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Abstract 

This essay argues for the benefits of incorporating Spike Lee’s film BlacKkKlansman and 

discussions of postcolonialism in the Swedish upper secondary EFL classroom in order to 

challenge students’ perspectives on race and ethnicity.  

The film BlacKkKlansman by Spike Lee is a work that challenges not only American history 

but also the perspectives of black and white people in contemporary society. Discussing the 

white and black characters and the social criticism in the movie with students in the English 

classroom may encourage them to be more open-minded and aware of global political and 

social issues.  
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1 Introduction 

The movie BlacKkKlansman from 2018, directed by Spike Lee, is a story set in the early 

1970s which revolves around the protagonist Ron Stallworth who becomes the first African 

American police officer in the Colorado Springs police force. This story is based on true 

events but there is also a good mixture of absurd humor, satire and candid sociopolitical 

criticism towards the Trump America of today. One day police officer Stallworth gets a call 

from the KKK (Ku Klux Klan) where they are advertising the perks of membership in their 

clan. On a whim, he decides to pretend to be a white supremacist to simply tease the caller 

and amuse himself. Nonetheless, he soon realizes that he could use this to become a member 

of the klan1 and in that way, infiltrate the klan to discover causes of arrest for instances of the 

racial terrorism they are known for. However, while Stallworth does his “white voice” well 

over the phone, he, as a black man, cannot show up to the meetings in person. So, when face-

to-face meetings are required, one of Stallworth’s Jewish colleagues, Flip Zimmerman, agrees 

to attend in his name. Eventually, Zimmerman and Stallworth get such a good hold in the klan 

that they find out about planned acts of terrorism and they must act quickly to save the 

innocent targets of the KKK.   

Throughout the movie BlacKkKlansman the theme of white supremacism and racism 

directed at non-Caucasians is straightforward. In the movie, Lee is depicting the memoir 

written by the real-life Ron Stallworth in 2014 and as the opening credits are rolling the 

audience is informed about the fact that the movie is based on “some fo’ real, fo’ real shit” 

(Lee 02:05:00). This sense of “some fo’ real shit” is apparent throughout the movie through 

its postcolonial criticism as well as the criticism to the contemporary America and how 

 

1 To clarify: throughout this essay the word clan will be spelled with a k when the clan that is 

being referred to is the Ku Klux Klan.  



 

 

plagued it is by racism. Spike Lee is known for his interest in illustrating black history, in all 

forms and manners, in his skillfully made movies (Bugbee 24). In an interview, he says: “My 

films are not one thing. They have many different elements, mixed into subject matter, style, 

music… it’s a Spike Lee joint. It’s not just one thing” (Rapold 26). Lee manages to use his 

cinematic skills to pin point and criticize several problematical social issues such as police 

brutality, corruption, racism, oppression, white supremacism and so on. Most importantly, the 

movie is giving clear indications to present-day society and how the current Trump-era is just 

as poisoned by white supremacism as Stallworth’s time in the early 70’s (Gallagher 1). This 

criticism of the racially oppressive society of today draws parallels to a core of racism that 

can be found commented on in the literary theory postcolonial criticism. Throughout Lee’s 

movie BlacKkKlansman he is hinting to this parallel between the contemporary racism and 

how it has its core in the colonialization of African countries. 

The goal of this essay is to introduce literature, or in this case film, and literary theory 

into the EFL classroom. Therefore, the syllabus for upper secondary school must be taken into 

account. In the National Agency of Education, the syllabus for all three English courses in 

upper secondary school include a core content that says: 

Living conditions, attitudes, values and traditions, as well as social, political and 

cultural conditions in different contexts and parts of the world where English is 

used. The spread of English and its positions in the world (Natl. Ag. f. Ed. 3) 

Students in upper secondary school are not only supposed to read and work with texts 

from different parts of the world and from a diversity of writers, they should also be aware of 

the social, political and cultural conditions in various parts of the world. Along with the 

course syllabus, there is a national curriculum with fundamental values and guidelines that 

must be taken into account in educational situations. The following values should be taught in 

all Swedish schools: 



 

 

The inviolability of human life, individual freedom and integrity, the equal value 

of all people, equality between women and men, and solidarity between people … 

The school should promote understanding of other people and the ability to 

empathize. … No one should be subjected to discrimination on the grounds of 

gender, ethnic affiliation, religion or other belief system, transgender identity or 

its expression, sexual orientation, age or functional impairment or other degrading 

treatment (Nat. Ag. for Ed. “Curriculum” 5) 

It is quite clear how much more than simply the content of the syllabus of the subject of 

English is important to include in education. Above, almost all points of the fundamental 

values are briefly mentioned but, when working with one movie it is very hard to include all 

of them. However, in the context of postcolonialism and the movie BlacKkKlansman, there 

are plenty of possibilities to work with points such as “understanding of other people” and 

“the equal value of all people” (Nat. Ag. for Ed. “Curriculum” 5). If considering these points 

from the educational fundamental values, students are given a great chance to understand and 

gain new perspectives on the world we live in. By analyzing different cultures, societies and 

social issues the students learn to understand other people and events both in contemporary 

societies as well as throughout history. 

Accordingly, this essay argues for the importance of incorporating awareness of 

postcolonial criticism into the EFL classroom through cultural artifacts such as the movie 

BlacKkKlansman. The connection between postcolonialism and BlacKkKlansman in this 

essay will mostly focus on how the colonialization worked as a springboard to today’s racism. 

For this reason BlacKkKlansman is a strong primary text since Spike Lee comments upon this 

throughout the movie as well as its criticism towards racism appearing when portraying black 

and white people in modern cultural works. The theoretical section focuses mainly on 



 

 

postcolonial theory and literary and film didactics as well as their possible relationship to each 

other. Further, the analysis discusses the film through these theories and perspectives.  

