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Abstract. 
 

South Africa was a buzz in February 2018 as the Black Panther fever hits the nation. Multitudes 

of black South Africans crowded movie theatres dressing up in their cultural regalia and 

chanting traditional songs signalling the arrival of a ‘cultural moment’. Scholars have written 

about the meanings of Black Panther, its cultural aesthetic and thematic engagement with black 

themes, but not much has been done to understand how black South African women in Soweto 

interact with the characters of the movie and also account to why the movie was admired in 

specific socio-historical contexts of consumption. The scarce research that explored the 

popularity of Black Panther mainly approached audiences as homogenous and used research 

methods that privilege textual determinism. The study used a cultural studies approach as its 

conceptual frame and audience reception analysis as its methodology. Participants were 

recruited using the researcher’s pre-existing connections in Soweto Township. Participants 

then recruited other participants using snowball sampling from their connections. Finally, 

members were recruited, focusing on shared cultural characteristics and symbolic connections 

to previous viewings of Black Panther. Therefore, the purposive sample drew participants from 

naturally existing communities in Soweto (see Hansen et al., 1998: 265). The aim of the study 

was to understand how these audiences interact with the characters of the movie. It also seeks 

to understand why the movie was admired among black South African women in Soweto. It 

was found that the characters of the movie resonated on the black female audiences, which 

makes them relate to most of the characters in the movie. It is seen that audiences are able to 

use Afrofuturistic texts as a lens to imagine a possible future for black people. The findings 

also show that the admiration of Black Panther was linked to the meanings and pleasures 

associated with resistance that it suggests among black South African women in Soweto. The 

movie gives them voice and space to symbolically recuperate and claim a futuristic world 

where they have agency and control over themselves. The film created a moment to resist and 

challenge global and local forms of oppression that they face daily. 
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1. Introduction 

The Black Panther movie was one of the very first movies to ever hit the screen in Hollywood, 

with a predominantly black characters at the forefront of futuristic settings. (Giles, 2018). The 

movie received numerous, great reviews since its premier. (Williams, 2018). It is seen that the 

movie seeks to translate the lives of black people through Afrofuturistic text across the world. 

The movie is an Afrofuturist setting which articulates a possible future for black people. 

Afrofuturism is an artistic movement that connects scholars and artists with a common interest 

of projecting black futures resulting from Afrodiasporic experiences (Gateward & Jennings, 

2015). According to Womack (2013), Afrofuturism is positioned at the intersection of 

imagination, technology, the future and liberation. It is a genre which uses the Black cultural 

lens to experiment, imagine possible futures, re-imagine identities and activate liberation 

through literature, visual arts, music or grassroots organizing. The movie is inspired by 

Afrofuturism, whereby it portrays an alternative fictional African country of Wakanda where 

black people are at the forefront and represented as powerful and women occupying powerful 

and revolutionary leadership positions. According to Williams (2018), black people find 

interest in the movie because of film’s fantasy of an alternative future that removes blackness 

and inequality. 

It is evident that there is little or no literature that seeks to understand how black women in 

Soweto interact with the characters of Black Panther and account to the admiration of the 

movie among subaltern Black female viewers. Other than for speculative guesses, conjectures, 

and inferences drawn by scholars from reading off meanings from texts (Williams, 2018), there 

are no empirical studies known to the researcher which have examined how black females from 

Soweto interact with the characters of the movie and the reasons for the admiration of Black 

Panther, taking into consideration the interdiscursive context of subaltern Black viewers. 

Audience reception research opposes that the meaning of a media text has more than one 

meaning (Livingstone, 2015; Makwambeni & Salawu, 2018).  Meaning is not necessarily in 

the text but negotiated and constructed by socially situated audiences within their social 

historical contexts of consumption. The study is then influenced by the above to follow an 

audience reception analysis to understand how the black female participants in Soweto interact 

with the characters of the movie and to account and explore why the movie is popular among 

this group of women. The objectives of this study were achieved by uncovering the meanings 

encoded in the film as well as understanding how these audiences relate with characters of the 

movie. 

