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In an August 1949 Look magazine article—"Has Science Conquered the 
Color Line?"—NAACP Executive Secretary Walter White pondered the social 
implications of monobenzyl ether of hydroquinone, an antioxidant used in rub­
ber and plastics manufacturing that had recently been found to remove melanin 
from human skin.1 Government investigators had publicly identified this effect 
in 1940, after investigating complaints by black and Mexican workers at a Texas 
tannery who developed pale patches of skin on their hands, arms and torsos 
because of the presence of hydroquinone in their protective gloves.2 Hydro­
quinone would eventually be used medicinally to treat severe forms of vitiligo 
(a disease involving the progressive loss of melanin which makes one's skin 
appear mottled) by removing the remaining melanin from patients' skin, thus 
evening out their skin tone. It has also been used as a fading compound to treat 
different kinds of localized hyper-pigmentations and is still found in often-dan­
gerous skin lightening cosmetic products sold to people with dark complexions 
across the globe.3 

In 1949, however, the ultimate medical, cosmetic, and social impacts of 
hydroquinone were still unknown. White wrote his article after traveling to 
Chicago to meet with scientists engaged in research on the substance.4 After­
wards, he took it upon himself to speculate on its future in ways that echoed 
George Schuyler's 1931 prototypical black science fiction novel Black No More, 
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in which Dr. Junius Crookman, a fictional Harlem physician, devises a way to 
induce vitiligo "at will" and "solve the American race problem" by turning dark 
skins pale.5 Unfortunately for White, his speculations, which might be described 
as a bad piece of journalism that degenerated into an involuntary piece of sci­
ence fiction, rendered him a lightning rod for criticism. For the civil rights leader 
seemed to suggest that hydroquinone provided a solution to the problems of 
segregation, racism, and colonialism in the post-World War II world by en­
abling non-white peoples to bleach their skins. 

White's article baffled his contemporaries. Not only did he seem to be ad­
vocating an absurd, demeaning, and physically damaging political strategy; some 
were also struck by the irony that the comments about hydroquinone came from 
the blond-haired, blue-eyed Executive Secretary of the NAACP. Early in his 
tenure with the organization, White had been sent to the South to gather infor­
mation for the organization's anti-lynching crusade and did so, risking his life in 
the process, by passing as a white traveling salesman. His career as a "race 
man" and his leadership of the NAACP since 1931 both affirmed as well as 
called into question definitions of racial identity, which in turn prompted ques­
tions about his role at the organization's helm.6 

White was at something of a personal and professional crossroads even 
before the publication of the article. He took a leave of absence from the NAACP 
effective on June 1,1949. He had suffered a heart attack in 1947 and since then 
had struggled with poor health. His doctors had suggested that he cut back his 
activities to prolong his life. White originally asked to take his leave in late 
1948, but the NAACP asked him to delay it. Subsequently, he asked to resign on 
the basis of his heart condition, but the NAACP board would not accept that 
request either. Eventually, the organization allowed him to take a one-year leave 
of absence, with a decision on his return as leader to be deferred to the follow­
ing year. (He was eventually reinstated as Secretary after some debate.) During 
his leave of absence White pursued with greater enthusiasm his alternative ca­
reer as a public speaker and opinion maker, agent of postwar U.S. diplomacy, 
and black/white intermediary. At this moment, when powerful corporate, state, 
and civic interests were increasingly invested in resolving, at least on the sur­
face, some of the profound discrepancies between the ostensibly egalitarian 
ideals of the United States and its systems of racial exclusion, they looked to 
relatively "safe" black public intellectuals for guidance. A few years earlier 
White had begun writing a syndicated newspaper column for the white press, 
with the New York Herald-Tribune as his primary outlet. Shortly after his leave 
began, White traveled the globe as a participant in an NBC-sponsored Round 
the World Town Meeting of the Air, a series of radio broadcasts championing 
the United States' leadership in the postwar world.7 

Rumors abounded, however, that the underlying reason for White's leave 
from the NAACP was not his health but his recent announcement that he was 
divorcing his African American wife, Gladys, and had become engaged to Poppy 
Cannon, a prominent white socialite and South African Jew by birth, with whom 
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he had recently reignited a romance begun during the 1930s. His marriage to 
Cannon, one month after his leave began, raised questions for his family, NAACP 
board members, and the broader African American public about whether he had 
outlived his usefulness as a "race leader." For some, "Has Science Conquered 
the Color Line?" confirmed such suspicions.8 

White's motivations for publishing this piece remain something of a mys­
tery and, as such, invite speculation. It would be easy to assume that White's 
experiences and privilege as a black person who could pass for white fueled a 
view that entrenched racial hierarchies could be dismantled so easily and super­
ficially. His biographer Kenneth Janken rejects the "tempting" conclusion that 
"Has Science Conquered the Color Line?" was a "public admission of what he 
had always privately believed... that he wanted to be white," by noting White's 
repeated, "extra efforts to accentuate his solidarity and identification with the 
African American people." He suggests instead that White's piece is a rather 
inconsequential piece of journalism that is best understood as a "mischievous" 
attempt to "bollix up a raft of his tormentors on both sides of the color line" and 
establish a "maverick" reputation for himself to further his alternative career as 
a paid consultant and opinion maker. Indeed, White and Cannon soon took over 
the syndication of his column, and correspondence indicates that White was 
trying to get it placed in Look publisher Gardner Cowles' stable of newspapers. 
Thus, "Has Science Conquered the Color Line?" may have well been a pro­
vocative first step toward convincing Cowles of White's legitimacy as an expert 
on race unafraid to take on controversy.9 

What I will argue, however, is that, whatever White's professional motiva­
tions, the ideas embedded in "Has Science Conquered the Color Line?" and 
especially in a somewhat longer, unpublished version of the piece, the reso­
nances of these ideas with other bits of White's public commentary, and re­
sponses to the Look article by black leaders and lay people alike—all give in­
sight into some of the political and moral dilemmas revolving around race, sci­
ence, and civil and human rights during the immediate postwar period. More­
over, they illustrate how a scientific, political, and moral imperative to abandon 
racial thinking had entered African American political and popular discourse by 
the end of the 1940s. This imperative emanated from decades of research seek­
ing to debunk race as a biological category, and it was given new immediacy by 
both the horrors of Nazi racial science put into practice and a post-Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki faith in science, technology, and rational thought as vehicles by 
which to overcome the problems of the world (the racist and genocidal applica­
tions of the bombing notwithstanding). The notion that race was irrational and 
irrelevant was increasingly prominent, albeit in complicated ways, through the 
1940s within a broader, transnational context of academic writing, journalistic 
reportage, and the rhetoric of statecraft. But it had a particular and no less com­
plicated resonance among African Americans during the immediate post-World 
War II era. 
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White's article and the controversies it elicited demonstrate how dilemmas 
around race and rights, conditioned by scientific research on race, were, in fact, 
significant components of black racial formations at mid-century. The impera­
tive to move beyond race affected other political and personal choices—for 
example, national versus international affiliation, the primacy of race or class in 
social analysis, integrationist versus nationalist civil rights agendas, race con­
sciousness versus color blindness in personal deportment and interpersonal re­
lations—facing African Americans. And it caused people to ponder the useful­
ness of the sense of black virtue that constituted their own understanding of 
what it meant to be human. 

