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At the 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin Jesse Owens won four gold medals. For American
civilization, his feats represented more than just an exceptional athletic performance. His
triumphs provided data. The data—as a host of observers including W. Montague Cobb,
the only African American to hold a doctorate in physical anthropology in the first half of
the twentieth century,1 understood—required explanation.2 Some Americans interpreted
the data as shattering Nazi myths of Aryan racial superiority. Some believed the data
would hasten the integration of American society. Some even hoped it signaled the begin-
ning of the end of American racism. Others interpreted the data as proof that the United
States actually enjoyed practical racial equality—contrary to social realities.

†The author would like to thank David Wiggins, Patrick Miller, and Steven Pope for their criticisms
and encouragement on earlier drafts of this manuscript. He would also like to thank the William P.
Clements Center for Southwest Studies at Southern Methodist University for providing fellowship support
and access to rare sources that were invaluable in this study.
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Several insightful thinkers pointed out that while Owens’ runs and jumps supposedly
annihilated Nazi racial ideology, they had little impact on American versions of white
supremacist philosophy. Some observers explained Owens’ victories through the entrenched
racist paradigms of the 1930s. Allegedly less-evolved than European Americans and thus
closer to “nature,” African Americans were supposed to be better in “unthinking” physical
competitions than “brighter” whites. Dean Cromwell, who coached Owens and other
sprinters on the 1936 United States Olympic team, accounted for the prowess of Owens
and other African-American Olympians by asserting “that the Negro excels ... because he
is closer to the primitive than the white man.”3 The acceptance by many of Cromwellian
versions of the myth of black physical superiority in the dominant white culture of the
United States reinforced traditional patterns of racism.4

The month after Owens won four gold medals in Berlin, The Crisis reprinted
a Baltimore Sun cartoon depicting Owens running Nazi racial ideology into
the dust. The Crisis 43 (September 1936): 272.
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That myth, frequently bolstered by claims of scientific legitimacy, has grown increas-
ingly powerful in American culture since Owens ran in Berlin. In an essay entitled “Race
and Runners” and in other scientific articles, Cobb fought the flourishing mythology that
Owens and his fellow “black auxiliaries,” as the international press corps dubbed African-
American Olympians, owed their medals to any “physical attributes peculiar to their race.”5

Cobb’s efforts did little to halt the advance of theories about “athletic genes.” In fact, the
successes of Owens and other African-American athletes in the 1930s marks a crucial shift
in scientific paradigms and popular beliefs about the relation of race to athletic perfor-
mance.6

Puzzles, Politics, and Paradigm Shifts
From the late 1800s to the 1930s as evolutionary models of human genetics and

racial difference flourished, many in the scientific community subscribed to a racial theory
that asserted that peoples of European descent were the most advanced products of natural
selection—athletically as well as intellectually. In these theories Europeans, especially
northern Europeans, led the world in every imaginable human category—physical as well
as mental.7 The triumphs of Owens and other “black auxiliaries” presented problems for
those who adhered to the reigning paradigm of complete European supremacy. The puz-
zling data represented by Owens and other athletes of African descent would spark the
development of new theories about the relation of race to athletic performance and about
the connections between physical and other forms of prowess.8

The interpretations of Owens’ Olympic triumphs provided data for social construc-
tions of race.9 Scientific and popular analyses of Owens’ athletic feats inscribed funda-
mental differences between people of differing skin color and heritage. Race was an omni-
present category in explanations of Owens’ prowess.10 At the same time, Owens’ athletic
feats were incorporated into American discourses on national identity.11 Owens ran to
victory in an era in which American audiences firmly believed that sports created what the
political theorist Robert Putnam has recently labeled “social capital,” or what earlier gen-
erations of thinkers have called civic virtue.12 This social resin is supposed to serve as the
essential binding agent in the manufacture of progressive democratic societies. Owens’
Olympian achievements, and those of other American victors, were hailed by some com-
mentators in the American media as proof that the United States led the world in the
production of social capital. In their tales Owens and the “black auxiliaries” symbolized
social capital’s grandest purchase—the birth of American nation characterized by racial
equality.13

Owens and his fellow African-American Olympians thus simultaneously symbolized
both the process of nation-making and the process of marking racial differences.14 The
use of the Olympic Games and other sporting events for the generation of data about
modern nations represents an important intersection of the larger histories of nation-
making and the social construction of race.15 C.L.R. James, the distinguished West In-
dian scholar of Atlantic civilization, understood the significance of this intersection. “What
do they know of cricket who only cricket know?” James asks as he begins his exploration of
sport as the crucial language for shaping national and racial identities in the West Indies
and in the larger twentieth-century British empire. “To answer involves ideas as well as
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facts,” James argues, underscoring the point that ideas about race and nationhood drawn
from athletic contests have important consequences. He makes it clear that those who
think that they understand sport but ignore the complex social histories in which athletic
games are embedded know nothing of value. So, too, those who know about race and
nationalism but do not understand the role of sport in the manufacture of both know very
little about the construction of modern societies James insists. Literature, art, political
theory, and other forms of high culture do not animate popular national discourses in
James’ view. “These fill space in print,” he noted, “but not in minds.” In modern nations,
James contends, sport captures minds. Sport is the language of the “common people.”16

In the United States since the late nineteenth century, sport has served as a common
language that crosses, at least for transient moments, class, ethnic, and sometimes even
gender boundaries. Languages are essential ingredients in the construction of modern
nations. Languages also serve as tools for the social construction of race. The clearest
expressions in American history of the use of sport in imagining national community can
generally be heard surrounding the Olympic Games—the most nationalistic sporting spec-
tacles in which the United States engages. Olympic dialogues about imagined communi-
ties inevitably involve conversations about the nature and meaning of race in the United
States.17

These athletic debates over nationhood and race have historically been varnished with
a lacquer of scientific validity. “Athletic records have every right to consideration as scien-
tific data,” noted one commentator in a 1916 article in The Scientific Monthly, one of the
official journals of the American Association for the Advancement of Science.18 The data
generated by Olympic Games has frequently been linked to scientific claims about the
basic nature of societies. Beginning in the late nineteenth century, pundits, social critics,
scientists and the mass public in the United States and in many other nations came to
believe that athletic performances provided scientific illumination about the fundamental
natures of cultures. As one scientific popularizer put it in a 1919 essay in National Geo-
graphic Magazine, sport supplied “magic touchstones” for deciphering the meaning of
cultures. Observing peoples’ games and sports revealed “the surest clues to how people
live, and work, and think.” Sporting performances furnished facts for the “scientific com-
parison of cultures.”19

Olympic “facts,” in the estimation of many scientific and popular chroniclers, can
be determined with a greater degree of objectivity than facts from other sporting competi-
tions. These claims of objectivity rest on two foundations. First, the Olympic Games
purport to provide the world’s most global laboratory for cultural comparison.20 Second,
the Olympics, at least from American perspectives, have been historically centered on
track and field.21 The individual nature of performances, the prescribed and standardized
distances and equipment, the stopwatches, and the long history of record-keeping in track
and field have lent a patina of “objectivity” to comparisons of nation and race made in
Olympic stadiums.22

National Geographic’s contention about sport as a scientific measuring stick for cul-
tures was accepted as a truism in the United States. Comparisons of races as well as
cultures required only a small step.23 W. Montague Cobb tried to warn observers from
taking that step. “As the anthropologist surveys the striving field in the stadium, he sees
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nothing to suggest an association between race and competition in any particular event,”
Cobb asserted.24 Cobb knew that very few others shared his views on that score. He
understood that many anthropologists, the vast majority of the press, and most people in
the United States invariably saw associations between race and performance in Olympic
races. That was why Cobb used historical and anatomical data about black Olympians in
“Race and Runners” in order to refute the notion that nature rather than nurture was the
primary force responsible for the creation of African-American champions. As Cobb’s
work illustrates, statistics from Olympic performances generated dialogues in the United
States about national prowess and its relation to race. If sport did indeed provide a “magic
touchstone” for understanding the nature of a civilization then the victories by Owens and
other “black auxiliaries” created data that meant something important to American civili-
zation-a civilization in which race was a crucial factor for national self-definition.

