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Chapter 1

Introduction

A King of Many Faces

It is hard now, after 2018, to imagine a world where “T’Challa” and “Wakanda” are not household words. 2018’s Black Panther film was, to put it mildly, a cultural moment. The film won three Academy Awards (the first-ever Oscars for Marvel Studios, as well as the first-ever wins for African-American women in the Costume and Production Design categories) and became the first superhero movie to be nominated for Best Picture.1 Black Panther also became the highest-grossing film ever helmed by an African-American director, earning over $1.3 billion worldwide.2 The film also inspired creativity in other media, including a Grammy award-winning Kendrick Lamar concept album and a special Wakanda-themed exhibition at the 2018 New York Fashion Week.3 Industry experts estimated merchandise based on the film was on track to generate nearly $250 million for Marvel and Disney in 2018, despite some complaints that the relative paucity of toys and other merchandise compared to other Marvel properties was not sufficient to keep up with demand.4 The film was also critically well-received, appearing on many critics’ lists of favorite 2018 films and earning one of the highest overall scores for a superhero film on movie review aggregator site Rotten Tomatoes.5 It was a significant coming-out party for a character who, prior to the last few years, had largely been a relative obscurity compared to his contemporaries.


Who is the Black Panther?

In 2005, multi-hyphenate media producer and writer Reginald Hudlin posed a question to the reader as the title of his first Black Panther story arc: “Who is the Black Panther?” At the time, this was a fair question. The character was still a relative obscurity in the larger Marvel canon compared to heavyweights like Hulk and Spider-Man. By now, of course, the reader likely has at least some passing familiarity with the Black Panther, created by Stan Lee and Jack Kirby in 1966 as part of Marvel Comics’ then-flagship title Fantastic Four. For the unaware, however, Black Panther is the nom de guerre of T’Challa, the king and political leader of the fictional African nation of Wakanda and son of its late former leader, T’Chaka. Clad head to toe in an identity-obscuring black bodysuit and a helmet with feline ears and features representing his role as leader of the Panther Clan and their patron god Bast, he fights primarily using hand-to-hand combat with sharpened metal claws. His intellect, superior technology, heightened senses‚ and agility make him a formidable combatant and ally as he battles supervillains either alone or as part of one of many changing super-teams across the Marvel Universe.

Unlike many superheroes, whose identities and powers are the product of happenstance or tragedy, T’Challa’s are ancestral—he is part of a long line of Black Panthers, each of whom has led Wakanda through different eras in the nation’s history, and each of whom earned the right to the title through a combination of birthright and ritual combat.6 Wakanda is as important to the Panther’s identity as his name or his costume—a mysterious African nation hidden from the prying eyes of the world and comprised of many different tribes and clans, it is a technologically-advanced utopia historically untouched by the creeping hand of European colonialism. That technological advancement comes because of the country’s stockpile of vibranium, a nearly indestructible and malleable metal capable of absorbing vibrational energy used for purposes from weaponry to medicine. As a result of its near limitless supply of vibranium, Wakandan technology is advanced beyond that of even the Marvel Universe’s greatest inventors and rarely present outside the nation’s borders, save for an odd exception like Captain America’s shield. The Black Panther is at once scientist and scholar, unmatched warrior, and esteemed political and spiritual leader.

That is the broad story, of course, but details can differ across media. In the comics, for instance, T’Challa’s father T’Chaka is murdered by the villain Klaw as he attempts to steal Wakanda’s vibranium for himself; in the films T’Chaka’s end comes as the collateral result of a complex plot to pit the Avengers against each other. In some iterations, Black Panther’s costume is laced with vibranium and capable of capturing and redirecting kinetic energy, while in others his costume is a relatively standard fabric susceptible to rips and tears. In some incarnations his sister Shuri takes on the role of Black Panther for herself while in others she is content in her laboratory, developing the gadgets and armor her brother uses to fight threats to Wakanda. Some interpretations of the character have him cast in living plastic as a LEGO figurine going on slapstick adventures or trading punches with Street Fighter characters in a video game. In short, like many superheroes, Black Panther’s story is a song with a melody we all can hum, but with lyrics that change depending on the audience. The question of “Who is the Black Panther,” then, really should be—“Who is the Black Panther today?”