This essay moves next to an assessment of "Has Science Conquered the 
Color Line?" and issues that arose as White, a middle-class "race man" capable 
of passing as white, tried to debunk the idea that race had a biological basis 
while maintaining a link to his racial community. The investigation continues 
by examining the controversy surrounding White's piece, which demonstrates 
how political leaders and lay people alike addressed the limitations and value in 
racial affiliation and racial transcendence. In the process, it explores some of 
the conceptual and political questions about race, science, and rights that emerged 
as black leaders like White contemplated the Faustian bargain of linking do­
mestic civil rights struggles to U.S. foreign policy goals and a concomitant ethos 
of color blindness. The conclusion revisits the idea that engagements with sci­
entific accounts of race were significant to African American racial formations 
at mid-century, and it ponders the implications of these engagements in light of 
scholarly claims about the importance of black political cultures and racial dis­
courses during this period. 

Black No More? 

An extant, unpublished draft of "Has Science Conquered the Color Line?" 
provides the fullest insight into White's perspective on the social implications 
of hydroquinone. As White himself tried to point out later, it provides a more 
nuanced and less advocative take on its subject than the article published in 
Look. White began the draft by quoting atomic scientist Leo Szilard, who called 
hydroquinone "a more explosive discovery than the atom bomb." Drawing from 
existing research, which demonstrated hydroquinone's ability to lighten human 
skin, White readily admitted that questions remained regarding side effects, the 
dangers associated with depigmentation, and the success and permanence of 
the treatment. But even as he failed to present any information indicating that 
this, or any other known substance, could be used to darken one's skin, White 
optimistically predicted that within two to ten years a substance would be avail­
able that might enable a human being "to adjust his pigmentation according to 
his needs or desires which, in a world made up of two-thirds non-white and one-
third white peoples, may shatter the color line and the dangerous racism it has 
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Figure 1: Walter White, in a 1942 portrait by Gordon Parks. Courtesy 
Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, FSA/OWI Collection, 
[LC-USF34-013344-C] 

created around the world as explosively and basically as Dr. Szilard believes it 
will."10 

White next set out to "present some of the racial, social, economic, and 
political consequences which could develop when and if there is available a 
means of racial transformation at reasonable cost." White pointed to the impact 
on the cosmetics industry, possibly on the "multi-million dollar annual business 
of white people making themselves dark," and certainly, given hydroquinone's 
properties, on the market for skin bleaching creams in the black community. He 
also addressed the question of whether other physical markers would still de­
fine racial identities should people change their skin color. Hair would not be a 
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factor, he suggested, because a hair straightener "of very real permanence" had 
recently been discovered. Plastic surgery would take care of facial features.11 

White used this discussion of physiognomy to call into question the notion 
of embodied racial differences. "There is," White argued, "ample biological 
reason for the circumstance that there is far less difference in the features of 
Americans of various races than most of us imagine." Plastic surgery might not 
be necessary in the end, for America's fixation on "pigmentation" had obscured 
the fact that people of different "races" share facial features. He invited his 
readers to observe black people and white people in public places and to note 
that many of them had features purportedly belonging to members of the other 
group. Echoing Crevecoeur's Letters from an American Farmer (1782)—albeit 
in a more inclusive way—White suggested that society was moving "towards 
the creation of an American pattern of racial figures," stemming from the vari­
ety of "racial strains" in the United States, a long history of miscegenation and 
a centuries-long practice of "passing" by light-skinned blacks.12 

White next speculated about the broader social implications of chamele­
onic processes. One immediate question was whether black people would use 
hydroquinone. "Contrary to the beliefs of a number of fair-minded, prejudice-
free white Americans who know about monobenzyl hydroquinone," White wrote, 
"it is exceedingly doubtful if many of the fourteen-million identifiable Negroes 
in the United States would avail themselves of the opportunity to depigment 
their skins." For, even if race were a biological fiction, tangible modes of affili­
ation also defined black identities. Not only might people be loath to give up 
relationships with friends and family, but a sense of cultural community and a 
collective struggle for full citizenship also drew them together as a group. White 
quoted an unnamed "Negro editor," identified in the published version of the 
piece as John H. Sengstacke of the Chicago Defender. "Negroes are proud of 
their heritage and do not want to lose it by merging with the white world. They 
want first-class citizenship—not second-class—as Negroes. They are proud of 
the progress they have made against terrific odds toward attainment of that sta­
tus."13 

Moreover, White continued, the "destruction of the myth of white moral, 
military, and other superiority by World War II and the growing revolt against 
colonialism which is sweeping Asia and Africa can and may create a situation in 
certain areas of the world where it can be dangerous to have a white skin." So 
White reaffirmed his claim that "one of the major developments from the dis­
covery of monobenzyl hydroquinone may be scientific research to add instead 
of remove melanin from the skin."14 

White concluded by suggesting that once hydroquinone was "perfected and 
marketed," it could "affect more profoundly racial relations in the United States 
and throughout the world than any other scientific discovery to date." Quoting 
sociologist Louis Wirth, White averred that "the progress of civilization has 
been an enlargement of human freedom—or human choice," and he surmised 
that hydroquinone presented "a new avenue for enlarging the range of human 
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free choice." The logic of the piece suggested that such freedoms would come 
from a chemically-induced destabilization of racial categories and the mean­
ings and valuations embedded in them. The discovery might well usher in a new 
era, "where less importance will be placed upon skin color as a determinant of 
human ability and acceptance than has ever been true before." And at this mo­
ment of growing militancy by colored people throughout the globe, he sug­
gested that this scientific solution might be the only avenue for peace. "It re­
mains to be seen whether the ability to decrease or increase the amount of pig­
mentation in the human body will be used to create a world in which white and 
non-white peoples can live together in mutual respect or whether the dark world's 
resentment against exploitation and social disadvantage will burst into violent 
revolt against white racism."15 

