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In 1966, the Black Panther of Wakanda made his debut in the pages of Mar-
vel comics. Since then, Prince T’Challa has embarked on countless adven-
tures and become a cultural icon. In the process, he has become proof that 
the Black imaginary belongs in the American canon of superheroes that are 
otherwise overwhelmingly White. Through the incorporation of themes, such 
as anticolonial critique and the politics of Afrofuturism, the Black Panther 
has carved a unique space for discourses related to race and society within 
the world of comics.1 The character’s longevity, popularity, and profitability 
eventually translated into the live-action film Black Panther (directed by 
Ryan Coogler), released in February of 2018, which made well over $1 bil-
lion dollars in the international box office.2 The film is significant for many 
reasons beyond its ability to generate revenue, such as its commentary on 
issues like immigration, gender politics, and philosophical questions related 
to power and responsibility. In this chapter, I will discuss two such promi-
nent and socially pertinent issues addressed within the text of Black Panther: 
colonialism and racial hybridity.

I contend that this text contains narrative logics regarding the need for 
reconciliation between colonial powers and the systems of inequality that 
they create through the exploitation of colonized communities. The creation 
of systems of inequality that are germane to colonial projects operate based 
on the direct exploitation of people and resources and generally continue even 
after the dissolution of the formal colonial project, leaving a postcolonial 
legacy of inequality and oppression.3 In this chapter, I interrogate how this 
blockbuster film conceptualizes and narratively positions racialized hybridity, 
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316 Gabriel A. Cruz

specifically within the character of Erik “Killmonger” Stevens/Prince 
N’Jadaka. Toward this end, I pose guiding research questions and apply 
narrative and visual rhetorical criticism, informed by critical race theory 
and postcolonialism to answer those questions. Next, I discuss the kingdom 
of Wakanda as a colonial power and the narrative logic of Killmonger 
acting as a symbol of hybridity that forces the kingdom to reconcile with 
its exploitative practices. I conclude this chapter by discussing the societal 
implications of my findings both in terms of the audience and the Marvel 
Cinematic Universe.

HYBRIDITY AND NARRATIVES

Understanding how the film constructs hybridity relative to power requires 
examining how hybridity is related to colonialism and how hybridity has 
been used within cinematic narratives. In this context, hybridity refers to 
the occupation of a racialized Third Space, a place in-between two racial/
ethnic/national origins reflected in one’s parentage that results in a lived 
experience along a supposed borderline.4 This status of belonging to both-
and-neither, existing in a liminal space that inherently disrupts and blurs 
otherwise clearly delineated categories of identity forces those that adhere to 
these demarcations of difference to reconcile the conceptualized categories 
and their significance with the reality of the body and personhood of one 
that violates these categories. In short, hybrids complicate socio-cultural 
narratives of hierarchies, value, and power.5 As such, the hybrid poses a 
challenge to the system of power that helped to create it; a problem that must 
be resolved. In the worst-case scenarios, this can involve the expansion of 
oppressive laws and policies to include the oppression of those that have 
disrupted these boundaries. When systems of power are confronted with 
deviations from established norms that are meant to maintain hierarchical 
order, those systems recontextualize those boundaries so as to adapt and 
maintain the inequality.6

Wherever colonialism has occurred, hybridity has inevitably followed. 
Colonial endeavors by Britain, France, and Spain in the Americas has 
resulted in the creation of mixed communities and ethnically mixed offspring 
who have the genetic and cultural ancestries of both the colonized and the 
oppressed. Two particularly salient examples of hybrid populations created 
by colonial endeavors are the Mexican Mestiza/os and the Chicana/os of the 
Southwestern United States. Both groups trace their roots to the indigenous 
peoples of the Americas, and both groups are the result of forced migration 
at the hands of, and interpersonal mixing with, the colonial governments 
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317My Bloodright

