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Praise for Why Wakanda Matters

“Several contributors apply African-centered psychology to themes within Black Panther. It is refreshing to see inclusion of Afrikana worldview, Fanonian theory, decolonization, and African spiritual identity in the analyses of the popular media phenomenon that is Black Panther. This work further exposes readers to tenets of Black psychology that are unrepresented in Western psychology.”

—Michele K. Lewis, psychology professor, member of the Association of Black Psychologists, and author of Our Biosocial Brains: Cultural Neuroscience of Bias, Power, and Injustice

“Why Wakanda Matters is a tour de force centered on identity, perception, and racial trauma. The essayists give readers a new way of looking at the classic film Black Panther, as well as capitalism, US history, and nationalism. Why Wakanda Matters isn’t one of those books that you read once and toss to the side. It is an inspirational book that one should carefully read at least once a year. This opus will live for generations to come.”

—Darryl Robertson, former staff writer for VIBE magazine, whose work has also appeared in Ebony, XXL, Billboard, Salon, Black Perspectives, and Washington Post

“In this interdisciplinary, transnational, theoretically astute, and brilliantly curated anthology, Sheena Howard, the Eisner Award–winning and acclaimed scholar of comics, race, and representation, brings us another scholarly tour de force for a wide audience. The authors’ attention to variables of difference (e.g., gender, race, culture, and region) as well as teaching, watching, and wondering about the Black Panther franchise—is a timely and significant contribution to books about sequential art and comics. Why Wakanda Matters situates the meaningful, mythical, and the phantasmagorical aspects of Wakanda within the promise of a more just and representational reality. Taken together, the chapters tell us why #WakandaForever is more than a hashtag; it’s a movement for and among fans, activists, scholars, and dreamers.”

—Deborah Elizabeth Whaley, professor of American Studies and African American Studies at the University of Iowa and author of Black Women in Sequence: Reinking Comics, Graphic Novels, and Anime

“Sheena Howard continues to make extraordinary contributions to comic scholarship. Why Wakanda Matters is another exceptional volume in her impressive catalog.”

—Joel Christian Gill, cartoonist and historian

“Dr. Howard deftly weaves together an amazing array of insights regarding one of the most important pop culture phenomena in the history of cinema. Each essay breathes life into the layered discourse around the utility of the Black radical imagination and the inherent and necessary joy regarding Blackness and speculation. Why Wakanda Matters is a great guide to the newest addition to Blackness in conversation with radicalized spatial narratives.”

—John Jennings, New York Times bestselling illustrator of the Eisner Award–winning graphic novel adaptation of Kindred by Octavia E. Butler
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To my son, Che, that his imagination is not defined solely by his reality.




In memory of Chadwick Boseman
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FOREWORD

change

/CHānj/

noun

1.the act or instance of making or becoming different.

I am a firm believer in change. Above is the dictionary definition of it. But what, you might ask, does the word change mean specifically to me? To answer that question, I would need to dive back in time a bit to give you more context on my perspective.

From the time I was three years old, I wanted to be in entertainment. That is what my mother, LaWanda, would tell you with a proud, “longing for those youthful days” smile on her effortlessly kind face. One day while watching a toy commercial, I told her, “I want to do that, Mommy!”

“Do what, baby?” my mother replied. “You want that toy?”

“No, I want to be on TV!

And the rest was history. Mom saw an interest I had and made it happen—it was just that simple for her. She reached out to various friends that she knew had connections in “the business.” I got a manager and was signed to my first talent agency, Harry Gold & Associates. I quickly became a SAG member and I was blessed to work consistently. I primarily did commercials and would regularly pop up on some of the hit shows of the eighties. Highway to Heaven, Amen, Family Ties, Divorce Court, and Days of Our Lives were all stops in my childhood, sandwiched in between homework, playdates, field trips, and hanging out with Shari Lewis in her backyard while filming Lamb Chop’s Play-Along, for which I was a series regular.