1.1. What is Afrofuturism? 

Womack (2013) defines Afrofuturism as an intersection of imagination, technology, the future 

and liberation. He views it as a way of imagining a possible future through a black cultural 

lens. Afrofuturism redefines culture and notions of black people for today and the future. This 

can be done through literature, visual arts, music or grassroots organizing. It combines the 
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elements of science fiction, historical fiction, fantasy, Afrocentricity and magic realism with 

non-western beliefs. Afrofuturism is not just a subgenre science fiction but a larger artistic 

mode of connecting artists and scholars who have a common interest in projecting black futures 

resulting from afrodiasporic experiences (Gateward & Jennings, 2015). 

1.2. Understanding Reception Studies 

Staiger (2005:2) alludes that Reception Studies are more concerned with what kinds of 

meanings texts have, for whom, in what circumstances, with what changes over time, whether 

these meanings have any effect over time; cognitive, emotional, social or political? Reception 

theories emphasise the importance of interpretation of text by the reader. They are a creative 

process that occurs in the act of reading. Holub (1984) suggests that these theories define 

literature as the process of how the reader and the text interact with each other. He further states 

that a Reception Theory, can however, limit the role of the reader within this process, and the 

“power” of the reader does not function as the dominant in the act of reading the text. 

Silverstone (1998) suggests that audience reception studies focuses on the interpretative 

relation between audience and medium, where this relation is understood within a broadly 

ethnographic context. She further states that “it would be inappropriate to identify any unitary 

origin for reception studies, and even dating their starting point depends on how one identifies 

the key precedent”. Audience reception theories are concerned with the relationship between 

audience and text. It can be traced back to Stuart Hall’s communication model called encoding 

and decoding model. 

1.3. Audience Pleasure 

Audiences derive various pleasures from different media texts they consume. The concept of 

pleasure has developed as a multi-faced social and cultural phenomenon in studies of media 

audiences. O’Connor and Klaus (2000) state that in these studies, different pleasures are 

identified when explaining audience activity and commitment. Mercer, 1986:50 (cited in 

O’Connor, 2000) refers to entertainment, comic, laughter, enjoyment as the accomplices of 

pleasure. The concept refers to “a set of experiences rooted in the social relations of 

production”. He further outlines that in understanding audiences, one needs to uncover 

audience studies. Audience studies do not only help to understand that text is polysemic and 

audiences are active, but it also assists in understanding that audience interpretation and 

decoding are not entirely free and incidental. In that case, they are not the only way to 

understand power of the audience, but understanding the power of rhetoric (Kjeldsen, 2017). 

2. Purpose and objectives 

The main purpose of the study was to understand how black women in Soweto interact with 

the characters of Black Panther as well as understanding what the movie means to young black 

South Africa women. This paper also explored the pleasures that black South African female 

youth viewers negotiate from Black Panther. The study also aimed account for the admiration 

of Black Panther among black South African women in Soweto.  
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3. Methodology 

3.1. Conceptual framework 

This study was broadly informed by the cultural studies approach to the study of the media. 

The cultural studies approach to the study of the media views media texts as polysemic 

(Livingstone, 2015). A reception analysis and cultural studies approach was used to make sense 

of the meanings and pleasures that these young women derived from watching the film. This 

approach unlike other early audience research which assumed that media was more powerful 

than the audience, rejects that viewpoint (Silverstone, 1990). 