of Britain, France, Spain, and later the United States.7 By the end of the 
nineteenth century, the colonial governments from Western Europe had 
been ousted from the Americas and the colonial projects as they had been 
originally conceived were dissolved. However, the governments that replaced 
the continental powers maintained colonial practices that kept the Mesti-
zos and Chicanos socially and politically disenfranchised in a postcolonial 
system of oppression.8 Postcolonialism can be understood as the influence 
of colonial projects beyond the direct subjugation of land and peoples by 
imperial forces;9 and indeed colonialist legacies echo through postcolonial 
society through the cultural, political, economic, and racialized norms of 
these formerly colonized territories. Just as the laws from a colonial project 
may carry over into the new postcolonial government, so too does the status 
and significance of the hybrid. It is because the hybrid represents a challenge 
to the socio-political hierarchies of the postcolonial government that they 
are regulated officially through codified law or unofficially through cultural 
hegemony.

One particularly powerful way in which marginalized racial groups, such as 
those that occupy spaces of hybridity, Blackness, and Latinidad in the context 
of the United States, have been regulated is through mass-mediated narratives 
that are typically controlled by members of the dominant culture. Critical 
Race Theory holds that race is a concept that is socially constructed, and 
that within the United States non-White racialized identities are constructed 
in such a way that devalues them with legal, economic, social, and political 
implications.10 Research has shown that mass media narratives often facilitate 
this devaluation of non-White racialized identities.11 Narratives represented 
within the news often perpetuate stereotypes that characterize non-Whites as 
being criminals,12 abusing public assistance programs,13 and generally being 
unimportant.14 Furthermore, creative works such as music or fictional narra-
tives also often perpetuate stereotypes that non-White racial identities exist 
for the purpose of elevating White characters,15 and are defined by intense 
violence,16 sexual deviance,17 and cultural savagery.18 These narratives that 
are propagated through popular culture shape public perceptions of minority 
groups,19 and thus influence the lived experiences of those that have non-
White racial identities.

Those that occupy the racialized Third Space of hybridity have not been 
immune to the malignance of dehumanizing mass-mediated narratives. 
Those who desecrate the socially sacred ethnic categories by transcending 
them have historically been oppressed through the narrative logics related 
to hybridity. A prime example of this is the figure that was once termed 
the mulatto, those who are born of African and European ancestry in the 
United States. This figure has historically been represented as a tragic 
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318 Gabriel A. Cruz

character in popular narratives; a pitiable miscreant for whom the audience 
may sympathize, because were it not for their unfortunate African lineage, 
they could be someone of significance.20 This trope has existed in various 
forms and has evolved from heavy-handed arguments against integration to 
critiques of social norms regarding the treatment of disparate communities.21 
A few examples of characters of differing ethnic backgrounds who struggled 
whether externally or internally as a result of their bi-racial ancestry include 
Injun Joe from Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Star Trek’s 
Spock, and DC’s Aquaman (both in comic narratives and his recent film 
adaptation).

This chapter is concerned with another such modern iteration of the 
hybrid identity, Erik “Killmonger” Stevens, also known as Prince N’Jadaka. 
In particular, I focus on the iteration depicted within the 2018 film Black 
Panther as opposed to the original comic book character that served as 
the basis for the film adaptation. Moving forward, I will be referring to 
this character as Killmonger for the sake of consistency. In the narrative 
of the film Black Panther, the character of Killmonger is the product of 
an inter-ethnic relationship between Prince N’Jobu (Sterling K. Brown) of 
Wakanda and an unnamed African American woman from Oakland, CA. 
While there are very few details about Killmonger’s mother in the film, 
her absence plays a significant role in Killmonger’s character arc as it is 
apparent that he is an orphan once his father is killed by King T’Chaka 
of Wakanda. In the movie commentary included in the Blu-ray edition 
of the film, director Ryan Coogler articulates the plight of Killmonger’s 
mother, “The idea was when you see those guys talking over the paper-
work in the beginning of the film, they’re talking about a way to break 
her out of jail,” Coogler explains. “The idea was they never got her out, 
and she passed away in prison, so Killmonger didn’t come up with a mom  
either.”22

