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The 2016 film Hidden Figures offers a compelling portrayal of the
groundbreaking contributions of African American women mathematicians at NASA
during the 1960s. Beyond its inspiring narrative, the movie sheds light on
the pervasive racism and segregation that these women faced and how those
barriers gradually diminished within the space agency. Understanding how
racism broke down at NASA, as depicted in the film, provides valuable
insights into social change, perseverance, and the transformative power of
inclusion.

Overview of Racism and Segregation at NASA in
the 1960s

During the early 1960s, NASA was a reflection of broader American
society—deeply segregated and marred by racial discrimination. African
Americans, particularly women, faced systemic barriers in access to
education, employment opportunities, and facilities. At NASA, segregation was
institutionalized in various ways:

- Separate facilities, such as restrooms, cafeterias, and workspaces.
- Discriminatory hiring practices that limited opportunities for minorities.
- Social isolation and prejudice from colleagues and leadership.

In this environment, the achievements of African American women
mathematicians like Katherine Johnson, Dorothy Vaughan, and Mary Jackson
seemed unlikely, yet their perseverance challenged these societal norms.

The Role of Key Characters in Challenging
Racism

Hidden Figures centers on three remarkable women, each confronting and
overcoming different aspects of racism:

Katherine Johnson
- A brilliant mathematician whose calculations were critical for the success
of Mercury and Apollo missions.
- Faced discrimination due to her race and gender but proved her expertise



through exceptional work.

Dorothy Vaughan
- A mathematician and computer programmer who became NASA’s first African
American supervisor.
- Recognized the importance of programming skills as electronic computers
emerged, demonstrating adaptability and leadership.

Mary Jackson
- The first African American female engineer at NASA.
- Battled segregation to attend engineering school, ultimately breaking
racial and gender barriers.

Their stories exemplify resilience and the gradual erosion of racist policies
and attitudes within NASA.

The Breaking Down of Racism at NASA: Key
Factors and Turning Points

The film depicts several pivotal moments and factors that contributed to
dismantling racial barriers:

1. Leadership Willingness and Advocacy
- Leaders like Director of Flight Research, Dr. Robert Gilruth, recognized
the importance of talent regardless of race.
- Advocacy by progressive managers and allies helped challenge discriminatory
policies.

2. The Impact of Individual Acts of Courage
- Characters like Katherine Johnson defied segregation by insisting on using
"colored" bathrooms and facilities, highlighting the absurdity of segregation
laws.
- Their persistence drew attention to unfair practices and gradually prompted
change.

3. The Power of Education and Skill Development
- Mary Jackson’s fight to attend an all-white engineering school exemplifies
how gaining education was a powerful tool for breaking racial barriers.
- Increasing expertise and visibility of minority professionals challenged



stereotypes.

4. The Role of Technological Advancement
- The advent of electronic computers reduced reliance on human "computers,"
but also opened new opportunities for women like Dorothy Vaughan to lead
programming teams.
- Technology served as a catalyst for professional growth and inclusion.

5. Institutional Changes and Policy Reforms
- Over time, NASA adopted policies promoting diversity and inclusion.
- The Civil Rights Movement's momentum influenced federal agencies, including
NASA, to reevaluate discriminatory practices.

How the Movie Hidden Figures Portrays the
Breakdown of Racism

Hidden Figures masterfully illustrates the gradual dismantling of racism
within NASA through both individual stories and institutional shifts:

Depiction of Segregation Challenges
- Scenes showing Katherine Johnson fighting for access to the "colored"
bathroom reveal the daily humiliations faced.
- Dorothy Vaughan's self-education in programming signifies proactive
adaptation to technological changes.

Highlighting Acts of Defiance and Courage
- Katherine Johnson’s insistence on being allowed to check calculations in
the "white" section exemplifies refusal to accept segregation.
- Mary Jackson’s courtroom battle to attend engineering school demonstrates
legal and personal resistance.

