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Abstract 

This project takes Black Lightning as a case study of the representations of Black 

superheroes in comic book television adaptations. By focusing on the three main 

superheroes Jefferson Pierce/Black Lightning; Anissa Pierce/Thunder/Black Bird; and 

Jennifer Pierce/Lightning, this project examines the ways in which the show relies on the 

superhero semantics and mediates Black Christianity to negotiate Black political thought 

and respond to contemporary racial politics in the US. More precisely, it focuses on 

Jefferson’s representation as an actor of Black respectability politics; Anissa’s 

positioning as a radical activist and superhero often in conflict with the politics of 

respectability; and finally, Jennifer’s political reawakening at a moment when the “post-

racial” myth is prevalent in the US. 
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Chapter  1: Introduction 

I first encountered Black Lightning (2018) for a class assignment in my first year in 

graduate school. Prior to that, my knowledge of superhero media was limited to Marvel’s 

blockbuster films and some of DC’s Extended Universe movies. I celebrated the release 

of Black Panther (2018) because superheroes had always signified whiteness to me, and a 

predominantly Black1 cast was overdue. When I first watched the CW production Black 

Lightning (2018), I was impressed by its predominantly Black cast and the 

accomplishments of Black creators and producers as well. But, beyond surface-level 

“wins” for representation, or “plastic representation” as Warner (2017) puts it (p. 34), I 

was curious about how the show engages with Black politics in a genre that overtly 

represents the fight for justice, but has historically done so in white terms for a largely 

white audience. 

This project takes Black Lightning as a case study of the representation of Black 

superheroes in comic book television adaptations. As a superhero television adaptation, 

the CW production, which also streams on Netflix, maintains Black Lightning’s origin 

story and his commitment to saving his community from the 100 Gang. The show 

engages current racial politics in the United States through visual representation and 

narrative – particularly in the dramatized generational tension between its core cast of 

superheroes. I will focus on the show’s three protagonists: Jefferson Pierce/Black 

Lightning (Cress Williams); Anissa Pierce/Thunder/Black Bird (Nafessa Williams); and 

Jennifer Pierce/Lightning (China Anne McClain). They are a father and his two 

 

1 I follow Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1991) capitalization practice in which “Black” refers to a group of people 
who identify as a community and a specific cultural group (p. 1244). 
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daughters, representing the Generation X, Generation Y/Millennial, and Generation Z 

cohorts, respectively. These three characters reflect, inflect, and deflect Black politics 

differently. 

1.1 Black Lightning: A Case Study 

Black Lightning, originally created by Tony Isabella and Trevor von Eeden, was the first 

Black superhero to debut his own title, which ran for thirteen issues beginning in 1977. 

The comic book launched as a “self-titled” series when Isabella, who is white, was hired 

at DC Comics to create a new Black superhero (Nama, 2011, p. 25). He had previously 

created Luke Cage at Marvel and took on the challenge of introducing “[t]he electricity 

wielding Black Lightning” who “was actually Jefferson Pierce, an ex-Olympian turned 

inner-city schoolteacher with a passion for cleaning up the ghetto in which he lived and 

worked” (Brown, 2000, p. 24, emphasis added). Nearly fifty years after Black Lightning 

#1 was first published, Salim Akil and Mara Brock Akil recreated Black Lightning’s 

world for television, but he now shares the spotlight with his daughters, Anissa and 

Jennifer.  Jefferson’s electricity-based powers were triggered at a young age after getting 

exposed to a substance used by a secret government agency to create metahumans. Peter 

Gambi, his father’s friend and a former agent of this secret agency, rescued Jefferson and 

trained him to become a superhero. Situated in the fictional American city of Freeland in 

2017, we are told that Jefferson had retired as a superhero nine years ago, because his 

superheroism was interfering with his role as a father. His commitment to his community, 

however, remained intact, so he accepted a role as a high school principal to aid Black 

youth and prevent them from choosing the wrong path of joining the ever-growing 100 

Gang. The show starts off with Jefferson Pierce’s return as Black Lightning in 2017 to 



 3 

rescue Anissa and Jennifer after their kidnapping by gang members. Both Anissa and 

Jennifer inherit their father’s metagene and develop their own powers. Anissa, who is a 

young adult, can control her body density; and Jennifer, the teenager, develops a much 

stronger ability to yield electricity. The show is also part of Greg Berlanti’s superhero 

media franchise, “Arrowverse,” which is named after the first show included in the 

fictional multiverse, Arrow (2012). The success of Arrow prompted the production of six 

more television series and two web series, all of which follow DC superheroes and share 

similar settings. Popular Arrowverse productions include the Flash (2014), Supergirl 

(2015), and Batwoman (2019). 

Black Lightning aired for the first time on January 16, 2018 on The CW 

(Bucksbaum, 2018). In interviews and at comic conventions, Salim Akil often speaks 

about representations of Black people in popular culture and the superhero genre, 

specifically. The production team meant to portray Black superheroes in new ways to 

reach audience members that can see themselves in the characters. However, the show 

doesn’t speak with just one voice or express just one point of view. Situating the text 

within the history of superhero media and comic book television adaptation as a genre 

helps examine how the show engages with the current political and cultural moment, and 

how it responds, challenges, and reinforces different racial ideologies that are dominant 

today. On August 22, 2014, Michael Brown, a Black teenager, was killed by Darren 

Wilson, a white police officer in Ferguson, Missouri (Lopez, 2016). The incident sparked 

a series of protests that led to nation-wide reporting on similar fatal encounters with the 

police, including the killings of Trayvon Martin in 2012 (CNN Editorial Research, 2021), 

Jordon Davis in 2014 (Botelho & Hostin, 2014), and Tony Terrell Robinson in 2015 
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(Laughland & Sullivan, 2015), among many other victims of police brutality. The Black 

community in Ferguson protested police violence, racial profiling, and the lack of Black 

representation in governing bodies (Lopez, 2016). #BlackLivesMatter as an organization 

kicked off in 2013 in response to George Zimmerman’s acquittal for the murder of 

Trayvon Martin (Black Lives Matter, n.d.). After the Ferguson events, the Black Lives 

Matter Global Network Foundation became a global entity committed to “eradicate white 

supremacy and build local power to intervene in violence inflicted on Black communities 

by the state and vigilantes” (Black Lives Matter, n.d.). Black Lightning (2018) clearly 

evokes these events at different moments throughout the show. For example, in season 

two, police officers kill Cape Guy, an unarmed Black man who pretends to be a 

superhero, which sparks protests and demonstrations in Freeland. 

By focusing on the three main superheroes, this project examines the ways in 

which the show relies on the superhero semantics and mediates Black Christianity to 

negotiate Black politics in the US and respond to the current political moment. More 

precisely, it focuses on Jefferson’s characterization as an actor of Black respectability 

politics; Anissa’s positioning as a radical activist and a superhero often in conflict with 

the politics of respectability; and finally, Jennifer’s political reawakening at a moment 

when the prevalence of “post-racialism” obstructs racial progress and Black liberation. 

The rest of this chapter will establish a foundation to further this argument. First, I will 

examine the historical representations of Black superheroes in the genre. I will then 

present recent work in adaptation studies that calls for an interrogation of the socio-

economic, political, and cultural contexts that make adaptations popular. Then I will 

focus on the comic book movie as a genre with semantic and syntactic elements, which 
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builds a theoretical framework for looking into comic book television adaptations. Next, I 

will explore Black Lightning’s religious framing and describe my methodology. I will 

end this chapter with a breakdown of the following chapters of analysis. 

1.2 Race in Superhero Media 

The superhero genre took off after Superman debuted in Action Comics #1 in 1938. More 

superheroes occupied the American comic book industry shortly after, and white 

superheroes dominated the genre. Rebecca Wanzo (2020) situates the superhero as part of 

“genres of citizenship,” which “recognize that representational struggles often occur not 

in attempts at the realistic but in fantastic representations of ‘real Americanness’ in 

history, film, and news media, [in which] caricature becomes a language used to 

demonstrate a citizen’s value” (p. 4). Within the superhero, a genre considered 

representative of ideal American citizenry, the Black superhero will engage with 

representational politics one way or another. 

So much goes into the creation of superheroes in terms of the story and art. These 

representations connect to the larger social and political concerns that shape the creation 

and reception of the characters (Hatfield et al., 2013). Visuality is a key element in 

representing “good citizens” as white in superhero comics. According to Wanzo (2020), 

"[i]t is not an accident that caricature and scientific racism emerged in roughly the same 

period. The enlightenment brought travel literature, phrenology, and many popular 

systems of classification that argued clear moral and intellectual differences could be 

discerned from the face and body” (p. 4). Wanzo goes on to label this connection 

between scientific racism and caricaturing as “visual imperialism” in which the 

assumptions underlying racist ideologies were circulating primarily through visual 
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images (p. 4). The dominance of scientific racism as a tool of control was mediated 

through art, caricature, and other representations in the eighteenth and nineteenth century. 

In a sense, white supremacy based on scientific inquiry often circulated through visual 

media in the United States. Painter (2008), for example, traces the shift in definitions of 

race and gives examples of how scientific racism circulated in visual representations in 

newspaper and posters (p. 13). While Jim Crow laws maintained white supremacy 

legally, (visualized) racial stereotypes reinforced it culturally. 

Black superheroes were introduced in the 1960s, when Marvel’s Black Panther 

appeared in the Fantastic Four #52-53 as a guest (Brown, 2000, p. 19; Peppard, 2018, p. 

60). More Black characters followed afterwards, including Black Lightning debuting his 

own DC title in 1977. Marc Singer (2002) argues that Jefferson’s superheroic identity 

illustrates W.E.B. Du Bois’s notion of double-consciousness, in which Black Americans 

experience a sense of two identities due to their Blackness and their racialized reality 

where negative stereotypes are imposed on them by the outside white world. Black 

Lightning, according to Singer (2002), demonstrates this notion through the secret 

identity, which is a staple in superhero media. However, the more common framing of 

Black superheroes, including Black Lightning, is the comic book industry’s imitation of 

“blaxploitation” cinema in the 1970s (Brown, 1999; McMillen, 2020; Peppard, 2018). 

Blaxploitation films portrayed Black men as heroes fighting crime and gang members in 

urban “ghettoized” settings (Brown, 2000, p. 196; Henry, 2002, p. 114). Similarly, and as 

evident in the promotional trailers of the show, Black Lightning is depicted as a Black 

superhero ridding the community from gang members, as well as his archnemesis, Tobias 

Whale. Early Black superheroes were portrayed as hypermasculine, putting the emphasis 
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on their bodies and physical abilities rather than their intelligence or superpowers 

(Peppard, 2018, p. 63). Like many representations of Black people in popular culture, the 

racial discourse of superhero comics and films portrayed Black superheroes as the 

hypermasculine “Other” and reinforced Western racial assumptions prevalent at the time 

(Brown, 1999, p. 28; Brown, 2000, p. 164). 

Black women in the genre also suffered from dominant stereotypes. Women in 

general were less frequently represented, and Black women seldomly starred in their own 

titles, even compared to white women characters. Racialized women were often reduced 

to “consumable bodies” and they were sexually objectified based on a colonialist 

worldview that historically fetishized and represented them as hypersexual (J. A. Brown, 

2000; hooks, 1992; Whaley, 2016). This view “facilitated demeaning and dehumanizing 

practices whereby Black bodies were seen as available commodities to be bought and 

sold in systems of slavery and where, especially Black female bodies, could be presented 

for sexual entertainment or displayed as sexual curiosities” (Brown, 2013, p. 138). When 

it comes to gender representations, superhero comics can be problematic in amplifying 

hegemonic masculinity and emphasized femininity (Brown, 2013, p. 137; Connell, 2005). 

However, there are some occasions where the Black female superhero makes progress 

through other elements. In his analysis of the Deadliest of the Species and Return of the 

Lion, both of which featured Black female superheroes, Brown (2013) notes that the 

Black Panther and Vixen take “progressive steps away from the rudimentary stereotypes, 

[even though] the stories and the characters exist within a larger stereotypical context” (p. 

146). While they are still rooted in racist stereotypical representations, such as the catty-

like costumes and poses that reinforce hypersexuality, the representations of the Black 
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Panther and Vixen challenge these tropes through the narrative and story that takes place 

in a more authentic setting (p. 142). This is mostly credited to Black and racialized 

creators and writers dedicated to changing negative images of racialized people, 

particularly women. 

For decades, superhero comics maintained these representations under the 

assumption that fans and readers consisted of young white boys alone (Pande, 2018). 

Based on this assumption, comic book creators were able to justify the lack of 

representation of marginalized superheroes, including women and racialized people. 

Later in the 1990s, Black creators and writers responded to the dysfunctional 

representations of Black superheroes. Four creators, Derek T. Dingle, Dwayne McDuffie, 

Denys Cowan, and Michael Davis, established the “independent publishing company” 

Milestone Comics and struck a distribution deal with DC Comics (Brown, 2000, pp. 27, 

193). This created a greater representation of racialized superheroes, more diverse with 

new perspectives. The existence of Milestone Comics first and foremost debunks the 

common assumption that superhero fans and readers consisted only of white men. Brown 

(2000) documents the experiences of fans engaging with Milestone Comics titles and 

points to the success of such titles as evidence of racialized superhero fans. At the San 

Diego Comic Convention in 2017, Akil shares that he grew up reading Milestone Comics 

productions because he was able to see himself in some of those heroes (The Fandom, 

2017). However, the superhero narratives and stories within Milestone productions 

closely mimicked conventions established by existing white superheroes. Although race 

was visually captured, the stories and realities were not always unique to the racial 



 9 

identity.2 This being said, Milestone Comics succeeded in moving past blaxploitation 

comics by creating Black characters that “depict heroism as a matter of intelligence first 

and power second” (Brown, 2000, p.183). Black creators and writers at Milestone 

Comics were sensitive to the representations of Black people in the superhero genre, 

therefore, were able to create better representations of non-white characters that 

challenged the ways in which they were depicted before. 

However, the superhero’s whiteness extends beyond issues of representation. The 

genre is not only heavily impacted by prevalent racist stereotypes but also presents justice 

and morality in white terms. In an article mapping recent literature on the superhero, Burt 

(2020) points to the impossibility of illustrating Black liberation in the genre due to the 

fact that any “structural transformations required to combat systemic oppression would 

destroy the shape of the tale” (p. 601). The American superhero is an imperialist figure 

that upholds a vision of law and order that not only serves white people, but also excludes 

Black people by failing to imagine stories and characters that tackle race issues. An 

American superhero cannot be “anti-racist” or “anti-colonial” because storylines often 

exist in colonial realities and extend American imperialism. Many scholars critique the 

inherent whiteness of the American superhero’s vision of justice, especially when it 

comes to racial justice (Austin & Hamilton, 2019; Guynes & Lund, 2020; Oyola, 2020; 

Wanzo, 2020). The genre provides a space to discuss racial ideologies because of the 

underlying “pro-social mission” and the characters’ positions as prototypes of American 

(super)soldiers fighting for justice. During the 1960s and 1970s, the genre engaged with 

 

2 For example, Static, a Black teenager superhero with electricity-yielding abilities, mimics Spider-man’s 
origins and plotlines, therefore lacking depth as a racialized superhero. (Brown, 2000, p. 39; Chaney, 
2004). 
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racial politics, as Nama (2013) points to the 1970-1972 Green Lantern co-staring Green 

Arrow, which “dramatically recast superheroes, and shaped the superhero comic book as 

a space where acute social issues were engaged” (p. 255). By challenging previously 

problematic stereotypes that plagued the genre, comic book creators added more 

racialized characters and attempted to confront racism through “racially marked 

situations” (Austin & Hamilton, 2019, p. 89). In this, white and Black superheroes forged 

a vague sense of “brotherhood,” or a working relationship where they are viewed as 

“friends and equals,” in a society where white individuals were to blame for the 

persistence of racism. According to Austin and Hamilton (2019), this framing of racism 

in superhero comics was influenced by postwar liberalism in which racism as an issue in 

the United States was marked by individualism. As Austin and Hamilton (2019) 

elaborate, 

within this brotherhood myth, blacks must prove themselves worthy – morally 

and ethically – to foster a parallel change in racist white individuals that is 

imagined as the solution to the racism and discrimination that is assumed to exist 

solely within the hearts and minds of some flawed individual whites. (p. 89). 

Such framing took the focus away from systemic issues facing Black people, and 

presented liberal “brotherhood” as the vision of racial justice, which involves correcting 

individuals’ attitudes. 

In another example demonstrating the impossibility of representing Black 

liberation within superhero narratives, Oyola (2020) deconstructs the emergence of the 

Black Captain America, Sam Wilson (previously known as the Falcon), in 2014. Captain 

America remains the ultimate symbol of American patriotism and nationalism in the 
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genre. But it took over seventy years for creators and fans to imagine the possibility of a 

Black Captain America in the first place. Oyola (2020) analyzes two different storylines 

that feature Sam Wilson where ideas on justice, heroism, and humanity are associated 

with whiteness more broadly, and American whiteness more specifically. The continued 

return to the “original” white Captain America (Steve Rogers) also indicates the close 

connection between whiteness and the ultimate symbol of American nationalism, since 

the Black Cap only replaced Steve Rogers momentarily, and the white Captain America 

presumed his “original” place. The genre constructs a vision of justice that the superhero 

as a figure then upholds, but its failure to address systemic racism means the status quo 

that Black superheroes defend is one that is substantially unjust. As part of worlds led by 

the white American super-soldier that is set to achieve justice the American way, the 

Black superhero cannot imagine or tackle white supremacy. 

Comic art relied on stereotypes to make content and recirculate ideas about 

Blackness. Negative stereotypes are at the core of early representations, making it 

“almost inescapable” (Wanzo, 2020). Therefore, it is limiting to discuss comics through a 

binary framework of “good” and “bad” representations. Instead, it is important to engage 

with the representation on a deeper level by considering the genre, the form, and the 

people creating the text to unpack the ideological underpinnings of the representation. 

Most importantly, Wanzo also considers superhero representations that appeared after the 

civil-rights era, as “post-racial” (p. 211). The use of “post” indicates that, like “post” in 

postcolonialism, which marked “neocolonialism,” “post-racial” importantly points to the 

fact that the struggle for Black liberation did not end with the success of the civil rights 

era (p. 211). Therefore, Black aesthetics, especially if the creation involves Black artists 



 12 

and producers that respond to previous representations, will set out to reform the image 

of Black people, making such representations also significant to engage (p. 212). 

Complex readings of racialized characters shed light on the excess not of characters but 

of political positions and critiques these characters can engage with in terms of Black 

politics and what it means to be a Black citizen. Black superheroes offer insight into 

racial politics because of both their problematic representational history and their 

thematic focus on justice and morality. 

Increased demands for better representations of racialized people in popular 

culture introduced more racialized superheroes in comic book adaptations (Nama, 2011; 

Nama, 2013). Characters such as Black Panther and Luke Cage, and other supporting 

characters such as Lucius Fox, portrayed by Morgan Freeman in Batman films (Claverie, 

2017), appear more frequently, especially since producers of adaptations imagine a 

broader, more diverse audience than comics publishers. As the next section will 

demonstrate, the superhero is also significant because it took on different media forms 

and survived decades of industry changes (Jenkins, 2017). It was adapted to television, 

film, radio, and video games where each medium made changes that contributed to the 

genre’s popularity and survival. 

1.3 Comic Book TV Adaptations 

Adaptation can refer to a product (the text itself is an adaptation) and a process (adapting 

the text in the creation and/or reception process) (Hutcheon, 2012, p. 8). A major focus of 

adaptation studies has been comparisons between source texts and their adaptations (p. 

23). Early work examined novels and other literary texts with theatre and film 

adaptations, comparing literature to visual elements of the new version. More recent 
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adaptation studies reimagine the relationship between the source text and its “deviation.” 

The field expanded to discussions beyond those generated comparatively, towards 

thinking of the social and cultural contexts in which adaptations become popular. 

Cartmell (2017) suggests “looking at how adaptations are shaped by the period in which 

they are produced and how they define their audiences, through production, marketing, 

and other commercial pressures” (para. 1). This approach allows for an interrogation of 

the environments that make adaptations popular at a certain period of time, rather than 

restrict the work on the faithfulness of the adaptation to its source text. 

Importantly though, comics as source texts have a different relationship to film, 

which makes comics’ adaptations into endless forms of media interesting to focus on. 

Comics offer a plethora of characters, plotlines, and narratives due to their long, complex 

production and circulation histories. According to Rothery and Woo (2019), “[t]his 

‘database’ of characters, settings, premises, and themes typically comprises the products 

of many creators working more or less independently of one another over extended 

periods of time. Consequently, there is no single standard against which the cinematic 

versions’ faithfulness may be measured” (pp. 133-134). This means that the adaptation of 

visual elements from comics as source texts to film gives them another dimension in 

terms of faithfulness or fidelity. While it is important to consider the cultural 

environments that shape adaptations, it is still important to think of comic book fidelity as 

well. Rothery and Woo (2019) push back on the decision to abandon fidelity as a 

discourse altogether since “comic book film adaptations seem to suggest a recentering of 

faithfulness. There is, for instance, a perceived similarity between the visual storytelling 

employed in comics and the cinema, and faithfulness remains a key criterion of value for 
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audience members, whether they identify as comic book fans or not” (Rothery & Woo, 

2019, p. 126). When examining comic book adaptations, it is important to consider 

fidelity as a discourse used by media producers and leveraged strategically (even just as 

an illusion) to link themselves directly to their source texts (Rothery & Woo, 2019, p. 

127). 

In The Comic Book Film Adaptation: Exploring Hollywood’s Leading Genre, 

Burke (2015) traces the emergence of comic book adaptations as an independent genre in 

Hollywood, impacted by the social and cultural environments, and in terms of 

faithfulness to comics as source texts. Superhero film adaptations became popular at the 

turn of the century, with Spider-Man (2002) leading the way for ample superhero movies 

that generate enormous economic capital (Grant & Henderson, 2019, p. 3; Kidman, 2019, 

pp. 180–183). This is not to say that Spider-Man was the first comic book film 

adaptation. Although adaptations from comic strips and comic books can be traced back 

to Louis Lumière’s L’arroseur arrosé (1895) (Burke, 2015, p. 3; Rothery & Woo, 2019, 

p. 127), certain factors in the first decade of the twenty-first century bolstered their 

popularity and nurtured their success in the North American market. 

By taking a closer look at “the golden age of comic book filmmaking,” 

specifically the surge of superhero movies between 2000 and 2009, Burke (2015) argues 

that the existing fanbase, new digital technologies and the cultural trauma of September 

11, 2001, were catalysts in the development of comic book adaptations. Specifically post 

9/11, superhero adaptations played a ritualistic function that gained the genre popularity 

among audience members outside of the existing comic book fanbase. This ritualistic 

function consists of first nostalgia to New York as people knew it before 9/11 
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(specifically an architectural nostalgia to the New York skyline). Second, escapism, 

which drove audience members to consume such films. And finally, a wish fulfillment of 

a happy ending where threats to the US are mitigated and overcome by a (super)hero. 

However, Burke (2015) argues that in addition to the ritualistic function, superhero 

adaptations also fit with the ideological agenda. He demonstrates the significance of 

superhero comic adaptations as replacements to western film in its structure and appeal. 

Protagonists in superhero adaptations are usually seeking revenge, have supernatural 

abilities (yet are realistic enough as a hero) and committed to fighting the villain. Much 

of these characteristics coincide with the western film protagonist. Comic book movies 

produced during this period also paralleled the US foreign policy and adopted the War on 

Terror narrative that was popular post 9/11. As Burke (2015) notes, through a  

semantic/syntactic approach, one can see how the US mythological tradition of 

selfless, individualistic heroes facilitating community through vigilante action has 

been made over with the semantic elements or “building blocks” […] of the 

comic book movie: superpowered protagonists, urban settings, heightened reality, 

and distinctly comic book imagery. (p. 40)  

It is necessary to understand the ritualistic desire as a product of the cultural trauma, as 

well as the dominant ideology embedded in Hollywood as a structure part of a greater 

system of cultural hegemony (Burke, 2015, p. 39). 

Adaptations often rely on an existing fanbase/readership that is familiar with the 

source text. As mentioned earlier, producers and creators leverage this to also appeal to 

new audience members through promotional material. This intertextual relay, or the 

negotiation of the transmedial database between producers, readers, and non-readers 
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through promotional material, plays a significant role in their popularity. First, producers 

attract comic book readers by maintaining a comic book aesthetic and promoting 

elements of the adaptation that are familiar to them. Both readers and non-readers 

approach the superhero adaptation with a set of expectations (there are certain elements 

that cannot be excluded), while at the same time they expect to encounter new 

(surprising) elements. Second, producers and creators of comic book adaptations make 

the “deviation” appealing to non-readers as well by adding new elements and creating 

story arcs specific to the adaptation. We see this in two of Black Lightning’s trailers in 

which the Netflix trailer that most probably targets readers/existing fans focuses on Black 

Lightning as the main character, while the CW trailer is focused on presenting new 

elements on the show – in this case Anissa and Jennifer as Thunder and Lightning. 

Superhero film adaptations grow more popular within cultural environments that 

are supported by the intertextual relay of producers, promoters, and the audience, all of 

which play a significant role in maintaining the popularity of the genre. Similarly, 

superhero television adaptations are impacted by the political, social, and cultural 

contexts and maintain a comic book aesthetic, in addition to a few more components that 

play a role in their popularity. As Vint (2019) points out, the seriality of television 

mimics the seriality of comic books and, therefore, adds to the sense of character and 

storyline continuity available across comic book worlds. The changes in the production, 

distribution, and circulation of television series on streaming services such as Netflix 

make comic television adaptations widely available and move past the discontinuities in 

film, by extending the story arcs across several episodes and seasons (Vint, 2019, p. 153). 

The ideological underpinnings of the superhero genre are also present in comic television 
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adaptations. Garrido (2018) considers Marvel’s Luke Cage (2016) as a superhero 

television adaptation that addresses systemic racism in New York after 9/11, which 

serves as a reminder that the racist ideologies existed before the events, not in response to 

them. 

