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It's never a good omen for a political group when the FBI director positions you right in the government's crosshairs. In 1969, J. Edgar Hoover reportedly saw the Black Panthers as, in his words, "the greatest threat to the internal security of our country" [source: Blake]. Hoover created a counterintelligence program known as
COINTELPRO expressly to bring about the group's demise. Ironically, it was the feel-good breakfast program that most irked Hoover, because it was seen as an organizing tool that simultaneously brought racial discrepancies to the attention of up-and-coming generations [source: Elder].COINTELPRO placed FBI informants on the inside
to incite discord between members and leaders, which helped to eventually tear the party apart. Infiltrators also had a hand in encouraging violence that would eventually be used as fodder for police raids. One of the most controversial COINTELPRO raids resulted in the assassination of rising party leader and Illinois NAACP branch head
Fred Hampton, only 21 years old. Working on an informant's tip, the FBI and Chicago police raided his home and shot Hampton to death while in his bed. No one was ever convicted of wrongdoing, but his family was paid a significant settlement by the city, state and federal governments [source: Blake]. His story is portrayed in the 2021
Golden Globe-Nominated drama "Judas and the Black Messiah."Further violence in the form of a 1969 shootout between 200 L.A. police and six party members continued to see the party butt heads with the government. Fortunately, no one died in that altercation, but it was heavily publicized [source: Elder].Although many members
continued to fight for the cause, some leaders became abusive of their power and openly promoted violence. Nineteen-year-old Alex Rackley, with the New Haven chapter, a suspected FBI informant, was tortured and murdered by other party members. Ideological disagreements (some wanted to concentrate on the social programs,
others on the revolutionary struggle) split the party and membership began to dwindle. A couple of party leaders, including Seale, unsuccessfully ran for office in the years following the scandals, but the party eventually collapsed in the later part of the 1970s [source: Weise].Former leaders followed their own career and life paths in the
years after the Black Panthers stalled. Founder Newton went on to earn a Ph.D. in social philosophy, but his demons caught up with him and he was killed in a drug altercation gone bad in 1989 [source: Duncan]. After being released from prison (he was convicted as one of the Chicago Eight), Seale adopted a nonviolent stance on social
change, and has since become a published author, family man and adviser to political activists [source: Biography].Kathleen Cleaver earned her law degree from Yale University after returning to the U.S. following years in exile. Her Panther-related activities continued long after the group disbanded, as she helped get party member Elmer
"Geronimo" Pratt's murder conviction overturned after he served 27 years in prison. She is now a law professor at Emory University School of Law in Atlanta [sources: Hello Beautiful Staff, African American Registry].Today, a number of civil rights groups in the U.S. and elsewhere employ some of the same tactics and beliefs as the
Panthers, including the well-known organization Black Lives Matter. Others, like the New Black Panthers, have been dubbed "a racist and anti-Semitic" hate group, and firmly disavowed by the original Panthers [source: Evans].Originally Published: Jan 26, 2017 From the moment it was announced that Black Panther was getting a solo
film, there hasn't been a corner of Black Twitter that isn't ablaze. Black Panther is the superhero that we've all been waiting for, and every new detail teased about the film just highlighted the black-as-hell-ness of it all. In location, in inspiration, and in execution, Black Panther is an African tale — and it felt, for a moment while I was
watching the film, like Black Panther was also for an African audience. As in, only for an African audience — an African audience who could understand these cultural influences, an African audience who was finally seeing themselves represented in a major superhero film, an African audience that did not, necessarily, include me. But I
was wrong.My initial assumption didn't come out of nowhere. Though I am African, I was neither born nor raised in Africa. I'm a Caribbean American, admittedly more American than Caribbean. As such, what Black Panther means to me is different than what Black Panther means to a Nigerian American, which is different than what Black
Panther means to a Nigerian — and what all of us take from the film or understand about the film will be different as well. But, thankfully, the movie makes the point there's no wrong way to see yourself you see in these faces that look like yours. Black Panther gives you a safe space to ask those questions about your culture and how
close you feel to it — in fact, the movie actually encourages you to ask those questions.Of course, I'm not disavowing my African roots. I'm a part of the African diaspora — African in ethnicity. But I'm no closer to the cultures there than research can get me. I can celebrate Black Panther for having a cast that looks like me, but as I sat and
watched the film, equal parts fascinated and thrilled, there was another, larger part of me that had to come to terms with the fact that I did not understand it. The culture of Wakanda, influenced by the cultures of African countries like Nigeria, Kenya, Uganda, South Africa, and the Congo, were as foreign to me as they likely were to the
white man sitting in the theater next to me.Even if that didn't stop me from loving the movie and empathizing with the characters, it was a humbling experience. But it was also an oddly galvanizing one, which pushed me to want to know more about my cultural background. Especially since the loss of culture — especially for members of