This commentary from Coogler in addition to what is indicated in the film 
reinforces the tragic narrative of Killmonger’s origins while also affirming 
his status as a hybrid. The villain is the result of a coupling between his 
American mother, who is represented as being held in a U.S. prison, and his 
Wakandan father. Due to Killmonger’s dual ancestry of Wakanda and the 
United States, and in particular because of his internalized ethnic Wakandan 
identity and his upbringing in the United States, he occupies the Third Space. 
His hybrid identity is also reflected in the details of his aesthetic construction. 
Specifically, his use of African American Vernacular English representing 
his American cultural upbringing, and his War Dog tattoo that indicates his 
ancestry and also serves as a type of passport into Wakanda. Later in this 
chapter, I address Killmonger’s hybrid identity and the implications within 
the narrative rhetoric of the text.
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319My Bloodright

NARRATIVE + VISUAL CRITIQUE

This chapter is centered around answering three guiding questions related to 
narrative logics within Black Panther.23 (1) How does the film conceptualize 
hybridity and the Third Space? (2) What narrative logics are present within 
the text regarding colonialism? (3) What narrative rhetorical assertions are 
made regarding reconciling postcolonial systems of inequality toward the 
ultimate goal of social justice?

In order to answer these questions, I have engaged in a close reading of 
the text and applied both Narrative and Visual Rhetorical critique informed 
by literature related to critical race theory, hybridity, and postcolonialism. 
Narrative critique involves the examination of stories and evaluating them 
in terms of their fidelity with the experiences of the audience, internal 
coherence, and the rhetorical values presented within the story.24 In particular, 
this study focuses on the rhetorical values embedded in the narrative as well 
as the logics presented in the form of endorsed vs. villainized perspectives, 
behaviors, and ideologies. In doing so, I position the film Black Panther25 
as a persuasive text that attempts to appeal to audiences through certain 
messages related to race and power. Complementary to this analysis of the 
narrative, I also utilize visual rhetorical critique in order to further reveal the 
values and messages conveyed through the text as a visual medium.26 Visual 
rhetoric holds that images are laden with persuasive ideological messages 
by virtue of their production by humans. Therefore, it is appropriate to 
apply visual rhetorical critique to this film as the purpose of this project 
is to uncover and engage with the persuasive messages present in the text 
related to matters of race and power. In the application of both methods, 
I have elected to prioritize the narrative logics within the text and use the 
visual elements of the film in service of supporting those logics. I engaged in 
another close reading of the text to examine the ways in which the narrative 
and visual elements within the film conveyed persuasive assertions related 
to hybridity, colonialism, and reconciling postcolonial oppression. They can 
be organized into three overarching categories that address each respective 
research question. The first category considers Wakanda as a colonial power, 
the second category addresses Killmonger’s hybridity, and the third category 
discusses the narrative rhetorical logics regarding postcolonial inequality that 
are present within the text.

WAKANDA AS A COLONIAL POWER

To begin, it is important that we appropriately position Wakanda as a colonial 
power. In the film, Wakanda operates as an ostensibly isolationist country 
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320 Gabriel A. Cruz

and maintains a guise of being a Third-World nation whose economy is 
primarily rooted in agricultural production. This external representation of 
being an impoverished nation is meant to deceive other nations and obscure 
the truth: that Wakanda is the most technologically advanced and wealthy 
country in the world. Wakanda’s advancement as a society is perhaps best 
illustrated through the bewilderment of CIA Agent Everett Ross (Martin 
Freeman) when he awakes to discover that he has been healed by Wakandan 
medicine and marvels at the technological advancements of a nation he once 
understood to be impoverished. In addition, T’Challa’s sister Shuri (Letitia 
Wright) is in charge of the vibranium labs and technological advancements. 
Yet, Wakanda’s status as a secret international superpower state is not 
enough to categorize the nation as a colonial power. There are three elements 
of Wakanda that characterize the nation as an imperial power that engages in 
colonial projects: its national creation myth, the War Dog network, and the 
practice of its rulers in creating revisionist history.