Historians have traced some of the history of Owens’ Olympian victories on Ameri-
can ideas about race. They have charted the scientific racism that before World War II
served as modern scientific orthodoxy.25 However, they have not yet addressed the role
that Owens and other Olympic athletes played in scientific debates about race and na-
tional vigor. Between the inception of the modern Games in 1896 and the 1950s Olym-
pians were critical figures in American dialogues about race and nationhood. Data from
the Olympic Games served those who wanted to perpetuate scientific doctrines of racial
supremacy as well as those who sought to shatter such concepts.

Although they read the data in different ways, intellectual elites, popular journalists,
and the mass public all believed that Owens’ medals signified something important about
race. Indeed, looking for data about race in Olympic arenas had consumed American
audiences for four decades by the time that Owens sprinted into history at Berlin. What
does race have to do with winning Olympic races?26 Why do certain people win Olympic
medals? Americans had asked those questions long before Owens streaked to victory in
Berlin. Indeed, those questions have intrigued modern cultures since the Baron Pierre de
Coubertin and his elite cabal of European and North American sportsmen revived the
Olympic Games at Athens in 1896. More than a century later the Olympics continue to
fascinate and trouble modern minds.27

Data from the first five Olympic Games—at Athens in 1896, Paris in 1900, St. Louis
in 1904, London in 1908, and Stockholm in 1912—convinced many American Olympic
commentators that in the words of the liberal Protestant weekly, The Independent, the
“United States owes its supremacy over all other nations to the fact that it is a union of all
races.”28 That claim, that in Olympic stadiums the United States vanquished the rest of
the globe because American civilization incorporated all of the world’s races into a distinc-
tive American race, dominated American interpretations of their Olympic victories.29 It
reverberated in spite of the fact that the claim was suspect at many levels. Turn-of-the-
century American sporting institutions were, if not completely then rather rigidly, segre-
gated by race. They always had been—as had the rest of American civilization. Non-
European peoples were blocked from many mainstream sporting opportunities. European
ethnics from non-western or northern European origins also faced discrimination in Ameri-
can sport. Non-Protestant European groups could point to compelling evidence of in-
vidious bigotry on American playing fields. In spite of the fact that athletes of Irish de-
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scent won numerous medals for the United States at the first five Olympic Games, they
still found their heritage was at times still a hindrance in American society.30

Further clouding the issue was the fact the United States did not conquer the rest of
the world in the first five Olympic Games. In spite of the problematic calculations, the
image of “melting pot” champions—of an American team forged of many races into one
world-dominating people—became twentieth-century American folk wisdom. Most
American commentators read the data in ways that celebrated national prowess. They
submerged the actualities of American race relations and Olympic performances into a set
of statistics that proved that American strength lay in racial multiplicity and equality of
opportunity for all races. It was an important ideal—if not a reality. It meant that sport
could be used to challenge American failures to live up to that ideal and to struggle to meet
it. In a century of American Olympic interpretation, The Independent’s idealized explana-
tion of American prowess as belonging to “a union of all races” has been a dominant
motif.31

American Interpretations of Olympic Data and Race, 1896-1920
Underneath the Olympian theme of the United States as a “union of all races” ran

countervailing currents. This particular interpretation of Olympic data ran contrary to
the prevailing scientific theories regarding race and athletic prowess. The reigning scien-
tific paradigm asserted that Europeans, especially northern Europeans, were the globe’s
dominant race—on the playing field or battlefield, in scholarly debate or scientific exper-
tise, in economic competition or political acumen. For much of the first half of the
twentieth century the standard ideas of racial science did not square with the Olympic
image of the United States as an amalgam of races.

Under the guise of science some thinkers sought to refute the idea that racial plural-
ism fueled American athletic prowess. From the 1870s through the 1930s scientific theo-
ries that asserted that races differed markedly in intelligence, athletic ability and other
characteristics remained an accepted part of scientific orthodoxy.32 Determined to prove
that evolution clearly endowed certain races with special genetic attributes, many Ameri-
can scientists practiced “high brow racism.”33 Scientific racism, an organized and system-
atic intellectual endeavor that claimed the legitimacy of that favorite modern habit of
mind—science—was comfortably ensconced in American universities, corporate board
rooms, editorial offices, and government agencies. Mainstream biological, psychological,
sociological and anthropological scholarship accepted many of the doctrines of scientific
racism. Scientific racists tried to reach the mass public by packaging their prejudices in
essays about subjects that they thought would appeal to plain folk. Olympic sport pro-
vided them with the opportunities they sought.

At the 1904 Olympics in St. Louis a group of athletic experts and anthropologists
conducted a bizarre experiment on the role of race, culture, and nature in determining
athletic performance. The St. Louis Games were a component of a larger event-a worlds
fair dubbed the Centennial Louisiana Purchase Exposition. The anthropological division
at the fair constructed a human zoo for exhibiting to a “civilized” American audience more
than two thousand “primitives” from territories recently conquered by the United States
in the Philippines and the Pacific, from older conquered territories in North America
inhabited by Native Americans, and from South America and Africa.34
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Reacting to a claim from the anthropological scientists that “primitives” living as they
allegedly did in close proximity to nature were superior athletes to the overly “civilized”
peoples of Western industrial nations, Olympic organizers staged a “savage Olympics” to
test that theory. The “Tribal Games,” promoted extensively in the St. Louis press, “proved”
that non-European aborigines were not very good at Euro-American athletic games and
sports—something that should have come as no surprise to “scientists” who knew that the
aborigines had no experience playing any of those games.35 Experts proclaimed that
Anthropology Days—as the strange Olympics were officially labeled—would once and
for all put to rest the idea of “natural” athletes. Of course it did not, as track coach Dean
Cromwell’s 1941 invocation of that theory to explain the prowess of Jesse Owens and
other African-American Olympians in a textbook on track and field techniques makes
clear.36 Even in the twenty-first century people still speculate that nature has made some
races—by which they generally mean less “civilized” peoples who allegedly spent more
evolutionary time closer to “nature’‘—better natural athletes than other races.37

While much of the American press cheered that the United States had trounced the
virtually nonexistent competition from the rest of the world because the American team
was composed of a mythical “union of all races,” a few observers used the “scientific”
results from the “savage Olympics” to promote an ideology of white supremacy. James
Edward Sullivan, the American athletic official who organized and oversaw the St. Louis
Olympics announced that from a “scientific standpoint” Anthropology Days revealed “con-
clusively that the average savage or foreigner is not equal to the white man.” The cultural
anthropologist WJ McGee, who headed the anthropology section at the St. Louis Fair,
agreed. The “savage Olympics,” merely generated data for “what anthropologists have
long known, that the white man leads the races of the world, both physically and mentally,
and in the coordination of the two which goes to make up the best specimen of manhood,
they have the ‘spirit and the sand,’” McGee concluded.38

After 1904 the scientific racism that colored interpretations of Anthropology Days
persistently reappeared in American explanations of Olympic performance. Using mea-
surements from the 1906 “interim” Olympics at Athens39 and the 1908 Olympics at
London, Dr. Charles E. Woodruff of the United States Army medical corps, argued that
race provided the crucial clue in untangling the mysteries surrounding Olympic perfor-
mances.40 Woodruff embarked on a scientific study of the racial characteristics of Ameri-
can Olympic winners from the 1906 and 1908 teams. Woodruff was especially interested
in one marker of race—“the pigmentation of the skin.” Woodruff’s elaborate combina-
tion of scientific racism and Olympic performance marked an important dissent from
media depictions of America’s melting-pot victors.41

Strangely, at first glance, Woodruff’s data seemed to confirm the melting pot thesis.
Woodruff’s studies asserted that members of “old American families” were notably absent
from the list of Olympic victors. American winners came from families who had immi-
grated since 1840. The champions generally were from the first or second generation
born in an American environment. Instead of celebrating the contributions of immi-
grants to American society or the Americanizing force of sport, Woodruff made it acutely
clear that American champions did not come from the ethnic groups which comprised the
“new immigration” of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—eastern and south-
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ern Europeans. Woodruff alleged that light-skinned, blonde-haired Nordic types supplied
the majority of champion athletes in Olympic competition.42

