Black History Month Hidden Figures

Black History Month Hidden Figures celebrates the often-overlooked contributions of African Americans
throughout history. While many achievements are well-documented, there exists a plethora of "hidden
figures" whose stories remain underappreciated or entirely unknown. These individuals have made
significant strides in various fields, from science and technology to civil rights and the arts. In this
article, we will explore the importance of recognizing these hidden figures during Black History Month,

spotlight notable figures, and discuss the impact of their contributions on society.

The Importance of Black History Month

Black History Month serves as a dedicated time to reflect on and honor the achievements, struggles,

and experiences of African Americans. It is vital for several reasons:

1. Recognition: It provides a platform to recognize the contributions of African Americans who have
shaped history.
2. Education: The month promotes educational initiatives that can enlighten individuals about the often-

overlooked narratives of black history.



3. Inspiration: Learning about these figures can inspire new generations to pursue their dreams and
advocate for social justice.
4. Community: It fosters a sense of community and belonging among African Americans and their

allies.

Understanding Hidden Figures

The term "hidden figures" refers to individuals whose contributions have been overshadowed or
forgotten in the larger narrative of history. The concept gained mainstream attention with the
publication of the book "Hidden Figures" by Margot Lee Shetterly and the subsequent film adaptation,
which highlighted the lives of African American women mathematicians at NASA during the Space

Race.

Characteristics of Hidden Figures

Hidden figures often share certain characteristics:

- Underrepresentation: They belong to groups that have been marginalized in society, leading to a lack
of recognition.

- Groundbreaking Work: They often achieve groundbreaking work in their fields, yet their contributions
go unnoticed.

- Resilience: Many have faced systemic barriers and discrimination but have persevered to make

significant impacts.

Notable Hidden Figures in History

As we dive into the stories of various hidden figures, it is essential to understand their contributions



and the barriers they overcame.

1. Katherine Johnson

Katherine Johnson was a mathematician whose calculations were critical to the success of the United

States' early spaceflights.

- Background: Born in 1918 in West Virginia, Johnson showed exceptional mathematical talent from a
young age.

- Career at NASA: She began working at NASA in 1953, where she calculated trajectories, launch
windows, and emergency return paths for many missions, including the Apollo 11 moon landing.

- Legacy: Johnson's work not only contributed to significant advancements in space exploration but

also broke gender and racial barriers in STEM fields.

2. Dorothy Vaughan

Dorothy Vaughan was another brilliant mathematician and computer programmer whose work at NASA

was crucial.

- Pioneering Work: Vaughan was one of the first African American women to work at NASA and
became an expert in FORTRAN, a programming language.

- Leadership: She led a team of women who were tasked with programming the first electronic
computers at NASA, helping to usher in the computer age.

- Recognition: Vaughan's contributions were largely unrecognized during her lifetime, but she is now

celebrated as a pioneer in computing.



3. Mary Jackson

Mary Jackson was an aerospace engineer who broke barriers as the first African American female

engineer at NASA.

- Education: Jackson had to take additional courses to qualify for her engineering position, overcoming
numerous obstacles.

- Advocacy: Beyond her engineering work, she advocated for women and minorities in STEM, working
tirelessly to create opportunities for others.

- Impact: Jackson's legacy is a testament to the power of perseverance and advocacy for equality in

the workplace.

4. Bessie Coleman

Bessie Coleman was the first African American woman to earn a pilot's license.

- Early Life: Born in 1892 in Texas, Coleman faced racism and sexism but was determined to become
a pilot.

- Flight School: She moved to France to study aviation, as no flight schools in the United States would
accept her.

- Legacy: Coleman became a famous stunt pilot and used her fame to advocate for African American

participation in aviation, paving the way for future pilots.

5. Henrietta Lacks

Henrietta Lacks was an African American woman whose cells were used without her consent for

medical research.



- HelLa Cells: Her cancer cells, known as Hela cells, became one of the most important tools in
medicine, contributing to numerous breakthroughs, including the development of the polio vaccine.
- Ethical Issues: Lacks' story raises important ethical questions regarding medical consent and the
exploitation of African American bodies in research.

- Recognition: Her legacy has led to increased awareness about ethics in medical research and the

importance of informed consent.

The Impact of Recognizing Hidden Figures

Recognizing hidden figures during Black History Month has profound implications:

1. Broadening Historical Narratives

Acknowledging the contributions of hidden figures allows for a more comprehensive understanding of

history. It challenges the traditional narratives that often overlook the roles of marginalized individuals.

2. Inspiring Future Generations

Stories of hidden figures can serve as powerful inspiration for young people, particularly those from

underrepresented backgrounds. They show that success is attainable, regardless of societal barriers.

3. Encouraging Diversity and Inclusion

Highlighting the contributions of hidden figures can encourage diversity and inclusion in various fields.

It emphasizes the need for diverse voices and perspectives in shaping our society.



Conclusion

Black History Month is not only a time to celebrate well-known figures but also an opportunity to
unearth the stories of hidden figures who have played pivotal roles in shaping history. By recognizing
individuals like Katherine Johnson, Dorothy Vaughan, Mary Jackson, Bessie Coleman, and Henrietta

Lacks, we can broaden our understanding of the past and inspire future generations.

As we reflect on the contributions of these remarkable individuals, it is crucial to acknowledge that
history is made by many voices, and every story deserves to be told. Recognizing hidden figures not
only honors their legacy but also enriches our collective understanding of the struggles and triumphs
that define the African American experience. This Black History Month, let us commit to uncovering
and celebrating these hidden figures, ensuring that their contributions are recognized and remembered

for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who are the 'Hidden Figures' referred to in the context of Black

History Month?

The 'Hidden Figures' refers to a group of African American women mathematicians who worked at
NASA during the Space Race, particularly Katherine Johnson, Dorothy Vaughan, and Mary Jackson,

who played crucial roles in calculating trajectories for space missions.

What impact did the 'Hidden Figures' have on the space program?

The 'Hidden Figures' made significant contributions to the success of early space missions, including
John Glenn's orbital flight in 1962, by providing essential calculations that ensured safe and accurate

launches and landings.



How has the story of the 'Hidden Figures' been popularized in recent

years?

The story of the 'Hidden Figures' gained widespread attention through the 2016 book by Margot Lee
Shetterly and the subsequent film adaptation, which highlighted their achievements and the racial and

gender barriers they overcame.

What lessons can be learned from the 'Hidden Figures' during Black

History Month?

The story of the 'Hidden Figures' teaches important lessons about resilience, the importance of
diversity in STEM fields, and how recognizing and celebrating contributions from all individuals can

lead to greater innovation and success.

How can educators incorporate the story of the 'Hidden Figures' into

Black History Month curriculum?

Educators can incorporate the story of the 'Hidden Figures' by creating lesson plans that focus on their
contributions to science and technology, discussing the historical context of racial segregation, and

encouraging students to explore the importance of diversity in their own fields of interest.
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