Contemporary superhero television adaptations usually feature lesser-known 

superheroes than their filmic counterparts. In an analysis around the use of the term 

“tricky” in contexts that discuss Wonder Woman media, Howell (2015) mentions the 

2012 efforts of the CW to adapt Wonder Woman to a new television show titled Amazon, 

since it fit well with the production company’s mission, brand, and other successful 

projects including Smallville (2001) and Arrow (2012). Yet, the project did not move 

forward. Production staff, journalists, and fans described Wonder Woman’s adaptation 

process as “tricky” since the character had a longer history in the genre, therefore, greater 

significance among fans and the audience (Howell, 2015, p. 146). Moreover, Wonder 

Woman’s longer history posed challenges to making choices of what elements to include 

and which to take out given that the expectations of fans and readers were anticipated to 

be higher than lesser-known superheroes. Greg Berlanti successfully established the 

superhero media franchise, “Arrowverse,” by constructing the worlds of “lower-tier” or 

lesser-known superheroes, while directly engaging with a more progressive mission that 

centers women and marginalized people, including the first trans woman superhero, Nia 

Nal/Dreamer (Kyriacou & Milton, 2015). Noteworthy are the many crossover events 

which mimic comic book continuities as well. The worlds of different superheroes often 

merge in crossover episodes, which also expands the access to the database of characters 
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and settings. This includes Black Lightning, who met the rest of the Arrowverse 

superheroes in crossover episodes. 

1.4 Black Lightning’s Religious Framework 

There are longstanding discussions of superheroes as fantastical and speculative 

characters influenced by Western theology (Claverie, 2019; Coogan, 2013; Saunders, 

2011). While superheroes might be full of mythological and theological allusions, it is 

less common for superhero media to portray a specific religion within storylines. 

Unusually, Black Lightning mediates different forms of Black religiosity in the storyline 

and the narrative. So rather than simply situating the three main characters within a 

Western mythological framework in which one might think of them as speculative, or 

representatives of modern-day Gods, I consider religion as media, since “‘religion’ can 

only be manifested through some process of mediation” (Stolow, 2005, p. 125). 

Advancements in communication technologies since the printing press played a 

significant role in the dissemination of religious texts and practices. Religion was no 

longer confined to individual interactions privately, but reached many people who 

participated in religious rituals publicly as well (Stolow, 2005, pp. 122–123). As Stolow 

(2005) further explains within the context of digital media, “religion always encompasses 

techniques and technologies that we think of as ‘media’” (p. 125). By mediating Black 

religiosity generally, with a much greater emphasis on Black Christianity, Black 

Lightning adds another layer to the negotiation of racial politics and the representations 

of racialized American superheroes. 

As discussed earlier, I situate the superhero among the genres of citizenship, 

following Rebecca Wanzo’s approach, to understand how the show uses superhero 
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semantics to engage Black politics in the US. Discussing religion within a context of 

American nationalism requires an engagement with the concept of American civil 

religion. In 1967, sociologist Robert Bellah theorized American civil religion as “the 

public religious dimension … expressed in a set of beliefs, symbols, and rituals” that 

formulate an American national identity (p. 5). American civil religion is importantly 

cultivated through a generic sense of Christianity, yet “[t]here was an implicit but quite 

clear division of function between civil religion and Christianity” (Bellah, 1967, p. 8). 

Even though the state and the church remained separate, “political society” nonetheless 

drew on a common religious orientation, expressed through rituals, symbols, and figures 

that employ an overarching sense of Christianity to further America’s imperialist mission 

(p. 3). “God Bless America” and “in God we trust” are both examples of phrases uttered 

during rituals and state ceremonies that maintain this generic Christian sense yet without 

a reference to a specific denomination. As Bellah observes, US presidents use this “God” 

language during inauguration speeches, and gesture towards the concept of a God, 

without an explicit mention of Jesus Christ, but assert the president’s obligation to the 

people and extends it to a higher law. 

Twenty years after Bellah’s work, Robert Wuthnow (1988) posited two distinct 

and contrasting civil religions, one conservative and one liberal. Conservative civil 

religion asserts that “America’s vitality rests on a distinct, historic relation to God” (p. 

395). Within this view, evangelicals and fundamentalists emphasized “the close historical 

connection between America and God” and used this to further their missions of 

evangelizing American society (p. 396). The second, liberal view is concerned with the 

US’s position globally. Instead of focusing on the role of civil religion within America, 



 20 

“liberal civil religion is much more likely to include arguments about basic human rights” 

(p. 397) and reassert the US as a global human rights keeper derived from a Christian 

tradition of “manifest destiny.” However, aside from Bellah pointing to slavery as 

America’s historic sin (p. 9), neither he nor Wuthnow “recognize that […] “racialized” 

social structures are so integral both to American history and to contemporary public life 

that they simply cannot be sidelined when thinking about religion in national identity” (R. 

H. Williams, 2020, p. 75). Rather, they both define civil religion in terms of white 

Christianity, disregarding the “intersectional reality where religious identities are tightly 

interwoven with racial identities” (R. H. Williams, 2020, p. 75). Their conceptualizations 

do not consider race as a constitutive factor of American society, impacted by the generic 

Christianity embedded in the rituals and symbols that shape the state’s commitment to a 

narrow form of social justice and freedom exclusive of racialized people. 

White Americans’ participation in civil religious rituals goes unquestioned. 

Racialized and ethnic groups, for example, can engage a ritual and get penalized for 

disruption, while white evangelicals who perform the same practice are celebrated 

(Sabella, 2019). Sports is an example of a space where American identity and civil 

religion is negotiated and contested. Sabella (2019) examines two kneeling gestures 

during NFL games that elicited contrasting reactions. Colin Kaepernick’s kneeling in 

protest during the American national anthem was met with public outcry, while the 

outspoken white evangelical Christian, Tim Tebow, was celebrated publicly for kneeling 

in prayer. These reactions are proof that “a simple gesture can unmask [unjust] structure 

by confronting the symbols invoked to protect them” (p. 14). There are limits to who is 

included in definitions of Americanness and who can participate in civil-religious rituals. 
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Moreover, McRoberts (2020) critiques the prescriptive nature of scholarship 

concerned with civil religion, including Bellah’s conceptualization. Even though this 

normative articulation of civil religion is foundational and important to engage, it 

“obscures and precludes exploration of some very important phenomena, particularly in 

the field of Black religion, because it takes civil religion as a singular entity” (p. 41). 

Although normative scholarship might recognize Black leaders, like Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr., as exponents of American civil religion, it still fails to articulate a distinct 

stream of a specifically Black civil religion. This form of civil religion fits within the core 

aspects of American nationalism, including generic Christianity and the participation in 

civil religious rituals, but it is also oppositional to the underlying racist foundation of a 

white American national identity. As McRoberts  further elaborates, “the empirical sense 

of King’s civil religious articulation as a political strategy and a demand for immediate 

action, deployed in a particular institutional and sociopolitical context in opposition to a 

dominant national articulation, is mostly lost” (p. 41). Black liberation is intertwined with 

this sense of Black civil religion, which makes it a core aspect of Black American 

nationalism. 

McRoberts (2020) suggests two approaches to Black civil religion. The first is a 

bottom-up approach: Black liberation movements organized and mobilized through and 

within the Black Church3 and “have historically produced civil religious meaning 

regarding the nationhood of Blacks, used those meanings to critique larger national 

 

3 Historically, Black churches have been “institutionally pluralistic, divided, and even more competitive, 
but when they join ecumenically they have often become the Black Church, a religio-racial formation to 
mobilize for justice” (McRoberts, 2020, p. 43) collectively on behalf of Black people. My use of “the Black 
Church” is not to assume that these institutions are monoliths, rather, it is indicative of the fact that Black 
churches have “a common sociohistorical identity” (Barber, 2015, p. 245). 
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narratives about the promise of America, and made justice demands on the state” (p. 42). 

The second, “top-down” approach sees Black political elites’ attempt to unify society by 

focusing on common American values as efforts to create a sense of a nation within a 

nation for Black people. Such Black leaders are often recognized as part of the normative 

structure of civil religion for white Americans (McRoberts, 2020, p. 44). 

Black religiosity generally is a common theme throughout the show. While the 

villains, including Tobias Whale and other gang members, are linked to African religions, 

the superheroes are directly connected to a form of Black Christianity that works to 

construct a form of Black civil religion specifically to reassert the superheroes’ American 

identity. Moreover, the show positions itself within a Christian framework through 

episodes titles that work in hand with the normative American civil religion. In season 

one, for example, episode titles, including “The Resurrection,” “Sins of the Father: The 

Book of Redemption,” and “Black Jesus: The Book of Crucifixion,” have a Biblical 

connotation that is reinforced across the rest of the episodes, in which titles in season two 

and three all begin with “The Book of.” In addition, Jefferson, Anissa, and Jennifer all 

refer to their powers as “gifts from God” on various occasions, maintaining the generic 

“God” language that characterizes American civil religion. This specific Christian 

framing is coupled with a storyline where the local church and its minister, Reverend 

Holt, play significant roles in shaping the tale as well. Reverend Holt organizes Black 

people to march against the 100 Gang. He first gains influence at church services, then 

later starts a radio program and a podcast to reach a wider audience. Reverend Holt is 

also depicted at the forefront of resistance when he refuses to sell the local free clinic to 

Tobias Whale and, later in season three, when he joins Black Bird’s team. The entire 
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series demonstrates the two streams of Black civil religion McRoberts (2020) identifies. 

This connection between the superheroes and Black Christianity articulates a new sense 

of American nationalism forged through a civil religion that departs from American civil 

religion as generically white yet is consistent with Bellah’s analysis in terms of its 

underlying Christian language and themes. The racial ideologies dominant in the 

characterizations of each superhero offers a nuanced take on Black civil religion that will 

be addressed in the chapters of analyses.  

1.5 Methodology 

In terms of the methods, I conduct a close, symptomatic reading of the first three seasons 

(45 episodes) of Black Lightning (2018). Proposed by French Marxist Louis Althusser, 

symptomatic reading is an interpretive strategy that moves past surface level appearances 

to consider a text’s underlying presuppositions and ideological convictions (Buchanan, 

2018; McCormick, 2003, p. 39). In other words, this method of reading “is based on the 

project of thinking the unthought of what has been written, of the coherent as much as the 

incoherent, of the filled-in space as much as of the gaps” (Albiac, 1998, p. 83). I use this 

method to understand how the show negotiates Black political thought, and answer the 

following questions: How does a show on superheroes engage with current Black 

politics? How do the superhero genre and Black civil religion mediate between the poles 

of Black respectability politics and Black resistance? How does it evoke the superhero 

and Black Christianity to engage with the current prevalent “post-racial” myth? I watched 

all forty-five episodes and took detailed notes on audio and visual elements. I organized 

the notes according to different themes that draw connections of Black politics evident in 

the characterizations of Jefferson, Anissa, and Jennifer Pierce. This approach is fitting for 
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my research on the representations of racialized superheroes and the ways in which the 

superhero and religion mediate racial politics. 

I follow Gillian Rose’s approach of “compositional interpretation” to visual media 

analysis, which considers “the specific components to the image itself [as] sites where 

meaning is created” (Rose, 2016, p. 63). This approach further builds on the concept of 

the “good eye,” which is a mode of looking at images “that is not methodologically 

explicit but nevertheless produces a specific way of describing [it]” (p. 56). Film and 

television, as products of visual culture, are socially constructed and impacted by social, 

political, and economic environments (p. 57). Since the case study is a television series, I 

rely on film studies for tools to excavate meaning that help understand how the show 

communicates messages, including cinematography, mise-en-scène, and editing. I take 

into consideration the frame of the images, camera angles, and camera movements. I also 

consider the spatial setting, colour, and costuming. Finally, as part of the montage, I 

consider special effects and both diegetic (including dialogue) and non-diegetic 

(including background music and voiceovers) sound in relation to the visual images and 

characters. Alongside the composition of the image itself, a “good eye” also relies on 

contextual evidence. Therefore, I consider some of the promotional material and 

interviews with production staff and actors at comic conventions and in the news. 

Paratexts provide further insight into the factors that contribute to the construction of the 

images on the show. 

1.6 Thesis Road Map 

The remainder of the thesis is structured around the three central superhero characters of 

the show, Jefferson Pierce/Black Lightning, Anissa Pierce/Thunder/Black Bird, and 
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Jennifer Pierce/Lightning. Each of these characters represents a distinctive perspective on 

strategies of resistance to racial oppression, determined in part by their generation. The 

differences between them generate as much of the show’s conflicts as the supervillains 

and criminals do. Each chapter begins with an analysis of the first sequence of the pilot 

episode, “The Resurrection,” each time with an emphasis on a different character, before 

proceeding to discuss how the show uses them to stage an argument about Black politics.  

Chapter two centers Jefferson Pierce and traces the emergence of Black 

respectability politics as an assimilation strategy adopted by the Black middle class to fit 

in a white hegemonic culture. I first discuss Jefferson as a Black father figure through his 

relationship to his daughters. Then I discuss his position in the community as a 

respectable community member, often referred to as “Black Jesus.” I move on to discuss 

his working relationship with the authorities. Jefferson’s non-superheroic identity 

visually and audibly contrasts with Black Lightning. After a discussion of Black 

Lightning’s different visual representations, I juxtapose his “disguise” in comics and on 

the show to point to Jefferson/Black Lightning’s knowledge of the middle-class 

assimilationist strategies and the imperfections of the existing system, yet their continued 

attempts to work within it (Jefferson as a school principal), or with it (Black Lightning’s 

collaborations with the chief of the police), therefore sustaining the status quo. I end this 

chapter with a discussion on the limits of Black respectability politics as a strategy of 

assimilation. 

In chapter three, I center Anissa Pierce in the first sequence of the pilot episode. I 

then highlight the ways in which recent work in Black Studies challenges the binary 

framing of the civil rights movement as the non-violent “hopeful” era compared to more 
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radical movements in the 1960s and 1970s. I move on to demonstrate the clash of Black 

respectability and Black radicalism through an analysis of Anissa’s relationship to 

Jefferson that is often in conflict with his moral code. Anissa attempts to resist 

Jefferson’s control, heteronormativity, and all forms of racial oppression. I then discuss 

the visual representations of Anissa’s two superheroic identities, alongside the narratives 

that position Thunder as Black Lightning’s sidekick and Black Bird as a radical 

superhero. Finally, I discuss the Black Church as a force of resistance and its role in 

mediating Black respectability politics and Black radicalism by focusing on Black Bird’s 

association with the church. 

In chapter four, the final chapter of analysis, I center Jennifer Pierce in the pilot 

episode as an observer of the clash of Black respectability and Black radicalism. Then I 

address the current racial moment, where post-racialism as an ideology is dominant, 

especially after the election of Barack Obama. Then I discuss Jennifer’s transition from 

apolitical to highly political, as a deflection of post-racialism and the colorblind racist 

ideology. I move on to discuss the same transition from apolitical to political in 

Lightning’s visual representation and narrative. I conclude the chapter with a discussion 

of Lightning’s new role that yields a new status quo within the superhero genre. 

Chapter five concludes the thesis with a summary of the key findings from the 

analysis and rearticulates the main arguments. I make suggestions for future research in 

superhero media and Black Lightning. Finally, I offer concluding remarks on the 

superhero genre’s engagement with Black politics in comic book television adaptations. 
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Chapter  2: Gen X 

2.1  “The Resurrection”: Take One  

Inside the Freeland Police Department, two police officers push a door open and walk 

through it. As soft music plays in the background, the shot pans from the door centered in 

frame to its small window on the right. Through it, Jefferson appears in a navy-blue suit, 

sitting upright and looking straight ahead with a blank expression on his face. Jennifer 

sits on a chair next to him. They are at the station bailing Anissa out of jail because she 

was arrested for protesting gang violence taking over Freeland. The camera cuts to a 

closeup of Jefferson watching the news on a TV screen above the main desk. In breaking 

news, a Black man holds his wife on TV. They just lost their son in a shooting. In a 

closeup of the TV, he cries for help, “Our children are dying in these streets, and no one 

cares. No one is in control, not even the police.” This incident marks Freeland’s 125th 

shooting in one weekend4 according to the news anchor. The 100 Gang continues to grow 

in power, many people “took to the streets” to protest but were confronted by gang 

members who broke up the protests violently. In the news report, Inspector Henderson 

acknowledges the issues, but refuses to take a firm stance against gang violence. The 

Black police officer behind the desk interrupts the focus on the news report and 

complains out loud that no one gives the authorities enough credit for “all the lives 

[they’ve] saved in Freeland.” Jefferson maintains his blank expression and does not react 

to the police officer’s remarks. Once Anissa appears in the left of the frame, Jefferson 

looks at her, gets up silently, and moves towards the door. Right before he exits, he 

 

4 In several interviews, Akil repeatedly mentions that he deliberately chose to include this number of 
shootings in particular because it is reflective of the number of shootings in Chicago during the 2017 
Fourth of July weekend (TVLine, 2017). 
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pauses and examines a bulletin board by the door. A “wanted” poster of Tobias Whale is 

centered momentarily. Jefferson pushes the door and walks out. 

After they leave the police station, the Pierce family are in the car on their way to 

Garfield High School’s fundraiser. Jefferson is the principal, Anissa is a teaching 

assistant, and Jennifer is a student there, so their presence is mandatory. In the car, 

Jefferson and Anissa argue about different forms of protest, he quotes Martin Luther 

King and emphasizes non-violence. Rain is pouring heavily outside in the dark night. The 

tension rises towards the end of the scene when flashing blue and red lights of police 

sirens grab everyone’s attention. Irritated, Jefferson begins to pull over. 

The camera cuts to an aerial shot of a police car parked behind Jefferson’s black 

car in the dark night under a streetlight; the police radio is on in the background as 

Jennifer (offscreen) questions what is going on. In a medium shot of the family in the car, 

Jefferson instructs his daughters to stay calm, as two police officers approach them with 

flashlights. Jefferson continues to reassure his daughters that he can handle the situation. 

A white police officer taps on his window and orders him to step out of the car. A 

closeup from behind the officer centers Jefferson rolling down his window, covering his 

eyes from the flashlight. He softens his voice and tries to introduce himself in a calm 

tone. “Officer, my name is Jefferson Pierce,” he says nervously. The police officer 

interrupts him and orders him to “step out of the car,” as he moves to open the door. In 

handheld shots that exacerbate the intensity of the scene with the background music, 

Anissa and Jennifer protest the arrest. The rain is still pouring heavily, the police officers 

are wearing rainproof gear, and Jefferson’s navy-blue suit is now drenched as the white 

officer forcibly restrains him against the front of the police car. Anissa and Jennifer are 
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both outraged, but Jefferson continues to instruct them to stay calm, even as he is held 

down. He pleads with Anissa to cooperate with the police officer: “Anissa, put your 

hands on the dashboard!” His agonized facial expressions mirror his tone of voice—no 

longer soft or calm, but angry as he yells, “Dammit Anissa, just do it now!” Once she 

complies, Jefferson is pulled from the hood of the police car towards the backseat 

window. In a high angle shot through the car window, an Asian woman sits in the 

backseat. The officer asks her to verify Jefferson as a suspect, but she shakes her head 

“no.” In a long shot, the police officer, who is still holding on to Jefferson, walks him 

back to his car. 

Once near Jefferson’s car, the officer lets him go and heads back. Jefferson shakes 

his arms from the rain and looks at the police officer in an extreme closeup shot and 

demands answers from him. In another closeup shot of the officer, he turns around and 

says calmly: “You have a good night, sir.” Jefferson, now angry, continues to pressure 

him for answers in a firm tone of voice. The police officer first lowers his head (as if this 

is taking longer than he anticipated), then looks at Jefferson and begins walking towards 

him again. “Her liquor store just got robbed,” the police officer says in a justificatory 

tone of voice. Jefferson stutters before he changes his tone again in protest. He points to 

his attire and the car he chooses to drive as indicators of his innocence. “I’m sure the 

description is what? A Black man? Dressed in a suit and tie. Getaway car midsized Volvo 

Wagon!” The officer ignores Jefferson, tells him, once again, to have a good night, before 

he turns around and walks to the police car. In an extreme closeup, Jefferson clenches his 

fists. We hear sounds of machines failing in the background, and the police sirens go off 

again. The camera cuts to another extreme closeup of Jefferson’s eyes, now glowing 
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bright blue as he stares blankly. The police sirens begin to fail, and the streetlight flickers, 

with the sound of electrical circuits buzzing. The scene ends with this brief 

foreshadowing of Jefferson’s return as the superhero Black Lightning. 

This first sequence from the pilot episode, “The Resurrection” (Akil, 2018a), 

introduces Jefferson Pierce and his daughters Anissa and Jennifer. It also frames the show 

as a meditation on truth and justice considering current racial politics in the US, where 

Black people are still subject to racial profiling, racism, and violence. This sequence also 

positions Jefferson Pierce as an actor of Black respectability politics, and the 

“resurrection” of Black Lightning at the end of the scene indicates the limits of this 

strategy. In this chapter, I first trace the emergence of Black respectability politics as a 

strategy for racial reform. Then I discuss Jefferson Pierce’s position as a protective Black 

father figure who fits a reformed image of Black masculinity constructed through the 

white gaze. Then I examine his position in the community, in which he attempts to pass 

on respectability as a strategy to bettering race relations while demonstrating the 

willingness to collaborate with the existing corrupt system. I move on to discuss Black 

Lightning’s visual appearance and self-presentation, which contrast Jefferson’s and 

position him as a superhero who acknowledges the limits of respectability as a strategy. 

Black Lightning maintains his sense of protectiveness and the willingness to work around 

the corrupt system, sustaining the status quo rather than bringing about radical change to 

racial politics. 

2.2 Black Respectability Politics 

In an essay published in Harper’s Magazine, Harvard Law Professor Randal Kennedy 

(2015) reflects on his upbringing, including his time as a student at a predominantly 
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white private school. He recalls his parents’ teachings and remembers their instructions to 

behave in a “dignified” manner that would distance him from negative stereotypes, 

especially in the presence of white people (para. 2). Kennedy argues that it is improper to 

ignore the “politics of respectability” as a viable strategy to combat racism in the US. 

Advocates of respectability politics, Kennedy sums, 

desire strongly to avoid saying or doing anything that will reflect badly on blacks, 

reinforce negative racial stereotypes, or needlessly alienate potential allies […]. 

Practitioners of the politics of respectability suggest focusing more on those 

whose victimization is clearest and likeliest to elicit the greatest sympathy from 

the general public. (para. 6) 

After declaring himself a proponent of respectability, Kennedy later adds that Black 

people “should do what they can to protect themselves against the burdens of a 

derogatory racial reputation that has been centuries in the making” (para. 32). Kennedy’s 

insights and personal remarks point to important aspects of Black respectability, but he 

also places an emphasis on individuals’ roles in correcting negative stereotypes about 

Black people as a racialized group. 

Respectability is a strategy often adopted by marginalized people as a way to 

align themselves with hegemonic norms and to combat stereotypical images enforced on 

them as a group (F. C. Harris, 2014b; Higginbotham, 1993; Obasogie & Newman, 2016; 

Pitcan et al., 2018). Respectability as an assimilationist strategy can be traced to 

Victorian Britain, where it was central to the conceptualization of the middle-class 

ideology, since the bourgeoisie distinguished themselves through behaviours deemed 

“respectable” in contrast working-class mores (Bailey, 1979; Kerswell, 2019). These 
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behaviours were shaped by an individualistic, conservative ideology that determined 

whether people were accepted into society or were a threat in need of control (Kerswell, 

2019). Individuality was key to this distinction, because the middle-class distanced 

themselves from the “masses” (Kerswell, 2019). During that time, the so-called “labour 

aristocracy,” an upper stratum of the working class, was gaining more power (Kerswell, 

2019; Moorhouse, 1981). Marxist theorists debated definitions of labour aristocracy and 

attributed its formation to several factors (Kerswell, 2019; Moorhouse, 1978; Moorhouse, 

1981). Most agree, however, that it “[implied] a privileged economic status and […] a 

tendency toward political conservatism with its material root in this economic 

standpoint” (Kerswell, 2019, p. 87). Therefore, labour aristocrats, who held higher 

positions in industrial factories, aspired to attain “respectability” by adopting and 

conforming to the behaviours established by dominant groups. 

These behaviours generally included language (both in terms of manner of speech 

and choice of words), living conditions, drinking habits (Bailey, 1979; Skeggs, 1997), 

and other standards that were more strictly imposed on women, such as appearance and 

sexuality (Skeggs, 1997). Working-class women were positioned at the centre of class 

divisions because they were observed by both men and middle-class women. This is 

important to note, because “‘respectability’ had as much to do with the ideology and 

practice of femininity as it had to do with the work-based ideologies of skilled male 

workers” (Moorhouse, 1981, p. 233). Women’s roles as wives and mothers made them 

responsible for maintaining morals, family values, domestic ideals, and their children’s 

behaviour and education (Skeggs, 1997). As Beverly Skeggs (1997) notes, not only were 

women expected to maintain the social order, but those who did not were also “blamed 
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for its disruption” (p. 42). In this sense, virtue and morality, constructed through 

definitions of respectability, simultaneously maintained class divisions and cemented 

patriarchal constructions of gender. 

When situated within a racialized context, respectability has a long history as 

well. The term “respectability politics” or “the politics of respectability” was coined by 

Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham (1993), as she examined the role of Black women in 

activism through the church. As per Kennedy’s insights earlier, Black respectability 

politics is a racial strategy passed down through generations. It developed as a survival 

strategy in the face of segregation and racial violence in the early 20th century 

(Higginbotham, 1993; Jeffries, 2020). Negative representations of Black people in public 

discourse (Black men as violent, aggressive and dangerous, and Black women as 

hypersexual and a threat to the nuclear family) forced Black elites to reimagine a 

“reformed” image of Black people that worked hand-in-hand with the dominant white 

culture (Jeffries, 2020). A self-anointed “Talented Tenth” among Black people promoted 

behaviours and values that contradicted negative images by embodying white normativity 

(F. C. Harris, 2014b; F. C. Harris, 2014a; Obasogie & Newman, 2016). The Talented 

Tenth focused on education and intellect, especially because they were often portrayed as 

less educated and incapable of the same level of intellect as white people. They put 

themselves in charge of “civilizing the untalented nine-tenths, that swath of black folk 

whom black elites declared in need of rescue and guidance” (F. C. Harris, 2014a, pp. 