2 Postcolonialism  

In the following section, the aim is to describe the concept of postcolonialism and the 

theory of postcolonial criticism and put it together with media such as the movie, 

BlacKkKlansman. Postcolonial theory and criticism will be discussed together with film 

didactics to demonstrate how themes such as white supremacism, colonialism and racial 

oppression can be discussed in school settings based on literary and film studies. However, it 

is important to remember when reading this essay and discussing postcolonial criticism, that 

postcolonialism is not one single concept. Since colonialism and its aftermaths played out 

differently around the world this must be considered both throughout this essay as well as in 

the possible classroom where this theory would be applied to education. Further, this section 

will lay a foundation for the forthcoming analysis where the theory will be applied. 

2.1 Overview  

In the Oxford English Dictionary the word colonialism is defined as “The practice or 

manner of things colonial” or “The colonial system or principle. Now frequently used in the 

derogatory sense of an alleged policy of exploitation of backward or weak peoples by a large 

power” (OED). As we see, the word is mainly defined from the point of view of the 

colonizers and the act of settlement in a new country rather than mentioned as a negative 

encounter between two ethnic groups where the goal is to “conquer” and “dominate” 

(Loomba 20). This argument can be demonstrated by looking at the OED’s definition of the 

word above. The definition bluntly calls the colonized peoples “backward” and “weak” which 



 

 

is a very negative description and with lacking consideration for the perspective of the 

“loosing” side of colonialization. Ania Loomba explains further about colonialism: 

Colonialism was not an identical process in different parts of the world but 

everywhere it locked the original inhabitants and the newcomers into the most 

complex and traumatic relationship in human history…  (20) 

As Loomba mentions above, colonialism did not have the same process all over the 

world at the same time, however, racially motivated oppression was always there. When the 

word ‘colonialism’ is mentioned in everyday conversation, the first phenomenon that people 

associate with the word is the western, or European, empires’ expansions in the 19th century. 

Most of the land and surface in Africa, and later North America, was controlled and exploited 

by the European powers (Young 2). However, the concept of colonialism did not begin during 

the 19th century nor necessarily on these continents since it is a recurring behavior that 

humans have been engaging in throughout history (Loomba 20). That said, the foundation of 

colonialism is usually a greedy yearning of foreign territory. This is justified by ideas of racial 

difference and that is partly the reason why concepts such as colonialism are excused by ideas 

of race-related superiority in the struggle for power. (Parker 326). The white English man’s 

belief in his own superiority during the colonialization of Africa as well as North America, is 

the same ideology or belief that laid the foundation for today’s racism.  

European colonial powers created the idea of “the Others” to “objectify and distance” 

themselves from the colonized people and thereby justifying colonization (Loomba 68). In 

order to finance colonial projects, it was necessary for colonizers to maintain good 

relationships to political and religious institutions, as well as to the growing newspaper and 

journal market. These tendencies are shown to still exist today when, for example, looking at 

the Oxford English Dictionary definition of ‘colonialism’ above. The natives lived by 

different traditions and ways than the white European. It is certainly normal that there are 



 

 

differences in cultures and nations around the world. However, since the European whites 

could not understand why someone would live as the people did in the countries of Africa 

they believed it was inferior. Since it was not the right way according to them, colonizers 

rationalized many takeovers by claiming that that they were in fact civilizing the ‘weak’ and 

‘backward’ peoples (Young 2-3). The fact that the OED still uses condescending adjectives 

like these to describe colonized peoples, simply because it was used by the colonizers, shows 

how the white privileged race still determine what is said about the colonization and black 

people. There is no need for the colonizer’s perspectives to be highlighted in a dictionary 

regarding the word colonialization, since there are always two sides of these historical 

processes.   

In How to Interpret Literature Robert Dale Parker mentions whiteness studies and the 

position of white superiority in contrast to non-whiteness, or blackness:  

From the perspective of whiteness studies, whiteness is a position of power masked 

as a position of biology. … The process of looking down on African Americans 

became a ladder that European immigrants climbed to reach the social and racial 

position of white privilege (Parker 320) 

As Parker is explaining in the quote above, not only did the white male European use  

biological differences to mark the white supremacy, but other non-black immigrants did as 

well to save their own skin. Frantz Fanon has an interesting depiction of the black man and 

the oppression connected simply to “inborn complex” (Fanon 324).  

I resolved, since it was impossible for me to get away from an inborn complex, to 

assert myself as a BLACK MAN. … All the same, the Jew can be unknown in his 

Jewishness. He is not wholly what he is. One hope, one waits. His actions, his 

behavior are the final determinant (Fanon 325) 



 

 

Fanon talks about how the black man cannot escape racism because “who he is”, is shown 

clearly in his appearance. Even though there might be some characteristics to, for example, a 

Jewish person’s appearance, they are not as evident as the black skin of a black person. As 

long as they are part of the white race they are not immediately subjects to racism, not until 

their actions and behavior determine their religion, as Fanon states in the quote above. The 

fact that Fanon mentions Jews is, in this case, interesting since the character Flip Zimmerman, 

a Jew, is the one who attends the KKK meetings impersonating the black police officer Ron 

Stallworth.  