In the beginning of the film, Prince N’Jobu regales the young Killmonger 
with a voice-over story about the origins of the first Black Panther and how he 
united the Border Tribe, River Tribe, Merchant Tribe, and Mining Tribe into 
a unified country while the Jabari Tribe refused the union and instead settled 
into the mountains of Wakanda. This narrative told by Prince N’Jobu serves 
as a national myth that emphasizes the unity of the tribes while glossing over 
important details that were likely present in the actual history of the founding 
of Wakanda. Details such as whether there was resistance from any of the 
four tribes, how the peace was actually brokered, whether there was insur-
rection at any time, or if there was any inequality in the original unification 
are missing. Indeed, quite a bit of detail is absent from this priming narrative. 
At the very least, one might expect N’Jobu to explain how the tribes became 
their modern iterations. Why was one tribe relegated to mining while another 
became the warrior tribe that defends Wakanda’s borders? The mining of 
vibranium presumably falls under the purview of the Mining Tribe, does this 
give them a position of honor or are they instead a caste of exploited laborers? 
These details are conspicuously missing from the myth. This national myth 
reduces the dimensionality of the actual history of Wakanda, and instead 
offers a narrative that is devoid of details that might suggest a shameful past 
or less than utopic present, all for the purpose of creating a homogenous 
national identity for Wakandans. This type of myth is valuable for a colonial 
power that promotes an isolationist, and thus us-vs-them, national identity. 
Additionally, in the reference guide comic book Marvel Atlas #1,27 Wakanda 
is described as having eighteen tribes, all of which have a seat in the nation’s 
parliament. However for the film, the parliament was replaced with the 
notably less democratic royal council wherein elders from each of the five 
tribes advise the crown. This conceptualization of the Wakandan government 
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321My Bloodright

reflects a more imperial imagining of Wakanda and reinforces the colonial 
aspect of the country.

This is consistent with modern iterations of colonial narratives about the 
creation of the United States such as the colonization of the Americas and 
alleged spreading of civilization to the First Nations.28 Absent from such 
narratives about the founding of the United States or even modern narra-
tives about the treatment of colonized populations are the historical details, 
the consequences of which have been felt if not explicitly heard. In this sort 
of myth-making, narratives about events, such as the genocide of Native 
Americans29 or the brutal exploitation of immigrants for labor,30 are omitted 
because they disrupt stories that are meant to instill national pride. In this 
way, Wakanda is culturally represented to the audience as a technological 
utopia of Afrofuturism devoid of any human rights violations that likely 
characterized its past.

The network of international Wakandan spies, referred to as the War Dogs, 
are the colonial project that Wakanda actively utilizes to exercise international 
influence for national interests. Typically, when one conceptualizes a colonial 
project, one thinks of the forceful occupation of territories and the direct 
subjugation of indigenous people. Within the context of the film, I position 
the War Dogs as a colonial project, because the ultimate function of the spy 
network is to extract resources, in the form of information, from nation-
states without their knowledge or consent for the purpose of advancing the 
interests of the Wakanda leadership. The methods of doing so include covert 
operations, such as undercover reconnaissance and the use of lethal force, 
when necessary. Wakanda does not need to extract material resources from 
other countries, rather it harvests international information as that is the one 
resource that it needs that it cannot produce within its own borders.

The War Dogs were represented within the film in three distinct instances. 
The first involved Prince N’Jobu’s post in the United States. While the actual 
goal of his official mission in the United States was unclear, it was apparent 
that it likely involved the surveillance of the United States’s treatment of 
African-Americans and other minority groups within that country. During 
his conversation with King T’Chaka, Prince N’Jobu details all the ways 
in which the African American community has been oppressed, and he 
pleads unsuccessfully with the king to allow him to aid these communities. 
The second representation of the War Dogs is Nakia’s (Lupita Nyong’o) 
mission to liberate women that are being trafficked by soldiers in Africa. 
This depiction of women being transported by armed guards that are clearly 
represented as villains appears to be a visual reference to the now infamous 
2014 kidnapping of 276 school girls by the terrorist group Boko Haram 
in Nigeria.31 Nakia’s mission was to infiltrate the organization as one of 
the victims in order to presumably dismantle the entire human trafficking 

