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This reflection essay, with the help of studying Black Panther, 
describes how popular media form or potentially reform our percep-
tions about Africa and Blackness. The introduction creates a base 
for understanding the movie’s place in public opinion and how crit-
ics have reviewed it; and raises the issues that are to be addressed. 
Reflecting upon Asante & Pind’s paper, the analysis starts with 
Africa’s (Wakanda) portrayal and how it reinforces certain stigmas 
and stereotypical thinking, but at the same time how the afrofutur-
istic setting offers to change our presumptions and helps to create 
a possibly better future for Black people by imagining an Africa, 
unaffected by Western colonialism. The characters are also flashed 
out, putting more emphasis on the main heroes: T’Challa and Kill-
monger. I examine their personalities, actions and where they come 
from, elaborating on the problematic aspects of the message these 
convey by feeding us the same reoccurring Hollywood storylines 
behind black character masks. Ultimately, I ask the question: Does 
Black Panther deserve to be called a milestone for Black people in 
cinema or is it just another form of white exploitation?
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The Marvel Cinematic Universe released its long-awaited blockbuster film, Black 
Panther, in 2018 to global enthusiasm. It was a big success all over the world not only 
amongst general audiences, but critics and scholars alike praised the movie, calling it 
a “celebratory cinematic response to decades of racial injustice in Hollywood” while 
also pointing out popular culture’s limited means to transform structural oppres-
sions. (Griffin-Rossing, 2020) The hype surrounding Black Panther hardly faded 
and the anticipated 2022 sequel will only reinforce it. Describing the importance of 
the film, Adam Serwer wrote: 

“Black Panther is a love letter to people of African descent all over the world. 
Its actors, its costume design, its music, and countless other facets of the film are 
drawn from all over the continent and its diaspora, in a science-fiction celebration 
of the imaginary country of Wakanda, a high-tech utopia that is a fictive manifes-
tation of African potential unfettered by slavery and colonialism.”(Serwer, 2020) 

Despite the overall positive welcome, some scholars remind us that cinema, no 
matter how influential it may be, is limited in respect to bringing about big structural 
changes. Christopher Lebron goes against Serwer’s idea of a perfect afrofuturistic 
film and contends that:

“Black Panther is not the movie we deserve […] Why should I accept the idea of 
a black American disposability from a man in a suit, whose name is synonymous 
with a radical uplift but whose actions question the very notion that black lives 
matter?”(Lebron, 2018)

The unmistakable theme of the movie, that revolves around race, slavery and 
colonialism, has fueled disagreements about its purpose and effectiveness in trying to 
challenge stigmas and leave those behind by creating a futuristic idea of what Africa 
and Africans can be. Representations in the media have material consequences; it 
has “the power to shape, influence and suggest who people are and subsequently 
how they can acceptably be treated.” (Griffin, 2012: 148.) Precisely because of this, 
it is principal to look at Black Panther, as a cultural phenomenon based on its far-
reaching influence, and analyze what it means, what kind of message it conveys and 
what impact it has on how people see Africans and Africa and engage with concepts 
like Blackness.

The (Western) Portrayal of Africa
The way we perceive Africa starts with its name. There is little agreement on the 
sources and original meaning of the word “Africa”, but we know the usage of the 
term started in Roman times and initially referred to North Africa, before it was 
extended to the whole continent. However, throughout the years it became increas-
ingly confined to “sub-Saharan Africa”, which nowadays is seen as the primary 
location of the “real” Africa. North Africa and its countries, like Algeria, Libya or 
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Egypt, are somehow left out from the “real” Africa concept and characterized exclu-
sively as Arab, which erases the history and culture of these lands that existed before 
the Islam takeover. The picture of Africa is so closely tied to and fixated on the south 
of the Sahara regions that it “ultimately offers us a racialized view of Africa, Africa 
as biology, as the ‘black’ continent.” (Zeleza, 2006: 15) It is common both within 
and outside the continent and this is why Black Panther concerns itself with “Black 
Africa”.