White's comments in the article draft clearly speak to a faith in the power 
of science—encompassing in this case both applied technology and rational, 
objective inquiry—to disrupt racial hierarchies. Such views permeated public 
discourse in the United States and elsewhere during the 1940s, and they can be 
found in White's autobiography, A Man Called White, published a year before 
the Look article. There, White recognized the "magic in a white skin" and the 
"tragedy, loneliness, exile, in a black skin." "All race prejudice," he argued, 
with the exception of "that which is deliberately uttered in base attempts to gain 
political or economic advantage . . . is founded on one of the most absurd falla­
cies in all thought—the belief that there is a basic difference between a Negro 
and a white man." He noted recent work in biology, which had concluded, as 
one scientist put it, that "the saying 'We are all brothers under the skin ' . . . has 
a basis in scientific fact." He also pondered the impact on American race rela­
tions "if the skin of every Negro in America were suddenly to turn white." Would 
not the result, he asked, be that they would they would then be subject to the 
same "individual judgment in matters of abilities, energies, honesty, cleanli­
ness, as are whites?"16 

In both his autobiography and the article draft, White suggested a way out 
of the regime of what Paul Gilroy, following Frantz Fanon, calls 
"epidermalization" by pointing to a new configuration of the human outside an 
economy of racial difference: one that was rooted in the biological sameness of 
the human body under the skin.17 White drew upon growing scientific evidence 
to support the notion of human equality. Biologists, geneticists, and social sci­
entists (most famously anthropologist Franz Boas) had been challenging the 
biologistic foundations of white supremacy for decades and had sought cultural 
or environmental explanations for differences in human behavior or technologi­
cal development. Such avenues of inquiry took on added urgency in the 1930s 
and 1940s, as non-black researchers developed affinities for African American 
political struggles, black researchers established their authority in the scientific 
and social scientific debates, and all gained knowledge about and often de­
nounced Nazi racial theory put into practice.18 
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Such ideas were taken up by liberal opinion makers and antiracist activists 
alike, and they entered the public discourse more generally through the popu­
larity and influence of titles such as Ruth Benedict's Patterns of Culture (1934) 
and Race: Science and Politics (1940), Benedict and Gene Weltfîsh's The Races 
of Mankind(1943), M.F. Ashley Montagu's Man s Most Dangerous Myth: The 
Fallacy of Race ( 1942), and, of course, Gunnar Myrdal's An American Dilemma 
(1944). Myrdal's book drew heavily upon the existing work of and commis­
sioned new studies by various scholars, including African American members 
of the "Howard circle" like E. Franklin Frazier and Ralph Bunche, thus bring­
ing their work to a wider public. As Carey McWilliams summarized the situa­
tion in 1951: 

Encouraged by new scientific findings, the spokesmen for 
equality became increasingly insistent that the old barriers 
should be removed, and at the same time the defense of these 
barriers began to assume a ludicrous quality, shrill, falsetto, 
croaking. The more support these new scientific findings pro­
vided for the American creed of equality, the more interest 
they aroused—with the result that the myths formerly used to 
rationalize prejudiced attitudes have lost their power to co­
erce people's thinking about race relations.19 

Black Virtue in the Public Sphere 

Yet this scientific definition of human equality raised distinctive and press­
ing questions for African Americans at this historical moment, which was char­
acterized, as White put it, by "the destruction of the myth of white moral. . . 
superiority." There was indeed a strong hope that research proving a biological 
basis of human equality would undermine restrictive definitions of the human 
and instead grant a full spectrum of rights and moral treatment to people of 
color. But when White mentioned the anticipated resistance to using hydro-
quinone on the basis of group pride and a political demand for citizenship "as 
Negroes," he referenced the complex historical process by which black people 
had redefined race from a biological category into a cultural, ethnic, and politi­
cal one that served multiple purposes. 

Scholars have increasingly pointed to the 1940s as a critical moment in 
black political and social formations. Nikhil Pal Singh, for example, describes 
as coming to fruition during the 1940s, "the emergence of black people as a 
distinct people and a public—and the concomitant development of race as a 
political space."20 The development of this national, collective sense of self-
awareness and semi-autonomous political space—what he calls a "black public 
sphere" —was indeed a complicated process; it was a product of state recogni­
tion and protection (albeit minimal) of black interests, local and national black 
culture industries, and a series of black social movements that were increas-
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ingly urban, national, and at times transnational in their orientation. And it was 
anything but uniform in its composition, its self-conception, or its relationship 
to the notion of "race": 

To speak of an emergent black public sphere or black nation­
ality at the inception of the long civil rights era is not to en­
dorse a separatist politics of black nationalism, nor does it 
infer a singular or corporate racial identity; in fact, it may do 
the opposite. The modernity of the black public/nation may 
actually result from the very heterogeneity (in terms of re­
gion, occupation, class, and gender) increasingly arrayed and 
negotiated under the sign 'Negro,' or 'black,' as well as from 
a growing awareness of the lack of biological foundations for 
racial differentiation, and a widening of the means and scope 
of intraracial and interracial communication.21 

In other words, complex modes of affiliation and paths toward collective em­
powerment were in a sense moved forward by the partial unmooring of race 
from biology. But this freedom from the confines of race that enabled action 
and self-awareness necessarily brought with it questions about the basis of fu­
ture affiliation. 

White's piece referenced the way that the process of redefining race as 
something other than biology involved a rejection of racially-determined sys­
tems of morality that denied African Americans their humanity and, by exten­
sion, full citizenship. Often suggested instead was an alternative moral frame­
work, which located human worth not as a gift of skin color but as a product of 
a collective struggle for citizenship by minority subjects. Thus was black virtue 
made coterminous with human virtue. Of course, a significant feature of black 
thought, politics, and cultural production since the popularization of Boasian 
anthropology and other investigations challenging the scientific validity of race 
has been the tensions that have emerged when such studies have, by extension, 
called into question the basis of black virtue and redemptive constructions of 
black humanity. One can see this, for example, in the often-discussed work of 
W.E.B. Du Bois, who sought in various ways, beginning in the 1910s, to recon­
cile the freedoms promised by the scientific delegitimization of race with a 
retention of race as both a category of social analysis and as a collective sign of 
positive moral significance.22 As black people in the late 1930s and 1940s sought 
to incorporate the insights of scientific challenges to the idea of race, while 
maintaining and sometimes creating a sense of duty, honor, or ethical behavior 
that were also "arrayed and negotiated under the sign 'Negro' or 'black,'" they 
often found themselves facing a difficult philosophical conundrum. For the con­
verse of the end of race was the question of whether social realities—and, by 
extension, good works on the part of human beings with dark complexions— 
required a kind of pragmatic retention of the concept. 
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White himself seemed to be struggling with his own personal ethical-racial 
dilemma during this period, which was inflected with class and gender issues, 
as well as questions about the social status of black people in the United States 
and elsewhere. This is evident in his interrogation of his own racial identity in A 
Man Called White. For despite his rejection of race and his will to assimilation, 
he retains a black identity that is simultaneously beholden to the "one drop" rule 
and socially determined through good deeds. At the beginning of his autobiog­
raphy, he presents himself as "the paradox of the color line." "I am a Negro. My 
skin is white, my eyes are blue, my hair is blond. The traits of my race are 
nowhere visible upon me." Yet, he continues, "I am not white. There is nothing 
within my mind and heart which tempts me to think I am."23 

