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Opinion

Einstein and Racism in America

Fred Jerome

In September 1946, Albert Einstein
called racism America’s “worst dis-
ease.” Earlier that year, he told stu-
dents and faculty at Lincoln Univer-
sity in Pennsylvania, the oldest black
college in the Western world, that
racial segregation was “not a disease
of colored people, but a disease of
white people,” adding, “I will not re-
main silent about it.”

That was then

Disease? A skeptical reader may won-
der if Einstein was overstating the
case. To appreciate his choice of the
word requires examining specific
symptoms of the segregation sickness
so widespread in America some
fourscore years after the abolition of
slavery. Black soldiers—a million of
whom took part in the war to defeat
Nazism—when allowed into combat
at all, fought only in segregated units
under white officers.

Racial segregation was the rule in
most of 1946 America, with separate
and decidedly unequal public and pri-
vate facilities, from housing and
schools to buses and Dbeaches,
throughout the South and many other
parts of the country, including Ein-
stein’s adopted hometown of Prince-
ton, New Jersey. Some textbooks and
documentary films have since de-
picted the separate waiting rooms in
Southern bus and train stations and
separate drinking fountains marked
“colored” and “white.” But the disease
went deeper.

Even the blood donated to save lives
was given only at racially segregated
blood banks (when blacks were allowed
to give blood at all), with “white” and
“colored” blood kept in separately la-
beled storage units. In 1942, in the
midst of a world war, the American Red
Cross met in Washington and con-
cluded that while there was no differ-
ence in the blood of the races, “most
men of the white race objected to blood
of Negroes injected into their veins.”
The policy of racially segregating blood
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continued in some parts of this country
well into the 1960s!?

Einstein’s pledge not to remain
silent about racism has an ironic echo
today: Virtually all traces of his pas-
sionate commitment to civil rights, in-
cluding his friendship with and sup-
port for African American thinkers
Paul Robeson and W. E. B. DuBois,
have been erased from his image—the
grandfatherly, absent-minded genius
too preoccupied with abstract equa-
tions to think about the day-to-day
cares that consume most mortals. In-
deed, Einstein’s speech at Lincoln is
nowhere to be found—nor even
quoted—in the scientist’s archives or
in the plethora of his biographies and
anthologies. Were it not for its wide
coverage by the black press at the
time, we would have no inkling of
what he had said. Yet the great scien-
tist was far from silent, speaking out
and joining numerous campaigns for
social justice. Just a few months after
his talk at Lincoln, he co-chaired the
American Crusade to End Lynching
with Robeson. In the year following
the end of World War IT and the defeat
of Nazism, a wave of lynching hit the
US (mostly but not only in the South-
ern states), primarily targeting re-
turning black GIs who many white
southerners felt had to be reeducated
as to their proper place.

This is now

For physicists concerned about racism
today, the first step might be simply
to join in Einstein’s pledge: “I will not
remain silent about it.” One can envi-
sion the impact of such a statement
signed by one or two thousand physi-
cists and published in newspapers
across the country. (Although one
wonders if a physics society or other
scientific association would circulate
such a pledge today.)

But aren’t you making this too
much of an issue, our skeptical reader
will argue: America has made great
strides since Einstein’s day; black peo-
ple are no longer barred by law from
housing, schools, beaches, or buses,
and just look at all the African Amer-
icans in public office!

To be sure, thanks to the dedication
and sacrifices of the civil rights move-

ment, a number of the more blatant
back-of-the-bus bylaws of bigotry
have been overturned, but a closer
look shows something that will come
as no surprise to people of color in this
country: America’s long river of
racism is not so much dammed up as
it is diverted.

It doesn’t take an Einstein to iden-
tify racial inequities in today’s society.
US Labor Department reports con-
tinue to show that the jobless rate
among black workers is far higher than
among whites; the Institute of Medi-
cine has documented that African
Americans and other minorities re-
ceive inferior health care; and in New
York City, officials recently announced
that after a project that lasted all of
two years, they simply can’t do any-
thing to change the woefully inade-
quate education in the city’s poorer,
darker-skinned districts.?