Amongst the issues the film tries to tackle is slavery and colonialism, more spe-
cifically white colonialism. Black Panther envisions a world (Wakanda) with Black 
life left untouched, undisturbed and independent. (Hudson, 2018) The screenwriters 
seem to suggest that everything bad happening with Africans, more notably slavery, 
has to do with the West exclusively. As if they forgot that slavery in Africa predates 
colonialism and as early as the 8th century a full third of the continent was enslaved 
by African Islamic states. Even now an estimated 660,000 people are deprived of 
their freedom. It is not to say that the West is without fault but what good does it do to 
belittle one of the few forces ever to encourage the abolition of slavery in the African 
continent? (Knowles, 2018) 

Criticism of this kind is closely tied to black America and it has little to offer to 
the people of Africa. Although the film makes an effort to portray African cultures, 
it fails to show the diversity of it. For instance, it simplifies and moulds languages 
into one, which does not help to improve our understanding of the continent and the 
variety of its cultures. However, we should keep in mind that this is merely a two 
and a half hour movie, and there is only so much you can put into it. It is a difficult 
task to show the historical background leading to the contemporary situation, while 
creating futuristic visions and opportunities 
for generations to come. Not even mention-
ing the challenges of displaying how the 
representation of Blackness means different 
for Africans in the diaspora and people in 
continental Africa. 

Sofia Samatar states that afrofuturism is 
rarely traced back to the African continent 
and it focuses mainly on global Blackness 
and its orientation towards outer space. 
(Samatar, 2018) Africans cannot fully 
engage with the movie and it is not meant 
for them, which is why there was no hurry 
to premiere it on the continent (few could 
have afforded the $10 ticket to the theatre 
anyway). (Gathara, 2018) If your purpose 
is to embrace Black people and Africans 
all over the world, can you allow yourself 
such distancing from Africa while paradoxi-

The unmistakable 
theme of the movie, 
that revolves around 
race, slavery and 
colonialism, has 
fueled disagreements 
about its purpose and 
effectiveness in trying 
to challenge stigmas 
and leave those 
behind by creating a 
futuristic idea of what 
Africa and Africans 
can be.
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Black Panther cast. Chris Hardwick, Kevin Feige, Ryan Coogler, Chadwick Boseman, Lupita 
Nyong’o, Michael B. Jordan, Danai Gurira, Letitia Wright, Forest Whitaker, Daniel Kaluuya, 
Andy Serkis and Winston Duke speaking at the 2017 San Diego Comic Con International, for 
“Black Panther”, at the San Diego Convention Center in San Diego, California. 
Source: Gage Skidmore, wikimedia.

<

cally putting so much emphasis on it? Is it really about the celebration of the origin 
country and its culture or just another form of white exploitation? It is no secret that 
Black Panther is part of the highly successful Marvel franchise and from that derives 
its limitations on outlining intricate political situations. It is a Disney production 
and the company’s undoubtable history of making use of depicting people of colour 
(Pocahontas, Mulan, Aladdin, The Princess and the Frog) makes one wonder about 
the real intentions of creating such a movie. Could it be just a form of capitalist 
exploitation in the name of social justice? (Asante–Pind, 2020) Khan says Black 
Panther serves as an example of this phenomena, when African heritage becomes 
only a decorative element, granting a nice sheen to western movies, without giving 
thorough attention to the culture and traditions. (Khan, 2019)

Also worth to note that there are very few parts of the film that have been actu-
ally shot in the African continent, although the director visited Kenya, South Africa 
and the Kingdom of Lesotho as well, which he based much of Wakanda’s concept on. 
But it leaves the question: why did not they try to benefit the people and shot much 
of the film in the country they claim to help? Why were CGI enhanced backgrounds 
used instead of real landscapes? It is evident that creating a superhero movie in the 
21st century requires modern filmmaking technologies (CGI, 4K+3D cameras, VR 
cameras, HMCs, facial movement recognition programmes etc.), but when formulat-
ing opinions and transforming stereotypical thinking is the goal, it is crucial to draw 
from reality. The movie paints a spectacular picture of Wakanda but the fact that it 
does not have much physical (more inspirational) tie to Africa takes away from its 
merits. 