the Diaspora — is one of the major plot points of the film. Black Panther spoilers ahead.Nowhere are the negative consequences of of the African Diaspora on cultural heritage more evident than in the movie's villain. Michael B. Jordan's Erik "Killmonger" Stevens was born in Wakanda but, unlike T'Challa (aka Black Panther), he wasn't
raised in the country — at least not for very long. Instead, he was raised in Oakland, CA, in what appeared to be a rundown neighborhood. Between that and his eventual job as a black-ops soldier, Killmonger got to see the many ways in which black people were suffering in a world that seemed socially and politically designed to keep
them down — and how they were suffering as Wakandans lived in safety and splendor behind their high-tech barriers.Thus, Killmonger is motivated by his desire — no matter how bloodthirsty — to right that wrong. And though his methods are cruel and villainous, his stance on bringing Wakandan culture and technology to other Africans
is not; it's echoed earlier in the film by Nakia, a Wakandan spy who tries to encourage T'Challa to open Wakanda to the refugees desperately in need of sanctuary. In the end, T'Challa listens to both Nakia and Killmonger, and Wakanda opens its borders. Because, as he says at a press conference at the end of the film, we are stronger as
a culture when connect with each other instead of focusing on our differences or hiding behind our barriers.Of course, T'Challa had sympathetic reasons for keeping Wakandan culture separate even from other Africans. He worried, like many Wakandans worried, that revealing themselves to the world would lead to a dilution of that culture
and an invitation for imperialism. And the Wakandans have history on their side to justify those fears. After all, they represent a futuristic version of what the countries and tribes of the continent could have become if not for European colonialism — if not for the geological barriers forced upon us that led me to wonder if I was African
enough to understand this film.As an African American, even one from Jamaica, it's hard not to agree with Wakanda's fears. My island was "founded" when Christopher Columbus claimed the Taíno and Arawak-inhabited island of "Xaymaca" for Spain in the 1400s until the Spanish were forcibly evicted by the English in the 1600s. The
English imported so many African slaves that the population was about 94 percent black by 1774, according to Trevor Burnard in a 1994 Journal of Social History report. There were several slave rebellions (and several slave resistances) throughout the 1600s to the 1800s that led to the Abolition Bill of 1808; the Bill abolished slavery on
the island, but left the societal system in place that prevented the Africans from advancing or prospering. The economic hardships that continued after emancipation led to more rebellions and more deaths; even now, 56 years after Jamaica declared their independence in 1962, many Jamaicans still live near or under the poverty line. Yes,
I can go there today and see black faces reflected in billboards and advertisements, on products and in most of the people that I pass — but I know it was a long and bloody battle to get there and I know we have a long way still to go to truly prosper in a post-slavery world. So, whether I'm from Africa or not, the fact that Wakanda avoided
engaging with the Western world for as long as they did feels like a victory for all black people. It's an inspiring thought: how great we could be if we could have freely celebrated our own culture free from colonialism.Because that is what, more than anything else, the African Diaspora robbed us of: our culture. We were stripped of our
names and given new ones more palatable to white masters. We were stripped of our humanity to justify our mistreatment by, sale to, and segregation from white people. Even now, there are many African Americans who have no idea from what part of Africa their ancestors descended or what their true heritage is; I'm one of them. And
there are just as many African Americans who hate being called African American at all; Raven-Symoné told Oprah in 2015 that she identifies as "American" rather than "African American," Whoopi Goldberg declared the same thing on The View in 2016, and JAY-Z wrote a whole song about an unconfirmed OJ Simpson quote where
Simpson denied being black at all. And that's because many of the Diaspora know as much about Africa as your average white man, which is mostly negative stereotypes about how poor or how dirty the countries in the "Dark Continent" are — the same continent where life reportedly began (though this has been disputed). It's like
Dwayne Wong wrote for The Huffington Post in January 2016, "So many African Americans simply do not see themselves as Africans. Yet, centuries of discrimination and being treated as second-class citizens has also taught African Americans that they still are not fully American either."Therein lies the conflict in being a member of the
African Diaspora and watching Black Panther. It's one of the few depictions of Africa in mainstream media that focuses not on the negative, but instead paints a picture of the continent that makes it as heroic and beloved as it was to our ancestors, as it should be today. But this is an Africa that we've been taught not to recognize, an Africa
that it can be all too easy for us to culturally appropriate (yes, black people can culturally appropriate) in our excitement. These are all the things that I considered as I watched Black Panther, as I was torn between empathizing with Killmonger and silently wishing that Wakanda would keep their borders closed to "colonizers" and
"Americans" like Martin Freeman's Everett Ross. And I don't know that these are things that a Kenyan American would consider as they watch the film, or that a South African would consider as they watch the film. I don't even know if these thoughts, these historical considerations, are unique to me, or if they would be shared by other