Moreover, Fanon continues to connect his discussion of Jewishness to colonialism: “He 

is a white man, and, apart from some rather debatable characteristics, he can sometimes go 

unnoticed. He belongs to the race of those who since the beginning of time have never known 

cannibalism” (Fanon 325). This obsession with biological differences, and differences in 

living habits as well as cultures, evidently contributed to the separation of “the Others” and 

the white Westerners. In contemporary Western society, this separation is still very much 

evident. Fanon continues:  

The Negro, however sincere, is the slave of the past. […] Face to face with the 

white man, the Negro has a past to legitimate, a vengeance to exact; face to face 

with the Negro, the contemporary white man feels the need to recall the times of 

cannibalism (Fanon 326) 

The need for a white man to recall the times of colonialism and when the African man was 

exploited by the European has not left the contemporary white man, as Fanon says. As 

mentioned earlier in this essay, the beliefs and ideologies founded during the 19th century are 

the foundations of the racism existing today. Therefore, this essay’s primary source is a 

modern film looked at from a theory that includes racial relationships throughout history. By 

analyzing BlacKkKlansman through a postcolonial critical eye, the historical white 



 

 

supremacy can be found, to some extent, in our contemporary times which will be argued 

further into the essay. As Lee mentions in an interview with Nicolas Rapold: “… what you 

see in this film is really about the world we live in today” (Rapold 26).  

Nonetheless, the traditional white view on colonialism is increasingly being challenged 

by contemporary literature and media. Racism, either directly connected to colonialism or in 

general, is being criticized by writers, directors and other artists and creators. The movie 

BlacKkKlansman is one example that challenges the traditional depiction of white and black 

people. Christine Gallagher discusses the historical power narrative between Blacks and 

Whites in the context of the film medium: 

In BlacKkKlansman, articulate intellectual Black Power leaders are contrasted 

with ignorant white power followers who speak in racist catch-cries. Ku Klux Klan 

members carry and shoot weapons whilst Black Power activists appear to be non-

violent with only a passing nod to militarism in the movement. (Gallagher 1) 

As mentioned, throughout history the illustration of black and white people in cinema 

and in literature has not been very accurate. Even today there is still a tendency for black and 

white people to have the stereotypical roles and characters as the superior white lead male or 

the funny black best friend. An example of this is the well-known “white savior” movie; The 

Help which is a story that is supposed to depict the situation for African-American female 

maids during the 1960’s, nonetheless, the main character is a white female who is portrayed 

as the hero and savior of the black maids. Yet, these stereotypical depictions of black and 

white characters are being challenged by directors such as Spike Lee. In the new, influential 

Marvel movie by Ryan Coogler Black Panther this is apparent as well. The movie has an 

example of a ‘blacktopia’ that challenges the traditional, predominantly Western, view on 

African countries (Eckhardt 4). This is done by showing the African ‘blacktopia’ Wakanda 

which has no need of Western aid and is not shown as “backwards”. In fact, Wakanda is in 



 

 

many ways superior, however, it is kept secret from the world because of the fear of Western 

violence and exploitation. This depiction of the violent white man and the non-violent black 

man is evident in the BlacKkKlansman as well, and will be further analyzed later in the essay.  

2.2 Postcolonial Criticism and Literature Didactical Theory 

Dates and eras that are often mentioned when discussing colonialism and 

postcolonialism are the 15th century when Columbus sailed to America, the 19th century when 

England colonized a third of the world, or the 1960’s when most African colonies became 

independent. The term postcolonialism is sometimes seen as simply the time after this period, 

that is the colonization and rule of European empires in non-European countries, not least 

African countries (Loomba 28). Essentially it is considered as a period of time. This 

understanding implies that the whole world is postcolonial no matter if the country was a 

colonizer or colonized or not involved at all. However, as Loomba and others point out, and 

as I have mentioned above, postcolonialism is, in addition, a cluster of ideas about culture and 

history. In Beginning Postcolonialism, John McLeod connects the term to the ethnic and 

historical background of the writer or source of certain postcolonial literature, or in this case 

movie: 

It aims to introduce you to the various ways that we can approach, perhaps for the 

first time, literatures in English produced by writers who either come from, or have 

an ancestral purchase upon, countries with a history of colonialism. (McLeod 1)  

This view on the concept of postcolonialism might be the most fruitful one when discussing 

postcolonial literature and media, and the theories that make up postcolonial criticism since 

we are trying to catch a perspective that is not, for example, a white, straight British male. 

Even though Spike Lee were never a slave during the slave trade or even born in an African 

country. He is a black man in a racially segregated America who, as McLeod mentions above, 



 

 

is a writer with “an ancestral purchase upon countries with a history of colonialism”. The 

movie BlacKkKlansman is a source of a diverse perspective on the racial issues in the world 

that teachers, and people in general, should be interested in using for didactical purposes.    

Nevertheless, the idea of postcolonial studies are not only studies of the colonial power 

relations throughout history, even though colonialization and events such as the Scramble for 

Africa are important foundations for postcolonial studies. Robert Dale Parker discusses the 

term postcolonialism:  

Nevertheless, despite its distortions and deceptiveness, the term has emerged as a 

convenient label for the study of colonialism, postcolonialism, and, more broadly, 

cultural and political relations between more powerful and less powerful nations 

and people (Parker 287)  

As can be seen, the concept of postcolonial criticism and studies is more than only the 

colonialization, it concerns the ongoing relationships between nations and people and these 

are frequently, as a result of ideologies produced in colonial times, based on racial 

differences. In contemporary debate, postcolonial theory covers several important themes. 

Postcolonial studies today acknowledge literature written by both colonizer, colonized nations 

and more importantly, literature written by colonized people from other parts than the 

Western World who lived through the colonialization or have other close connections (287). 

By including writers from previously colonized parts of the world, an important unveiling of 

the role of races occurs (326). The study encourages understanding and broadening of 

perspectives of the power relations between, not only the nations during colonialization, but 

also the power relations between the different races no matter the period in question. 

