
The indigenous population worldwide is 
estimated to be over 426 million (Unit-

ed Nations). Given the number of Indigenous 
People, it is essential to consider their repre-
sentation in popular media which is consumed 
by many people internationally. The film Black 
Panther: Wakanda Forever, which debuted in 
2022, has garnered over 859.1 million dollars 
from the box office (D’Alessandro “Most Valu-
able Blockbuster”) and was the most watched 
Marvel global premiere on Disney Plus with 
an estimated 2.1 million U.S households who 
tuned in during the first five days of its release 
(D’Alessandro “Most Watched Marvel Global 
Premiere). With so many viewers of this me-
dia, harmful stereotypes can be perpetuated, 
casting indigenous as simple, which takes 
away their agency to represent themselves. 
Western outlets need to give voice to the in-
digenous and present the opportunity for 
them to decolonize on the global stage. It is 
crucial to analyze the portrayal of Indigenous 
People from Latin America in Black Panther: 
Wakanda Forever because of the worldwide 
audience it reaches and to see if the depiction 
is accurate. Within the film, themes emerge 

around the importance of agency in names, 
preserving land and culture, and refuting 
colonialism and its harmful stereotypes.  

Colonization and Naming as a 
Tactic of Decolonization

Since the 1500s in Central and South Amer-
ica, there has been a long history of coloni-
zation. Spain and other nations have sought 
to make the indigenous their subjects while 
acculturating and converting them to Cathol-
icism (Ginzberg 3). There were attacks on 
the people in all facets of life, from econom-
ically to spiritually, and many were enslaved 
literally or forced to rely on the conquista-
dors (Ginzberg 133). Burman states that co-
lonialism is a process that affects individuals 
in the social, political, and economic aspects 
but also in mind, body, and spirit (73). The 
process of colonization can be anything 
from eliminating a native language in favor 
of a colonizing one or religious conversion.  

There are also two distinct types of colo-
nialism, one of which is extractive colonial-
ism, where the members of a region are forced 
into work so that a nation can benefit from 
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harvesting resources from afar. In contrast, 
there is settler colonialism, where colonizers 
moved to an area and set out to eliminate the 
presence of the indigenous through accultur-
ation or displacement. Both types are present 
in Black Panther: Wakanda Forever as the in-
digenous leader K’uk’ulkan tells Shuri about 
how his people ended up in the water follow-
ing centuries of conquest and enslavement 
by surface nations because of their resources 
(1:18: 45-1:18:55). This type of settler colo-
nialism is what led to the development of Talo-
kan and now they are dealing with extractive 
colonialism as countries like France and the 
United States seek to encroach on Wakanda 
and Talokan for the attainment of vibranium.  

Due to colonial influence that continues to 
this day Indigenous Peoples and other groups 
that have been colonized must have the op-
portunity to assert their agency in the interna-
tional sector. One way this agency can be rein-
forced is by using names created for and used 
by the Indigenous Groups. This idea occurs at 
two different points during the film and is es-
sential in asserting Indigenous Groups’ identi-
ty and cultural preservation. When we are first 
introduced to K’uk’ulkan, he says that Namor 
is the name he is called by his enemies (Black 
Panther: Wakanda Forever 27:43-27:55). Later, 
we discover that this was given to him by a 
Spanish priest who called him the son of Satan 
and called him the child without love (Black 
Panther: Wakanda Forever 1:09:44-1:10:09). 
K’uk’ulkan keeps this colonizing name as a re-
minder of his hate for the surface world, but 
his people use his original name. These two 
names cast K’uk’ulkan as two different people, 
with the real him somewhere in between. On 
the one hand, he is Namor, unafraid to wage 
war on nations that threaten him and his peo-
ple. Conversely, K’uk’ulkan seeks to protect 
himself and his people, wanting to maintain 
their traditions and power while remaining in 
the home they have made. Those who do not 
know K’uk’ulkan and neglect the history of 
colonization paint him as a villain without love 
when he holds the greatest love for his nation. 