80 Hungarian Journal of African Studies (Afrika Tanulmányok)

A Confusing Afrofuturist Vision

“Afrofuturist creations empower African and African diasporic subjects to cen-
tre Africana ontologies and epistemologies in ways that fundamentally refigure 
futurism by weaving together the spiritual and technological, embodied and 
mechanical, natural and created.” (Hanchey, 2020: 260) 

Black Panther and its setting are afrofuturistic because “it disrupts our under-
standing of Blackness by rethinking the past, present, and futures of the African 
diaspora.” (White, 2018: 422) “Afrofuturism unchains the mind” (Womack, 2013: 
44) and “powerful descriptions of the future have an increasing ability to draw us 
towards them, to command us to make them flesh.” (Eshun, 2003: 290-91) But, this 
futuristic theme does not capture the complexity of African histories and identities, 
and yields too much to Western neocolonial fantasies of Africa.  

Let us now take a look at a scene from the movie. In the beginning, T’Challa and 
his guard Okoye stop kidnappers, finding Nakia (T’Challa’s love interest) under-
cover, trying to save the women as well. The rescued respond with saying thank 
yous while bowing to the heroes. The heroes fly away leaving the victims behind 
in the jungle. For one, the jungle setting is not insignificant, since the forest implies 
associations both to primitivistic portrayals of Africa and Africans. (Hanchey, 2020: 
264) Noteworthy that “Muslim” Africa (North Africa) and Muslims are removed 
from the romanticized Wakanda except the above-mentioned scene that associates 
them with violence and also positions Muslim women in need of help. “As such, 
Black Panther participates in Hollywood’s devotion to Islamophobic storytell-
ing.” (Griffin–Rossing, 2020) Also important to add that by putting Wakanda in a 
privileged position, even though it helps create an idealistic picture of what Africa 
could be outside of coloniality, sets them apart and leaves the stereotypes of Afri-
can nations in place. The African characters (like the women in said scene) other 
than Wakandans are one-dimensional and used as foils for the Wakandan heroes, 
repeating the logics of whitewashing and white saviorism behind Black character 
masks. (Hanchey, 2020: 263) Wakanda itself is challenging stereotypes, since it is a 
nation with technological power, wealth and military might (elevating them above 
other African nations) reaching at least the level of the US if not more. But besides 
Wakanda, the representation of the continent pretty much stays the same and serves 
only as a glorified setting for the plot.

Another problematic aspect of this futuristic Africa, is the issue of giving aid. 
Sylvia Wynter says that “international aid often functions as a neocolonial extension 
of colonial power structures.” (Hanchey, 2020: 260) Giving aid is one of the main 
themes of the movie, starting from the above-mentioned scene, in which Nakia and 
T’Challa, shortly after they save the kidnapped women, argue about Wakanda’s role 
of helping black people around the world. As we established before, aid functions as 
a new way of colonialism and those countries who were ravaged by it, now suffer 
from loans that leave them worse off economically than before and keep them in a 
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never-ending cycle of debt to the West. For instance, “when aid flows to Africa were 
at their peak, poverty in Africa rose from 11% to a staggering 66 %”. (Moyo, 2009: 
49) Aids that flow in are ineffective, they even make things worse and that sug-
gests the need for even more aid. What lies behind the West’s generosity? Hanchey 
explains this as such: “Western ideology equates Africa with ontological emptiness 
in order to extend white masculine humanity through the West’s desire to be excep-
tional, to be saviours.” (Hanchey, 2020: 262) In other words the West uses aid-giving 
as a device for keeping its colonial influence and to appear righteous while doing 
it. It results in a paternalistic relationship between the provider and the recipient 
and may lead to the feeling of supremacy on the part of the aid-giver. (Moyo, 2009) 
This is why it feels a little controversial when Wakanda adorns its role as a saviour, 
because it reenacts the Western narrative. Jenna N. Hanchey confirms this by saying 
that “although Black Panther challenges some neocolonial assumptions of agency 
and development through centring an African country as the developed aid-giver, it 
ultimately reinforces colonial modernity, thereby hindering the film’s Afrofuturist 
potential.” (Hanchey, 2020: 261-62) It sends a weird futuristic message, when the 
kingdom in focus pretends to be a third world country while underneath its disguise 
lies an incredible technologically advanced nation. According to Slaats, it can be 
understood like this: “See, underneath every seemingly primitive African hide a 
(possible) modern Westerner!” (Slaats, 2018)

