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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 This chapter concentrates on background of the study, statement of the 

problems, purposes of the study, significance of the study, scope and limitation, 

and definition of the key terms. 

 

1.1 Background of the Study 

Nowadays, the essence of a film can be seen in the expression of human 

creativity. Film can be regarded as literary product. Literature is human’s 

expression. Hardjana (2001:2) states that literature has standard of expression 

from what the people have shown in life have experienced about life which 

interest in directly and forcefully. People usually have many ways expressing their 

feeling, imagination, and creation. 

Besides, according to Midega (2011:1) “Literature shares with film the 

ability to employ the structures and devices of narrative. Likes literature, film is 

also a present, action and images word that replicate life”. From this statement, it 

shows that literature and film has narration and replicates their similarity.  

In order to get response from the audience, a film involves actions of 

individual or groups in a particular place and time. According to Bordwell and 

Thompson (2009), Films communicate information and ideas, and they show us 

places and ways of life we might not otherwise know. Films offer us ways of 

seeing and feeling that we find deeply gratifying. They take us through 
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experiences. A film takes us on a journey, offering a patterned experience that 

engages our minds and emotions.  

Film is one of media that contains sounds, video, animation, picture etc. 

Film not only gives entertainment but also educations, because from film people 

can understand about the development of life, science, art, and technology. 

Besides that, Film gives a new color for literary work because it is a new medium 

to convey the message that the author has through its photographic depictions. 

Film has also the elements of literary works, such as: plot, theme, setting, 

character, and dialogue. Besides, there are elements which include camera angle, 

editing, mise-en-scene, montage, etc. supporting the atmosphere of the scene. 

These elements make the representation of this visual and audio-visual literature 

form becomes interesting form of media. 

Since film belongs to literary work, so it represents the reflection of 

human life. Therefore, it can be one of media to teach social, culture, moral, 

racism or behavior including discrimination. Discrimination - defined here as less 

favorable treatment in an important institution, like the education or criminal 

justice system, or market, like a labor, financial, or housing market, solely on the 

basis of an ascribed characteristic, like age, race, skin color, gender, religion, 

ethnic, or disability – undermines relative economic mobility, both within and 

across generations. As Aguirre and Turner (2009: 6) states that “Discrimination is 

the process by which an individual, group, or subpopulation of individuals acts in 

ways that deny another individual, group, or subpopulation access to valued 

resources.”  
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Based on the description above, discrimination means racial attitude and 

unequal treatment toward certain people because of race. It may make certain race 

feel considered superior or inferior because of the discrimination and unequal 

treatment. The inferior group tends to get unequal treatment because they are 

considered as minority. There is a study related with the phenomenon of minority 

ethnic (ME). In 2012, Sara and Hung Wong studied about the Racial 

Discrimination of Pakistani Minority Communities in Hong Kong.  

The result of the study showed that Pakistani community has the highest 

unemployment in Hong Kong, due to there is racial discrimination in Hong Kong 

Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) such as the conditions of working place 

by insecurity, excessively long hours, low pay, unpaid overtime, and strict 

surveillance by employers. This unequal treatment is a social action which may 

affect social conflict. Discrimination is one of facts occurring in human social life. 

It has been inspiring the film makers to depict into a good film. Therefore, study 

on Discrimination is necessary to conduct.  

The Great Debaters is a movie that produced by Oprah Winfrey’s Harpo 

Production in 2007. This film is a true story that we can be seen in the article 

Wiley College debate team. The film is analyzed as one of the literary works that 

offers many valuable lessons, messages, and interesting stories. The writer 

chooses The Great Debaters film to be analyzed because this film contains 

discrimination problems among the characters. This film tells the story of a 

professor/debate coach Melvin B. Tolson. In 1935, he inspires his students to 
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form a debate team (Wiley College) that first time. He makes serious efforts to 

certain place his team on equal footing with whites in the South American.  

Wiley College debate team that has been set up consists of 4 people: 

Henry Low, James L. Farmer Jr., Samantha Booke, and Hamilton Burgess. This 

film also explores the social constructs in Texas during the Great Depression 

including not only the day-to-day insults and slights African Americans endured, 

but also a lynching. Also depicted is James L. Farmer Jr., who, at 14 years old, 

was on Wiley’s debate team after completing high school (and who later went on 

to co-found C.O.R.E., the Congress of Racial Equality). Another character 

depicted on the team, Samantha Booke, the only female member of the 1930 

debate team from Wiley College who participated in the first collegiate interracial 

debate in the United States.  

Expressly, The Great Debaters film more consider to racism issue, namely 

understood describes skin color and ethnicity. However, when we analyzed more 

deeply this film suggest many interesting issues, for example, education, politic, 

or social. The story of this film, education is portrayed as something that can 

make a big change. Here, education is very instrumental in the achievement of 

equality and freedom. In 1935, racism in education growing up which is based on 

skin color. White Americans is considered more appropriate to education than 

Black People. In addition, white Americans are considered more intelligent than 

Black People.  

