verse of Maya Angelou, the work of one 

of the many black feminist poets — Lucille Clifton, Audre Lorde, Ntozake Shange, June 

Jordan — who focus on that painful intermingling of racism and unrequited love that 

makes black women blue.”16  Wallace‟s doubts are confirmed as Singleton admits to not 

following through with his intentions to make this truly a picture about young women and 

recognizes that the film ultimately ends up being about Lucky, the Gable to Justice‟s 

                                                 
16 Michele Wallace, “Losing Her Voice,” Entertainment Weekly. 
<http://www.ew.com/ew/article/0,,307321,00.html.> Accessed October 1, 2009.   

http://www.ew.com/ew/article/0,,307321,00.html
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Colbert.17  The filmmaker blames his lack of attention to Justice on his maleness.  “The 

more I look at this movie, the more I think it‟s about women, but it‟s still from a man‟s 

perspective.  You still got booty shots, the breast shots…The fact is that I‟m going to 

emphasize certain things in certain ways.  I don‟t even know it until after I see it.  It just 

comes from an innate part of who I am…”18 This comment ratifies observations like 

Wallace‟s and my own and alludes to Singleton not being completely invested in the 

character of Justice.  His intentions were righteous at the film‟s inception, but by his own 

admission, he was either not as interested in or clearly did not understand who or what 

his own creation was about.  Additionally, choosing Angelou as the purveyor of the 

thoughts of a young girl from South Central Los Angeles is as big an attestation of this 

inattentiveness as Singleton‟s own divulgence.   

     Still, it must be noted that Singleton‟s approach to the narrative and filmmaking of 

Poetic Justice are as shrewd as they are innovative.  The inclusion of Angelou‟s poetry 

carries a certain cachet not only within the black community but outside it as well, 

especially since by the time the film was released, the poet would have charmed the 

hearts of millions with her original poetry reading at President Bill Clinton‟s 

inauguration.  For that matter, casting Janet Jackson automatically brought the box office 

dollars of her fans from the music world, considering, at the time of the film‟s release, 

she was at the height of her popularity, coming off the record setting album Janet 

Jackson’s Rhythm Nation 1814 (1989).  These choices, in addition to Singleton‟s success 

                                                 
17 French, 44. 
18 Ibid.   
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with Boyz and then recent Oscar nominations, no doubt went a long way in making 

Columbia Pictures even more comfortable with their $14 million investment in the film.   

     In addition to the creative and industrial aspect of his methods, Singleton also adds a 

social component to his framing of this film narrative.  Part of the difficulty he may have 

had getting into Justice‟s head and embodying her spirit could have come from the fact 

that the narrative framework is tied to the plight of the young black men.  It would have 

added a necessary dimension to the character and the story if Justice had a solid focus for 

her life outside of simply using poetry as catharsis for her grief.  I think Singleton is right 

to pose the question about how these young women manage relationships with men of 

questionable livelihoods but not at the expense of forgoing their personal and emotional 

needs.19 

 

Can’t We All Just Get Along?: The Discord in Black Male/Female Relationships in the 

Hood Trilogy 

     John Singleton has an idea about why there is so much acrimony in many of the 

relationships between black men and black women.  “Brothers have to go through some 

shit…The way society drop-kicks on us, unfortunately, the first recipient of that backlash 

is going to be our women.  For four hundred years, black women have been raped, 

                                                 
19 A good example of combining the emotional and personal goals of these women with 
their concerns about the men in their lives‟ preoccupation with street life comes from 
singer/songwriter, Erykah Badu.  Her companion songs, “Otherside of the Game” (from 
her album Baduizm [1997]) and “Danger” (from her EP Worldwide Underground [2003]) 
chronicle young women who are very supportive of and concerned about the needs of the 
men in their lives, however they never lose sight of what is important to them and 
necessary for their children. 
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murdered, and disrespected.  They bear children and take care of the men, as well as the 

children.”20  On a portion of the DVD commentary highlighting a scene of ultra profane 

bickering between the characters of Justice and Lucky, Singleton muses: 

You deal with black people, we got so many neurosis…you  
Think people got neurosis, black folks got straight neurosis.   
We get it from all sides…Institutionalized racism has taught  
so many people to just disrespect black people on sight, we  
got to deal with that.  We got to deal with the effects of that  
in terms of our own interactions, in terms of black people in- 
teracting with each other as…an after effect of institutiona- 
lized racism.  And part of that is how men and women inter- 
act with each other.  There is a lot of rancor between black  
men and women, war of worlds. 

 

     Singleton‟s observations are not without merit.  As noted in the introduction of this 

dissertation, Wallace and bell hooks both also point to racism as an unmitigated 

circumstance in deciphering the reason for the chasm often separating black men and 

women in their romantic and social connections.  Robert Staples suggests that these 

relationships are impeded by economic factors that have revealed some black men as 

incapable of upholding the societal construct that locates men as the family‟s primary 

breadwinner, while, in contrast, black women, who are increasingly better educated and 

more financially stable, find themselves “punished” by black men who see themselves as 

comparatively inadequate as a result of this arrangement.  Staples finds institutional 

racism at the root of this construct, writing, “White racism may have been the force 

which shaped black relationships and its spectre may remain with us for the foreseeable 

                                                 
20 Singleton and Chambers, 6.   
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future.”21  Ronald L. Braithwaite extends on this theory of white racism greatly 

influencing the development of black male/female relationships, writing, “Both black 

women and black men have been victimized by the whims of the dominant culture to the 

extent that they participate in self-defeating behaviors that are destructive to the 

formation of healthy relationships and unification within black families.”22   

     In addition to racism, gender ideology and notions of privilege also factor into the rift 

between black men and women.  Speaking to the economic and familial disproportion 

between black men and women, Patricia Hill Collins points to the “matriarchy thesis” to 

explain this discord.  Portrayed “as overly aggressive, unfeminine women, Black 

matriarchs allegedly emasculate their lovers and husbands.  These men, understandably, 

either desert their partners or refuse to marry the mothers of their children.”23  Women in 

more substantial familial and economic roles are threatening to many black men because 

they largely see independence and authority as distinctive to maleness.  Detecting 

similarities between more contemporary masculine behaviors and those during the 

nationalist movement of the1960s, Hill Collins quotes feminist and civil rights activist 

Pauli Murray‟s observation that “the retrieval of black manhood suggests an acceptance 

                                                 
21 Robert Staples, Black Masculinity: The Black Male‟s Role in American Society (San 
Francisco: The Black Scholar Press, 1982) 115.   
22 Ronald L. Braithwaite, “Interpersonal Relations Between Black Males and Black 
Females” in Black Men, ed. Lawrence E. Gary (Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1981) 
83.   
23 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the 
Politics of Empowerment (New York: Routledge, 1991) 74.   
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of this tendency (the black matriarchy thesis) to treat the values of self-reliance and 

independence as purely masculine traits.”24   

     However, bell hooks points out that the problem between black men and women is not 

about gender equality and male dominance, but instead suggests that the fighting is due to 

the fact that “one party feels the other party has failed to fulfill the role they agreed to 

play.”25  hooks explains that both “patriarchal black males and females (called such 

because of the traditional view of what men and women‟s roles should be in society) are 

frozen in time, trapped in a state of arrested development” and that both parties, while 

pointing the finger of blame at one another, are no better off emotionally or 

psychologically at times than the other.26  Denouncing any notion of superiority on either 

gender‟s part, hooks offers, “By considering the possibility that many black males and 

females are in a state of arrested development, trapped by fantasy bonding and allegiance 

to the false selves, we cannot only understand better the nature of conflict between us, we 

can begin to heal our wounds.”27  Still, whatever the factors causing it might be, the strife 

between black men and women is hardly an anomaly.  Patricia Hill Collins quotes Toni 

Cade Bambara as saying, “now it doesn‟t take any particular expertise to observe that one 

of the most characteristic features of our community is the antagonism between our men 

and our women.”28 

                                                 
24 Ibid., 86.   
25 bell hooks, We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity (New York: Routledge, 2004) 
120-121.   
26 Ibid., 121.   
27 Ibid.   
28 Hill Collins, 183.   
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     Singleton, especially in the last two films in the hood trilogy, builds his narrative 

around this discontent between the sexes, placing emphasis on the development of who 

these characters are as individuals while trying to maintain or create some semblance of 

romance and affection.  He executes this friction through such approaches as heightened 

exchanges punctuated by strong profanity and acerbic insults, explicit sex scenes, honest 

and raw dialogue, domestic violence, and rape.  In addition to the aforementioned 

contention between these two parties being blamed on racism, the source of these 

occasionally abrasive exchanges can also be traced to behaviors and relationships that are 

rooted in structured forms of poverty and social isolation.  Particularly in Poetic Justice 

and Baby Boy, Singleton shows a set of characters that are moving towards the black 

family structure, a united front steeped in solid traditional values that Robert Staples 

explains gives lower income blacks, like many of those portrayed in the hood trilogy, “a 

resource for their survival in a society not always hospitable to their aspirations.”29 

     However, Staples also reminds us that the black family ideology has failed to adjust to 

the many changes in social conditions at large.  He notes there have been changes in the 

black middle class, but the lower income bracket of that racial group has moved much 

slowly in this area.  He offers the following as why: 

  Another factor may be the continued physical and social isola- 
tion of blacks—especially lower income blacks—from mem- 
bers of the majority group who are in the forefront of social and  
cultural change.  In any context of social change, there is a gap  
between the ideal statements of a culture and the reality in which  
people live out their lives—a time lag between the emergence of  

                                                 
29 Robert Staples, “Changes in Black Family Structure: The Conflict Between Family 
Ideology and Structural Conditions,” Journal of Marriage and Family Vol. 47, No. 4 
(Nov. 1985): 1001.   
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new cultural forms and their internalization by the individuals who  
must act upon them.  Thus, it would appear that black family ideol- 
ogies will change only as their social and economic isolation dimin- 
ishes.30 

 

Therefore, the choices of language and behavior utilized by the characters in the hood 

trilogy are indicative of the tremendous influence the South Central Los Angeles 

environment has on the actions of its inhabitants and how that influence even extends to 

the manner in which they conduct romantic relationships.  Using all these elements, 

Singleton is able to give the audience a strong visual representation of what he and 

scholars have identified as problematic in the primarily heterosexual relationships 

between black people.   