Jamaican Americans. All I know is this: there's no right or wrong way to connect with this movie as a black person. There's no right or wrong way to answer the hard questions about how much of the culture celebrated in Black Panther is your culture and your heritage. Near the end of the film, Killmonger and T'Challa watch the sun set on
Wakanda, and Killmonger talks about how his father once called this the most beautiful sight in the world — a sight that Killmonger never thought he would get to see before he died. I held that moment in my chest as I left the theater, thinking of everything I don't know, everything I haven't seen, everything I haven't experienced when it
comes to my own culture. And I promised myself that I would start asking those questions about, and having those experiences within, the culture that was taken from me. The culture I almost took from myself. The culture Black Panther reminded me to celebrate. Skip To Content Black Panther | Marvel Marvel’s Black Panther movie is
about to hit theaters, and it’s making headlines as an important installment in the franchise. Each film in the Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) serves a thematic purpose, from Captain America: Civil War‘s resetting the table for all our heroes, to Doctor Strange‘s journey into the occult. A strong argument can be made that Black
Panther‘s purpose is even more profound than either of those though. So what exactly will it accomplish in an already-accomplished MCU? More than you might think, and for reasons you may very well not expect. 1. Hollywood (still) has a diversity problem, and the solution starts with superhero movies Chris Rock at the Oscars | Kevin
Winter/Getty Images Every year, a study surfaces that reminds us that Hollywood is still miles away from solving its issues with diversity. One such study comes from USC’s Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism. It pulled no punches in labeling the movie industry as “the epicenter of cultural inequality,” pointing toward the
meager 31% of 2015’s highest grossing films that included speaking roles for women (who remember, make up 50% of the population). Things are made even worse by the fact that 17% of those movies didn’t feature a single African-American. Enter Black Panther. Of the cast, all but two of the primary actors are African-American, and
several are women. It’s a first for any superhero movie in the modern era, and coming off the heels of Luke Cage‘s 2016 debut on Netflix, it represents a marked step in a much-needed direction. If Hollywood is truly going to improve its massive problem with representation, it starts with the movies and TV shows that tell us who our heroes
are. 2. It will continue to expand the boundaries of the MCU Wakanda in Marvel’s Black Panther comics | Marvel In its early years, the MCU was a decidedly small world (Thor excepted). Even with Asgard established as an alternate kingdom, and even with Guardians of the Galaxy taking us to the outer reaches of space, the primary
conflicts of the franchise took place largely on American soil. Avengers: Age of Ultron then took things to Eastern Europe, Captain America: Civil War featured a climax in Russia, and next, Doctor Strange will bring us to other dimensions entirely. Black Panther will continue to expand the boundaries of the MCU with the fictional nation of
Wakanda, a country considered in the comics to be the most advanced in the world. It’s important to establish that our heroes aren’t simply white Americans protecting a single country, especially with the stakes of most conflicts usually involving the rest of the world. Suffice it to say, infusing an African nation into the narrative goes a long
way toward accomplishing that goal. 3. Director Ryan Coogler and his first step into a new universe Ryan Coogler | Andrew Goth / Getty Images After his amazing work on Fruitvale Station and Creed, there’s little reason to doubt Ryan Coogler’s acumen as a director. Hollywood (and more specifically Disney) has developed a habit of
bringing in accomplished directors without experience on big-budget tentpole films to handle … well, their big-budget tentpole films. We saw it with Lucasfilm’s hiring of Rian Johnson for Star Wars, and Universal bringing on Colin Trevorrow for Jurassic World. Ryan Coogler will be the next in line with Black Panther, bringing his
considerable creative insight in tow. Marvel isn’t short on talented directors, but it’s exciting nonetheless when they add another one to the ranks. 4. Tying together the rest of the MCU’s story Black Panther in Captain America: Civil War | Marvel Captain America: Civil War made sure we were familiar enough with Black Panther‘s title hero
leading into his own standalone film. What it also did was show us just how Wakanda plays into the larger fate of Marvel’s stable of characters. Wakanda is now home to a cryogenically frozen Bucky Barnes, holds the world’s largest stores of vibranium (aka the metal Cap’s shield is made of), and has a significant part to play in the future
of the MCU as a whole. As screenwriter Joe Robert Cole told Slash Film, “as Wakanda’s rise to prominence happens, it will affect the MCU moving forward.” 5. A new era for the MCU Black Panther | Marvel There are plenty of releases from Marvel to get excited for in the coming years, as can be seen in this breakdown of the
company’s cinematic movie universe. However, no title carries more weight and importance than Black Panther does, and because of that, it stands tall as the MCU’s most prominent coming attraction. All we can do now is wait and see if it delivers on its massive potential. Black Panther is set to hit theaters on Feb. 16, 2018. Follow Nick
on Twitter @NickNorthwest Check out Entertainment Cheat Sheet on Facebook!
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