Afrofuturism in Black Panther : Gender, Identity, and the Re-Making of Blackness, edited by Karen A. Ritzenhoff, and Renée T.
         White, Lexington Books, 2021. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uncg/detail.action?docID=6738055.
Created from uncg on 2022-04-13 14:58:02.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

1.
 L

ex
in

gt
on

 B
oo

ks
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



322 Gabriel A. Cruz

operation; however, the mission was cut short by the interference of Prince 
T’Challa (Chadwick Boseman) due to his need for her presence at his 
coronation ceremony. The mission ends with T’Challa and Nakia fighting and 
defeating the human traffickers, which suggests the permissibility of violence 
in this endeavor. It is also very likely that the mission would have resulted 
in Nakia using lethal force to dismantle the trafficking ring anyway, had the 
mission been allowed to continue and reach its intended conclusion. The third 
depiction is perhaps the strongest evidence that the War Dogs are a colonial 
project used to serve the interests of Wakanda. During Killmonger’s brief 
reign as the King of Wakanda, he orders the arming of oppressed descendants 
of the African Diaspora for the purpose of overthrowing the global North, 
developed countries whose wealth was built through colonial projects and 
who were largely responsible for the historic enslavement of Africans. In 
order to do so, he uses the War Dogs network to arm these communities in 
places like New York City, London, and Hong Kong. The speed with which 
this plan was initiated suggests that (1) the War Dogs posed no significant 
resistance to Killmonger’s vision of an overthrown global North, possibly 
due to a willingness to enact violence even on behalf of a newly crowned king 
of ostensibly foreign origin, and (2) previously established connections to 
oppressed communities in these different countries, likely for the purpose of 
gathering intelligence and perhaps even for instigating insurrection in those 
nations not unlike Killmonger’s plan.

In addition to the use of national myths and the War Dogs colonial project, 
Wakanda can also be positioned as a colonial power by understanding its 
use of revisionist history. Similar to the national myth that likely depicts a 
mono-dimensional view of the country’s history, the royalty of Wakanda, 
particularly King T’Chaka (John Kani) and to a lesser extent King T’Challa, 
attempt to rewrite Wakanda’s recent past by denying the existence and 
legitimacy of Killmonger as the son of Prince N’Jobu and one who has a 
rightful claim to the throne of Wakanda. The news that Killmonger was the 
son of his uncle came as a shock to T’Challa, and when he had an opportunity 
to speak to his father in the Ancestral Plane, T’Challa confronted him. 
This moment of conflict is symbolic of T’Challa working to acknowledge 
and confront the broader colonial sins of Wakanda, while also setting the 
young king on his way to envisioning a different future. When T’Challa 
asked T’Chaka why he had left Killmonger in the United States as a boy, 
the deceased king answered that “he was the truth I chose to omit”32 for the 
sake of Wakanda. This sentiment, that the truth of Killmonger’s bi-ethnic 
heritage should be kept from others for the sake of Wakanda, was shared by 
T’Challa when Killmonger first confronted him in the throne room. During 
the interaction, T’Challa quietly acknowledges the truth of Killmonger’s 
status as a member of the royal family but refuses to openly acknowledge 
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323My Bloodright

it until it becomes clear that the only way to rid Wakanda of Killmonger is 
to fight him in ritual combat. T’Chaka and T’Challa’s decision to ignore the 
legitimacy of Killmonger as Prince N’Jadaka represents a desire to revise 
Wakanda’s history in a manner that is beneficial for the status quo and 
maintains the nobility associated with the kings as individuals and as symbols 
of the nation’s morality. The truth of Killmonger’s existence would inspire 
critique against the crown and invite potential challenges, especially since 
Killmonger’s existence was tied to Prince N’Jobu’s attack on Wakanda and 
his eventual plan to free Killmonger’s mother from prison. Such a scandal 
would have instilled distrust of the royal family of Wakanda in the Wakandan 
public. In this way, it is clear that King T’Chaka’s initial decision to revise 
history and obscure the existence of Killmonger was not only an attempt 
to keep his family from the shame of Prince N’Jobu’s actions but to also 
prevent any potential threats to his rule. In the next subsection, I will discuss 
Killmonger’s positionality as a hybrid who acts as a symbol of grievances 
against colonial power.