Without question, the Marvel Cinematic Universe films deserve much of the credit for raising the cultural profile of the Black Panther. The character rarely appeared in media outside of printed comics to a notable degree until the 2000s and then only sparingly until Marvel showed renewed interest in developing theatrical films with the hero in the latter part of the 2010s, when the film made Black Panther into a pivotal part of the company’s larger product universe. Yet focusing primarily on that film, as much contemporary academic discourse on the character does, leaves out a significant part of his history and the real-world contexts that shape it. The fictional story of the Black Panther runs parallel to the Civil Rights movement, apartheid in South Africa, and ongoing questions of racial inequality in America. As a character defined by his relationship to the African Diaspora and arguably Marvel’s most prominent Black character, Black Panther’s stories and publishing presence have ebbed and flowed alongside the willingness of the company to address these issues. Few of Marvel’s heroes have the potential to be as socially relevant and important as the Black Panther, and that potential has rarely been realized until recently.

Moreover, the economic imperative of superhero fiction means the character’s story is not limited to just one medium. A thorough understanding of the relevance and importance of the Black Panther cannot begin and end in the multiplex; rather, it requires a critical and historiographical analysis of the range of media and social contexts that have fed into this contemporary moment. Similarly, focusing solely on the comics ignores the reality that Marvel and other major superhero producers no longer see these characters as constrained to that medium. Rather, the zeitgeist of media conglomeration means that the character is a brand, and Marvel and its parent company Disney have a multitude of channels at their disposal to tell stories and market to different audiences. A transmedia approach is necessary to reflect this cultural reality and ascertain what the character represents to the audience.

Corporate-owned superhero narratives exist at the confluence of multiple interpretations of a given character over multiple decades of existence—effectively, critical inquiry into these narratives require at least some grounding in how the popular perception of these concepts have developed over time. This is especially important because of the inherent symbolic tension at the core of the Black Panther character. He was created at least in part as a response to colonial narratives of Africa and acted as a rare Black superhero in mainstream comics, but primarily developed by white creators until late in his history. To develop a comprehensive picture of the rhetorical significance and potential of the character to address contemporary sociopolitical issues, it is therefore necessary to address the Black Panther not just through one performance but as a larger discourse spanning multiple decades and existing in a larger cultural space that the franchise has spoken to with varying degrees of care and efficacy.

With that in mind, this book argues the Black Panther franchise is uniquely important among superhero media in terms of its inclusivity and sociopolitical relevance. It also can act as a powerful counter-narrative to Eurocentric and colonialist narratives in a predominantly white genre. There are consistent elements across the whole of the Black Panther franchise that speak to modern and historical concerns and questions of blackness and African identity. These elements have been developed over time via collaborative and iterative input from a variety of creative professionals. By identifying and connecting these elements, we can identify how the Black Panther can be used to start important and wide-ranging conversations about sociopolitical and racial equality, as well as the potential and problems of trying to find those ideas in corporatized media systems. To tease out these elements, this volume attempts to connect critical and theoretical streams of thought to an in-depth analysis of the work to speak to the cultural validity of the Black Panther and how his stories represent genuine issues such as Black identity, Civil Rights, the African Diaspora, and more through the decades of creative work and sociohistorical context surrounding the character.



Conceptual Framework

The Black Panther character was created in 1966, and in the over half a century since his debut the real-world cultural context surrounding the character has informed the way he and his contemporary superheroes have been depicted. Superheroes are no longer just characters in a story, they are brands leveraged across comics, film, animation, video games, toys, and other merchandise. All of these elements form a larger meta-narrative of who the characters are as a constellation of media touchpoints—but the salient touchpoints of that constellation will vary depending on the audience and which media they choose as an entrée point. In many cases, fans may pick or choose which versions are the most accessible, personally salient, or interesting and could even reject specific incarnations and decisions.7