101-102). The values and behaviours they promoted – “temperance, industriousness, 

thrift, refined manners, and Victorian social morals” (F. C. Harris, 2014a, p. 102) – were 

set as ideal values. 
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Like white working-class respectability, Black respectability focused on 

individuals. However, in this context it was also promoted as a means to combat racial 

oppression in the United States (Higginbotham, 1993; P. Harris, 2003; Obasogie & 

Newman, 2016; Attfield, 2016). As Higginbotham explains (1993), “emphasized reform 

of individual behaviour and attitudes” was “a goal in itself” as well as “a strategy for 

reform of the entire structural system of American race relations” (p. 187). On the one 

hand, Black people were encouraged to assimilate to the dominant culture. On the other 

hand, the strategies were set to change white people’s attitudes by proving Black people 

were not threatening. Through their involvement with the church, Black elites played a 

key role in the formation of respectability as a racial strategy aimed at civilizing the 

Black poor first, and “uplifting the race” to better race relations second (Higginbotham, 

1993). This strategy widened class divisions among Black people and worked on 

assimilating them into the existing racist structure. Moreover, Black respectability also 

included motherhood, domestic ideals, “the dominant society’s sexual codes and other 

‘ladylike’ behavior[s]” (Higginbotham, 1993, p. 204) as standards for social and moral 

norms. These gendered constructions were shaped by the dominant white culture and 

promoted by Black elites. In this context, an “ideal” Black man is one made 

unthreatening to white people, capable of succeeding intellectually and educationally, and 

able to protect and care for his family while also passing on these ideals to the rest of his 

community. 

Black respectability carried over to the civil rights era. The civil rights movement 

tactically embraced respectability as a strategy for racial reform. Fackler (2016) notes 

two incidents nearly identical to Rosa Parks’s protest and refusal to give up her seat, yet 
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these cases were not made “the public face of the Montgomery Bus Boycott” (Fackler, 

2016, p. 273). Neither Claudette Colvin nor Mary Louise “[fulfilled] the strict 

requirements of bourgeois respectability” (p. 273). Colvin, a 15-year old pregnant 

woman, and Louise, whose father had drinking problems, were deemed, even by some 

civil rights activists, as “problematic,” because they risked feeding into stereotypes 

(Adler, 2009; Fackler, 2016; Richardson, 2019, p. 196). This strategy still plays a 

significant role in race relations today, which points to how it privileges the Black 

middle-class and those capable of attaining Black idealism in white terms. I will elaborate 

further on the role of respectability politics in contemporary racial politics in chapter 

four. For now, I will discuss Jefferson Pierce’s position as someone who actively 

practices respectability through his role as a father, a teacher, and a prominent member of 

the community. 

2.3 Jefferson Pierce 

Like many Black people growing up in the 1970s and 1980s, Jefferson would have been 

exposed to various advocates of Black respectability politics, including, for example, Bill 

Cosby. The Cosby Show centered a Black middle-class family to satisfy white and Black 

audiences, and Cosby’s own politics “reinforced a white supremacist value system” 

(Coleman, 2018, para. 11). He often blamed Black people for their oppression and 

advocated for individual reform. Jefferson practices this individualistic strategy. In the 

scene described at the beginning of the chapter, he points to (material) elements to 

distance himself from the suspect of a liquor store robbery. His navy-blue suit and Volvo 

are markers of economic privilege. Jefferson is often depicted wearing neutral-colored 

suits on the show, especially when he is in his role as an educator. His costuming works 
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together with the narrative that posits Jefferson as a member of the “Talented Tenth.” In 

many instances on the show, he also exemplifies what Griffin (2000) describes as “the 

promise of protection.” Griffin (2000) explains that Black men’s protectiveness over 

women “restore[d] a sense of masculinity to black men,” and provided Black women 

with a “privilege” of femininity (p. 35). Black elites “assume[d] a stance of victimization 

on the part of those who need to be protected [women], without allowing much room for 

their agency in other spheres” (p. 35). The show consistently portrays Jefferson as a 

member of the Talented Tenth and a “protector” in his roles as a father, an educator, and 

a superhero. 

2.3.1 Family Man 

When they are pulled over in the first sequence of the pilot episode, Jefferson instructs 

his daughters multiple times to stay calm, and pleads with Anissa to relinquish her 

agency and to stop videotaping as he tries to cooperate with the officers. Jefferson is his 

daughters’ main caregiver. His role as a protector challenges tropes of Black men being 

neglectful fathers, while positioning Anissa and Jennifer as Black women in need of 

protection. His protectiveness is amplified when his daughters discover their powers and 

he appoints himself as a superhero role model. In the fifteenth episode of season two, 

“The Book of Apocalypse: Chapter One: The Alpha,” Jefferson calls a family meeting 

one afternoon. Once Anissa shows up, the family sits around the dinner table. In reverse 

shots between the four characters (Jefferson, Lynn, Anissa and Jennifer), he 

acknowledges that he cannot prevent them from using their powers, especially since 

Anissa is “eager to jump into the fight” and Jennifer is “hungry for revenge.” Jefferson 

says that he was opposed to the idea, but Lynn (his ex-wife) helped him see that he 
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“could be a father in a different way.” Lynn intervenes to support Jefferson as she takes a 

sip of her wine and openly admits to Anissa and Jennifer that their father wants to protect 

them. The scene cuts back to Jefferson who lays down three rules: their powers must 

remain a secret, they must always have backup, and they must never kill. 

Aside from his obvious opposition to putting his daughters in danger and setting 

rules surrounding their abilities (Nash & Akil, 2019), Jefferson maintains his sense of 

protection by showing up to rescue them from their own powers. In a previous instance in 

the first episode of season two, “The Book of Consequences: Chapter One: The Rise of 

Green Light Babies,” he saves Jennifer after losing control over her powers because she 

is triggered from content circulating online about youth with meta-abilities. Lynn and 

Anissa are outside Jennifer’s bathroom door when Jefferson shows up. In reverse shots 

between Lynn sitting on the bed and Jefferson at the entrance of the room, she prepares 

him for something he has not seen before. The shot pans to follow Jefferson as he walks 

towards the bathroom door and knocks, then cuts to a shot from inside the bathroom. The 

white door opens, Jefferson enters and looks around, concerned. In a high angle shot of 

the bathroom, he examines bits of orange flames in the atmosphere. Jefferson pulls the 

shower curtain to find Jennifer sitting in an orange bubble in the bathtub, her eyes lit 

orange – echoing a repeated image of Lynn finding Jefferson’s bloody body in the 

bathtub during his earlier superhero career, which establishes a special connection 

between Jefferson and Jennifer that will be explored in the fourth chapter. She tells 

Jefferson that she is not in pain, but unable to control her powers. Jefferson asks her to 

stand up and he moves her towards the middle of the bathroom. In a medium shot he 

wraps his arms around her, hugs her tightly, and absorbs her powers in pain. They both 
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fall to the ground. The scene ends when Lynn and Anissa enter the bathroom, worried 

and uncertain. 

This is not the only time Jefferson attempts to absorb Jennifer’s powers (Akil, 

2018b), although in other instances he fails. This framing positions Anissa and Jennifer 

(and in other instances Lynn as well) as needing Jefferson’s protection. Black women 

suffered the most under the white American patriarchy since they were subjects of sexual 

violence and rape by white men (Davis, 1983; hooks, 2004a; Marable, 1983). Because of 

this specific gendered form of violence inflicted on Black women, many Black leaders, 

including W.E.B. Du Bois (Griffin, 2000; hooks, 2000) and later Malcolm X (Griffin, 

2001), advocated for and promised women protection, which “restore[d] a sense of 

masculinity to black men while granting women at least one of the privileges of 

femininity (Griffin, 2001). Middle-class Black women especially in the early 20th century 

accepted Black men’s assumed roles as protectors because it was in line with 

respectability politics that called for sexual propriety (Hill Collins, 2019). This 

“suppressed the agency of working-class and poor Black women” (Hill Collins, 2019, p. 

89) that did not follow the dominant moral code. Other Black feminists that reflect on the 

“promise of protection” reject this notion, because it reinforced a patriarchal reality in 

which victimization is assumed “on the part of those who need to be protected” while 

disregarding their agency (Griffin, 2001, p.17; Hill Collins, 2000, 2019). As Black elites 

continued to think of ways to enter dominantly white spaces, the values they promoted 

aligned with heteronormative ideologies pertaining to gender (Hill Collins, 2019). 

Despite this protective patriarch role, Black men are frequently framed as 

unavailable, absent fathers, as in the influential Moynihan Report, published in 1964, 
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which attributed race issues in the US to the Black family (Geary, 2015). This false 

notion displaced the focus on structural and systemic racism and blamed Black men for a 

“crumbling” family structure (Dixon, 2017; Geary, 2015; hooks, 2004b). The focus on 

the family unit as the source of racial inequality neglected the long history of racism and 

oppression, and the high incarceration rates that separated family members. The 

stereotype of the “absent” Black father continues to dominate public discourse, despite 

evidence to the contrary (Dixon, 2017).  

Even though the figure of the ideal Black man, constructed through white ideals, 

is strongly connected to his role as a successful father, it is important to note that the 

Pierce family does not represent a nuclear family in white terms. Jefferson’s 

heterosexuality, especially contrasted to Anissa’s queerness is evident in his dynamic 

relationship with Lynn. Jefferson and Lynn are separated, and it could be argued that they 

do not maintain an “ideal” form of familial relationship. However, their success as a 

“family unit” is predicated on the fact that Jefferson and Lynn co-parent, make decisions 

regarding their daughters together, and are both involved as a team in raising their 

children while succeeding in their professional careers. Jefferson and Lynn demonstrate 

ideals of Black fatherhood/motherhood through an unconventional, non-nuclear family. 

In several interviews, the production staff comment on the show’s deliberate portrayal of 

the Pierce family as a strong unit. Mara Brock Akil, for example, affirms that “it’s 

definitely a family show,” in which Jefferson struggles to find a balance between utilizing 

his gifts (or superpowers), while risking losing “the biggest gift of [his] life, which is to 

see [his] girls grow up, and [walk] them down the aisle” (Fangirlish, 2018). Brock Akil 

also repeatedly comments on watching her co-producer and husband, Salim Akil, develop 
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the characters as “a love letter to his [own] daughters” (Fangirlish, 2018). As a Black 

father, Akil intended Jefferson’s characterization to communicate ideals of Black 

fatherhood that combat stereotypes of Black men as neglectful parents by demonstrating 

his role as a protector.  

2.3.2 Community Man 

In addition to his sense of fatherhood that works to defy negative stereotypes about Black 

men, Jefferson also promotes an individualistic and ultimately conservative ideology, 

bound to economic achievements, through his role as an educator and pillar of the 

community. In contrast to the humiliating incident with the police in the first sequence of 

the pilot, the following scene shows Jefferson as a member of the Talented Tenth when 

Nina Turner, former Ohio State Senator, introduces him as the ex-Olympic athlete and 

former government official who gave up his position and returned to Freeland to aid his 

community. While his public service role is emphasized in Senator Turner’s introduction, 

Jefferson does not hold an official government position in the comics. Due to this 

framing, he is ranked higher among his community on the show. After the celebratory 

introduction, Jefferson is welcomed on stage. The crowd cheers and claps as he gets up 

from his table and buttons his black tuxedo. He is no longer wearing the navy-blue suit 

drenched from the rain moments ago, yet his attire exaggerates his respectability.  

Once on stage, Jefferson clears his throat, leans on the podium, and turns his gaze 

directly to the audience. He pauses for a moment, then asks, “Where’s the future?” The 

shot, now from behind Jefferson, captures his students as they stand up instantaneously 

and respond, “Right here.” In a medium shot, Jefferson continues to direct questions at 

them, “And whose life is this?” The shot begins to zoom out as students respond: “Mine.” 
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Finally, Jefferson poses his last question as the shot continues to zoom out, “And what 

are you going to do with it?” The students’ final response – “Live it by any means 

necessary” – brings a smile of pride and victory to Jefferson’s face. While responding to 

his questions, students are respectful and synchronous – they have clearly done this 

before. This motto is repeated multiple times throughout the show, and across the 

Arrowverse when he uses it to encourage Barry Allen to save the world in the fifth 

episode of season eight of The Flash (TV Promos, 2021). 

Not only did the Talented Tenth embody and exemplify an ideal form of Black 

masculinity, but they also used their position to maintain and exert power by promoting 

respectability to the rest of the community. Jefferson holds a perfect position from which 

to educate and uplift. His focus on the current moment – the future is right here, and it is 

their choice to “live it by any means necessary” (Akil, 2018a) – places responsibility on 

individual students: the decisions that they make now impact the future they aspire to 

have, while neglecting the systemic racial, social, and economic barriers they face. He 

promotes morals and education as means of substituting excellence for equality. The 

image of an “ideal” Black individual focuses on the ways they are made more presentable 

in terms of appearance and speech (P. Harris, 2003). This is apparent in Jefferson’s 

appearance and the high school uniform that the students wear, which also shares the 

same neutral color motifs, making Jefferson the head of an assimilation institution. He is 

kind and supportive towards his students but can also reassert his power as an 

economically privileged Black man. For example, in the third episode of season one, 

Jefferson interrogates Khalil Payne, one of his students and Jennifer’s romantic partner, 
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about how he showers after finding out that Jennifer and Khalil had plans to sleep 

together. He asks Payne to detail his bathing routine and criticizes him for it. 

Despite attempts at exemplifying and passing on Black excellence to his students, 

Jefferson’s failure is evident in his early interaction with a former student, the gang 

leader Lala. After gang members attack the school and kidnap Jefferson’s daughters in 

the pilot episode, he arrives at a local community centre. The scene opens with a closeup 

of food trays on a table; Jefferson is in the background (out of focus) in front of a foosball 

table. There are posters on the walls and long windows around him. A young boy 

carrying a backpack walks by and drops a bag of drugs on the floor. He kneels to pick it 

up in front of Jefferson. In a medium shot, Lala walks in wearing a bright-blue and white 

training suit. His sweatshirt is zipped down, revealing a necklace that matches his earring. 

Smiling, he extends his hand and greets Jefferson pleasantly. Jefferson greets him back 

using Lala’s original name, “Latavious,” but Lala tells him that he no longer goes by that 

name and takes a seat on the table in front of Jefferson. Lala heard about his cousin’s 

attack on the school and acknowledges that it is wrong. Jefferson in turn reminds Lala of 

the “unwritten agreement” he has with all the gangs in Freeland that the school remains a 

“safe zone.” Lala continues to justify his cousin’s actions when the camera shows a 

closeup of a young boy walking past them looking at his phone. Lala calls out and asks 

the young boy to greet Jefferson. He complies: 

The boy: Hey. 

Lala: Come on, man. You know that’s not how we do. Look Mr. Jefferson in the 

eyes, shake his hand and introduce yourself. 

The boy: Hey, Mr. Jefferson. My name is Malik. It’s a pleasure to meet you. 
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In a medium shot, Malik shakes Jefferson’s hand, and Jefferson responds nicely. Lala 

first seems excited over Malik’s proper introductions, so he extends his hand to him. 

They shake briefly, before Lala changes his tone, pulls Malik closer aggressively and 

yells at him for playing video games while at “work” the other day. Jefferson observes 

Lala lecture the young boy and tries to interfere. When he finally breaks Lala’s grip over 

Malik, Lala takes out his gun and points it at Jefferson. He demands that Jefferson calls 

him by his new name. Jefferson complies cowardly, as he looks down on Malik in a 

closeup; Malik in turn looks up terrified. “You teach them your way, I teach them mine,” 

says Lala as he lowers the gun and puts it away. Lala dismisses Malik and approaches 

Jefferson closely, grinning. He examines Jefferson’s navy suit and says, “That’s a nice 

suit, man. Real nice suit” as he strokes it gently before he turns around and leaves. In a 

medium shot, Jefferson, defeated, watches him walk towards a back room (Akil, 2018a). 

Lala’s obvious critique of Jefferson’s teaching approach and attire is also a 

critique of respectability as a strategy. It is not a viable theory of change as it clearly does 

not work for everyone. Jefferson returned to Freeland to aid his community by educating 

and passing on his excellence to his students. Yet, here is an example of one of his former 

students who was not “saved” as Jefferson intended. Rather, he ended up joining the 100 

Gang. Lala seems to also pass on his own strategy to youth, one that contradicts 

Jefferson’s. The interaction with Malik, alongside elements of the mise-en-scène, position 

Lala as someone that is not interested in respectability in white terms, but also teaches 

Black youth “his way” of life, given the social and economic barriers they face. It is also 

important to mention that later in the show, we find out more about Jefferson’s role in 

shaping Lala’s life. Lala dies and comes back to life through magic in the second season. 
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After his own resurrection, he shows up at Garfield High in “The Book of Secrets: 

Chapter Four: Original Sin,” (the fourteenth episode of season two) to confront Jefferson 

about an incident he witnessed when he was still in high school. Lala’s best friend was 

murdered in the school’s gym in Jefferson’s presence – a moment that drove Lala to join 

the 100 Gang to avoid a violent death like his best friend’s. This story mimics a storyline 

from Black Lightning #2 (Isabella & Von Eeden, 1977), in which a student dies on 

Jefferson’s watch in the same violent way depicted on the show. Lala revisits this 

incident to reconcile with his own journey of becoming a gang leader. He does not harm 

Jefferson, but he blames him for his trajectory, pointing to the lack of support he received 

from Jefferson after this traumatic incident. Lala further demonstrates the limits of 

individual reform. The initial encounter with Lala at the local community centre points to 

the fact that respectability is only attainable by the Black middle-class, and it does not 

tackle systemic issues facing the majority of Black people in Freeland. Ironically, the 

scene also introduces Jefferson’s “unwritten agreement” with Freeland’s gangs. Again, 

for someone that returned to aid his community, negotiating an agreement with the same 

gangs that inflict violence seems counterproductive as it sustains gang leaders’ authority. 

More importantly, as viewers, we rarely observe Jefferson actually teaching. In 

scenes depicting Jefferson in his teaching role, he usually has students sitting in a circle, 

discussing personal things they are looking forward to despite the circumstances in 

Freeland (Rivera & Schultz, 2018). Jefferson models a moral education that is connected 

to his charismatic persona. This position grants him moral authority within Freeland, 

where he is nicknamed “Black Jesus,” a title that seemingly places him above Reverend 

Holt. Since it was established that Jefferson is not only an actor of respectability but also 
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a member of the Talented Tenth, it is important to reiterate that this racial uplift strategy 

was promoted within Black churches. The Black Church often functioned as a site where 

Black women and elites developed assimilationist strategies (Higginbotham, 1993; 

Jeffries, 2020; P. Harris, 2003). Notably, white evangelicals in the early 20th century 

worked closely with the Black elites to help “civilize” the Black working class and teach 

them how to be “American” (F. C. Harris, 2014b; Higginbotham, 1993). White Christian 

organizations, including the American Missionary Organization, American Baptist Home 

Mission Society, and Freedmen’s Aid Society, increased their funding budgets for 

missionary colleges and supplied instructors from the north to teach newly-freed Black 

people and their children in the south how to be free (Higginbotham, 1993, p. 90). 

According to Emerson (2000) the missionary work was educational but not anti-racist, as 

it took place within segregated Black churches (p. 114). White evangelicals also 

equipped Black elites with the funds and resources necessary to educate, civilize, and 

uplift the Black masses to lessen the threat to white people. This strategy was crafted for 

the purpose of policing and control, rather than means to achieving equality within 

churches and American society (Emerson, 2000). 

We also see Jefferson at church throughout the show, but it is not his faith that 

earns him the title “Black Jesus,” rather, it is his ability to exemplify and pass on his 

respectability to the rest of the community. For example, before she meets her demise at 

the hands of Lala, Jefferson’s former student, LaWanda, begs Jefferson to help her rescue 

her daughter from trafficking in the second episode of season one. She asks him to go 

save her daughter, since he is the only one in Freeland capable of that. When he declines, 

she says: “Yes, you can. You just won’t. Man, everybody knows Mr. Pierce can do 
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whatever he wants in Freeland. We used to call you Black Jesus, thought you could walk 

on water” (Akil & Scott, 2018). His nickname also establishes a connection between 

Black civil religion, that has its foundations in the generic Christianity of American civil 

religion, and respectability politics that aims at assimilating Black people into the 

American society. In addition to his framing as a member of the Talented Tenth, his 

“Black Jesus” nickname forges a stronger connection between assimilationist strategies 

and Black civil religion’s top-down approach that Black elites adopted to unify people 

under common American values. In this case, those American values have clear ties to 

Black Christianity. 

2.3.3 The Political Pragmatist 

Jefferson also demonstrates his willingness to collaborate with the system, even though 

he admits to its inherently racist foundation. Returning to the scene at the beginning of 

the chapter, Jefferson cooperates with the police officers and instructs his daughters to do 

the same. He makes himself less threatening by trying to introduce himself in a calm 

tone, adopting an almost submissive self-presentation. He counters the violent and 

aggressive stereotype about Black men by shrinking himself, showing more emotion 

through his facial expressions, and softening his tone of voice. This comes after he had 

just finished lecturing Anissa about non-violence and peaceful forms of protest. At 

multiple points in the series, he models this peaceful behaviour in his interactions with 

the authorities, especially in front of his students, who watch him get arrested and 

brutalized several times on school grounds. In nearly all instances, his superheroic self, 

Black Lightning, makes a subtle and brief reappearance when his eyes turn blue and the 
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sound of electricity buzzes in the background, to underscore that Jefferson has the power 

to resist but chooses not to, and as a reminder of the reality of an imperfect system. 

In the second episode of season two, elements of the mise-en-scène also 

demonstrate Jefferson’s willingness to work within oppressive systems. Napier Frank 

(Robert Townsend), the only Black school board member at Garfield High, stands in 

Jefferson’s office examining a framed picture of Jefferson shaking hands with George W. 

Bush. The scene begins with a closeup on the photograph, tilted in the centre of the shot. 

The picture itself is notable – Jefferson is standing sideways, tall, with a smile on his 

face. He faces an audience, while President Bush looks up to him, smiling. The 

president’s body faces the camera and is centered in the image. The camera then pans 

diagonally to the right corner, and focuses on Jefferson, who enters the office, confused. 

The camera shows a medium shot of Frank, who turns the frame towards Jefferson and 

looks up curiously. In a reverse shot, Jefferson insists that he “does not engage in 

politics” when it comes to the school – he does not put his own personal interests before 

the interests of the school. The camera cuts and zooms on Frank’s hand that reaches for 

another frame of Jefferson shaking President Obama’s hand. The picture in this frame is 

different. Jefferson and President Obama are shaking hands, facing each other, and 

smiling. As the frame is picked up, Jefferson says “a better look,” followed with a 

medium shot of him grinning and walking towards the desk as he continues to say “of 

course.” Frank walks away from the window behind the desk after Jefferson takes his 

seat. He goes on to inform Jefferson that they found his replacement as a school 

principal, since Jefferson proved to be incapable of leading Garfield High during an 
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attack involving Black Lightning, Thunder, and Painkiller (who is also Khalil Payne, a 

student turned supervillain). Jefferson’s replacement is a white man. 

The focus here is on the two photographs that appear after one another swiftly and 

subtly (Holland & Scott, 2018). President Bush promoted the War on Terror narrative. 

His administration is criticized for his foreign policy and increased racial profiling 

practices that subjugated racial and religious groups such as Arabs and Muslims. 

President Obama, by contrast, is presented as proof that Black people can not only reach 

higher positions but also do a better job – or at least that is the ideology Jefferson uses to 

promote individual reform as an uplifting strategy. On a panel at the 2018 San Diego 

Comic Con, showrunner Salim Akil compares the Pierce family to the Obamas. He says 

that “they are like the Obamas of the superhero world” (Flicks And The City, 2017). In 

reality, the system did not change. Obama’s presidency did not solve racism or social 

inequality, which I will address in the fourth chapter in the discussion on post-racialism. 

Even though Jefferson and Obama are used as indicators of Black success, the situation 

for racialized people remains the same, hence Jefferson’s words, “a better look,” because 

that is what it is: a look. 

2.4 Black Lightning 

As evident in the sequence described at the beginning of the chapter, as well as 

throughout the show, Jefferson constantly advocates and promotes non-violence, 

especially when it comes to confronting racism. While he insists on non-violence as an 

ideal form of resistance and actively works with both repressive and ideological state 

apparatuses (Althusser, 1971), he trains his daughters in combat, often proud that they 

stand up for themselves, which contradicts his constant preaching of non-violence. More 
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broadly, his superhero career as Black Lightning demonstrates the limits of his 

commitments to these strategies. 

2.4.1 Visual Representation 

In contrast to Jefferson’s sober business suits, Black Lightning’s costumes are colorful in 

both comics and on the show. When Black Lightning first debuted in 1977, his costume 

consisted of an Afro wig, a white mask, a blue, yellow, and black shirt, tucked in blue 

skin-tight pants, with a belt and black boots. In this early representation, Black 

Lightning’s shirt is unbuttoned down to his belt. As mentioned earlier, his character was 

inspired by the blaxploitation genre with great emphasis on his combat skills rather than 

his superpowers, and this suit intended to exaggerate his skills (Austin & Hamilton, 

2019). Black Lightning’s second look that appeared in comics and on the animated 

series5 is a predominantly black jumpsuit with sleeves and gold lightning bolt designs on 

the chest and around the boots. He no longer wears the white mask and the Afro wig. He 

is bald and wears dark goggles instead. 

On the CW production, and in an attempt to convince Jefferson to return to his 

superheroic duties, Peter Gambi (the Italian tailor that used to work for a secret 

government agency but resigned and raised Jefferson after his father’s passing) sends him 

a video recording of a news story about an old man who was rescued by Black Lightning 

in his youth. Jefferson sits in his office at school when he plays the recording on his 

computer. The old man in the video takes out a tape, puts in the VCR and plays it as he 

says: “When you’re staring down the barrel of a gun, you don’t care if the person saving 

 

5 Black Lightning appeared in an episode on “Batman: The Brave and the Bold” (Fandom, n.d.); appeared 
on DC Nation Short in two episodes (Thunder & Lightning (Shorts), n.d.)  
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you is a Christian, Muslim, Jew, Black or white, or some guy in a weird Parliament-

Funkadelic getup. You just wanna be saved.” The recording shows Black Lightning in his 

second costume saving this man’s convenient store from a robbery. The reference to 

George Clinton’s music band, Parliament-Funkadelic (Akil, 2018a), explicitly links 

Black Lightning’s second costume to Afrofuturism, a Black aesthetic popular for drawing 

inspiration from science fiction. The band was also known for lyrics and a stage presence 

that imagined a future where Black people achieve equal status (Bird, 2017, p. 30). Once 

Black Lightning returns permanently to Freeland, Gambi tailors a new costume for him 

that is similar to the second look, but also lights up neon blue when he uses his powers. 

