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			Nic Stone

			2016 was a weird year for me. I’d sold my debut young-adult novel in 2015, but it wasn’t scheduled to be published until 2017, and though I was working on new stuff, it was with great trepidation—I very deliberately wrote stories about Black kids, and at that point, they weren’t exactly in high demand.

			Honestly, prior to 2018, when the first Marvel Studios’ Black Panther film was released, trepidation was a thing in the hearts of many Black people attempting to forge or maintain careers in storytelling and entertainment spaces—this is a book of essays about how said film impacted a variety of lives, and you are reading the foreword, after all.

			As for my story: I’d been an avid reader as a child, but for reasons I couldn’t articulate back then, the practice had lost its savor as I tumbled headlong into adolescence. It would be years before I’d figure out the root of my sudden disdain for books. Once I did, I realized that all of the ones I was told I had to read either had soundly awful depictions of Black people or no Black people at all.

			We gravely underestimate the damage this does to the developing identities and worldviews of young people. And not just Black ones, either. In many ways, what we read in books and see and hear in popular culture informs the way we view—and therefore treat—other human beings. Ourselves included.

			Yes, I’d decided not to believe the messages from those high-school books: I was not minimally intelligent (like Jim from The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn) nor destined to be a scapegoat (see Tom Robinson from To Kill a Mockingbird), and I wasn’t powerless with regard to my own destiny (shout-out to Crooks from Of Mice and Men). But I was still utterly petrified that the stories I wanted to tell would be met with either total disregard, or worse: ire and derision. Especially since I had zero intention of feeding into the stereotypes that seemed to be “acceptable” when it came to portraying Black people in literature.

			Would people even want to read stories about kids like me? Would they be as interested in our joys and triumphs as they seemed to be in our oppression and pain? I wanted to write about Black kids living and loving. Winning. Facing down obstacles and utilizing their gifts to save the day.

			This was stuff I hadn’t ever seen in books. At least not the books I was exposed to. Did the absence of these things really mean people just weren’t interested (as a publisher—or five—suggested when rejecting my manuscripts)?

			These questions plagued me as I waited for my little book baby to make its way out into the world. And I still had a year and five months left to wait when I sat down in a movie theater seat on a Saturday in May 2016.

			The latest Marvel Cinematic Universe film had just dropped: Captain America: Civil War. And from the opening scene, I was rapt. The plot was spectacular, the action pulse-pounding, and the relationships delightfully fraught. One thing I’ve always loved about the MCU portrayal of super heroes is that every single one is deeply complex and vividly human—even the ones who aren’t human at all. And you want to know their backstories.

			So when a dude in a black catsuit comes out of nowhere and lands on a roof to fight the bad guy, then chases him through traffic largely on foot…and then, when caught by the police, just straight up removes his helmet to reveal his identity (umm, did somebody say badass?), and everyone in the theater clapped…

			It literally changed everything for me.

			Fast forward to February 2018. For almost two years, we’d heard whispers that the coming Black Panther movie would have a mostly Black cast, which was unheard of in the super hero space. The film released two days after Valentine’s Day and I didn’t go see it. I was scared. Scared of feeling let down. Scared people weren’t believing the hype…and even more scared that they were believing it and would wind up disappointed. My little book had come out four months prior, almost to the day, and though it sold well enough in the first week to make the New York Times bestseller list, it was gone from said list by week two, and I had no idea how sales were going.

			What if this movie came out and “underperformed” as I’d heard editors say when some superhyped “diverse” book failed to meet sales expectations? Would that prove no one wanted stories about Black people doing great things and, you know, effectually end my storytelling career before it could really begin?

			It took me a month to go see it. A month of it being the number-one film week after week. And the theater was packed when we took our seats. I even heard a guy in the row behind us say it was his fourth time seeing the movie in the theater (and at $16 per ticket, that sounded like a big deal).

			Black Panther did well, obviously. It’s one of the highest-grossing films of all time.

			But it’s also so much more.