     From a filmic standpoint, I know that earlier in this dissertation I spoke of how 

Singleton‟s work defies the classical structure of Hollywood in the way he conveys the 

stories of young black people in the hood trilogy.  However, in saying this, I also point 

out that I recognize that although he does take this approach, he does not completely 

divorce himself from those traditional cinematic concepts either.  Certainly, I notice a 

pattern between the main characters in Singleton‟s Poetic Justice and Baby Boy and in 

films like Frank Capra‟s screwball comedy It Happened One Night (1934) and Mike 

Nichols‟ marital drama Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf (1966), allusions I have made at 

certain instances in these pages.  Just as Capra‟s film tells the story of would-be lovers in 

denial on a road trip, Singleton‟s movie is thematically similar, and in the same way 

Nichols‟ film embodies Edward Albee‟s characters through the vicissitudes of an often 

                                                 
30 Ibid.   
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strained and rancid, but oddly loving marriage, Singleton is equally forthright in his 

portrayal of two people challenged by the unpredictability of commitment and the 

baggage those people can bring to such a capricious situation.  Therefore, there is motion 

picture precedent for Singleton‟s work.   

     However, what there is little precedent for in film history are movies that show young 

black men and women struggling against an environment and circumstances that make it 

difficult for them to find a solid foundation on which to build a sense of togetherness.  

We may be able to discuss these films from the traditional lens of film studies, but my 

research here concerns itself with how Singleton‟s embrace of these cinematic tropes 

relates specifically to the political or sociological aspects of black urban life.  Therefore, 

in this way, Singleton turns those traditional views on their ear with his focus on black 

sexual politics, forcing the filmmaker and the scholar to examine these works and these 

characters outside the traditional cinematic construct.  

     First, I wish to say that I am in no way suggesting or arguing that Poetic Justice and 

Baby Boy are better films than or equal in merit to It Happened One Night and Who’s 

Afraid of Virginia Woolf, but I am saying that to a certain section of the movie going 

public, namely young black America, these movies represent for many of them a form of 

the screwball comedy or the dramatic relationship film.  These movies are, indeed, this 

audience‟s It Happened One Night and Virginia Woolf, making Singleton their Frank 

Capra or Mike Nichols respectively.  Through the dialogue and plot structures of the 

films that comprise the hood trilogy, it is evident that Singleton has been influenced by 

these films and others like them.  Yet, even though he draws inspiration from these films, 
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he also strives to create a body of cinematic characters and narratives that address issues 

specific to a generation of young black Americans.  

 

Singletonesque?: Locating the Screwball Comedy in Poetic Justice 
 
     Thomas Schatz writes that the screwball comedy “derives its identity from a style of 

behavior…and from narrative patterns that treat sexual confrontation and courtship 

through socioeconomic conflicts of Depression America.”31  The pioneer of the genre, It 

Happened One Night tells the story of a young heiress, Ellen (Claudette Colbert), who 

runs away to New York after her father disapproves of her hasty marriage to a gold-

digging suitor and threatens to have it annulled.  During her wayward travels, she meets a 

recently fired reporter, Peter (Clark Gable), who initially threatens to expose her 

whereabouts to her father unless she allows him to exclusively report her story in 

exchange for him successfully escorting her to the Big Apple to be with her waiting 

bridegroom.  Through a series of adventures on the road and several saucy exchanges, the 

heiress and the reporter, despite their being on opposite ends of the economic spectrum, 

grown very fond of one another and eventually fall in love.   

     Singleton certainly does put his own spin on the screwball comedy in Poetic Justice. 

There is definitely sexual confrontation and courtship, but the socioeconomic conflict 

here is motivated by an embattled South Central Los Angeles left scarred in the wake of 

riots spurred by the death of Latasha Harlins and the lack of justice found in the Rodney 

King verdict.  Yet, in watching Capra‟s film, the element of comedy and zaniness lingers 
                                                 
31 Thomas Schatz, Hollywood Genres: Formulas, Filmmaking, and the Studio System 
(New York: Random House, 1981) 151.   
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throughout, even in the moments where the dialogue or exchange between characters 

turns serious.  In this cinematic construction, it is easy for the audience to remain hopeful 

about the conflicts Gable and Colbert are confronted with.  Schatz explains that “the film 

suggests that if a working-class stiff and the spoiled heiress can overcome their 

ideological disparity and finally embrace, then we should not lose faith in the traditional 

American ideal of a classless utopian society—or at the very least, of a society in which 

real human contact between the classes could occur.”32  However, in Singleton‟s version 

of the screwball comedy, the ghosts of the environment and the past follow the characters 

so strongly the audience can easily lose sight of the whimsy in the story during certain 

moments.  We cannot forget that South Central Los Angeles is often no laughing matter 

and that can prove to be burdensome for those trying to begin a life together.  If Lucky 

and Justice are able to overcome their “ideological disparity and finally embrace” amidst 

the difficulties of death, single parenthood, loneliness and a less than salubrious setting, 

then there is great reason for audience members to feel that they can be hopeful, but this 

is not always the result.  It is almost as if the audience for films like those in the hood 

trilogy cannot always hope for the best for the characters because the real life experiences 

of those characters are often not easily transcended.  Essentially, when you finish 

watching It Happened One Night, you believe the young lovers will live happily ever 

after, but at the end of all of the films in Singleton‟s hood trilogy, you just hope the 

couples make it. 

                                                 
32 Ibid., 152.   
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     Still, in a screwball comedy, couples “working out…their antagonism…emerges as 

the central thematic issue in the narrative,”33 and this is the best reason to qualify Poetic 

Justice as Singleton‟s engagement with the genre.  What‟s interesting about both Capra 

(or Riskin) and Singleton‟s approach is the way in which their narratives evolve into road 

pictures to provide the setting for these initially unacquainted characters to build a 

romantic connection.  At each stop on the journey or turn in the road, the couples grow 

closer.  At the start of the journey, though, the characters can barely stand each other and 

their animosity is punctuated by an exchange where at least one of the characters is 

revealed to have some defect in their personality.  For example, Gable‟s Peter, fed up 

with Ellen‟s spoiled and entitled disposition, frankly criticizes her for having the attitude 

that she can fix everything with the mention of her vast wealth and do so without the 

slightest regard for humility.  In contrast, as their trip to Oakland begins, Lucky tries to 

engage in harmless conversation with Justice, only to have his attempts at courtesy 

bounce off a barricade of what he perceives to be callousness.  As a result, Lucky tells 

Justice that because of her self-absorption, the only way she will respond to a man‟s 

courtesy is if he calls her a bitch.  This verbal offense paves the way for a heated 

exchange, complete with expletives, threats of bodily injury and further insults, that 

intensifies the popular knowledge within the black community that suggests black men 

and women have great difficulty in their attempts at compatibility. 

     Yet, Lucky and Justice‟s first real conversation (or argument) on the mail truck was 

preceded by another dialogue that supplies the aforementioned scene with a built-in 

                                                 
33 Ibid.   
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current of tension.  In their very first meeting on film, Lucky walks into the salon where 

Justice works and delivers the mail.  Lucky notices the solemn look on Justice‟s face and 

says, “Why you always so mad?  You must ain‟t got no man, „cause you don‟t never 

smile.  Do you?”  Justice, who is clearly disinterested in any type of relationship at this 

point, appears bored by Lucky‟s attempt to make a pass at her, so she decides to have a 

little fun at his expense.  She says to him, “Come here, Lucky, I want to whisper 

something to you.  Let‟s cut the bullshit, okay? Now, what do you really really want from 

me?  You wanna smell my poonanny?”  Lucky‟s toothy smile says that he excited by the 

possibility of such an invitation and immediately answers in the affirmative.  Justice asks 

him to wait and calls over the proprietor of the salon, a lithe, beautiful dark-skinned 

woman named Jessie (Tyra Ferrell) to the reception desk.  Justice relays to Jessie that 

“this fine, young dark brother say he wanna smell my poonanny…Should I let him?”  

Jessie says yes, leans closer into Lucky‟s face and sensually blows her breath in his face, 

licking her lips to punctuate her act.  “So, what do you think,” Jessie asks, while Justice 

bursts into laughter.  Lucky, who is obviously embarrassed, retorts with insults, “You 

need to get your ass some breath mints.  Crazy black bitches.”  Justice responds in kind, 

still laughing as he walks out the door, “Get your ass outta here.”   

     Apparently, it is all in the approach.  Justice‟s reaction to Lucky‟s pass is probably the 

result of having had to endure numerous advances in her job setting by men eager to date 

and ultimately having sexual relations with her, not to mention her overall disinterest in 

dating or a relationship so soon after witnessing the murder of her boyfriend, Markell.  

While Lucky‟s intimations are relatively tame (he tells her he “thinks she‟s kinda fly” and 
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that they could get things going with the divulgence of her phone number), it is quite 

possible that others have been crude and disrespectful in their request for her company 

hence the theatricality of Justice‟s response.  Sociologist Elijah Anderson has discussed 

black courtship rituals in his ethnographic study of black urban life, explaining, “To the 

young man the woman becomes, in the most profound sense, a sexual object.  Her body 

and mind are the object of a sexual game, to be won for his personal aggrandizement.  

Status goes to the winner, and sex is prized as a testament not of love but of control over 

another human being.”34 

     Still, Lucky‟s admission that he would like to smell Justice‟s “poonanny” and his 

connecting what he feels is a sour disposition to her being without male companionship 

speaks to how some black men can, in fact, be aggressive in their pursuit of their female 

counterparts.  Richard Majors and Janet Mancini Billson attribute this style of courtship 

to black men adopting the “cool pose,” which the authors describe as “a ritualized form 

of masculinity that entails behaviors, scripts, physical posturing, impression management, 

and carefully crafted performances that deliver a single critical message: pride, strength, 

and control,”35 in the effort to intensify their masculinity.  Akin to Lucky‟s exchange with 

Justice, these young men act in this way because they often feel that women find the 

“cool pose” attractive, and as a result, “(d)istinctive rapping, strutting, cool stance, eye 

                                                 
34 Elijah Anderson, Code of the Street: Decency, Violence and the Moral Life of the 
Inner City (New York: W. W. Norton, 1999) 150.   
35 Richard Majors and Janet Mancini Billson, Cool Pose: The Dilemmas of Black 
Manhood in America (New York: Touchstone, 1992) 4.   
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contact, gestures, and putting on the mask of masculinity are conjured up to attract 

desirable females.”36   

     But, this approach, as seen in the initial exchanges between these characters, is not 

always completely successful.  In the effort to counteract what she feels is abrasiveness 

on Lucky‟s part, Justice also adopts the “cool pose” as a means in which to put this 

potential squire “in check.”  Majors and Billson explain “though not as intensely central 

for black women as it is for black men…some women use the cool behaviors as a way to 

counter the attitudes and actions of cool black males.”37  Still, we are familiar with and 

know the reasons for Justice‟s reticence in embarking on new romantic relationships and 

can also read her use of the “cool pose” to dismiss Lucky‟s advances as a means of self-

protection.  “Some women find it safer to be cool rather than expose their true feelings or 

emotions and risk the chance of being rejected, used, hurt, embarrassed, or insulted.  