Implicitly, the show also links Black Lightning to Parliament-Funkadelic through their 

music that parallels his appearance. For example, in the second episode of season two, 

“Let’s Take It To The People” by Funkadelic plays in the background when Black 

Lightning and Thunder show up to stop an attack by Wendi (a moment that will be 

discussed in detail in the next chapter) (Holland & Scott, 2018). In another example, 

“Give Up the Funk (Tear the Roof Off the Sucker)” by Parliament plays in the 

background as Black Lightning and Thunder rescue patients at the free clinic from a 

bomb threat in the fourth episode of season two (Giaudrone & Richardson-Whitefield, 

2018). Despite this Afrofuturistic framing, however, Black Lightning as a superhero 

works on maintaining the status quo, as the next section will demonstrate. 

His final costume on the show is designed by the same agency Gambi worked for 

in his previous career, the American Security Agency (ASA), which is a secret 

government agency in charge of a “super-soldier” program for the American military, 

and the same agency responsible for Jefferson’s superpowers. They conduct experiments 
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on racialized metahumans in Freeland to weaponize them for the military. To carry out 

their operations they impose a military occupation on the people in Freeland, in which 

they imprison and silence anyone that opposes their military presence. Black Lightning 

agrees to go into custody and later work for them, granted they give his family immunity. 

They provide him with a technologically advanced suit, similar to the suit Gambi designs 

except orange and black instead of blue. This visual representation is maintained 

throughout season three and matches both Thunder’s and Lightning’s the most. 

2.4.2 Disguise 

According to Austin and Hamilton (2019), the creators of Black Lightning comics 

“attempted to destabilize some of the tropes that plagued black heroes in the 1970s” (p. 

150). They presented his non-superheroic “civilian identity” as the “real” Jefferson, 

making the superhero a non-authentic performance, which is abandoned when the mask 

attached to the Afro wig is removed. They also purposely made him code-switch as a 

form of disguise, speaking African American Vernacular English (AAVE) as Black 

Lightning and standard English in his “civilian identity” as Jefferson Pierce (Austin & 

Hamilton, 2019, p. 150). On the show, he abandons the Afro wig, but continues to use 

AAVE as a form of disguise. Black Lightning juxtaposed to Jefferson Pierce reaffirms 

the class division among Black people and places the authenticity of Jefferson’s identity 

on his superheroic self. As demonstrated earlier, Jefferson represents himself in ways that 

debunk the stereotypical representations of Black men by adopting certain behaviours, 

including manners of speech, to make himself acceptable and non-threatening to white 

people. For example, after a student overdoses on greenlight (a drug circulating in 

Freeland) in “Black Jesus,” the fourth episode of season one, Jefferson makes it his 
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mission to investigate the drug’s source. Two-Bits, Jefferson’s old high school classmate, 

owns a bar and is dealing greenlight on the side. The scene opens with a closeup of a 

billiard table, and a collection of images of people drinking, with the background music 

carried over from the previous scene – nothing special. In a dolly shot of the entrance into 

the bar, Jefferson pushes the door open and walks in. He examines the premises: the shot 

pans from the bar to the pool table to a booth occupied by three men. He begins to walk 

towards the booth and finds a seat at the table closest to them. Two-Bits looks at 

Jefferson and calls on him excitedly. Jefferson gets up from his table and approaches 

Two-Bits to greet him. Two-Bits faces his friends and makes a friendly joke about 

Jefferson’s speed. They engage in some friendly small talk before Two-Bits questions 

Jefferson’s visit, saying, “What you want, bro? Oh come on, J, you too bougie to be here 

by accident.” Jefferson proceeds to tell him about the student who overdosed and raises 

questions about greenlight. Two-Bits tells Jefferson that he has a family he needs to 

support and that he will not share any information about drug operations. He kindly asks 

Jefferson to leave, before they exchange a handshake. 

Jefferson returns to Gambi with no information, so he decides to go back to Two-

Bits, this time as Black Lightning. Unlike his entrance the first time as Jefferson, this one 

is ceremonious. “Stop Me” by Trapo starts off with a techno beat with the opening of the 

scene: the same pool table, except this time Black Lightning steps into the frame; the 

focus is on his clenched fists as they light up. The techno music in the background 

parallels the flashing lights of the bar, as Two-Bits squints and looks surprised. In rapid 

shots, some people begin to run, others engage Black Lightning in combat. A few shots 

into the scene, Two-Bits is about to escape before Black Lightning stops him. The playful 
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banter is gone; now, Two-Bits is scared. In a series of reverse shots, Black Lightning 

addresses Two-Bits in AAVE, and asks him the same questions, which Two-Bits 

answers. 

The dialogue between the two characters, especially Black Lightning’s code-

switching (Charles & Schultz, 2018), admits to the limits of Black respectability politics 

as a strategy. As mentioned earlier, speech is often used as a mark of economic status. 

Code-switching to “standard English” is often deployed by Black Americans to fit in 

dominantly white spaces (Boulton, 2016; Durkee & Williams, 2015; Young, 2014), thus 

marking a specifically racialized economic privilege. Black Lightning resorts to AAVE 

as an indicator that Jefferson acknowledges the class division, which is often maintained 

through manners of English speaking, where “proper English” is deemed more 

respectable than any other form. This is a practice acknowledged by many Black people 

as a tactic to assimilate into dominantly white spaces, especially professional spaces 

(Durkee & Williams, 2015). Furthermore, Cress Williams also uses his voice to 

distinguish between Jefferson and Black Lightning. Unlike Jefferson who, when in the 

presence of police or white authority figures, softens his voice as mentioned in the 

opening of this chapter, Black Lightning has a deep voice that sounds hypermasculine 

and technologically advanced. Black Lightning’s disguise by code-switching and 

changing his tone of voice puts the emphasis on his superheroic identity as the authentic 

self compared to his non-superheroic identity in that it is in constant adjustment to 

assimilate into the white structure. However, even though Black Lightning acknowledges 

the limits of respectability, he is still a superhero that works on maintaining the status 

quo, rather than radically changing Black people’s subjugation. 
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2.4.3 Maintaining the Status Quo 

Even though Jefferson resigned his superheroic duties to care for his family and to save 

his community as a father and a school principal, Black Lightning is resurrected to save 

his daughters.6 His sense of fatherhood is maintained throughout the transition between 

Jefferson and Black Lightning. Similarly, both Jefferson Pierce and Black Lightning 

acknowledge the limits of the current system, and they both try to work within it in their 

own ways. While Jefferson complies with the authority, Black Lightning also 

collaborates with Chief Henderson of Freeland PD. Throughout the show, corruption is 

rampant in the police department. First as an inspector, Henderson confronts corrupt 

white police officers and seems to be fighting injustice from within the department. He 

publicly opposes vigilantism and preaches the law to Reverend Holt and Anissa at 

different instances. Later, Henderson is promoted to chief, which only amplifies his belief 

in changing the corrupt system from within. Like Jefferson, Henderson is presented as a 

non-threatening figure. Jefferson’s position as a practitioner of respectability is apparent 

in the color motifs in his outfits. His costuming informs his gender expression, given that 

he is not only a Black man but a middle-class Black man that works on making himself 

non-threatening in the presence of white people to defy negative stereotypes. Chief 

Henderson also wears neutral-colored suits when not in his police uniform. But most 

importantly, they both think they can “fix the system” from within even though they are 

fully aware of its flaws. 

 

6 First, he rescues Jennifer at the 100 Club owned by gang members; then again when the same gang 
members kidnap both Jennifer and Anissa in the pilot episode. 
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Henderson is reluctant to work with Black Lightning at first, but eventually 

collaborates with him despite his public opposition to vigilantism. Even before finding 

out that Black Lightning is his friend Jefferson, he collaborates with him in secret. This 

politically pragmatic relationship between a law enforcement figure and a superhero is 

common in the genre, with Commissioner Gordon and Batman providing the model. 

When Henderson later discovers Black Lightning’s non-superheroic identity, their 

relationship solidifies. This relationship is a further indication that they both acknowledge 

that the system is flawed. Neither Henderson nor Black Lightning can change the corrupt 

system from within, even when Henderson is promoted to police chief, because the 

department is part of a larger system. In the first episode of season three, “The Book of 

Occupation: Chapter One: Birth of Black Bird,” the ASA first strips Henderson from his 

power in the police department, and then Black Lightning from his role as Freeland’s 

hero. They take Black Lightning into custody to conduct further experiments on him to 

understand how to create more metahumans. Black Lightning submits to the arrangement 

to keep his family safe. Both his sense of fatherhood and his inclination to giving in to the 

existing system position him as a superhero that maintains the status quo. However, as I 

will discuss in the next chapter, both Henderson and Black Lightning eventually join 

Black Bird’s resistance to confront the ASA, because it presents a greater form of 

oppression that they recognize needs a radical shift. 

2.5 The Limits of the Politics of Respectability 

In “The Book of Secrets: Chapter Two: Just and Unjust,” the twelfth episode of season 

two, Jennifer makes a scene and preaches to other students in the hallway about Black 

Lives Matter. Jefferson’s replacement as a principal, the white principal Mr. Lowry, 
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orders her removal. I will return to this incident in the fourth chapter. For now, I want to 

focus on Jefferson’s interaction with Lowry after the incident. Jefferson enters the 

principal’s office and clears his throat to interrupt Lowry’s discussion with a Black 

security officer. “You called security on my daughter?” Jefferson questions him. Lowry 

asks the security guard to leave and makes his way behind what was formerly Jefferson’s 

desk. “You came to hit me?” says Lowry as he glares at Jefferson, furthering an 

assumption about Black men as violent. Jefferson scoffs before he tells him that he could 

have been informed and that there was no need to involve security. In a medium shot, 

Lowry – now defensive – raises his voice and justifies his assertive decision to remove 

Jennifer because she called him a racist in front of her schoolmates. The scene cuts to a 

low shot of Jefferson, standing in front of the desk. Lowry then takes a sip from his 

coffee as Jefferson tries to explain that, like many teachers and students, she is 

questioning whether Lowry understands the needs of the community. Lowry stands up 

abruptly and says angrily: “You know what? Let’s just be honest with each other right 

now. Okay, you assume that because I’m white, I had a better life than you. And that is 

the most racist idea out there.” Jefferson sarcastically lets off a laugh in a medium shot 

before Lowry continues: “No, no, no. Your father was a respected journalist. Mine was a 

heroin addict.” He goes on, in a medium shot, to tell Jefferson that his mother overdosed 

in his father’s presence. Jefferson, no longer laughing, now shocked to hear the 

principal’s story, stares blankly for a moment then responds seriously: “But you get the 

benefit of the doubt that even a rich Black man will not get. That’s what these kids are 

facing.” Lowry paces around his desk impatiently; he stares outside of the office window, 

wipes his face grinning as if to undermine Jefferson’s remarks. “You know what? I don’t 
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feel sorry for these kids,” he finally says. In a reverse shot of Lowry from behind 

Jefferson, he continues: “I had to sleep on the streets and eat dog food! Yet nobody feels 

bad for me. Why? Because I’m a white guy. And the white guy in America today can go 

to hell, and nobody gives a damn.” The camera cuts to a medium shot of Jefferson, who 

nods his head and says, “Good talk,” before he turns around and leaves the office. 

The very existence of Black Lightning points to the limits of respectability 

politics, but this scene (Holland & Byrd, 2019) goes even further. Even when successful, 

the politics of respectability can be self-defeating. Lowry points to the success of the 

Black middle-class as an indicator that race no longer plays a role in shaping the lives of 

racialized people – an argument adopted by colorblind racists. The show frames the white 

school principal as a colorblind racist that chooses to ignore race altogether. This point 

will be discussed further in the discussion of post-racialism in chapter four. For now, it is 

important to note that respectability as a strategy could be coopted to obstruct racial 

progress and Black liberation. This interaction also shows that Jefferson is fully aware of 

the fact that as a middle-class Black man, he is not immune to overt forms of racism, 

including police brutality and new racisms such as the colorblind rhetoric used to stifle 

racial progress despite efforts to assimilate and attain respectable ranks. Disappointingly, 

Jefferson disengages from his conversation with Lowry. So even as a Black man in 

adjustment to white normativity, Jefferson chooses to relinquish any power to respond to 

racism. 

2.6 Conclusion 

Black respectability politics is an assimilationist strategy and an individualistic ideology 

that benefits the Black middle-class without disrupting the white hegemonic structure. 
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Even advocates of this strategy like Jefferson are subjected to racism and admit to its 

limits. It requires a continued adjustment to satisfy the white gaze, which also plays a role 

in constructing heteronormative cis-gender ideals. As an actor of Black respectability 

politics, Jefferson demonstrates a sense of protectiveness over his daughters, and attempts 

to pass on individual reform through his position as an educator. Despite his moral 

authority granted to him by the people in Freeland, the show frames his Talented 

Tenthism as a failure through his relationship with his former students. In the final 

analysis, this Black middle-class political strategy maintains racial oppression, because it 

is ultimately a gatekeeping strategy working as a barrier to Black liberation and justice. 

The existence of Black Lightning as a superhero demonstrates that Jefferson 

acknowledges that respectability in white terms is not a viable theory of change, yet he 

continues to use non-violence as the only form of protest, an idea that he promotes among 

his daughters and students. Nonetheless, Black Lightning maintains and sustains the 

status quo by cooperating with the authorities and choosing to work within and around 

the justice system. I will continue to discuss the clash of respectability and more radical 

Black political thought in the next chapter.  
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Chapter  3: Gen Y 

3.1 “The Resurrection”: Take Two 

Let’s return to the first sequence of the pilot episode, “The Resurrection,” this time 

focusing on Anissa Pierce, also known as Thunder and Black Bird. The episode begins at 

the police department with Jefferson and Jennifer awaiting Anissa’s release from jail. 

Anissa first appears in frame wearing grey jeans, a pink shirt, and a grey jacket; her long 

wavy hair falls over her shoulders. She calls out to her father and looks at him 

apologetically. He looks up at her, disappointed and silent, gets up from his seat, and 

walks towards the door. Her gaze follows him. 

As they drive to the fundraiser, Jefferson lets out his disappointment and lectures 

Anissa. The shot pans from the windshield of the moving car to a closeup of Jefferson 

driving, occasionally glancing at her. She is on the left of the frame, leaning her head 

against the window away from Jefferson, out of focus. Frustrated, he sighs then says: “So 

you looked at your schedule for the night… and you had a choice.”  The camera cuts to a 

reverse shot of Anissa, now looking at Jefferson as he continues, “protest the 100, or 

attend Garfield High’s fundraiser, and you chose the path that led you to getting 

arrested.” Tired of being misunderstood, Anissa, now in focus, insists that she had no 

choice. Jefferson pushes back. “Everything is a choice,” he says insistently. Anissa tells 

him that it was a peaceful protest, but Jefferson interrupts her to question the claim and 

emphasizes that violence will only yield more violence by quoting a line from Martin 

Luther King’s “Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos of Community.” In turn, Anissa 

responds with Fannie Lou Hamer’s famous quote, “I’m sick and tired of being sick and 
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tired.” Right when Jefferson is about to elaborate further on his perspective, the police 

sirens go off behind the car. 

Once pulled over, Anissa is quiet. In a low angle shot, she looks towards Jefferson 

when he instructs them to remain calm, then rolls her eyes and looks the other way as a 

police officer begins to tap on Jefferson’s window. While the white officer restrains 

Jefferson, Anissa yells aggressively from the passenger seat, “What are you doing?” A 

combination of chaotic shots land on Anissa, who begins recording on her phone. The 

police officer next to her is pointing the gun as he orders her to put her hands on the 

dashboard. A medium shot of Anissa from behind the window is briefly centered. She 

looks angry and firm, as she continues to hold her phone up persistently. Jefferson, now 

restrained against the police car, begins to plead with her to follow orders. The scene cuts 

to a shot of Jefferson’s car from the back window. It abruptly zooms in and out before it 

focuses on Anissa, still in the passenger seat. She yells angrily: “Dad, I have the right to 

videotape if I want to!” Jefferson pleads again, this time giving the impression that he is 

extremely uncomfortable, as if in pain. The scene cuts to a closeup of Anissa, her gaze 

now softened but still directly looking at the officer. Then the shot pans to the dashboard 

as she slowly places her hands as ordered. The rest of the scene carries on, ending with 

the reawakening of Black Lightning. 

Throughout the first sequence (Akil, 2018a), there is a clear generational tension 

between Anissa and Jefferson. This foundational dynamic is also reflected in the series’ 

narrative arc and in the visual representation of her two superheroic identities, Thunder 

and Black Bird. Anissa clashes with Jefferson over forms of protest, resistance, and his 

patriarchal protectiveness over her. She problematizes Jefferson’s idealism as means for 
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reform. Where he embraces respectability politics as an individualistic, assimilationist 

strategy, she pursues direct action and is often represented as an advocate for collective 

resistance, whether against the gang taking over Freeland or the ASA. Anissa Pierce 

embraces Black Lightning’s mission as Thunder before she reclaims her position as the 

radical superhero, Black Bird. The contrast between Black Lightning’s mission and Black 

Bird’s role highlights the clash of Black respectability politics and Black resistance. In 

this chapter, I begin by defining Black radical resistance and pointing to the importance 

of rethinking the civil rights era’s radicalism. Then, I examine how the narrative 

(amplified by the generational tension between Anissa and Jefferson) positions Anissa in 

resistance to assimilation and Black idealism. Next, I consider Thunder’s position as 

Black Lightning’s sidekick, which limits her to his role in maintaining the status quo, 

despite the attempt to improve her representation within a genre that has historically 

exoticized racialized women and continues to maintain white hegemony. The transition 

from Thunder to Black Bird particularly evokes the contemporary political moment. 

Finally, I argue that Black Bird departs from Black Lightning’s mission and demonstrates 

an inclination towards radical resistance, especially through Black Bird’s costuming the 

narrative, in which she works directly with Reverend Holt and re-establishes the Black 

Church as a site for Black radicalism and resistance. 

3.2 The Clash of Respectability and Radicalism 

Before deconstructing the clash of Black respectability politics and Black radicalism 

represented by Jefferson/Black Lightning and Anissa/Black Bird’s contrasting values and 

missions, it is important to define “radical resistance.” According to Raymond Williams 

(1976), earlier uses of radical “were mostly physical, to express an inherent and 
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fundamental quality” of an object or matter in question. In the late eighteenth century, the 

term took on a political meaning, especially through the phrase “Radical Reform,” which 

also evolved into “radicalism” and “radicalize,” where it was “almost as respectable as 

liberal.” The term was later used to describe extreme right-wing conservatism, or “the 

Radical Right” (p. 251). Most notably, however, is the term’s readoption in the 1950s, 

especially in the political context of the US, to describe “socialist or revolutionary” 

politics that sought to address the roots of social issues and social inequality (p. 252). As 

Boyd (1998) notes, the “term was associated with members of left-wing, Marxists 

formations who were staunchly anti-capitalist” (p. 44). The term avoided “factional 

association” while maintaining the urgency for fundamental change (R. Williams, 1976). 

Black radical thought suggests fundamental change to the social, economic, and political 

systems that continue to marginalize and subjugate Black, Indigenous, and other 

racialized communities. 

In American public memory, Black radicalism, the Black Power movement and 

the Black Panther Party, are “often reduced to symbols associated with its advocacy of 

self-defense,” and are usually remembered for more violent forms of resistance, 

especially in comparison to the peaceful, non-violent civil rights movement (Joseph, 

2006, p. 3). Black Power is often blamed for “the demise of civil rights,” a period 

assumed to have ended due to “the New Left’s apocalyptical descent into destructive 

‘revolutionary’ violence” (p. 3). However, “such narratives of declension diminish 

continuities between postwar black freedom struggles and late 1960s- and 1970s-era 

black radicalism” (pp. 3-4). This binary framing of the two movements as opposites to 

one another, in which the civil rights movement was the more “hopeful” one, washes 
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over the Black radical thought of the era, since they both called for radical systemic 

social and political change (p. 3). Like many civil rights activists, “Black Power activists 

fought for community control of schools, Black Studies programs at colleges and 

universities, welfare rights, prison reform, and jobs and racial justice for the poor” (p. 3). 

Even though they are remembered in contradiction to one another, the civil rights era was 

deeply rooted in Black radical thought that challenged the interlocking systems of 

oppression working against Black people. 

Recent scholarship in Black Studies re-periodizes the civil rights era for several 

reasons. First, both the civil rights movement and the Black Power movement share the 

same roots and gained momentum around the same time. Each movement adopted 

different strategies in the fight against white violence, but both are ultimately rooted in 

Black liberation. As discussed in chapter 2, the civil rights movement often deployed 

respectability as a non-violent tactic that would assimilate Black people in the US. I will 

also elaborate on the civil rights era’s whitewashing by colorblind racists in the following 

chapter. Second, Black Studies scholarship also examines the Black Power movement’s 

connection to anticolonial movements globally, situating Africa at the centre of colonial 

struggles (Abu Jamal, 2020; James, 2016; Marable, 2006). Black radical thought is anti-

imperialist, acknowledging that the US extends its imperial motives in the global south 

by extracting resources and directly influencing the political and economic instability. 

Black Power leaders, including Kwame Ture, Huey Newton, and Malcolm X, were 

influenced by Black radical thinkers such as Frantz Fanon (Abu Jamal, 2020) and 

encouraged Black Panther Party members to read and engage Fanon’s work, which 
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focused on the anticolonial movement in Algeria. They considered Black freedom 

movements in the US in line with anticolonial and decolonial projects elsewhere. 

Third, new scholarship also engages with Black political thinkers and figures 

more rigorously (Marable, 2006). The two most important political figures of the era 

were Malcolm X, mostly associated with Black radicalism for his involvement with the 

Nation of Islam and his influence on the Black Panther Party, and Martin Luther King, an 

exponent of Black civil religion, known for his leadership role during the civil rights era. 

The religious identities of the two political thinkers played a role in how they are 

remembered in public memory. Malcolm X’s association with the Nation of Islam 

located him outside the limits of American civil religion (Joseph, 2020; Marable, 2006). 

Both Malcolm X and Martin Luther King were radical Black advocates. Recent work 

examines the points of intersection in their political views in addition to the differences. 

Especially towards the end of their lives, they came to influence each other’s politics 

(Joseph, 2020). Joseph (2020) points to the fact that “Martin and Malcolm both 

recognized the pivotal role violence played in maintaining America’s racial caste system, 

a system that defined white violence against black bodies as legitimate, legal, and 

morally just and that regarded black violence—even in defense of black humanity—as 

criminal, dangerous, and a threat to law and order” (p. 6). However, as mentioned before 

(and will be discussed further in the next chapter), King has been romanticized in 

American public memory, especially after Ronald Reagan officiated Martin Luther King 

Day. This framing of King as a peaceful religious leader, especially in juxtaposition to 

the radical Malcolm X, buries King’s “radical Black citizenship,” in which he sought to 

attain full, equal citizenship for Black people by focusing on healthcare, housing, 
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education, and political engagement, and diminishes Malcolm X’s foundational role in 

critiquing American imperialism and racialized capitalism. King also criticized American 

racism, capitalism, and militarism, especially after the assassination of Malcolm X, where 

he continued to advocate against the Vietnam war and for economic justice. As Joseph 

(2020) notes, “[t]he radical King identified racism, poverty, and war as threats against the 

entire planet, but this aspect of his legacy remains sidelined because of the discomfort his 

words of fire continue to cause” (p. 10) 

Finally, and most importantly, recent work in Black Studies also positions Black 

feminists at the centre, since their involvement expanded the understanding of Black 

liberation and collective work (Davis, 1983; Farmer, 2017). In addition to the role Black 

women played in sites of resistance, including churches, Black women and Black queer 

people played a significant role in the Black Power movement (Farmer, 2017; 

Richardson, 2019). Within religious and dominantly Black middle-class spaces that 

advocated for Black respectability politics and assimilation, Black women and queer 

voices were marginalized. Yet Black queer people played a significant role in the gay 

liberation movement of the 1960s, and led the 1960 Stonewall riots in New York, 

including for example Marsha B. Johnson (Richardson, 2019, p. 196). The 

marginalization of Black women and queer people within assimilationist spaces “led to 

the articulation of a discrete, Black feminist movement that flourished alongside the 

Black Power Movement of the 1970s” (Richardson, 2019, p. 196). By focusing on Black 

feminists, Black Studies scholarship adds to our understanding of Black radicalism. 

On Black Lightning, the clash of respectability and radicalism is expressed 

through the binary that Black Studies scholarship attempts to move us beyond. Anissa’s 
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activism is contrasted with Jefferson’s non-violent, accommodationist resistant strategies. 

This dynamic is carried over to their superheroic selves, where Black Bird’s 

superheroism departs from Black Lightning’s mission. Her characterization attempts to 

gesture towards radical resistance by pointing to or, per Akil’s intentions, representing 

“the consequences of violence” (Radish, 2018), which is how the Black Power movement 

is often remembered in comparison to the civil rights movement. Anissa’s 

characterization also demonstrates the first bottom-up approach to Black civil religion 

identified in the introduction. Through the connection established with the church and 

Reverend Holt, Anissa/Black Bird works with the church to mobilize on a mass scale and 

are positioned within the framework of Black Christianity that departs from the historical 

connection of radicalism and other forms of Black religions, such as Islam. Rather, the 

characterization reclaims Black American resistance through Anissa’s relationship to the 

church as rightfully Black Christian, therefore, situating her within the normative 

articulation of American civil religion as generically Christian. Moreover, as a queer 

Black woman, Anissa also challenges Jefferson’s patriarchal ideals. She resists his role as 

a protective father, but even though her representation attempts to challenge 

heteronormativity, it fails, especially when Anissa from a different universe embraces 

respectability and remains closeted to her parents. 