Institutional Reforms and Leadership Support
- The film depicts NASA leadership gradually becoming more receptive to
diversity, acknowledging the importance of talented individuals regardless of
race.
- The recognition of these women’s talents begins to erode discriminatory
practices.



Legacy and Impact of the Breakthroughs Shown in
the Movie

The narrative of Hidden Figures underscores that the breaking down of racism
was not instantaneous but a gradual process influenced by various factors:

Increased awareness of racial injustice and the importance of diversity.

Policy changes within NASA that promoted equal opportunity.

Recognition of the invaluable contributions of African American women
scientists and engineers.

Inspirational role models who challenged stereotypes and paved the way
for future generations.

The film emphasizes that perseverance, advocacy, education, and leadership
support are crucial in overcoming systemic racism.

The Real-World Relevance and Lessons from
Hidden Figures

While Hidden Figures is a dramatized account, it reflects real historical
changes within NASA and American society. The movie teaches several important
lessons:

- Diversity as a Strength: Embracing talent regardless of race or gender
enhances organizational success.
- Persistence Over Discrimination: The women’s resilience demonstrates that
systemic barriers can be challenged and dismantled.
- The Power of Representation: Highlighting stories of marginalized groups
encourages broader societal change.
- Leadership’s Role: Support from leaders is vital in fostering inclusive
environments.

In conclusion, Hidden Figures showcases how racism at NASA was gradually
broken down through individual bravery, technological progress, leadership
advocacy, and societal shifts. The film serves as a testament to the
transformative power of perseverance and inclusion, inspiring ongoing efforts
toward racial equality in all sectors.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What role did the movie 'Hidden Figures' play in
highlighting NASA's history of racism?
'Hidden Figures' brought widespread awareness to the racial and gender
discrimination faced by African-American women at NASA, showcasing their
crucial contributions and prompting conversations about diversity and
inclusion.

How does the film depict the breaking down of racial
barriers at NASA?
The movie illustrates how individual perseverance, mentorship, and changing
attitudes among colleagues and leadership helped dismantle segregation and
foster a more inclusive environment at NASA.

What specific events in 'Hidden Figures' symbolize
progress in racial integration at NASA?
Key moments include Katherine Johnson being allowed to work in the main
computing area, the end of segregated facilities, and her contributions being
officially recognized by NASA leadership.

Who are the real-life figures depicted in 'Hidden
Figures' that contributed to ending racial
discrimination at NASA?
The film features Katherine Johnson, Dorothy Vaughan, and Mary Jackson, whose
persistence and advocacy played significant roles in challenging segregation
and advancing their careers.

Did the movie accurately portray the timeline of
racial integration at NASA?
While dramatized for storytelling, 'Hidden Figures' aligns with historical
events showing gradual progress during the 1960s, including desegregation
efforts and policy changes.



How has 'Hidden Figures' influenced public
perception of NASA's history with racism?
It has increased awareness of the racial inequalities faced by African-
American women and highlighted their essential contributions, fostering a
more nuanced understanding of NASA's past.

Are there ongoing efforts at NASA to address racial
inequality, inspired by the story told in 'Hidden
Figures'?
Yes, NASA continues to work on diversity and inclusion initiatives, inspired
by the legacy of figures like those in the film, to create a more equitable
workplace.

What lessons can be learned from the story of racism
breaking down at NASA as depicted in 'Hidden
Figures'?
The story teaches the importance of perseverance, challenging systemic
barriers, and recognizing the vital contributions of marginalized groups in
achieving monumental goals.

How does the film 'Hidden Figures' contribute to
ongoing discussions about racism and representation
in STEM fields?
It highlights the historical struggles and achievements of Black women in
STEM, inspiring current and future generations to pursue careers in science
and advocate for equality.

