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Hidden Figures is a powerful film that tells the extraordinary story of three African-American
women—Katherine Johnson, Dorothy Vaughan, and Mary Jackson—who played pivotal roles at NASA
during the early years of the U.S. space program. Directed by Theodore Melfi and released in 2016,
this film not only highlights the achievements of these remarkable women but also sheds light on the
broader themes of race, gender, and perseverance in the face of adversity. This viewing guide aims to
enhance your experience as you watch the film, providing insights into its historical context, character
analysis, and thematic elements.

Understanding the Historical Context

To appreciate the significance of Hidden Figures, it's crucial to understand the historical backdrop in
which the story unfolds. The film is set during the 1960s, a time of intense racial segregation and
discrimination in the United States. Here are some key historical points to consider:

e The Civil Rights Movement: The 1960s marked a pivotal era in the struggle for civil rights.
The film’s characters navigate a world where segregation laws dictate their daily lives,
impacting their education and professional opportunities.

* The Space Race: Following the launch of Sputnik by the Soviet Union in 1957, the U.S. was in
a race to assert its technological and scientific dominance. NASA's efforts to send a man to the
moon were both a political and scientific challenge.

e Women in STEM: While the film focuses on African-American women, it also highlights the
broader issue of women's underrepresentation in science, technology, engineering, and



mathematics (STEM) fields during this time.

Understanding these historical elements adds depth to the characters' struggles and triumphs,
providing a richer viewing experience.

Character Analysis

The film revolves around the lives of three remarkable women. Each character's story is intertwined
with the others, and together they embody resilience and brilliance in the face of systemic obstacles.

Katherine Johnson

Katherine Johnson, portrayed by Taraji P. Henson, is a mathematical prodigy whose calculations were
critical to the success of NASA's early space missions, including John Glenn's orbit around Earth. Key
aspects of her character include:

¢ Intelligence and Skill: Katherine's exceptional mathematical abilities are acknowledged by
her peers, yet she faces significant challenges due to her race and gender.

e Breaking Barriers: Katherine's determination to contribute to the mission leads her to
confront institutional biases, exemplified by her demand to attend meetings with white male

colleagues.

* Personal Struggles: Katherine also grapples with her role as a mother and the societal
expectations placed upon her, showcasing her multidimensionality.

Dorothy Vaughan

Dorothy Vaughan, played by Octavia Spencer, is a brilliant mathematician and the first African-
American supervisor at NASA. Her character represents the theme of leadership and empowerment:

e Advocacy for Others: Dorothy is keenly aware of the need for her team to adapt to changing
technologies, particularly the shift toward computer programming.

¢ Mentorship: She takes on the role of a mentor, teaching her colleagues how to program the
new IBM computer, thus ensuring their relevance in a rapidly evolving workplace.

» Self-Advocacy: Dorothy's journey is one of self-advocacy as she fights for recognition and
opportunities for her and her peers.



Mary Jackson

Mary Jackson, portrayed by Janelle Monade, is an aspiring engineer who faces both racial and gender-
based barriers in her quest to achieve her dreams. Key aspects of her character include:

* Passion for Engineering: Mary's determination to become an engineer drives her to seek out
further education, even when faced with legal obstacles due to segregation.

* Breaking Down Barriers: Her journey reflects the broader fight for women in engineering and
inspires others around her to challenge societal norms.

* Personal Sacrifices: Mary struggles to balance her professional ambitions with her
responsibilities as a mother, highlighting the challenges faced by working women.

Thematic Elements

Hidden Figures explores several powerful themes that resonate with audiences on multiple levels:

Race and Gender Equality

The film powerfully addresses the intersection of race and gender, showcasing how systemic
discrimination affects the lives of the main characters. The struggles they face are emblematic of the
broader societal challenges encountered by women of color, making their achievements all the more
significant.

Perseverance and Resilience

The characters embody resilience in the face of adversity. Their determination to succeed despite
numerous obstacles serves as a source of inspiration for viewers. This theme is woven throughout the
film, from their professional achievements at NASA to their personal sacrifices and triumphs.

Friendship and Solidarity

The bond between Katherine, Dorothy, and Mary is central to the narrative. The film highlights the
importance of support systems and community, showcasing how their friendship empowers them to
overcome challenges. Their collaboration emphasizes the idea that collective action can lead to
significant change.



Viewing Tips

To enhance your viewing experience of Hidden Figures, consider the following tips:

1. Watch with Friends or Family: Sharing the experience can lead to meaningful discussions
about the film's themes and historical context.

2. Take Notes: Jot down key moments or quotes that resonate with you. This can deepen your
understanding and appreciation of the characters' journeys.

3. Research the Historical Figures: After watching the film, take some time to read more about
Katherine Johnson, Dorothy Vaughan, and Mary Jackson. Their real-life stories are even more
inspiring than depicted in the film.

4. Explore Related Documentaries: Consider watching documentaries or reading books that
delve deeper into the history of NASA and the contributions of African-American women in STEM
fields.

Conclusion

Hidden Figures is more than just a film; it is a celebration of the unrecognized contributions of women
of color in the history of science and technology. By bringing attention to the stories of Katherine
Johnson, Dorothy Vaughan, and Mary Jackson, the film serves as a reminder of the importance of
diversity and inclusion in all fields. As you watch, reflect on the themes of perseverance, friendship,
and equality, and consider how these elements resonate in today's world. This viewing guide aims to
enrich your experience and appreciation of a film that inspires and educates, inviting you to consider
the hidden figures in your own life and society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Hidden Figures'?

The main themes of 'Hidden Figures' include racial and gender equality, perseverance in the face of
adversity, and the importance of teamwork and collaboration in achieving success.

How does 'Hidden Figures' portray the challenges faced by
African American women in the 1960s?

The film highlights systemic racism and sexism through the experiences of its main characters,
showcasing the barriers they had to overcome in their professional lives at NASA, including
discrimination, segregation, and lack of recognition.



What role did mathematics play in the storyline of 'Hidden
Figures'?

Mathematics is central to the storyline, as the main characters are brilliant mathematicians who
contribute significantly to NASA's space missions, using their skills to solve complex equations that
are critical for the success of the launches.

Why is 'Hidden Figures' considered an important film in
contemporary discussions about diversity?

The film is important because it sheds light on the contributions of underrepresented groups in
history, particularly women of color, and serves as a powerful reminder of the ongoing struggle for
equality and recognition in STEM fields.

What impact did 'Hidden Figures' have on public awareness of
the contributions of women at NASA?

The film increased public awareness and recognition of the significant, yet often overlooked,
contributions of African American women in the space program, inspiring a new generation to
consider careers in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics.
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Explore our comprehensive Hidden Figures viewing guide to enhance your film experience. Discover
fascinating insights and behind-the-scenes details. Learn more!
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