3.3 Anissa Pierce 

The adaptation of Anissa/Thunder to the TV show maintains most of her characteristics 

and origin story from the comic books. In the comics, she is aware of her powers at an 

early age but makes a deal with Jefferson to not take up vigilantism until she graduates 

from school (Horne, 2018). On graduation day, Anissa announces her vigilantism and 
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first appears in The Outsiders #1 (2003) as part of the team. On the show, Anissa is a 

medical student, a medical volunteer at the local free clinic, and a teaching assistant at 

Garfield High. Even though she models both her parents in the professional fields 

(Jefferson’s teaching career and Lynn’s medical profession), she often resists Jefferson’s 

parental control, and pushes back on his assimilationist strategy, as Nafessa Williams 

described at a San Diego Comic-Con panel: 

Anissa Pierce […] is just very powerful in her own right. She does aspire to 

follow in her father’s footsteps, but again, she wants her own path and she wants 

to do it her own way. She’s just a force; she’s fearless; she knows what she wants; 

she’s ready to fight for the injustice in the community (Flicks And The City, 

2017). 

Anissa protests and marches against the violence in Freeland, and she is involved in 

vandalizing a Confederate statue – all of which evoke Black Lives Matter protests of 

2014 and 2015. Unlike her comic-book counterpart, the TV Anissa discovers her powers 

as an adult. She is already a radical activist, especially in comparison to Jefferson’s 

individualistic, non-violent approach to racial reform, before she is a superhero. 
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3.3.1 Resisting Patriarchy 

When Jefferson finds out that Anissa is stealing money from criminals while using her 

powers to support the local clinic, he confronts her in “The Book of Consequences: 

Chapter Four: Translucent Freak,” the fourth episode of season two. The shot pans 

around the stairs at the Pierces’ well-lit living room and warm tone setting; Anissa and 

Jefferson argue over her actions. A combination of tracking and reverse shots captures 

Jefferson standing in the living room with Anissa facing him. This interaction highlights 

his sense of parental responsibility as well as Anissa’s confrontational approach and 

independence. Anissa disagrees with Jefferson on how to support the clinic. He, in turn, 

describes her actions as illegal and argues they will cause the clinic more damage once it 

becomes a target by gang members she steals from. Anissa emphasizes that her actions 

are in favor of the Black community. The dialogue continues to get heated when 

Jefferson demands that Anissa follows his rules. Anissa responds, “I have a different set 

of rules, because I’m not going to watch my people get taken advantage of.” Jefferson 

delivers a familiar ultimatum: so long as she lives under his roof, she will follow his 

rules. With soft music introduced in the scene, Anissa’s anger is evident in her more 

serious tone. In an extreme closeup, she looks directly at him and informs him of her 

decision to leave the house because she refuses to be controlled by him. The scene ends 

with a tracking shot focusing on Jefferson as he takes a breath and watches Anissa exit 

the living room. 

In this moment (Giaudrone & Richardson-Whitefield, 2018), Anissa not only 

clashes with Jefferson’s ideas about resistance, she also challenges his patriarchal control 

over her. Her sense of collectivism comes in response to his emphasis on individual 
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reform. Anissa as a Black woman will also come across as more radical in an instance 

where she challenges a patriarchal figure. Her resistance threatens his ability to attain 

ideal Black masculinity and the “promise of protection” discussed earlier. By choosing to 

leave the house, Anissa practices her agency, which is often overlooked under the 

pretense of protection. 

3.3.2 Anissa’s Sexuality 

Anissa is one of few Black queer characters in the superhero genre. Her relationship with 

Grace Choi – canonical in the comics – is introduced in the show’s third episode. Many 

fans and commentators celebrated the emergence of the first Black lesbian superhero on 

TV. Nafessa Williams has spoken multiple times about the importance of diverse 

representations in the film industry (Late Night with Seth Meyers, 2018; Lapid, 2021; 

Liao, 2018) and affirms that she is “honored to play this role of the first Black lesbian 

superhero” (Variety, 2020). She elaborates further by saying that it is important for Black 

lesbians to see themselves represented in their favourite film productions (Variety, 2020). 

On the show, her sexuality is first introduced in the second episode of season one. 

The first scene Anissa appears intimate with someone begins in a dimly lit bedroom. 

Following kissing sounds, the shot pans from the corner of the bed to a woman laying on 

top of Anissa. In reverse shots, the two women engage in conversation while in bed 

naked. When Chenoa, Anissa’s current partner, asks her to meet the family, Anissa gets 

up irritated. Salim Akil comments that he “didn’t want [Anissa’s coming out] to be a 

‘very special episode’” (Bucksbaum, 2018). He meant to take attention away from 

Anissa’s sexuality per se and refocus it on the connection she has with her partner – in 

this case, one in which Anissa is not interested in pursuing a “serious” relationship 
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evident in her response to meeting Chenoa’s family. Akil also adds that he is not 

interested in explicitly discussing Anissa’s sexuality on the show (Bucksbaum, 2018). 

Her “coming out moment” to her family is brought up in the third episode of season one. 

In a medium shot, Lynn and Anissa walk side-by-side in the hospital hallway, after 

Jennifer’s boyfriend, Khalil, had been shot at the march Reverend Holt mobilized for. 

Lynn asks Anissa to recount the moment she came out to them. Anissa remembers a 

minute of complete silence following a series of hugs. Glad she remembers well, Lynn 

proceeds to ask Anissa about her latest troubles. At this point, Anissa had discovered her 

powers but did not tell any of her family members yet. To avoid the conversation, Anissa 

tells Lynn that she broke up with Chenoa. In response, Lynn doubts that her troubles are 

related to Chenoa, and reminds her that the family is there to support her. 

Notwithstanding the fact that her “coming out” as a lesbian is not made a big deal, the 

show echoes the use of mutancy as a metaphor for queer identities. The X-Men films 

have previously invited such a reading. As Kohnen (2015) notes, there are many 

interpretations of the mutant metaphor, but “the cinematic construction of ‘mutation’ via 

dialog and themes borrows heavily from LGBTQ discourses, specifically from a history 

of connotative queer expression in Hollywood cinema and from narratives of gay and 

lesbian community formation” (pp. 57-58). For example, in X2: X-Men United (2003), 

Bobby Drake/Iceman tells his parents that he is a mutant in a scene that resembles 

coming out as gay. Iceman’s “coming out” continues to unfold across several scenes in 

the film, in which his mother finds it difficult to articulate the word “mutant” and 

questions whether he tried not being one – gesturing towards the difficulty of naming gay 
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identities and the “it is just a phase” assumption of sexual malleability (Kohnen, 2015, p. 

58). 

Even though the production staff and the characters aim to take the focus away 

from Anissa’s sexuality, her sexual identity continually returns as another metaphor, 

alongside her superheroic double-life, for a critique of the heteronormative respectability 

that Jefferson, Lynn, and Jennifer represent. In the ninth episode of season three, 

Jennifer/Lightning moves across parallel universes (see next chapter). Gen – Earth 1’s 

Jennifer – is imprisoned for “saving Freeland” by negating the metahumans’ 

superpowers, including Jefferson and Anissa’s. In this universe, Anissa is portrayed as 

more conservative than the version we know. She wears an A-line midi skirt, a knitted 

turtleneck sweater, and her hair is in a low bun. Notably, she is still closeted with her 

parents. Gen urges Anissa to tell their parents about her sexuality, but explains that she 

“gets it, because dad already has one daughter locked up,” pointing to the collar around 

her neck. Anissa admits that she should come out soon, especially since she met someone 

new, and the relationship is going well. In a medium shot, Anissa stands at the edge of 

the bed and tells Gen that her new partner is a medical student, just like her. She leans on 

the white metal bed rails, smiles, and looks away from Gen dreamily as she elaborates, 

“She’s so beautiful, and she makes me feel …” Gen, sitting on the bed across from 

Anissa, interrupts her and asks, “Like a natural woman?” In a closeup, Anissa giggles as 

if shy and says, “You laughin’, but yes, she does!” 

In Earth 1, Anissa and Jefferson are not in conflict because Anissa has 

surrendered to his rules and agrees with his approach, adopting queer respectability 

politics (Magee & Smith, 2019). Unlike Anissa’s opposition to meeting her partner’s 
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family in “our world,” in Earth 1 she meets her new partner’s family and is interested in 

pursuing a “serious” relationship. As established earlier, respectability is a strategy often 

adopted by marginalized people to fit in the mainstream culture. In addition to Black 

respectability politics, some LGBTQ people and organizations have historically taken up 

this strategy, which “include[s] adopting gender-conforming behaviour and appearance” 

(Rosenfeld, 2009, p. 622). This maintains a binary understanding of gender (male and 

female) to make themselves less threatening within heteronormative institutions. This 

form of respectability gained popularity during the 1950s and 1960s, where lesbians and 

gays resisted the stereotypical “butch” and “femme” images (Rosenfeld, 2009). The 

emphasis on “natural” woman is also interesting, since it, again, maintains 

heteronormativity and reinforces a gender binary. Yet again, like Anissa’s gender 

identity, her sexuality as the first Black queer superhero instantly positions her as more 

radical to an accommodationist strategy that attempts to assimilate into an existing white, 

patriarchal and heteronormative society. 

3.3.3 Resisting the System 

As discussed in chapter 2, Jefferson advocates non-violent forms of protest. Nevertheless, 

he teaches his daughters to defend themselves. In the scene described at the beginning of 

the chapter, Jefferson and Anissa disagree on the definition of peace. It is unclear how 

she defines “peace” or “resistance,” but she clearly disagrees with Jefferson. She tends to 

emphasize “people,” “community,” or “the rest” – thinking of resistance in collective 

terms that centre Black people as a marginalized group, rather than individuals. When the 

police officer approaches the car, Anissa takes out her phone and begins filming while 

insisting that she has “the right to videotape if [she] wanted to” (Akil, 2018a). Yet, 
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Anissa ends up complying, which points to the fact that she is unable to exercise her full 

rights, refocusing the attention on the flawed system. 

Episode eight of season one opens with a sequence that cuts between shots of 

Anissa and Jefferson training in Gambi’s basement and a news report about a recent 

incident involving Black Lightning. He has been framed for killing Lady Eve, an 

important member of the community who secretly runs an underground drug operation. 

Residents are on the news sharing their thoughts, and most think Black Lightning is 

guilty. The scene begins with a medium shot of Anissa and Jefferson sparring. Their 

training clothes are sweaty. In a parallel shot of the news report, a (corrupt) police officer 

chimes in about Black Lightning’s vigilantism. Testimonies continue offscreen as Anissa 

and Jefferson continue to train. She punches his chin in a closeup shot. Then the shot 

pans to Jefferson, who orders the training system to create an “urban mix” setting. 

Holograms of people appear around them. Anissa takes an athletic stance and looks at 

Jefferson in a long shot before turning around and punching a hologram of a woman 

pushing a baby stroller in the face. The woman falls to the ground, and a faint alarm 

signals in the background. In a closeup, Anissa prepares to throw another punch in 

Jefferson’s direction. A hologram of a man to Jefferson’s right takes a gun out. Anissa 

draws a deep breath and stomps her foot to activate her powers. He falls to the floor, and 

we hear the faint alarm again. In a medium shot, she looks and walks around the 

basement searching for Jefferson who disappeared behind the pillars.  

The following parallel shot of the news report focuses on a woman who sees 

Black Lightning like the rest of the “crooked Freeland police.” Back in the basement, 

Jefferson surprises Anissa and attacks her from behind. She flips and falls on her back. 
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Another hologram of a white man in a Confederate shirt stands across from Anissa in a 

medium shot. Anissa, still on the floor, takes a deep breath and stomps her fist on the 

floor. The man starts shaking and puts his hands on his head in pain. Jefferson calls out 

authoritatively, “Freeze!” Anissa pauses and gets up confused. He tells her that “he might 

be racist, but he isn’t a threat.” In a medium shot, Anissa looks even more confused next 

to Jefferson, who continues, “You probably broke his ankle and maybe gave him a 

concussion.” Anissa stutters as she points to the symbol on his shirt, but Jefferson 

interrupts her, saying, “I know why it happened. You looked and assumed he was a 

threat.” Irritated, Anissa walks past Jefferson. He follows her and says, “Look, our goal is 

to stop crime and violence with no harm to civilians, even if … we don’t appreciate their 

worldview.” In a closeup, Anissa is angry; she looks away from Jefferson. He clears his 

throat in a closeup to get her attention again and slowly says, “You can’t be reactive, 

going around smashing whatever statues you feel like … You have to be in control.” 

This scene represents yet another instance where Anissa and Jefferson disagree on 

when to use violence (Nash & Hamilton, 2018). Again, we don’t see or hear a coherent 

radical stance on Anissa’s part, especially that she does not participate in the dialogue, 

therefore it is unclear where she stands in regards to violence and resistance strategies. 

Surprisingly, Jefferson did not object to Anissa punching a woman pushing a baby 

stroller when the holograms first appeared. The faint alarm in the background indicates 

that she probably shouldn’t have, yet Jefferson did not stop and turn it into a teachable 

moment. While he might not have considered a white man wearing a Confederate shirt as 

a threat, Anissa’s first response, as she’s on the floor due to Jefferson’s surprising attack 

moments ago, was to strike someone wearing a white supremacist symbol. According to 
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her father, he has different views, but Jefferson does not call him a racist. Anissa, whose 

position is often expressed through violence on the show, finds this irritating. As 

mentioned before, the civil rights era is often remembered for the clash of non-violent 

resistance and more radical or violent resistance, washing over the similarities in their 

demands and political thought. This scene is one example where this clash is presented 

without a clear conclusion – aside from the fact that Jefferson holds on to non-violence 

without offering an alternative solution, and Anissa drawing a blank on what she thinks 

of the use of violence. Even though Anissa attempts to use her powers to defend Black 

people, Jefferson passes on his non-violent political ideology in training and restricts 

their role to “stop[ping] crime and violence” with minimal force. Although he chides 

Anissa for being “reactive,” it is Jefferson’s vision of superheroism that only reacts to 

threats without ever addressing the root causes of the systemic threats to their 

community, further highlighting the limits of respectability as a strategy for racial reform. 

3.4 A Dual-Superheroic Identity 

When Anissa puts on her Thunder costume, she remains in line with Black Lightning’s 

mission. Indeed, Thunder is arguably his sidekick. As discussed in the previous chapter, 

Black Lightning maintains the status quo by working within and around the justice 

system. Thunder is limited to his role, even though her visual representation responds to 

historic visual representations of Black women in the genre. In contrast, Anissa’s other 

superhero identity, Black Bird, moves beyond Black Lightning’s mission. Black Bird is 

presented as a more radical superhero, one that works collectively to dismantle the ASA’s 

occupation of Freeland. Visually, Black Bird evokes Black Lives Matter. She also 
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collaborates with religious leaders, journalists, drug smugglers, and community members 

to achieve their common goal of freedom from the ASA. 

3.4.1 Thunder: The Sidekick 

In one of Anissa’s first acts of superheroism, precisely in the sixth episode of season one 

“Three Sevens: The Book of Thunder,” in which Anissa had yet to tell her family about 

her superpowers, she returns to the Confederate statue in Freeland after getting arrested 

earlier for using water guns to stain the monument with red paint. The scene opens with a 

dolly shot of a park; it’s nighttime, the statue is centered in the middle, and an American 

flag is on the left of the frame. The scene cuts to a closeup of flowers, a stuffed animal 

doll, and a candle at the steps of the monument. People are whispering and crying in the 

background as soft music plays. The shot zooms out of focus then tilts upwards to capture 

people at a vigil apparently held after the activists (including Anissa) had stained the 

monument with paint. Louder drumming is introduced in the scene when silver wedge 

sneakers take steps forward in a closeup. The owner of the silver sneakers is Anissa, 

wearing an outfit she previously bought at a sex shop. She walks into the crowd, dressed 

in spandex, wearing a blonde wig with visible black roots and a golden makeup mask 

drawn on her face. In a medium shot, Anissa looks around at people in the park, then 

back at the statue. The scene cuts to a low angle from behind Anissa, focused on the 

statue, as she shakes her head in disappointment. In another medium shot of Anissa to the 

right of the frame, she draws a deep breath, and stomps with anger and frustration 

towards the monument that signifies the oppression against Black and Indigenous people. 

The action is emphasized when her arms crisscross in a slower motion, rise above her 

head then land at her sides with the stomp. The motion of her foot is also emphasized 
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with a closeup afterwards, as a purple magnetic energy shakes the image. The monument 

shatters in front of everyone in the park. Some people fall, while others scatter as they 

gasp in fear. Finally, the scene concludes with a long shot of Anissa, now anxious, 

looking around at people in anguish, before she turns around and rushes towards her car.  

The outfit in this scene (Holland & Boom, 2018) mimics the first costume she 

wears in the first comic book she appears in (Winick & Raney, 2003). The costume looks 

typical to the superhero genre (a statement that indicates Anissa’s own understanding of 

what and how a female superhero should look like), but it is quickly abandoned both in 

comics and on the show. The change from the first to the second costume marks a point 

of departure from the stereotypical representations of female superheroes, to a new, more 

fitting one.  

Her second costume appears in comic books and on the animated TV show, and it 

is Thunder’s commonly known visual representation. On the CW production, Anissa 

receives the suit from Gambi after she completes her training with Jefferson. She leaves 

Gambi’s tailor shop with a bag in “Equinox: The Book of Fate,” the seventh episode of 

the first season. As soon as she walks out, “Thunder” by Godholly plays in the 

background. A sketch of the costume transitions into the scene briefly to show a model 

wearing it from the back. The sketch slowly fades out, and a closeup of a black belt is 

centered in the frame. The yellow belt buckle lights up as the shot zooms out. The yellow 

fabric in the centre of the costume is surrounded by gold designs. The scene cuts to a 

panning medium shot of Thunder, making visible her two long black braids and yellow 

goggles. The sketch of the costume from the front transitions back into a shot of 

Thunder’s yellow armour. The camera cuts to a long shot of Black Lightning from the 
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back standing in a warehouse when Thunder calls to him. He turns around to find her. 

She enters the scene in slow motion, a pedestal up shot captures the full look, as 

Godholly raps on the soundtrack: 

I just witnessed a phenomenal woman 

I know she here to clear up division 

And put respect back into women 

She did it for Kanika and Sandra  

And Erica Garner7 and all our angels 

Black girl magic she do wonders 

Wherever Lightning there’s Thunder (Godholly, 2018) 

These detailed shots of the costume, alongside the lyrics of the song, emphasize this 

reformed look. Williams says she cried the first time she wore Thunder’s costume 

(Agard, 2018). She describes getting emotional on set because she did not have a 

superhero that looked like her growing up. According to Gambi, the main purpose of the 

suit is to protect Anissa, better facilitate her movement, and monitor her vitals while in 

combat, rather than only conceal her superheoric identity in a fashionable manner. In an 

interview regarding the costume design, fashion designer Laura Jean Shannon 

emphasizes the importance of the practicality and comfort of a costume (TV Fanatic, 

2020). She wanted to ensure that Williams could move comfortably in it, though 

Williams says it takes her thirty-five minutes to put it on – with the help of at least two 

people (N. Williams, 2019). This aspect of practicality echoes Gambi’s diegetic 

 

7 Erica Garner was an activist against police brutality. She became involved in activism after the death of 
her father. She passed away at the age of 27 (Rosenberg, 2017) 
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justification of the design and implicitly marks the impracticality of the previous, more 

stereotypical look. Perhaps most importantly, this costume matches Black Lightning’s. 

As the song lyrics remind us, there’s no Thunder without Black Lightning (Godholly, 

2018). Black Lightning holds more power within the paradigm of this relationship, 

because he sets the rules, gives instructions, and trains her. Batman to Thunder’s Robin, 

he is often the one in charge of the missions they go on together. Meanwhile his sidekick 

is the less experienced one that is often portrayed as playful and irresponsible.  

When Wendi, a metahuman who was a subject of experimentation, reawakens 

from her thirty-year slumber in a pod in the second episode of season two (“The Book of 

Consequences: Chapter Two: Black Jesus Blues”), she attacks the city with her weather 

manipulation abilities. In a closeup, Wendi walks away from the destruction she left 

behind as the police attempt to stop her. “Let’s Take It To The People,” by Funkadelic 

plays in the background. Streetlights topple onto vehicles, and police cars are trapped in 

the chaos of the scene. An ambulance is on site, but paramedics are unable to reach those 

who are injured. Others dodge and duck, trying to escape the destruction. Police sirens 

are going off when Black Lightning arrives in a grand entrance using his powers to fly. 

Right when he lands, he lifts his arms up and absorbs electricity from the streetlights and 

police cars in a long shot. The song is still playing in the background. Right when he 

finishes absorbing all the electrical powers, the scene cuts to a Dutch angle shot of 

Thunder on top of the police car. She takes a deep breath, lifts the streetlight, and throws 

it to the sidewalk. In another Dutch angle, she jumps off the police car, then in a 

combination of medium shots and closeups begins moving vehicles blocking a police car. 
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She takes another deep breath and breaks the police car door that is stuck. The 

paramedics rush to aid the police officer that is trapped inside.  

Black Lightning stands at a distance from the cars and observes Thunder in 

action. People in the background begin to clap and cheer. Proud of her accomplishment, 

Thunder smiles. Black Lightning walks towards her as she climbs on top of the police car 

again, faces the crowd, and takes a bow performatively. In a high angle medium shot, 

Black Lightning looks up at her and asks under his breath, “What are you doing?” When 

she turns to face the crowd of people behind her, Black Lightning asks again angrily: 

“What are you doing? We don’t do this for the applause!” Thunder continues to dwell in 

her moment of fame. In a low angle shot she looks at Jefferson and tells him “Dad, chill 

out. I know. I know that. But there is nothing wrong with acknowledging the people.” 

She proceeds to look again at the crowd, smiling. Irritated, Black Lightning looks up at 

her in a high angle shot and says: “Okay, so what’s next? Thunder Instagram? Huh? 

Twitter?” In a low angle, Thunder responds and asks him to “chill out” again. Black 

Lightning watches her silently, as she gets off the top of the police car and makes her way 

to the crowds. People shout, “You’re amazing!” faintly in the background. In a medium 

shot, Black Lightning shakes his head in disbelief and disappointment. Thunder continues 

to make her way through the crowd, high-fiving people, as if she is a famous athlete. 

Black Lightning’s displeasure with Thunder’s playfulness (Holland & Scott, 

2018) and apparent desire for fame8 masks how much Anissa, as Black Lightning’s 

sidekick, adopts his superheroic framework. Like her father, Thunder is politically 

 

8 In “The Book of Little Black Lies,” ninth episode of season one Jennifer informs Anissa that Thunder has 
more fans online than Black Lightning, because she’s challenging the patriarchal narrative of female 
heroes. Anissa gets excited about that (Goff & McKernan, 2018). 
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pragmatic, supporting the police force and acting like a public servant. Even though 

Black Lightning is on the wanted list, he too collaborates with the system, as discussed in 

the previous chapter. Anissa’s political commentary tells us that she understands being 

politically pragmatic does not work, but Thunder chooses to comply with Black 

Lightning’s superheroism, which is still typical of a sidekick character. Anissa maintains 

her Thunder superheroic identity throughout the show, but also appears as Black Bird 

quite frequently. This identity not only marks Anissa’s independence from her superhero 

mentor but also marks a shift in political stance. Anissa’s third costume becomes the 

starting point of the new superhero and contrasts with Thunder’s in much the same way 

their missions differ. 

3.4.2 “The Birth of the Black Bird”: A Radical Superhero 

Unlike Thunder, Black Bird does not appear in comic books. In fact, Anissa’s second 

superheroic identity is introduced on the show to fit the narrative and theme. Black Bird 

goes beyond Black Lightning’s mission and becomes a radical superhero in that her 

costuming evokes Black Lives Matter and she challenges the occupation force in 

Freeland rather than chases drug operations. Her characterization disrupts the genre’s 

status quo. At one point, she takes on a role that mimics stories of abolitionists who 

helped free enslaved people by transporting (racialized) metahumans imprisoned by the 

ASA out of occupied Freeland to safety. Early in the series, Anissa puts on a black 

hoodie and black leather leggings to take up vigilantism. In this outfit, she steals money 

from gang members to help the church and interferes to rescue a victim of domestic 

abuse. She earns the name “Black Bird” from the people in Freeland. She is no longer the 

female version of Black Lightning. While Thunder covers her eyes with yellow goggles, 
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Black Bird covers her face with a black mask. Evoking “black bloc” protest tactics, her 

costume extends her radical position and heightens the clash with respectability politics. 

Incorporating a hoodie, it also references “widespread public debates on whether certain 

attributes and cues reasonably signal danger” and justify police brutality against Black 

people, a point that is often brought up by Black Lives Matter activists as a critique of 

Black respectability politics (Obasogie & Newman, 2016, p. 541). In a sense, Black Bird 

embodies the Black resistance that emerged in the wake of Black Lives Matter as a social 

movement and at the same time touches on historical moments in the Black struggle. Her 

characterization puts old and new forms of resistance on the table. 

When Black Lightning disappears into ASA custody, Black Bird takes over as a 

superhero. Her costume evolves: a black jean jumpsuit; her hoodie is leather and 

connected from the center of the suit; weightlifting gloves; and combat boots. Her new 

black mask looks technologically advanced and can alter her voice. Moreover, Black Bird 

is concerned with issues that she claims Black Lightning neglects, including the ASA’s 

violence. This transition to an independent superhero is not new in the genre. For 

example, when Dick Grayson outgrows his role as Batman’s sidekick, he adopts the 

codename Nightwing as an independent (and more mature) superhero in 1987’s Batman 

#408 (O’Neil, 1987). Interestingly, Anissa maintains both superheroic identities, 

transitioning from one to the other depending on her role and proximity to Black 

Lightning. 

After his release by the ASA in “The Book of Occupation: Chapter Four: Lynn’s 

Ouroboros,” the fourth episode of season three, Jefferson is trying to adjust to a new 

normal. He arrives at Anissa’s apartment, knocks on the door in a medium shot which 
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pans to capture the door frame before Grace, Anissa’s girlfriend, opens it. She introduces 

herself, and they exchange small talk before she invites him in. Now inside, Jefferson 

examines the apartment; he looks around at the brick walls and scans the millennial 

aesthetic of the modernly furnished flat. From behind him, Grace stands in the kitchen 

next to a windowed fridge and offers him something to drink. In a parallel shot, Anissa is 

in a blue-lit room at the back of her closet, furnished with high tech and screens. The shot 

pans from Anissa, unmasked in her Black Bird costume, to the surveillance screens 

displaying images from downstairs. Surprised at Jefferson’s presence, she exits the 

hidden room into the closet to meet him. Meanwhile, Jefferson walks towards the end of 

the flat by the balcony, still examining the exposed modern structure. The loft’s modern 

design is well-lit with contemporary chandeliers and light-colored furniture that 

complement the warm tones. To the left, the stairs lead straight into an open-concept 

bedroom with a spacious walk-in closet above the kitchen. Anissa comes down the stairs 

from behind hurriedly to question his visit. Jefferson turns around and notices Anissa’s 

Black Bird costume. His facial expressions change with his antagonizing tone of voice as 

he asks: “She knows about Black Bird?” in reference to Grace. 