I was the kid who quickly made friends and would cry after it was time to part ways with a complete stranger that I had met five minutes prior. I always saw the good in everyone and everything, to a fault. I don’t want to call myself naïve, but that is the closest description of what I was at the time.

Transitioning from a child actor to a teen was difficult. I was used to being “cute.” It always worked for me until, one day, it just stopped. Acting, as a child, usually meant projecting my voice, but adult subject matters came with nuances like learning to be subtle. I was up to this challenge and more—I enjoyed learning new skills and ways to express myself. But there was a growing issue inside of me that I didn’t know how to deal with.

I started to become aware of race.

I began to recognize that being Black meant that I would be viewed and treated differently. It meant I would now have to “act Blacker.” It meant that I wasn’t viewed as innocent as I once was. It meant that every role I was being offered was a stereotype of Black men that I didn’t readily recognize or was not raised around. It meant that in order to do what I loved to do—all that I had known to do since I was that precocious, overzealous three-year-old—I would simply have to represent myself, and Black men on TV, in a negative, damaging way.

The casting agents would say, “No big deal, it’s just acting. We know you are not like this. We know you are a product of a home with both parents. We know that you plan to go to college and get a good education. We know that you don’t do drugs or are a part of a gang. We know that you don’t curse or disrespect your elders. But this character does those things. Understand?”

Sure, I understood. And that was the problem. Was I willing to play characters that were not like myself? Of course! That’s the fun part about acting. You get to be new people, try out new experiences, research and learn about the world from different perspectives, and you somehow get paid for it. Sounds great—but I was not with it! I was painfully aware that there were people in different parts of the world who have never met a Black person in real life. I was aware that there were people who would use these acting roles to further their bigoted thinking of Black men. I was aware of it all, and so I made the decision to go to school so that I could change it.

I got my Bachelor of Fine Arts degree from California State University, Long Beach, with a focus on Illustration and a minor in Film (Production Design). My goal was to combine my second passion of illustrating with my lifelong passion for film and entertainment. It was not too long after graduating that I was working as a concept artist on various high-profile films. I made it a priority to illustrate people of color into roles that were not cast yet with an ethnic background attached. I tried, in my own way, to disrupt the visual hierarchy and challenge the formative norms that everyone was accustomed to. I would say, “How about we mix this up and draw a Black man as the head doctor? Why don’t we draw a little Asian girl as the headstrong leader against the zombie outbreak? Let’s put a Black woman in a kimono as a hostess in the Yakuza bar.” It may sound silly, but changing the expected visual makes a huge difference, and often, it is welcomed. If left alone, otherwise, those roles would be largely cast as the paradigm default—white.

In January 2016, I had the opportunity to lead a team of eight other illustrators in drawing caricatures of various actors, directors, writers, producers, and more for the Academy Awards Governors Ball. The party was being designed by costume designer Jeffrey Kurland, as an homage to the Hollywood Brown Derby restaurant known for the caricatures of famous patrons that cover its walls. Our team did 150 illustrations that were blown up and lined the walls of the party the evening of the Oscars. There was one illustration that I begged Jeffrey to do. I had to draw Ms. Ava DuVernay and she was not on the initial list. Jeffrey said yes and I was ecstatic.

In protest against the lack of racial diversity among the nominees in major categories that year—popularly known as #OscarsSoWhite—Ava did not attend the ceremony. Instead, she participated in the #JusticeForFlint concert that benefited victims of the water crisis in Flint, Michigan. The event was hosted by Blackout for Human Rights, a collective of artists and activists that was founded by Creed director Ryan Coogler.

Although I was sad that Ava missed the Oscars party and didn’t get to see her illustration, I did what anyone would do nowadays. I posted it on Twitter and tagged her. Well, she saw the tweet, liked it, and followed me! That made my day and I was fine to leave it at that. But I got a call the next day from a producer at Disney who asked if I would like to come and meet Ava as she would like for me to work on her next film, A Wrinkle in Time. I promptly printed out my illustration of her, had it framed, waited for what felt like the longest day in history, and then I went to meet her. She hired me and I couldn’t have been more thrilled.