The study was mainly guided by Stuart Hall’s encoding and decoding model. Stuart Hall’s 

(1980) encoding and decoding model offers a theoretical approach of how messages are formed 

and disseminated to the receivers. Although Hall’s encoding and decoding model (1980) is 

now old, it remains the most influential and useful conceptual framework for making sense of 

audience readings of media text. The model has enriched audience reception studies by 

clarifying that audiences are engaged in productive work but under determinate conditions 

supplied by the text, the producing institution and the social history of the audience (Morley, 

1989; Livingstone, 2015). The model views media consumption as a cultural activity in which 

an individual grapple with meaning making. It avers that media producers may encode 

preferred or hegemonic meanings into a text based on their own social context and 

understandings but audiences’ reading of the encoded text will be based on the readers own 

social context, and preconceived knowledge. The encoding and decoding model notes that 

although the text has the power to propose or suggest particular ideological readings, audiences 

are active decoders who will not necessarily accept the preferred reading being offered by the 

texts (Hall, 1980). The model challenges the assumption that media has power over audiences. 

He suggests a theoretical approach in ways that media messages are encoded and circulated by 

the encoder and interpreted by the decoder in their own way based on the individual’s cultural 

background or personal experience.  

3.2. Method 

This study employed a qualitative methodology to understand how young black South African 

women in Soweto interacted with the characters of Black Panther as well as to explore and 

account for the movie’s admiration. The study departed from the qualitative premise that the 

social world is not independent of the meanings that members of society use to account and 

constitute their reality. In this light, a qualitative methodology provides the most appropriate 

methodology for exploring audience readings or interpretations of Black Panther from the 

context of their everyday lives. It provides a rich methodological approach for understanding 

audience readings of the media text as well as for the researcher to accounting for audience 

readings. The methodology is appropriate for this audience reception study that is not interested 

in numerical data but with a deep understanding of unquantifiable problems (Queiros et al., 

2017). 
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The study used an audience reception analysis to uncover the participants’ relation to the movie 

characters and to account for the admiration of Black Panther among black South African 

women in Soweto. Audience reception analysis is interpretive in nature. Its assumption is that 

reality is socially constructed and can only be known through methods that allow the researcher 

to view the world from the participants’ perspective (Nieuwenhuis, 2012:55).  

The audience reception analysis consisted of focus group discussions and follow up in-depth 

interviews with participants. Focus group discussions are the primary tool used in audience 

reception analysis to produce data. They are important in audience reception studies because 

they simulate the routine and usually inaccessible communicative contexts in which audiences 

construct meaning through everyday talk (Lunt & Livingstone, 1996; Livingstone, 2015). 

Langford & McDonagh (2003) on the other hand defines a focus group as a research method 

that allows one to gain in-depth understanding of interviewees’ experiences, perceptions and 

opinions on an issue. The main aim of using the research technique in audience reception 

analysis was to make use of group interaction and dynamics to produce data and insights. This 

method was used because it allowed the researcher the opportunity to ask participants detailed 

questions relating to the aspects being investigated, which therefore allowed for rich and 

detailed information as participants were asked to elaborate and discuss points that interest the 

researcher. It allowed for clarity on contradicting responses by some participants. Participants 

could also build and contribute to each other’s contributions, which may lead to a debase or 

discussion that would have not occurred otherwise (Strydom & Bezuidenhout, 2014). 

The participants first viewed Black Panther as they would in normal viewing. It enabled them 

to refresh their memory of the events and characters in the film. Focus group discussions 

allowed participants to experience and speak freely to the content while also making 

associations with their lived experiences (Schroder et al., 2003).  

Focus group discussions were complemented by follow up in-depth interviews with selected 

participants who had raised interesting views that could not be pursued in focus group 

discussions. Strydom & Bezuidenhout (2014) define an in-depth interview as a qualitative data 

collection that allows researcher to pose questions to participants with the aim of learning more 

about their views. It allows the researcher to ask a participant to clarify a point he/she is making 

as well as providing more detailed explanation to his/her views. The interviews were informal 

and free flowing so that participants can feel free to express their views. The interviews were 

also recorded. 