They may play hard to get, which not only makes them more challenging, attractive, and 

mysterious but also gives them a greater sense of control and even an edge in the courting 

process.”38  This is true about Poetic Justice, as Lucky and Justice eventually acquiesce 

and begin the process of making a life together after tumultuous resistance on both their 

parts. 

     But, this embracing of the “cool pose” is evident in many of the characters and 

dealings in Poetic Justice and done so to the point that Singleton can be accused of 

espousing some problematic notions about black male/female relationships.  In thinking 

                                                 
36 Ibid., 42. 
37 Ibid., 44. 
38 Ibid.  
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about Poetic Justice, it certainly seems that the women in the film are mostly responsible 

for the inability of black men and women to exist in some form of contentment.  

Singleton cinematically renders the largely held belief by black men that the problems 

between them and black women are the result of the latter being hard to get along with.  

And the focus of this dissertation is not alone.   

     In one recent example, fledgling filmmaker Tim Alexander extended a nearly four 

minute Internet clip into the feature film Diary of a Tired Black Man (2009).  An 

amalgam of fictional content and documentary footage, the film, drawn from events 

culled from the personal life of the director, portrays black women as the fundamental 

reason for a great portion of the difficulties in black male/female relationships mostly 

because of a condition Alexander calls Angry Black Woman Syndrome (ABWS).  In the 

film, Alexander interviews men and women from various parts of the Unites States about 

issues raised in the fictional portion of the film ranging from men leaving their underwear 

on the bathroom floor to dating white women.  In the filmmaker‟s defense, he does make 

it a point to note that this is the behavior of some black women, however, because of the 

large number of biased opinions rendered and the disproportionate weight of blame 

leveled at black women in the fictional portion of the film, it is difficult to think about 

this work later and not conclude that black women are not only the source of these 

relationship woes but also suffer from some serious psychological issues to boot.   

     Scholars have been able to confirm corroboration for this prejudiced diagnosis.  

Excuses abound from some black men as to why black women are less than desirable 

mates.  Robert Staples reveals, “The negative stereotypes of black women are that they 
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are domineering, sexually inhibited, materialistic and lacking in sophistication.”39  He 

goes on to say that black women are thought by black men to be more adamant about the 

possibility of a full-time, monogamous commitment.40  Men also buy into assigning 

sexual myths to black women like Hill Collins‟ previously discussed “black matriarchy” 

thesis or the Sapphire, rejecting them because they see them as “the symbolic antithesis 

of the „lady‟: loud, excessive, and irrepressible.”41  You can read what Singleton does a 

couple of ways.  Either he is emphasizing these stereotypes or he is simply providing a 

truthful portrait of how black men in urban communities like South Central Los Angeles 

see their connections to and with black women.  Either way, the message can be read as 

problematic and certainly worth closer scrutiny.   

     With the character of Iesha, Justice‟s best friend, the writer/director seems to present 

the most blaring example of these thoughts some black men have about their female 

equivalents.  Singleton presents her as an alcoholic, foul mouthed, shrew of a young 

woman, who incessantly needles and undermines her boyfriend, Chicago, for his sexual 

shortcomings and his overall inability to command her interest. For example, after having 

sex in the back of the mail truck after a brief truce, Iesha, who appears bored throughout 

the entire act, admonishes him about the brevity of his performance.  When Chicago asks 

for a “couple of minutes” to continue, Iesha is livid and berates him for his lack of sexual 

                                                 
39 Staples, 120.   
40 Ibid, 121.  This statement and the one marked by the previous footnote are used in 
Staples‟ work to explain the reasons why black men choose white women as dating 
partners over black women.  These statements also explain why black men at large find 
black women difficult to cohabitate with.   
41 Tricia Rose, Longing to Tell: Black Women Talk About Sexuality and Intimacy (New 
York: Picador, 2003) 391.   



227 
 

stamina.  Later, Iesha, employing put-downs to a harshly intense level, continues her 

attack on Chicago‟s manhood.      

  You got a problem…I need to turn my back on you „cause that‟s  
why the other bitch left you, „cause you can‟t hang…I have many  
niggas that bought me shit, better shit that you.  A buncha niggas  
before you…You know what?  You weak.  You a weak ass punk.   
You think you the shit just „cause you work out?  You ain‟t buff.   
I wish I never met your sorry ass.  You a sorry motherfucker.  Yeah,  
that‟s right.  Brush that weak-ass fade.  Nigga‟s dick can‟t stay hard  
five minutes.  What the fuck you do, take steroids? (long pause)   
That‟s the reason why I‟m fucking somebody else.   

 

Chicago, after a long pause, stops brushing his hair, and in an effort to maintain his 

manliness (and certainly to assuage his anger and embarrassment), he punches Iesha in 

the face.   

     However, what is interesting is that before this act of violence occurred, Chicago 

spends much of the film defending and speaking affectionately of Iesha.  This is in direct 

contrast to the insulting and even degrading manner in which she speaks of him.  For 

example, when Iesha insults his masculinity, pointing out that she has had better men 

than him and associating his inability to remain sexually potent to the possibility that he 

might be on steroids, Chicago either remains quiet, affecting a look of hurt and defeat, or 

he asks her why she must talk about him that way or have this kind of opinion about their 

relationship.  Her comments are so stinging, that when he does hit her, it remains difficult 

not to believe she deserved to be struck, making the characterization of Iesha even more 

problematic.  What‟s more, when Lucky gets into an altercation with Chicago after he 

turns his ire onto Justice for assaulting him in defense of Iesha, his comment to him about 

fighting a man rings false because I believe the audience has been set up by Singleton to 
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root for Chicago in this situation.  Furthermore, Lucky only gets involved when Chicago 

attacks Justice, sitting idly by when Iesha is hit, watching the fisticuffs as if taking in a 

prize boxing match, stating, when Justice asks if he is going to do something about what 

he has seen, “Hell naw.  Shit, that‟s they business.”  This reaction also suggests Iesha 

deserved her comeuppance as well. 

     The contrast in their descriptions of one another is continued when Iesha is talking to 

Justice about the particulars of her relationship with Chicago.  In addition to revealing 

that Chicago does not last long sexually (“That nigga is weak, girl.  He ain‟t go no kind 

of rhythm.  Plus, he a preemie.  And you know what a preemie is?  Two minute 

brother.”), she intimates to Justice that she “rations” sex to him and reveals him to be a 

bit of liar and overall less than ideally masculine.  However, the male version of this 

exchange is largely different.  When Chicago discloses to Lucky that he is giving Iesha 

money, Lucky expresses playful concern and immediately want to know what she is 

giving him in return to merit such a reward.  “Money? You givin‟ that ho‟ money?...Aw, 

nigga, you gettin‟ played.  My pot‟na! I can‟t believe this shit.  You finna lose stripes 

over this one here.  How much of that pussy she givin‟ up?”  Chicago explains that he 

does this for her because, “Sometimes I like for my girl to have the best.”   Call it naïveté 

(and this writer would), but it makes him sound a lot more committed to the relationship 

than Iesha is.   

     On the flipside of the “rationing that ass” conversation between the young women, 

Chicago makes a feeble attempt to preserve his masculinity by boasting to Lucky that he 

is “knockin‟ it every other night.”  Lucky, of course, after the money admission, is 
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reluctant to believe such a story and instead turns his attack onto Iesha.  “Let that bitch 

get her own job.  Drunk ho‟  She need to get a job in a liquor store as much as she be 

drinkin‟.”  Chicago responds, in defense of Iesha, albeit it phlegmatically, “She ain‟t 

gone be too many more names, all right?”  It might not be very assertive, but he appears 

to be the more appealing component of this relationship when juxtaposed with Iesha, who 

says nothing to her friend in his defense or in admiration of him.  Therefore, in thinking 

about the character of Iesha, who is presented as a gold-digger, a cheater, narcissistic and 

shallow, it would be hard to surmise, even taking into account Chicago‟s own narcissism 

and vanity, why any man would want to engage in a relationship or commitment with a 

woman even remotely like her.   

     Though less so than Iesha, the character of Jessie represents another style of pungent 

female fruit off Singleton‟s creative vine.  When we first meet her, she steps out of a 

midnight blue Lexus with personalized license plates that read “Ms. Booté” (a claim 

Singleton makes very clear by focusing his camera on the character‟s ample and shapely 

posterior), wearing a form fitting red dress with matching heels and carrying a Fendi bag.  

Add to this the knowledge that Jessie owns the salon where Justice works and the 

character exemplifies the idea that successful, self-assured black women are a source of 

intimidation for several black men.  Highly educated and self-made women like Jessie 

“are victimized by the fact that the very same characteristics they need to obtain career 

mobility (assertiveness, strong achievement drive) are the ones that make it difficult to 

attract a man.”42  But this is hardly stereotypical or problematic to this writer because it is 

                                                 
42 Staples, 150.   
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the men who feel this way with the problem here.  Though I absolutely understand the 

pathology behind such thinking, coming from a household and family where women have 

encouraged similar progressive behavior in me inspires this writer to propose that 

somehow these men must work to break free of how society has constructed their roles in 

this culture and stop being threatened by flourishing black women. 

     However, Jessie, like her mentee of sorts, Justice, is in full “cool pose” mode.  As 

defined earlier, women who adopt the pose sometimes use it as a defense mechanism and 

it is not hard to detect this in Jessie.  Her attitudes about men reflect a woman who has 

turned the tables in the effort to never be on the receiving end of a man‟s issuance of hurt 

again.  I suggest this because Jessie clearly states in the film that she ascribes to the 

philosophy that “men ain‟t shit,” and Joan Morgan tells us that this “mentality is usually 

the scar left to remind her of the time she loved some brother more than herself.”43 

     Usually, men are the ones we expect to be aggressive, less interested in relationships 

and satisfied with one-night stands and multiple partners, but Jessie embodies all of these 

characteristics with aplomb.  Consider her discussion with Justice involving the events of 

a sexual encounter with her latest attraction.  It is clear that Jessie does not value men as 

much more than sexual objects, a reverse in some ways of the game described by 

Anderson earlier in this section.  This reversal apparently comes with age and experience.  