White poses the question of why he should remain a "Negro" when he 
could pass. His commitment to blackness, we soon find out, was solidified in 
his youth when his family barely escaped with their lives during the 1906 At­
lanta race riot. There and then he realized that biology, "invisible" as it was in 
his case, had defined him in the eyes of others as less than human. But White 
took solace that he was among the virtuous people, that his "mind and spirit 
were part of the races that had not fully awakened"; he was not a member of that 
group who were "made sick and murderous by pride" and "whose story is in the 
history of the world, a record of bloodshed, rapine, and pillage." Thus White 
retains an investment in juxtaposing his white skin and his black "mind and 
spirit," the latter of which is most attuned to what he describes at the end of his 
book as an essential "human kindness, decency, love . . . the only real thing in 
the world."24 

Science might indicate that there were no differences between races, yet 
the story of how White was, in a sense, embodied as black by the Atlanta lynch 
mob because of history, ancestry, and the application of the one-drop rule, dem­
onstrates how race continued to influence his consciousness. Moreover, his 
embrace of a virtuous black "mind and spirit" and his commitment to the "race" 
speak of an understanding of race at least as determinative to his thinking as the 
empiricist rejection of difference that contemporary biology provided. White 
was, in effect, responding simultaneously to the moral imperatives to denounce 
race, to claim his own humanity, and to define an identity from which to commit 
to serving "the race." 

Losing Face 

There is some indication in the autobiography that, as a cold warrior and a 
light-skinned black man, White saw his role as a race leader as somewhat pre­
carious given the developing color consciousness fueling civil rights struggles 
in the United States and anti-colonialist struggles abroad. He seemed to be wor­
ried that an increasingly militant, mass constituency might not recognize his 
blackness or adhere to the social authority or cautious political strategies put 
forth by elite leaders. Noting that "the end of the war brought many signs that 
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the patience of the Negro was wearing thin," White celebrated this when ex­
pressed in acceptable political activism but was critical of it when articulated in 
the "less commendable and often quite embarrassing... belligerence and surli­
ness of Negroes towards whites." White described instances where he himself 
was "the victim of such ill-will until I escaped from the situation or was forced 
to let it be known that I was not white."25 

This question of whether White could adequately serve "the race" also 
emerged as a significant issue in the controversy that followed publication of 
the article. Many in the African American community were already upset about 
his divorce from his African American wife, Gladys, and his marriage to Poppy 
Cannon. Carl Murphy, an NAACP board member and publisher of the Balti­
more Afro-American, for example, conducted a campaign in August of 1949 to 
oust White from his NAACP position during his leave. While Murphy said he 
had no problem personally with the marriage, he claimed that it had already 
created a situation in which White no longer had the support of the black com­
munity, according to a poll of "hundreds" of people in the Baltimore area.26 

Publication of the Look article added fuel to debates about White's leader­
ship. Members of the NAACP's leadership were not at all happy with White's 
article and generally viewed it as an embarrassment. Although some NAACP 
officials defended White's marriage—it was, after all, consistent with both the 
group's history of interracial leadership and membership as well as with their 
vision of equality—other officials thought that the combined effect of the mar­
riage and the article undermined his legitimacy as a leader. At the organization's 
meeting in October of 1949, the New York branch moved to oust White as 
Executive Secretary, a motion that was tabled by the NAACP board of direc­
tors.27 Meanwhile, the New York Amsterdam News, Baltimore Afro-American, 
and Chicago Defender reported that the article had raised questions among the 
African American public about White's capacity to head the organization.28 

When analyzing these responses to White, it must be noted that while his 
original draft suggested that the solution to the race problem lay in the destabi-
lization of racial categories stemming from increases or decreases in dermal 
pigmentation, the Look piece gave the impression that the leader of the NAACP 
was actually promoting the idea of mass skin bleaching as a viable means of 
letting black people "live like other Americans and be judged on their own 
merits." For starters, Look chose to run, between the title and the author's name 
and photograph, the teaser, "A revolutionary chemical compound has been dis­
covered that turns black skin light. When it is perfected, Negroes who use it 
could pass as white." The magazine added for emphasis two photographs of an 
attractive, bathing suit-clad young African American woman, the second of which 
was overexposed to lighten the model's skin tone. The caption raised the ques­
tion of whether "life [would] look brighter to her in the 'white man's world' if 
she changes the color of her skin." 

Moreover, the draft had two long paragraphs detailing the reasons why 
black people might not want to bleach their skins, but the Look piece's argu-
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ment against whitening was reduced to a short paragraph revolving around the 
Sengstacke quote regarding "first class citizenship . . . as Negroes." And even 
this quote was bracketed by two fairly strong statements in praise of what might 
be achieved through the use of hydroquinone as a skin lightener. The article 
noted, "For [African Americans], monobenzyl will provide a way to get the fair 
treatment they've always wanted." As a rejoinder to Sengstacke, it quoted Lena 
Home, who was not mentioned in the original: "This would be the greatest thing 
for world peace and race relations that has ever happened."29 There was no 
mention that one might want to darken one's skin in the context of "the destruc­
tion of the myth of white moral, military, and other superiority by World War II 
and the growing revolt against colonialism." Taken together, these changes in 
the Look version suggested that "a range of human free choice" would be achieved 
by embracing whiteness rather than by destabilizing racial categories. 

Beyond helping us to understand how out of favor White had fallen with 
segments of the African American public and his colleagues at the NAACP, 
reactions to the article, to White's marriage, and to the combined effect of both 
give insight into the multiple systems of identification through which "race lead­
ers" and lay people thought of themselves and one another in racial terms and 
some of the contradictions inherent in these acts. They also illuminate the moral 
economy conditioning the choices members of the African American public 
made about the viability of race at this moment, including the judgments they 
made about others' choices. 

Journalist and novelist George Schuyler used the controversy over White's 
marriage as an opportunity (as with Black No More) to critique what he viewed 
as the flawed logic of political affiliation based on biology and family status. In 
a draft of his regular column that the Pittsburgh Courier ultimately refused to 
print, Schuyler ridiculed the New York NAACP Branch's attempt to oust White 
and blasted the biologistic logic of "race chauvinism" in the black community. 
White's standing as a race leader, according to Schuyler, was precarious but 
remained intact because of the "one drop theory" of racial identification. How­
ever, his marriage to Cannon appeared to dilute his racial status. Schuyler satiri­
cally proposed a system of racial classification, which would appeal to "Ku 
Kluxers, the professional Anglo-Saxons, African Nationalists, [and] the 
Negrophiles" alike: "In the past it has always been somewhat difficult to deter­
mine who were the real leaders but we need worry no more. An anthropologist's 
color tape and an adding machine are all that will be needed, aside from a fam­
ily tree. Couples would have their chromatic place and keep it, with the jet 
blacks leading the list and the Pinkies at the bottom. In that case Mr. White and 
a whole lot of others would definitely have to go."30 

Other objections to White's marriage across the "color line" clearly did 
speak to what Kevin Gaines identifies as a nationalist and often masculinist 
"racial conservation" that frequently guided black uplift strategies early in the 
twentieth century and resonated in black politics during subsequent decades. 
Such projects rejected the assumptions of white supremacist racial science but 
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were still problematic in their reliance on biological racial categories and their 
crafting of racial community and leadership in patrilineal and patriarchal terms.31 

To the extent that Murphy's poll accurately portrayed the sentiments of blacks 
in Baltimore, it suggested that by marrying outside of the race, White was seen 
as turning his back on the racial body politic imagined as a family and calling 
into question his own moral authority. 