The data gathered from the focus groups and follow up-in depth interviews was presented in a 

coherent form focusing mostly on the relevant data that speaks to the research questions .The 

final stage of the analysis involved comparing the encoded themes with audience readings. The 

data gleaned from focus group discussions and in-depth interviews was not treated as finished 

accounts (Jensen, 1988). The researcher proceeded to interpret audiences’ readings of Black 

Panther by relating them to the socio-historical context of consumption. This process enabled 
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the researcher to develop a comprehensive interpretation of the meanings negotiated from 

Black Panther. The analysis was guided by the understanding that audience readings are broad 

constructions produced jointly by the researchers and informants’ interaction; and by the 

researchers’ interpreting audiences’ interpretations (Makwambeni & Salawu, 2018).  

A total of six focus group discussions with six groups of participants aged between fifteen and 

thirty-five years were conducted. Each group consisted of between five and eight participants 

as recommended in literature. The participants were selected using purposive and snowball 

sampling. The researcher purposefully chose the elements (participants) that she wished to 

include in her sample, based on certain characteristics, which are important for the research. 

The advantage of purposive sampling is that it ensures that each selected participant assists 

with the research because each participant fits with the population parameters of the study 

(Suri, 2011). 

Participants were chosen on the basis of having previously watched the film, race, ethnicity, 

nationality, gender, age, economic position and level of education. The length of the focus 

groups were one and a half hours (Dawson, 2002). The researcher moderated the discussions 

using a guide with a list of key focus questions. The focus discussions were conducted in 

boardroom in a community hall in Soweto. This venue was comfortable and situated far away 

from disturbances. 

The researcher’s used her existing relations in Soweto for recruitment. The participants 

recruited other participants in a snowball fashion from existing communities in Soweto. The 

method made use of referrals to increase the sample size. The participants were able to suggest 

others who fit the population parameters of the study and would want to participate in the 

research. This method was used since members of the population were difficult to locate 

because they are not listed in any database or records (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). The 

selection paid particular attention to shared cultural characteristics and previous viewings of 

Black Panther. The participants were selected based on race, nationality, gender, age and class. 

Each focus group discussion lasted one and a half hours as advised by Dawson (2002).  

4. Results and discussion 

The findings show that the black women from Sowetovenjoyed watching the movie because 

of its portrayal of blackness in its characters. Most of these characters resonate on most of these 

black female participants as they relate and see a future for South African women in them. The 

study found that the Black Panther movie became popular among this group of women in 

Soweto because it engaged with black themes, which made it resonate in them. It also had an 

element of cultural aesthetic that was mainly African. This then allowed this specific audience 

to make meanings and pleasures associated with resistance, which was associated with global 

and local oppression that black people experienced in their lives now and then. Therefore, the 

movie was popular because of its cultural aspects that it provided for black women in Soweto 
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– the subaltern and to give women a voice and ability to claim a futuristic world where they 

have control of over their lives. 

4.1. Portrayal of Black women  

The data gathered from the audience show that the movie resonates in black women in Soweto 

because of the way it represents black women. This group of women from Soweto found 

pleasure in seeing a Hollywood movie that portrays black women as strong, independent, and 

fearless. Three participants (B, D and A) captured the following: 

“This story is easy to relate to.  We see women doing extra ordinary things, things I 

would also be able to do, but I can’t because in my society, it is not seen as normal for 

a woman to be in power or in control. So, the movie shows a switch in leadership as 

opposed to the real world”. 

“Just seeing a movie full of black people is refreshing, and not just black people, but 

female leaders of armies, women in weapons and shields protecting a male King”. 

“I liked to see black and beautiful women who wear anything they are comfortable 

with. They are not defined by society, I saw freedom of expression through their hair, 

no make-up and sexy clothes, they were just naturally portrayed – very simple”.  

This shows that the black female audiences were able to relate to the black female characters, 

however, they saw a possible future for black women living in post-apartheid South Africa, 

where black women are still marginalised in society. It is seen in the above quotations that 

audiences are able to use Afrofuturistic texts as a lens to imagine a possible future for black 

people (Womack, 2013).   