When Justice asks if her latest conquest is out, Jessie responds with a tentative, “I don‟t 

know yet.  I‟m thinking about it.”  You would think she was talking about whether or not 

she was hiring another stylist for a spot in her salon.  Her sexual objectification of men is 
                                                 
43 Joan Morgan, When Chickenheads Come Home to Roost (New York: Touchstone, 
1999) 118. 
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made even clearer by the admission that the setting of their rendezvous was the Snooty 

Fox Motor Inn.  As opposed to enjoying his company some place more lavish and 

elegant, Justice and Jessie reminisce about the motor inn‟s red walls and mirrored 

ceilings, which suggest that little more than one-night stands and “quickies” occur 

there.44  Jessie has no intentions of anything long-term and her attitude and the particulars 

about her encounter speak to this. 

     But Jessie‟s idea of men as mere vessels for her gratification is extended by her advice 

to Justice, who at the time she gives it, is still reeling over the death of her boyfriend.  To 

Jessie, men are not meant to be excessively grieved over or pined after.  They do not 

make or break you.  She explains,  “A man ain‟t nothing but a tool.  You got to know 

when to take him out the box and when to put him back in, and if you lose one, well hell,  

you just go out there and get yourself another one.  Take a chance, baby.  Do something 

different for a change.  There‟s another man out there somewhere.  And out here you got 

to know sometimes you gone lose one, like a blow dryer or a good hairbrush.”  Jessie has 

already explained to Justice that when it comes to men she makes poor choices because 

of her inability to choose correctly.  Justice is interested (or was before Markell‟s death) 

                                                 
44 I also support my claims about what the Snooty Fox Motor Inn is used for with valid 
pictorial proof supplied online by amateur photographer Larry J. from San Francisco.   
There are, indeed, paned mirrors on the ceilings with golden webbing in the glass.  The 
curtains are deep crimson with slick reddish and green tile lining the bathroom and 
shower.  The signage out front features a natty fox with green bowtie and matching hat 
and shoes.  Despite the immaculate landscaping, very clean looking rooms and 
overlooking palm trees, it is clear what one comes to do when they get a room here.  See 
< http://www.yelp.com/biz/snooty-fox-motor-inn-los-angeles>.  Accessed 19 October 
2009.   

http://www.yelp.com/biz/snooty-fox-motor-inn-los-angeles
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in something meaningful or long-term apparently and Jessie‟s advice to her implies this is 

the wrong train of thought.   

     In the effort to see men as Jessie does, I think it is reasonable to say that one should 

not expect to give themselves over completely to loving someone else.  I have been 

taught and told by many people that “women are like buses, you miss one you catch the 

next one,” and I have always wondered if adages such as this were healthy or even the 

right view to have about relationships.  It certainly sounds like effective wisdom but does 

it not also evoke the idea that relationships should not be taken that seriously if you can 

easily replace one person with another?  Jessie seems to be of this school of thought and 

Singleton would have blossomed her character greatly if perhaps, through her, he had 

attempted to question or even wondered if such a position is, in fact, beneficial. 

     However, toward the end of the film, Jessie‟s counsel becomes very problematic 

because it renders the character as not just cynical about relationships but as a bit of an 

opportunist.  Considering Jessie is positioned as the sage in the film, it can be assumed by 

the hip hop generation, who the films of the hood trilogy are targeted to, that such advice 

has been passed down to subsequent generations, thereby reinforcing some young black 

men‟s thoughts of women as gold diggers and “chickenheads,” which is “a derogatory 

expression used to describe a woman who—lacking any brains but equipped with lots of 

deviousness—uses her good looks and sex to gain access to a man‟s money and 

accompanying lifestyle.”45  Jessie, with the help of her friends, Maxine (Miki Howard) 

and Heywood (Roger Guenveur Smith), tells Iesha that she should never have tried to 
                                                 
45 Bakari Kitwana, The Hip Hop Generation: Young Blacks and the Crisis in African-
American Culture (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2002) 115. 
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physically do battle with Chicago but instead taken an alternative route to exacting her 

revenge.   

JESSIE: Honey, you don‟t fight no man with your fist.  You fight him in his 
wallet.  Now, see, what you should‟ve done instead of swinging at him, you 
should have gave him some.  Wait „til he went to sleep, went into his wallet, and 
took that credit card. 
HEYWOOD:  Then we all would have had a party. 
JESSIE: (laughing) On him! 
IESHA:  Credit cards?  What credit cards?  That nigga ain‟t got no credit cards. 
MAXINE: (incredulously)  Ain‟t got no credit cards? 
JESSIE: Oh, well shit, then you is a fool.   
 
 

In accordance with Jessie‟s line of thought, the true folly of Iesha‟s behavior with 

Chicago has not been necessarily going mano a mano with him but choosing a man 

whose status is so limited that he does not have the wherewithal to acquire credit cards.  

This reinforces the stereotype because even in the ruins of a relationship, the bottom line 

for some women is still about money and what a man is able to do or not do for her. 

     When Justice agrees with Jessie‟s mantra that “men ain‟t shit” after letting her guard 

down with Lucky only to have him blame her for them not getting to Oakland sooner to 

possibly have prevented his cousin‟s unexpected murder, in her final act of motherly 

cynicism, Jessie mocks Justice for opening herself up to loving someone again. 

 
 JESSIE:  Oh, excuse me, I thought you were in love. 

JUSTICE:  Well, you thought wrong, Jessie.  Don‟t be assuming shit, okay?  
„Cause when you assume, you make an ass out of you! 
JESSIE:  Well, you were already an ass, okay?  See, you got a lot to learn about 
the world…I‟m telling you, these little young girls don‟t know they cooch from a 
hole in the wall…‟Cause all I do is dress and rest „cause love don‟t live here 
anymore. 
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Justice finally, in some respects, questions Jessie‟s brand of advice, causing the older 

woman to allow some vulnerability to come through in her defense of the guidance she 

provides.  Still, we get some understanding as to why Jessie thinks the way that she does 

and says the things she says in support of her perspective about love.  As a result, we can 

infer that somewhere is a deep hurt she has masked with bravado and indifference.  

     All of this would be fine, but because Singleton does not provide more complex 

shading to this potentially more interesting and fascinating character, she comes across as 

mostly bitter and manipulative.  I don‟t deny that her philosophy about men and 

relationships is not wholly truthful, but it would make her a much more rounded 

character if the audience specifically understood the cause behind this truth.  What 

exactly is the source of all of her invectives about men and relationships?  This is 

important because, as Seymour Chatman explains, round characters in film “possess a 

variety of traits, some of them conflicting or even contradictory; their behavior is not 

predictable—they are capable of changing, of surprising us, and so on.”46  This approach 

would have opened up the possibility of Jessie being more than just another bitter or 

embattled black woman.  Instead, in constructing her the way he has, Singleton adds to 

the perception that “(a)ggressive, assertive women are penalized—they are abandoned by 

their men…and are stigmatized as being unfeminine.”47   In the end, because the men 

come of looking more sensitive and put upon, the callousness of the women is 

exacerbated, something we can certainly attest to in the character of Jessie. 

                                                 
46 Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978) 132. 
47 Hill Collins, 75.   
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     Yet, despite these unbalanced portrayals, Singleton counters them with the hope that is 

expressed in the evolution of Lucky and Justice‟s relationship.  Though it begins rocky, 

we do get to see the process both individuals go through in the effort to make a 

commitment work.  Anger and discord give way to playfulness, as evidenced in the scene 

after their first argument saw Justice choosing to walk rather than spend another moment 

in Lucky‟s company.  After a period of coaxing by Iesha, Justice eventually returns to the 

mail truck, but before she climbs in back, she sternly tells Lucky some of the guys from 

the neighborhood “still gone fuck you up” for disrespecting her.  In a move very 

reminiscent of the screwball comedy, Lucky gives her a wink and in a riff on another 

Gable character, he proclaims, “Frankly, my dear, I don‟t give a fuck!”   

     After crashing a family reunion and having an honest discussion about past 

relationships, the possibility of children and Lucky‟s failure to keep his fingernails clean,  

the budding lovers eventually consummate their day long courtship wrapped in the 

coolness emanating from the beach‟s waters.  It is in this moment that Justice truly lets 

her guard down and allows someone else to become a part of what has long been private.  

And though the death of his cousin gives pause to the progress the relationship had been 

making, it all comes together at the end when Lucky, after a period of thought, comes to 

the salon, his daughter in tow, looking to make Justice a part of what he wants his life to 

be in the future.  This time, when she says to him, “Come here baby let me whisper 

something to you,” it is not to dupe or humiliate him but instead, it is to make a much 

needed step into beginning a new existence.  It may not be the conventional happy 
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ending, as I discussed earlier, but as the cliché promises, hope springs eternal.  And for 

these two, that is all we can ask.  

 

Step Aside Virginia Woolf! Who’s Afraid of Jody and Yvette? 

    Commitment can be complicated terrain on which to maneuver.  Though no 

relationship is without its problems, in order for one to be at least functional, there must 

be some form of deep emotional connection.  As indicated by Linda Thompson and 

Alexis J. Walker, “emotional intimacy is sharing one another‟s innermost life; expressing 

and listening to each other‟s feelings, thoughts, desires, doubts, joys and fears; attending 

to, understanding, and accepting one another‟s „true‟ self.”48  In John Singleton‟s Baby 

Boy, there is plenty of evidence to suggest that the presence of and necessity for this kind 

of connection defined by Thompson and Walker is apparent in the relationship between 

Jody and Yvette, despite the volatility and turbulence that distinguishes it.  