Angered at Anissa for breaking one of his rules, Jefferson questions her lifestyle 

and the choices she is making. In reverse shots, Anissa answers Jefferson’s questions 

truthfully and defends herself and her actions. Grace, still in the background behind them, 

listens and observes the interaction restlessly as tension rises. The argument continues to 

intensify when Jefferson criticizes Black Bird’s vigilantism in his absence. Anissa 

defends her actions and reminds Jefferson that she is trying to accomplish what Black 

Lightning once did – inspire hope. Still angered, Jefferson raises his voice and yells, “Do 
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you have any idea what I’ve been through for the city?” Non-diegetic background music 

gets louder, as Grace raises her hands to her head and screams in pain. From behind her, 

both Anissa and Jefferson are in frame, when Anissa tries to calm her. Jefferson, 

surprised and confused, starts to ask questions. In reverse shots of Jefferson and Grace, 

her skin bubbles, Jefferson looks at her, before she completely shapeshifts into a young 

Asian girl. Grace runs towards Anissa and Jefferson and begs him not to hurt them. 

Anissa holds Grace’s hands and calmly consoles her before she runs upstairs to the 

bedroom. Once gone, Anissa turns to Jefferson and assertively asks him to leave her 

apartment, stating that this is her house and he “is not welcome in it.” Jefferson exits the 

loft. 

This scene (Giaudrone & Belli, 2019) captures the clash of Jefferson’s 

respectability and Anissa’s resistance that began in the first sequence of the pilot episode. 

Jefferson tells her that her actions “put [the entire] family in danger,” insults her 

relationship, saying that she trusts Grace now “until [Anissa] throws her out of her bed 

and finds someone else,” and critiques her for using “drug money” to pay for her lifestyle 

and continuing to seek fame. From Anissa’s point of view, she would rather resist to 

eradicate the root causes of the issues (in this case the ASA) than collaborate with an 

oppressive system. His form of resistance is clearly ineffective in responding to the 

increased violence inflicted on Black people in Freeland by the ASA, according to 

Anissa. As she had previously resisted his patriarchal control, in this scene she also 

responds to his strategy’s inadequacy in achieving justice and equality. 

Black Bird also demonstrates radicalism in a collective sense, which is similar to 

Anissa’s continued emphasis of “the people” and “the community.” In addition to 
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keeping Jefferson at the ASA facility (where Tobias Whale is also imprisoned), the ASA 

takes over the police department and suspends Chief Henderson’s authority in Freeland. 

At this point on the show, the ASA forces control checkpoints in the city, make arrests to 

suspected metahumans, and force metahumans infected with a virus into camps. The 

situation keeps on getting worse, so Black Bird works closely with journalists, Two-Bits, 

Reverend Holt, and Chief Henderson to execute their plans to free as many racialized 

metahumans as they can. Anyone at risk of abduction takes refuge at the church, and 

Black Bird helps move them through secret tunnels to a farm outside of the “barrier” 

surrounding Freeland. Later on, when Black Lightning is finally released, he is first 

reluctant to join the “insurgents,” but later acknowledges the need for radical change and 

gives in. 

3.5 Black Bird and the Black Church 

Black Bird maintains a close connection to the church, first by attacking gang members 

for their money to fund the church’s free clinic, then by working with Reverend Holt to 

bring racialized youth to safety. Reverend Holt even refers to Black Bird as Robin Hood 

at one point. We see this connection as soon as Anissa discovers her powers in the first 

season. After LaWanda (Jefferson’s former student) was murdered by gang members, 

Reverend Holt remembers her at the church service in “Lawanda: The Book of Burial,” 

the third episode of season one. The scene opens with an extreme closeup shot of Holt. 

He takes his red handkerchief and wipes his forehead. He remembers LaWanda as “a 

woman of God.” Many Black people are at the service, including Jefferson, Lynn, and 

Jennifer. Jennifer leans on Lynn to ask about Anissa quietly, but Lynn shushes her. The 

scene cuts to a parallel aerial shot of a person climbing a fence (most likely Anissa, 
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because Jennifer had just mentioned her, so she’s clearly not at church). Liturgical music 

begins with a closeup shot as she gets over the fence, then jumps onto the other side. She 

is wearing her first Black Bird costume described earlier, and the one she wears when 

stealing from gang members to give to the church. An aerial shot continues as she begins 

climbing a hill. Anissa stands in a superhero pose next to a pile of junk, looking around 

the junkyard and smiling. The space is well-lit in the middle of the night. Breathing 

heavily, she moves an old washing machine in closeup shots. Then she shakes her arms 

and cracks her neck. Anissa kicks the washing machine in a closeup shot, but as a first 

attempt, it isn’t powerful, it is painful. 

The scene cuts back to a closeup of Reverend Holt, the same music faint in the 

background. He continues to talk about LaWanda, this time using her death to mobilize 

the Black community to go out and march against gang violence. Holt begins to rally 

people to march. A shot pans from Jennifer to Lynn and finally to Jefferson, who turns 

his head, rolls his eyes, and takes a deep breath. Almost everyone at the church is 

clapping. In another closeup, Holt urges everyone “to take back [the] community.” A 

combination of medium shots of people nodding in agreement cut back to the Reverend 

who instructs everyone to get up. People begin to stand up, the first of whom is Jennifer 

who lifts her arms above her head and claps as she nods and mouths “yes.” Reverend 

Holt begins taking his jacket off as he jumps. 

The scene cuts back to Anissa at the junkyard, still kicking the broken washing 

machine, liturgical music becomes louder again. A combination of different shots from 

different angles shows Anissa as she continues to kick the machine hard, but not hard 

enough to trigger her powers. Leaning down tired and angry, she takes a breath and 
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punches the glass on the machine. She gets up, takes a moment, then realizes it is her 

breathing that triggers her powers. The scene cuts back to a shot inside the church. 

Liturgical music is now faint again. The service is over, and Chief Henderson and 

Jefferson, both wearing their usual neutral-colored suits, approach Reverend Holt to 

question his intentions of rallying the Black community, especially that the police are 

handling the situation. Holt points to the rampant corruption in the police department and 

reminds Henderson about the historical role of police units in controlling Black people 

during slavery. The three of them discuss their positions briefly, and their roles and 

responsibilities towards the community. The conversation gets heated between Chief 

Henderson and the Reverend before the scene cuts back to Anissa. A closeup follows a 

medium shot as she draws in a deep breath (her face is so close that everything else is out 

of focus). In a medium shot, Anissa takes a blow to the pile of junk. It starts shaking; she 

looks up and realizes that a large piece of junk is falling off the top of the pile. She draws 

another deep breath, this time as she ducks. The piece falls on her back, but nothing 

happens to her. She gets up, victorious in between all the junk, smiling proudly. 

Drumming in the background dominates as she turns her attention back to the washing 

machine. She twirls around and she kicks it in a closeup. A long shot of the well-lit 

junkyard shows the magnitude of her kick this time. The washing machine flies across 

the yard. 

Anissa’s revelation regarding her powers, connected to the church service and 

Reverend Holt through the liturgical music (Nash & Tonderai, 2018), is a reminder that 

the Black Church did not only serve an assimilationist function, it also played a 

significant role in nurturing radical visions of Black liberation. The Black Church has 
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often been examined within the binary framework of either “accommodative,” as in 

aiding in the sustenance of the status quo; or “resistant” as in offering a physical and 

intellectual space for resisting anti-Black racism. Barber (2015) pushes against this binary 

framework because “first, it misrepresents the complex history of black churches; 

secondly, it ignores how churches may move within that binary due to social and 

historical circumstances; and thirdly, binaries create a hierarchy in which one category is 

assigned a higher value than the other" (p. 246). The Black Church serves both functions 

and simultaneously transitions between the two positions, making significant its role as 

both accommodative and resistant. Since Jefferson’s “Black Jesus” nickname acted as a 

reminder of the Black Church’s assimilationist function, the show draws on Anissa’s 

radicalism early on to reassert the Black Church as a site for Black radicalism as well. It 

is true that it has historically served an assimilationist function, but the show firmly 

positions the Black Church as a force of resistance by paralleling Anissa discovering her 

powers with Reverend Holt’s preaching and extending the connection to the discussion 

with the two main actors of Black respectability politics regarding the march against the 

100 Gang. Notably, this initial link is maintained through Black Bird’s working 

relationship with Reverend Holt, and it establishes a connection between the more radical 

superhero and Black Christianity, which constructs the notion of American civil 

religion’s generic Christianity, while reaffirming the oppositional nature of a specifically 

Black civil religion. Black Bird importantly demonstrates a bottom-up approach of Black 

civil religion that is mobilized within the Black Church. Together, Black Bird and the 

Black Church reclaim a Black American national identity rooted in Black liberation yet 

defined within the boundaries of American civil religion. 
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3.6 Conclusion 

Throughout this chapter, I explored the different ways Anissa’s characterization clashes 

with respectability and attempts to represent a form of Black resistance. Through the 

generational tension with Jefferson, she problematizes individual reform by confronting 

Jefferson’s role as a protector and his inadequacy to offer a viable resistance strategy. 

While she manages to resist Jefferson’s control, her characterization fails to offer an in-

depth take on Black radicalism. It is her gender and sexuality that position her as a radical 

activist, a position that is mirrored in Black Bird’s characterization. Her dual-superheroic 

identity further points to the limits of Black Lightning’s mission. Anissa’s first 

superheroic identity, Thunder, is restricted to Black Lightning’s vision of justice that fails 

to imagine Black liberation from systemic racism. This being said, her costuming 

responds to stereotypical representations of women in the superhero, by offering a 

“reformed” visual representation. Anissa’s transition to Black Bird, her second 

superheroic identity, points to elements of resistance that aim at disrupting the status quo, 

considers issues facing Black people in collective terms, and responds to the current 

racial political moment in the US. Black Bird’s connection to Black Christianity 

reaffirms her position within the boundaries of American national identity by drawing on 

American civil religion’s generic Christianity while claiming a more radical Black civil 

religious stance. Yet her radicalism is also articulated through a fixation on the non-

violence/violence binary that often characterizes the civil rights era. Through the visual 

contrasts with Thunder, Black Bird represents resistance, and her narrative arc positions 

her as a radical superhero, yet her return to Thunder is a reminder that the genre remains 

limited even to a Black sidekick that departs on their own mission. While Black Bird 
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represents a more radical superhero, Anissa’s constant return to Thunder tells us that 

Black Bird and Black Lightning cannot exist alongside one another. Therefore, Thunder 

remains the “original” and more acceptable superhero, despite her inability to radically 

resist systemic issues facing people in Freeland.  
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Chapter  4: Gen Z 

4.1 “The Resurrection”: Take Three 

I will return once again to the first sequence of episode one (“The Resurrection”), this 

time with a focus on Jennifer Pierce/Lightning. The very beginning of the sequence 

centers Jennifer, as she narrates her family’s story. As the camera pans from the police 

officers exiting the door, to the door window slowly showing Jefferson awaiting Anissa’s 

release at the police department, Jennifer, off screen, begins to recite a poem: “Justice, 

like lightning, should ever appear, to some men hope and to other men fear.”9 The shot 

continues to zoom in and pans to Jennifer, wearing a baby-pink dress and a beige 

cardigan, sitting next to Jefferson, and texting. “My father taught me that poem when I 

was just a little girl,” Jennifer continues to narrate offscreen. Jefferson watches the news 

and does not react to the police officer’s remarks about saving more lives than accredited. 

Jennifer’s narration takes us back to the poem she recited when the camera cuts to a 

closeup of her texting, complaining to her friend Kiesha that Anissa was arrested: “I 

didn’t fully understand the poem, until I grew to know the truth about my family, and 

myself. The signs were always there, but this is how the journey began.” A closeup of a 

Black Lightning “wanted” poster is centered for a moment, before the camera cuts back 

to Jefferson’s side as Anissa enters the frame in the left. 

In the car scene on their way to the fundraiser, Jennifer is centered in the frame 

twice. She first appears in a medium shot when Jefferson lectures Anissa about her 

 

9 This poem is at the top right corner of the Black Lightning #1 (1977). It is also mentioned in the first four 
issues of the comic, with a reference made to eighteenth-century legislator Randolph Thomas’s poem: 
“Justice, like lightning, ever should appear / To few men’s ruin, but to all men’s fear” (Berlatsky & 
Dagbovie-Mullins, 2020). The same phrase also appears on the cover of the first issue of Marvel’s 
Thunderbolts as well. 
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choices. Jennifer (sitting in the backseat behind Anissa) looks up from her phone, rolls 

her eyes and leans her head backwards. She is centered again after the police sirens 

interrupt Jefferson and Anissa’s discussion. Now invested in what’s going on, she looks 

away from her phone to the rear window. Jefferson pulls over. 

Once the police officers are near the car, Jennifer is confused as she looks out the 

windows. In a high angle shot from outside the vehicle, she covers her eyes when an 

officer directs the flashlight on the passengers in the car. She is clearly irritated and 

scoffs, then takes her phone, turns her flashlight on, and starts flashing it back at the 

police officer. “Yeah, this doesn’t feel too good, does it?” she asks and continues to point 

the light back in his face. Jefferson calls her name, so she pauses in a closeup, the 

flashlight focused on her face. The white officer near Jefferson begins to restrain him, in 

another closeup she reacts quickly and yells angrily, “Get your hands off my dad,” and 

proceeds to unbuckle her seatbelt. She attempts to open the door, but the second police 

officer kicks it shut, points his gun at her and Anissa, and yells at them both, “Let me see 

your hands, now!” Jennifer, now acknowledging the seriousness of the matter, puts her 

hands up and calmly complies. The officer restraining Jefferson walks him to the police 

car, but the Asian woman in the backseat does not confirm him as a suspect. A closeup of 

Jennifer observing the interaction is centered momentarily before the officer begins 

walking Jefferson back to the car. The rest of the scene unfolds and ends with Black 

Lightning’s reappearance. Right after Jefferson’s eyes turn blue, he takes a deep breath, 

closes his eyes, and turns sideways. Jennifer’s voice, which opened the scene, concludes, 

“This is the night, in the rain, with Thunder and Lightning as a witness, that Black 

Lightning was born again.” 
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Jennifer’s disinterest in the discussion, yet her response to injustice evident in the 

first sequence (Akil, 2018a), is at the core of this chapter. This transition from being 

apolitical to highly politicized is also evident when she adopts her superheroic identity, 

Lightning. Unlike Anissa, Jennifer does not take on her role as a superhero when she first 

finds out about her powers. Her embrace of Lightning is not as clear as the previously 

discussed superheroes. She officially joins Black Lightning’s team after she learns to 

control her powers. At first, she rejects her superpowers just like she rejects any attempts 

at political engagement. Later, when things become personal for her, she actively chooses 

a political role. She learns how to manage her superpowers, which represents her 

character growth in an era when race politics in the US are unavoidable despite the 

widespread belief that the US reached a “post-racial” era in which political action is no 

longer required to dismantle racism. Jennifer’s characterization debunks this myth 

through the visual representation and the narrative, and it offers a new perspective on 

racial politics. In this chapter, I will first examine post-racialism as an ideological 

framework that obstructs collective political action. I will then discuss how the show 

portrays Jennifer’s journey from apolitical to highly political, which is linked to her 

ability to emotionally control her powers. Then I will discuss the implicit and explicit 

link between Jennifer and the Black Church. Next, I turn to Lightning’s visual 

representation as reflective of the transition from apolitical to highly political and 

examine her role as a superhero. Finally, I will demonstrate that despite this 

politicization, Lightning follows in Black Lightning’s footsteps in maintaining the status 

quo. 
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4.2 A “Post-Racial” Myth 

Following the success of the civil rights movement, beginning with the Brown v. Board 

of Education decision in 1954, the passing of the Civil Rights Act in 1964 and the 

passing of the Voting Rights Act in 1965, a new form of racism dominated American 

society (Bobo, 2011). Racism as a central issue in the US was not resolved. Many Black 

theorists break down the complex new form of racism and describe it using different 

concepts including symbolic racism (Kinder & Sears, 1981); laissez faire racism (Bobo et 

al., 1996); and colorblind racism (Bonilla-Silva & Embrick, 2006). Unlike the previous, 

overt structure, “[t]he new form of racism is a more covert, sophisticated, culture-

centered, and subtle racist ideology, qualitatively less extreme and more socially 

permeable than Jim Crow” (Bobo, 2011, p. 15). Black people fought for their rights as 

citizens, but racism remained deeply rooted in the fabric of the American society. A 

colorblind racist ideology uses the achievements of the civil rights era and frames racism 

as an issue of the past that the American society successfully resolved (Bonilla-Silva & 

Embrick, 2006). But, despite the civil rights movement’s success, as Bobo (2011) notes, 

the persistence of deep poverty and joblessness for a large fraction of the black 

population, slowly changing rates of residential segregation by race, continued 

evidence of antiblack discrimination in many domains of life, and historically 

high rates of black incarceration signal a journey toward racial justice that 

remains […] seriously incomplete (p. 14). 

Even though colorblind racists point to the successful achievements of the Black 

liberation movement in the 1960s, racial injustice continued to play a significant role in 

the social and economic realities of racialized people in the US. 
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This colorblind racist ideology is crucial to understanding the current racial 

politics of “post-racialism.” According to Cho (2008), “post-racialism” has four key 

features: racial progress, race-neutral universalism, moral equivalence, and the 

“distancing move” (p. 1600). Early advocates of post-racialism called for the 

“elimination of race-based remedies” since the US not only resolved racism but 

transcended its racist history altogether. Post-racialism is marked by “race-neutral 

universalism as a normative ideal and political necessity,” in which any race-based 

policies are framed as unnecessary at a time when racism is viewed as an issue of the past 

(p. 1601). The “post” in post-racialism, from the perspective of colorblind racists, signals 

the assumption that Black and racialized people in the US are no longer treated as 

second-class citizens as they previously were during the pre-civil rights era (Bonilla-Silva 

& Embrick, 2006). Since they were granted their full citizenship rights, “post-racialism 

idealizes a society in which race is no longer the basis for differential treatment, 

grievances, or remedy” (Cho, 2008, p. 1603). Finally, advocates of “post-racialism” 

distance themselves from Critical Race Theory that continues to work on centering race. 

A post-racial framework works on decentering race and racism in society (pp. 1603-

1604). 

As an ideology, “post-racialism” restores white normativity by celebrating Black 

elites that use respectability as a strategy to assimilate into the white structure. In a sense, 

post-racialism “is a class-specific discourse of racial color blindness, one which positions 

the black upper middle class as a 21st-century model minority, racialized in 

contradistinction to the black poor” (Logan, 2014, p. 653). Most importantly, “post-

racialism” obstructs efforts to resist racism and racial inequalities that aim at recentering 
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race while also considering the significance of class, since it plays a role in shaping the 

current racial political moment (Cho, 2008, p. 1593; Logan, 2014). Black respectability 

politics, as discussed in previous chapters, shaped the racial discourse during and after 

the civil rights era. As an indicator of racial progress, Black elites were also used by 

colorblind racists as proof that race is less relevant. Black elites, in constant adjustment to 

fit the dominant white structure, formed a barrier to addressing issues facing Black 

people. Even though Black elites were not immune to racism themselves, their framing of 

racial reform as an individual responsibility took the focus away from systemic and 

structural racism. By pointing to their successes, colorblind racists were able to disengage 

from discussions on fundamental change to systemic racism in the US. 

As Bonilla-Silva & Embrick (2006) point out, civil rights movement leaders such 

as Martin Luther King were coopted by colorblind racists as evidence that race is no 

longer a factor in shaping the success of racialized people. But the ideology of racial 

colorblindness found its strongest “proof” in the election of the first Black President. In 

addition to deconstructing colorblind racism, Bonilla-Silva & Ray (2009) discuss Barack 

Obama’s campaign and analyze how his appeal to both white and Black voters is closely 

linked to the “post-racial” state. As Cho (2008) argues, “post-racialism in its current 

iteration is a twenty-first-century ideology that reflects a belief that due to the significant 

racial progress that has been made, the state need not engage in race-based decision-

making or adopt race-based remedies, and that civil society should eschew race as a 

central organizing principle of social action” (p. 1594). Obama’s campaign and election 

were inflection points in the popular understanding of post-racialism and central to the 

persistence of colorblindness. While colorblind racists would often claim that they 
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personally do not see race (Bonilla-Silva & Embrick, 2006), post-racialism further 

cements the idea that society as a whole has resolved racism as a social problem. 

Unlike Black political figures on the right of the political spectrum, such as 

Clarence Thomas and Condoleezza Rice “who provide support for reactionary, racist, and 

imperialist policies while providing symbolic cover” (Bonilla-Silva & Ray, 2009, p. 178), 

Obama as a political figure plays the racialized and deracialized cards to appeal to both 

white and non-white voters (Logan, 2014). Obama’s masked racial progressiveness 

allows him to critique Black people in ways that would be considered racist if delivered 

by a white public figure (F. C. Harris, 2014a, p. 101). His speeches, especially those 

delivered to predominantly Black audiences, would often invoke rhetoric that fails to 

acknowledge the social and economic factors that contribute to Black people’s 

circumstances and blames the Black poor for their inability to succeed (F. C. Harris, 

2014a; Logan, 2014). Often this rhetoric critiques Black men particularly for their 

neglectful roles as fathers (Logan, 2014, p. 668). At the same time, Obama’s campaign 

and presidency adopted a “raceless” strategy that was popular with white voters as well 

(Bonilla-Silva & Ray, 2009). He adopted and capitalized on a post-racial persona and 

political stance that earned him popularity among a wide spectrum of voters from 

different racial and ethnic backgrounds. Logan (2014) examines political discourse 

surrounding Obama between 2007 and 2014, noting that “the new politics of race called 

for Obama to offer a depoliticized sense of cultural blackness to the nation, and to whites, 

who thrilled as he did” (p. 655). This pull in two different directions between his 

racialized yet deracialized identity earned him the presidency and created a barrier for 

racial justice in the US. 
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Moreover, it is important to note that Barack Obama distanced himself from his 

church and Reverend Jeremiah Wright during his first campaign (Bonilla-Silva & Ray, 

2009; Logan, 2014). Wright delivered a sermon in 2003 opposing the American invasion 

of Iraq (F. C. Harris, 2014a, p. 70). He critiqued the presence of the military on foreign 

land in the name of peace, and “continued the sermon by highlighting how Christianity 

had been used to sanction the immoral actions of governments, which included the 

United States confiscating land from Native Americans and justifying inequality in 

wealth” (p. 71). He also reflected on the different forms of Black oppression in the 

history of the US, pointing to the discrepancies in definitions of peace and justice in 

American terms. During Obama’s first campaign, the final words of Wright’s sermon 

would replay across news media as evidence that Obama followed an anti-American 

religious leader, causing many to question Obama’s ability to run the country. Wright 

concluded his sermon with “God Bless America. No, no, no. Not God Bless America. 

God Damn America,” (F. C. Harris, 2014a, p. 72) a statement that disrupts the essence of 

American civil religion, and would be considered as anti-American or the cardinal sin of 

civil religious rhetoric. Taken out of context, his words were used to undermine Obama, 

which pushed him to publicly denounce his support of Reverend Wright (F. C. Harris, 

2014a). This strategic move strengthened Obama’s position and maintained his post-

racial persona, which gained him more popularity among voters from different racial and 

ethnic backgrounds. 

Finally, just like the civil rights era did not bring an end to racism, Obama’s 

presidency, likewise, did not bring about radical racial progress, either. That is evident in 

increased racial profiling, Black incarceration rates, and increased victims of police 
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brutality. It is also evident in what came during and after his presidency, and the election 

of Donald Trump. Like Black elites in the pre- and post-civil rights era, Obama 

assimilated well into American society, not because the US transcended racism, but due 

to his ability to enter into whiteness under the terms of whiteness, while ignoring 

systemic issues Black people face collectively. Obama’s post-racialism stifled collective 

Black political action, but collective efforts were reignited in the wake of the events in 

Ferguson, Missouri, despite post-racialism’s prevalence. The following section addresses 

Jennifer’s position and discusses her own political awakening, which debunks the post-

racial myth. 

4.3 Jennifer Pierce 

In the scene described at the beginning of this chapter, Jennifer is depicted texting, more 

concerned with her social life than her sister’s arrest. She is irritated during the discussion 

on different forms of protest. Once pulled over, and especially when Jefferson is 

restrained, Jennifer confronts the police officer and becomes highly invested. Her 

narration of the first sequence importantly positions her at the centre of Black politics, 

both as an observer of the clash of Black respectability and resistance, and as someone 

that is directly impacted by it. Although she does not care enough to engage in the 

discussion, she reacts and responds when she is personally impacted by injustice. 

Additionally, the Black Church and Reverend Holt play an important role in mobilizing 

Jennifer to convert her personalized experience with injustice into political action, which 

is a connection that is maintained in her transition to a superhero. 

4.3.1 Apolitical: The Queen of Garfield 
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Jefferson and Anissa both influence Jennifer’s politics. At the beginning of the series, 

Jennifer is a teenager invested in sneaking off to party. She runs track, is popular at 

school, and is nicknamed the “Queen of Garfield” for being the principal’s daughter. 

Jennifer is often bullied at school for “acting white” by her fellow classmates.10 Born in 

the early 2000s, Jennifer witnessed the election of the first Black president and grew up 

under Jefferson’s Talented Tenthism. Yet at the same time, her sister Anissa is a political 

and social justice activist who resists Jefferson’s control. At the beginning, Jennifer is 

uninterested in learning or discussing Black history. Every time Anissa tries to explain 

the pressing situation in Freeland, she ignores her and sarcastically responds to her 

attempts to engage her politically. She also often teases Anissa for her activism by 

sarcastically nicknaming her Harriet in reference to Harriet Tubman. Jennifer’s 

characterization at the beginning mimics the “post-racial” ideology dominant in the US 

today: she knows about the history of anti-Black racism but does not think it has much to 

do with her everyday life. 