At the time, I also was working freelance with a costume designer by the name of Ruth Carter. She was up for a huge job at Marvel called Black Panther that was being directed by the aforementioned Mr. Ryan Coogler. Ruth knew that I was a huge comic book nerd, and she asked for my help with the presentation for her big interview. I jumped at this opportunity and quickly put together everything I knew about the world of Wakanda. I paired pictures that sparked inspiration into investigating the Afrofuturism movement along with pictures from the AfroPunk music festival. I researched everything I knew about Mansa Musa, his gold, and the fall of Timbuktu. And I made the correlation that Mansa Musa was T’Challa, his gold was vibranium, and Timbuktu was Wakanda had it never been infiltrated by colonizers. Ruth brought in all her research and knowledge of African tribes as she had just designed the remake of Roots. She knew everything about several tribes right down to what the color of their beads meant and why they put certain materials in their hair. All of this information was combined together in a thorough presentation and … she got the job! Which meant I got to go with her!

I ended up working on A Wrinkle in Time and Black Panther both at the same time. It was an incredible experience. I was surrounded by positive Black influences in droves for the first time in my career. The crews had people who looked like me. Positive images of people of color lined the walls, and instead of trying to change the Blackness of the subject matter to tone it down, that Blackness was celebrated and thrusted into the forefront. I was switching back and forth between drawing Ms. Oprah Winfrey as the fantastical Mrs. Which to drawing the eclectic and downright cool Letitia Wright as Black Panther’s techy sister, Shuri.

I felt hopeful for the first time in a long time. A question I had always asked my friends, just as an exercise, was to name a film where a little Black kid goes on an adventure and is the lead. Everyone who tried to answer always had the same look on their face. They went from being completely sure that they could answer to looking confused and finally to resting in the dark place when they realized that they could not name one. No E.T. for us. No Harry Potter. No NeverEnding Story. In fact, the never-ending story for us is that we were never invited to sit at that table. Our imaginations could only stretch as far as we could imagine ourselves in characters who didn’t look like us.

Well, that was all about to be a thing of the past, and somehow, I was a part of all of it. A little Black girl was about to go on a fantastical adventure, and a strong Black man was going to be the king of Wakanda. Toy stores, for the first time in history, were going to have an aisle full of Black toys. The little Black boy inside of me, the one whose light was dimmed in adolescence by the realization that I might not ever get to experience such a thing, was screaming with joy. It had all come full circle.

And what was even better was that my eight-year-old daughter was getting to experience a much different world from the one I grew up in. Her first president was Barack Obama, she went on an epic journey with Storm Reid’s character Meg, and she saw an African world full of the best technology in the universe, with cultural pride and beauty to match. I should also mention that she witnessed “Auntie” Truth (Ruth Carter) win an Oscar for Black Panther and become the first Black female costume designer to do so. She also saw Hannah Beachler become the first Black female production designer not only to be nominated in the category but to win it as well! So you see …

CHANGE was happening, and I had a front-row seat.

“I am firmly convinced that people must be able to ‘feel’ in order to change.”

This is a sentence that formulated in my thought process during a trip to my local Walgreens to pick up some hair products for my wife and daughter one evening. As I stood in the small section dedicated to Black haircare, I realized that if the entire aisle were reversed—with it being predominantly Black haircare, and all the other haircare allocated to a little endcap at the back of the aisle—people would be so confused. But, in their confusion, they might also feel something. They might be able to put themselves in someone else’s shoes and realize that, through a different lens, the world is, in fact, not catered to your inclusion. I kept repeating the phrase over and over again to myself, and it stuck in my head that action is the only way to promote change because you can’t make people feel anything without getting up and actively working toward that goal.

Enter Dr. Sheena C. Howard. Our paths crossed when we were featured in a segment together for Comcast promoting Black History Month entitled, “Groundbreakers: Heroes Behind the Mask.” Naturally, I went and looked up her many accomplishments, but what struck me the most was that you cannot mention her work without the word change.