     Previously in this dissertation, I have alluded to the unsettling representation of love 

and commitment set forth by George and Martha, the main characters of Edward Albee‟s 

Who’s Afraid Of Virginia Woolf? when discussing the manner in which some of 

Singleton‟s characters wield the blade of hurtful language at one another.  Though an 

argument can definitely be made (and I have done so) for Iesha and Chicago in Poetic 

Justice as contemporary versions of George and Martha, I think Jody and Yvette make 

for a stronger comparison to Albee‟s couple when discussing cinematic precedent for this 

                                                 
48 Linda Thompson and Alexis J. Walker, “Gender in Families: Women and Men in 
Marriage, Work, and Parenthood,” Journal of Marriage and Family Vol. 51, No. 4 (Nov. 
1989): 846. 
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type of tale because in addition to the acerbic language they hurl at one another, there is 

the current of love upon which these often cruel expressions are built. 

     Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? tells the story of a couple, made up of a college 

history professor and the president of the university‟s daughter, whose marriage has 

disintegrated into a cruel game of insults, taunts and anguish.  After a faculty party, the 

harried pair invites another couple, a young professor and his timid and equally young 

wife, over for drinks.  Subsequently, the former couple spends the rest of the night 

pulling the latter into their brutal shenanigans, ultimately revealing both scars and 

overwhelming affection in both marriages.   

     Yet, in the rendering of this story of fermented marital bonding, Albee punctuates this 

discord with sexual innuendo and profanity, and translating this to film in the mid-1960s, 

with all its “goddamns,” “bastards,” “son-of-a-bitches” and expressions like “hump the 

hostess” and “you stay right at the meat of things,” met with great opposition from studio 

chief, Jack L. Warner, and censorship boards like the Production Code Administration, 

the Motion Picture Association of America and the Legion of Decency.  Nevertheless, 

director, Mike Nichols was adamant that the explicit words and crude expressions 

remained intact in the effort to stay true to the playwright‟s original intent and to fully 

convey the bitterness between George and Martha.  Nichols explained, “How lucky to get 

a chance to protect it (the play in its original context)…from being turned into God 

knows what…”49 Conversely, Singleton takes a similar approach in Baby Boy, and like 

Nichols, he defends his choices as a writer and a director by pointing to the necessity of 
                                                 
49 Leonard J. Leff, “Play into Film: Warner Brothers‟ „Who‟s Afraid of Virginia 
Woolf?‟,” Theatre Journal, Vol. 33, No. 4 (Dec., 1981): 456.   
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preserving authenticity.  Of the film‟s graphic sexuality, violence and coarse language, he 

explains, “It‟s realistic, but actually hyper-realistic…I pride myself on taking pains to pay 

attention to minor details, the nuances of a scene.  Because even if people don‟t notice it, 

they feel it.”50   

     And feel it you do.  With these couples, the childhood adage “sticks and stones may 

break my bones, but words will never hurt me” has long been ignored and disavowed.   

These couples use words like weaponry and their bristling actions punctuate their 

tongues, conjuring up a damaging amalgam of hurt, insecurity and frustration.  George 

and Martha treat each other like voodoo dolls, sticking pins of anguish in one another and 

then reveling in the resulting defeat.  For example, Martha drives George to the point of 

breaking a bottle of liquor out of anger after she continuously talks about what a failure 

he has been as a husband and a professor despite his pleas for her to stop.  However, the 

breaking of the bottle does not stop her, as she turns to him and says, “I hope that wasn‟t 

good liquor, George.  You can‟t afford to waste good liquor, not on your salary.  Not on 

an associate professor‟s salary!”  Later, after making fun of his failed attempt at a novel 

and the embarrassment he suffered after presenting it to her critical father, George loses 

control and proceeds to choke Martha.  Conversely, he is just as cruel to her, relentlessly 

invoking memories of a child that may or may not have existed knowing full well the 

pain it causes her.  They play this cat-and-mouse game in seeming fun, but there is an 

underlying tension that connects them so strongly that these retorts and insults are borne 

                                                 
50 Joshua Mooney, “Singleton Returns to the Hood for Baby Boy” in John Singleton: 
Interviews, ed. Craigh Barboza (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2009) 126.   
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of a place where their fondness for one another, though obviously still strong because 

hate and bitterness are emotions, has festered into something rancorous and comfortable.   

     Jody and Yvette‟s relationship is just as turbulent as their arguably filmic wellspring, 

but the bulk of their problems stems from his continuous and blatant infidelity.  

Throughout the film, Yvette consistently questions Jody about his lack of commitment to 

her, which has resulted in a growing lack of trust, constant arguing and dissatisfaction 

mostly on her part.  In a scene described previously in Chapter Four, what starts off as 

pleasant goes sour when Yvette, while getting money to pay for their meal at a drive-thru 

restaurant, discovers a used box of condoms in the backseat of the car she owns and pays 

for.  After questioning Jody about it and receiving an evasive response, her frustration 

explodes in a tirade accented by despondency and grief.  “I can‟t believe I fell for all that 

shit you was talking the other night.  How about how you gone do right by me and Joe 

Joe.  How you not gone cheat no more.  How you not gone hurt me.  Keep breaking my 

heart, stepping on it and shit.  What is all of that, Jody?”  Initially, Jody does not have a 

clear answer for his transgressions and tries to ignore the issue altogether until, after 

being further pressed by Yvette to be honest about his actions, he explains, “You want 

me to be honest…Okay.  You my woman and them other girls is tricks.  I make love to 

you.  I want to be with you, but I fuck other females from time to time.  I don‟t know 

why.  I just do it.  That‟s the situation.  You feel better now?  That‟s some honesty for 

your ass.” 

     Perhaps, Jody‟s incessant unfaithfulness can be explained by Robert Jensen‟s writings 

about the patriarchal influence on black male sexuality.  He rationalizes that patriarchy 
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dictates that in men there is “an imperative to fuck…with strangers and girlfriends and 

wives and estranged wives and child.  What matters in patriarchal sex is the male need to 

fuck.  When that need presents itself, sex occurs.”51  Equating sexual prowess with 

manhood, Jensen goes on to say that the American societal construct teaches the “normal 

American boy” that heterosexual sex is something they should engage in repeatedly even 

after marriage.52   

     But bell hooks, in an extension of Jensen‟s theory and Michael Kimmel‟s essay “Fuel 

for Fantasy: The Ideological Construction of Male Lust,” which states that sexual 

repression and sexism often wrongly shape black men‟s thinking about women‟s roles in 

sexual desire, writes, “In the iconography of black male sexuality, compulsive-obsessive 

fucking is represented as a form of power when in actuality it is an indication of extreme 

powerlessness.”53  Despite sexual stereotypes that are rhapsodic about the coital skills of 

black men, engaging in frequent sex suggests that many of the black men are unable to be 

satisfied, and as a result, that dissatisfaction “is a breeding ground for rage, and the rage 

the context for sexual violence.  He can blame his inability to be satisfied on women.  He 

can see females as the cause of his feelings of powerlessness.”54  Furthermore, “because 

black males have suffered and do suffer so much dehumanization in the context of 

imperialist white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy, they have brought to the realm of the 

                                                 
51 Robert Jensen, “Patriarchal Sex” qtd. in bell hooks, We Real Cool: Black Men and 
Masculinity (New York: Routledge, 2004) 70.   
52 Ibid., 71. 
53 hooks, 71. 
54 Ibid., 73. 
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sexual a level of compulsion that is oftentimes pathological.”55  So, the continuous sex is 

heightened “ because sexuality is the primary place where they are told they will find 

fulfillment.  No matter the daily assaults on their manhood that wound and cripple, the 

black male is encouraged to believe that sex and sexual healing will assuage his pain.”56  

     As indicated by Jody‟s numerous nightmares and his inability to move into the realm 

of adulthood completely, the audience is able to glean that there is some assault on Jody‟s 

psyche and masculinity that he very well may be trying to mask by having numerous 

sexual partners.  It is important that Jody feels like a man, and what is real about his life, 

living at home with his mother, living off the material acquisitions of his girlfriend, 

building model cars and low-rider bicycles, indicates otherwise.  Still, his sexual abilities, 

however briefly, contradicts the idea that he has not fully ascended into manhood and he 

can prove that (to himself) with the children he has sired and the fact that a number of 

women desire his company.   

     Jody also uses sex as a means in which to cure any problems he has created in his 

relationship with Yvette in what can only be determined as yet another attempt to equate 

masculinity with sexual performance.  In addition to this, men learn early that “sex is 

considered a well formulated system for manipulating and controlling women.”57  As the 

scene described above continues, Jody, in an attempt to seemingly punish Yvette for her 

inquiries about his infidelities, alludes to the fact that he may have slept with one of her 

co-workers despite the fact that he did not.  Yvette is understandably livid and worries 

                                                 
55 Ibid.  
56 Ibid.   
57 Staples, 79.   
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about her reputation, explaining to Jody after he berates her for being self-doubting and 

concerned, “If I‟m insecure, Jody, it‟s because you made me this way!”  At this point, 

Yvette‟s frustrations have come to a head and she punches him in the face, shrieking, 

“I‟m sick of you cheatin‟ on me, Jody! You make me sick!”  Apparently, not realizing 

what he has done, Jody, with his back turned to deflect her blows, strikes Yvette.  

Through her cries he immediately shows remorse and tries to apologize, but she, of 

course, is not receptive.  He picks her up and takes her to the bedroom and she reminds 

him, “You lied!  You said you‟d never hit me.  You lied.”  Speaking to Ronald L. 

Jackson II‟s criticism that the film‟s depiction of male-female relationships are 

“pathologized and characterized as violent love-hate companionships dependent on 

sexual gratification as a means of psychological release from relational stress,” Jody, in 

an attempt to ease Yvette‟s pain, makes her feel better the only way he knows how really 

at this point in the film.58  He removes her pants and performs oral sex on her.  However, 

while he is making promises to do better and apologize during cunnilingus, Yvette, 

through gasps of pleasure, imagines a future that begins promisingly with the two of them 

being married, sharing quiet, loving moments with each other only to have it give way to 

thoughts of her being pregnant and abandoned and scenes of Jody in prison or dead.  In 

the end, Jody has failed to make her feel better.  Instead, his actions have made clear what 

Yvette hoped would not be the case: there is no relationship.   

     In a true George and Martha moment, one reminiscent of the scene in Woolf where 

Martha, apparently turned-on by George‟s fake attempt to murder her with an umbrella-
                                                 
58 Ronald L. Jackson II, Scripting the Black Masculine Body: Identity, Discourse, and 
Racial Politics in Popular Media (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2006) 84.  



