Jheanelle Brown

Audiovisual Black Subjectivity in
Kahlil Joseph’s “Double Conscience”

Abstract
Kahlil Joseph’s recent film installation “Double Conscience,” exhibited at The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles and
soundtracked to Kendrick Lamar’s conceptual opus to teenage Black life in Compton, California, takes its name from W.E.B.
DuBois’ concept of “double consciousness.” Lamar’s songs deconstruct and justify Black masculine tropes in equal measure, recall
modern day lynchings, and inhabit multiple characters. His voice manifests as high-pitched screams, guttural shouts, and sharp
growls. Not only does Lamar’s lyrics and his voice inform the content of Joseph’s piece, it also informed the technical aspects
of its exhibition -- the film was double-projected, with different scenes playing out on each screen simultaneously. The way in
which the film’s images are soundtracked to multiple songs from good kid, m.A.A.d city reproduces both visually and sonically the
fractured nature of double consciousness. The image, and possibly even the camera apparatus itself, functions as the tool that renders
a collective Black subjectivity via its engagement with Kendrick Lamar’s voice. Taking double consciousness as a foundation, I
analyze the film as an expression of Black subjectivity vis-a-vis Alex Weheliye’s notion of sonic Afro-modernity and Joseph’s use
of multiple film formats. I situate the piece in relation to its attendant arts criticism to illustrate its singularity and importance as

a vehicle for collective Black subjectivity.

From April to August 2015, Kahlil Joseph, a young
Black Los Angeles-based filmmaker, exhibited
his non-linear, non-narrative film piece Double
Conscience (2015) at the Museum of Contemporary
Art (MOCA). Inspired by W.E.B. Du Bois’
sociological and psychological concept of double
consciousness, the film was exhibited via double
screen/two-channel projection, showing completely
different images. The film is mostly silent, with
minimal dialogue as well as ambient and diegetic
sound. Kendrick Lamar’s conceptual opus on
teenage Black (male) life in Compton, California,
good kid, m.AA.d city, is the aural component
that the film is crafted alongside. The aural and
visual identities of the film are inextricably linked.
The specificities of the film’s exhibition and its
relationship to sound and musicality via the album
good kid, m.A.A.d city create an audiovisual apparatus
that activates processes of identification for Black
subjects. The way in which the film’s images are
soundtracked to multiple songs from good #kid,
m.A.A.d city reproduces, both visually and sonically,
the fractured nature of double consciousness. The
image functions as the tool to which a collective
Black subjectivity is rendered via its engagement
with Kendrick Lamar’s voice. Taking into account
the unique relationship between the aural and

visual elements of the film and its antecedent
album, in conjunction with the material specificity
of its exhibition, I posit that with Double Conscience,
Joseph has animated a collective Black subjectivity
that is dependent on an audiovisual apparatus.
With  Double form followed
function, in the way in which it literalized the
fractured interiority that characterizes Blackness
in the United States across gender, class, sexual
orientation, gender identity, and other ascriptive

Conscience,

identities with its double screen exhibition format
(which I will discuss at more length later). That
fractured interiority was theorized by W.E.B. Du
Bois, termed double consciousness, and shed light on
both a sociological and psychological condition
for Black people in the United States. According
to Du Bois, Black people in America possess
no true self-consciousness. DuBois claimed that
Black consciousness is shaped and formed relative
to (White) society’s perception of Black people!.
Rather than being shaped by inwardness, Black
interiority is defined by the act and resulting
objectification of being looked at. The Black
identity is an aspirational one that is characterized
by simply wanting to be both Black and American®.
Blackness is America is yearning for an undisturbed
consciousness that is innately oppositional to Black
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identity.

Double consciousness and its relation to Black
subjectivity is something that must be foregrounded
and distilled before a more detailed analysis of
Double Conscience and good kid, m.A.A.d city occurs.
The concept of the subject has been an embattled
one in recent U.S.-based humanities, where scholars
(following in the footsteps of poststructuralists such
as Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault) have been
dissolving and/or resituating the notion of the
subject as self. The existence of the subject as the
unquestioned foundation of humanities disciplines
has been contested and destabilized. This shift
happened simultaneously to the legitimate presence
of so-called minority discourses (people of color,
women, queer people) in the academy and in
social contexts more broadly®. There is some irony
that the concept and ascribed importance of the
subject was being questioned at the same time
that minorities were being accepted as legitimate
subjects in academic discourse®. It is important
that personhood, truth claims, political and social
consciousness, agency, all constituent parts of
subjectivity, are indigenously articulated for and by
the Black subject. Double conscience contributes to
this project.