Therefore, it is hard to discuss the theory postcolonialism without touching on another 

substantial theory; race studies (311). The theory is essentially a study of race and ethnicity, 

or critical race studies and critical race theory. How these studies differ, however, is that these 



 

 

theories on race and ethnicity have a very elaborate history and go even further back than 

postcolonial studies would since they are not necessarily connected to colonialism. As the 

primary source is a movie from 2018, one might think that the obvious literary theory when 

analyzing it would be racial studies. However, this essay will argue how it is important to use 

the postcolonial criticism when looking at modern literature and mediums since we learn from 

history. By considering the ideologies and actions made during the colonialization, there can 

be answered found that explain why our modern society look the way it does.  

Postcolonial criticism can fruitfully be used as a lens through which the depiction of 

race can be viewed in order to create a basis for discussion since, as mentioned above, it is 

depicting and giving hints to the basis of contemporary society. This way, students are given 

the opportunity to discover the roots of present social issues. The syllabus mentions in all the 

English courses that the reception of knowledge should include movies and different media. 

Even though the movie in itself is set in the seventies, Lee’s criticism is accurate today which 

can improve the critical thinking amongst students. In an interview on Trevor Noah’s “The 

Daily Show”, Spike Lee describes how he and his co-writer Kevin Willmott used a lot of 

symbolism, metaphors and other tools throughout the movie to connect it to the contemporary 

society. This is done through the depiction of black and white characters in relation to 

violence which comments on the historical connection between colonizers and the colonized 

and which party used violence to intimidate the other. Furthermore, there is a use of language 

in the movie which alludes to the condescending language that was used by white Europeans 

to describe and call the black Africans. Other symbolism and metaphorical tools as such will 

be analyzed and discussed further in the analysis.  

 Postcolonial criticism is not only applicable to the typical novel but also to the more 

modern media of visual literacy such as movies and TV-shows. When analyzing literature, the 

term ‘imagery’ is nearly always mentioned, however, with movies and other visual literacy 



 

 

this term becomes more evident since there are actual visuals to the story. The imagery in a 

movie is a great tool in the classroom since it communicates the message of the story in a 

powerful way (Shapiro and Gianakos 24). Stafford explains the concept of movie as 

following: 

Film, in the way in which it presents images to the viewer as moving, seemingly 

living entities, is a distinct medium with a particular terminology and specific 

analytical approach all of its own. Film is principally defined by the dynamism of 

its moving images … (Stafford 85) 

Stafford mentions above that a movie is a medium with a terminology of its own. 

Certainly, to be able to study a movie there is a requirement of a basic knowledge of the 

terminology and the methods that are used when creating a movie (86). If students are 

somewhat knowledgeable in the field of film terminology it is easier for them to understand 

the movie and how the methods of creating a movie affect the experience (87). If the student 

can consider methods and terms such as editing, camera angles, ‘mise en scène’, lighting, 

acting etc., the student will more easily notice the message, symbolism, metaphors et cetera 

from the movie. This would introduce the student to the complexity of visual literacy and 

show them how movies can be used to reflect and link the learning to their, or other’s, 

experiences (Blasco et al. 2). Other than film terminology, the students should be taught a 

few terms and key facts of postcolonial studies and possibly critical race theory. Since the 

syllabus for the upper secondary school does not include either literary theories or film 

studies, it is important that the theory does not take over the teaching and learning situation. 

However, to be able to make a fruitful analysis of the movie the students need some of the 

theoretical tools in order to enable rewarding discussions and reflections in the classroom.  



 

 

3 Spike Lee’s BlacKkKlansman 

In the previous section a foundation and distinction of colonialism and the theory of 

postcolonial criticism was laid, as well as the correlation between the theory, visual literacy 

and the EFL classroom. In the forthcoming section this foundation will be used to analyze 

instances from Spike Lee’s BlacKkKlansman where the director challenges today’s racism 

and draws connections between itself and contemporary society as well as the 19th century 

colonial times. The final segment will analyze the use of the theory and the movie in an EFL 

classroom.  

3.1 The Depiction of Blackness and Whiteness  

In the earlier section of the essay the theoretical sources gave examples on different 

views on blackness and whiteness and the way white and black people have traditionally been 

depicted in literature and movies. Since the white European male successfully colonized most 

parts of the world they were the ones to decide what stories would be told and how. When 

discussing postcolonial criticism in the context of literature as well as movies it is important 

to have this in mind. The author or creator of a story should be considered. Until this day most 

influential artists and creators are white men which means that there are traces left in the 

literary world from those complex and traumatic events in history where the white man was 

the victor. There are structures in society as well as in literature and movies that impact the 

way people consider race and the racial issues. By analyzing the depiction of black and white 

characters in movies, students can be encouraged to reflect upon stereotypes and prejudices in 

our society.  

In BlacKkKlansman Spike Lee challenges the traditional way of portraying black and 

white people in movies (Gallagher 1). In most cases throughout cinematic history, people of 

color are ridiculed by playing the part of the dumb best friend or sidekick. In some cases, they 



 

 

are the unstable and dangerous criminal with, most likely, a drug addiction. More often than 

not, people of color are given the supporting role to the white lead actor or actress. Even in 

movies where the director tries to make an empowering movie with black characters, it 

usually has a so called white savior which completely contradicts the purpose of the movie’s 

alleged message. However, in Lee’s BlacKkKlansman these stereotypes put upon black 

characters and the depiction of white characters are challenged.  