Additional Resources
Racism at NASA in Hidden Figures: A Deep Dive into Transformation and
Progress

---

Introduction

Hidden Figures is more than just a captivating film; it is a powerful
portrayal of perseverance, intellect, and social change amid the backdrop of
the Cold War era. Central to its narrative is the depiction of systemic
racism and its eventual breakdown within NASA, an institution historically
marred by segregation and discrimination. As an expert analysis, this article
uncovers how racism was challenged and ultimately dismantled at NASA, as



portrayed in the film, and what real-world lessons it offers about
institutional change.

---

The Historical Context: NASA and Segregation

Before analyzing the film’s depiction, it's vital to understand the
historical landscape of the 1960s. NASA, established in 1958, emerged during
a period of intense racial segregation in the United States, especially in
the South. Many of NASA's facilities, particularly in the South, operated
under Jim Crow laws, enforcing segregationist policies that segregated
bathrooms, cafeterias, and workspaces.

In the film, this environment is vividly depicted, emphasizing the pervasive
nature of racial discrimination. The film’s characters, notably Katherine
Johnson, Dorothy Vaughan, and Mary Jackson, faced barriers rooted in both
societal and institutional racism.

---

The Breakdown of Racism in Hidden Figures: How Did It Happen?

The transformation within NASA, as depicted in Hidden Figures, is a
combination of individual courage, institutional recognition, and societal
shifts. Here’s an in-depth analysis of how racism was challenged and
gradually dismantled in the film:

---

1. The Role of Individual Agency and Courage

Breaking Barriers Through Personal Determination

The film showcases key moments where individual characters challenge the
status quo:

- Katherine Johnson’s Assertiveness: Despite the segregationist policies,
Katherine Johnson persistently advocates for her right to access the IBM
computer, which is segregated from the main IBM room. Her insistence on being
allowed to work directly with the computer exemplifies individual agency. Her
unwavering confidence in her abilities pushes her past societal expectations.

- Dorothy Vaughan’s Leadership: Dorothy Vaughan recognizes the importance of
computer programming and learns Fortran to keep her team relevant, defying
the racial limitations imposed on her. Her decision to self-educate and take
initiative demonstrates personal agency as a catalyst for change.

- Mary Jackson’s Legal Challenge: Mary Jackson’s pursuit of an engineering



degree at the University of Virginia, despite facing institutional barriers,
signifies a direct challenge to segregation and discriminatory policies.

Expert Insight: Personal acts of courage, as depicted in the film, serve as
the initial sparks that ignite broader change. These characters refuse to
accept the racial boundaries placed before them, embodying the principle that
individual resistance can catalyze institutional reform.

---

2. The Influence of Leadership and Policy
Changes

Leadership as a Catalyst for Institutional Change

While individual actions are crucial, leadership at NASA begins to recognize
the need for change:

- John Glenn’s Support: The film portrays astronaut John Glenn advocating for
Katherine Johnson to verify calculations, recognizing her exceptional talent.
His public support helps legitimize her role and challenges the racial biases
of the era.

- Institutional Recognition: As the space race heats up, NASA’s leadership
begins to see the importance of diversity and inclusion. The urgency of
success in space exploration pushes the organization to reevaluate policies
that limited opportunities for African Americans.

- Policy Shifts: The film subtly depicts the shift from segregationist
policies to more inclusive practices, driven by the need for technical
excellence and the recognition of talent regardless of race.

Expert Insight: Leadership plays a pivotal role in transforming cultural
attitudes within organizations. When influential figures publicly endorse and
support marginalized groups, it creates a ripple effect that promotes policy
reform.

---

3. Societal and Cultural Shifts in the Civil
Rights Era



The Broader Context of Social Change

Hidden Figures situates NASA’s internal
struggles within the larger civil rights
movement. Key societal developments influence
the institution’s progression:

- Civil Rights Legislation: The Civil Rights
Act of 1964 and other legislative milestones
create an environment increasingly hostile to
segregationist policies. While the film is set
before these laws were enacted, it hints at the
societal momentum toward racial equality.

