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“Racial and ethnic minorities tend 
to receive a lower quality of 
healthcare than non-minorities, 
even when access-related factors, 
such as patients' insurance status 
and income, are controlled. The 
sources of these disparities are 
complex, are rooted in historic and 
contemporary inequities, and 
involve many participants at several 
levels, including health systems, 
their administrative and 
bureaucratic processes, utilization 
managers, healthcare 
professionals, and patients”

http://www.nap.edu/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK220358/#_ncbi_dlg_cpyrght_NBK220358


Origins of Racist Ideas in the Colonies

• 17th century: Richard Mather, John Cotton, Cotton Mather- puritan ministers in 
New England inherited their European forefathers ideas that African slavery 
was normal, natural and holy.

• Chattel slavery 1619 - 1865:  African Americans treated as personal property 
and bought and sold as commodities. Doctor/slave owner dyad

• Climate theory and  Curse theory were used as an explanation of black skin and 
the justification  for slavery

• Colonization: Jefferson, Lincoln. The American Colonization Society was formed 
in 1817 to send African Americans to Africa or South America as an alternative 
to emancipation in the United States 

• The abolitionist physician, Benjamin Rush, and anti-slavery advocate, Samuel 
Sandhope Smith, also had some racist ideas.



Scientific Racism
Scientific racism: sometimes referred 
to as race biology, is a pseudoscientific 
belief that empirical evidence exists to 
support or justify racism (racial 
discrimination), racial inferiority, or 
racial superiority.   



Ethnology: The study of the characteristics, 

differences and relationships between various peoples 

•Polygenism- is a theory of human origins 
which states that the human races are of 
different origins (polygenesis).
•Monogenism- a single origin of humanity 
(monogenesis).
•Eugenics- controlled breeding to improve a 
human population. Sir Francis Galton

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Race_(classification_of_humans)
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1840 US Census

•The 1840 Census intentionally erred to show more 
lunacy/insanity among free blacks in the north than in 
enslaved blacks in the south in order to justify slavery. 

•Psychiatrist and statistician, Edward Jarvis, and black 
physician, James McCune Smith, published reviews 
demonstrating the errors in the 1840 Census. 

•US Secretary of State,  John C. Calhoun, certified the 
census correct and promoted the errors.



Agassiz Zealy 
slave portraits
Daguerreotypes

Columbia, SC  1850

Jean Louis 
Rodolphe                       
Agassiz 

Swiss-American biologist

Agassez expressed revulsion on first encountering African Americans. 

Similar Displays:
Sara Baartman- “Hottentot Venus”
Joice Heth- “161 year old mammy” 
Ota Benga- displayed in Bronx Zoo



Josiah Clark Nott
American Surgeon and anthropologist 1804-1873

Josiah Clarke Nott- “the 
negro achieves his greatest 
perfection, physical and 
moral, and also greatest 
longevity, in a state of 
slavery”.

Noted for his studies on Yellow fever, Nott 
was a founder of the Medical College of 
Alabama, established in Mobile in 1858. He 
served there as a Professor of Surgery. 
During the American Civil War, he served as 
a Confederate surgeon and staff officer.

Illustration from Types of Mankind (1854), 
Josiah Clark Nott and George Robins Gliddon .

"Negroes were a creational rank between Greeks
and chimpanzees.”

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medical_school
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Civil_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confederate_States_of_America
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Staff_officer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Josiah_Clark_Nott
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Robins_Gliddon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Negroes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creationism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greeks
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Common_chimpanzee


Serial: Debow's review, Agricultural, commercial, 
industrial progress and resources.
Title: Dr. Cartwright on the Caucasians and the 
Africans [Volume 25, Issue 1, Jul 1858; pp. 45-56]
Author: Cartwright, Dr.
Collection: Making of America Journal Articles

Samuel Adolphus Cartwright
Mississippi/Louisiana Physician 1793-1863 

Drapetomania-
mental illness 
causing the 
desire to flee 
captivity

URL: http://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/moajrnl/acg1336.1-25.001/59

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/moajrnl?page=home
http://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/moajrnl/acg1336.1-25.001/59


20th Century Scientific Racism
•Birth control activist and nurse, Margaret Sanger, a 

collaborator with W.E.B. DuBois, was a proponent of eugenics.
• Mississippi appendectomy- Fannie Lou Hamer
•Psychologist, Arthur Jensen (1969), and physicist, William 

Shockley (1960s) promoted the development of I.Q. tests 
(1916) to verify that the upper-class whites were proven to be 
more intelligent 
•The Bell Curve (1994) by Richard Herrnstein and Charles 

Murray- racial difference in intelligence
•Human genetic variation: 99.9% the same. Is racial difference 

explained in the .1%?