			The Black Panther—aka T’Challa aka Chadwick Boseman—struck a match the moment he landed on that roof in 2016. But his solo film in 2018 is what lit the fire of a revolution. People from all backgrounds got right on board with the Black king of a tiny fictional nation in East Africa, fighting to protect his country and its people from his cousin, an American-raised Black anarchist. There were only two white people who got significant screen time. Kids across the globe wanted to be the Black Panther and have super strength, speed, and catlike reflexes.

			At long last, we were seeing Black excellence on-screen, in front of and behind the camera: The costume and production designers won highly coveted Oscars for their work. We saw a Black man—whose royal guard was made up of all Black women—rule with patience and integrity. We saw a wickedly witty Black girl genius and inventor (Shuri really changed my life, but we’ll save that story for a different foreword). And best of all, we saw what Black people could do. Make.

			Be.

			And it changed us all.

			Which is why this book exists. As I mentioned earlier, you hold in your hands a collection of essays from a vast array of Black people—from the man who raised enough money to pay for over seventy thousand kids to see the film in theaters to the beautiful woman who played a red-clad warrior of the Wakandan royal guard, the Dora Milaje. All sharing stories of how their individual lives were impacted by this juggernaut of a motion picture.

			Thanks to Marvel Studios’ Black Panther, I not only felt seen (finally!), but I also felt like I got the permission I needed to take up space. To tell the stories of my heart. To step out and make noise about things that don’t align with the ideas put forth in the founding documents of this country, especially when it comes to people who look like me.

			As you read, I hope you’re reminded of all the ways this history-making film impacted you.

			Wakanda forever.
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			MEET ME IN WAKANDA: EMBRACING UNITY FROM PITTSBURGH TO DOHA
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			Yona Harvey, award-winning poet, contributor to Marvel Comics’ Black Panther: World of Wakanda and Black Panther & the Crew

			The Ace Hotel of Pittsburgh delivered an early winter missive: “Marvel’s much anticipated Black Panther movie premieres on February 16, and we’re ready to celebrate. Join sarah huny young (AMERICAN WOMAN, The Root 100), Damon Young (Very Smart Brothas, GQ), and just a few (hundred) of our closest friends as darkness spreads from Wakanda to East Liberty.” Though the Ace was the venue, the celebration was the brainchild of huny and her cousin Damon. At the time of organization, no one had seen the film, but spirits were as high as the optimism. The Marvel Cinematic Universe teasers and official film trailers had been effective. Not only would people turn out in numbers to view the movie, but they would also attend parties and movie theater lobby socials decked out in full Wakanda regalia.

			I mentioned the Ace event to my BFFs in the DMV, and to my delight, they decided a road trip to Pittsburgh was in order. Like other cities around the world, the city where I lived would temporarily transform its venues and domiciles into the imagined African country of Wakanda. Because Wakanda lived in the hopes and dreams of people’s imaginations, there were no boundaries on how people might dress and show their love for the popular comic book turned major motion picture. One of my BFFs had a toddler and asked if I could secure a babysitter. A close friend in Pittsburgh (also attending the party) said her daughter was available, and I felt grateful for the small, reliable, loving network of Black women down for the cause. Domestic missions accomplished, the social mission of dressing in style commenced. I pulled my outfit, which I’d purchased the previous year from an African braiding and dress shop owner who’d emigrated to Pittsburgh from the Congo. My BFF’s husband, J, was from Kenya, and so the couple’s outfits came from there.

			I can’t verify the origins of all the attire I saw that night, but the Ace Hotel’s gym was awash in colorful prints, close haircuts, neatly oiled braids, and locks of many lengths and thicknesses. The vibe was unpretentious and welcoming. When the brother at the door couldn’t find my e-ticket verification on his spreadsheet, he shrugged. “There’re so many names,” he said jovially, and waved us all in. A mix of tunes blared from the DJ’s speakers, and later in the evening a crew of African drummers (no country or technique identified or sweated) gathered everyone in a large circle. A freestyle moment ensued, and my BFF nodded to her husband to show the good people how they do it in Kenya. Seconds later, he was at the center of the circle getting the respect his dancing deserved.