In his book Phonographies: Grooves in Sonic
Afro-Modernity, Weheliye constructs a framework
for understanding Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man as
an expression of Black subjectivity that is created
through an invisible subject’s engagement with
Louis Armstrong’s disembodied voice. Ellison’s
unnamed protagonist/narrator, who is rendered
invisible by White societal racism, becomes
visible, and therefore a legible subject, by listening
to Armstrong’s rendition of “(What Did I Do to

Kahlil Joseph, stills from the film m.A.A.d,, 2014, photographed by Chayse Irvin.

Be So) Black and Blue,” which he plays on the
phonograph in his dilapidated basement home.
The narrator, who is invisible in the visible domain,
reclaims his humanity through his identification
with Armstrong’s vocal expression of invisibility’.
Weheliye posits that the sound recording and its
mechanical reproduction via the phonograph is
what makes a reclamation of visibility possible®. The
apparatus becomes the essential tool that connects
two oppositional aspects (visibility and invisibility)
inherent in the Black American condition. I adopt
this model to consider Joseph’s Double Conscience,
with Lamar’s good kid, m.A.A.d city as its aural track
and its exhibition as a filmic piece that is projected
onto two perpendicular screens, as a piece of media
that continues Ellison’s tradition.

There are two planes on which Double
Conscience animates a collective Black subjectivity:
its visual text and formal techniques, as well as its
exhibition/spatial arrangement. With regards to the
former, the film is such a rich and layered visual text
that employs various filmic forms. It opens on night
aerial views of Los Angeles, captured at different
angles and displayed thusly across the two channels,
which cuts to a scene of a Compton neighborhood.
This morphs into a distorted, magical realist
rendering of cars passing by. As soon as Lamar
expresses the first aural notes of fear and terror, the
film transitions into a rapid succession of shots,
which include original footage of a young man
dancing on the aforementioned Compton street,
playgrounds, a high school marching band, bodies
in a morgue, and visually distorted neighborhood
shootouts; still archival images of lynchings and
gangs; archival news images of police brutality, the
Los Angeles riots, and a smiling Ronald Reagan;
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home video footage of young men sizing up their
weapons inventory. ‘These discordant
displayed in various film formats, frames, and aspect

images,

ratios, reify the sense of uncertainty in Lamar’s
voice. The film shifts to a more balanced pace and
continues as such, with scenes that further expand
the social scope of the visual. There is original
footage of teenage boys and girls swimming in a
public pool, teenage boys skateboarding and riding
in minivans, residents going in and out of corner
stores and gas stations, drunken block parties,
urban cowboys, a diapered baby alone and crawling
on a carpet, candlelight vigils, and various residents
directly addressing the camera (silently) in medium
close up. Joseph also integrates Lamar’s own home
video footage, which shows him as a baby and a
toddler, surrounded by gun-toting relatives and his
parents shouting giddily at parties.

The images are not solely pulled from a so-
called quotidian past and present Black reality in
Compton. Joseph also employs symbolism and
metaphor to penetrate a collective Black American
consciousness. One of the main visual motifs
scattered throughout the film is that of young Black
men hanging upside down. These men hang from
neighborhood streetlights and corner store awnings.
Joseph is invoking the historical practice of lynching,
which was perpetrated on Black male bodies at the
hands of White mobs, creating a contemporary
visual corollary, and arguing that State and societal
violence is still perpetrated on Black bodies.

Double Consciences physical exhibition and
spatialoperation mirroredits thematicpreoccupation
with and manifestation of double consciousness. As
mentioned, it was displayed across two channels on
two different 14-foot screens, which intersected at
90-degree angles. There were two benches placed at
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perpendicular angles to each screen. The film, which
has an approximately 14 minute, 30 second run
time, played on continuous loop. This encouraged
viewers to come in and out of the viewing space
and watch it as many consecutive times as desired.
When I viewed the film, people were sitting in
front of and behind the benches as well as standing
along the sides of the exhibition room. This spatial
arrangement, coupled with my partially-obscured
vision caused by the constant stream of audience
members entering and exiting, created a space of
increased public sociality (as compared to watching
a similarly experimental film in a completely seated
film center, a traditional movie theatre, or at home
on a laptop). All of these elements obscured visual
and auditory reception, which worked to reify the
fractured nature of double consciousness for the
Black American.

