
Hidden Figures In Black History

Hidden figures in black history are often overshadowed by more prominent figures in
the narratives we learn in schools and through media. However, the contributions of
countless individuals have shaped society, science, arts, and politics. This article delves into
the lives and achievements of some of these remarkable yet lesser-known figures,
highlighting their importance and the impact they had on the world.

Understanding Hidden Figures

The term "hidden figures" refers to individuals whose contributions have been overlooked
or forgotten in mainstream historical narratives. While many black historical figures are
celebrated, a wealth of others made significant achievements, often in the face of systemic
racism and societal challenges. Recognizing these hidden figures is crucial for a more
inclusive view of history.

The Importance of Recognizing Hidden Figures

Bringing hidden figures to light serves several purposes:

1. Broadening Historical Perspectives: It allows us to see a more nuanced understanding of
history that includes diverse experiences and achievements.

2. Inspiring Future Generations: Learning about the contributions of these individuals can



motivate young people, particularly those from underrepresented backgrounds, to pursue
their goals.

3. Recognizing Systemic Inequities: Highlighting the struggles and successes of hidden
figures underscores the barriers faced by marginalized communities throughout history.

Notable Hidden Figures in Black History

Here is a list of some incredible individuals who have made significant contributions but
have often been overlooked:

Mary Jackson - An engineer and mathematician, Jackson was one of the first African-
American women to work at NASA. Her work in the early days of the space program
helped pave the way for future generations of scientists and engineers.

Henrietta Lacks - While not a scientist herself, Lacks' cells, known as HeLa cells,
became one of the most important tools in medicine. Her story raises ethical
questions about medical research and consent.

Bayard Rustin - A key figure in the American civil rights movement, Rustin was
instrumental in organizing the 1963 March on Washington. Yet, his contributions are
often downplayed due to his sexual orientation.

Claudette Colvin - Before Rosa Parks, Colvin, a teenager at the time, refused to give
up her bus seat, sparking a legal challenge against segregation laws. Her story is a
powerful testament to early activism.

Dr. Charles Drew - A pioneering African-American surgeon and medical researcher,
Drew developed techniques for blood storage and transfusion, which were crucial
during World War II.

Mary Jackson: The Engineer Who Broke Barriers

Mary Jackson’s journey exemplifies the challenges faced by black women in STEM fields.
Born in 1921 in Hampton, Virginia, she showed an early interest in mathematics and
science. After earning her degree in mathematics and physical science, she began working
at the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA), which later became NASA.

Throughout her career, Jackson fought against racial and gender discrimination in the
workplace. She became NASA's first black female engineer in 1958, and her contributions
to aerodynamics were crucial in the success of several space missions. Jackson’s legacy
continues to inspire young women of color to pursue careers in science and engineering.



Henrietta Lacks: The Mother of Modern Medicine

Henrietta Lacks, an African-American woman from Virginia, unknowingly contributed to
science in a way that would revolutionize medical research. In 1951, Lacks was diagnosed
with cervical cancer, and during her treatment, doctors took a sample of her tumor cells
without her knowledge. These cells were found to have remarkable regenerative abilities,
leading to the creation of the HeLa cell line.

HeLa cells have been used in countless medical breakthroughs, including the development
of the polio vaccine, cancer research, and gene mapping. However, Lacks’ story also raises
ethical issues regarding consent and the exploitation of black bodies in medical research,
highlighting the complex relationship between race and science.

Bayard Rustin: The Architect of Nonviolence

Bayard Rustin was a master strategist and organizer for the civil rights movement. Born in
1912 in West Chester, Pennsylvania, Rustin was an openly gay man during a time when
homosexuality was largely stigmatized. Despite facing discrimination for both his race and
sexual orientation, he played a crucial role in many pivotal events in the civil rights
movement.

Rustin is perhaps best known for organizing the 1963 March on Washington, where Martin
Luther King Jr. delivered his iconic "I Have a Dream" speech. His commitment to nonviolent
protest and social justice was instrumental in shaping the strategies of the civil rights
movement. His contributions have only recently begun to receive the recognition they
deserve.

Claudette Colvin: The Unsung Hero of the Civil Rights
Movement

Claudette Colvin made history on March 2, 1955, when, at just 15 years old, she refused to
give up her bus seat to a white passenger in Montgomery, Alabama. Her act of defiance
occurred nine months before Rosa Parks' more widely recognized protest. Colvin was
arrested and faced backlash in her community, which discouraged her from being a public
figure.