As such, a transmedia approach is necessary to understanding how these texts interact with the audience and intersect with cultural and market forces, and in so doing explain how these ideas manifest across different converged media forms and audiences.8 Like most Marvel heroes, the Black Panther is a notion that writers and artists and programmers can put their own unique spins on so long as they hold on to the basic aspects of that notion. As such, Black Panther (like his contemporaries Spider-Man and Iron Man) has been interpreted as a Hollywood action hero, a Lego figure, a video game avatar, and played numerous roles on the comics page—all of these are valid pieces in the broader mosaic. However, unlike most of his contemporary superheroes, the Black Panther carries the rhetorical weight of being both a Black superhero and an African one—and this is a crucial part of understanding the character that can never be removed from the notion. For instance, while it is difficult to imagine in a post-Marvel Cinematic Universe world, the character was marginalized by Marvel for many years due in no small part to a lack of confidence the adventures of a Black hero would sell, and politically neutralized out of institutional fear of association with the real-life Black Panther Party.9 The multimillion-dollar Black Panther transmedia franchise exists now despite decades of cultural and economic timidity on the part of Marvel. Moreover, the entire conceit of the character exists as a direct response to centuries of social and economic injustice toward Africa and its descendants that may not always be accepted by a wide audience.

It is an oft-repeated notion that Lee and Kirby wanted to challenge the stereotypes of African savagery that were so prominent in comics and other media, and indeed this volume seeks to explore how that counter-narrative is constructed across the different forms of Panther media.10 However, the rhetorical potency of the character goes beyond that, and the idea of an Afrofuturist nation wherein Black excellence and advancement is allowed to prosper has been described as the sort of “recuperative” narrative that is key to critical race theory.11 It is also important to note this viewpoint is not universal. Apart from the ideological challenge of considering corporate intellectual property as revolutionary, the Panther franchise has its share of critics who particularly view the film as a neoliberal rejection and demonization of Black revolution.12 Superheroes have become a broader subject of political discourse, but the Black Panther in particular merits a comprehensive transmedia analysis to see how the character fits into political areas where most heroes dare not tread.

This book also argues that the Black Panther exists in specific economic, historical, and cultural contexts from which he cannot be separated. Consider, for instance, how the 2018 film and its depiction of Wakanda as a technologically and socially advanced nation was considered by cast, crew, and fans as a rejection of and rebuttal to former president Donald Trump’s comments referring to Haiti, El Salvador, and African nations generally as “shithole countries” with undesirable immigrants in a meeting with Senators prior to the film’s release.13 Such attitudes are not new and did not begin with the former president. While the primary intent of this work is media criticism, to ensure proper academic diligence it is important to consider the historical origins of media depictions of Africa and of Blackness (and where those ideas come from) more generally and how the Black Panther franchise succeeds (or falls short) as a counter-narrative. That last parenthetical is especially important because the Black Panther is part of a much larger media ecosystem that may not be interested in revolutionary content or controversial perspectives. An honest analysis must account for Marvel’s economic and cultural ubiquity and its historical inconsistency in its sociopolitical stances. At the same time their titles have historically championed a more progressive political agenda, they have also intervened in areas that could affect their bottom line and looked the other way on racial issues behind the scenes. Consider Marvel’s decision to remove an Art Spiegelman essay critical of President Trump from a collection of the company’s Golden Age comics, or the fact that current Editor-in-Chief C.B. Cebulski surreptitiously wrote under a Japanese pseudonym for a time to make Marvel’s writer pool appear more diverse, a fact the company hid for years.14 A transmedia approach to this character must take these actions into consideration, even if the company is so large that its film and publishing arms operate relatively independent of each other.



Transmedia Characters

Of course, crafting a narrative of the totality of the multimedia character that is the Black Panther is a daunting task. Not only has the character existed for over half a century, demand for superhero content and the fragmentation of media audiences across diverse demographics have made transmedia characters aimed at different audiences in different contexts an economic imperative. The popularity of the film has led to an unprecedented explosion of new Black Panther content in the last few years. Like many heroes, the Black Panther also leans into the “multiverse” conceit in which intellectual property holders create multiple iterations of the same characters and concepts that exist on different but notionally connected planes of reality. To switch fictional universes for a moment, consider Batman and the Joker. These characters exist in children’s films (The Lego Batman Movie) as well as in comics and video games aimed at the teen-and-older audience, young adult novels, and films and television shows aimed specifically at adults like the Harley Quinn streaming series and the R-rated Joker film. Each of these versions is canonical onto itself and uses the same broad strokes of the characters but present them in a manner relevant to their intended audience (which may “grow up” or “grow down” to enjoy the others over time) and frequently homage each other. It may help to view superhero media as a comprehensive product line, with multiple products under the subsection of each character aimed at distinct target audiences and life stages—effectively allowing the franchises to endure and remain profitable in perpetuity. Henry Jenkins calls this concept “multiplicity,” and views it as a key part of the transmedia model. Jenkins suggests that multiplicity “allows fans to take pleasure in alternative retellings” and also allows a degree of participation as fans “sort out not only how the pieces fit together but also which version of the story any given work fits within”—key enticements for the superhero audience.15