 The significance of names has given Indige-
nous People the agency to represent themselves 

as they wish. Emil Keme introduces a new term 
for Latin America. Abiayala, derived from an 
Indigenous Group, refers to the diverse Indig-
enous Groups subjected to colonization (Keme 
43). This name was created and advocated for 
by Indigenous People. Abiayala is an important 
term as it recognizes the different cultural and 
linguistic groups in South America but also 
unites them in their history of oppression and 
the current battle to be recognized legally and 
socially. These indigenous terms are how these 
people define their culture and assert autono-
my over colonial and neo-colonial influences in 
their everyday life. The use and understanding 
of these terms are crucial not just to the indige-
nous but the global population in giving power 
and voice to those who have been targeted in 
the past. Abiayala and K’uk’ulkan recognize the 
shadowed history of how the Indigenous Peo-
ple came to be in the present and allows them 
to share their complex and unique identities.  

Environmentalism, Colonialism, 
and the Capitalocene

Previous paragraphs have spoken to the de-
structivity of Western powers on the culture 
and identity of Indigenous People due to their 
thirst for resources and control. However, the 
need for profit has also harmed the environ-
ment and land many Indigenous Groups call 
home. As Treadwell (54) describes our current 
age, we are in a time distinctly marked by the 
harmful activities of humans driven by cap-
italism; we are in the Capitalocene. Colonial-
ism and capitalism are not the same but have 
similarities with a power dynamic in which one 
party seeks to control another politically, eco-
nomically, or through other means. Both ideas 
spread the idea that competition is necessary, 
that one group must dominate over another by 
any means necessary. In Black Panther: Wakan-
da Forever, the Indigenous Groups reject both 
ideas as they work to protect their land and 
keep it from being overtaken by other powers.  

The indigenous can be seen as environmen-
tal conservationists, looking to keep their wa-
ter pristine and prevent destructive activities 
like drilling and mining. In the present, one 
Indigenous Group in Peru claims their right 
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to the land and opposes both mining practices 
and the national government’s establishment 
of a Regional Conservation Area (Merino 103). 
The creation of this area negates the ancestral 
claims of the indigenous to the land, and thus 
we can see the conservation area as a point of 
neocolonialism. The indigenous claim that the 
government had no legitimate power to ban all 
activities from being conducted in that region 
and say it casts them as intruders on their ter-
ritory. Additionally, the indigenous point out 
that the land’s biodiversity exists because they 
have protected the forest and are the best con-
servationists of the land (Merino 104). Thus, we 
see how the right to protect and claim the land 
is both an issue of capitalism and colonialism; 
it is an issue of the Capitalocene. Capitalists 
need to delegate this land as necessary for oil 
companies to drill and compete in the global 
market. However, creating a regional conser-
vation area is a neo-colonial issue as it denies 
the sovereignty of the indigenous and their 
claims to the land. In both Peru and the film, 
we see powers outside of the Indigenous Com-
munity try to delegitimize the sovereignty of 
the indigenous by limiting their claims to land 
with excuses of conservation or economic gain.  

Due to the history of these indigenous lands, 
we can see how the area or region of one’s an-
cestors can shape one’s Indigenous Identity. 
When groups claim rights to their land, they 
are not only working as environment conser-
vationists but as cultural conservationists as 
well. These lands are where their ancestral 
activities occur; this is their culture’s birth-
place. Being forced from one’s home disrupts 
the identity of individuals. This idea is repre-
sented in Black Panther: Wakanda Forever as 
K’uk’ulkan calls Wakanda a beautiful, pro-
tected land where the people had not had to 
move or change who they are (27:26-27:34). 
With the history of how Talokan came to be, 
we see the connection between land and one’s 
identity. Talokan is marked by its development 
in the water and the flourishing city built af-
ter escaping the Spanish conquistadors. In 
this, too, we see the importance of language 
as they escaped a hateful language and how 
their Indigenous Language is not a disad-

vantage but a strength against colonization.  
The protection of vibranium is also the 

protection of their culture. As the plant that 
sprouted from vibranium gave them the abil-
ity to live in the water, this is essential to 
their identity as the nation of Talokan. Pro-
tection of this plant has created an entire city 
and weapons that make them comparable to 
any force on land. The attacks against oth-
er nations are not about protecting a profit-
able source but saving Indigenous Knowl-
edge and the history and traditions that 
come with the plant. Within Black Panther: 
Wakanda Forever, we can see the connec-
tions between capitalism and colonialism as 
the attempt to subvert the Indigenous Peo-
ple’s autonomy and the indigenous efforts to 
protect their culture and environment, which 
are closely intertwined with one another.  