Research and Treatment Abuses
Non-therapeutic and harmful research and harmful 
experimental treatment 

• “The future of the negro lies more in the research 
laboratory than in schools…. When diseased, he should 
be registered and forced to make treatments before he 
offers his diseased mind and body on the altar of 
academic and professional education.” 

Thomas Murrell, M.D. United States Public Health Service 1910



Illustration of  
surgeon, Dr. 
James Marion 
Sims (1813-1883),

with Anarcha by 
Robert Thom.

Anarcha was 
subjected to 30 
experimental 
surgeries without 
anesthesia by 
Sims, the “father 
of gynecology” 

Pearson Museum, Southern Illinois University School of Medicine



Probably a 
more accurate 
representation 
of Sims’  
experimental 
subjects



Grandison Harris:
Slave, Porter, Judge,
Teaching assistant and 
Resurrectionist 

He was affiliated with 
Medical College of Georgia
from 1852 to 1911

Georgia Medical College Class of 1877 
Historical Collections and Archives, Robert B. Greenblatt, M.D.  Library, Georgia Regents University

Slaves and Blacks were 
targets for autopsy and 
dissection.



Tuskegee Syphilis Experiment
1932-1972:  399 infected, 201 controls

Blood and spinal fluid were frequently drawn, providing a natural reservoir of syphilis 
bacteria for experimentation. The victims’ bodies were sought after for autopsy.

E
Nurse 
Eunice 
Rivers



Exploitation of the Black Patients
• Biopsy tissue taken from Henrietta Lacks’ cervix in 1951 at Johns Hopkins Hospital was  cultured 

and distributed by research  pathologist, George Otto Gey,  without  her or her heirs’ consent 

• Large profits were generated from HeLa cells derived from her cervical adenocarcinoma but no 
monetary  distribution was ever made to the patient or her heirs

• Henrietta Lacks’ heirs remained in poverty, mostly uninsured 

and suffered poor health

• The California Supreme Court (1990) held in Moore v. Regents of the 

University of California that individuals do not have an ownership 

interest in their cells after the cells are removed from their bodies   

• “HeLa has helped build thousands of careers, not to mention more than

60,000 scientific studies, with nearly 10 more being published every day,

revealing the secrets of everything from aging and cancer to mosquito mating and the cellular

effects of working in sewers.” New York Times, Lisa Margonelli, Feb. 5, 2010



“Rules don’t apply to geniuses.” Dr. Albert Kligman
During the 1950s and 1960s, prison inmates were commonly used for the 
preliminary testing of experimental drugs, and Holmesburg Prison was no exception. 

Other reasons for black “iatrophobia”



Medical Apartheid

Jim Crow
(Neo-slavery):
sharecropping
Involuntary 
servitude, 
peonage

“Injustice in 
healthcare is the 
most shocking and 
inhumane” 

Martin Luther King



Medical Apartheid

•Segregation: separate and unequal 
health facilities: private vs public hospitals. 
Jim Crow hospitals 
•Health insurance: HMO vs PPO; Medicare 
vs Medicare Advantage; Medicaid vs private ins.
•Providers: black doctors in the south were denied 

access to medical societies and therefore hospital 
privileges until mid-1960s;  clinic vs private office or 
faculty practice



Moving from Scientific Racism and 
Medical Apartheid   Why should you care ?

•“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice 
everywhere” Martin Luther King

•IOM 2013- US Heath in International 
Perspective: shorter lives and poorer health

Of 17 high-income countries studied by the National Institutes of Health in
2013, the “United States had the highest or near-highest prevalence of 

infant mortality, heart and lung disease, sexually transmitted infections, 
adolescent pregnancies, injuries, homicides, and disability. Together, such 

issues place the U.S. at the bottom of the list for life expectancy.”



Moving from Scientific Racism and 
Medical Apartheid

Equal rights and opportunity legislation? Affirmative action?

• IOM 2003- “The healthcare workforce and its ability to deliver 
quality care for racial and ethnic minorities can be improved 
substantially by increasing the proportion of underrepresented U.S. 
racial and ethnic minorities among health professionals”

Eliminate for-profit and some public-owned health facilities?

Single payer health insurance? IOM 2003- “payment systems should 
avoid fragmentation of health plans along socioeconomic lines.”

Be aware of implicit bias and prejudice- racist ideas and institutions               



Thank you

Questions?

Discussion