 KILLMONGER AND HYBRIDITY

Drawing from Stuart Hall’s concept of the Black aesthetic, which contends 
that characters that occupy the space of Blackness are textured with elements 
of Black culture in ways that are ideological,33 I argue that Killmonger’s 
Black hybrid aesthetic is also ideologically constructed. Within the film, Kill-
monger’s hybrid identity is ideologically constructed in three distinct ways: 
through the composition of the character in terms of visual elements and his 
narrative arc; his hatred for his ancestry; and his desire to overthrow colonial 
oppression by inverting the global North/South dynamic.

Killmonger’s hybridity is first established within the narrative when we 
learn that his parentage is both Wakandan and African American. At first, 
one might feel compelled to consider Killmonger’s racial identity as mono-
dimensionally Black. However, this would be a superficial assessment of the 
character as it ignores the cultural boundaries between Wakandan and African- 
American societies and their intersectional influences on Killmonger’s life. 
Killmonger not only has a dual national identity granted through his birth 
in the United States and royal lineage, along with the Wakandan War Dog 
lip tattoo, he also has dual cultural identities. Killmonger may “pass” as 
traditionally African American in the context of the United States but his 
cultural identity is a defining component of his character in much the same 
way that ethnic identities have been an important part of immigrant groups 
that have come to the United States. This cultural identity is also reinforced 
visually and narratively in the text. One example of this is the War Dog 
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324 Gabriel A. Cruz

tattoo that Killmonger possesses, a luminescent script tattooed on the inside 
of his lip that resembles his father’s War Dog tattoo and clearly denotes his 
own status as being associated with the War Dogs. It is most likely that this 
tattoo came from his father and was created to denote Killmonger’s claim 
to Wakandan society. In this way, Killmonger is visually marked as being 
Wakandan in addition to his cultural roots and lived experience in the African 
American community in the United States. His hybridity is also signified by 
his Wakandan name and his ability to speak Xhosa. In the text, Killmonger 
speaks both languages fluently, a code-switching tactic that helps him to 
cross the cultural boundaries that separate his ancestral roots. Killmonger also 
utilizes his Wakandan name, N’Jadaka, when confronting T’Challa for the 
throne of Wakanda. This scene in the film represents Killmonger’s attempt 
at stepping out from his position in the Third Space and into the space of his 
father’s cultural identity by virtue of claiming his right to challenge T’Challa 
for the throne.

These elements of the character position Killmonger as a hybrid, and I 
contend that he displays qualities consistent with the Mulatto trope. This 
is particularly evident when considering that the Mulatto is a tragic figure34 
whose disposition is rooted in their bi-racial origin. In this instance, rather 
than being defined by depression stemming from an African American 
heritage, as is typically the case with the Mulatto trope, Killmonger possesses 
a rage and hatred for Wakanda for two reasons. The first is that King T’Chaka 
murdered Killmonger’s father and left him to die unceremoniously on the 
floor of his apartment. The second reason for Killmonger’s rage is Wakanda’s 
long-standing practice of refusing to intervene on a global level and help 
empower the oppressed. Killmonger’s hate defines the character in much the 
same way that the Mulatto trope is defined by the tragedy that the character 
experiences.