Woodruff divided American Olympians into the typical categories used by turn-of-
the-century scientists for delineating race, such as Baltic and Alpine types, even an “old
English dark type.” He assumed that northern European types were superior human
beings. He insisted that “nature’s selective process” fit certain racial types for certain cli-
mates. In explaining the preponderance of immigrants and first or second generation
Americans among the winners he pointed to the effect of climate on strenuosity.43 The
“light” of American skies gave an enormous stimulus to the nervous system of Nordic
immigrants during their first few generations in the New World argued Woodruff.44 That
fact explained the American dominance in events that required a great deal of nervous
energy—sprints, jumps and other field events. Indeed, Woodruff argued that light-induced
“nervousness” provided “the basis of the strenuous life” and explained the “athletic craze”
in American civilization.45

The excessive stimulation of American “light” soon burned out the Nordic stock
rendering families who had resided in the New World for any length of time incapable of
producing champion athletes. The farther south Nordic families settled, the quicker the
sun destroyed their vitality. He pointed to the rarity of athletes from the American South
in the ranks of Olympic champions as proof that northern Europeans declined quickly in
warmer environments. Woodruff even theorized that “the athletic superiority of the an-
cient Greeks is curiously like that of our own, for they too were Aryan northerners who
had migrated to a stimulating climate.”46

In order to make his case Woodruff created a chart of the points won by various
nations to prove the superiority of northern Europeans. His efforts to support his conten-
tions with empirical evidence in the form of statistical tabulations of the number of med-
als actually won by various nations in Olympic competitions would be duplicated in the
future by many other theorists of race and athletic performance.47 Such counting repre-
sented a simplistic, indeed a simple-minded, approach to the data48—and a remarkably
popular one as well.49

Woodruff dismissed the idea that an American race was emerging from some sup-
posed union of all races as unscientific sentimentalism. Olympic “facts” needed to be
“taken to heart by those who think we are evolving a new type of humanity to be called the
‘American’—a type fit to live anywhere from Florida to Alaska,” lectured Woodruff. “Such
a type is impossible,” the doctor concluded. “Nature is merely permitting the types fitted
to each locality to survive, and she lets the others die off.”50

Woodruff drew a number of political conclusions from his theory. He declared that
“young America” and “old Europe” represented literal social conditions. Young Nordic
men led American society before the “light” of the New World broke them down. Old
Nordic men endured to lead the Old World. Woodruff worried that as the sun sucked the
life-force out of overstimulated northern European ethnics they would be unable to con-
tinue functioning in their “natural” roles as the governors of American society. In Woodruff’s
slanted version of history “the big brawny northmen” who were the “real Arya of our
philologists” had “been the world’s rulers from time immemorial.” Woodruff suggested
that “if America is to be at the front of civilization with the other advanced nations, its
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blood must be constantly recruited from Northern Europe” to replace the constantly de-
generating American Nordic stock.51

Woodruff’s conclusions and his data were not necessarily consistent. In spite of his
belief in Nordic supremacy he noted that many of the American winners were not of the
“blonde type”—an anomaly in the data for which he never accounted.52 His Nordic
interpretation of American Olympic success was a flawed dissent to the typical media
exaltations lauding American champions of the melting pot.53 It was also typical of the
scientific racism that permeated American thought in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury. The New York Times described Woodruff’s work as “highly interesting and mainly
scientific racial studies.” While the newspaper warned readers that “it is possible, indeed,
all but certain,” that Dr. Woodruff had in his “scientific” studies “exaggerated a half truth,”
it nevertheless approved his central thesis that athletic performance highlighted racial dif-
ferences.54 National Geographic concurred. The popular scientific monthly opined that
Woodruff offered “stimulating, even disquieting, investigation” of the supremacy of the
“blonde” race while at the same time demanding that “he should be more logical and more
systematic in the arrangement of his evidence.”55 Woodruff extended his investigations of
sport and racial vitality in a 1909 book entitled The Expansion of Races, hailed in some
quarters as “the most important contribution to the literature of anthropology since Darwin’s
Origin of Species.” 5 6 In The Expansion of Races Woodruff revealed himself as an ardent
Malthusian and a committed Aryan supremacist who believed that northern European
peoples had a duty to rule the world. Race problems in the United States would disappear,
Woodruff argued, as science destroyed faith in the melting pot and as the African-Ameri-
can population dwindled to extinction in an era in which the former slaves were no longer
insulated from the struggle for survival by benevolent masters. He predicted that a new
world order with Aryans controlling the lesser races would be soon be forged by athleti-
cally trained Nordic “blonde beasts.” Among the “scientific” evidence Woodruff cited to
support his views were Percival Lowell’s theories about “canals” indicating the triumph of
a superior, globe-dominating race on Mars.57 The flyleaf of Woodruff’s The Expansion of
Races proudly boasted his membership in the American Academy for the Advancement of
Science. The book was well-received in scientific circles. In Europe, German eugenicists
endorsed Woodruff’s studies without reservation.58

New Data Sets, Theories of Nordic Supremacy, and the Anomaly of

Boughera El Ouafi, 1920-1930
Eugenic and racialist investigations of Olympic data multiplied during the 1920s and

1930s. The sixth Olympic Games, scheduled for Berlin in 1916, were casualties of global
warfare. The International Olympic Committee (I.O.C.) revived the Games after the
Great War and held them at Antwerp in 1920, Paris in 1924, Amsterdam in 1928, Los
Angeles in 1932, and Berlin in 1936. The outbreak of World War II scuttled the 1940
Olympic Games, slated for Tokyo. The I.O.C. also began a series of Winter Olympic
Games in 1924.

In the wake of World War I, the scientific community expanded its interest in the
data from Olympic Games. Many American scholars remained wedded to the doctrines
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of scientific racism. Massive batteries of “intelligence tests” administered to American
armed services recruits during World War I seemed to offer empirical data that race deter-
mined potential cognitive ability. Eugenics studies provided “proof” that mental and
physical health sprang from hereditary, and therefore racial, sources. Based on faulty
conceptions, poorly understood premises, and confused results, the new studies of the
1920s and 1930s continued to provide legitimacy for scientific bigotry.

Between the First and Second World Wars scientific racism counted major scholarly
figures among its ranks. Racist science began to influence public policy. Congress created
immigration quotas based on “national origin”—or more bluntly on race. State and fed-
eral governments enacted eugenics laws prohibiting interracial marriages and mandating
the sterilization of the mentally, or racially, “incompetent.” A close reading of the 1925
“Scopes Monkey Trial,” generally depicted in American history as signaling the victory of
science over religious superstition, illustrates the proliferation of scientific racism. The
textbook that Dayton, Tennessee, high school biology teacher John T. Scopes used in his
classes became a crucial piece of evidence for convicting him of teaching the forbidden
doctrines of evolution. A few pages beyond the unit on evolution appeared a section
entitled “The Races of Man.” The book specified five human races that each existed on
different evolutionary planes. It then assured students that “Caucasians” were at the pin-
nacle of the evolutionary process. White supremacists did not have to join the “low brow”
Ku Klux Klan when they had science on their side.59

Scientific racism remained difficult to shatter in Olympic arenas as well. In the 1920s
the official journal of the Ecological Society of America, Ecology, published an essay by an
Argentine meteorologist that “proved’ statistically that northern Europeans were the worlds
dominant athletes. In “The International Olympic Games as an Index to the Influence of
Climate on Human Energy,” Guillermo Hoxmark tabulated the number of points won by
nations in the Olympic Games of 1920 and 1924. He then correlated each nation’s point
total with its population. Hoxmark created a series of statistical tables that indicated how
many thousands of inhabitants each nation had per Olympic point won. The lower the
number (the fewer thousands of people who produced gold medals), the greater the ath-
letic performance. He then connected his measurement of athletic performances to mean
temperatures. He thought his data offered “a good basis for an investigation of the effect
of climatic factors on the constitution and activity of man.”60