4.2. Interaction with blackness and Black characters 

The findings show that the selected participants were able to relate with most black characters 

in the movie, particularly the female characters. The participants found pleasure in the character 

of Black Panther, who was the leader of Wakanda. Participants began to identify their favourite 

characters as well as to see themselves through them. The participants constantly saw 

themselves in these characters. The above was identified in their reference to the characters as 

“we” and not “them”. This shows that participants were already immersing themselves in the 

movie. Participant D shared the following. 

“This movie shows that black people have a future, black people will lead, black people 

will regain their power, why I say this because I myself is a very strong and determined 

person, just as they are in the movie, I am just unfortunate that I am not given the space 

to be great. So, should this country award me with the same opportunities that puts me 

in the forefront then I would just be as powerful as Dora, the female leader of the 

army”. 

The uniqueness of this movie is centered on blackness which was not usual to the audiences. 

This then results to audience in post-apartheid South Africa to find pleasure and meanings of 

resistance. Participant F shared her views: 
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“I loved watching Nakia, the black female lady spy from the war dogs army, who was 

in love with King T’Challa, the leader of Wakanda. I admire her strength and her 

willingness to go above any rules to get what she wants. I admire her for her bravery, 

she as sent outside the country, where she faced a lot of hardships, but she stayed firm 

and brave. Her character is very admirable and makes me see myself in her”. 

4.3. Interaction with South African culture and history in Black Panther 

The findings of the study show that the participants related to the aspect of cultures and 

languages portrayed in a Hollywood film. One of the main aims of Afrofuturism is to restore 

dignity of African cultures. Based on the analysis of the movie, it is seen that the producers of 

the movie wanted to challenge the perceptions about Africa and its cultures through the movie 

(Karam & Kirby-Hirst, 2019). The findings from the participants revealed that they found 

pleasure in watching a movie that portrays Africa from an African perspective. Participant E 

interacted with the cultural aspect of the movie as follows:  

“It was nice seeing our cultures and language portrayed in a Hollywood film, who 

would have thought we would see our beautiful heritage in big screens watched 

globally? So, it was nice seeing it because we could easily relate to it more than anyone 

in other parts of the world. I loved that they had African costumes and music. It was 

nice forgetting about Western Cultures for a moment and embracing our own”. 

4.4. Interaction with Western concepts of beauty 

One of the arising themes in Black Panther is the notion of beauty. The audience enjoyed 

challenging the dominant meanings of beauty in the movie. Black women in Soweto describe 

the bald black women in the movie as beautiful even though western norms say otherwise. The 

participants in the study rejected societal beliefs and challenged what beauty means in a 

patriarchal society. Participant F reflects as follows: 

“The movie gave a new meaning to beauty and not what western cultures say. Women 

were embracing their real beauty. Women walked boldly with their bald heads and “not 

so sexy” clothes. It reminds me of the song “I am not my hair by India Arie” where 

says, she was a was a source of so much laughter because of the kind of hair she had 

as a child. This shows that society has a way of defining beauty in a way that 

discriminates others and favours the minority. The movie rejects this kind of 

discrimination and gives beauty a whole new meaning”. 

The below reflection speaks to Ang’s (1995) position that states that audiences are not passive 

readers but are active negotiators of resisting media text based on their social context of 

consumption. After watching the movie, the participants in the study were in a position to 

rework the film and fashion meanings that challenge Western and patriarchal meanings of 

beauty. 

Participant G’s response shows that the respondents’ rejection of the dominant patriarchal and 

western definitions of beauty were influenced by their shared subjectivities. 
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“I love that the women are not subjected to societal norms of beauty. The are free to be 

what they want and wear what they want. I love how the King’s sister adjourns a 

meeting, expressing how she can’t wait to remove her corset and how she doesn’t want 

to be suffocated by western influences. This shows that they are not subjected to society 

and its western rules”. 