243 
 

emitting shotgun, demands afterwards, in a move where affection puts chinks in the 

armor of bitterness, that he kiss and feel her up, Jody and Yvette, in their contrasting 

childhood colors of blue and pink, are having a particularly heated exchange outside after 

she catches him in a lie about his behavior at a strip club.  At a fever pitch moment of 

their argument, the words “I hate you” are continuously volleyed between the two of 

them along with “stupid” and “selfish.”  She threatens to call his parole officer and get 

another man who wants to be with her and their child and he, in turn, threatens to knock 

her out.  At the last declaration of hate, the scene smash cuts into them engaging in 

particularly aggressive sex that culminates into an equally aggressive orgasm.  Now, 

suddenly, their words of hostility have been upgraded once again to “I love you,” and 

because Jody has been so expert in his performance, Yvette acquiesces to his demands 

complete with slaps on the behind for her to clean up the apartment and make tacos for 

him to eat.   

     Once again, as discussed earlier, sexual performance has made it possible for Jody to 

manipulate Yvette into assuming the stereotypical role as a domestic in their uneven 

relationship.  This control is reinforced when, to the sweetly harmonious strands of Rose  

Royce‟s “Wishing on a Star,” we see Yvette, in a montage of scenes, cleaning up the 

apartment and cooking, while Jody, coming from the bedroom sometime later, walks out 

and sees what she has done and gives an approving smile.  Next, a shirtless Jody enjoys 

the tacos Yvette has prepared while she sits behind him, lovingly stroking his arms.  She 

does not enjoy the clean house and food with him as an equal, but instead, she is 
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relegated to the role of a servant, apparently thankful for the way her man has, as she says 

approvingly, “put it down.”  

     Yet, at the core of all this acrimony is tenderness.  After their abrasive dispute and 

subsequent make-up sex, Yvette clarifies her feelings about their relationship.  “Jody, 

when I say I hate you, what I really mean to say is I love you.  But you scare me, boo, 

like we ain‟t gone be together or something.”  He quiets her concerns with the 

affirmation, “We gone always be together.”  But at what price?  Being with Jody 

ultimately means that Yvette will have to share his affections and attention with other 

women, namely Peanut, the mother of his younger daughter.  However, what is 

interesting is that Yvette is clearly aware that Jody is engaged in a sexual relationship 

with her and is accepting of it.  During their argument about the condoms in the backseat 

of her car, Yvette asks if Peanut was the reason there were two missing from the three-

pack.  “I know you still fucking Peanut.  I figured that much.  I ain‟t even mad at you 

either „cause I already knew that.”  Later, Yvette divulges more evidence that she knows 

she is not the only woman in Jody‟s life.  “Look, Jody, I know you love me, but I also 

know that you fuck other girls.  I don‟t like it, but I know you.”  This sharing of men has 

becoming increasingly commonplace in the black community.  Osei-Mensah Aborampah 

observes: 

   Adjustments to the black males‟ double standards have been  
shown to take several forms.  While some black women submit 
themselves to the situation even though they dislike it, a few have  
reacted by sharing men.  Sharing and other sexual activities, such  
as group sex and mate swapping, are emerging as nontraditional  
patterns of sexual expression…Since black women have not gen- 
erally availed themselves of these emerging forms of sexual ex- 
pression, the conflict between black male sexual demands and  
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black female resistance can only lead to further deterioration of  
the relationships between the sexes.59 

 
 
     The results of this shared man set-up in Baby Boy are two women now in competition 

for the affections of one man.  Singleton depicts this boldly when Peanut arrives to 

Juanita‟s house to pick up her daughter only to find Yvette holding her.  When Yvette 

hands her the child and the baby bag, there is a brief standoff as the women seek to assert 

their position as the woman in Jody‟s life.  Yvette wins the round with a gesture towards 

the tattoo of Jody‟s name on her breast, causing Peanut to walk away with an indifferent 

smirk.  Peanut, just like Yvette, is aware that she is not the only woman Jody deals with 

as well.  This arrangement between Jody, Yvette and Peanut speaks to what Natalie 

Hopkinson and Natalie Y. Moore have discussed as a particular fear that some black 

women have about entering relationships with black men who could reveal themselves as 

immature or overly possessive.  According to Hopkinson and Moore, one woman with a 

severe mistrust of men says of them, “They think they are supposed to have more than 

one girlfriend, making kids all over the place.  It‟s hard to have someone be yours this 

day and age, just all yours…”60  

     In the face of it all, the sage in the instability that is Jody and Yvette‟s relationship is 

Juanita.  No stranger to troubling relationships herself, Juanita‟s past experiences put her 

in the position to recognize what her son is doing and what the women in his life are 

putting up with.  Juanita has a predilection for thuggish men and she gives as her reason 
                                                 
59 Osei-Mensah Aborampah, “Black Male-Female Relationships: Some Observations”  
Journal of Black Studies, Vol. 19, No. 3 (March 1989): 331.   
60 Natalie Hopkinson & Natalie Y. Moore, Deconstructing Tyrone: A New Look at Black 
Masculinity in the Hip-Hop Generation (San Francisco: Cleis Press, 2006) 130. 
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for being attracted to them: “I just need a man that can handle a woman like me.”  

However, that fondness has previously left her in abusive situations with men who were 

less than attentive and dependable.  Age has brought about a change and she extends the 

wisdom that comes with it to her son and his girlfriend.   

     Consider Juanita‟s advice to Yvette, who feels duped after realizing that her love for 

Jody is not enough to inspire commitment and honesty from him.   

You ain‟t stupid, Yvette.  You just in love with a man.  When  
you in love with a man, he can make you feel high.  So high,  
you just be in outer space.  But a man can also make your ass  
feel low, real low.  And he can keep you there.  Keep you down,  
if you let him.  But you know what?  Don‟t even worry about all  
that feeling used mess, Yvette.  It‟s just temporary.  Everybody  
gets used.  Men use women, women use men.  Just gotta face the  
fact that you gone be used.  But if you feel so used that you ain‟t  
got nothin‟ left.  If the man ain‟t givin‟ you no act right.  The en- 
ergy you need to love his ass even when he‟s acting like a bastard.   
Then, you need to let it go.  If you ain‟t got nothing to give your- 
self or your baby, then how you gone have it to give to him.   

 

Juanita‟s words here bring to mind those of Sarita, a young black woman interviewed by 

American studies scholar Tricia Rose in her book on black women and issues of sexuality 

and intimacy.  Realizing the great need for self-preservation, Sarita, after an argument 

with her boyfriend where he questioned the anger and lack of affection leveled at black 

men by black women, boldly proclaimed, “„Why should I love you? You‟ve hurt me.  

Men have hurt me as a black woman for so long, so why should I put down my anger?  

Why do I always have to sacrifice for you?  For your good.  So you can feel loved.  Why 

do I have to do that?‟”
61 Juanita knows what has Sarita learned as well: at some point, in 

                                                 
61 Rose, 48. 
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dealing with the men in their lives, women have to put themselves first in the effort for 

their relationships to be truly equal.   

     Because of this consciousness, Juanita is able to look at life from different angles, and 

as a result, she challenges her son to broaden his perspective after he stands in opposition 

of Yvette‟s description of him as selfish, countering it with a list of things he does for her 

(“I take her back and forth to work everyday, I fix the car when it need fixin‟, I give her 

money on the phone bill and put groceries in the house when I stay over there, I even rub 

her feet sometimes!”) that he really should be doing as a man anyway.  

You ever look at it from her point of view.  You ever think  
about if you was Yvette and she was you, Jody?...What would  
you do if Yvette fucked around on you, took your car and left  
you in a hot ass house all day with a baby?...All I‟m saying is  
you may be a little selfish.  Jody, look at me!  You have got to  
think of her as a woman.  How would you like it if somebody  
did all that shit you do to Yvette to me?...Well, your daddy used  
to do some of the same dumb shit you doin‟ now.  I just know  
how Yvette feels and where she‟s comin‟ from.  Yvette loves  
you Jody.  She just feels hurt.  A woman gets tired of a man af- 
ter awhile and she feels used and unappreciated.  But believe me  
as much as you thinking about Yvette right now, she‟s thinking  
about you, too.  But you have got to stop telling these girls you  
want them to have your baby while y‟all are doin‟ it.  „Cause  
they believin‟ your lyin‟ ass.  I used to fall for that same shit  
when I was their age.  I know.   

 

     Though there is some definite sadness in her version of reality (no one wants to think 

of themselves as being used or potentially used, true as it might be), Juanita‟s take on the 

world speaks of a woman who has gained something from the precariousness that has 

taken place in her life.  Tricia Rose says of the women who gain this brand of clarity and 

insight, “ (B)y accepting the unbreakable links between intimacy, vulnerability, and risk, 
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these women are redefining the way they think about their sexual and intimate futures.  

Instead of wondering how to find love without struggle or how to win the battle of the 

sexes, they are focusing on setting up terms for intimate engagement and reciprocal 

understanding—terms that accept the reality of risk and vulnerability.”62   

     Still, there is some evidence that the cycle has not been broken, that the wisdom 

Juanita imparts to Yvette still applies to her in some ways.  Though her relationship with 

Melvin is different than those she‟s had with men in the past, including Jody‟s father, he 

is still a former gangster, who has little to no contact with his children, irresponsibility 

plants cannabis in the garden she has designed as a sanctuary for herself and carries some 

of the markers of his past crime-filled life.   

     That Juanita considers these types of men as the only ones who can handle her as a 

woman and not the white collar, L-7 (as Jody describes them, implying “square” or 

educated and less threatening) sort speaks to another criticism that black men have about 

black women only being attracted to bad boys.63  Elijah Anderson explains that inner-city 

environments like South Central Los Angeles can dictate this desirability.   

In this social climate the good man…is considerate of his  
mate and provides for her and her children, but at the same  
time he runs the risk of being seen as a pussy by the women  
as well as by his peer group.  This inversion in the idea of  
the good man underscores the ambivalent position of girls  
squeezed between their middle-class dreams and the ghetto  
reality.  As one woman said with a laugh, “There are so many  
sides to the bad man…We see more bad men than we do  
good (in inner-city communities)...64 

                                                 
62 Ibid., 388.   
63 There is also further discussion of this topic in the previously mentioned Tim 
Alexander movie Diary of a Tired Black Man.   
64 Anderson, 167-168.   
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     Therefore, the inner-city environment largely offers the “bad boy” as the most 

attractive option for a mate.  This is not to suggest that there are not any socially 

responsible and/or educated black men in the inner city, however, as the woman in the 

quote above mentioned, these are the men they mostly come in contact with.  If this is 

true, then Yvette and Juanita have the difficult choice of having to strongly consider the 

potential in a man and not dwell too greatly on what he may have done in the past.   