If you teach at a major university
in this country, try counting the num-
ber of African American physics pro-
fessors. A recent survey of physics fac-
ulty members at the 50 top-ranked
departments revealed that 12 people
out of a total of 1988—0.6%—had
identifiable African heritage.*

But racism in the physics commu-
nity today is more than a story of
numbers. In this case, the dearth of
black faculty members illustrates un-
derlying attitudes. The following
story was related by S. James Gates,
director of the Center for String and
Particle Theory at the University of
Maryland and former president of the
National Society of Black Physicists.
“A young African American PhD re-
cipient applies to a well-known uni-
versity for a postdoctoral position. His
application is via paper and the sci-
entist carrying out the evaluation is
sufficiently impressed to invite him
for an interview. At the appointed
time, the young aspirant is seated in
the secretary’s office. The senior sci-
entist sticks his head into the office,
looks around, and retreats without
comment. Some minutes later, he does
so again, and then again, and finally
asks the secretary whether she has
heard anything from the postdoctoral
student due there for an interview.”
It may not come as a total surprise

© 2005 American Institute of Physics, S-0031-9228-0509-230-6



that some African Americans question
university administrators’ explana-
tions that they simply cannot find
qualified minority applicants for posi-
tions in physics and other science de-
partments.

Opposing racism today doesn’t re-
quire organizing a march on Wash-
ington. At many colleges and univer-
sities, student groups are turning up
the volume of their demands for more
professors and students of color. A
faculty group seeking more African
American professors could have in-
stant allies among students. Indeed,
building a multiracial teaching staff,
from postdocs to tenured professors,
should attract support from every cor-
ner of the campus. Diversity is not an
African American issue. In today’s in-
creasingly tribalized world, a multi-
colored, multiethnic faculty of women
and men is, in itself, an educational
asset for all teachers and students.

Truly equal opportunity in higher
education, it should be emphasized,
cannot be won without eliminating
racial tracking in the public school sys-
tem, and that also involves the strug-
gle for equal housing and affordable
health care. With an administration
whose education policy is to eliminate
evolution rather than racism, all those
issues will likely lead to political bat-
tles on the local and national levels.

But we are scientists, our uncon-
vinced reader eagerly interjects. Our
mission is research, not meddling in
politics.

As a writer, I am hardly qualified
to offer suggestions to physicists. But
in Einstein’s view, scientists have
both a special opportunity and a re-
sponsibility to speak out for social jus-
tice. Because “the scientist as a citizen
has influence,” he argued, “it follows
that the scientist has the duty to be
active on political questions. He must
have the courage to stand for his opin-
ions—in the area of politics and eco-
nomics, as well as science—as a
teacher and public figure.”®

Challenging the status quo

When my coauthor Rodger Taylor and
I give talks about Einstein on Race
and Racism, the question people most
frequently ask—besides “Why haven’t
we heard about this before?”—is “Why
was Einstein so concerned about
racism?” The question itself opens a
window onto the nature of our society:
If we were discussing the life of a
black scientist, or any black person in
America, no one would ask why he or
she was against racism. Racism, it
seems, has become a problem only for
its victims. For the majority of Euro-
pean Americans, racism may be un-
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fortunate but it brings only an emo-
tional shrug: “It’s not my problem.”

Einstein served his anti-intolerance
apprenticeship in Germany where,
before moving to this country as
America’s most famous refugee from
Nazism, he faced years of anti-Semi-
tism. More than any other scientist,
arguably more than any other human
being, Einstein—a genius who was
also a Jew, a democrat, and later, a
socialist—gave the lie to Hitler’s Nazi
theories. He was invited to speak and
was hailed by audiences around the
world.

Einstein’s commitment against
racism began with, but grew beyond,
his own experience into what is often
called a social conscience. It was, and
is, a commitment dangerous to soci-
ety’s once and would-be slavemasters
because it is contagious.

Perhaps Einstein’s approach to the
world was influenced in part by his ap-
proach to the universe—a boldness in
challenging the status quo. “Race prej-
udice,” he told a student newspaper at
Cheyney State Teachers College, an
African American school in Pennsyl-
vania, “has unfortunately become an
American tradition which is uncriti-
cally handed down from one genera-
tion to the next.” In a 1946 article for
Pageant magazine, he explained, “The
more I feel an American, the more this
situation pains me. I can escape the
feeling of complicity in it only by
speaking out.” And he invited the mag-
azine’s mostly white readership to join
in the anti-racist struggle: “I do not be-
lieve there is a way in which this
deeply entrenched evil can be quickly
healed. But until this goal is reached
there is no greater satisfaction for a
just and well-meaning person than the
knowledge that he has devoted his
best energies to the service of the good
cause.”
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