Dr. Howard is the first Black woman to win an Eisner Award for her book Black Comics: Politics of Race and Representation. And with this book, she thrust many Black creatives from the past into the spotlight. She showed that she cared about shedding light on Black artists who had been overlooked for their creativity during a time when hatred was at an all-time high. She showcased artists who dared to be creative in a time that most assuredly could dim the creative light of anyone who had dared to live through it. In short, she showcased those who had literally fought to create visuals that inspired people to feel something for those who don’t come from the same background as themselves.

Dr. Howard fights for those whose voices are marginalized and often ignored—people of color, the LGBTQ community, and those with disabilities. She is the consummate activist in every sense of the word. While my experience is to explore the world and communicate points of view through visuals, Dr. Howard researches, and often shares her research in a way that is easy for those seeking knowledge to digest. She gets out and puts her feet to the ground to directly stir the narrative reins of pop culture in a direction that invites us all to have a collective seat at the table. And with that, she magnifies the voices of those who are easy to overlook, making them the center of attention.

With that in mind, she has now put together another body of work here with Why Wakanda Matters. This time, her lens has shifted to speaking out about mental health, identity, and communication in the Black community. She has brilliantly taken all of these issues—from intergenerational trauma to cognitive dissonance—and used Black Panther to break down and dissect them. And again, she’s done it by bringing contributors of different backgrounds together to share in her vision.

The film resonated with so many people and touched the lives of each of them in different ways, myself included. Black Panther made me feel empowered. It represented true “play.” I got to watch characters that could be me do extraordinary things, and I didn’t have to hyperextend my imaginative biceps to do extra heavy lifting to get it. I didn’t have to watch the characters explain why they had advanced technology. I didn’t have to watch Black Panther grow up in the hood, sell drugs, be in a gang, then have someone “turn his life around” before he then became the rightful king of Wakanda. There is so much power in just being able to play, freely. There is so much gravitas in watching dark-skinned women not only command the screen but be heralded as beyond gorgeous while doing it.

What does the film teach us? How does it make us “feel”? Well, with the following pages of this book, Dr. Howard and her esteemed contributors not only answer these questions but beg to ask a hell of a lot more. And I would gather that Dr. Howard’s brand of integrating the Black experience with the cinematic experience that is Black Panther will leave you feeling nothing short of changed.
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Phillip Boutté Jr.

Costume Concept Artist, Black Panther




INTRODUCTION

Black Panther released in theaters throughout the United States on February 16, 2018. The film ended up making $1.3 billion worldwide, ensuring its legacy as one of Marvel’s biggest success stories. Its $700 million domestic gross was bigger than that of Avengers: Infinity War, which made $678 million domestically (IMDB, 2019).

Black Panther has undoubtedly shaped Marvel’s cinematic direction for years to come. This is significant considering how long it took the company to produce a film featuring a solo Black superhero. Marvel had already made seventeen superhero movies, but never a solo superhero movie with a Black star or a predominantly Black cast. This hesitancy and the ultimate mega-success of Black Panther are fodder for the psychological themes that shape every element of the film’s production, including themes around racial identity, the psychology of cultural identity, historical trauma, and traumatic attachments. These ideas are both explicit and implicit in the film, as the story line makes multiple connections to American history, imperialism, nationalism, and race relations.

As a result, viewers, particularly African American audiences, had a profound cultural connection to the film and an enormous emotional response. The psychological connection between the film and audiences, as well as what the film can teach us about psychological concepts that are important to our everyday lives, is not only fascinating, but worthy of special attention.