     In addition to this, there must be some encouragement made to inspire black men like 

Jody and others similar to him in the hood trilogy to become, among other things, more 

responsible socially and behaviorally.  Though their youth may shape some of their 

misunderstanding about their traditionally patriarchal attitudes, still, these young men 

need to break this oppressive cycle and begin mending themselves and their relationships 

with black women.  Mark Anthony Neal promotes this evolution in masculinity with his 

challenge to black men to become the “New Black Man.”  He writes, “(T)he New Black 

Man is a metaphor for an imagined life—a way to be “strong” as a black man in new 

ways: strong commitment to diversity in our communities, strong support for women and 

feminism, and strong faith in love and the value of listening.”65 

     Every facet of the altered form of black masculinity proposed by Neal would 

definitely help to right so much of what has gone wrong in black male and female 

relationships.  In various forms of scholarship, popular culture and conversation, the 

blame has swung furiously between both camps, each with their own reasons as to why 

                                                 
65 Mark Anthony Neal, The New Black Man (New York: Routledge, 2005) 159.   
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the other party is guilty.  However, instead of finger pointing, if true healing is to occur, 

the very methods of understanding, communication and change mentioned by scholars 

like hooks and Neal in these pages must be attempted and taken to heart.  If not, this 

continued discord between black men and women will do nothing in the long run but 

further the vitriol and disdain each group has for the other, resulting in, among other 

things, a very possible dismantling of the black familial structure.  When put into this 

very stark context, the need for reconciliation becomes all the more urgent.   
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CONCLUSION: 
WRAPPING THINGS UP IN THE HOOD 

 

 

„Cause I‟m ready to hit the road like Mario Andretti 
…„cause I‟m steady mobbin‟ 

 
-Ice Cube, “Steady Mobbin‟”   

 

     Since the release of Baby Boy in 2001, black film has taken a completely different turn 

from the urban drama that distinguishes the hood trilogy.  Of late, there has been a shift 

toward black romantic comedies.  Films like the dating primer Two Can Play That Game 

(Mark Brown, 2001), Deliver Us From Eva (Gary Hardwick, 2003), an update of 

Shakespeare‟s Taming of the Shrew with an all-black cast, and the interracial romance 

Something New (Sanaa Hamri, 2006) have permeated the box office distinctively because 

of their relatively low budgets and certain segments of the black audience angling to see 

stories that features characters other than those “growin‟ up in the hood.”1  As a result, 

these films have traveled to the opposite end of the spectrum, trading Crip blue and Blood 

red for middle to upper middle class characters that wear Gucci and Prada and work in 

high-powered white collar professions.  These portrayals are problematic because just as 

many have complained the hood film representations are one-sided, the highly successful, 

highly educated portrait is not a balanced example of black life either.  There needs to be 

some middle ground if the goal is to represent black culture as it really is.   
                                                 
1 According to www.boxofficemojo.com, and as an example of the kind of films I am 
speaking of, Two Can Play That Game had a domestic box office gross of $22 million 
stemming from a production budget of $13 million.  While, the production budgets for 
Deliver Us From Eva and Something New were not available, it can be assumed based on 
precedent that the budgets were around the same amount or less.  Their domestic box 
office grosses were $17.5 million and $11.4 million respectively.   

http://www.boxofficemojo.com/
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     John Singleton‟s mentor, Spike Lee has remained a viable presence in the film 

industry, releasing such films since the completion of the trilogy as 25th Hour (2002) and 

Inside Man (2006), which saw the film pioneer branching out to work with casts that 

were not predominately black.  In similar fashion, The Hughes Brothers, responsible for 

one of the more nuanced and striking entries in the hood film derby, Menace II Society 

(1993), not only left the hood, they left the country for the English flavored serial killer 

drama From Hell (2001).  And Kasi Lemmons, writer/director of the acclaimed Eve’s 

Bayou (1997) treated audiences to a first-rate film biography on little known radio 

personality Ralph “Petey” Greene with Talk to Me (2006).  

     Perhaps, one of the biggest changes to the black film and popular culture landscape 

has been the arrival of writer, producer, director and studio head Tyler Perry.  The highly 

successful multi-hyphenate managed to parlay humble beginnings marked by abuse and 

homelessness into an entertainment empire that started with “Chitlin‟ Circuit” plays and 

evolved to feature films and television.  Perry‟s stories are targeted to female audiences 

and are distinguished by their focus on religion and spirituality as a means of uplift and a 

source in which to triumph over obstacles, such as incest, infidelity, betrayal, addiction 

and domestic abuse.  Including Diary of a Mad Black Woman (2005), Madea’s Family 

Reunion (2006), Why Did I Get Married? (2007), and Madea Goes to Jail (2009), Perry‟s 

nine films (at this writing) have grossed nearly $500 million dollars domestically.2  Perry 

has also managed to gain this success putting up his own money to finance his films after 

                                                 
2 This information can be found on the Box Office Mojo website.  
<http://boxofficemojo.com/franchises/chart/?id=tylerperry.htm>. Accessed April 18, 
2010.   

http://boxofficemojo.com/franchises/chart/?id=tylerperry.htm
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receiving no confidence from major Hollywood studios that there was a market for the 

stories he wished to tell.  Though heavily criticized for perpetrating what Spike Lee 

called “coonery and buffoonery” because, among other things, many of Perry‟s films 

feature him in drag, complete with grey wig, muumuus, and incorrigible breasts, as his 

most popular character Madea, Perry‟s audiences have yet to abandon his brand of 

humor, insight and encouragement.3 

     Clearly, the film industry has left the hood and its stories behind, but the publishing 

world has successfully discovered there is still life in the genre.  The new “hip hop lit,” 

reminiscent of the hood film, is characterized by stories that tell of life in urban 

environments that are plagued by gang culture, drug abuse, violence and brutality and 

sexuality.  Featuring such titles as the wildly popular The Coldest Winter Ever by Sister 

Souljah, about a drug dealer‟s daughter on her own after the death of her mother and the 

imprisonment of her father, and Shannon Holmes‟ B-More Careful, which tells the story 

of three young women navigating the urban terrain of the roughest part of Baltimore, “hip 

hop lit,” also known as “street lit” and “ghetto lit,” is “raw and uncompromising in its 

prose, action packed, and populated by a cast of characters fighting for survival, respect, 

and upward mobility in the underserved and underhanded ways of the ghetto 

underworld.”4   

                                                 
3 “Tyler Perry‟s Amazing Journey to the Top” 
<http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2009/10/22/60minutes/main5410095_page4.shtml?tag
=contentMain;contentBody>.  Accessed November 9, 2009.  This is a transcript of the 
segment on the CBS news program 60 Minutes that broadcast on October 25, 2009. News 
correspondent Byron Pitts interviewed Perry.  
4 S. Craig Watkins, Hip Hop Matters: Politics, Pop Culture, and the Struggle for the Soul 
of a Movement (Boston: Beacon Press, 2005) 235.   

http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2009/10/22/60minutes/main5410095_page4.shtml?tag=contentMain;contentBody
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2009/10/22/60minutes/main5410095_page4.shtml?tag=contentMain;contentBody
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2009/10/22/60minutes/main5410095_page4.shtml?tag=contentMain;contentBody
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     However, like their filmic counterpart, these novels have been highly criticized for 

once again glamorizing street life and possibly eradicating the interest in more reputable 

black literature with its fast moving stories of sex, drugs and violence.  Still, despite these 

feelings, the popularity of these self-published and carnivorously read texts, just like the 

equally hip hop influenced films in the hood trilogy, cannot be denied.  S. Craig Watkins 

writes that hip hop lit, “no matter its artistic and intellectual merits or lack thereof, 

reflects the spreading influence of hip hop into spheres that ten years ago would have 

seemed unimaginable.  If nothing else, hip hop lit boldly confirms the arrival of a vivid 

cultural imagination…(and) amplifies the warring sensibilities, mood shifts, and 

worldviews that makes hip hop a lively phenomenon.”5 

 
After the Hood Trilogy: What Has Happened to John Singleton 

     After the close of the hood trilogy in 2001, John Singleton, too, like many of his peers, 

seems to have left the hood behind.  Since Baby Boy, Singleton has made the sequel 2 

Fast 2 Furious (2003) and the fraternal revenge action/drama Four Brothers, which was 

inspired by the revenge western The Sons of Katie Elder (Henry Hathaway, 1965).  As 

mentioned earlier, he has also traded his director‟s beret for a producer‟s cap with the 

Academy Award winning Hustle and Flow, Black Snake Moan and Illegal Tender.  At 

this writing, it has been five years since Singleton has helmed a film.  Though nothing 

has been completely confirmed, he is currently attached to a number of projects, 

including a film with action star Vin Diesel entitled The Wheelman, a suspense thriller 

with Twilight film franchise phenomenon Taylor Lautner called Abduction, an adaptation 
                                                 
5 Ibid., 238-239.   
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of Kevin Grevioux‟s graphic novel The Gray Men and an action thriller involving a 

kidnapping called Layover.6  In addition, Singleton is still waiting to make his long in 

gestation film based on the ultra sinewy African-American Marvel Comics character 

Luke Cage.  Yet, none of these projects are set on the South Central Los Angeles terrain.   

     On the DVD commentary for Poetic Justice, John Singleton likened his need to tell 

stories about South Central Los Angeles to Martin Scorsese repeated narrative visits to 

his native New York and Italian roots, vowing to always tell stories from the hood.  Yet, 

it bears noting that the South Central Los Angeles Singleton portrays in the hood trilogy 

is a different place now.  As discussed earlier in these pages and briefly alluded to in 

Baby Boy, the area has experienced a changing of the guard lately with Latinos inhabiting 

the space once occupied largely by black residents.  Such a transformation, of course, 

would limit any future storytelling about the neighborhood as Singleton remembers it 

from his youth to period pieces.  Just as Scorsese often delves into the past to recapture 

the richness of New York culture in films such as GoodFellas (1990), The Age of 

Innocence (1993) and Gangs of New York (2002), Singleton could very well extend the 

same narrative courtesy to South Central, exploring the complexities and uniqueness of 

the area beyond a potential audience‟s limited knowledge.   