It is seen that the participants found pleasure in the rejection of Western cultures and patriarchy.  

4.5. Interaction with gender equality 

The audience also found pleasure in challenging what it means to be female and black. The 

movie also focused on gender roles and womanhood. The study found that the film aimed to 

promote gender equality between men and women. As an Afrofuturistic film, Black Panther 

aimed to advocate for liberation of women and reject inequality. Participant C was of the 

following view: 

“The movie portrays a lot of equality. We see women being equal to men, doing things 

that are done by men. This movie shows equal distribution of power. Women are leaders 

of armies, armies are dominated by women, you see women team fighting again an all-

male army. This shows that there is no fear of each other, how I wish we lived in a 

similar world. We see women tribe protecting a male leader, which shows that even 

women can be bodyguards to male figures”.  

4.6. Regaining voice and occupying of space 

The study also found that the movie was loved because it was able to inspire women to 

recuperate their voice and take up space where they are challenged and had to face different 

kinds of domination in society. The audience in the study felt that the movie inspired them to 

challenge the status quo. That is seen in participant A’s view: 

“The movie somehow gives us women our power that was taken away from us during 

colonialism and apartheid. At one point during the struggle organisations such as the 

Bantu Women’s League stood for the rights of women, and even now we still have 

women’s leagues that advocate for women, but our country is still not giving us the 

equal power as men. This movie somewhat gives us our power to occupy spaces in 

different settings we find ourselves in, be it at work, at home or even in public. This 

movie empowers to speak up and fight for our rights, fight to be equal and lead. The 

movie gives us the willingness to break and fight against patriarchy, fight the status 

quo”.  

It was seen that the movie was able to create space for black women to have a voice in the new 

South Africa. It is evident in participant A’s view above that cultural movement in the movie 

was able to open space for the subaltern women to challenge their status quo and have a voice 

in society. 

The findings show that the meanings and pleasures derived from the movie were shaped by the 

audiences’ social-historical context of consumption, where black people are mainly 
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marginalised from different sectors of the economy. Through the findings, it is seen that the 

that media producers may encode preferred or hegemonic meanings into a text but audiences’ 

reading of the encoded text will be based on the readers own social context, and preconceived 

knowledge (Hall, 1980). 

5. Conclusion and recommendations 

The aim of this study was to understand how young black South African women interact with 

the characters of the movie. The study was also interested in understanding the meanings and 

pleasure encoded from watching the movie, resulting to its popularity. A reception analysis and 

cultural studies approach was used to make sense of how the selected audiences interacted with 

the characters of the movie as well as the meanings and pleasures that these young black women 

in Soweto derived from watching the film. The study found that the characters of the movie 

resonates on the black female audiences, which makes them relate to most of the characters in 

the movie. It is seen that audiences are able to use Afrofuturistic texts as a lens to imagine a 

possible future for black people. The findings also show that the popularity of Black Panther 

was linked to the meanings and pleasures associated with resistance that it suggests among 

black South African women in Soweto.The movie became popular among this group of women 

in Soweto because it engaged with black themes, which made it resonate in them. It also had 

an element of cultural aesthetic that was mainly African. This then allowed this specific 

audience to make meanings and find pleasures associated with resistance, which was associated 

with global and local oppression that black people experienced in their lives now and then. The 

movie provided for black women in Soweto – the subaltern a voice and ability to claim a 

futuristic world where they have control of over their own lives.  

5.1. Areas for further research 

Future researchers may want to explore and account for the meanings and pleasures that the 

Black Panther movie invites in other socio-historical contexts of consumption outside of 

Soweto and elsewhere in the globe, as well as among other genders. Race, class, ethnicity, 

nationality and other audience subjectivities may also be examined in future studies on how 

they influence and shape the meanings that audiences derive or negotiate from Afrofuturistic 

texts.  
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