The differences between the black and white characters are very apparent when looking 

at the two main organizations, or groups, in the movie; the Ku Klux Klan and the Colorado 

College Black Student Union, or Black Panthers. While the meetings with the Black Student 

Union, which are organized by president Patrice, are in bigger venues with guest speakers, the 

“Organization” has their meetings in underground bars, basements and in the members’ own 

houses. For Ron’s first mission he is sent to one of the events arranged by the Black Student 

Union and is met with long lines outside of the venue. The guest speaker, Kwame Toure, is an 

influential and important activist for the black movement. His speech is well articulated, 

structured and encouraging: “You are college students, right? You should think. It is time for 

you to understand that you, as the growing intellectuals of this country. You must define 

beauty for black people” (Lee 01:53:18). Then the meeting is followed by the students 

gathering at a bar and they are dancing, laughing and singing.  

Later in the movie Ron’s colleague, Flip Zimmerman, is invited to a meeting with the 

Organization at the character Felix’s house. The men are gathered in the living room and they 

are all talking, seemingly, without a purpose other than to share their fear as well as hate for 

non-white and non-Christian people. Their language is foul and they are not as well 

articulated as the college students and activists in the Black Student Union. During this 

meeting at Felix’s house, his wife speaks of an article she read recently: “I read something in 

the gazette that this nigger named Charmichael had a rally and that some college nigger girl 



 

 

from baboon student union was attacking our police” (Lee 01:21:33). She, as well as most of 

the other members in the Organization, appears uneducated, irrational and ridiculous. This is 

evident in her language, especially if it is compared to Kwame Toure’s. The difference in 

language between the races that Spike Lee has created gives us an opportunity to, through the 

study of postcolonial criticism, notice and analyze the cultural (language) and political 

relations between, in this instance, black and white people (Parker 287).  

Further, the character Ivanhoe, a drunken and immature member of the Organization, 

could be interpreted as a satirical, symbol of an American white supremacist based on his 

language and violent tendencies. He is always drunk and once he speaks he is never taken 

seriously, not even by his fellow members. He is often portrayed as very ridiculous, unstable 

and violent. When Flip meets the Organization to apply for a membership, the leader Walter 

tells him; “Just to be clear the Organization is strictly non-violent” (Lee 01:29:16). Shortly 

before this Ivanhoe is mysteriously alluding to a yet unknown plan to plant a bomb at 

president Patrice’s house. He starts speaking of something ambiguous followed by yelling; 

“BOM” in Flip’s face (Lee 01:29:33). The white Organization is violent, they keep pulling 

out weapons for no good reason at their meetings and use hateful and oppressive language 

when talking about non-white and non-Christian people. The black characters are well 

educated students, they use their freedom of speech to fight by protesting and their language, 

although it is angry, it is not as oppressive and foul as the white character’s. Even though 

Kwame Toure is speaking of a war between the races and tells the people to arm themselves, 

the black people never actually show violence during the movie. As Gallagher describes it, 

this violence, or lack of it, creates a contrast between the white and black characters in 

BlacKkKlansman that differs from the stereotypical depiction of black and white people in 

movies (Gallagher 1).  



 

 

To even further give the characters connections to historic relations between black and 

white people as well as to push on the depiction of black and white characters, Lee uses iconic 

names throughout the movie. Patrice, the president of the student union, is named after the 

Congolese activist and politician who fought for the freedom of native Africans in the Belgian 

Congo. Further, the speaker and activist Kwame Toure is named after the politician and Head 

of State of Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah. Lastly, the character Ivanhoe is named after another 

character in a story written by Walter Scott where he is a knight who stands for the Western 

chivalry and noble manners. He was a Christian advocate who traveled the world to spread 

the Western beliefs and manners. These iconic names have direct connections to people and 

characters who were active in colonial matters during different times and in different 

countries. These names highlight Lee’s attempt to tie the characters and their behaviors to 

historic black and white people and further argue his depiction of the races.  

The depiction of violence in the movie can be connected to colonialism, postcolonial 

criticism and the overall relations between European white powers and African countries. As 

Fanon mentioned; “… face to face with the Negro, the contemporary white man feels the need 

to recall the times of cannibalism” (Fanon 326). This is what Lee manages to convey by 

showing the violent white supremacists in the movie. Already in the opening scene of the 

movie, a man called Dr. Kennebrew Beaurgard is creating a commercial, or rather a piece of 

false propaganda, about black people to scare white parents from letting black children into 

their schools. He is using language such as: “lying dirty monkeys” and “black beasts” (Lee 

02:07:43) which is language similar to what was used to describe the ‘savages’ in Africa 

when the continent was colonized. These descriptions of black people recur during the movie, 

as can be seen in the earlier example when Felix’s wife called the Black Student Union, 

“Baboon Student Union”. This language verifies Fanon’s statement that white people are 

recalling the racial stereotypes that fuelled colonialization, by ascribing the original roots and 



 

 

origins of black people to a primitive evolutionary stage or to barbaric practices. They want to 

use the white man’s history and the ideologies that were founded at that time to heighten the 

justification of white supremacy and keep this systematic racism alive.  

Furthermore, both races feel a threat coming from the other, which is also interesting 

from the perspective of postcolonial criticism. This threat, or racial ‘war’ which they keep 

mentioning in the movie, is similar to the relationship between blacks and whites during 

colonialism. As Fanon argues, which will be depicted further in the next passage, the white 

man feels a need to remember the times of colonialization and the biological differences when 

faced with other races than the white (Fanon 326). The movie is carefully hinting to the 

African threat that white America fears in the movie. An example of this is that when Ron is 

sent on his first real mission, the Chief of police, Chief Bridges says: “And as far as I am 

concerned, FBI-director J. Edgar Hoover was dead right when he said the Black Panthers are 

the greatest internal threat to the United States” (Lee 01:57:28). What Bridges is saying here 

is that African-Americans who are fighting back and reclaiming their rights are a threat to the 

stable racially oppressive society in America. Considering the privilege that has naturally 

fallen upon white people because of biology, whiteness is identified as a position of power 

(Parker 320). They are threatening the power the white people claimed during colonialization 

and the slave trade, which is evidently uncomfortable for the privileged whites.  