The isolation of Wakanda is also troublesome. It depicts a Eurocentric view, when 
a society isolates itself while others are suffering. What we see with aid-giving, we 
see with isolation. This mentality goes against African philosophy, where they say: 
a person becomes human only amid others. (Asante–Pind, 2020) 

Considering all of the above, one of the most important aspects of Africa’s 
representation is that it “is always imagined, represented and performed in relation 
to master references, – Europe, Whiteness, Christianity, Literacy, Development, 
Technology – mirrors that reflect Africa in peculiar ways, reducing the continent to 
particular images, to a state of lack.” (Zeleza, 2006: 16) The portrayals are mostly 
incapable to break away from comparisons and look at Africa through a postcolonial 
lens. Nevertheless, the portrayal of Wakanda has its silver lining as well. Its level of 
development is different than that of the West; it depends on tradition, spirituality, 
and nature in addition to technology. Wakandan culture integrates magic and metal, 
using the heart-shaped herb given to them by the panther goddess Bast to anoint 
their leaders – who garb themselves in clothes made from vibranium. The refusal 
to separate technology and spirituality is in line with Afrofuturist sensibilities that 
destabilize white, Western technofuturist norms. (Nelson, 2002)

The Depiction of the Characters
The cast of Black Panther is predominantly black, following executive producer Nate 
Moore and director Ryan Coogler. As we already underscored, representation does 
matter, and this movie makes us think about the depiction of Africans more deeply. 
On the surface there are obvious problems with some portrayals, such as M’Baku 
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and his tribe, who dress like monkeys and 
literally make oo-oo-oo sounds, deepen-
ing some of the major stereotypical images 
about Africans. (Slaats, 2018) Even though 
he is portrayed like this in the comic books, 
this was a missed chance on the develop-
ers part for not making a useful creative 
decision and choosing to bring a degrading 
element to the screen instead. Zeleza also 
points out that the tribal markings on several 
characters’ bodies reinforce a homogenized 
“African authenticity” reminiscent of photo-
graphs in antiquated National Geographic. 
(Zeleza, 2018) These representations which 
try to show some kind of “African authen-
ticity” do not express the contemporary 
understanding of Africa and African bodies. 

Most of the main actors were already 
involved with successful Hollywood mov-
ies, just like how the director already made a 
name for himself with films such as Creed. 
Their appearance was not directly beneficial for Africa, since they were already in 
a position to play a role in a blockbuster or direct one. Although seeing them on the 
screen gives a chance for black people to relate and feel connected to the characters. 
Chadwick Boseman, who plays T’Challa comments about African heritage and says 
that it is “a great opportunity to develop a sense of what that identity is, especially 
when you’re disconnected from it.” (Smith, n.d.)

When asked about the characters, Coogler tells his experience as a black man fig-
uring out his identity: “That’s something I’ve always struggled with as a person”. For 
that reason, he tries to focus on the person, he shows “not just identity, but names.” 
(Smith, n.d.) He explores the sense of self in his movies a lot and Black Panther is 
no exception. It deals with Blackness and raises questions about transnationality as 
well, which is very apparent amongst the diasporic Africans: 

“When you are in Europe, people say to us, 
you are not European, 

you are African.
 

