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The	  Question	  of	  Pan-‐Africanism	  in	  Black	  Panther	  

The release of Marvel’s Studio’s1 latest film, Black Panther has occasioned a 
great deal of attention and enthusiasm from theatergoers and critics alike. Much of the 
conversation surrounding the film has involved the ways in which it challenges 
traditional Eurocentric depictions of Africans and people of African descent in the 
Diaspora. By its very nature, it is groundbreaking: it is the first big-budget action film 
with an African-American director (Ryan Coogler); the first action/science fiction film 
with a predominantly Black cast; it is one of a very few films in which dark-skinned 
Black women are featured, and one of the first to present these women as feminine 
(beautiful, the objects of romantic love); and it portrays an African country as advanced, 
among its most apparent contributions to the cinematic landscape. The fact that Black 
Panther – a film featuring a predominantly Black cast largely set in Africa (albeit in the 
fictional country of Wakanda) – was enthusiastically supported and aggressively 
promoted by Marvel Studios and Disney is in and of itself unique; however, judging by 
the film’s box office returns, their investment has paid off handsomely.  

 While the film may be groundbreaking, the plot of Black Panther does not depart 
from the familiar superhero/comic book fare. Prince T’Challa (Chadwick Boseman) 
assumes the throne after the assassination of his father, T’Chaka (John Kani). His cousin, 
Erik Killmonger (Michael B. Jordan), immediately asserts his claim to the throne, 
T’Challa is defeated in ritual combat, and Killmonger assumes the throne, with a 
radically different set of foreign policy objectives for Wakanda. The remainder of the 
film follows T’Challa’s recovery from his defeat and his journey to reclaim the throne. 
Throughout, he is aided – and to a large extent, led – by a Wakandan spy (and his love-
interest), Nakia (Lupita Nyong’o); his sister, who is also the architect of Wakanda’s 
technological infrastructure, Shuri (Letitia Wright); his mother (Angela Bassett); and a 
friendly CIA agent (Martin Freeman).2  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Marvel Studios is best known for films such as Iron Man, Guardians of the Galaxy, and Captain America. 

2	  Here one must acknowledge a distinguishing feature of the film: the women are presented as the equals of 
their male counterparts. In addition to the aforementioned female characters, the general, Okoye (Danai 
Gurira), is a woman, as are all the members of the royal guard, the Dora Milaje. Moreover, the women in 
the film are presented as beautiful, intelligent, and strong, but are not fetishized or overtly sexualized; they 
are not African Amazons.  
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 However, within the framework of the plot, complications arise, from which 
emerges an older, familiar conversation between Continental and Diasporic Africans. 
Killmonger is the son of T’Challa’s uncle, N’Jobu (Sterling K. Brown), and an African-
American woman with whom he fell in love while in the United States as a Wakandan 
spy. Moreover, we learn that during his time in the U.S., N’Jobu became “radicalized” 
after seeing the oppression of African-Americans, and that after his death, T’Chaka chose 
to leave a young Killmonger behind; Killmonger’s existence is hidden from the other 
members of the royal family – his family – and he is left with his mother in the U.S. 
Killmonger grows up as an African-American boy in a single-parent household in an 
impoverished section of Oakland, California; he lives the stereotypical African-American 
experience.  

 Having lived the experience, Killmonger becomes the voice of the oppressed 
within the Diaspora within the film. When are first introduced to Killmonger, he is in a 
museum engaged in a conversation about African artifacts with a curator. He expresses 
his desire to relieve the museum of a Wakandan artifact, and when the curator protests, 
he reminds her, and the audience, of Western archeologists’ role in plundering African 
artifacts: “Did you pay a fair price for this?” In so doing, he challenges the curator, and 
the museum’s status as the rightful preservers of ancient culture, a premise that is the 
foundation of the institution in the West.  

But Killmonger’s critique is principally directed at the Wakandan elite. On a 
personal level, they (primarily T’Chaka) left him to suffer as an impoverished, oppressed 
youth in the West when he might have lived a life similar to that of T’Challa. But beyond 
his personal grievances, he sees Wakandans as having permitted the exploitation and 
oppression of Africans on the Continent and across the Diaspora through their inaction. 
In choosing to hide the wealth and power of Wakanda – the most advanced country in the 
world – they withheld assistance when it was urgently needed. Wakandans enabled 
Western exploitation of Africa and Africans (the Transatlantic Slave Trade, colonization, 
etc.) by assuming the role of passive observers, when they might have turned the tide in 
the Continent’s favor. To right this past wrong, Wakanda must now assume an active role 
in the struggle to overcome the institutionalized oppression of Africans on the Continent 
and throughout the Diaspora by establishing a new system of colonization in which 
Wakanda is the imperial power, a system in which Continental and Diasporic Africans 
benefit by association with an African superpower.   

Killmonger’s critique mirrors a charge periodically directed at Continental 
Africans by Diasporic Africans: participation in or inaction during the Transatlantic Slave 
Trade. Within the context of the film, this argument is allegorized and writ large on the 
country of Wakanda, which represents Africa; every other African country becomes a 
figurative part of the Diaspora. Africa’s wealth of natural resources is represented by 
vibranium, the resource that powers Wakanda’s advances; here, it is the Africans who 
control their natural resources, safeguarding it from others and harnessing it for their 
benefit. Moreover, the material wealth of Wakanda reinforces a cultural confidence in 
African-ness amongst Wakandans, a confidence that is largely lacking from other 
Diasporic Africans within the film, evoking the idea of cultural poverty often applied to 
Diasporic Africans. As a country untouched by slavery or colonization, Wakanda 
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represents the full potential of Africa and the African Diaspora. But as Killmonger 
reminds us, no African country was truly untouched by the events of the past five 
centuries, even in the Marvel universe. 

In the end, Killmonger is defeated, but the most salient parts of his ideology 
emerge victorious. The Wakandan elites, led by T’Challa, turn their gaze beyond the 
borders of Wakanda, and toward the suffering masses in Africa and throughout the 
Diaspora. Killmonger, who is presented more as a victim of his circumstances (“a 
monster of our own creation,” as T’Challa puts it) than as a villain in the traditional sense, 
is accorded honor in his defeat. T’Challa, who suffers loss and exile within the course of 
the film, emerges as one more in touch with the suffering masses than the elites. In the 
final conversation between T’Challa and Killmonger, T’Challa’s change in perspective is 
evident, and the overarching them of the interaction is that of mutual respect. T’Challa 
has learned from Killmonger; the experience has prepared him to rule his people, and we 
are left to wonder, perhaps all Africans, the world? Thus, within the context of the film, 
the critique of the Diasporic African as presented by Killmonger is acknowledged by the 
Continental African, T’Challa, who, informed by this newfound perspective, embarks 
upon a program to uplift suffering Africans on the Continent and throughout the Diaspora. 
But of course, things tend to be accomplished rather quickly in comic books. 

Research Africa 
Copyright © 2018 by Research Africa, (research_africa-editor@duke.edu), all rights reserved. RA allows 
for copy and redistribution of the material in any medium or format, provided that full and accurate credit is 
given to the author, the date of publication, and the location of the review on the RA website. You may not 
distribute the modified material. RA reserves the right to withdraw permission for republication of 
individual reviews at any time and for any specific case. For any other proposed uses, contact RA’s Editor-
in-Chief. The opinions represented in the reviews and published on the RA Reviews website are not 
necessarily those held by RA and its Review editorial team. 

ISSN 2575-6990 

	  