Linking Black Panther to the psychology of the real world has been done across national articles, blog posts, podcasts, and panels since the film’s 2018 release. For example, in making the argument that Black Panther counters many of the harmful notions around Black identity, Dr. Amber A. Hewitt connects the psychology of cultural identity and mental health to an analysis of the film. Writing for Psychology Today, Dr. Hewitt (2018) notes, “Cultural pride, a core component of racial-ethnic socialization, is protective against a host of mental health and academic outcomes. Racial-ethnic socialization is comprised of several components: (1) instilling cultural pride, (2) preparation for bias, (3) promotion of mistrust, and (4) egalitarianism.” Dr. Hewitt argues that Black Panther counters many popular depictions of what it means to be Black and African, instilling cultural pride, which often results in less psychological distress for Black children over time. In other words, repeated exposure to films such as Black Panther results in positive racial-ethnic socialization for Black children.

The Therapy for Black Girls podcast also dedicated an entire episode to the psychology behind Black Panther. The podcast is a “weekly conversation with Dr. Joy Harden Bradford, a licensed psychologist in Atlanta, Georgia, focusing on all things mental health, personal development, and all the small decisions we can make to become the best possible version of ourselves” (Therapy for Black Girls, 2019). The Black Panther episode touched on the psychology of character bonding, parasocial relationships with fictional characters, and attachment theory based on the Black communities’ intense connections to various aspects of the film, including audience responses.

In short, people have been talking about the psychology behind the film. However, these instances are disjointed and tenuous as there has been limited space to allow psychologists, practitioners, clinicians, and media analysts the opportunity to more vigorously expound upon this area of interest. That is the uniqueness and strength of this anthology. The essays herein are written by mental health and communication professionals as well as experts in the fields of identity and psychology.

The book that you hold in your hands provides the depth of analysis this iconic film deserves by applying psychological concepts to the film and delving into the psychology behind the success of the film, as it relates specifically to Black viewers. For some essayists, the depictions in Black Panther are idyllic and utopian. For others, the depictions are problematic and harmful. Regardless, there is consensus that the film is a cultural icon that has the potential to teach us something important about psychology, identity, and communication.

The essays in Why Wakanda Matters: What Black Panther Reveals About Psychology, Identity, and Communication are organized around a set of common themes. Part one focuses on the psychology of collective identity and connectedness, part two focuses on the psychology of racial and cultural identity, part three focuses on the psychology of intergenerational trauma and resistance, and part four focuses on the psychology of cognition and identification.

In part 1, chapter 1, “Cross My Heart and Hope to Die in Wakanda: Expressions of Solidarity in Black Panther” is written by Felicia Stewart (JD, PhD, Professor of Communication Studies, Morehouse College). This essay contends that the success of the movie Black Panther has created a shared fantasy as a means for audience members to engage in acts of psychological connectedness. Dr. Stewart takes an in-depth look at the camaraderie elicited by the film through both verbal and nonverbal expressions of solidarity. For example, memorable verbal phrases from the movie (e.g., “Wakanda Forever!”) have entered the Black lexicon and have united people in playful solidarity. Emblematic nonverbal gestures—such as crossing the arms over one’s chest as a greeting—have provided moviegoers with additional ways of acknowledging and connecting with like-minded others. By applying Ernest Bormann’s fantasy theme to the verbal and nonverbal expressions, the reader is taken on a journey to look deeper into how embracing these messages has cultivated a sense of solidarity among a diasporic people.

Chapter 2, “The Symbolic, the Real, and the Ladies of Wakanda,” is written by Claudia Bucciferro (PhD, Assistant Professor, School of Communication, RIT). This essay draws from psychoanalysis and feminist scholarship to discuss why seeing strong, beautiful, and independent women of color on the silver screen—such as the female characters that populate Black Panther—can inform our own self-concept. We develop a notion of who we are by considering the groups that we belong to, including categories such as gender, race, and sexual orientation. Through a process of socialization that begins in early childhood, we learn the ways of our social groups by observing and listening to a variety of sources: from our parents and family members to fictional characters and media texts. As we get older, our engagement with symbolic aspects increases, so we pay more attention to the language and the narratives associated with particular social groups, as well as the images and the visual codes that seem to define them. The process of identity development involves looking at ourselves in the mirror and identifying both our singularity and our conceptual connection to larger social roles—and the cinematic screen is a type of mirror, so a movie functions as a symbolic device that facilitates imaginative play. Considering all this, seeing characters such as Nakia, Shuri, Okoye, and Ramonda—all empowered, intelligent, and assertive women of color—in the Black Panther movie can make a lasting impression on women and girls.