- Public Attention and Media: The media
coverage of NASA’s successes, and the
recognition of the contributions of African
American women, help shift public opinion.
Highlighting their achievements challenges
stereotypes and fosters acceptance.

- Grassroots Movements: The film demonstrates
how grassroots activism and collective societal
pressure contribute to institutional change,
encouraging organizations like NASA to adopt
more equitable practices.

Expert Insight: Societal change often acts as a
catalyst for institutional reform. The civil
rights movement’s victories and societal



attitudes towards race significantly influence
NASA’s internal policies.

---

4. The Power of Education and Skill Development

Breaking Racial Barriers Through Knowledge

The film emphasizes the importance of education
and skills in overcoming racial barriers:

- Mary Jackson’s Education: Mary’s pursuit of
an engineering degree exemplifies how education
serves as a tool for challenging segregation
and expanding opportunities.

- Dorothy Vaughan’s Self-Learning: Dorothy’s
initiative to learn Fortran demonstrates how
self-education can empower marginalized
individuals to take control of their careers.

- Katherine Johnson’s Mathematical Excellence:
Her mastery of complex calculations showcases
that expertise can dismantle stereotypes that
marginalize minority professionals.

Expert Insight: Education and skill development



are fundamental in breaking down racial
barriers. By demonstrating competence and
expertise, individuals challenge discriminatory
notions about racial inferiority.

---

5. Institutional Reforms and Changing Policies

From Segregation to Inclusion

The culmination of these efforts results in
tangible institutional reforms:

- Elimination of Segregation: The film depicts
the removal of segregated facilities, such as
the bathroom and cafeteria, symbolizing a move
toward equality.

- Inclusive Work Environment: NASA begins to
foster a culture that values diversity,
recognizing the importance of different
perspectives and talents.

- Recognition of Contributions: The
acknowledgment of Katherine Johnson’s
calculations and Dorothy Vaughan’s leadership
signifies a shift in organizational values
towards meritocracy.



Expert Insight: Institutional reforms are often
the result of persistent advocacy, leadership
support, societal pressure, and demonstrated
competence. These changes mark the transition
from a segregated to an inclusive
organizational culture.

---

6. The Role of Media and Public Awareness

Shaping Perceptions and Accelerating Change

The film itself acts as a media catalyst,
highlighting the stories of these African
American women and influencing public
perception:

- Raising Awareness: Hidden Figures brought
national attention to the contributions of
Black women at NASA, challenging historical
narratives that often omit their roles.

- Fostering Dialogue: The film spurred
conversations about race, gender, and equality
in STEM fields, encouraging institutions to
reflect on their practices.



- Inspiring Future Generations: The portrayal
of these pioneering women inspires young
minorities to pursue careers in science and
technology.

Expert Insight: Media representations serve as
powerful tools to challenge stereotypes and
promote social change. By showcasing stories of
marginalized groups, they influence societal
attitudes and organizational policies.

---

Conclusion: Lessons from Hidden Figures on
Overcoming Racism

Hidden Figures masterfully illustrates that the
breakdown of racism within NASA was not a
single event but a complex interplay of
individual bravery, leadership, societal
change, education, and institutional reform.
The film demonstrates that systemic racism can
be challenged from within organizations when
motivated individuals, supportive leaders,
societal awareness, and policy reforms
converge.

The narrative underscores that progress is
possible even within deeply entrenched systems,
provided there is persistent advocacy and a



collective commitment to equality. As a
powerful historical and cinematic account,
Hidden Figures serves as both a tribute to
those who fought against discrimination and a
blueprint for fostering inclusivity in
organizations today.

---

Final Reflection: The story of how racism broke
down at NASA, as depicted in Hidden Figures,
offers invaluable insights into the mechanics
of social change. It reminds us that diversity
and equality are not only moral imperatives but
essential to innovation and excellence.
Organizations that embrace the lessons of
perseverance, leadership, education, and
societal engagement can pave the way for a more
equitable future.
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