In addition, there are more examples where Lee chooses to hint at the historical 

relationships between whites and blacks, and criticize how we are still stuck in an ideology of 

the past. During Kwame Toure’s speech at the Black Student Union meeting he mentions the 

original version of the movie Tarzan where Tarzan, a white Englishman, beats the black 

natives in Africa; “Today I want those chiefs to beat the hell out of Tarzan and send his lady 

white ass back to the caves of Europe” (01:51:23). This is immediate criticism from Spike 

Lee on how colonialization and exploitation of African countries has left traces and affected 



 

 

contemporary art such as literature and, in this case, the children’s movie Tarzan. Even 

African-American children during the seventies were taught to idealize the white Tarzan who, 

more or less, represented the Europeans profiting off Africa and African people. However, by 

including writers with roots from previously colonized countries, such as BlacKkKlansman, 

we obtain the bigger picture of this relationship between the races (Parker 326). These stories 

give us perspective, which in educational context is important so the students learn critical 

thinking and further points in the syllabus and curriculum.  

3.2 Connections to the Trump Era 

Spike Lee’s movie BlacKkKlansman is set during the seventies and is based on a lot of 

contemporary racial issues. However, what makes this movie interesting is how it still 

manages to connect and criticize today’s society, almost 50 years later. These connections 

with racism throughout history; when Europe colonialized Africa, the slavery, the civil rights 

movement and the Trump-era today, are evident in the whole movie. What Spike Lee tries to 

show with this criticism is how little has changed. It might be argued that the racism has only 

become subtler, however, it is just as harmful to a democratic and free country. 

In the first half of the movie, one of Ron’s colleagues is telling him about David Duke, 

a right-wing extremist who promotes white supremacy and nationalism, and who was an 

important man in the KKK; “He’s getting into politics. … It is another way to sell hate. He 

says no one wants to be called narrow minded anymore. Everyday Americans can accept it, 

support it” (Lee 01:23:30). One of the most influential racists in the KKK, David Duke, is 

sugar coating the racism to reach out more easily to more people by changing his language 

and behavior. The scene is followed by Ron’s colleague telling him that David Duke will 

“eventually one day,  [get] somebody in the White House who embodies it”. Ron answers: 

“C’mon, America would never elect someone like David Duke president of the United States 

of America”, and his colleague finishes with: “Coming from a black man that is pretty naïve. 



 

 

Why don’t you wake up?” (01:23:05). Throughout the movie Ron is rather naïve regarding 

the situation around racial issues in America. During his interview at the police station in the 

beginning of the movie he is surprised when the Chief and recruiter try to warn him that he 

will most likely experience racism from his colleagues at the police station. However, as his 

investigation into the Organization deepens, his perspective on the situation changes, 

alongside with the audience.   

Moreover, in the dialogue quoted above, Lee has drawn distinct parallels to the Trump 

election and how no one believed that he could become the president of the United States 

during his election either. During the election, even though Trump evidently had his 

supporters, a big part of the American population, and the world, did not believe that he could 

win and become president. As Ron’s colleague says “Why don’t you wake up?” there is a 

close up shot of Ron’s face which is emphasizing his reaction to what he just has been told. 

This way Ron is mirroring the audience and the shock people felt at the time when Trump 

won the election as well as his own realization that his colleague might be right.  

It is not possible to discuss Spike Lee’s criticism towards contemporary society and the 

Trump-era without considering the ending scenes of the movie. The ending sequences begins 

with Ron and Patrice in Ron’s apartment. They are once again arguing about how the 

movement should tackle the institutional racism according to them. Throughout the movie 

they have different views on the matter, where Ron believes that the fight should start from 

the inside the institutions, which in his case is the police force. Meanwhile, Patrice is 

suspicious of all “pigs” and would rather take down the whole system and then rebuild 

society. The tension in the scene rises and they even seem to be on the verge of breaking up, 

however, there is a sudden knock on the door. They both pull out their guns and in a second 

they are a team again. The next scene is one of Spike Lee’s famous tracking, or dolly, shots. 

The shot shows how Ron and Patrice, even though they have different opinions on how to 



 

 

tackle the systematic racism in societies’ institutions, are working together to tackle the 

visitor.  

If the audience did not connect the dots between the current presidency and political 

situation with the ones in the movie, Spike Lee does not hold back in the end to make sure the 

audience is following his message. In an interview with Rapold he says:  

From the beginning we wanted to find things in this period piece that would 

connect stuff so it was not just a history piece – that what you see in this film is 

really about the world we live in today (Rapold 26) 

The last shot of the actual storyline in the movie is a close-up shot on one of the KKK 

member’s eye and then it jump cuts to the live footage from the rallies in Charlottesville, 

Virginia that happened in 2017. This cut is an interesting play with time from Lee’s part. The 

KKK member in the 70’s is looking up to the sky and the burning cross. It is as if he is 

imagining something or looking forward to a future where they will rule, his glance is filled 

with hope as the burning cross is reflected in his eye. Then the scene cuts to the rally from 