Chapter 3, “Wakanda, Pan-Afrikanism, and the Afrikana Worldview: A Representation of the New African Nation,” is written by Olísa Yaa Tolókun (MS, LPC, CAP, LAC, Florida A&M University, Community Psychology) and Aynda Mariama Kanyama-Jackson. This essay juxtaposes the Afrikan worldview with the philosophical infrastructure of the culture presented in the film by examining the behavior, values, ethics, language aesthetics, and norms of its characters. According to the authors, it is the worldview framework that provides disciplinary autonomy for Afrikana Studies and all of its constituent components, including Afrikan Psychology. Worldview transcends the superficial boundaries of ethnicity and nationality and explains the oneness and interconnectedness of Afrikan people. From our clarity about the primacy and omnipresence of spirit, harmony with nature, emphasis on communalism, gender balance and complementarity, and respect for elders and reverence for the ancestors, Afrikana culture was holistically woven throughout the film. The Haitian concept of Guinèn, the spiritual essence of Afrikana people, which connects us to the Supreme Being and to one another, was also suggested as a reality in Black Panther. Furthermore, the mythical Wakanda was perceived as less of a legend and more of a representation of the Afrikana experience and a symbol of our collective potential. Particularly for Afrikana people in the United States, Wakanda was perceived as a metaphor for what many have called the New Afrikana Nation.

In part 2, chapter 4, “Killmonger and the Wretched of the Earth,” is written by Dominique Thomas (University of Michigan). In this essay, Thomas applies Fanonian phenomenological methods to analyze the film. This analysis, based on psychiatrist Frantz Fanon’s works, is informed by experience, concrete examples, evidence, meaning, delineation of essential structure, and a critical and liberating praxis. The chapter also includes interviews with key figures involved in creating the film, the comic book source material, the sociopolitical context, and the movie soundtrack as well as the score. Psychological themes and concepts examined include racial identity, racial socialization, Black history knowledge, and sociopolitical development. The author makes connections between the concepts of Afrofuturism, racial capitalism, Black radical tradition, and double consciousness.

Chapter 5, “The Black Panther Is Black,” is written by Mikhail Lyubansky (PhD, Associate Professor, Department of Psychology, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign) and Erynn Nicholson. This essay examines the racial identities of T’Challa, Erik Killmonger, Ulysses Klaue, and Everett K. Ross against the backdrop of historical racial oppression and current-day racial dynamics. The chapter concludes with some comparisons to prominent real-world figures and a discussion of the implications of these identities, both in the Marvel Universe and our own.

Chapter 6, “The Oreo, the King, and the Wakandan Salute,” is written by Mercedes Samudio (LCSW). This essay explores what it looks like to assimilate to the dominant culture, and be ridiculed for it, because the genres and entertainment you enjoy don’t have enough representation. In addition, Samudio delves into a discussion on the psychological influence that movies like Black Panther have on Black children.

Chapter 7, “Ritual in Black Panther: The Decolonization of African Narratives and Implications for the Reclamation of African Spiritual Identification and Practice,” is written by Chateé Omísadé Richardson (PhD, Educational Psychologist, Education Department at Spelman College) and L. Nzingha Samuel (Educational Strategist, Education Department at Tiffin University). This essay is a fascinating exploration of spirituality and the Black community, through the lens of history and the impact of colonization. Black Panther’s portrayal of a culture virtually untouched by white supremacy presents a timely critique of colonialism and its continued negative impact. Africans worldwide flocked toward and internalized these positive portrayals, many paying to see the film two and three times. In this chapter, you will be challenged to acknowledge that Black Panther represents a potential reconnection to African identity via the positive depiction of traditional culture through ritual practice.