Hoxmark’s statistics indicated that “physical strength and athletic prowess” belonged
to peoples from the cool climates of northern Europe. Norway, Finland, Sweden, Den-
mark and Estonia topped his list.61 He did not draw any political conclusions from his
study, although in the context of early twentieth-century Latin American and especially
Argentine thought the idea that indigenous American peoples from the warm climates
were slow and inferior and northern Europeans vigorous and dominant shaped political
“science.”62 In the course of his essay Hoxmark also praised the work of Ellsworth Hun-
tington. A well-regarded social scientist in the United States, Huntington’s Civilization
and Climate (1915) and The Character of Races (1924) were classics in the field of scientific
racism.63 Like Hoxmark, Huntingdon drew extensive charts and maps of “human vigor”
and “national character” that identified peoples of northern European descent as the “fit-
test” members of the human species.64 During the 1920s Huntington, a Yale professor of
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geography, served as the president of the American Eugenics Society and demanded that
racial science determine United States immigration policy in order to eugenically cleanse
the “American race.”65 Hoxmark was more circumspect than Huntington. The Argen-
tine scholar counseled continued study of the Olympics to verify his tentative conclusions
about the connection between climatic ecology and human energy.66

The popular press in the United States sometimes forgot Hoxmark’s call for restraint
in promoting Nordicism. Anticipating the 1924 Olympics in Paris the Literary Digest
printed an ominously titled story, “‘Conquering North Threatens to Conquer Olym-
pics.” In the piece T. Von Ziekursch warned Americans that most Europeans believed that
at the 1924 Olympics Finland would wrest the title of Olympic champions away from the
United States. Northern climates produced “a hearty breed,” reported Ziekursch. Nor-
dics were stronger, more energetic, had more stamina, and were more virile than other
people. Since at least the time of the Roman Empire, hypothesized Ziekursch, Nordics
had periodically emerged from the woods to conquer the world in an “avalanche of ...
power.”67

Once upon a time, lamented Ziekursch, the United States had possessed an “ecol-
ogy”—the frontier—that produced a virile race. In the Olympics contested between 1896
and 1912, when America had just recently been a “pioneer land,” American “athletes were
sons of men who were not hot-house plants, the products of super-heated offices, and no
exercise.” Ziekursch’s potent mixture of Frederick Jackson Turner’s frontier thesis with
Euro-American theories of Nordic supremacy led him to predict that at the Paris Olym-
pics Finland would conquer a modernized, effeminate, and polyglot United States.68 In
fact the United States turned back Finland’s challenge and dominated the 1924 Olympics.
Following tradition, some in the American media labeled the United States team “melting
pot” victors.69 A few echoes of the old “union of all races” rhetoric reappeared. “Our
athletes represent selections from many strains; they are the product of the crossbreeding
and transplanting of the most virile European races,” wrote one Eurocentric American
commentator.70

The vast majority of accounts in the American press celebrated national dominance.
However, a few critics took a more “scientific” view of the results.71 A strong current of
Nordicism ran through the dissenters’ opinions. Anticipating by one year Hoxmark’s
creation of population-to-medal-production formula, Current Opinion rearranged the 1924
Winter and Summer Games national standings to reflect the population-base from which
each nation drew its team. In Current Opinion’s tables Norway led the world in per-capita
medal production with 84.5 points, followed by Finland’s 76.5, Sweden’s 50.5 and
Switzerland’s 49. The United States finished fourteenth with 6.1 points. Current Opinion
refrained from Nordic-style scientific racism in drawing conclusions from the data. In-
stead, the editors theorized that the Scandinavian countries owed their successes to the
mass democracy of Nordic sport. American athletes were products of an undemocratic
system. They were “specialists intensively and scientifically trained, instead of supreme
products of universal athletic activity.”72

In 1928 at Amsterdam the United States again, according to national media accounts,
bested Finland in total medals but lost the race on a medals-produced-per-capita basis.
“Taking population into account,” groused The World’s Work, “we did only a little better
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than Germany and nowhere near so well as Finland.”73 “Scientific” charts of Olympic
performance threatened to dominate analyses of national athletic prowess.

Finland’s strong showing in Olympic track and field in the 1920s sparked a media
frenzy in the United States.74 Finnish victories fascinated American audiences.75 Why
did Americans exult in Finland’s Olympic successes?76 Part of the reason was the fact that
Finland was the only nation in Europe that paid back the debts it owed the United States
from World War I. Part of the reason, given the anti-Bolshevist climate of the 1920s, was
that the Finnish civil war had ended in defeat for the communists. Another important
reason was the projection of traditional explanations of American success onto Finland.
Americans had convinced themselves that democratic institutions, rugged individualism,
frontier vigor, and the ability to compete with the forces of history and nature produced
Olympic triumph. The press made Finland into a European version of the United States.
Lurking beneath all the other reasons lay the popularity of scientific racism in the United
States. A strong current of Nordicism ran through the explanations of Finnish athletic
genius. Finland’s triumphs became another manifestation of the “avalanche” of white
European power that seemed destined to the rule the world.

Nordic athletic prowess confirmed for many scholars the validity of scientific theories
regarding the superiority of northern European genes. Nordic minds and bodies domi-
nated the Olympics, and by extension, most other human endeavors. The Olympic Games
of 1928 provided one contrary data set. An Algerian running for France won the Mara-
thon race. The Chicago Defender, one of the nation’s major African-American newspapers,
pointed out that the “brown-skinned Algerian Arab” was closely followed across the finish
line by a “dark-skinned Chilean.” Japanese racers finished fourth and sixth.77 Other
stories in the African-American press also noted how Boughera El Ouafi’s Marathon vic-
tory had undermined the standard racial calculus employed by athletic experts. Colum-
nist Chester L. Washington of the Pittsburgh Courier observed that the Algerian’s name on
the list of Olympic Marathon champions “was just about as noticeable as Marcus Garvey’s

Boughera El Ouafi became the first non-European to win an Olympic
Marathon race. The Algerian runner competed for France in the 1928
Olympic Games. This photograph of El Ouafi appeared in Report of the
American Olympic Committee: Ninth Olympic Games, Amsterdam, 1928;
Second Olympic Winter Games, St. Moritz, 1928 (New York: American
Olympic Committee), 134.
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name would be on a Lily White ticket as an American presidential candidate.”78 The
Negro World, the voice of Marcus Garvey’s black nationalist movement, argued that El
Ouafi’s Marathon victory disproved all claims of Nordic supremacy. The newspaper’s
editors noted that Africa teemed with athletes who could best the peoples of European
descent if given a chance. “Some day Africans will have a flag to worship, to uphold the
honor of which they will be willing to give of their best, and when that day comes achieve-
ments like El Ouafi’s will be commonplace,” proclaimed The Negro World.7 9

News of El Ouafi’s victory coincided with widespread coverage in the African-Ameri-
can press of sociologist R.D. McKenzie’s80 claim at an academic conference in Massachu-
setts that Nordic supremacy theories were pernicious fallacies and that race had no utility
as a scientific concept.81 Some newspapers linked the two events even though McKenzie
had not explicitly made the connection. “Olympic Results Hurt Nordic Pride, Scientists
Declares,” blared a headline in the Pittsburgh Courier. ‘White Man ‘Just Lucky! Says
Professor As Tally of Achievements at Amsterdam Is Taken” read the subhead. The article
noted that some of McKenzie’s academic colleagues rejected his ideas, “but when they left
his round table the newspapers were carrying the news that the marathon, requiring an
amount of stamina and endurance sometimes regarded as a distinctively Nordic attribute,
had been won by a brown-sinned Algerian Arab, with a dark-skinned Chilean second, and
two yellow-skinned Japanese fourth and sixth, while the white race had to be content with
third and fifth places.”82

The racial implications of El Ouafi’s Marathon victory made much less of an impact
in the mainstream white press in spite of the obsessions of many sports reporters in the
1920s with explaining Nordic supremacy in Olympic races.83 Still, an editorial by the title
of “Bow Ye Nordics!” appeared in the New York Herald Tribune. This editorial also linked
the Marathon results with McKenzie’s remarks. The editors of the Herald Tribune were
less optimistic than accounts in the African-American press about the power of El Ouafi’s
victory to alter long-standing racial mythologies. “It is safe to say that the myth of Nordic
supremacy, so sedulously fostered by pseudo ethnologists, will survive this jolt, as it has so
many others, even in the subconsciousness of the non-Nordic,” opined the editors. “For it
takes more than a single adverse demonstration—more than a series of such demonstra-
tions, unless of overwhelming proportions and persistence—to dislodge either a superior-
ity or inferiority complex.”84

From the Puzzle of El Ouafi to a Revolution in Athletic Racial

Science, 1930-1936
Results from the Olympic Games of the 1930s would provide many more “adverse

demonstration[s]” to theories of Nordic supremacy. At the same time, the rise of Euro-
pean fascism in the 1930s would subdue American enthusiasm about avalanches of white
power. Still, in the comfortable corridors of the academy, scientific racism remained strongly
rooted among not only German but a certain cohort of Anglo-American scientists. Scien-
tific racism appealed to both those “hard” and “social” scientists who insisted that genes
and heredity rather than culture and environment shaped human behaviors.85 Certainly
some American scientists, notably the anthropologist Franz Boas and his disciples, op-
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posed scientific racism.86 During the 1930s it became a much more contentious issue
between practitioners of differing scientific paradigms. Yet scientific racism maintained a
powerful grip on many “liberal” geneticists, physiologists, biologists, psychologists and
sociologists.