Contemporary superhero media is inherently intertextual, repurposing and referencing previous works. There is a long history of superhero comics providing complex footnotes and callbacks to previous issues via editorial window boxes and references to encourage readers to track down reprints and back issues, a tradition spiritually carried forward to the connected cinematic universes they inspire. As Kinder suggests, this intertextuality means we must therefore consider individual texts in context of how they relate to each other and promote each other.16 In the Marvel context, for instance, published comics often are timed to tie into major theatrical releases—reprints of the Captain Marvel series releasing concurrently with the 2019 film bore photos from the film on their covers, and the prominence of the villain Thanos in the Avengers: Infinity War and Avengers: Endgame films resulted in an ongoing comic series starring the character. Superheroes act as a perfect example of vertical integration for media conglomerates—consider that Disney owns the characters, the studios that make the films, the publisher that prints the comics, the streaming services where the films are screened, and the stores in which merchandise for the characters are sold. In this environment, intertextual synergy is not just expected, it is required.

Henry Jenkins originally viewed transmedia as one story told across multiple media platforms.17 As an example, Jenkins offers Star Wars, a film franchise in which much of the backstory and lore are covered in tie-in comics, novels, games, and other media—the films are comparatively a small part of the sheer tonnage of storytelling material. In Jenkins’ original definition, the story is a consistent whole parceled out through a variety of different means. Mainstream superhero franchises complicate these definitions by consisting of canonically distinct media properties happening in separate continuities that can be enjoyed fully independently of each other. Yet there is still intertextual influence between the different forms of each character. Nnedi Okarafor’s Shuri series reimagined the title character as a young scientist more in line with her depiction in the 2018 film (with a costume to match), and the contemporary Guardians of the Galaxy comics borrow the design aesthetics and musical affinity of the hero Star-Lord from those films. As these movies reach a much wider audience than the comics, new readers would expect recognizable characters in those pages, creating a form of transmedia focused on character rather than narrative.

To focus only on the modal delivery of content and a shared narrative world as a defining quality of transmedia ignores the practical usage and prominence of modern media characters. The twin forces of platform convergence and media consolidation have based entire publishing and promotional empires on the idea of a character and how that idea can be represented to different market segments. To that end, this book proposes that the Black Panther is not necessarily a transmedia story, but rather a transmedia character, to borrow a concept from Paolo Bertetti. Bertetti suggests that transmedia characters “are cultural and social constructs” that exist as the “result of textual procedures.”18 Bertetti identifies heroes like Harry Potter and Spider-Man as characters who are not defined or contained by a single text and can “become living objects in the mind of the reader” as the sum of the creative works featuring the character.19 Bertetti draws from the work of Gianfranco Marrone, who made a similar argument about the fictional Italian detective Inspector Montalbano. Marrone suggests that characters like Montalbano, who appear in novels, television series, and more, “[exceed] the narrative proper [. . .] to live in larger and at the same time more rarified imaginary universes” that intersect with “journalistic, political [and] promotional” discourses to “change his nature as an object semiotic.”20 The Black Panther, a subject of ongoing political and social discourse and often a response to global politics and history, certainly fits these criteria.

To Bertetti, such characters have both existential identity (the proper name and appearance of the character, their role in the story, and relationships to other characters) and fictional identity (how the character is operationalized in different modal forms and the values that guide their acts).21 These characters may appear in a variety of different forms and texts, but there are still common elements that appear in all versions. In the Black Panther’s case, it could be the distinctive black costume modeled after his namesake, Wakanda as a sovereign hidden nation, or any number of other elements. Characters like the Panther, in Bertetti’s view, are based on “multiple courses of events” that do not contradict each other but rather refer to a “single diegetic universe” of characters that relate to each other—within this, a character like Black Panther can diverge thematically (in terms of what he is doing or represents in a story) from medium to medium as well as figuratively (his costume, powers, and appearance can all change to varying degrees as well).22