At this point, an examination of good kid,
m.A.A.d city is necessary to understand the robust
musicality that characterizes Double Conscience.
Released in 2012, it is Kendrick Lamar’s debut
album. On its own, the album courts a relationship
with the cinematic as a concept album that is
narrativized by its skit interludes. A fictionalized
version of a young Lamar travels around Compton,
California with his friends in his mother’s minivan,
(“Me and my niggas four deep in a white Toyota”).”
The vehicle becomes a space for the exploration
and deconstruction of socialized Black American
masculinity in low income environments (“That’s
ironic ‘cause I've never been violent, until I'm
with the homies”).® It also serves as a way for
both characters and listeners to traverse Compton
spatially. Lamar and his friends drive around and try
to pick up affluent light-skinned girls (“You know
the light skin girls in all the little dresses, good

Kahlil Joseph, stills from the film m.A.A.d,, 2014, photographed by Chayse Irvin.
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Kahlil Joseph, stills from the film m.A.A.d,, 2014, photographed by Chayse Irvin.

Lord / They knew we weren't from ‘round there /
‘Cause every time we down there we pulling out the
Boost Mobile SIM cards / Bougie bitches with no
extensions / Hood niggas with bad intentions, the
perfect combination”),” attempt to rob a house (Pull
in front of the house that we been camping out for
like two months / The sun is going down as we take
whatever we want),'” trade freestyle verses amongst
one another (K.Dot, get in the car nigga, come on,
we finna roll out, nigga I got a pack of blacks and a
beat CD, get ya freestyles ready”),!! and encounter
an elderly woman who tries to evangelize them
(Lord God /I come to you a sinner / And I humbly
repent for my sins / I believe that Jesus is Lord).

The way in which good kid, m.A.A.d city, as
Double Conscience’s aural component, activates
Black subjectivity is two-pronged: by collective
identification with the voice (in this case, Lamar’s
voice, with its fluidity moving between different
cadences, pitches, and tones) and protagonist (his
fictionalized younger self, K.Dot). K.Dot, as a
young poor Black man, is insecure in his societal
position. He is cognizant of the burden imposed on
him to perform a certain form of normative Black
masculinity, the normalization of racist police
brutality, and the historical legacy of institutional
state violence, respectively, displayed in the lyrics
below:

All'my life I want money and power
Respect my mind or die from lead shower
1 pray my dick get big as the Eiffel Tower
So I can fuck the world for 72 hours™

But what am I supposed to do

With the blinking of red and blue

Flash from the top of your roof

And your dog has to say proof

And you ask “lift up your shirt”

Cause you wonder if a tattoo

Of affiliation can make it a pleasure to put
me through

Gang files, but that don’t matter because the
matter is racial profile

1 heard them chatter: “He’s probably young
but I know that he’s down”

Step on his neck as hard as your bullet proof

vest 3

Now crawl! yo head in that noose
You wind up dead on the news™

K.Dot’s recognition of his societal disposability
is indicative of a collective Black experience. Just
as Ellison’s protagonist detects similar qualities of
invisibility in Armstrong’s recorded voice, so too do
the multiple characters of Double Conscience identify
insecurity, fear, and anger in K.Dot/Lamar’s voice®.