In part 3, chapter 8, “Erik Killmonger and the Psychology of Inner-City Trauma,” is written by Chateé Omísadé Richardson (PhD, Educational Psychologist, Education Department at Spelman College). This essay examines why Wakanda is seen as the ideal environment by analyzing Killmonger through the lens of the Forces and Consequences Model, originally introduced by Asa G. Hilliard III, highlighting negative experiences that led Killmonger to become the villain of the story. The so-called inner-city environment is presented as the backdrop for his (counter) development, while highlighting the positives that also exist in this space. The inner city is juxtaposed with the opposite, more optimal, environment of Wakanda, while Richardson discusses overlooked challenges.

Chapter 9, “Black Radical Thought as Pathology in Black Panther,” is written by Charles Athanasopoulos (Department of Communication Studies, University of Pittsburgh). This essay seeks to reframe the psychological impact of the film Black Panther through the lens of Derrick Bell’s Racial Realism by arguing that the film demonizes Black Radical Thought through the caricature of Erik Killmonger, evidenced by Michael B. Jordan’s confession that he attended therapy after playing Killmonger because his hatred led to social isolation. Drawing on Shannon Sullivan’s argument that cruel optimism increases racial battle fatigue and its negative health effects, the author argues through an oppositional reading of Black Panther that this film (1) reinforces respectability politics rooted in the monarchical traditions of Wakanda, (2) hurts the preparation for bias by inspiring a cruel optimism in the possibility of egalitarianism in an anti-Black world, and 3) promotes mistrust of Black radicality, which should be reframed as generative for Black resistance.

Chapter 10, “Vibranium Healing,” is written by Mishelle Rodriguez (psychologist). This essay argues that Black Panther provides a contrast between Black people living with the multifaceted and ongoing traumatic impact of colonization and systemic oppression (e.g., intergenerational trauma, racial trauma) and Black people in a society who have been largely protected from this plight. Thus, the film highlights the psychological effects of these types of trauma and related forms of intrapersonal and interpersonal maladaptation and resilience. This chapter posits that the film also echoes themes from current theory (e.g., Radical Healing, Healing Centered Engagement, etc.) regarding what is needed for healing trauma, while additionally providing content that is itself therapeutic. Rodriguez discusses (1) how the film depicts the symptomatology of race-related trauma, and (2) how it points us in the direction of frameworks for treatment that are not just superficial symptom reduction but are instead deeply healing, like the film’s medical use of “vibranium.”

Chapter 11, “N’Jadaka and Intergenerational Trauma: A Case Study of Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome,” is written by Olísa Yaa Tolókun (MS, LPC, CAP, LAC, Florida A&M University, Community Psychology). This essay delves into what epigenetic researchers have known for centuries—that ancestral trauma is real. This chapter argues that N’Jadaka identifies with the trauma that his ancestors have suffered, and as an oppressed and abandoned Afrikan in America, he experiences and then perpetuates his own injustices as well. Tolókun describes the development of N’Jadaka’s psychological disorder through the analysis of his genogram, a tool for the deconstruction and healing of intergenerational trauma. Tolókun also offers prescriptions for healing for the many people who identify with N’Jadaka because of their own pain, suffering, and unresolved internal conflict.

In part 4, chapter 12, “Representation, Identification, and Pride: Teaching with (and Through) Black Panther,” is written by Evan Jones (MA, Communication Management, University of Southern California). This essay explores how matters of representation, identity, and pride inform how moviegoers relate to Black Panther, not only as art but also as a social phenomenon. Jones takes a look at interpretive dissonance, especially with regard to how some viewers hold opinions that may conflict with what they feel to be their expected in-group and out-group positions. This challenges totalizing narratives about the film’s success and uniform depictions of its audience as singular.