Charlottesville on August 11th 2017, as if this is what the KKK member was looking forward 

to. Thereafter, there is footage from August 12th, the day after the white supremacy rally, 

where people are protesting them and showing support for the Black Lives Matter movement 

as a response. The final scenes are very violent and uncomfortable shots of attacks and fights 

between the white supremacists and the BLM protesters. Lee makes his criticism against 

“Agent Orange”, which is Lee’s nickname for Donald Trump in most interviews, clear by 

cutting to Trump’s speech on the 12th when he was supposed to acknowledge the tragedies of 

the past two days:  

You had a group on one side that was mad and you had a group on the other side 

that was also very violent. Not all of these people are neo Nazis, believe me. Not 



 

 

all of these people are white supremacists. You also had people that were very fine 

people (Lee 00:07:20) 

He is stating that both sides are equally to blame for the violence, however, while he is 

saying this, Lee shows footage of the neo Nazis, chanting racial slurs, carrying the federal flag 

and even the swastika. They are shown provoking and fighting the BLM protesters and even 

driving cars through the crowds which went as far as murdering a woman. This sequence 

creates an impactful asynchronization between the diegetic sound of Trump’s voice and the 

footage of evidence against what he is saying. Lee has used the irony of the contrast between 

the sound and the images to highlight how the president is defending the neo Nazis.  

3.3 Postcolonial criticism and BlacKkKlansman in the EFL Classroom 

The movie BlacKkKlansman provides a very strong basis for analysis and discussion in 

the sense that it uses several cinematic tools to convey a message such as the characters, 

dialogues, music et cetera. Even though the students are not used to cinematic terminology, 

there is plenty to be taken from a film only from analyzing the story and how it was presented 

in the form of moving pictures. However, for the students to be able to engage more deeply 

with movies it is necessary to be able to identify the techniques used and how that might 

affect the movie’s tone and the audience’s experience (Stafford 86-87). For instance, in the 

context of the movie BlacKkKlansman, Spike Lee uses a lot of tools and techniques to convey 

his criticism and the connections to postcolonialism and the Trump-era.  

It is stated in the English syllabus for upper secondary school that the students are 

supposed to work with reception from film as well as literature: “Spoken language, also with 

different social and dialect features, and texts, including complex and formal texts which 

relate, discuss, argue, report, describe and investigate, also via film and other media” (Natl. 

Ag. f. Ed. 11). This quote is taken from the core content of course English 7, however, the 



 

 

students’ ability to “relate, discuss, argue, report, describe and investigate” is included in both 

English 5 and English 6. Evidently, as the students move up to higher grades they are being 

further challenged in this reception, which requires adjustments to how much of the 

cinematography they should be exposed to. Furthermore, if considering the  use of a movie 

such as BlacKkKlansman in the EFL classroom it would be more rewarding for the students if 

they received some basic film studies beforehand. This way they can further analyze and work 

with the movie on a deeper and more advanced level. However, younger pupils do not 

necessarily have to be able to use all terminology to be able to notice patterns and features in 

the movie such as camera angles, lighting, music et cetera. and thereafter discuss how these 

features affected them (Stafford 88). An English course in the EFL classroom is not a film 

studies class. Thus, there are possible challenges to the teacher when it comes to deciding how 

much room the film medium will get in the student’s education.   

Moreover, Lee’s movie BlacKkKlansman is in many instances emotional and heavy to 

take in, as well as having a certain complexity to its cinematography. This affects reactions 

within the audience. When these sorts of films are presented to teenagers at upper secondary 

school they might not be able to reflect upon their emotions and the impact those movies 

have. By only watching a movie the reflective process is often lacking and therefore the 

teacher has an important role, especially in the EFL classroom where the students are 

watching films in their second language (Blasco et al 7). Hence, the teacher is responsible for 

giving the students an opportunity to dive deeper into the film and give them an insight into 

the work. Since students have most likely never taken a film class the teacher’s role and way 

of scaffolding the students’ learning is highly important. The teacher should work step by step 

with the students, possibly starting from the instant reactions to the movie and why the 

student experienced them. From there they can analyze what the cinematography and the 

story did together to achieve this reaction within its audience. By doing so, the student’s 



 

 

experience has the possibility to go from emotional and moving to achieving actual personal, 

as well as global, reflection. By introducing the students to the complexity of visual literacy 

within movies such as the BlacKkKlansman, the films can be used to introduce reflection and 

criticism amongst the students in a way that they learn through their own as well as others 

experiences (Blasco et al. 2). In the example of the movie BlacKkKlansman there has been, in 

this analysis, a lot of focus on the depiction of white and black characters and how that can be 

connected to the racial stereotypes in society. In a classroom, this movie can well be a great 

tool for discussing and depicting the stereotypes and prejudices we have towards people of 

different races, cultures and ethnicities. Through Spike Lee’s eyes the stereotypes are 

challenged and the discussion of violence and racism in connection to colonial times gives the 

students a good picture of the historical relationship between the races. Evidently, the 

postcolonial theory is based on history and therefore there might occur challenges such as the 

students not being familiar with the full concept of colonialization. However, that could 

possibly be solved with the interaction of other subjects such as history, or simply by adding 

some education on the matter within the English subject. When this transition and reflective 

process is activated, the classroom is following the curriculum with fundamental values and 

guidelines to develop an understanding and compassion for others amongst the students.  