Yet other responses to the combined effect of White's marriage and article 
were rooted in emergent definitions of race that moved beyond biology and the 
family. White's article and marriage raised questions about various modes of 
group identification and a collective sense of black virtue that were instrumen­
tal to the vision of a plural yet egalitarian society that fueled civil rights struggles 
during the 1940s and beyond, and that worked in uneasy symbiosis with an 
integrationist ethos. At this moment that witnessed the increasing visibility and 
self-consciousness of the black public sphere, leaders such as White enabled 
and gave self-awareness to their constituents, but this public simultaneously 
demanded from these leaders appropriate modes of communication and service 
to the black nation. It thus seems clear that White's marriage and his article 
provided means for a referendum for other pre-existing concerns about his lead­
ership at both a practical and a symbolic level. It is also clear that the public 
outcry over both episodes (White's marriage and article) linked dissatisfaction 
with White to broader concerns about the viability and moral status of race and 
racial affiliation. 

Various black leaders pointedly rejected the assimilationist challenge raised 
by White's article. Black nationalist James Lawson, president of the United 
African Nationalist Movement, dismissed the article as an example of White's 
poor moral behavior: namely, a racial self-contempt that Lawson thought was 
also expressed through his marriage to Cannon. Edith Alexander, a local Balti­
more leader, did not think black people would avail themselves of the treat­
ment, but she did express some anxiety that they could benefit from a stronger 
sense of group awareness. "I don't feel that colored persons would give up the 
pride in their own race in order to make social gains through a synthetic pro­
cess. It's time that we get proud of being colored." And S. Vincent Owen, Ex­
ecutive Secretary of the St. Paul Urban League, used the moment to affirm a 
sense of black virtue necessary for political action. He suggested, "most col­
ored persons would rather see our democracy actually get a chance to work for 
all—regardless of color or class. Certainly, they would rather have a first-class 
citizenship as colored persons than to hope to be accepted in a white world by 
changing the color of the skin."32 

Members of the black left, on the other hand, saw in the Look article con­
troversy an opportunity to comment on the NAACP's retreat from the moral 
imperative to struggle for human rights across the globe. Alphaeus Hunton Jr. 
of the Council of African Affairs, which was currently moving further to the left 
and losing support of mainstream civil rights leaders, ridiculed White's pro­
posal and said "a chemical change of skin pigmentation as a solution to the 
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problems of race relations is about on a par with the atomic bomb formula for 
gaining world peace."33 In the wake of the Holocaust and the bombings of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, such comments were a powerful condemnation of 
modern technologies and their genocidal applications, as well as an implicit 
critique of the failures of the science of human sameness to address adequately 
capital's role in the creation of racial hierarchies.34 

Communist William Patterson, Executive Secretary of the Civil Rights Con­
gress and author of the exposé We Charge Genocide, which he and Paul Robeson 
submitted as a petition to the United Nations in 1951, made explicit connec­
tions between White's article and the moral failings of the mainstream civil 
rights movement because of its retreat from internationalist, anti-colonialist 
politics. White's proposal "would be laughable," he argued, "were it not such a 
grievous insult" to "colored people" in the United States and across the globe. 

Mr. White's 'solution' would disarm the colored people in the 
United States and the scores of millions of colonial people 
now rising against oppression. He bids them suffer in silence 
the vileness of government-inspired terror and oppression, to 
await the coming of an insulting and degrading 'chemical 
Messiah.' Mr. White's 'solution' is not an unexpected one. 
Under his guidance the top leaders of the NAACP have failed 
ever to seriously challenge the government's mailed-fist [sic] 
treatment of colored peoples.35 

(Color)blinded By Science 

Hunton's and Patterson's critiques point toward the complex geo-political 
stakes of this imperative to move beyond racial thinking. They suggest that 
White's scientifically supported challenge to legacies of racism should be un­
derstood in light of the variety of universalisms being implemented to support 
domestic and global politics during the 1940s. World War II, of course, had 
helped bring about a crisis in white supremacy. Even as the race war against 
Japan raged in the Pacific, the struggle against Hitler's racist regime (and knowl­
edge of the Holocaust at the end of the war) made the existence of white su­
premacy in the United States all the more contradictory. This was not lost on 
African American activists, who argued that a successful struggle against fas­
cism abroad must be accompanied by a dismantling of racism at home. As Singh 
observes, the Pittsburgh Courier's "double victory" campaign (which linked 
victory overseas to ending prejudice at home) "starkly confirmed [that] the moral 
status of American nationhood and the status of black nationality within America 
was now inextricably intertwined. The profound irresolution regarding the mean­
ing and substance of universal citizenship, posed again and again throughout 
U.S. history, could no longer be sustained or upheld."36 



"Black No More"? 19 

Yet the moral scene surrounding civil and human rights struggles was also 
deeply conditioned and constrained by the linkages that emerged among U.S. 
foreign policy, the fate of the colonized world, black activism, and ideas about 
citizenship during World War II and the early Cold War. As Singh points out, a 
series of competing universalisms mediated these relationships, ranging from 
the nationalist, imperialist, "civilizing" mission put forth in Henry Luce's "Ameri­
can Century" to W.E.B. Du Bois's calls for "Human Rights for all Minorities" 
that linked the fate of African Americans with that of colonized subjects across 
the globe. Of course, the fate of visions like Du Bois's was eventually to be 
displaced by Cold War needs. And the moral imperative of global human rights 
was conveniently overlooked when evaluating the fate of American allies' colo­
nies or was subsumed by a "functionalist argument" concerned with the elimi­
nation of racism in the United States and elsewhere primarily as a means of 
countering Soviet propaganda and of improving the United States' reputation 
and influence in the decolonizing world. Thus developed a "color-blind univer-
salism," predicated on the assumption that the United States was the moral cen­
ter of the world, that race and racism were eroding in the United States and in 
the colonized world, and that U.S. foreign policy was anything but racist. More­
over, as Gerald Home argues, the discrediting of anti-racist, anti-colonial move­
ments as "'red' slowed down the movement against colonialism and—perhaps 
not coincidentally—gave 'white supremacy' a new lease on life."37 