The character’s desire for revenge combined with his elite U.S. military 
training as part of the Army S.E.A.L.S. team and impressive record for lethal 
efficiency as a sniper allowed him to make his way into the Wakandan throne 
room, defeat T’Challa in ritual combat, and gain control of Wakanda’s mili-
tary might. Once Killmonger ascended to the throne of Wakanda, he became 
an imminent threat to the global North. Killmonger’s positionality as a hybrid 
character and his defiance of colonial oppression is visually signified by his 
adornment of the Igbo Mgbedike, a mask associated with the Igbo tribe. 
Killmonger reclaims the mask when he visits the British Museum in London 
to retrieve a vibranium weapon from the exhibit with the help of the villain 
Ulysses Klaue (Andy Serkins), a criminal Caucasian arms dealer who has 
been an enemy of the Wakandans for decades.

The Igbo tribe earned a reputation for resisting the Trans-Atlantic Slave 
Trade, even to the point of suicide as illustrated in the folklore story of the 
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Igbo Landing.35 According to the story, a group of Igbo Africans who were 
sold into slavery in Savannah, GA, violently overthrew their captors and 
committed mass suicide once free. The contention of the story is that the 
Igbo would rather die than live a life of slavery,36 a strategy that is echoed 
in Killmonger’s final battle with T’Challa. His defiance of colonial rule is 
a salient part of the character of Killmonger which in this context is rooted 
in his disgust in the oppression that stems from colonial/postcolonial power 
and influence. Visually, the image of Killmonger dressing and speaking in 
a way consistent with modern depictions of African American identity and 
then wearing an Igbo mask into combat as he initially rescued Klaue from 
captivity reinforced his corporeal symbolism of not just being hybrid but a 
militant hybrid with a strong connection to the African continent. Ultimately, 
Killmonger assassinates Klaue as a form of trophy kill and strongman to 
endear himself to T’Challa’s allies as a superior warrior.

NARRATIVE LOGIC ABOUT RESOLVING 
POSTCOLONIAL INEQUALITY

Broadly, the narrative arc of the film centers around the conflict between 
Killmonger, the symbol of postcolonial inequality and hybridity, and King 
T’Challa, who encapsulates royalty and colonialist expansion through the 
covert interventionist program referred to as the War Dogs. Killmonger’s 
origin and positionality as a traumatized occupant of the hybrid Third 
Space serves as symbol for the postcolonial effects that characterize former 
colonial projects such as the United States, Canada, and Mexico. In this 
way, the systemic socio-political violence and inequality, such as extreme-
policing, economic discrimination, and political disenfranchisement, that 
often oppresses minority communities37 who were incorporated into colonial 
projects in subordinate or subaltern positions become represented in the 
character of Killmonger. Following this interpretation of the text, the 
narrative arc of Killmonger ultimately seizing the throne of Wakanda and 
attempting to instigate international revolution and armed struggle against 
articulated colonial powers serves as a case for the need to reconcile the 
postcolonial legacies that haunt modern nations. In essence, the narrative 
logic here is that the trauma endured by racial minority groups persists and 
serves as a platform for the critique of society, and the voices that critique this 
power must be considered legitimate or else risk the deterioration of social 
fabric and collateral damage that would inevitably follow.

While Killmonger’s methods of critiquing colonial power are clearly 
problematic by virtue of propagating violence, especially violence against 
civilian targets, his anger against the nation of Wakanda and its contribution 
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to the dichotomy of the global North and South are justified. His justifica-
tion is supported by not just his own personal trauma at the hands of the 
Wakanda royal family but for the reasons that he articulates in the film, 
wherein he asserts that Wakanda has a responsibility as a singularly advanced 
and powerful nation to aid in the liberation of those whose origins trace 
back to the African Diaspora and the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade. At first, 
Killmonger convinces the fellow tribal leaders as well as General Okoye 
that he will use vibranium weapons to militarize the rest of the world for 
armed struggle. The Dora Milaje Amazonian warriors are loyal but then turn 
against the new king to embrace T’Challa’s ideology of peaceful conflict  
resolution.