During the 1930s the racial science surrounding athletic performance underwent a
radical paradigm shift. El Ouafi’s Marathon run turned out to be a harbinger of the near
rather than the distant future. The older paradigm that linked white athletic prowess with
superior intellects and wills as well as with better bodies through the hegemony of Euro-
pean genes was swamped by new data of such “overwhelming proportions and persis-
tence”—to borrow the New York Herald Tribune’s language—that it began to crumble. A
new paradigm emerged. Scientists interested in reading racial distinctions in sporting
performances began to proclaim the superiority of black physiology. At the same time
they separated African athletic genes from intellects and wills. Sporting performances that
in the past had been credited to combinations of mental and physical genius became in the
new paradigm purely physiological phenomena. The old mythology of the “natural ath-
lete,” at one time thoroughly refuted by the “experiments” at the 1904 “savage Olympics”
and more than two decades of scientific ardor for Nordicism, would be resurrected to
explain new data.
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The September 1932 issue of The
Crisis featured Olympic hero Eddie
Tolan as well as advice for voters in
the 1932 presidential election. The
Crisis 39 (September 1932), front
cover.
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At the same time, African-American medals harvested in Olympic arenas rekindled
the “union of all races” ideology that shaped American perceptions of sports.87 The 1932
and 1936 Olympic Games encouraged many who hoped that African-American athletic
victories would promote the idea that the races were essentially equal. Paradoxically, as
African Americans began in the 1930s to play prominent roles on American Olympic
teams, the new paradigm infusing racial science would undermine the notion that their
triumphs were indisputable evidence of racial equality.88

In 1932 the Olympic Games returned for the first time since 1904 to the United
States. Four years later at the Berlin Olympics much of the American press and public
would exult that African-American victories had shattered Nazi theories of white supremacy.
At the Los Angeles Games a somewhat different climate prevailed. Given both the obvi-
ous and subtle realities of American systems of racial apartheid that existed in 1932, cel-
ebrations of African-American triumphs in Los Angeles as shattering American ideas of
racial supremacy were much more muted.89

In his nearly-universally syndicated column the comic-philosopher Will Rogers jested
that “the man that brought the first ‘slaves’ to this country must have had these Olympic
Games in mind, for these ‘senegambians’ have just run the white man ragged. Every
winner is either an American Negro or an American white woman,” Rogers noted. “Wait
till we get to golf, bridge or cocktail shaking, then the American white man will come into
his own.”90 Much of white America ignored the social implications of Rogers’ Olympic
sarcasm. When some officials in Germany complained about having to compete against
African Americans at the Los Angeles Games the mainstream press mostly disregarded the
German objection.91

The white press did not completely ignore Los Angeles’ “black auxiliaries.” The gold
medals in the 100-meter and 200-meter dashes earned by Eddie Tolan, the silver and
bronze medals in the same races garnered by Ralph Metcalfe, Edward Gordon’s gold in the
long jump, as well as African-Canadian Phil Edwards bronze in the 800-meters were duly
noted. The mainstream media simply refused to draw conclusions about the shattering of
any American racial mythologies at the Los Angeles Olympics. Unlike Jesse Owens’ later
accomplishments, Tolan’s and Metcalfe’s feats did not spark widespread discussion in white
mainstream America about racial equality or any ideologies of white supremacy-not
Aryanism, nor Nordicism, nor Jim Crow.92

There were a few quiet allusions to the ironies of using African-American Olympians
to construct a national identity while at the same time practicing discrimination and
segregation against black citizens. Ralph Metcalfe received some accolades even in the
heart of Jim Crow territory. In Atlanta, Georgians were called upon to recognize their
native-born son. Prohibited by segregation from Southern stadiums, Metcalfe had joined
an athletic “great migration North” and won athletic fame at Marquette University in
Milwaukee, Wisconsin.93 Not only in the American South, but throughout the United
States, the words of Atlanta Mayor James Lee Key on “Ralph Metcalfe Day” signaled the
resounding silence to the “race question” with which much of the nation received 1932’s
“black auxiliaries.” On September 23, 1932, Mayor Key asked white as well as black
Atlantans to pay homage to Metcalfe in “such a manner as to give due recognition to the
internationally known athlete who was born in Atlanta, and who, if he had remained here,
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would probably have been a rose ‘born to blush unseen, its fragrance wasted on the desert
air.’”94 An Olympics contested on American soil did not provide the proper conditions to
shatter domestic myths of white supremacy.

Still, a few commentators utilized the 1932 Olympics to assail American racism. The
African-American press used data from Los Angeles to rail against segregation and dis-
crimination. African-American writers generally employed the old “union of all races”
motif to put black victories into perspective. Eddie Tolan’s picture graced the cover of the
September 1932 issue of The Crisis—the era’s leading voice for civil rights and the official
journal of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (N.A.A.C.P.).
Inside the magazine the editors proclaimed that the man who had been “the victim of a
brazen discrimination and Jim Crow snobbishness” by his American teammates at the
1928 Olympics in Amsterdam was now an American Olympic hero.95 The Crisis also
announced that Michigan had declared an “Eddie Tolan day” to celebrate the feats of the
University of Michigan star.96

For some in the African-American community Tolan’s and Metcalfe’s starring roles in
the Los Angeles Olympics marked an important step forward in the struggle for civil
rights. Charles Williams, writing in The Southern Workman, estimated that Tolan’s and
Metcalfe’s heroics had been witnessed by a hundred thousand in the Los Angeles Coliseum
and by many millions who listened on the radio or read the newspaper accounts. Will-
iams cheered that “it was the performances of the American Negro that held the spotlight
and gave Americans just cause to be proud.” Williams claimed that the two African-
American runners garnered more attention than any other Olympians who competed in
Los Angeles. He predicted that Tolan and Metcalfe would become American heroes who
inspired the nation’s youth to seize opportunities “for the ‘honor of their country and for
the glory of sport.’”97

Williams’ method of using African-American Olympians to construct a more inclu-
sive model of American nationhood while at the same time using them to deconstruct
doctrines of white racial superiority proved to be a popular technique. Elmer A. Carter, in
an essay in the Journal of Negro Life, pointed out that for much of American history the
idea “that the Negro was deficient in the qualities of which athletic champions are made
was long one of the accepted shibboleths of the American people.” Carter noted many in
the United States did not think African Americans had the right constitution for athletic
prowess. “That rare combination—stamina, skill, and courage, it was commonly believed
were seldom found under a black skin.” Carter asserted that the performances of the black
Olympians in 1932 “exploded” those older notions.98

The Los Angeles Olympics did in fact begin to explode older scientific notions about
racial difference as revealed in athletic performance. This explosion, however, would not
move racial dialogues in the United States in the directions that Elmer Carter, Charles
Williams, The Crisis, and other champions of civil rights desired. The data generated by
the 1932 Olympians, soon to be combined with data from the 1936 Olympics, would
usher in a major paradigm shift. Claims of Nordic or more general European physical
supremacy would fade as many in the scientific community began to speculate that the
dominance of African-American Olympians in the sprints and certain jumps was a prod-
uct of natural anatomical advantages rather than hard work, tenacity, and courage.
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The new scientific paradigm would spawn a new American racial shibboleth. Under-
neath black skins in this new racial mythology resided not the reservoirs of courage and
will power that had connected physical to cultural prowess in older theories of athletic
genius but merely “athletic genes.”99 Elmer Carter hoped that African-American Olympi-
ans would help “to attain equality by proof of equality” in the Los Angeles Coliseum.100