'The specific tonal fluctuations of Lamar’s voice
and his adoption of other subjectivities (a female sex
worker, for instance) expands this aural subjectivity
out of his singular young Black male one and into
a collective Black one. Lamar delivers some of his
verses as high-pitched screams, guttural shouts, and
sharp growls. His cadence is at times momentum-
building, momentum-disrupting, frenetic, measured,
stilted, or liberated. At certain points, the speed
and pacing of Lamar’s delivery dictates the rhythm
and pacing of the images as they appear onscreen.
At one point in Double Conscience, Joseph distorts,
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slows down, and decreases the pitch of Lamar’s
voice. Even though Blackness is ascribed little value
or humanity in American culture, the Black voice
serves a value function in the Black community
by activating a collective Black subjectivity and
corporealizing the marginalized Black subject®.
Sound unifies the two sets of discordant projected
images through an aural identificatory engagement
with sound and the voice -- “the sonic and the
scopic...provide occasion for each other: visual
subjection begets sonic subjectivation.!”” Using Fred
Moten’s notion set forth in his book I the Break:
The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition, Lamar’s
voice can be said to be the Black moan (“mo’n”) --
the phonographic content of the photograph, with
the capability to rewrite the photograph'®. Lamar’s
embodiment of the Black mo'n inscribes Joseph’s
visual text with the aural manifestation of Black
consciousness -- fractured in its interiority but
connected in its exteriority, to one another.

Because the film existed in various iterations
(as a single channel film that initially served as
Lamar’s visual accompaniment when he opened for
Kanye West on the Yeezus Tour in 2013, that then
screened in Los Angeles as a short at the Sundance
Next Fest, and eventually transitioned into two
channel display at the Underground Museum)
before MOCA's chief curator Helen Molesworth
brought it to the museum, its exhibition in an
institutionalized art space and reception by the
art community is important, especially for a
commercial-leaning filmmaker of color such as
Joseph. The film’s musicality and literalization
of DuBoisian double consciousness has been
extrapolated in interesting ways in two instances of
attendant Los Angeles-based art criticism. Calling
it a contemporary spiritual by noting its similarity
to slavery-era Negro spirituals that were sung as
coping mechanisms, conceptual artist China Adams
asserts that the film feels as if it were sung, albeit
visually. Continuing her historical parallel, Adams
considers it a piece that makes possible collective
catharsis. She notes that the filmic singing is
premised on the need for internal healing, and that
as a biracial woman, she felt that her presence in the
exhibition space was an intrusion in that collective
psychic space®.

Adams’ reading of the non-narrative structure
of the film translates to a thematic interpretation

of double consciousness. Noting the cycles of
violence that are followed by instances of calm
and banal teenage life, she asserts that the toggle
between high tension and release gives the viewer a
palpable feeling of unpredictability. This mirrors the
incongruous identities, loyalties, and motivations
which characterize double consciousness.

Writing for Contemporary Art Review Los
Angeles, Char Jansen characterizes the film’s
representation of double consciousness as an elegiac
celebration of the conflict between loyalty and
escape that is both blissfully sad and euphorically
melancholy. Jansen, (who is non-Black) notes that
as a filmic manifestation of double consciousness,
Double Conscience made her aware of her outside
positionality:?°

Subliminally, this doubling effect
reminds us of the films position, a
literal double perspective to reflect this
‘double conscience’. But that perspective
isn't shown to us as an object-spectacle.
Joseph’s camera angle throughout puts
you inside the frame; riding in the back
of a car, standing on the street watching
someone dance; waiting in line in a store;
diving underwater in a swimming pool
with a bunch of adolescents. But then
characters look through you and you're
again not quite a part of it: youre an
inside observer, complicit but voiceless,
a prescient ghost. Like a good kid in a
mad city....it’s a dissociative feeling...?!

These reviews attest not only to an acceptance
of Joseph’s piece by some institutional cornerstones
of art criticism, but they also attest to some level of
understanding of Joseph’s thematic preoccupation
with double consciousness and the unique way that
he used the moving image, the voice, and creative
spatial exhibition to find a new space for Black
voices in commercial filmic form as well as the art
film form.

Kahlil Joseph’s oeuvre, and Double Conscience
specifically, can claim a space in the experimental
and avant-garde genres for its formal and generic
techniques alone and its inextricable linkage
to music and the aural domain. However, the
importance of the film transcends formal and




generic concerns. Double Conscience cannot be
separated from good kid, m.A.A.d city as both are
pieces of conceptually rigorous Black expression
that work in tandem to create a space for an
audiovisual apparatus that activates identificatory
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DuBoisian notion of double consciousness, both
the film and the accompanying soundtrack operate
across modes to animate a collective audiovisual
Black collective subjectivity that signals new modes
of conceptual artistic thought.

practices for Black subjects. Foregrounded by the
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