Ultimately, after a series of impressive fight scenes, King T’Challa rec-
ognizes the legitimacy of Killmonger’s critiques against Wakanda both 
personally and systemically. I contend that the narrative logic within the text 
is that the morally correct approach to dealing with critical voices rooted 
in systems of oppression is to legitimize their grievances and recognize the 
validity of recommendations for working to end the postcolonial legacies of 
oppression. In the film, this perspective is represented in King T’Challa’s 
ultimate decision to reveal the truth of Wakanda’s power and wealth to the 
international community in the epilogue of Black Panther at the United 
Nations. Additionally, T’Challa creates an international outreach program 
based in Oakland, CA, in the childhood home of Killmonger (specifically the 
apartment complex where Prince N’Jobu was murdered). This is especially 
significant because of Oakland’s above-average poverty rate and higher than 
average African American population.38 These efforts suggest that the narra-
tive arc endorses the logic that colonial forces and postcolonial legacies must 
be actively counteracted and that it is the burden of those in power to listen 
to marginalized voices and work toward equitable solutions for reconciling 
historical grievances particularly those that still shape the dynamics of mod-
ern society. Furthermore, the conclusion of the film suggests that T’Challa 
recognizes the struggles Killmonger endured and that the best way to help 
is to engage in direct educational outreach instead of relying on the federal 
government which has been largely responsible for the oppression of African-
Americans as described by Prince N’Jobu in the beginning of the film. This 
outreach comes in the form of the initiative that is to be led by Shuri, and 
the decision for her to lead this program is evidence of a more boots-on-the 
ground approach from the royal family as opposed to having an intermedi-
ary run of the operation. The location and choice of leadership also suggests 
that this is a personal investment in the African American community rather 
than merely spreading the socio-political influence of Wakanda in the United 
States.
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CONCLUSION

This film puts forth a few different logics about the validity of grievances 
rooted in colonial oppression and postcolonial systems of inequality and how 
those grievances should be addressed. Killmonger’s racialized hybrid identity 
positions the character as an existential critique of Wakanda’s colonial 
endeavors through the War Dogs program. Additionally, his actions in the film 
embody the argument that the nations of the global North have a responsibility 
to use their power and capital to reconcile with their colonial histories, that 
is, the descendants of the African Diaspora and the Trans-Atlantic Slave 
Trade. The rhetorical assertion made by the narrative endorses Killmonger’s 
claims of the responsibility of the global North in the empowerment of the 
marginalized. The text simultaneously condemns acts of violence in service 
of this goal and instead endorses a more moderate and sustainable approach: 
outreach and socio-economic and political empowerment rather than violent 
extremism. However, it should be noted that the sustainability of this solution 
for reconciling historical grievances is predicated on the maintenance of 
systems of power that have historically and continue to benefit from the 
wealth generated by postcolonial legacies. Unfortunately, following this 
mode of reasoning, it is unlikely that such systems of power are likely to 
significantly suffer as these dominant power structures adapt to the shifting 
landscape that they are helping to create.

This is important to consider as the text also carries an underlying 
implication regarding the maintenance of colonial projects even in the 
face of systemic reform. Wakanda maintains, to the best of the audiences’ 
knowledge, the War Dogs program which served as the initial impetus for 
this colonial critique and the creation of Killmonger as a resident of the Third 
Space. The implicit rhetorical assertion here is that even governing powers 
that enact anticolonial policies can still be trusted to maintain dominance 
through the preservation of colonial projects. In essence, governing powers 
may embrace change but only in as much as it does not threaten their 
dominance. As such, some postcolonial legacies of inequality will likely 
continue to be perpetuated.

My final contention is that the film functions as a pedagogical text relative 
to this understanding about the maintenance of power. In one sense, the 
narrative asserts that power that is inherently oppressive, as in the case of a 
monarchy that is founded on the exclusion of antiassimilationist perspectives 
(Jabari Tribe) and the maintenance of a rigid class system (the various 
Wakandan tribes), can ultimately be wielded for positive outcomes. However, 
following this logic to its natural conclusion would inevitably lead us to a 
stark understanding: an oppressive system of power and governance that is 
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not radically reformed will continue to produce more violent extremists like 
Killmonger.
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