Chapter 13, “Identification and Decentering Whiteness in Black Panther,” is written by Tehia Starker Glass (Associate Professor of Educational Psychology and Elementary Education), Joseph W. Allen (University of North Carolina at Charlotte), and GiShawn A. Mance (Howard University). This essay asserts that Black Panther gives the Black viewers (with a focus on children) an opportunity to build their sense of efficacy through mastery and vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and emotional and physiological states. In this chapter, the authors address how each source of efficacy building is addressed and supported within the film.

Finally, chapter 14, “Cognitive Dissonance and T’Challa’s Evolution,” is written by yours truly, Sheena C. Howard (Associate Professor of Communication, Rider University). This essay applies the widely popular psychological framework of cognitive dissonance to examine the influence of psychological discomfort that leads to T’Challa’s evolution from a nationalist to a leader willing to take a more humanitarian, globalist approach.

The intention of this book is to leave you with a sense of the cultural-historical impact of Black Panther through the lens of psychology, communication, and identity. In doing so, I hope to give you, the reader, a better understanding of the application of psychological and communication concepts that might be useful in understanding the influence of your own life experiences on the way you think and act. The theories and concepts chosen for inclusion in this book shed light on how we make meaning, the relevance of shared cultural understanding, and the ways in which communication and connection shape our life journey.
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Sheena C. Howard, PhD
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Chapter 1

CROSS MY HEART AND HOPE TO DIE IN WAKANDA

Expressions of Solidarity in Black Panther

Felicia Stewart

“If You Can See It, You Can Be It; Black Panther’s Black Woman Magic” (Allen, 2018)

“Making Wakanda Great Again” (Cooper, 2018)

“I Dream a World: Black Panther and the Re-Making of Blackness” (White, 2018)

“O Wakanda, Our Wakanda” (New York Times, 2018)

These are just a few articles inspired by Black Panther. The headlines alone speak to a psychological need of those who felt both empowered and comforted by the film. They preview the yearning for a different reality and indicate how Black Panther fans locked onto a distinctive mental space that was both comforting and empowering. This title joins the ones above. What does it mean to “Cross My Heart and Hope to Die in Wakanda”? Answering that question requires a sojourn that reveals the significance of a film, specifically to the history of Black diasporic people.

For generations, films have been bringing people together. Movie franchises have fan clubs and some even have cult followings. Star Trek has their “Trekkies.” Harry Potter’s fan base is called “Potterheads.” Fans of Lord of the Rings are called “Ringers.” Star Wars fans are, well, “Star Wars Fans.” And now, Black Panther has its “Wakandans.” Since 2008, large fan bases have followed the Avengers characters in theaters. To date, the Marvel franchise has produced more than twenty films and boasts box office totals in billions of dollars. Fans have lined up to see films that carry the names of their heroes, such as Iron Man (2008), Captain America: The First Avenger (2011), Thor (2011), and Spider-Man: Homecoming (2017). In 2018, Black Panther was added to that list, and fans loved it.

What many of these film franchises have in common is the element of fantasy. Something about the fantastic nature of magic or science fiction envelopes the hearts and minds of moviegoing fans. The fans then find ways to connect with one another through their love for the film, the story, the setting, and the characters. Psychologically speaking, fantasy is necessary. It allows people to fulfill their unconscious desires. Fantasy gives license for people to go where they want to go. Black Panther connected people on a psychological plane that allowed them, albeit for a short while, to live in another space—a space where their Black was beautiful. They began participating in the fantasy, mentally drawn to this world called Wakanda.

The character Black Panther made his first appearance in the 2016 film Captain America: Civil War. The plot, which included T’Challa seeking vengeance for the death of his father, King T’Chaka, and conclusion of the movie, where T’Challa joined forces with the Avengers, both indicated that Black Panther would be seen on-screen again. Prior to Black Panther’s opening, people began to anticipate the positive vibe of a Black cinematic experience. There was something brewing in the air as fans created moviegoing groups, crafted costumes, and talked excitedly of dressing up for movie screenings. Legions of audience members bought tickets ahead of time, longing to see the empowering images that have been absent
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