Walter White's and the NAACP's role in this political and conceptual shift 
at the end of the 1940s, as the range of acceptable black protest diminished, are 
well documented. During the war and in the immediate postwar period, White 
and the NAACP analyzed racism as a historical and global phenomenon and 
optimistically linked African American freedom to the successful liberation of 
the colonized world. Such efforts can be seen in White's participation in the 
United Nations founding conference and his subsequent lobbying efforts with 
United Nations and United States government officials. Yet, as Janken argues, 
White increasingly recognized that emerging Cold War aims would supersede 
the struggle for global human rights—the latter made clear when the United 
States blocked the United Nations' consideration for Du Bois's and the NAACP's 
human rights petition, An Appeal to the World, at the end of 1947 in large part 
because of the Soviet Union's support for it. With growing pressure from the 
Truman administration, and in exchange for concessions on domestic civil rights 
issues, White separated domestic and international rights issues and put his 
organization's support behind anti-communism. Although he continued to ad­
vocate ratification of the 1948 United Nations' resolution on human rights, White 
distanced himself from the Appeal. He also helped purge the black left (includ­
ing Du Bois) from the NAACP, attacked critics of U.S. racism abroad, and 
supported President Harry S. Truman's Point Four foreign policy initiative, which 
attempted to stem socialism in the "Third World" through economic develop­
ment programs and shared technical knowledge. Not only did this initiative 
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pave the way for private investments by U.S. corporations in the soon-to-be 
former colonies, but it also left oversight with European powers in countries 
that were still under colonial rule.38 

As mentioned earlier, White in part used his "leave of absence" to devote 
more time to international statesmanship. In July of 1949, he announced to 
NAACP branch presidents that, during the leave of absence, "I shall continue 
my efforts through newspaper columns, articles, books and a limited number of 
speaking engagements to do what I can to carry the Association's message to 
the United States and the world."39 In December of that year, he optimistically 
observed "that there is almost a revolution taking place in the United States as 
the people themselves wake-up to the enormous damage to our prestige by the 
continuation of discrimination here at home." In other words, America needed 
to change its practices at home in order to compete with the Soviet Union in 
carving out spheres of influence in the newly and soon-to-be independent colo­
nies in Asia, Africa and the Caribbean. The end of 1949 saw White lobbying for 
economic and military aid for Nehru's new government as a means of pre-empting 
Soviet influence in India.40 

As White and other actors put competing universalisms into play in the 
geo-political sphere, the intellectual and political scene was profoundly condi­
tioned by scientific research debunking perceived wisdom about race. Although 
such an underpinning was deployed in fairly radical antiracist and anti-imperi­
alist writings such as Du Bois's 1945 Color and Democracy, the political and 
moral demand for a fully realized universal citizenship rooted in science was 
articulated most visibly in the U.S. public sphere by Gunnar Myrdal's 1944 
study An American Dilemma, the culmination of seven years of research spon­
sored by the Carnegie Corporation. As Myrdal put it: "The American Negro 
problem is a problem in the heart of the American. . . . Though our study in­
cludes economic, social, and political race relations, at bottom our problem is 
the moral dilemma of the American."41 

Within the moral stance inherent in Myrdal's conceptualization of race and 
national belonging we gain further insight into the limitations of the logic pro­
posed by White in his article. Myrdal's moral imperative based on the scientific 
proof of human sameness played a critical role in changing conceptions of race 
and struggles to secure rights throughout the decade and into the 1950s. The 
NAACP's Legal Defense Fund and its allies cited it in briefs for a series of 
landmark desegregation cases culminating in 1954 in Brown v. Board of Educa­
tion (Chief Justice Earl Warren also referred to it in his opinion on the Brown 
decision itself). This call to action based on common biology was also found in 
UNESCO's 1950 and 1951 statements on race, which were the result of a UN 
Economic and Social Council resolution that called upon UNESCO "to con­
sider the desirability of initiating and recommending the general adoption of a 
programme of disseminating scientific facts designed to remove what is gener­
ally known as racial prejudice." Myrdal was on the committee that helped draft 
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the first of these statements under the direction of physical anthropologist M.F. 
Ashley Montagu, from whose own work he had drawn in An American Di­
lemma. The UNESCO group even went so far in their 1950 statement to argue 
that there was a biological basis for "the ethic of universal brotherhood," al­
though this was qualified in the 1951 statement after objections from physical 
anthropologists and geneticists who said there was no scientific basis for such a 
claim.42 

But, as various scholars have argued, Myrdal's understanding of what race 
actually was, if not something with roots in biological fact, helped shape an 
ultimately limited response to the causes of and solutions to racial inequalities 
in the United States and elsewhere. Myrdal and his collaborators drew heavily 
on science debunking race but did so in a way that rejected historical materialist 
understandings of racism in the contemporary world. As Penny Von Eschen 
notes, "In the retreat from explanations grounded in political economy, . . . 
Racism was portrayed as a 'disease,' and as a psychological or spiritual prob­
lem, or as a characteristic of backward peoples which could be eradicated by 
'modernization' or, in more psychological language, 'maturity.'"43 

Myrdal's emphasis on modernization also located within the United States, 
and its stated commitment to extend universal rights, a "teleological certainty" 
that it would overcome its racial history. The implications of such a proposal in 
the domestic sphere was a stated imperative toward a national homogeneity 
against which both racist exclusions and black color consciousness were deemed 
contrary to national ideals. Moreover, by explaining persistent racial hierar­
chies as products of a "vicious circle" of racial discrimination and black social 
pathology, Myrdal's study was predicated on the legitimacy of the U.S. nation 
state—and, by extension, the broader fabric of white society—as the arbiters of 
racial justice, as well as on the goal of assimilation for blacks into American 
society (and by extension, Western "civilization") as the most legitimate solu­
tion to black demands for equality.44 Indeed, Lee Baker has documented how 
Myrdal was directly and indirectly assisted by those scholars who had been 
influenced by Boas's theories of racial equality but who played down the cul­
tural relativist and historicist aspects of the anthropologist's intellectual legacy, 
directing their attention not to validating difference but to determining how "the 
Negro" might best assimilate into American society. As Baker astutely notes, 
"Myrdal's theme appealed to the American public because he fashioned the 
Negro problem into a moral dilemma for Whites and a formidable [moral] task 
for Blacks, to assimilate and work themselves out of poverty."45 