BlacKkKlansman and postcolonial criticism is an interesting combination to bring up in 

Swedish upper secondary schools. Themes such as racism, white supremacy and historical 

events in American history are most likely mentioned in English classes, however, as a 

country that had less involvement in colonialism and the slave trade, the theory, and the 

subject, are not as common in the Swedish classrooms. Nonetheless, the importance of the 

subject and of movies such as BlacKkKlansman should be considered and introduced to the 

students since in the postcolonial era, racism and the ideologies established during 

colonization affect every country. As mentioned earlier in the essay, the movie 



 

 

BlacKkKlansman in itself is very modern and might therefore be considered to move away 

from the postcolonial foundation. However, this gap is what makes the combination between 

this literary theory and this primary source interesting. By using a theory that is founded on 

historical events far back in the time, there is a possibility to show connection between 

modern artifacts and today’s societies to historical events by comparing these two. It does not 

only give the students a perspective of the colonized cultures and what become of them, but 

also how the past relationships are evident until this day.  

Further, as pupils gain new perspectives and are encouraged to criticize historical events, 

they are given new insight into our world and time and are that way encouraged to criticize 

the contemporary structures and issues in society. As is mentioned in the curriculum; 

“Xenophobia and intolerance must be confronted with knowledge, open discussions and 

active measures” (Nat. Ag. for Ed. “Curriculum” 5). This can only be done, as mentioned, 

through discussion and exposure to history and stories that tackle these subjects. This can be 

done in many ways in the EFL classroom. As is mentioned several times in this analysis, the 

importance lays in the discussion and acknowledgement of the differences in privilege and 

possibilities given in society between white and people of color. It might be beneficial for 

students to be aware of film terminology and history. However, depending on the level this 

movie and theory is introduced to, it is possible to gain plenty even without those 

components. This could be done through straight discussion between students after watching 

the movie or even through written assignments, encouraging each student to broaden their 

own perspectives and views on the world and different issues within it. Either way, the 

importance lays in “fostering reflection” (Shapiro and Gianakos 23). Through the scaffolding 

there will surely occur comments on the movie from the teacher to steer the students on the 

right track based on postcolonial criticism. However, even though the students have this 

scaffolding from the teacher, their own reflections should not be hindered because of that. 



 

 

Shapiro and Gianakos continue to argue for participant feedback: “This point-counterpoint 

deepens reflection, while still enabling participants to draw their own conclusions” (23).  

Earlier the study of literature paid insufficient amount of attention to colonialism since it 

would expose the white privilege in the Western world (Parker 286). This fear of losing the 

established Western privilege and power from colonial times constricted discussions and 

critical thinking. For the EFL classroom to move past this traditional way of dealing with 

history, there is a need for a diversity of sources. This way there is a possibility to expand 

beyond the predominantly white-written works and through postcolonial criticism, achieve an 

understanding of the historical as well as contemporary power relations between people, 

countries, races, genders et cetera. (Parker 326). Coincidentally, by opening for discussion 

where the students are exposed to non-traditional literature and new perspectives that 

challenge our Western views, media such as BlacKkKlansman can teach the students more 

about themselves and the world around them.  

4 Conclusion  

The aim of this essay to argue for the inclusion of the movie BlacKkKlansman and 

postcolonial criticism into the Swedish upper secondary EFL classroom, as this would 

challenge the perspectives and views on race and ethnicity. By introducing postcolonial 

criticism in connection to Spike Lee’s well-known Hollywood movie BlacKkKlansman there 

are many steps in the analysis of the movie that can be taken. It challenges the views and 

prejudices on races and ethnicities as well as how social constructs and systems, such as the 

police force, affects the society. Spike Lee has given his audience many themes and issues to 

analyze while watching his movie, but more importantly for the purposes of this paper, after 

watching it as well. The last segment in the movie almost forces the viewers to draw parallels 



 

 

to the Trump-era and how the movie is challenging the current political climate in the world. 

It could not be made more clear. 

What makes this movie interesting is how it manages to tell several stories at once in the 

way that it applies to the seventies as well as today’s era. The issues that are presented to the 

characters in the movie are challenges people can see in our societies today. For a moment, 

the audience might believe that the white supremacy is not as appearant today as during the 

seventies and that racial issues are non-existing in our day and age, however, that is quickly 

dismissed by the ending of the movie where the white supremacist rallies are compared to the 

KKK rallies in the movie, and it is shown that white supremacist rallies occur in present-day 

Western Europe. This way the movie, in an unsettling but important way, manages to force 

the reality of our contemporary world upon the audience. Spike Lee is not holding back on the 

truth of the racial situation in America, or the world.  

Literature used in the EFL classroom is usually used to develop the student’s language 

skills and overall reading comprehension. However, there is so much more that can be done to 

enhance the literary education in the classroom by combining film studies, critical thinking 

and language skills. There could be an extended and deeper use of the literature, or movies, to 

both challenge the student’s language and comprehension skills but also their analytical skills. 

Once the students reach higher education they might not be analyzing and working with 

content that is in their first language and in that situation, they will benefit from experience of 

working with literature and media that is presented in their second, or even third language. By 

using BlacKkKlansman for more than simply to evolve the students’ speaking and hearing 

skills, the students will be given the opportunity to question the racial issues in the world that 

this fictional work is alluding to and, more importantly, their own perspectives and how the 

stereotypes are presented among themselves and their surroundings. If the students, together 

with the teacher, are given the chance the discuss and reflect upon society from a postcolonial 



 

 

point of view and in that way, broaden their understanding for norms and attitudes that might 

be harmful against minorities. In this scenario, film would be used to enlighten the students on 

how the society and humanity should change and do better to enhance the understanding of 

differences between groups of people.  

Evidently, this is not possible to achieve with a single movie over a couple of weeks. 

However, hopefully the students have a learning environment where their world view is 

constantly challenged and, more importantly, given the chance to grow and develop just as 

their language skills. I am certain that the incorporation of the movie BlacKkKlansman, and 

postcolonial criticism is going to be beneficial in the EFL classroom.  
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