			I’ll admit I’d been kind of nervous at first, inviting a Kenyan native to an American-hosted Wakanda party. Even though J’s only ever shown respect in our conversations across cultures and perspectives, I worried he might notice something grossly offensive or out of place, something inauthentic maybe. As a young undergraduate student in Washington, DC, I was often shocked at the condescension and assumptions made occasionally by a few Black adults from the Caribbean and some African countries I encountered around town or during my travels. There was a perception that Black Americans were ignorant of geography and culture, overly Afrocentric, diasporically needy, unworldly, and naive. Even as recently as 2019 Zadie Smith praised Darryl Pinckney’s writing as “a useful corrective to lazy American ideas of Pan-Africanism.” I’d never heard Pan-Africanism described as “lazy” (overly romantic, maybe) and I hadn’t realized that, once again, Black Americans were labeled as offering the worst version of views that uninformed people from any country can potentially hold. A quizzical eagerness to put us in our place and explain just how ignorant we were persisted; colonial whites and their descendants had been historically prone to the same thing.

			But J had no criticisms that night. And when I spoke to him a few years later about his travels in Kenya after seeing the Black Panther film and attending not one but several Wakanda-themed parties in his beloved country, his enthusiasm was palpable: “Africans in Africa were shocked that we [were] united in celebrating us as one…and everyone who was not African had to pay attention and see this phenomenon.”

			Interesting word, “unity.” I found it would come up again and again. Maybe the Black American imagination—giver of jazz, scratching, sampling, and William Holmes Borders–style preaching—casts a widening, unstoppable, flourishing spell. One of its great mysteries, its great astonishments, rests in the notion that it seemingly comes out of nowhere, out of nothing or very little materially speaking, out of necessity. As the old sermons and gospel songs proclaimed: a way out of no way. As someone who’s been given the side-eye numerous times, I embrace the hope—and the decades of hard work that fed into it—of a utopic, unified, fantastical space. Of course, utopias don’t exist. But to conjure one forces us to examine the shortcomings and inequities around the world that inspire the longing for it. Perhaps this is what unites not only the people of the African diaspora but also sci-fi and fantasy film and literature lovers. Why should the flawed and limited thinking of colonial powers and former enslavers (and those who’ve absorbed that thinking) limit us? Why should any of us feel ashamed of wanting a connection? Why should a homeless person, wanderer, or anyone exiled feel self-conscious about longing for a home? Do I sound too romantic? Maybe.

			The older I become, the more I think not about who’s “more African” or “Blacker” but about the feeling of limitlessness literature and films like Black Panther give the displaced. In an ideal world, everyone knows where they “come from,” none of us get separated from our families because of war or the pursuit of better education or better jobs, and no countries have border conflicts. But as the old maxim goes, we do not live in an ideal world.

			One space that completely surprised me as a Wakanda celebration hub was Doha, Qatar. Qatar categorizes the people of African descent who reside there in multiple ways. My longtime family friend Chanda Bates, for example, is considered “an African American expatriate who resides in Qatar.” She recently shared a curious list of descriptions for me: “An African laborer from Kenya is considered a migrant worker,” but a company vice president also from Kenya is an “expatriate.” Because of its sponsorship policies, Qatar doesn’t officially allow immigrants. And those people who are descendants of Africans brought to the country as slaves are considered Qatari.

			Chanda, her husband, Damian Dourado, and their teenage son have lived in Doha for several years now and attended a huge Black Panther premiere party sponsored by a social group composed of African descendants throughout the region. Invitees were asked to wear “traditional African garb,” and, just as in Pittsburgh, anticipation was high. Those who didn’t wear traditional clothing sported their best Black Panther and Dora Milaje costumes. Attendees purchased high volumes of tickets in advance and subsequently sold out two movie theaters. Chanda wore a dress she had had custom-made in Doha of Ghanaian fabric, and Damian wore a daishiki his father gifted him from his home country of Tanzania. Their personal crew of partygoers included a
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