Analysis of Indigenous Characteristics in 
Black Panther: Wakanda Forever

Within the film, the indigenous are portrayed 
as a complex group of people, challenging the 
idea that there is only one correct interpreta-
tion of the motivation of Indigenous Commu-
nities. This representation is essential because 
many films in the past have created images that 
are harmful and represent the indigenous in a 
way that is not accurate or holistic (Pearson and 
Knabe 3). A typical portrayal of the indigenous 
is simply as the victims of colonization. Once 
the Spanish and other powers invaded Abiay-
ala, people were eliminated and defeated, left 
to bend to the will of their colonizers. Howev-
er, this does not give power to the Indigenous 
People and neglects the efforts of the indige-
nous to defend their homes and culture. Many 
places across the continent managed to fight 
off colonization for a long time or altogether. 

Conversely, films have cast Indigenous Peo-
ple as violent, using cruel tactics to defeat 
their enemies and driven by their need for 
vengeance against the powers that invaded 
their homes. These narratives are not entirely 
false, yet they are not entirely true. The histo-
ry of Indigenous People is much more com-
plex and individual to the group in question.  

This analysis will focus on the film’s char-
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acters and the portrayal of Indigenous Iden-
tity. In Black Panther: Wakanda Forever, 
both Talokan and Wakanda are not shown 
as nations stuck in the past (Pearson and 
Knabe 4) only adhering to the customs of 
their ancestors. Instead, we see Talokan as 
choosing technology and tradition. We see 
how the indigenous use technology to ben-
efit them. They are in a new age where they 
are neither disappearing into the past nor 
emerging as a group diverging from their 
indigeneity. This film shows the Indigenous 
People navigating contemporary issues of 
neo-colonialism while addressing their past.  

We see a fantastical element to K’uk’ulkan 
and Talokan, which takes a Post-Indian stance. 
Postindian is an idea introduced by Gerald 
Vizenor and is a parody of the Indian as it re-
futes colonial ideology in an innovative man-
ner (Carlson 22). The portrayal of K’uk’ulkan 
is ironic as we see his supernatural abilities 
and his dominating power over any colonizer. 
However, this literary figure sets out to show 
the perspective of those motivated by their 
oppression and asserts their sovereignty to 
control themselves and the way they are por-
trayed. This challenges the idea of indigenous 
as victims in a new format and reverses how 
the audience thinks about the fight between 
these non-colonial nations and the Western 
powers seeking to control their resources. 

We also see women as leaders and the 
driving forces of change in the film. Both 
Queen Ramanda and Shuri are potent wom-
en, shown to be capable of saving their peo-
ple and their home. In discussions over the 
effect of colonialism on the role of women, 
there has been debate on whether women are 
cast under men due to colonial ideology or 
whether it is the product of the patriarchal 
aspect of certain Indigenous Cultures (Bur-
man 67). Nonetheless, the presentation of 
two female leaders of the nation of Wakanda, 
disputes the idea that Indigenous Women will 
always play a subordinate role. K’uk’ulkan is
defeated by Shuri, which is significant be-
cause she stands for a new indigenous stance 
that promotes technology, tradition, and 
coexistence. The moment when Shuri shows 

mercy to K’uk’ulkan is monumental. The vi-
olence Talokan’s leader sought to wage makes 
him no better than the colonial powers, seek-
ing to destroy another nation for his gain. 
However, in the end, Shuri advocates for de-
colonizing the struggle and creating a new 
legacy where the nations can both exist, re-
spect, and recognize their individual cultures.  

Conclusion
With a company as profitable and popular 

as Marvel, it is important to look at the por-
trayals they bring to life. In California, the 
National Hispanic Media Coalition arranged 
the film showing at a local indigenous school 
because members had wished for representa-
tion as a child. They believed in the benefits 
of the children seeing someone they can re-
late to on the screen (Walker). One reviewer, 
who is of Nawa descent, says the movie is a 
chance for children to see that they are not 
ignorant, stupid, or anything else that soci-
ety places on Indigenous People (Blanck).  

The film brings a new dimension to the Indig-
enous People in Latin America as the struggle 
for autonomy is depicted in the renewal of indig-
enous names, the conservation of land and cul-
ture, and the recognition of land rights. More-
over, we see the rejection of stereotypes as new 
ideas around the power and ideology of the in-
digenous are brought to life on the global stage. 

Black Panther: Wakanda Forever is not per-
fect in its portrayal of Indigenous People, but 
it is a step in the right direction as it creates a 
different representation that breaks from the 
past and places agency in the hands of those 
who have longed to make their voices heard.  
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