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Ryan Coogler’s “Sinners” is Black
history written with lightning
The film's triumph at the box office affirms that Black narratives don't need white validation
to thrive

By RANN MILLER PUBLISHED APRIL 28, 2025 1:30PM (EDT)

Miles Caton as Sammie Moore in "Sinners" (Courtesy Warner Bros. Pictures)
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T he Trump Administration has declared war on Black history. 
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By way of executive orders, the administration has taken aim at not only DEI initiatives, but

Black history taught in classrooms across the country and at the Smithsonian’s National
Museum of African American History and Culture. These executive orders, along with the

threat of withholding federal funding, garner compliance from the education community,
which is a disservice to Americans of all ethnic groups.

Thankfully, our society has teachers of a different kind—those whose unique talent bring

Black history to life on film, teachers like Ryan Coogler.

Last weekend was the release of his newest project, "Sinners," a vampire horror film set in

the Mississippi Delta in 1932. "Sinners" debuted at number one at the box office, making $48
million domestically, the highest-grossing opening for an original film released so far this
decade. It also received a record 98% movie review score from Rotten Tomatoes.  

This past weekend, "Sinners"
took in $45 million, grossing
$122.5 million in North America

and $161.6 million globally since
its release 11 days ago.

The weekend success of
"Sinners" shows that vampire renderings on film (and television) remain popular among the

Coogler’s use of history is a weapon
for the people against the fascism of

the Trump administration and their
acolytes.
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masses of film and television consumers. It also proves that movies featuring a
predominantly Black cast can dominate a big box office weekend, such as the "Black

Panther" franchise (directed by Coogler) and "Coming to America." Stars like Will Smith,
Denzel Washington and Jamie Foxx have already shown that a Black lead in a movie can

dominate a weekend. "Sinners" proves that Black history isn’t a sin and that teachers of
Black history aren’t sinners. In fact, "Sinners" unapologetically teaches Black history within its
plot, and viewers responded with a box office take of $48 million.

Michael B. Jordan as Smoke and Stack in "Sinners" (Courtesy Warner Bros. Pictures). 

The Trump Administration doesn’t simply view Black history as the enemy of whiteness, but

as the perfect foil to exploit whiteness amongst their base to pick their pockets in order to
consolidate power. Erasing the history of Jackie Robinson’s military service or rewriting the
history of Harriet Tubman’s purpose behind rescuing the African captives of enslavement not

only whitewash Black history, but it elicits outrage from the African American community
(rightfully so) so that outrage can be manipulated to convince the Trump base to allow Trump
to avenge them by way of his decisions, as he deconstructs the rights, freedoms and

autonomy of citizens and institutions. This (mis)use of Black history is his weapon against the
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people, whereas Mr. Coogler’s use of history is a weapon for the people against the fascism
of the Trump administration and their acolytes.

Truthfully, Mr. Coogler has a history of doing so. 

Want a daily wrap-up of all the news and commentary Salon has to offer? Subscribe to

our morning newsletter, Crash Course.

In "Fruitvale Station," Mr. Coogler exposed viewers to a portrait of Black male humanity
counter to the picture displayed by the power structure culpable in the death of the Black

male body. In the "Black Panther" franchise, Mr. Coogler leaned on historical memory to
display the innovation, beauty, majesty, and pageantry of African people, countering

stereotypes etched in the minds of the masses from those Sally Struthers "Save the
Children" commercials. In "Creed," Mr. Coogler not only explored the complexities of Black
identity, but he breathed life into a life Hollywood forgot, or only considered as a punching

bag to the great white hope, who was Rocky Balboa, Apollo Creed.

In "Sinners," Mr. Coogler takes
viewers on a trip to the

Mississippi Delta to introduce
them to the realities of the Jim

Crow South; from the Klan in
plain clothes to the Chinese
serving Blacks and whites from

opposite sides of the streets in
segregated stores. Mr. Coogler

also introduces viewers to the
origins of Blues music. Literary

giant Amiri Baraka, in his book "Blues People," explains Blues music as:

“A native American music, the product of the Black man in this country… Blues was a music
that arose from the needs of a group… singing to ease their labors or the casual expression

The power and prolific nature of
Black music displayed in "Sinners"
is a reminder that Black history
didn’t start with our enslavement,
but with our majestic and mighty
civilizations in Africa, and as we
liberated ourselves from our
enslavement.
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of personal deliberations on the world… Blues could not exist if the African captives had not
become American captives.”

Wunmi Mosaku as Annie in "Sinners" (Courtesy Warner Bros. Pictures). 