And when we are in Africa, African people say to us, 
you are not African, 
 you are European.”

The isolation of 
Wakanda is also 
troublesome. It depicts 
a Eurocentric view, 
when a society isolates 
itself while others are 
suffering. What we 
see with aid-giving, 
we see with isolation. 
This mentality goes 
against African 
philosophy, where 
they say: a person 
becomes human only 
amid others.
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The above quote is from an interview with a young woman who was born in 
Africa and moved to France later on. A clear parallel can be made with her and 
Killmonger’s character, who was also born in Wakanda but moved to Oakland with 
his father. In both cases, the colour of their skin is viewed as the primary defining 
characteristic of their identity and leads to discrimination based on race.

Preconceptions Outlined in T’Challa and Killmonger
T’Challa, the protagonist, falls short at first but through struggle and by confronting 
his darkest fears saves not only himself but the world. This story follows a classical 
narrative, the typical myth of the hero. It is a universal storyline, but it is also pre-
dominantly Western (Slaats, 2018), and like the main characters, who are put against 
each other, present us with very simplified choices, and do not represent the nuanced 
intricacies of black lives in the US or Africa. 

For starters, Killmonger’s character reinforces a not-so-flattering stereotype of 
African American men, dangerous and obsessed with violence. Considering that this 
is a superhero film, heteropatriarchal violence is given. But the problem starts when 
the movie does not say that violence is not an acceptable form of black liberation, 
in fact, this is how Wakanda is liberated. (Serwer, 2020) The difference between 
instances of violence in the movie is that Killmonger is willing to kill his people in 
order to reach his goal, and that is where T’Challa draws the line, but he as well fights 
physically to protect what is important to him. Do we accept the use of violence as 
long as it is for our people’s (in this case Black people’s) sake? Does not that reinforce 
the differences between races all over again? This problem resurfaces throughout 
many aspects of the movie. For instance, when Shuri, T’Challa’s sister and a brilliant 
inventor, seeing the CIA agent she is asked to heal, utters: “Oh great, another broken 
white boy for me to fix”; the message becomes clear that the West and white people 
are to be repaired. (Knowles, 2018) The moviemakers want to fight racism, I have no 
doubts about that, but what they do with emphasizing racial differences is no use to 
anyone, given the bitter undertone of such comments as Shuri makes.

A binary opposition is portrayed in the pitting of  T’Challa against the African 
American Erik Killmonger as narrative stand-ins for Black people more broadly. 
Killmonger advocates a global revolutionary politics of overthrowing the oppressor, 
a position repudiated by his characterization as a haphazardly violent Black man 
whose willingness to kill his lover renders him decidedly immoral in comparison 
to the unwaveringly ethical T’Challa. Indicative of its limitations, Black Panther 
cannot portray Killmonger as a “Good” subject because ultimately the Good Black 
Man must be “grateful, compliant, silent, etc.”. (Griffin, 2018: 364) Jenna N. Hachey 
compares the two heroes from a moral point of view and says that T’Challa repre-
sents the “Good Black Man” and Killmonger the “Bad Black Man”. T’Challa is the 
saviour who helps the African diaspora and Killmonger stands as the violent angry 
protagonist, influenced by his upbringing as a poor orphan. By this logic, the movie 
connects morality with development, economic security and technological advance-
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ment; and poverty with immoral behaviour. (Hanchey, 2020) Hanchey shines a light 
on this fact and contends that it again strengthens stereotypical thinking.