Despite the challenges, Colvin's bravery played a pivotal role in the Montgomery Bus
Boycott. Her story highlights the often-overlooked contributions of young activists and the
importance of grassroots movements in the fight for civil rights.

Dr. Charles Drew: A Pioneer in Blood Transfusion

Dr. Charles Drew, born in 1904 in Washington, D.C., was a pioneering African-American
surgeon and medical researcher. He developed innovative techniques for blood storage and



transfusion, which significantly improved medical practices during World War II. Drew’s
work led to the establishment of blood banks, saving countless lives.

Despite his groundbreaking contributions to medicine, Drew faced racial discrimination and
was often marginalized in his field. His legacy is one of resilience and determination,
serving as an inspiration for future generations of medical professionals.

The Impact of Hidden Figures on Society

The contributions of hidden figures in black history have profoundly influenced various
sectors, including:

1. Science and Medicine: Figures like Henrietta Lacks and Dr. Charles Drew have advanced
our understanding of human biology and medical practices, with lasting impacts on
healthcare.

2. Civil Rights: Activists such as Bayard Rustin and Claudette Colvin have laid the
groundwork for social justice movements, advocating for equality and nonviolent protest.

3. Education and STEM: Mary Jackson’s achievements inspire young women, particularly
girls of color, to pursue careers in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics,
fields that still lack diversity.

Conclusion: Recognizing and Honoring Hidden Figures

The stories of hidden figures in black history remind us that history is not merely a
collection of famous names and events; it is also made up of countless individuals whose
contributions have shaped the world. By acknowledging and honoring these figures, we can
foster a more inclusive understanding of history, inspire future generations, and continue
the fight for equality and justice.

As we reflect on the past, let us not forget the hidden figures whose legacies continue to
impact society today, ensuring that their stories are told and celebrated.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Katherine Johnson and what was her
contribution to NASA?
Katherine Johnson was a mathematician whose calculations of orbital mechanics were
critical to the success of the first U.S. manned spaceflights. She worked at NASA and was
instrumental in the early days of the space program, including the trajectory analysis for
John Glenn's 1962 orbital flight.



What role did Dorothy Vaughan play at NASA?
Dorothy Vaughan was an African American mathematician and one of the first female
supervisors at NASA. She led a group of African American women who worked as 'human
computers' and later became an expert in FORTRAN programming, which was essential for
early computer programming at the agency.

Who was Mary Jackson and how did she influence the
field of engineering?
Mary Jackson was the first African American woman to work as an engineer at NASA. She
played a pivotal role in advocating for women in engineering and worked to help other
women of color pursue careers in STEM fields.

What impact did the work of the 'West Computers' have
on the space race?
The 'West Computers', a group of African American women mathematicians at NASA's
Langley Research Center, provided essential calculations for aeronautics and space
missions, significantly contributing to the U.S. space race and laying the groundwork for
future advancements in space exploration.

Who was Benjamin Banneker and what were his major
accomplishments?
Benjamin Banneker was a free African American almanac author, surveyor, and farmer. He
is known for his work in astronomy, his published almanacs that included astronomical
calculations, and his involvement in the surveying of the original borders of Washington,
D.C.

What was the significance of the contributions of the
Buffalo Soldiers?
The Buffalo Soldiers were African American soldiers who served in the U.S. Army after the
Civil War. They played a crucial role in the westward expansion and were involved in
various conflicts, helping to shape the history of the American military and civil rights.

How did Ella Baker influence the civil rights movement?
Ella Baker was a prominent civil rights activist who emphasized grassroots organizing and
the importance of local leadership. She played a key role in the formation of the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and advocated for a participatory approach to
activism.

What was the significance of the 442nd Regimental
Combat Team during World War II?
The 442nd Regimental Combat Team was composed primarily of Japanese Americans,
many of whom were second-generation immigrants. They became one of the most
decorated units for their size and length of service in U.S. military history, demonstrating



loyalty despite facing discrimination and internment.

Who was Fannie Lou Hamer and what did she fight for?
Fannie Lou Hamer was a civil rights leader known for her work in voter registration and her
powerful speeches advocating for African American voting rights. She co-founded the
Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party and was a key figure in the fight against racial
discrimination in voting.

What was the role of the Freedom Riders in the civil
rights movement?
The Freedom Riders were civil rights activists who rode interstate buses into the
segregated southern United States to challenge the non-enforcement of Supreme Court
decisions that ruled segregated public buses unconstitutional. Their actions drew national
attention to the civil rights movement and helped spur further legislation.
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Uncover the inspiring stories of hidden figures in Black history who shaped our world. Learn more
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