When Jennifer first discovers her powers, her primary concern is her ability to 

attend prom, get married, and have children. Unlike Anissa, who was keen on using her 

powers to aid her community, Jennifer rejects her superpowers on the basis that they will 

prevent her from living a “normal” life. To lessen the intensity of her burden, Lynn 

conducts medical tests to separate Jennifer’s meta gene so she could attain the life she 

 

10 In season one, episode six Jennifer is at a rollerblading rink when two of her classmates bully her for her 
looks. They get into a physical altercation in which Jennifer pushes one of the girls and breaks her arm. 
They later circulate an edited video of Jennifer’s face photoshopped on a white woman’s body to make fun 
of Jennifer’s Blackness (Holland & Boom, 2018). This leads to a conversation between Jefferson and 
Jennifer about bullying and racism. 
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aspires to have. She rejects her superpowers completely at first, which is similar to her 

rejection of engaging with Black politics. 

4.3.2 “Woke” Jennifer 

Jennifer’s characterization evolves from choosing to remain apolitical to 

extremely political after she had been personally impacted by the current situation in 

Freeland. After getting kidnapped by gang members, Jennifer spirals into a series of bad 

habits, such as drinking at school and smoking on the roof. Then, she is inspired to march 

against the 100 Gang at the church service following LaWanda’s murder. Reverend Holt 

urges people to march, and Jennifer is among the first to stand up and clap. At the march, 

she witnesses her boyfriend, Khalil Payne, get shot – an injury that severs his spine and 

disables him physically. The accelerated events that take place in the first few episodes of 

season one push Jennifer to become more political. Her individualism is met with a 

strong sense of collectivism and an urgency to take a political stance.  

This non-linear transformation to becoming more political is also reflected in her 

reconciliation with the fact that she has superpowers. It takes Jennifer longer to accept 

her powers and to learn how to manage them. Struggling to support her, Jefferson and 

Lynn hire Perenna, a metahuman with superpowers that allow her to manipulate the 

mental state of others, to help Jennifer adjust to her new reality. When the two of them 

first meet, Perenna conjures a Black beauty salon in Jennifer’s psyche. Perenna describes 

Black beauty salons as a safe space for Black women to take political action. In Perenna’s 

words “Black beauticians have influenced politics and been foot soldiers in the fight for 

freedom,” and the profit from beauty salons “paid for buses to get people to the March on 

Washington” (Nash & Troche, 2018). At first, Jennifer gives her the same attitude she is 
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accustomed to giving Anissa when she attempts to teach her current racial politics, but 

she slowly becomes more receptive to Perenna’s teachings and guidance.  

One specific scene captures Perenna’s role in Jennifer’s transition to becoming 

more political. Once the ASA begin their arrests of metahumans in Freeland, two police 

officers approach Perenna on the street at night in the twelfth episode of season two. She 

is on the phone when she enters the scene from the left. The armed man surveilling her 

speaks into the radio and reports sighting a metahuman. The long shot of Perenna 

walking is out of focus, paralleled with suspenseful music in the background. The camera 

cuts to a closeup aerial shot of a black van parked when two armed men step out of it. 

The camera cuts again to a medium shot of Perenna, who is now getting arrested by the 

two military soldiers. In a long shot, Perenna drops her bag, lifts her head, closes her 

eyes, and opens her arms with her hands facing upwards. The two men drop to the floor 

before the camera cuts to an extreme closeup of Perenna’s face, eyes still closed as a 

piercing sound dominates the scene. The shot transitions out and is replaced with a high 

angle shot of Perenna’s feet. The two men are now in a frozen environment, curled on an 

icy floor. Perenna continues to use her superpowers to control their minds as they shiver 

in pain. The camera slowly pans closer to the men on the floor, before it cuts to a closeup 

aerial shot of one of them lying on his side. The shot tilts clockwise as he moans in pain. 

The scene then transitions back to a medium shot of Perenna in the street; both 

men are on the ground beside her feet, still squirming in pain. She holds her hands up as 

if praying, then the shot pans upward and moves into a high angle. Perenna looks down 

on the men before she picks up her bag. The camera cuts to a closeup of her smirking 

before she walks away. Once she is out of frame, the shot focuses on a mural on the wall 
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behind her. The word “HERO” is centered next to an image of Evelyn Gibson Lowery 

painted on the left of the wall. Gibson Lowery is depicted speaking into a microphone; 

her hand is gesturing to an audience. A red logo of the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference (SCLC Women) is centered below “HERO.” To the right of the mural is a 

statement: “Championing the rights of women, children, and families, and responding to 

the problems of the disenfranchised regardless of ethnicity, gender, age, and religion.” 

The shot is centered momentarily before the scene ends. 

In addition to the fact that this scene (Holland & Byrd, 2019) is the only one in 

the show that focuses on Perenna alone (without the presence of Jennifer), it further 

demonstrates her teachings as representative of Black ancestors that empower young 

women to take action. Perenna’s resistance is first and foremost in response to the ASA 

occupation and illegal imprisonment of racialized metahumans in Freeland. It also comes 

across as resistance in response to militarism, an aspect that civil rights leaders, including 

Martin Luther King who is also the first president of the SCLC, had outspokenly opposed 

during the civil rights era. Importantly, Perenna’s praying hand gestures come across as a 

form of non-violent resistance that maintain an implicit connection to Black Christianity. 

The brief focus on the mural towards the end of the scene is another example of a subtle 

but powerful link to Black Christianity. The indirect connection to one of the most 

important Black political Christian organizations at the time, Perenna’s non-violent 

resistance in this incident links Jennifer’s political reawakening to Black civil religion in 

the sense that it is responding to the racism embedded in the function of an American 

secret organization, while at the same time drawing on the Black Christian tradition, 

which aligns with normative articulations of civil religion. Moreover, Evelyn Gibson 
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Lowery founded the sister organization to SCLC (SCLC/Women) and brought mentoring 

programs to young Black women. Since Jennifer is more responsive to Perenna’s 

teachings, especially compared to Anissa, for example, she comes across as someone that 

took on the role of passing on Black ancestral strength and knowledge. Perenna plays a 

significant role in Jennifer’s political trajectory and through her teachings, Jennifer comes 

to understand the enormity of her superpowers and becomes more at ease with the idea of 

possessing superheroic abilities. Perenna’s failed arrest and the brief focus on the mural 

are immediately followed with a medium shot that pans to capture Jennifer’s first day 

back to school. Jefferson and Lynn decided to homeschool her after they had discovered 

her powers. Several of her fellow Garfield High students greet her warmly as soon as she 

walks in and her first day back at school is quite eventful. 

Earlier in the day, Jennifer walks past Khalil’s memorial at the school. At this 

point on the show, Khalil passed away after a violent encounter with Tobias Whale in 

which Khalil refused to work for him any longer. Students at Garfield High decorated his 

locker in honor of his life. Later in the day, Jennifer walks past it again, but this time two 

janitors are taking it down. She asks them to stop dismantling it, but one of the janitors 

tells her that the principal ordered its removal. In a closeup shot, Jennifer breathes 

heavily, her eyes flicker orange, and electricity sounds match the flickering, but she takes 

a deep breath to calm herself. She opens her eyes again and fidgets momentarily before 

she walks off, holding a framed picture of her and Khalil.  

Moments later, the school bell rings, the shot pans from the floor of a hallway to a 

closeup of Jennifer sitting on the floor under a cabinet full of medals and cups. Khalil 

was the star athlete. She reassembled the memorial in a nice display on the floor, placing 
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their picture in the centre of flowers and candles. Students walking by shake her hand and 

offer their condolences. The scene cuts to a long shot of the hallway, where Mr. Lowry 

(the new white principal), followed by two security guards, walk hurriedly towards her. 

He ushers a third security guard to join them as he continues to break up the crowd of 

students surrounding Jennifer and the memorial. He questions Jennifer’s actions by 

referencing the student handbook. Students are now huddled closer around Lowry and 

Jennifer, and she pushes back against his rules. He tells her that this is not a debate, and 

proceeds to instruct everyone to return to their classrooms. The camera cuts to an extreme 

closeup of a phone recording the incident, then back to a high angle of Jennifer, still on 

the floor, as she raises her voice and says, “To hell it ain’t [a debate]. Because whether 

you like it or not, Black lives matter.” 

Almost all students surrounding them have their phones out now. Jennifer scoffs, 

gets up, looks directly at Lowry, and tells him that he is a racist. The shot begins to pan 

slowly as the crowd agrees with Jennifer. Lowry raises his voice. “Ok isn’t that 

convenient? When you want to win an argument, yell ‘racist,’” he continues as he looks 

around at the crowd now. There are students standing on the stairs observing the incident. 

Lowry, now speaking more loudly, continues: “Yet, this is a monument to a gang 

member who attacked the school.” He looks at Jennifer; students are still recording, 

disappointed. In a closeup, Lowry directs his words to Jennifer and urges her to take the 

memorial down before he removes her and destroys it. Jennifer looks around and 

addresses her fellow classmates, “Every single person standing here is just one bad break 

away from becoming somebody they never meant to be.” In a reverse shot, Lowry 

approaches Jennifer and whispers to her that this is her last chance. Jennifer looks at him 



 106 

directly, glances down at the display, then moves closer to it. Lowry is extremely 

displeased, but Jennifer directs her questions to her fellow schoolmates, “Can anyone 

here say that if they were crippled and you had the opportunity to walk again, you 

wouldn’t take it?” Everyone nods in agreement. In another closeup, Jennifer tells them 

that they are all in pods (in reference to the racialized youth with powers held captive at 

the ASA facility). Students are still recording as she continues to say “Just like the kids 

on the news, right? Trapped by a system that doesn’t give a damn about us.” Lowry 

stands behind her, grinning furiously, but she continues to say, “run by people, like you,” 

as she turns around and points to the white school principal. 

Jennifer’s speech ends when Lowry instructs the security guards to take her. Two 

guards escort her out, but she continues to tell the crowd to stay strong. Lowry tells 

everyone to return to class, but one by one they take a knee in protest. Unable to control 

the situation, he tries to stop them, and orders them to put their phones away. From a high 

angle, we see students kneeling on the floor with their phones out and Lowry standing 

among them, ordering them to break this illegal student assembly. At this point, Jennifer 

is out of sight, but Jefferson walks down the hallway. Lowry approaches him, leans in, 

and asks for his help to get students back to class. The students raise their fists to 

Jefferson. He in turn looks at Lowry and raises his fist in solidarity before he walks away.   

This sequence (Holland & Byrd, 2019), which follows the implicit framing of 

Perenna as an ancestor that empowers young women, exemplifies how Jennifer becomes 

more political through her relationships with supporting characters. She does not shy 

away from addressing Mr. Lowry directly in front of everyone to tell him that he is a 

racist. When Jefferson speaks with him right after this incident (analyzed in chapter 2), he 
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does not respond to Lowry’s colorblind racist remarks but simply says, “good talk,” and 

leaves the office. Jennifer, on the other hand, defends Khalil and uses the moment to 

speak to fellow students. More importantly, Jennifer’s shift in political stance is 

cultivated through ancestral teachings powered by Black civil religious framing. At the 

beginning of the series, Jennifer responded to the racist encounter with the police when 

Jefferson was directly involved. However, after her healing journey with Perenna, 

Jennifer learns to express her personalized injustices through a strong sense of 

collectivism. Her Black Lives Matter speech importantly positions her as someone that 

departs from Jefferson’s moral code since she recognizes colorblind racism and refuses to 

accept it. Her worldview is presumably influenced by Jefferson’s individualism, but 

perhaps more influential is the Black civil religious sentiment that mobilized her to 

become more politically active. With Perenna’s help and powered by her own 

experiences with the issues facing the community in Freeland, Jennifer embraces her 

powers and becomes politically involved once she realizes that she cannot escape this 

reality. 

4.3.3 Powers: A Curse from the Devil, or a Gift from God? 

As mentioned earlier, Jennifer is inspired to take political action at the church after her 

personal trauma and the killing of LaWanda. Aside from the explicit link between the 

church and Jennifer’s political engagement, Reverend Holt is also implicitly linked to 

Jennifer’s superheroic abilities. While Anissa and Jefferson refer to their powers as “a 

gift from God” since the beginning of the show, Jennifer refers to them as a “curse from 

the devil” at first (Nash & Hamilton, 2018), before she finally accepts the framing of 

superpowers as a Godly gift in the final episode of season one. 
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Disoriented and saddened about Khalil’s medical situation (before his passing), in 

“The Book of Secrets: Chapter One: Prodigal Son,” the eleventh episode of season two, 

Jennifer is captured crying in a low angle closeup. Reverend Holt’s voice carries over 

from the first scene of the episode. He started by sharing Khalil’s current medical 

situation, then elaborated that it resembles the situation facing all Black people under 

siege in Freeland. When Jennifer is outside the hospital, Holt continues to preach that 

Black people cannot rely on Thunder and Black Lightning to fight the “forces” within 

and outside the Black community. According to Holt, the consistency in the Black 

liberation movement is due to God and the hard work and determination of Black people, 

not politicians. The use of “God” language here works to further an American civil 

religious sentiment, while also demanding Black liberation, therefore, marking a 

significant oppositional Black civil religious sentiment specifically. When Jennifer is 

centered in the closeup shot crying in the hospital parking lot, Holt continues in 

voiceover: “No more moaning, no more tears. We’re not gonna ask anymore for justice.” 

The scene cuts to a long shot of Jennifer’s back, standing in the parking lot between 

parked cars. Holt continues: “We’re gonna take our retribution. We’re not gonna be 

victims anymore.” The camera moves closer to Jennifer who leans on one of the cars, 

when the blonde hair of a white woman taking footsteps towards Jennifer appears, out of 

focus, to the right of the frame. The white woman approaches and questions Jennifer’s 

proximity to her car. Unaware of her surroundings, Jennifer turns around and faces the 

woman in a long shot. “Are you trying to steal it?” asks the woman in an accusatory tone, 

before she scoffs. The camera cuts back to a medium shot of Jennifer who is trying to 

process the woman’s accusations. The woman does not allow for an explanation as she 
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seems to have reached the conclusion that Jennifer is trying to rob her. She turns around 

and walks away. The camera cuts to another medium shot of Jennifer as she continues to 

justify and explain her presence next to the car. 

The woman is now on the phone, “Hello, 911?” – a moment that deliberately 

replicates the “Barbecue Becky” incident in which a white woman called 911 in 2018 on 

a group of Black people barbequing in an Oakland Park (Hutchinson, 2018). The camera 

cuts to a medium shot of the woman still walking away from her car and Jennifer. “Yes, I 

caught a woman breaking into my car,” the woman proceeds to inform the 911 operator. 

She takes a quick glance at Jennifer, who can hear her, before continuing, “She’s African 

American. She threatened me.” The camera cuts back to Jennifer, now in disbelief as the 

shot begins to zoom in on her. Jennifer turns around, steps out of frame as the shot pans 

to focus on the van. The camera cuts again to a medium shot of Jennifer, the white 

woman behind her still on the phone but facing the other direction. Jennifer’s eyes turn 

orange as she begins to breathe heavily. She takes a quick glance at the woman behind 

her before she blasts the car with her powers. An aerial shot of the car exploding is 

centered in the frame momentarily before the camera shows a medium shot of the car 

burning. The woman notices the sound and the lightning, she turns around, still holding 

her phone up “Oh my God! What did you do?” she yells at Jennifer. The camera cuts to a 

medium shot of Jennifer now walking towards the woman. She is no longer crying – on 

the contrary, she looks victorious as she says, “Me? Your car got hit by lightning. You 

want to call the police on God?” Jennifer rolls her eyes, walks past the woman as Holt 

continues in voiceover: “We cannot let this world put out the fire that our ancestors lit 

that carried us through the darkness.” Jennifer continues to walk away from the scene, her 
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hands now lit orange from her powers. She puts them in her pockets and continues 

hurriedly. The camera cuts back to a medium shot of the white woman who looks up at 

the clear sky in disbelief. 

When the emergency crew makes it to the scene, the woman complains about her 

brand-new handbag to the emergency responder. In a long shot of the woman standing 

with a police officer, the story changes from a potential robbery by an African American 

woman to, “I’m walking out of the hospital and next thing you know a bolt of lightning 

hit my car.” Behind them, Jefferson stands at the entrance of the hospital, suspicious as 

she continues to describe the incident. Jefferson, now in focus, looks around for Jennifer. 

Holt’s voiceover continues as Jefferson walks around the hospital: “We’ve got to teach 

our children not to bend or bow down! To claim what our ancestors left! Teach our 

children to claim their destiny and embrace their power so that they, boldly, can use it for 

the benefit of our people.” Seeing his daughter walking away, Jefferson runs to catch up 

with her, takes off his jacket, and wraps it around her. The scene cuts back to an aerial 

shot of Reverend Holt at the church, people are standing up, looking at him attentively, as 

he continues to preach. 

The parallel scenes of Reverend Holt preaching and Jennifer’s incident in the 

hospital parking lot (Charles & Hardy, 2019) continue to underscore the church’s 

historical role in the fight for justice and Black liberation – a connection previously 

established when Anissa discovered her powers in chapter three. Reverend Holt’s 

emphasis on the collective work of Black people rather than a superhero cuts against the 

superhero genre’s ideological foundation in a lone champion of truth and justice. He also 

deemphasizes the role of politicians, which departs from the post-racial assumption that 



 111 

the US transcended racism because more Black people hold official positions in the 

government. Holt reminds people at the service about the importance of teaching Black 

youth resistance, but his position as a Reverend also point to the oppositional nature of 

Black civil religion that is articulated within the broader American civil religion as he 

carves a distinctly Black civil religion that promotes a Black American identity marked 

by Black liberation. The juxtaposition of the racist encounter in the parking lot gestures 

towards the need to continue efforts of resistance despite the prevailing myth that the 

fight for Black liberation has ended. His emphasis on the power of the people and the 

importance of passing on this power to the next generation continues the show’s theme 

that positions Jennifer as the new generation that needs ancestral guidance to become 

politically active. It also confirms that racial justice is yet to be achieved in the US and 

establishes a strong position in which young Black people are at the forefront of racial 

politics, a position that the show continuously returns to through Jennifer’s 

characterization. Jennifer’s victorious smile as she challenges the woman to call the 

police on God reasserts her racialized Americanness. This encounter also establishes 

Jennifer specifically, and the generation of youth more broadly, as a vehicle for divine 

intervention in line with a distinctly Black civil religious view. 

4.4 Lightning 

As pointed to earlier, we have witnessed how Jennifer takes longer than her sister to 

embrace her superpowers. At first, she is confused and uninterested in becoming a 

superhero, so she rejects them altogether. But once she learns to manage her powers with 

Perenna’s support, she embraces them. Similar to Black Lightning, she first chooses to 

carry out a personal mission of ridding Freeland from Black Lightning’s arch enemy, 
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Tobias Whale, for the murder of Khalil Payne. The more she discovers the enormity of 

her powers, the more Jennifer struggles to use them for the “greater good” and the fight 

for justice. Her superheroic identity is tied to her ability to manage her powers, which, as 

mentioned earlier, also marks her political growth. 

Her transition to Lightning is not as clear as Jefferson’s or Anissa’s transitions in 

the sense that there was a delay in accepting and learning how to manage her 

superpowers. Before she finally joins Black Lightning’s team, she detours to work 

directly with the ASA to carry out their secret operations. The first leader of the ASA, 

Martin Proctor, is an obviously corrupt white man who seems to be fulfilling personal 

motives. In season one’s final episode, the Pierce family confront him at a lab. At this 

point, Jennifer is just beginning to embrace her powers. Once Proctor justifies 

experimentations on Black people in Freeland by saying that they will all “end up on 

welfare anyways,” she scoffs, strikes him, then rolls her eyes and flips her hair casually 

once he drops to the floor (Holland & Akil, 2018). Gambi ends up executing him on the 

spot. 

We meet Proctor’s replacement, Agent Odell, at the beginning of season two. He 

discovers Jennifer’s enormous powers and exploits them in the fight against the 

Markovians. According to Odell, they are America’s greatest threat since they have a 

strong military, including the largest number of super-soldiers, and are planning an attack 

on Freeland. Odell is a grandfatherly figure, often depicted wearing a trench coat and a 

fedora. He claims to know more than her father and others around her about Black 

history. For example, in the fifth episode of season three, he claims to have marched 

alongside Martin Luther King in response to Jennifer’s accusations that he ordered the 
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ASA soldiers to brutalize Jefferson. Odell’s transformation from a civil rights activist to 

the head of the ASA and the mastermind behind the experimentations on Black people 

position him as the ultimate icon of post-racial co-optation. He constantly justifies the 

occupation and the experimentations on metahumans. His justifications make Jennifer 

trust him. While she first embraced her powers for vengeance, after working with the 

ASA she realizes her mistakes and officially accepts her role as a superhero on Black 

Lightning’s team to rid Freeland from Odell and the ASA.  

4.4.1 Visual Representation 

Early in the show, Lightning resembles her first appearance in comic books, a minor 

supporting role in Mark Waid and Alex Ross’s 1996 Kingdom Come miniseries. In 

Kingdom Come, Lightning is depicted as an orange mass of energy (Waid & Ross, 1996). 

She reappears in the 2008 Justice Society of America #12; this time, it is established that 

she is Jefferson Pierce’s youngest daughter (Johns & Ross, 2008). Despite her active 

participation on the Justice Society of America’s team, Lightning does not receive her 

own superhero suit. As in the show, she struggles to control her powers, bursting into 

orange flames that resemble Ross’s 1996 character design whenever she comes in contact 

with electric devices. This visual is carried over onto the CW adaptation. Unlike the 

comics, though, Jennifer’s powers are triggered by her emotional state, rather than the 

presence of electrical devices. She bursts into an orange electric aura after the racist 

encounter in the parking lot described earlier. Even though Jefferson had previously 

protected her from her own powers by absorbing her electric energy, he was unable to 

replicate it after the racist incident. Perenna arrives at the hospital and helps Jennifer take 

control of her powers once again. 
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After she agrees to follow Jefferson’s rules, Jennifer earns a new suit that matches 

Thunder’s costume in color, and Black Lightning’s in design. Like Anissa, she receives 

her first suit from Gambi. Excited to see it, she shows up to the basement of his tailor 

shop and begs him to let her try it on in the fourteenth episode of season two. She insists 

repeatedly until she finally tries on a light grey jumpsuit – the foundation of the real suit, 

as Gambi reminds her. The magnitude of her power needs a strong foundation to tolerate 

it. This scene emphasizes the importance of Lightning’s safety just as much as Anissa’s 

safety was emphasized before. In the following episode (season two, episode fifteen), 

Gambi succeeds at locating Tobias Whale. He leaves the tailor shop to aid Black 

Lightning in his confrontation with his arch enemy. Still focused on avenging Khalil, 

Jennifer wants to go, too. Both Gambi and Black Lightning tell her to stay out of it. Once 

Gambi leaves, she uses her powers to figure out Tobias’ location and puts on her new suit 

for the first time. Hurriedly exiting a building, Tobias and Giselle Cutter (a trained 

assassin that works for him) are blinded by a bright mass of energy flying over their 

vehicle. The camera cuts to a long low angle shot; Lightning floats above them wearing a 

black mask, and a black jumpsuit with bright yellow designs glowing from all parts of the 

suit. They cover their eyes, unable to recognize the source of light and get in the car. 

Sirens are going off in the background as Jennifer’s energy also flashes on the wall 

behind the car – mimicking a faint emergency alarm. They drive away before Lightning 

makes a move. Once gone, she lands on her feet and starts running after the car; her eyes 

and body are glowing orange. In a long shot, she stops and yells, “You won’t get away! I 

will find you!” The scene cuts to a closeup of her face as she faintly says, “And I’ll … I’ll 

kill …,” trailing off as she collapses in pain while the uncontrolled energy of her powers 
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builds. The shot zooms out to show her as an orange aura, lying in the middle of the street 

at night. Her first visual representation from 1996 is maintained even when she wears her 

first suit on the show (Nash & Akil, 2019). If Anissa’s costumes mark her political 

trajectory towards radical, collectivist tactics, then Jennifer’s continual return to this state 

of inchoate energy, even after receiving her superheroic costume, suggests that her 

politicization is just as non-linear and confusing as her political reawakening.  

Lightning also receives a suit from the ASA when she works for Odell. He gives 

her a suit that can control her powers and allows her to fly to outer space and 

communicate with the ASA headquarters. In terms of visual design, it is very similar to 

Gambi’s, except it replaces its yellow highlights with orange, matching her orange aura. 

This suit also matches the one Black Lightning receives from the ASA when he agrees to 

work for them. Her rejection of the ASA and this suit symbolizes her rejection of post-

racialism, since it marks a departure from working with an agency that uses racialized 

youth run by an old Black man that coopts Black history and exploits her powers. It takes 

time for Lightning to realize this. Her internal struggle is depicted in “The Book of 

Resistance: Chapter Four: Earth Crisis,” the ninth episode of season three in which the 

parallel dimensions of the world intersect. She meets different versions of herself, each of 

whom chose a different (political) path. All three versions of Jennifer offer great insight 

that debunk the myth of a “post-racial.” It is only after this encounter that Jennifer 

decides to permanently join Black Lightning’s team, which results in them permanently 

dismantling the ASA. 
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4.4.2 Gen, Jinn, and Jennifer 

Earlier in the season, Lightning destroys a Markovian military base as per Odell’s orders. 

At this time, Lightning is still politically confused. On the one hand, activists are resisting 

the ASA occupation (Black Bird is at the forefront of this fight, joined with Chief 

Henderson, Reverend Holt, and other activists and journalists). On the other hand, the 

ASA claims to be protecting Freeland from a greater threat. Lightning arrives at Anissa’s 

apartment to admit she has been working with Agent Odell. She sits on a chair on 

Anissa’s balcony with her legs on a seat in front of her. Lightning is wearing the costume 

Odell gave her. She asks Shonda, Anissa’s AI system, to play a Travis Scott song, and 

inquires about Anissa’s whereabouts. In a long low angle from behind her, the sky turns 

red. Worried about this sudden storm, she gets up from her seat and instructs Shonda to 

call Anissa. Travis Scott’s song gets louder as the sound of thunder grows as well. 

Lightning continues to observe the bright red sky; wind is getting stronger, and Shonda is 

unable to reach Anissa. Odell reaches Lightning through communication embedded in the 

suit and instructs her to stay inside. But before she comprehends his instructions, her 

powers are activated, and orange energy vibrates from her body. She “vibes” a few times 

before she drops to the floor.  