The theories about athletic genes undermined those efforts. With the backing of science,
the white majority in the United States could read black athletic prowess not as “proof of
equality” but as genetic accident.101

W. Montague Cobb’s War on the New Paradigm and New Data

Sets from the “Nazi Olympics,” 1936
Construction on the new paradigm began quickly. Noting in the wake of the Los

Angeles Games that African-American athletes were superior sprinters, Robert L. Browne
in the Research Quarterly of the American Physical Education Association attributed black
athletic prowess to unique “neuro-muscular characteristics” that made blacks superior short-
distance runners and long-jumpers.102 Additional studies by other researchers began to
build the case for “natural” black athletic superiority.103

These studies quickly crossed the boundary from scientific to popular culture. The
African-American physical anthropologist W. Montague Cobb was distressed by the rise
of the new paradigm. Cobb noted that in the wake of outstanding performances by black
athletes in the 1932 Olympics and in other track and field competitions in the early
1930s, the scientific and popular presses had in many cases “directly ascribed” black prow-
ess to racially-based anatomical differences “or implied in some way it has been due to
racial characteristics.”104 Cobb’s fears were confirmed in the writings of Frederick Lewis
Allen, the best-selling chronicler of American trends and, generally, a supporter of civil
rights struggles.105 In a preview of the 1936 Olympics Allen opined that “one of the most
interesting athletic phenomena of our time is the emergence of American Negroes as the
best sprinters and jumpers in the world.” Allen argued that the rise to supremacy of black
Olympians was “chiefly a sociological phenomenon.” Still, he felt obliged to mention the
new scientific speculation about specialized black anatomy that might perhaps explain
black superiority.106

With the 1936 Olympic Games approaching and fresh cohort of African-American
Olympians preparing to win medals, Cobb waged war against the “wide circulation” of
the new scientific paradigm. Marshaling athletic, anthropological, historical, and scien-
tific evidence, he asserted that the new theories of black athletic superiority were as illogi-
cal and unfounded as the older theories of white athletic supremacy. Cobb insisted that “a
careful appraisal of the facts” would reveal the new paradigm to be without merit.107

To make his case Cobb offered the American public a history lesson. The 1932
African-American Olympians were not the first blacks to prove their prowess in track and
field events. Cobb traced the lineage of black sprinting and long jumping champions back
to early twentieth-century American Olympian Howard Drew. He noted that the num-
ber of world-class black competitors had been steadily increasing since early in the century
as social barriers to African-American participation in track and field fell. Several black
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sprinting and jumping stars in the 1920s had prepared the way for the rise of black stars in
the 1930s. Cobb also made the point that African Americans had a long and impressive
history in track and field events beyond the sprints and long jump—in distance races, the
hurdles, weight-throwing events, and multiple-skill competitions such as the decathlon.108

In the early 1920s Cobb himself had been a collegiate cross-country champion at Amherst
College.109 The general ignorance of this particular history accounted for the fact that
many Americans believed that black athletes had burst suddenly onto the Olympic scene.
That same ignorance “probably stimulated the notion that these stars might owe their
success to some physical attributes peculiar to their race.”110

In order to reinforce his historical demolition of the myth of a genetic black athletic
superiority, Cobb returned to the older paradigms of white physical supremacy. He pointed
out that the accomplishments of earlier ethnic groups in particular Olympic track and
field events, most notably Irish Americans in the field events and the Finns in distance
running, had sparked suggestions of racial superiority. Time, and a lack of scientific evi-
dence, had consigned those notions to racial fantasy. Cobb thought the new paradigm of
black supremacy would meet a similar fate.111

Cobb next turned to his scholarly strength, physical anthropology, to dissect the idea
that blacks had a special racial anatomy that accounted for their prowess in sprinting and
long jumping. He began this assault on the new paradigm by admitting that if a track
coach could come up with an ideal body for a sprinter and a physical anthropologist could
come up with an ideal body for the “American Negroid” and if the two ideal bodies matched
then theories of black athletic genes would have merit. Cobb observed that a study of
champion sprinters and long jumpers, both black and white, revealed a wide variety of
body types-short and tall, lean and stocky, powerful and delicate. He also noted, draw-
ing on his earlier scientific studies of the data,112 that no single idealized anatomy for an
“American Negroid” could be constructed. “The track coach cannot categorically de-
scribe the physique and character of the sprint champion, nor can the anthropologist
define with useful accuracy the physique and character of the American Negro,” Cobb
concluded.113

Cobb’s coup de grâce to the new paradigm was his own detailed study of the man who
would become the symbol of African-American Olympic prowess a few months later, Jesse
Owens. Cobb cleverly rebutted the science of superior black calves, Achilles tendons, and
feet, promoted by Robert L. Browne and other scholars. Cobb’s own study of Owens’
anatomy led Cobb to the conclusion that Owens’ possessed “Caucasoid” rather than “Ne-
groid” calves, Achilles tendons, and feet. Cobb also noted that Japan’s “Asiatic” Chuhei
Nambu, a world-record holder in the long jump in the early 1930s, came from a “race”
that was supposedly anatomically disadvantaged in the calves, Achilles tendons, and feet
for that event.114

Cobb finished his argument by asserting that “there is not a single physical character-
istic which all the Negro stars have in common which definitely classify them as Negroes.”
Cultural and social forces, not athletic genes, accounted for the rise of Owens and his
fellow cohort of African-American track and field stars. The attribution of racial qualities
on the basis of athletic performance did not stand up to Cobb’s inspection of the facts.
Cobb wearily added that the very act of seeing the Olympic Games as a racial data set
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revealed more about American history and culture than it did about genes and anatomy.
“In fact if all our Negro and white champions were lined up indiscriminately for inspec-
tion, no one except those conditioned by American attitudes would suspect that race had
anything whatever to do with the athletes’ abilities,” Cobb concluded.115

As Jesse Owens and his fellow “black auxiliaries” lined up for inspection in Berlin, the
battles about racial distinctions, scientific paradigms, national identities, and athletic per-
formances peaked. The exploits of African-American Olympians at the 1936 Berlin Olym-
pic Games sparked an important public dialogue on race in the United States.116 Will
Rogers weighed-in again. “Talk about the Finns running, you watch Booker T. Washington’s
boys,” opined Rogers.117 This time the rest of the white media did not leave the race issue
to Will Rogers. Jesse Owens became an American legend at Berlin. Charles Williams
proclaimed that Owens and African-American teammates “disclosed a world, or at least a
large portion of it, growing more willing to pay homage where homage is due.” Williams
based his optimistic interpretation on the “glowing accounts” of the “black auxiliaries”
carried on the front pages of newspapers in “every section” of the United States.118 Will-
iam J. Baker, Owens’ leading biographer, concurs with Williams. According to Baker,
Owens’ Olympic victories transformed him into an icon for American popular culture
and pushed him onto the pages of even the most ardently segregationist newspapers in the
American South.119

Most scholars have cast Owens as a race-relations pioneer. As a symbol of the chang-
ing racial dynamics in American culture, historians generally portray him, along with
other athletes such as Joe Louis and Jackie Robinson, entertainers such as Paul Robeson,
Marian Anderson, Lena Horne and Louis Armstrong, and literati such as James Baldwin
and Richard Wright, as one of a group of extraordinary blacks whose accomplishments in
the 1930s and 1940s impressed even white America and paved the way for the Civil
Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s. American history textbooks mention Owens
in that context.120 A recent documentary about the 1930s portrays Owens as a hero
welcomed by mainstream white America.121

While the traditional view of Owens and the other “black auxiliaries” as precursors of
the civil rights era certainly has its merits, the racial debates sparked by Owens’ four gold
medals in 1936 produced a much more complicated legacy. Owens became a symbol to a
variety of groups seeking to alter or defend American ideas about race. Both explicit and
subtle racism shaped American views of his achievements. Still, some Americans found
the “black auxiliaries” compelling evidence to shatter the older paradigms of scientific
racists and promoters of Aryan and Nordic supremacy.