Myrdal's deployment of science against race also linked the struggle for 
civil rights in the domestic sphere to the struggle for human rights in a global 
context. But again it did so in a way that emphasized the primacy of the "Ameri­
can Creed" and narrowed the field of vision with which race and racism might 
be perceived. As Singh provocatively suggests, by arguing that the United States' 
successes in the revamping of the global order would be predicated on the sue-
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cessful inclusion of African Americans in the U.S. body politic, Myrdal vindi­
cated the goals of black activists and intellectuals during the 1940s. However, 
he also helped establish the more narrow political and discursive terrain upon 
which leaders like White would operate. For Myrdal's study implicitly posi­
tioned the United States as heir apparent to the "civilizing mission" of the Euro­
pean imperial powers while presenting the promise of black inclusion within its 
borders as the moral justification for the expansion of the "U.S. global mis­
sion."46 

When taken in this political and intellectual context, then, the different ver­
sions of "Has Science Conquered the Color Line?" are indeed complicated texts, 
reflecting White's complex position as a public intellectual negotiating compet­
ing ontological and political imperatives vis-à-vis race. They critique the larger 
refusal to fully acknowledge black people as rights-bearing members of the 
human species, while speaking of White's understanding of the links between 
racism at home and in the colonized world. Yet, the articles also reflect the 
ideological turn of the mainstream civil rights movement in the late 1940s, which 
involved a new understanding of race based on a rejection of historicism and 
political economy, a faith in "modernization," and an ultimately nationalist and 
scientifically legitimated will toward assimilation. 

Moreover, White's embrace of science as a means of "enlarging the range 
of human free choice" expressed a color-blind ethos that was homologous to 
that which underwrote the Cold War aims of the United States in the immediate 
post-war period. White's argument, especially in the Look version but also in its 
earlier incarnation, assumed that science's underwriting of "human freedom" 
would do so along the lines of the imperial political and cultural systems and 
racial statecraft of the United States. When White ominously wondered in the 
draft whether hydroquinone would help create a peaceful world characterized 
by "mutual respect" or whether it would "burst into violent revolt," his state­
ment spoke of the sphere of Soviet influence in the newly decolonized world 
but also of fears of an un-American, irrational, and thus un-manageable, popu­
lation of colored people across the globe. Therefore, even as he thought to ex­
pand definitions of the human, he gave validation to what was ultimately an 
exclusionary brand of universalism that affirmed U.S. moral superiority and not 
only located a standard for human valuation and a basis for extension of rights 
in the United States but assumed that these could be delimited by the U.S. na­
tion-state and its political, military, and economic interests. 

"I Only Want to Be Free" 

The final few months of 1949 saw White attempting to save face. In Sep­
tember, he held a press conference, in which he announced that his marriage to 
Cannon was a private matter that had no bearing on his capacity for leadership. 
He characterized the Look article as a matter of factual reporting with a bit of 
speculation and insisted he was not advocating that people change the color of 
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their skin.47 He repeated this defense in a September 24, 1949 article in the 
Chicago Defender, in which he wrapped himself in the cloak of factual report­
ing and said he never advocated that people bleach their skins. He invoked 
Schuyler's Black No More, stating that like this "widely praised and enjoyed" 
novel, his article "ridiculed the idiotic theory of judging a man on the basis of 
his color." Misinterpretation, White argued, came as a result of the article being 
abridged, and he took this opportunity to emphasize that the most beneficial 
transformations to human skin might involve darkening it. He then referenced 
and offered quotes from the "avalanche" of letters from readers from across the 
globe that asked where hydroquinone could be purchased. Although their moti­
vations for wanting the substance were varied, White used these inquiries to 
suggest that opinions of the "people" might well have been different from those 
of their leaders. In a parting shot, he admonished his critics for acting irratio­
nally by buying into the myth of race: 

Those who are the victims of distorted thinking about race 
ought to be the very last to succumb to the deliberately cre­
ated falsehoods of the racists. . . . Above all else, they need 
ability to recognize the situation when a writer points out how 
scientifically unsound, dangerous, and idiotic are most of the 
contemporary notions about 'race.' To do otherwise is to dem­
onstrate that the victims of racism have swallowed the lies 
and myths which their oppressors have created to make the 
world believe that they are inferior.48 

Although the logic of White's multi-pronged defense was contradictory at 
best,49 he had a point about the letters, which were sent to Look, to the NAACP, 
and to him directly. Ranging from the curious to the insightful to the truly bi­
zarre, these letters were written by African Americans and white Americans, as 
well as by people from South Africa, Japan, Latin America, the Caribbean, and 
Europe. And within them, we find a critical dialogue on the causes and impact 
of racism, an assessment of the ontological basis of race, and a response to the 
demand that people give up their investment in race. 

Some correspondents were interested in White's article for aesthetic or health 
reasons. A number had little interest in hydroquinone but were instead curious 
to know where they could purchase the "permanent" hair straightener. One Phoe­
nix beautician, who had himself been developing a hair product, proposed go­
ing into business with White to bring his own product to African Americans 
preparing to pass.50 Several readers were interested in obtaining hydroquinone 
as a cure for their own skin ailments. One came from a man who was suffering 
from white blemishes that did not tan, which he blamed on his addiction to "tea" 
(marijuana); he had recently been on a "tea spree," he told White.51 The most 
bizarre response may have come from a German émigré "leather chemist" in 
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the Dominican Republic who had observed how tannery workers in the Haitian 
city of Port-au-Prince had suffered a depigmentation of the skin similar to that 
of the Texas plant workers. He had kept the industrial accident a secret for a 
decade, but now proposed that he and White start a business together to distrib­
ute his own bleaching product in the United States and Canada.52 

But some black readers who contemplated White's "scientific" rejection of 
race and chemical solution to the race problem responded in ways that show 
how his article caused them to ponder competing visions of racial pride and 
universalism and to question the bases of their identities. They thus give us 
additional insight into the everyday moral scene regarding race in black America 
at mid-century. A Colorado man used the occasion of the article to praise White's 
personal and political commitment to blackness. He lauded White's record of 
achievement "in dealing with this hellish 'race' situation in the United States" 
and congratulated him for not passing and for not marrying a white woman 
earlier. This reader also went on to chastise his people for upholding a racially 
determined definition of human worth. As to race, "there's one and only one, 
THE HUMAN RACE." Unfortunately, he continued, "Our so-called Negro is 
naturally polyglot, and these United States of ours have made him a poly-racist. 
He talks about the fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man . . . glibly 
about racial unity, but deep down thinks 'many races' and longs for 'black su­
premacy.'"53 

Perhaps the most interesting response came from a New York woman in a 
letter to the Amsterdam News. She found herself challenged by White's article 
in ways that were unexpected to her. She made it clear that she was "not ashamed 
of being colored"; in her brown skin she "often [felt] superior when sitting near 
some white person whose complexion (to me) is not half as attractive." She also 
expressed her love for Negro men and said: "I never had or will have any doubts 
that they are less than equal to any other men." Yet she still believed that she and 
other black people faced a daunting threat to their psyches because of a legacy 
of racism. "On certain days of mental depression it seizes one like stark pain,. 
. . and the pain nearly chokes you to death." And while she appreciated what 
black leaders had accomplished in recent years, she thought it would be "gen­
erations . . . before the colored man will be free." Therefore, perhaps hydro-
quinone was the answer, even "if it meant sacrificing our complexions" and 
admitting that a long struggle for rights and social equality was for naught. As 
she concluded: 