African captives turned American captives often remained as such when society transitioned

from enslavement to Jim Crow. An example of this was the character Delta Slim, played by
Delroy Lindo, an elder statesman of the Blues who also served as an example of a Black
man in need of Blues music to ease his labors. For Slim, Blues playing earned him his corn

liquor to self-medicate his pain. But Blues did the same when he was absent the ability to
sedate himself. Slim encapsulates the essence of this truth as he hums through feelings of

anger, pain and despair to achieve a level of catharsis as he tells a story of a friend who was
lynched. With that introduction to Blues music, Mr. Coogler exposed how the Protestant ethic
placed upon African Americans manufactured a struggle within Black folk to accept that

music is the tool that announces our secular struggles while declaring our spiritual strivings
simultaneously, to secure our humanity—through the conflict of a preacher father and his
Blues playing son. 
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Mr. Coogler continues his Black history teaching masterclass by bridging the divides between
past, present and future in the film’s featured musical piece. He exposes viewers to the

lineage of Black music from Africa to America: from a tribal dance to funk grooves that drive
the sound of Hip Hop. Images of Sammie, an electric guitar player, a DJ, Mc’s, Crip walkers,

twerkers [twerking has its origins in African dance], and Zaouli dancers provide viewers with
a trajectory of Black music over time in 90 seconds better than a documentary could.

We need your help to
stay independent

Subscribe today to support Salon's progressive
journalism

The scene, taking place in Stack and Smoke’s Jook Joint, was—to borrow from Don

Cornelius—the hippest trip in America(n)—history. It is, without question, a masterful moment
of art that delivers a lesson that words simply cannot. That it happens within a Jook Joint is
no accident. 

The Jook Joint or Jooks, similar to honky-tonks or after-hours joints, according to Dr. Katrina
Hazzard-Donald (my undergrad professor), were the first secular cultural institution of social
interaction, entertainment and quasilegal activity to emerge after emancipation. She explains

further in her book "Jookin":

“Their emergence was linked initially to peasant class African American life, and they

appeared as soon as Black populations became significant in both northern and southern
towns… And like the Blues, the Jook was a secular institution rooted in West African
traditions that intertwined religious and secular elements.”

The peasant class of African Americans was whom Langston Hughes affectionately called
the Lowdown Folks: 

“The people who have their nip of gin on Saturday nights and are not too important to
themselves or the community, or too well fed, or too learned to watch the lazy world go
round. They live on Seventh Street in Washington or State Street in Chicago, and they do not

particularly care whether they are like white folks or anybody else.”

The power and prolific nature of Black music displayed in "Sinners" is a reminder that Black

history didn’t start with our enslavement, but with our majestic and mighty civilizations in
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Africa, and as we liberated
ourselves from our

enslavement, so too will we be
liberated from white supremacy.

So, it should come as no surprise that there’s been dirt thrown at the movie in the headlines
and on social media.

It may be said that racism has nothing to do with these “critiques.” I wonder if Ben Stiller can

change such sentiment with his thoughts. 

Maybe the movie is too Black and has too much Black history in it. Maybe there’s fear over

Mr. Coogler’s deal to retain rights to HIS movie after twenty-five years. No matter the reasons
for the dirt thrown, sales numbers, while a metric for success, cannot tell the entirety of the
impact of any piece of art. This is the mistake made when comparing the commercial

success of Drake and Kendrick Lamar in measuring impact. 

Drake may have the numbers over Lamar, but as Kendrick said to Drake in "Euphoria," “I'm
what the culture feelin’.” 

In the same way, we shouldn’t expect the Trump Administration to properly interpret Black
history or its relevance in the public square; we shouldn’t expect critics who dabble in anti-

Black racism to properly interpret the impact of "Sinners," let alone interpret Black culture. If
"Sinners" wins an Oscar or a Golden Globe, great. It’s well deserved. Just know that the
telling of Black stories never needed white validation. 

It still doesn’t.

Ryan Coogler’s "Sinners" is a horror story where white supremacy is Dracula and his spawn

come to terrorize Black people. There will be many think pieces exploring the deeper
meanings of the symbolism found in this film. But Mr. Coogler's choice to allow Black history
to frame a vampire movie gives viewers and critics enough to reflect on, write about, and use

as a foundation for future learning. 

This isn’t what the Trump Administration had in mind for Easter weekend.

Read more about this topic

The telling of Black stories never
needed white validation.
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"What is American music?": Ryan Coogler leads a fresh exploration of the national

anthem

Is "Black Panther" the first real "black science fiction film"?

"Fruitvale Station" director Ryan Coogler: "Our film is a domestic drama, it’s not a

race-themed film"

By RANN MILLER


Rann Miller is an educator and freelance writer based in Southern New Jersey. His Urban
Education Mixtape blog supports urban educators and parents of children attending urban schools.
Miller is also the author of "Resistance Stories from Black History for Kids the Expanded Edition."
You can follow him on X @RealRannMiller.
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