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Discussion Questions Answers 
African American Physicists in the 1960s 

 
1. According to Branson, what are the biggest difficulties facing African American physicists at 

the time he was interviewed? 
• African Americans are not provided with “suitable opportunities from the time that they are born” 

and they suffer from that “lack of intellectual content” later in life (Branson page 70, middle 
bottom/upper right) 

• African American students are lacking in funding and other resources (Branson page 73, first bullet). 
2. How had the status of African Americans in physics changed since Branson was a graduate 

student?  Draw from Branson’s words as well as your own knowledge of change in American 
history for African Americans. 

• When Branson was a graduate student, it was difficult for an African American physicist to get a job 
with a governmental or nonprofit organization, while at the time of the interview, young African 
American physicists were being heavily recruited for and offered jobs in industry once they finished 
graduate school. (Branson page 70, lower right and page 72, upper right) 

• Branson finished graduate school in 1939 and did this interview in 1966, great strides had been 
made in the Civil Rights Movement during that time. Brown v. Board of Education agreed that 
segregation in public schools is unconstitutional. The “Little Rock Nine” brought attention to the 
struggles of educational integration. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 outlawed discrimination based on 
race, color, religion, sex, or national origin. Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote his “Letter from a 
Birmingham Jail” and delivered his “I Have a Dream Speech.” 
3. What is Branson’s opinion on whether African Americans in physics should pursue career 

opportunities in industry or academia? 
• Branson thinks that African Americans in physics should pursue career opportunities in academia. 

He says that he “would very much prefer to have our young people move more normally upon 
getting their PhD’s and undergo a period of low income while they continue their studies in post 
doctoral research, thus obtaining the real credentials of a scientist” (Branson page 70, bottom right). 
4. Overall, what is Branson’s assessment of the status of African Americans in physics? 

• Generally, Branson thinks that they African American community faces a lack of opportunity and 
resources when it comes to physics. He, however, has a positive outlook on the future. He thinks 
that the scientific community is particularly liberal and unbiased. The way he sees it, the situation 
for African American physicists is improving and that with adequate financial and sentimental 
support, the status of African Americans in physics can improve even further. 
5. How does Tannie Stovall respond to Branson’s assessment?  On what issues does he agree 

with Branson?  On what issues does he disagree? 
• Stovall agrees with Branson that “in order that effective progress be made, much money and hard 

work on the part of us dedicated to this cause are needed. Effective racial integration of all 
American schools would help immensely.” 
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• Stovall disagrees with Branson, saying “that the alleged liberality of the American scientist, including 
physicists, is a myth.” He does not think that African American men with the same qualifications as 
white men will have equal opportunities. Stovall also does not see the increase in employment 
opportunities as a sign of a lack of bias. He thinks that the increase in opportunities is caused by the 
increase in governmental power of African Americans and the governmental pressures and 
influences exercised over industry and universities. In general, Stovall has a more negative view of 
the status of African Americans in physics than Branson does. 
6. Compare Stovall’s and Branson’s background.  How are they similar and how are they 

different? 
• Both Stovall and Branson are from the United States, and received both their undergraduate and 

graduate degrees in the U.S. Branson spent most of his career at an HBCU in the United States, while 
Stovall spent most of his career at a predominantly white university in France. Branson’s university 
was most likely more supportive of the black physics students than Stovall‘s university, even if 
Branson’s university lacked the financial resources available to Stovall. 
7. Compare Branson and Stovall’s view of race relations within the physics community. 

• Branson thinks that the scientific community is particularly liberal and unbiased. The way he sees it, 
the situation for African American physicists is improving and that with adequate financial and 
sentimental support, the status of African Americans in physics can improve even further. 

• Stovall does not think that white sentiment toward African Americans has changed in his lifetime, 
and he thinks that the physicists now being offered employment will still face discrimination in the 
workplace. 
8. To what does Stovall attribute the increasing employment opportunities for African Americans 

and how does it compare with Branson’s opinion? 
• Stovall thinks that the increase in opportunities is caused by the “emerging political power of the 

American black people, especially on a national level, and subsequent governmental pressures on 
industry and universities with government supported projects, and not to a diminution of racism on 
the part of scientists in America.” 

• Branson notes that the amount of employment opportunities for African Americans has greatly 
increased since his time in graduate school. He also mentions that he thinks “scientists (and 
especially physicists) are among the most liberal people to be found anywhere” and that this “was 
not true some years ago.” It seems that Branson attributes the increase in employment opportunity 
for African Americans to a general decrease in racism within the scientific community. 