After Lightning passes out on the balcony, the shot transitions with red 

thunderbolts shattering the frame. Lightning is transported to a dark void space. 

Confused, she looks around and finds two other people that look exactly like her but in 

different outfits. One of them, Jinn, is wearing a black robe with black combat boots; the 

other, Gen, is wearing a white suit and an ASA tracking collar around her neck. Jinn 

looks at the two of them, and with so much attitude asks: “Who the hell are you two?” 
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Lightning and Gen look at each other confused. In a high angle shot, all three look at the 

dark space, then at each other again as they try to make sense of the situation. Gen 

remembers riding with Odell on their way back to the “Pit” (where the ASA keeps 

metahumans captive) when the red storm started. She explains nervously to Lightning 

and Jinn that she “changed the water in Freeland, like in Flint.” When metahumans drank 

the water, it took away their powers. Anissa and Jefferson in Gen’s world both drank 

from the water and lost their powers, and Odell was angry, so he imprisoned her and put 

a collar around her neck. Jinn responds by telling her that they must be from different 

worlds because Odell would never control her like that. Red thunderbolts breaking the 

frame again marks a scene transition to Gen’s world, Earth 1. 

The color palette of Gen’s world is noticeably different. The scene begins at the 

Pierce family home. The shot pans from the stairs to the front door to the dining room. 

Christmas decorations and music in the background match the muted color palette. 

Jefferson steps into the dining room and continues to set the table for dinner. Upstairs, 

Gen and Anissa are catching up. She is wearing the plain white pants and shirt of ASA 

prisoners (both Tobias Whale and Black Lightning wear a similar outfit when they are 

imprisoned by the ASA). The metal collar around her neck is similar to the one Dr. Jace 

(a scientist that killed many patients in medical experiments) wears on her ankle.  

Things are different in Gen’s world, especially after she obstructed the ASA’s 

operations. In the spirit of the holidays, they grant her permission to visit her family. She 

complains to Anissa about her relationship with Lynn and Jefferson, who is “Mr. 

Conservative Secretary of Education” now.  Even though they both claimed to support 

her decision of saving Freeland, she feels abandoned by both her parents. According to 
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Anissa, Jefferson only took the job so that he does not seem complicit in Gen’s plan. 

Their conversation is interrupted by the arrival of ASA forces at the Pierce home. Anissa 

and Gen make their way to the stairs and witness two ASA soldiers brutalize Jefferson. 

Two other soldiers violently grab Anissa and Gen and drag them down the stairs right 

when Odell walks in. Jefferson, on his knees, held down by the soldiers, cowardly 

questions the purpose of their visit. Odell interrupts him, but Jefferson goes on to tell him 

that he is doing everything the ASA asked him to, including teaching the history of the 

ASA the way they want it taught. Odell shows him a recording of Reverend Holt, who is 

imprisoned at the ASA facility, confessing to running an underground railroad to free 

metahumans with Jefferson. The video on the tablet, centered in an extreme closeup shot, 

ends with a sound of a gunshot that kills Reverend Holt. Startled, Gen and Anissa beg 

Odell to let Jefferson go. “Our” Lightning looks on from the top of the stairs as Odell 

tells Gen and Anissa that Jefferson has done too much. Like an incorporeal ghost, 

Lightning glitches as she cries for help and tries to interfere with no use. Odell stands 

over Jefferson, takes out a gun, points it at Jefferson, and shoots. Odell kills Jefferson in 

front of Gen and Anissa. They run towards Jefferson’s body, but the ASA soldiers 

forcibly remove Gen and drag her out. The scene ends with Anissa on the floor next to 

Jefferson’s body, crying, alone.  

Unlike the muted color palette of Gen’s world, Earth 2 (Jinn’s world) is saturated 

with a red undertone, which indicates the transition to a new world permeated with 

destruction and darkness. The scene opens with a closeup of Jinn’s black combat boots 

taking steps forward, rock music playing in the background. She walks down Garfield 

High School’s hallway wearing black pants and a long black vest, pulled tighter at the 
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waste with a black belt. Jinn’s costuming matches Black Bird. Jefferson is in a classroom, 

leading his students in his “Where’s the future?” mantra. After the students leave, Jinn 

enters the classroom, clapping. Her claps draw Jefferson’s attention to her presence. They 

begin discussing her work with the ASA. He tells her that she is addicted to her powers 

and that Odell is using her like a weapon. Jinn stands straight and says, “The people of 

Freeland need me. And you could’ve stopped this years ago, but your philosophy and 

your code, it stopped you, and now look where we are?” The shot zooms on Jinn’s face 

as she continues to tell him that she will clean up his mess so she can finally lead a 

normal life. Heartbroken, Jefferson calls her name before she tells him to have a good 

day and leaves the classroom. Saddened and alone now, Jefferson looks around the empty 

classroom as Don’t Let Me Be Misunderstood by Nina Simone plays in the background. 

Our Lightning observes this interaction, too, and glitches at the classroom door.  

Later in Earth 2, Jinn arrives at the Pierce home amidst the red storm. In a 

shot/reverse shot sequence, Jefferson accuses her of killing innocent people for the ASA. 

Jinn critiques his “personal morality” by indicating that she achieved what he did not. 

She points to herself as she continues, “I’m the girl that didn’t just stand there and watch 

Freeland die because of some rules no one lives by but you.” Falling back on his role as a 

patriarch, Jefferson counters that she’s “the girl who’s standing in her father’s house, 

with nothing but disrespect and contempt in her mouth.” Right before Anissa and Lynn 

enter the living room, Jinn tells Jefferson that no one can control her. Both Anissa and 

Lynn agree with Jefferson and try to convince Jinn to turn herself in to the authorities. 

Jinn shrugs sarcastically and says, “You still don’t get it, do you? I am the authority.” 

Assertively, Jefferson instructs her to turn herself in again, but she refuses.  
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Anissa steps in to reason with her, but Jinn continues to insult her family. Anissa 

takes a deep breath to activate her powers and claps her hands together, sending Jinn 

flying across the living room from the blast. Angered, she gets up. Her eyes turn orange, 

and she delivers a counterblast that kills Anissa. Extremely angry, Jefferson yells and 

uses his powers. Jinn dodges his attack and fires her powers towards him first, then 

towards Lynn, resulting in Lynn’s death. Jefferson yells out to his wife before he looks 

directly at Jinn, his eyes turning blue. She blasts her powers as she repeats his motto 

sarcastically: “Where’s the future, dad?” Her powers are much stronger than his. 

Jefferson groans in pain. Jinn points to herself and says, “It’s right here.” She continues 

to ask Jefferson’s famous questions as he drops to his knees, still in pain. In a Dutch 

angle long shot, Lightning appears in the living room and yells for Jinn to stop. She 

glitches a few times and raises her voice in an attempt to grab Jinn’s attention with no 

use. Jefferson lies down on the floor powerless when Jinn asks and answers his final 

question calmly: “And how are you going to live it? Oh, you won’t, but I will. By any 

means necessary.” Before she exits, she looks around the living room, and all three of her 

family members are dead. 

Red thunderbolts break the frame again to signal the transition to a different world 

– this time back to the dark space where Gen, Jinn, and Lightning first met. Lightning 

looks directly at Jinn, approaches her, and then slaps her for killing her family. They 

engage in physical combat while Gen tries to calm them, until she finally succeeds at 

breaking them apart. They reach the conclusion that they are in fact from parallel 

universes. Lightning reflects on what she observed in the two worlds. She tells Jinn that 

she possesses too much power and, even though Jefferson’s code is flawed, at least it has 
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kept him alive with a clean conscience; vengeance will corrupt a person’s soul, and 

Lightning says she will make sure to avoid repeating Jinn’s mistakes. Then Lightning 

turns to address Gen and reflects on the time she rejected her powers because she wanted 

to live a normal life. She now realizes that her powers are indeed a “gift from God.” Jinn 

attempts to respond by lecturing her, but a white wave washes over her and Gen. They 

disappear, leaving Lightning alone in the dark void space. She survives the collapse of 

the other universes; red thunderbolts break the frame one last time and take Lightning 

back to her world. 

This interaction with Gen and Jinn (Magee & Smith, 2019) puts things in 

perspective for Jennifer. She returns to her family and decides to become an active 

member of Black Lightning’s team. She forswears vengeance but commits to defeating 

both the Markovians and the ASA. Following the same template as other Arrowverse 

adaptations, in which the focus remains on a single superhero (in this case Black 

Lightning) while expanding their team of support personnel (some of whom obtain super 

abilities), Jennifer learns to work alongside other superheroes as Lightning. The 

differences between Gen and Jinn help her realize the cost of working alone or in a 

corrupt system. In Gen’s world, the respectability bubble burst, unraveling all its limits, 

and conforming to an oppressive system did not radically resolve the issues facing Black 

people. Colors and costuming, alongside the narrative, exacerbate the limits of Black 

respectability politics. In Jinn’s world, the deeply saturated red undertone and canted 

shots express the dangers of embracing the ASA. Even though Jinn’s costume evokes 

Black Bird, they couldn’t be more different: Black Bird used violence to free racialized 

metahumans, while Jinn’s individuality and close ties to the ASA pushed her to lose 



 122 

sense of collective Black liberation. Jinn loses track of what peace even looks like. After 

watching both Gen and Jinn fail, Lightning returns to join Black Lightning’s force, and 

participates in a mission against the Markovians first, and then joins him in taking down 

the ASA, not in combat but in a courtroom.  

4.5 A New Status Quo? 

After Black Lightning’s team completes the mission in Markovia, the Pierce family 

testifies in court to the crimes committed by the ASA. The scene begins in the lobby of a 

courthouse in Gotham City. Lynn awaits her hearing; she sits outside of the courtroom. 

Offscreen, she gives her professional advice on the state of the metahumans rescued from 

the ASA experimentation. Once inside, Lynn sits across from the Chair of the 

Commission. To the right of the Chair are three white men, and to the left sit two 

racialized men and one woman. Above the Chair is a Seal of the City of Gotham plaque. 

Aside from the American flag and the Gotham City flag, two military soldiers stand on 

each side of the courtroom. The Chair ratifies Lynn’s recommendations of creating a 

boarding school for all the metahumans to help them “assimilate back” into society. The 

camera cuts to a medium shot of Lynn who thanks them, before it cuts back to a medium 

shot of the Chair who calls on Black Lightning. 

In a tilting downwards shot, Black Lightning is centered in the frame in his 

orange and black costume that matches Thunder’s and Lightning’s. He gives a speech 

about the history of experimentation on Black people in the US: 

So, what happened in Freeland wasn’t random. It was the latest in a long 

reprehensible history of experimenting on black people. From trial-and-error 
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surgeries on women in bondage to giving men syphilis at Tuskegee, and now to 

decades of illegal experimentation to create metahumans.  

As Black Lightning testifies, the camera pans across the commission, including judges 

played by Black Lightning co-creators Tony Isabella and Trevor von Eeden. The shot 

pans to capture people behind Black Lightning before it lands in a closeup on his face. In 

a low angle, he reaches under the table and grabs a briefcase and places it on the table. He 

explains to the board that the briefcase contains all the information they need. Both 

Isabella and von Eeden take turns asking questions. Black Lightning answers as the 

camera zooms out to capture Thunder and Lightning sitting on either side of him. The 

Chair proceeds to tell Black Lightning that Agent Odell is being detained. The scene cuts 

to an extreme closeup of Lightning smiling. The Chair also officially announces the 

disbandment of the ASA and adjourns the session. Once she’s done, the Chair asks 

everyone to remain seated, and tells the superheroes that the lobby has been cleared for 

their exit. The camera cuts to a long shot of Lightning, Black Lightning, Lynn, and 

Thunder walking out of the lobby. In a combination of medium shots, they all look 

victorious in slow motion as they leave the premises. 

 This scene that supposedly resolves the issues of Black people in Freeland 

(Holland & Akil, 2020) pulls us back to the starting point, in which Black Lightning as a 

superhero maintains the status quo – but with the support of Thunder and Lightning. 

Despite her confusion, Jennifer reaffirms Black Lightning’s mission, not only because 

she agreed to taking Odell to court and following the justice system to make him pay for 

the crimes he committed in Freeland, but because she eventually conforms to Black 

Lightning’s mission in which a corrupt police department and gang members still play a 
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significant role in shaping the lives of Black people in Freeland – the initial storyline of 

the show. Based on what we know about Jennifer, she is connected to Jefferson in a way 

that Anissa is not. First, their names (both Jefferson and Jennifer and Black Lightning 

and Lightning) sound more similar. Second, they possess similar electricity-yielding 

superpowers. Third, Jennifer’s superpowers are visually orange, which is the 

complementary colour to Jefferson’s blue visualization of his superpowers. Finally, they 

both take on vigilantism for a personal motive to defeat Tobias Whale, who killed 

Jefferson’s father and Jennifer’s romantic partner. These cues, alongside the ending of 

season three, connect the two characters together. While Thunder demonstrated an 

inclination to remain within the boundaries of Black Lightning’s mission, Lightning, 

despite her late becoming and confusing reawakening, is not only restricted to his 

mission, but ends up following in his footsteps. In a sense, the final conclusion Jennifer 

reaches gestures to the idea that fighting crime inside Black communities falls on a Black 

superhero, while confronting a secret government agency is within the jurisdiction of the 

justice system. It also frames the ASA as the one bad apple within a basically just system, 

which ignores institutionalized and interlocking systems of oppression that subjugate 

racialized people in the US. While her political reawakening – in all its confusion – was 

promising, Lightning returned to serve as a Black superhero limited to the boundaries of 

the superhero genre that fails to imagine Black liberation from structured and systemic 

racism. Tony Isabella and Trevor von Eeden’s guest appearance in this final moment 

confirms this. 
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4.6 Conclusion 

Jennifer’s non-superheroic and superheroic identities collapse into one through 

her transition from apolitical to highly political. She transitions from “not interested in 

discussing Black politics” to marching and protesting at school; and from rejecting her 

superpowers to using her powers to save Freeland from an outside threat. As 

demonstrated, this transition is non-linear. Symbolically, it contradicts the ideologies of 

post-racialism and colourblindness, pointing instead to the fact that race still plays a 

significant role in shaping the lives of Black people in the United States and that the work 

of liberation remains unfinished. Jennifer/Lightning represents a collective reawakening 

of racial politics in the US, the very reawakening to which the show’s topical allusions to 

Black Lives Matter, Barbecue Becky, and other incidents of oppression and resistance are 

continually pointing. For Jennifer, as for many viewers, this reawakening unfolds slowly 

and in fits and starts because it must first move away from treating “Black politics” or 

“race” as issues of the past, to focusing on a vision of collective resistance that returns to 

an assimilationist position, informed by the assumption that simply revealing the truth 

about the oppressive government entity will result in a drastic shift towards Black 

freedom. This unconventional solution to injustice in the superhero genre is another 

reminder of the limited imagination of Black liberation and the restricted role the Black 

superhero takes on. 
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Chapter  5: Conclusion 

Before launching their mission to rescue youth detained at the ASA facility, Black Bird 

gathers her insurgents, including Chief Henderson, police officers, journalists, and 

members of the Freeland community, in a classroom at Garfield High that they’ve 

repurposed as a command centre. She stands in front of everyone and points to a glass 

board as she shares the plan mapped out in red marker in detail. Chief Henderson and a 

police officer stand next to the board when Black Lightning enters the classroom in a 

medium shot. Henderson interrupts Black Bird, faces Black Lightning, and directs his 

question to him: “Black Lightning, the kids in this detainment dump need out. What do 

you need from us?” The scene cuts to a closeup of Black Bird looking at Black 

Lightning, silent. In a medium shot, Black Lightning looks at Chief Henderson then to 

everyone else in the classroom. Everyone involved in the operation is now looking 

expectantly at Black Lightning for instructions. Black Bird turns her gaze away, 

disappointed that Black Lightning moves closer to the board. He observes the board in a 

long shot before he begins to give disorienting instructions. He is clearly unaware of the 

plan but takes over regardless. As he talks, Black Bird rolls her eyes in a closeup before 

she finally interrupts him and asks to speak to him privately. Frustrated, she walks out of 

the classroom without waiting for him. 

Out in the hallway, Black Lightning once again hijacks the conversation. He 

walks beside Black Bird in a long shot as he asks, “Don’t you think it might be better to 

help the resistance as Thunder?” Black Bird responds firmly, “No, I don’t.” Black 

Lightning goes on to tell her that “Thunder is a clear symbol of justice. She’s selfless, 

saves people, while Black Bird steals money from drug dealers and does other 
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questionable things.” The scene cuts to a brief Dutch angle of them standing face-to-face 

now as Black Bird interrupts him and tells him that she needs to lead this operation. In a 

reverse shot she continues, “Black Lightning is not the face of this resistance.” Black 

Lightning is confused because he agrees. Black Bird points to the fact that he took over 

immediately when he walked in, and even though he had run many similar operations in 

the past, Black Bird remains in charge of this one. Black Lightning justifies that 

Henderson asked for his advice and he was offering it. Irritated, Black Bird tells him that 

she “had everything under control, until [he] came in with [his] male privilege and 

pushed [her] aside.” Dismissively, Black Lightning questions her choice of words and 

reminds her that he is her father. In a long shot of the two of them facing each other 

Black Bird tells him that it is not about her. Black Lightning reminds her that people 

might die carrying out this plan, and she in turn agrees by saying “Yes, dad, I know that. I 

also know that this is hard for you, but I’m so much more than just your daughter or 

Thunder, and you need to see that. I am a leader, and I can handle myself.” After 

agreeing with her, in a Dutch angle Black Lightning reminds her that she did not make 

the best choices in the past. In reverse closeup shots, Black Bird agrees with him, too, but 

asks him to put the past aside so they can both focus on the task at hand – freeing 

racialized youth from ASA imprisonment. Black Bird needs his support now, not a 

lecture on her previous mistakes. In a closeup, Black Lightning looks serious and reminds 

her again that many people are counting on her. She agrees and asks him to also count on 

her to successfully carry out the mission. Black Lightning stares at her in a closeup before 

he turns around and leaves. Black Bird returns to the classroom, alone. 
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This final example (A. J. Brown & Laneuville, 2020) of tension between Black 

Bird and Black Lightning points to limits of Black respectability in idealizing Black 

masculinity and gestures towards the fact that superheroism within the genre is restricted 

to notions of justice and morality in white terms. A more radical superhero united the 

people of Freeland against the larger system of oppression. While Black Lightning is 

known to aid the Freeland community, an operation to take down a secret government 

agency is planned and executed by a more radical superhero, not one that falls within the 

conventions of the genre. 

In “Gen X” I analyze Jefferson’s position as a Black protective figure and a 

member of the Talented Tenth that advocates for individual racial reform. Respectability 

as a strategy calls on marginalized people to conform to the dominant heteronormative 

white culture. His middle-class status earns him the title of Black Jesus, asserting his 

position as someone that successfully assimilated into the white American society. 

Jefferson finds this individualistic strategy attainable and chooses to promote it among 

his students at Garfield High, but his relationship to his former students point to the 

impracticality of his strategies. Jefferson’s transition to Black Lightning points to the 

limits of Black respectability as a strategy, yet he maintains his unwavering sense of 

fatherhood. The contrast in their visual representation and his choice of disguise by code-

switching to AAVE rather than wearing the Afro wig are indicators that he understands 

the restrictions imposed by Black respectability politics. Even though he admits to the 

limits of this strategy, he still chooses to work within the justice system with Chief 

Henderson as a superhero and completely surrenders his role to the greater system – 

represented in the show by the ASA. Black Lightning fails to bring about radical change 
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and instead maintains the status quo. In addition to the fact that respectability is a middle-

class strategy that is unattainable by most racialized people, Jefferson’s characterization 

also points to the fact that racialized elites that succeed at attaining respectability can 

often be used by colorblind racists to deny racism altogether, therefore becoming 

gatekeepers of racial progress since they take on a policing role. Due to this, Black 

Lightning’s mission as a Black superhero is limited and in constant adjustment to satisfy 

the white gaze – a familiar trope in a genre that frames justice in white terms. 

In “Gen Y” I argue that the clash of Black respectability politics and Black 

radicalism is often articulated as a clash between non-violent/violent forms of protest. 

However, respectability inevitably clashes with radical resistance on different fronts 

including hegemonic gender roles, heteronormativity, and individualism. Anissa first 

demonstrates resistance in response to gang violence in Freeland, then towards 

Jefferson’s protectiveness, both of which are magnified in her transition from Thunder, 

Black Lightning’s sidekick, to Black Bird, the radical superhero. Through the narrative 

and visual representation, Anissa challenges Jefferson’s respectability and points to the 

more radical forms of resistance considering the issues facing Freeland. Part of this 

radicalism is resisting the flawed justice system that exploits economically 

underprivileged Black people. As demonstrated in the scene described at the beginning of 

this chapter, Black Bird steps out of Black Lightning’s mission to accomplish what Black 

Lightning fails to do. Anissa acknowledges the limits of the system, but rather than 

making pragmatic compromises with it, aims at radically transforming it. Moreover, 

Anissa/Black Bird’s connection to Black religiosity as a force of resistance reshapes the 
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role of the Black Church as a site of resistance. Anissa simultaneously maintains her dual 

superheroic identity, and transitions between the two to fit the narrative of the show. 

In “Gen Z,” I argue that Jennifer’s non-linear transition to Lightning debunks the 

“post-racial” assumption that emerged from colorblind racism which denies the 

prevalence of racism today. Unlike Jefferson’s transition to Black Lightning or Anissa’s 

to Thunder and Black Bird, which are clear in their visual representations and in the 

narrative, it takes Jennifer longer to embrace her powers and claim her role as a superhero 

and a Black Lives Matter activist. Her personal encounter with racial injustice slowly 

pushes her to become political. This messy transition is often supported by a member of 

an older generation (Jefferson, Anissa, Perenna, Agent Odell, etc.) and fellow peers that 

all have a different perspective on the political situation in Freeland. More importantly, 

Jennifer’s characterization is directly linked to Reverend Holt in the narrative and the 

visual representation. With this support, Jennifer reclaims her political stance and 

chooses to join Black Lightning’s team to collectively resist the ASA and the Markovian 

threat. At the core of this transition is the conflict with the current “post-racial” moment, 

in which colorblind racists frame race as less relevant in shaping the experiences of 

racialized people in the US. Jennifer’s transition points to the messy and confusing 

reawakening of the collective political moment. The white washing of Black resistance in 

the 1960s, alongside the adoption of Black respectability as a strategy for racial reform, 

created a barrier to Black liberation. Lightning deflects the post-racial assumption that the 

United States transcended race altogether by transitioning into a highly politicized 

activist. However, eventually she reclaims her position on Black Lightning’s team, 

maintaining a new status quo that acknowledges racism’s significant impact on racialized 
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communities, but continues to work within a justice system that has previously failed to 

provide true equality to Black people. 

The evocation of Black civil religion reasserts the main superheroes’ racialized 

Americanness by drawing on Black Christianity as a framework that fits well within the 

broader American civil religious generic Christianity. Through the characterizations of 

the superheroes, specifically their explicit and implicit connections to the Black Church 

and Reverend Holt, articulate a specific form of American civil religion that draws 

primarily on the racialized experiences and Black history to critique the dominantly white 

American culture, yet at the same time constructing an American national identity that 

maintains a sense of an American national identity. Each of the three characters’ 

connections with Black civil religion point to important aspects of how Black civil 

religion functions. Jefferson’s Talented Tenthism earns him the title Black Jesus which 

points to the assimilationist nature of the Black Church. Anissa’s characterization, 

particularly in her Black Bird superheroic identity, sheds light on Black civil religion’s 

oppositional nature that departs from the generic whiteness of American civil religion. 

Finally, the Black civil religious sentiment is most evident in Jennifer’s characterization, 

particularly in the show’s continuous return to ancestral strength and knowledge that 

should be passed down to the next generation. The show mediates different forms of 

Black religious faith but upholds Black Christianity as the normative religion. Future 

research can focus more specifically on the function that different Black religions plays 

on the show, particularly in how it locates the villains and other characters within or 

outside this normative structure. 
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All four superheroes articulate different iterations of Black Americanness within 

the boundaries of the superhero. Future research could also consider the representations 

of the supervillains and supporting characters, including Tobias Whale, Lala, and Lady 

Eve, all of whom also engage with Black politics in the superhero. Some point to 

different strategies of Black resistance and the limits of respectability as a strategy in 

conflict with radicalism. Moreover, this research was concerned with the representation 

of one character in each of the chapters, but there is room for future research to consider 

and analyze groups characters together. Jefferson’s relationship with Gambi and the 

characterization of Lynn Stewart can offer deeper insight into Black respectability 

politics. A more in-depth analysis of Grace Choi and her relationship with Anissa will 

shed light on the representations of racialized queer identities in the superhero. Khalil 

Payne/Painkiller, students of Garfield High, and racialized metahumans imprisoned at the 

ASA facility also experience Jennifer’s political reawakening and negotiate post-

racialism differently. Rather than focusing on the journeys of each of the four 

superheroes individually, situating them among a group of supporting characters can 

further illuminate how this show engages with complex, intersectional issues of race and 

with Black political thought. Finally, future research ought to situate Black Lightning 

among the Arrowverse and other superhero television adaptation for a deeper 

engagement with the social and political environments that aid in the (re)creation of 

superhero characters, storylines, and settings. 

Black Lightning (2018) directly engages and negotiates Black politics in the US. 

Not only does the show evoke Black Lives Matter in its depiction of violence against 

Black people and the protests in resistance to the 100 Gang, but it is also evident in the 
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characterization of the four superheroes examined in this thesis. Both Anissa and Jennifer 

resist Jefferson’s limiting strategies and moral code, each in her own way. Black Bird is 

clearly more radical and perhaps more hopeful in light of the limits of the superhero. Yet 

even her characterization is framed within the non-violent/violent binary without offering 

a proper take on the question of violence in terms of resistance. Moreover, Jennifer’s 

characterization engages directly with post-racialism, but returns and remains in line with 

Black Lightning’s mission rather than Black Bird’s mission. Within the limits of the 

superhero genre, one that strives to achieve justice, a Black superhero is always limited to 

the boundaries of whiteness regardless of racial politics. While the political strategies 

represented by Jefferson, Anissa, and Jennifer are diverse and differ from one another, 

they cannot escape the fundamental conservatism of the superhero genre. 
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