I truthfully don't give a darn about being white skinned. I 
only want to be free. If I am treated one way or another I'll 
know it is sincerely my own short comings, not due to preju­
dice because I am dark. A lot of people won't commit them­
selves this way and I don't blame them because it's a shame 
that a human race could be so degraded as to force some of its 
members to want to go against nature's intentions. All of us 
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are aware, however, if this chemical can work, it could end 
the Negro problem.54 

White's article opened a space for this woman to demonstrate her invest­
ment in race as a political identity, communal feeling, embodied aesthetic, and 
determinant of virtue. In some ways race had worked well for her as a human 
being in the 1940s, and in some ways it had not. The pleasures of identity and 
her sense of virtue forged in a political context were counterbalanced by racism's 
continuing impact on her psyche. She had no desire for whiteness, but she did 
long for full status as a human being, whether that was achieved through secur­
ing full cultural and political citizenship for black people or by the less appeal­
ing choice of going "against nature" and eliminating black identities. 

In the end, White's article and its controversies provide a rich opportunity 
for making still valuable inquiries into the complexities of black racial forma­
tions at a crucial historical moment. The racial ambivalence of the writer of the 
Amsterdam News letter, like White's ambivalence, demonstrates how scientific 
challenges to race at mid-century played a role in the complicated, and often 
contradictory, processes by which black identities were constructed, theorized, 
and lived, by posing a series of dilemmas revolving around race, science, and 
rights. More specifically, White's folly and responses to it illustrate how these 
identities were often created in light of a series of morally-charged choices re­
volving around the existence or non-existence of race. 

Scholars today frequently examine the middle of the twentieth century as a 
moment that witnessed what Howard Winant calls "a worldwide crisis of racial 
formation" with an eye towards what it can tell us about the present.55 This 
moment has been viewed as the source of a critical cosmopolitanism or healthy 
anti-racism that avoids the essentialist shortcomings of black racial formations 
of the civil rights and, particularly, post-civil rights eras, or, from a somewhat 
different perspective, it is seen as undermining a global hegemonic racial project 
that masks itself in the common-sense belief that race is no longer relevant.56 

Rather than understanding the early post-World War II moment simply as a 
time of racial certainty, the White episode suggests a complicated terrain upon 
which black people were thinking about and living race. These years witnessed 
an important stage in an ongoing dialectic of racial avowal and disavowal. This 
had long been a fundamental component of black political cultures historically 
forged in the context of global racial oppressions based on racial particularity 
and racelessness alike. But the weight of the growing scientific research de­
bunking race, a broader climate of technoscientific certainty, and the racial as­
pects of World War II, the Cold War, the Holocaust, Hiroshima, and anticolo­
nial and antiracist struggles worldwide conditioned the dialectic at this moment 
and gave it a particular resonance. 

Clearly, African Americans' relationships with science—as rational objec­
tive discourse, and as applied technology—were vexed at mid-century, as they 



26 Eric Porter 

had been before and would be later. After all, knowledge production in the 
modern era has been undergirded by what David Theo Goldberg terms "racial 
knowledge," a legacy that both drew authority from "established scientific fields 
of the day, especially anthropology, natural history and biology" and "has been 
historically integral to the emergence of these authoritative scientific fields." 
Scientific (i.e., racial) knowledge has helped create the restrictive definitions of 
"the human" (or "infrahumanity," in Paul Gilroy's words) and exclusionary sys­
tems of morality that have supported modernity's history of racial and racist 
exclusion and its concomitant regimes of slavery, colonialism, and apartheid.57 

Indeed, suspicions of various (mis)applications of science on black bodies has 
figured prominently in African American folklore going back to the nineteenth 
century, as Patricia Turner, Spencie Love, and others have documented.58 

Such ambivalence about science continued to resonate in African Ameri­
can letters and popular discourse at mid-century. A suspicion of medical experi­
mentation runs through Ralph Ellison's 1952 novel Invisible Man, for example. 
Black people were reminded of the oppressive applications of applied tech­
nologies and "rational," "objective" science by the dropping of atomic bombs 
on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. While some African Americans supported these 
acts and the quick end to the war they supposedly facilitated, they confirmed to 
many the racism and barbarism of the supposedly more "civilized" U.S. na­
tion.59 Also contributing to the black community's suspicions about science dur­
ing this period were the controversies engendered first by the armed forces' 
decision to exclude African Americans as blood donors during World War II 
and their subsequent decision, after black protests, to segregate the blood sup­
ply.60 

Yet, as present-day Afrofuturist critics remind us, science and technology 
have also provided a vehicle for challenging the illogical, irrational, and mythi­
cal aspects of race and racism. They have presented the raw materials for stak­
ing out new and sometimes oppositional definitions of the human, conceptual­
izing redemptive constructions of racialized bodies, and formulating alterna­
tive systems of knowledge. And, at times, as at mid-century, they have pre­
sented a challenge to black subjects to think hard about the bases of their iden­
tities and their place in the social order.61 

Ultimately, as a result of the popularization of scientific research challeng­
ing the biological foundations of race, the World War II and immediate postwar 
period witnessed many black people rethinking what it meant to be black and, at 
the same time, pondering what it meant to be human in both race-oriented and 
species-oriented ways. They pondered the relevance of race in the face of timely 
moral imperatives to abandon the concept in favor of the potential freedoms 
that scientific "proof of the insubstantiality of racial categories might offer. 
Scientific awareness of the fictiveness of race presented new possibilities for 
reconstituting the human and political subject. Yet to go down this path also 
meant potentially calling into question political and social formations situated 
in racial experience and potentially letting go of a powerful analytic for under-
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standing the way the world operated. And some began to recognize, however 
incomplete their analysis, that this moral impetus to let go of race was coming 
to light at a political moment, as Goldberg reminds us, when "racial historicism 
[a racial rule based on assumptions of historical development] could claim vic­
tory in the name of racelessness, sewing the assumptions of (now historicized) 
racial advancement silently into the seams of post-war and postcolonial recon­
struction."62 It is crucial to keep these dilemmas in mind and add them to analy­
ses of the motivations for the deployment of race and colorblindness in intellec­
tual production, political activism, and the ways black people engaged the world 
on an everyday level. We can then think not so much in teleological terms about 
how race has become irrelevant or inevitable, but to contemplate the various 
possibilities and pitfalls accompanying acts of racial identification, whether we 
seek to determine which choices around race continue to hold value in the present 
or are interested in how racialized subjects lived and thought about their lives at 
mid-century. 
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