     But, now that the tide has changed in what audiences expect from black filmmakers, I 

wonder if the climate in the industry and in society will allow Singleton to return to his 

origins.  In these days of Barack Obama becoming the first black president of what James 

                                                 
6 Tambay, “John Singleton Attached to Direct Action Thriller „Layover‟.” Shadow and 
Act: On Media of the African Diaspora—Emphasis on Cinema.  April 30, 2010.  
http://www. http://www.shadowandact.com/?p=22517.  Accessed 1 May 2010.   
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Baldwin once referred to as “these yet to be United States,” I cannot help but question 

what future there will be for films like those in the hood trilogy and for scholarship such 

as what I have written in these pages.  With the election of Obama, every form of media, 

from newspapers to Internet bloggers, have expressed the possibility of a world where 

race does not matter, that the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.‟s hope of a nation 

where a person is judged by the content of their character and not their race has finally 

come to fruition.  Not to be cynical, but I do not believe we have come to that reality. 

     A December 29, 2008 National Public Radio (NPR) report states that, according to a 

study done at Northeastern University, homicides involving black youth as both victims 

and perpetrators has risen 30% between 2002 and 2007.7  The cause of this surge ranges 

from a decrease in attention on community events after the terrorist attacks in New York 

on September 11, 2001 to the slashing of funding for the employment of more police 

officers and programs aimed to keep young children out of trouble.8  In a case of 

mistaken identity, November 25, 2006 saw the shooting death of Sean Bell on the day of 

his wedding from over fifty rounds of fire issued by plainclothes and undercover 

policemen, who were eventually found not guilty on a host of charges including 

involuntary manslaughter.9  On January 1, 2009, Oakland, California resident Oscar 

Grant was shot in the back and killed by Bay Area Rapid Transit police as he lay face 
                                                 
7 “Why Are So Many Young Black Men Being Murdered” National Public Radio. < 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=98810441>.  Accessed November 
9, 2009.   
8 Ibid. 
9 The New York Times has a page dedicated specifically to the Sean Bell Case. Please see 
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/b/sean_bell/index.html?scp=1
-spot&sq=sean%20bell&st=cse.  In addition to numerous articles, there are interactive 
reenactments of the incident and photographs connected to the case.  

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=98810441
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/b/sean_bell/index.html?scp=1-spot&sq=sean%20bell&st=cse
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/b/sean_bell/index.html?scp=1-spot&sq=sean%20bell&st=cse
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down after being detained by officers for allegedly fighting, an event, which, similar to 

the Rodney King incident, was captured on cell phone video and inspired protest and the 

vandalizing of property.10  These are but a few examples of how what was chronicled in 

the hood trilogy is timelier than many of us would like to believe. 

     In keeping with the discussion, as I contemplate extending this dissertation into a 

book, I think the discussion of how issues of race, gender and environment connects to 

the work Singleton does in the hood trilogy could be succinctly answered through the use 

of focus groups and interviews with young black teens and adults.  What could definitely 

work to answer some of the questions I have raised in these pages and better 

contextualize many of my observations would be to arrange a viewing of each of the 

films in the trilogy and afterwards provide a questionnaire or survey with questions 

specific to the films and the related cultural and sociological issues addressed by 

Singleton in them.  This way, instead of speculating what I feel might be the effect of 

these films on this group of young people, I would have more concrete proof of my 

observations.   

     I also think my analysis could be strengthened by investigating how political economy 

of media has shaped the themes and both the critical and popular reception of the hood 

                                                 
10 While there are many places listed on the Internet where one can start reading about the 
events that occurred on January 1, 2009 involving Oscar Grant, I would recommend 
starting with the website for the Oakland Tribune.  See Harry Harris, Erick Kurhi, and 
Chris Metinko, “Many Questions Remain Unanswered in the Fatal BART Shooting,”  
Oakland Tribune. < http://www.insidebayarea.com/search/ci_11359281>.  Accessed 
November 9, 2009.  From there I recommend following the links to subsequent articles 
published about the incident for the better part of almost a year.  Also, the YouTube.com 
website features multiple links to the actual video of Oscar Grant‟s murder.   

http://www.insidebayarea.com/search/ci_11359281
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trilogy.11  Certainly, the drought in terms of Singleton‟s lack of attention academically 

and critically can be traced to a lack of interest brought about by the commodification of 

hip hop culture.  Because hip hop and the actions often associated with it have become 

increasingly more mainstream, the subject matter of gender, race, and the effects of 

environment on behavior as it pertains to young black people are becoming largely 

ignored and not seen as the survival instincts they truly are in areas like South Central 

Los Angeles.  Further, hip hop oriented films are a manifestation of a broader commercial 

apparatus.  During a great portion of the 1990s and early 2000s, the films in the hood 

trilogy and others like time were made at a brisk pace because anything associated with 

hip hop culture was considered good and trendy for a period of time.  Yet, when hip hop 

became less threatening, films like those that make up the hood trilogy became less 

appreciated, less tolerated and less alarming.  Therefore, for these reasons and others, a 

discussion of the political economy of media would definitely enhance the work I am 

doing in this dissertation.   

     The plight of young black people in the inner-city might be passé to the film industry 

and to those who would like to ignore or conceal their existence and behaviors, but we 

honestly need John Singleton to continue to be a voice for these disenfranchised members 

of society.  Part of what made Boyz N the Hood so acclaimed and such a powerful 

statement is that it brought attention to a situation that most of the world had no idea 
                                                 
11 For a further discussion of the political economy of media, consider the following 
works: Robert W. McChesney, The Political Economy of Media: Enduring Issues, 
Emerging Dilemmas (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2008); Vincent Mosco, The 
Political Economy of Communication [2nd edition] (Los Angeles: Sage Publishers, 2009); 
Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy 
of Mass Media (New York: Pantheon, 2002).   
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existed.  If film is able to bring awareness, and we know that it can, why shouldn‟t 

Singleton continue to tell the stories he knows how to tell so well just because they do not 

say or represent what some of us think they should?  Stories like those portrayed in the 

hood trilogy are still, in my estimation, vital to how we discuss and evaluate American 

culture, and films like the ones Singleton has made here (and hopefully, continues to 

make) help to facilitate that conversation.  It has been some years since we last visited 

John Singleton‟s South Central Los Angeles.  We‟ve been away far too long.   

 



260 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

audi 5000…peace! 
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Appendix 
 

LYRICS TO  
“HOW TO SURVIVE IN SOUTH CENTRAL” 

As recorded by Ice Cube 
(Music by Roger and Larry Troutman, Lyrics by Ice Cube) 

 

 
"And now, the wondrous world of…" 
"Hey, come to Los Angeles! 
You and your family can have peace and tranquility. 
Enjoy the refinement..." 
"Hey Bone, hey nigga where you at though?" 
 
"Hello, my name is Elaine -- 
And I'll be your tour guide through South Central Los Angeles" 
 
[Ice Cube] 
How to survive in South Central (what you do?) 
A place where bustin‟ a cap is fundamental 
No, you can't find the shit in a handbook 
Take a close look, at a rap crook 
Rule number one: get yourself a gun 
A nine in your ass'll be fine 
Keep it in your glove compartment 
„Cause jackers (yo) they love to start shit 
Now if you're white you can trust the police 
But if you're black there ain‟t nuttin‟ but beef 
Watch out for the kill 
Don't make a false move and keep your hands on the steering wheel 
And don't get smart 
Answer all questions, and that's your first lesson 
On stayin' alive 
In South Central, yeah, that's how you survive 
 
"Hi this is Elaine again. 
Are you enjoying your stay in South Central Los Angeles? 
Or is somebody taking your things? Have you witnessed a drive-by? 
Okay, make sure you have your camcorder ready 
To witness the extracurricular activities on blacks by the police, 
So you and your family can enjoy this tape, over and over again." 
"This is Los Angeles/This is Los Angeles." 
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[Ice Cube] 
Rule number two: don't trust nobody 
Especially a bitch, with a hooker's body 
'Cause it ain't nuttin‟ but a trap 
And females'll get jacked and kidnapped 
You'll wind up dead 
Just to be safe don't wear no blue or red 
„Cause most niggas get got 
In either L.A., Compton or Watts 
Pissed-off black human beings 
So I think you better skip the sightseeing 
And if you're nuttin‟ but a mark 
Make sure that you're in before dark 
But if you need some affection mate 
Make sure the bitch ain't a section eight 
„Cause if so that's a monkey-wrench ho' 
And you won't survive in South Central 
 
"Now you realize it's not all that it's cracked up to be. 
You realize that it's fucked up! 
It ain't nothin‟ like the shit you saw on TV. 
Palm trees and blonde bitches? 
I'd advise to you to pack your shit and get the fuck on 
I‟m tired of this motherfuckin‟ shit!" 
 
And you need your ass straight smoked 
Yo I wanna say whassup to DJ Chilly Chill 
Sir Jinx, aiyyo Cube these motherfuckers don't know what time it is 
So show these motherfuckers what's happenin‟ 
Tell these motherfuckers, don't fuck around in South Central 
Goddammit! 
 
[Ice Cube] 
Rule number three: don't get caught up 
„Cause niggas aren‟t doing anything that's thought up 
And they got a vice 
On everything from dope, to stolen merchandise 
Weed to sherm 
„Cause South Central L.A. is one big germ 
Waitin‟ for a brother like you to catch a disease 
And start slangin keys 
To an undercover or the wrong brother 
And they'll smother, a out of town motherfucker 
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So don't take your life for granted 
„Cause it's the craziest place on the planet 
In L.A. heroes don't fly through the sky of stars 
They live behind bars 
So everybody's doin‟ a little dirt 
And it's the youngsters puttin‟ in the most work 
So be alert and stay calm 
As you enter, the concrete Vietnam 
You say the strong survive 
Shit, the strong even die in South Central 
 
Yeah you bitches, you think I forgot about your ass, 
You tramp-ass hoes? You better watch out. 
And for you so called baller-ass niggas, 
You know what time it is 
South Central ain't no joke 
Got to keep your gat at all times motherfuckers. 
Better keep one in the chamber and nine in the clip goddammit. 
You'll sho' get got, just like that. 
This ain't no joke motherfuckers. 
Now, I wanna send a shout-out to E-Dog, the engineer, 
Puttin‟ his two cents in… 
 
"This is Los Angeles." 
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