The Black Panther is not singular in this regard. A character like Sherlock Holmes, for instance, has recurring characteristics that may change depending on medium and adaptation but ultimately speak to a universally understood depiction of the character. Roberta Pearson offers a competing model for understanding transmedia characters, arguing that fictional characters more generally are defined by factors like their speech patterns, psychological traits and behaviors, physical appearance, and biography.23 For instance, the Black Panther always struggles with the duties of kinghood and his responsibilities to his nation even as he allies himself with costumed adventurers from around the globe, he is always depicted as an athletic man wearing a head-to-toe outfit modeled after a black cat, and he is always the king of Wakanda having received that title due to either a successful challenge for the throne or the death of his father. Such characteristics keep the character consistently recognizable. Yet, as Pearson argues, while corporately owned characters like the Black Panther inevitably outgrow a single text and “migrate across media platforms and the globe,” that guiding corporate hand “[imposes] a greater degree of coherence and consistency.” Such entities, Pearson argues, have a material interest in “[protecting] long-term profitability even as they exploit the copyright across multiple platforms” and gradually replace previous iterations of the character with more marketable ones as economics dictate, as DC did when they replaced the campier 1960s Batman with a grittier one in the 1980s.24 Therefore, if it is in the financial interest of the company to retool the comics incarnation of the character or his supporting cast to align more closely with the films for synergy, then those fictive elements can and will change to be more consistent—as we will see later, elements from the films like the character’s powers and Wakandan “salute” have made their way into the comics to create a more cohesive transmedia character.

This is important, because while individual authors and fan communities can take those elements and reimagine them, ultimately it is the work of the copyright holder and the historical context of a character that determine what is most salient and relevant and canonical. Yet at the same time, the reassignment of these “floating signifiers,” as Pearson calls them, to different media contexts allows for the rhetorical significance of those fictive elements—the Panther and what he stands for—to reach different audiences and speak to them in different ways at different times.25 Like with Batman and the Joker, the Black Panther can be discovered in one form in one age or context and rediscovered in a different as one grows older or more sophisticated in their media consumption habits, creating the opportunity for a character that grows and changes with the audience—a child may discover the character in a cartoon aimed at preschoolers and grow up to read the more adult-oriented comics work of Ta-Nehisi Coates or Don McGregor featuring the character, carrying their fandom forward as they age (and providing multiple marketing contact points for Disney).

The same concept applies to broader social and cultural trends—the Black Panther film would not have been such a watershed moment had Black-led superhero films (and indeed, media by and about Black protagonists) not historically been passed over due to studio and corporate uncertainty and unease, nor would the comics have led to that moment without the contributions of various writers and artists to revitalize and champion the character internally. The Black Panther, as a transmedia character speaking to a broader human experience owned as intellectual property of an enormous media conglomerate, acts at a locus of control somewhere between the meaning assigned to those fictive elements by individual creators and fans and the broader corporate vision for the character. This book suggests those elements are often used to explore key concepts that recur throughout these forms and pertain to his symbolic value of African identity and Blackness—and that these recurring key concepts, even if not necessarily recounting parts of a contiguous multimedia story, establish a clear narrative and image of who the character is and what he represents.



Critical Race Theory and Media Literacy

If the Black Panther character is a response to Eurocentric narratives, exploring the rhetorical dimensions of how that response is crafted is important to understanding the continuing relevance of the character. Measuring that relevance requires some understanding of how the Black Panther narrative can act as counterbalance or salve to historical narratives of degradation and disempowerment. Critical race theory offers a window through which we can explore the “story-telling” potential of the character and his stories.

Critical race theory, far from the anti-American bogeyman recently evoked by much of the conservative right, is essentially just a form of study that “foregrounds race and racism in all aspects of the research process,” exploring how discourses of race and power shape cultural phenomena from education to the mass media with a goal of working to eliminate racism and other “forms of subordination.”26 In CRT, race and racism are endemic and must be understood on both micro and macro-levels. CRT approaches are then centered in an interdisciplinary approach focused on social justice and the valuation of the experiential knowledge of people of color.27 Originating in legal scholarship, CRT uses this interdisciplinary approach to challenge “post racialism’s agnosticism on race”—the actual goals of such work can be varied in scope and intent.28

For the purposes of this book, we are primarily interested in what CRT can tell us about media representations and discourse. A significant component of this approach involves the contextualization of media content “within power relations” in a manner centered on the “lived experience of People of Color.”29 When applied to media narratives, critical race
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