Shattered paradigms or not, Owens found his life limited by racism when he returned
to the United States from Berlin. Hollywood did not want a black “Tarzan.” Amateur
athletic officials did not want a black sprinter who refused to do their bidding. Political
operatives did not want a black leader who still supported the “party of Lincoln” against
the growing power of the Democratic Party in African-American communities. In spite of
those realities Owens still viewed himself as a racial trailblazer whose victories helped
persuade many white Americans to extend the promises of equality and liberty to African
Americans. He believed he ran not just toward the finish line but toward the abolition of
the color line in American society.122
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Jesse Owens made the front cover of The Crisis in September 1936 with the
comment that he was “Too fast for Hitler.” The Crisis 43 (September 1936), front
cover.

Others agreed with Owens while expressing some reservations about athletes leading
the civil rights cause. The editors of The Crisis heralded the accomplishments of African-
American athletes in the struggle for equality with mixed emotions. Great African-Ameri-
can historians, philosophers, scientists or poets might be more important in many ways
than athletes maintained the editors, but it would be “foolish” to think that scholars and
artists had more influence on the general public than sports heroes and heroines. Besides,
argued the editors, “it is not the infinitesimal intellectual America which needs conversion
on the race problem; it is the rank and file.” In order to challenge racist stereotypes the
rank and file needed athletic deeds rather than compelling words. “For these millions,
who hold the solution of the race problem in their hands, the beautiful breasting of a tape
by Jesse Owens and the thud of a glove on the hand of Joe Louis carry more ‘interracial
education’ than all the erudite philosophy ever written on race,” concluded The Crisis.1 2 3
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Nordicism’s Last Stand in Athletic Racial Science, 1936-1939

In spite of the editors’ optimism, given the pervasiveness of “high brow” racism in the
white regions of “infinitesimal intellectual America,” conversion was necessary among the
scientific and political elites as well.124 Owens did not convince all Olympic observers.
The older paradigm of a natural white athletic superiority made its last stand in the scien-
tific literature in an effort to refute the common interpretations of the Olympic data
generated by Jesse Owens and the “black auxiliaries.” Dr. Charles D. Snyder, Professor of
Experimental Physiology at Johns Hopkins University, translated the data from the Berlin
Olympics as supporting rather than repudiating the claims of Nordic and Aryan rac-
ism.125 In an article for the October 1936 issue of The Scientific Monthly, the well-re-
spected journal of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, Snyder set
out to correlate Olympic victories with national population in order to construct an accu-
rate index of national athletic power. “Perhaps it has occurred to others besides myself that
the absolute scores accredited to the various countries in the Olympiad just ended in
Berlin somehow do not represent their respective relative positions of excellence,” began
the professor. Snyder discovered proof of the “inferiority” of American athletes on Berlin’s
Olympic playing fields. His study claimed that northern Europeans were in fact a superior
group.126

In constructing his index Snyder used the populations of the competing nations and
an Associated Press point system based on tabulating the Olympic medals garnered at
Berlin. He then compiled a statistical formula that posited an “ideal” score based on the
total number of points available at the Games and the combined populations of the par-
ticipating countries. Snyder’s statistical manipulations revealed an interesting pattern.
Germany and the United States dropped from the Olympic lead to ninth and fourteenth
places respectively in Snyder’s formulations. At the top of the professor’s list resided the
“snug little countries of northern Europe.”127

Snyder sardonically remarked that “when Owens was winning his wonderful races a
great cry went up in the American press proclaiming that once and for all the myth of
superiority of one race over another had been smashed.” While he admitted that blacks
did well in short races, he noted that “we must remember that the Negro boys were trained
by white men in the white man’s institutions.” Snyder argued that instead of the “Nazi
Olympics” smashing the myth of racial superiority, a scientific understanding of the re-
sults proved that certain races were in fact superior. His research led him to conclude that
the “‘great northern races”’ were racially dominant in sport. While noting that the little
republics of northern Europe that topped his lists suffered relatively little political or eco-
nomic instability, he insisted that racial purity was the key factor in their success. Snyder’s
position in the scientific controversies surrounding race was clear.128

In the March 1938 issue of Scientific Monthly, Snyder elaborated his racial theories.129

In an article entitled “A Study in the Demographic Distribution of Cultural Achieve-
ment,” he tried to lend an aura of objectivity to his hypotheses by asserting that in exam-
ining national character “it goes without saying that the most reliable of all these studies
are those that have been carried out with the spirit and the techniques of modern science.”
To measure cultural achievement he focused his understanding of modern scientific tech-
nique on three categories of national standing. He measured the distribution of the 159
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Snyder’s table on the “Distribution of Cultural Achievement” ranked “political groups” on the
basis of their per-capita production of Nobel Prize winners, biographical sketches in the
International Who’s Who, and Olympic medals won between 1912 and 1936. Charles Snyder, “A
Study in the Demographic Distribution of Cultural Achievement,” Scientific Monthly 46 (March
1938): 265.

Nobel Prizes awarded between 1901 and 1937. He recorded the distribution of the 19,000
biographical citations in the International Who’s Who for 1937. He tabulated both the
distribution of the number of record-holders and the distribution of the top six finishers
in all events at the Olympic Games contested between 1912 and 1936. He compared the
scores in each category to a statistically-derived ideal score based on population and the
total prizes available. Sweden, Norway, Switzerland, Denmark, Finland, Holland, Austria
and Estonia topped Snyder’s cultural achievement roster. The United States and Canada
(which Snyder counted as a single cultural unit for the purposes of his study) ranked
fifteenth. At the bottom of the list lay Spain, the Soviet Union, and India.130

Snyder addressed skeptics who might argue that since the Nobel Prize Committee
consisted of Scandinavians and the publishers of the International Who’s Who were British,
each group would necessarily be biased in favor of its own citizens. He asserted instead
that “to offset these misgivings it is only fair to state that, since no specific evidence exists
to support them, we must believe that everything has been done to insure a selection of
only competent, upright and fearless judges and that those selected have performed their
duties to the best of their abilities.” That the Olympic results revealed national skill and
cultural achievement in an impartial fashion went without saying. Such were the perva-
siveness and power of the mystique of sport as an objective scientific measuring device.131
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Snyder prefaced his conclusions with a caveat. He admitted that he was using a
Western “yardstick” to measure the concept of culture. With that admission out of the
way he announced that the “center of occidental cultural achievements” lay in western and
northern Europe. In addition, Snyder claimed that a comparison of “artistic” and “intel-
lectual” accomplishments with “athletic achievements” demonstrated “statistical confir-
mation” for the “belief that peoples who excel in the one excel also in the other fields of
achievement.” He found, of course, that the smaller and more racially homogenous rather
than the larger and more racially heterogenous nations topped the list of cultural achiev-
ers.1 3 2

He acknowledged that a complete explanation of the supremacy of smaller states
would only emerge from more thorough scientific studies. “But having raised the query,”
he felt obliged to offer a “brief prolegomenon” of the outcome such research might pro-
duce. “At the outset one may say without fear of contradiction that those peoples who
satisfy so well our measures of cultural achievement will be found to be made up of less
divergent varieties of homo sapiens than are those of the less successful groups,” he posited.
“The prospective corollary to this proposition doubtless also will be found to hold; namely,
that amongst a people where the individuals diverge too greatly in blood and breeding
there will be extreme diversity in temperament and conflict of ideals, less balance between
dreaming and doing, between debate and decision, more time lost in planning and per-
forming.”133

Heterogenous nations, hypothesized Snyder, failed to develop public interests in the
common good regardless of the intelligence level of the nation. They could not develop,
much less carry out, a national mission. What then should Americans, or any Western
people do, “who wish to prolong their cultural ideals and national existence?” queried
Snyder. “In view of all the foregoing it seems that among the first things to do is to
abandon the prevalent timidity and reluctance toward an open discussion of race prob-
lems, and of eugenics which aims not only at the eradication of hereditary (as well as
endemic) diseases and low-grade mentalities, but includes also a thorough consideration
of hereditary mental attitudes and behavior patterns.” Snyder insisted that sexual prob-
lems had “vastly improved since they have been brought out into the open; our race and
eugenics problems will likewise benefit by bringing them out into the light.”134