Resistance in this film is more elegant and right on target. Black People 

fought against white Americans through debate. Black People will not able to 
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argue that if it does not have enough knowledge, for that they read and enrich 

their education through science. Education is the key of the resistance and it 

proved. The film is the true story of the background of this proves that education 

can make a difference and progress towards the better. Education can eliminate 

the impossibility and in this case, education can bring blacks recognized as human 

beings with equal rights. This film is directed by Denzel Washington. It was 

released in theaters: on December 25, 2007, wide on DVD: on May 13, 2008. This 

film also gets Award and Nominations. 

The film is analyzed as one of the literary works that offers many valuable 

lessons, messages, and interesting stories. The writer is interested in analyzing the 

discrimination of social life in The Great Debaters film. Because the problem of 

discrimination is one of the important in our life and the story of discrimination 

based on skin color between white Americans and Black People, how complicated 

is their relation and also some problems that they face. Therefore, the writer is 

interested in conducting this study entitles An Analysis on The Portrait of The 

Discrimination of Social Life in “The Great Debaters” Film to describe the 

phenomena about the attitudes toward certain people based on certain race. 
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1.2 Statement of the Problems 

Based on the background of the study, the writer formulated some 

statement of problems as follow: 

1. How is the portrait of the discrimination of social life in “The Great 

Debaters” film? 

2. What is the effect of the discrimination of social life in “The Great 

Debaters” film toward Black People? 

 

1.3 Purpose of The Study 

Related on the problems above, the writer has two purposes as follows: 

1. To describe the portrait of the discrimination of social life in “The 

Great Debaters” film. 

2. To know the effect of the discrimination of social life toward Black 

People in “The Great Debaters” film. 

 

1.4 Significance of The Study 

The result of this study is expected to be able to increase and enrich the 

knowledge especially about the discrimination of the social life in “The Great 

Debaters” film. It might give beneficial contribution for the next researchers who 

are interested in conducting similar studies. This research is expected to be one of 

input in literary criticism analysis and to be an additional source of information to 

increase and develop the knowledge, especially on the analysis of film. 
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In addition, this study expected to give contribution and information for 

others who want to conduct the similar research. For English Department 

students, the students can take the lesson about discrimination, which can bear the 

conflict between human and enable them to not to underestimate other race 

outside their own race. Furthermore, it is expected to encourage students to study 

much more about film which is a reflection of society and behavior. For lecturers, 

the lecturers can use this study as reference when they teach social and culture, 

especially about discrimination or film. And for the other researchers, it is hoped 

that this study can be an inspiration for them who are interested in analyzing 

films. 

 
1.5 Scope and Limitation 

The scope of this study is focused on discrimination. Discrimination 

studied here is limited on discrimination based on race in “The Great Debaters” 

film through the dialogue, action, or situation. 

 
1.6 Definition of Key Terms 

There are several key terms that will be clarified in this study to avoid 

misunderstanding and misinterpretation. The writer defines the key terms as 

follows: 

1. Analysis is the strategies to describe an action or event demonstrate 

what effects are produced to determine what it to happen and try to 

prove there is causes and effect connection between them (Silvia, 

2012). 
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2. Discrimination is the process by which an individual, group, or 

subpopulation of individuals acts in ways that deny another individual, 

group, or subpopulation access to valued resources (Aguirre, Adalberto 

and Jonathan Turner, 2009). 

3. Social life is human life. Social life becomes organized when there are 

established ways of interacting (Raymond, 1973). 

4. The Great Debaters is a 2007 American biopicperiod drama film 

directed by and starring Denzel Washington and produced by Oprah 

Winfrey and her production company, Harpo Productions. It is based 

on an article written about the Wiley College debate team by Tony 

Scherman for the 1997 spring issue of American Legacy 

(http://en.wikipedia.org/ wiki/The_Great_Debaters). 

5. Black People is often used in socially-based systems of racial 

classification or of ethnicity to describe persons who are defined as 

belonging to a "black" ethnicity in their particular country, typically 

having a degree of Sub-Saharan African ancestry, or who are perceived 

to be dark-skinned relative to other "racial groups" 

(http://en.wikipedia.org/ wiki/Black_people). 

6. Negro is used in the English-speaking world to refer to a person of 

black ancestry or appearance. Negro denotes "black" in Spanish and 

Portuguese, derived from the ancient Latin word, niger, "black", which 

itself is probably from a Proto-Indo-Europeanroot*nekw-, "to be dark", 

akin to *nokw-, "night"(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Negro). 
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