In addition, T’Challa is willing to put his principles aside when Agent Ross 
needs medical help, filling the role of the aid-giver once again. It can be viewed as 
a representation of a coalition between the US and Africa, enhancing the neoliberal 
respectability of T’Challa, but carries a contradiction, since the CIA’s history with 
Africa includes the suppression of democratic movements. It seems that what mat-
ters for T’Challa is to be respected by these institutions, seen as an equal, rather than 
challenge them and their imperialistic ways. (Asante–Pind, 2020: 225) The ending 
of the film reflects this very well, when King T’Challa addresses the United Nations. 
He proclaims that the time has come for Wakanda to share its technology and be a 
part of the “white” world, not change it. Politics is replaced by mere recognition of 
racialized difference as an inclusion. (Asante–Pind, 2020: 225)

Killmonger’s character is depicted as the result of the American military-indus-
trial complex, in the movie Agent Everett even says “he is one of us”. His methods are 
aligned with that, since he is following the US imperialist patterns of expansion to 
bring “democracy” to his people. It shows the contradictory logic of the US’ attempt 
to “save” underdeveloped countries but undermine their economic independence 
at the same time. White says that giving credit to Killmonger is to accept that he 
understands persecution. (White, 2018: 426) He does to a certain degree, but only 
from a diasporic point of view, unlike T’Challa who grew up in Wakanda, in Africa. 

Chadwick Boseman speaking at the 2016 San Diego Comic Con International, for 
“Black Panther”, at the San Diego Convention Center in San Diego, California. 
Source: Gage Skidmore, wikimedia.

<
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But he also sees one side of the coin, his royal upbringing kept him sheltered from 
the realities of how systemic racism has touched every black life across the globe. 
(Smith, n.d.) The movie brings the difference of Black-consciousness forward, and 
tries to show how it is anchored differently in specific places.

Conclusion: Inspiring Futures
Let me steer towards the conclusion with an anecdote that Ytasha Womack tells 
in a conference in Amsterdam about her visit to a primary school in Chicago. She 
was presenting about Afrofuturism and what it means, starting with some questions 
about how pupils would imagine the future would be like. The kids gave surprising 
answers, considering they were 10-year-olds. All of them, in different ways, said 
that they would like a future without violence, a future without guns. Womack was 
shocked that the kids’ imagination could not break the boundaries of their surround-
ings, social situation and the picture the media painted of them. However, by the end 
of the discussion the students realized with the use of their imagination they can cre-
ate a world they would want to live in and like that, influence reality. They gained a 
sense of agency within their lives through this exercise. (Womack, 2017) “When we 
talk about the world of the imagination and speculative fiction, basically the realms 
of creative arts, it’s not just a form of expression, it does ultimately create levels 
of agency. People will have a feeling that they can shape the world around them.” 
(Womack, 2017) Black Panther is the first movie in a long time, in which black peo-
ple have a lot of agency. Jamie Broadnax, the founder of Black Girl Nerds, states that 
these characters “are rulers of a kingdom, inventors and creators of advanced tech-
nology. We’re not dealing with black pain, and black suffering, and black poverty” 
– the usual themes of acclaimed films about the black experience. (Wallace, 2018)

For me one of the greatest contributions of the “post” era is the notion that 
identities are created, they are a form of social construct. Indicative of that, they 
can be changed through discussion. “Africa and African identities both as states of 
being and becoming. They are dynamic historical processes, messy spatio-temporal 
configurations of agency, structure and contextuality that are subject to change 
[...]” (Zeleza, 2006: 19) Afrofuturism is one potentially useful tool for change. It is 
self-healing for people of African descent, helping to transcend circumstances and 
disrupting people’s usual way of looking at reality. They will start to think about: 
What are my default assumptions about the world? What ideas are acceptable and 
which are not? Visualizing other kinds of worlds pushes us beyond our conventions 
and helps shape a better future. Most of the time activists are working on an issue 
and it takes decades to bring about change, but writing a story or making a movie can 
be an instant inspiration and a therapy as well.

Can Black Panther help to reshape the future? Despite all of its shortcomings 
my answer is still yes. The film achieved the single most important thing to make 
a difference: it starts conversations. It raises awareness and puts Blackness and its 
hardships into public consciousness, while inspiring Black people to create a world 
of their own.
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