Snyder thought that the solution should proceed along political as well as educa-
tional paths. “Since the majority of our people are of northwestern European origins, it is
quite reasonable that the control of affairs should finally rest in the hands of leaders se-
lected from such stocks,” he asserted. Snyder warned that if the races that should lead
allowed power to fall into the hands of “inferior” groups they had only themselves to
blame. Indeed, “there is some indication that these minorities are already on the way
toward the control of affairs,” he worried. Snyder urged “our somnolent majority” to
awaken before it was too late and “take measures for the maintenance and improvement of
the quality of our population.” He argued for limiting immigration “exclusively to se-
lected stock” from Nordic nations, legislating more stringently against interracial mar-
riages, promoting “enlightened’ sterilization laws, and adopting a system of political rep-
resentation that favored “individuals and groups who innately sympathize with and give
most intelligent support to the ideals of our western culture.” Snyder even allowed that if

Summer 2001 195



JOURNAL OF SPORT HISTORY

the proper measures were undertaken quickly, “perhaps then all this still may be accom-
plished in peaceful ways and within the frame of a democracy. Perhaps then even America
will know finally what she wants and where she is going.”135

Americans tend to forget too easily that science in their nation frequently served the
interests of racism. Certainly Snyder was not alone in championing Nordic supremacy in
United States scientific circles. His proposals for an American set of race statutes and
policies that in spirit closely resembled Nazi laws was not exactly an aberrant philosophy
in the United States. The idea of racial purification through eugenics policies enjoyed
significant expert support and mass popularity in the 1930s. In fact, the United States had
more eugenics legislation on the books during that decade than did the Third Reich.
Many scientists advocated race-based eugenics programs, although many other scientists
were working to topple racist constructs and biological theories of intelligence during the
1930s. The questions posed by the science of race were still very much open in the intel-
lectual world that existed before the Second World War.136

While the ideas of Charles Snyder received prominent play in the pages of one of the
United States most important mass-circulation journals of scientific ideas, Scientific Monthly,
it did not stir up a great deal of controversy. Other scientific racists did not seem to want
to try to use Snyder’s logic to debunk the triumphs of African-American Olympic stars.
Prominent civil rights leaders such as Oswald Garrison Villard, the editor of The Nation
and a cofounder of the N.A.A.C.P. and the N.A.A.C.P.’s The Crisis, ignored Snyder’s argu-
ments and concentrated on exposing the hypocrisy of a nation that both celebrated and
segregated the lives of Jesse Owens and other African-American Olympians.137

The silence that greeted Snyder can be accounted for by the fact that he was arguing
for the older paradigm of athletic racial science. Snyder seems to be the last adherent of
the school that believed that people of European descent were superior in every human
category—physical as well as intellectual. In a very short time period athletic racial science
had moved in a new direction. General acknowledgment that people of African descent
had anatomical advantages that accounted for their athletic feats characterized the new
paradigm. Ideas of black superiority ended at the body, however, and the new theories
implied a disconnection between athletic and other abilities. Scientific racists were still
free to rank Europeans above other racial groups in intelligence and every other “civilized”
trait. Snyder was out-of-step with the new developments in profiling racial differences.

The Paradoxical Consequences of African-American Olympic Prowess,

Racial Science, and American Shibboleths
Perhaps Snyder’s antiquarianism accounts for the strange reception of his ideas by

John R. Tunis. Tunis, one of the more insightful critics who explored American sport in
the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s and an ardent opponent of segregation on American playing
fields, mentioned Snyder’s work in a positive light. Tunis had railed against Nazi sport and
condemned the 1936 Olympics as an ode to Hitlerian fascism and Aryan racism. He
actively opposed the exclusion of African Americans and Jews from many realms of American
sporting life. He embraced the idea of a multiethnic United States, declaring that “we are
not today an Anglo-Saxon nation, but rather a mixture of every race on earth.” He cham-
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pioned athletic egalitarianism. “We need to give everyone an equal chance to play; rich,
poor, black, white, Jew, Gentile, Chinaman [an unfortunate word choice to more contem-
porary ears], those who are quick and perceptive as well as those who in sports are slow and
inept.” Tunis castigated the American athletic establishment for its racist treatment of
Jesse Owens. He detested the decision by the Amateur Athletic Union to award the 1936
amateur athlete of the year honor to Glenn Morris, the European-American decathlete
who won a gold medal in Berlin, rather than to Owens. “In other words, Owens was good
enough to win the Olympics for us, but as a Negro not good enough to receive the obvious
award he had earned,” fumed Tunis. “When we need him to prevent German Aryan
supremacy from asserting itself in sports in which we formerly triumphed, the Negro is an
American,” he continued. Tunis quoted one of his sportswriting colleagues, Paul Gallico,
to drive the point home. “At other times, as Paul Gallico put it: ‘He remains just plain
nigger and we’d rather he weren’t around because he represents a problem.’” Tunis insisted
that Owens’ failure to cash in on his fame and his relegation to an obscure sideshow act in
athletic carnivals proved that racism corrupted even the supposedly pristine turf of Ameri-
can sport.138

Yet, in a 1937 essay in Atlantic Monthly, Tunis remained blind to the scientific racism
that generated Snyder’s index of national athletic performance.139 Tunis was enchanted by
one part of Snyder’s thesis. He concurred with Snyder that the common belief that the
United States was the premier athletic nation in the world was “not wholly supported by
the facts.” Snyder’s work appealed to Tunis because it supported Tunis’ assertion that the
United States had become “a nation of onlookers.” In his fervor to prove that Americans
were spectators rather than players and that the population-to-medal-production ratios in
Snyder’s essays were “scientific” confirmation of the fact, Tunis passed by Snyder’s un-
bridled support for Nordic eugenic supremacy.140

Tunis was not the only one to bypass Snyder’s defense of the older version of scientific
racism. Snyder’s analyses of Olympic medal counts designed to discount the achieve-
ments of Owens and the other “black auxiliaries” and to prove that Nordics and Aryans
were superior athletes did not have a significant impact on public views. The vision of
Owens’ feet as the greatest debunkers of Nazi racial theories proved far more popular in
both the immediate aftermath of the 1936 Games and in the longer struggle against racist
ideologies in American history. Many Americans preferred to believe that Olympic data
confirmed that the United States was a “union of all races” rather than to indulge Snyder’s
theories about racial purity and northern European physical prowess.

In some ways, as The Crisis hoped, Owens’ running, in conjunction with Joe Louis’
boxing, and, in the next decade, Jackie Robinson’s hitting, fielding, and base-stealing,141

began to alter the opinions of at least some portion of the millions who held “the solution
of the race problem in their hands.” Owens and the “black auxiliaries,” and those athletes
who followed in their footsteps, did indeed provide some lessons in “interracial educa-
tion.”142 In spite of Snyder’s efforts the data produced by Owens and the “black auxilia-
ries” did not diminish the American faith that Olympic stadiums were crucial locations
for social reconstruction and racial reconciliation. The idea of sport as the crucible for
smelting an American “union of all races” flourished in the wake of the Berlin Olympics.
Pundits imagined a stronger American democracy forged from athletic competition. “Public
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opinion derives no small share of its faith in truth, justice and freedom from playing
fields,” asserted journalist and radio correspondent Raymond Gram Swing in the intro-
duction to John Tunis’ Sport and Democracy.1 4 3 In the book Tunis labeled sport “a proving
ground for democracy.” Inspired by the example of Owens and other African-American
Olympians, Tunis believed that the solution to America’s “problem of racial discrimina-
tion” resided in sport. “The good teacher and the real coach make sure there is no such
thing in his classes or on his teams,” he insisted. “Actually this means the Jewish boy and
the Negro boy have not only a chance to play, but a chance for leadership with every other
player,” wrote Tunis. “The rich, poor, able, inefficient, everyone has an opportunity to
participate in the game.”144

Tunis’ version of democratic sport seemed to fit W. Montague Cobb’s science. It
seemed like an opportune time for Cobb’s ideas to bloom. Cobb asserted that athletic
genius was spawned by the same qualities whether it resided under white skins or black
skins. Hard work, tenacity, courage, discipline, and intelligence made great athletes. No
peculiar combination of racial genes accounted for black, or white, athletic success. In
Cobb’s paradigm Owens was indistinguishable anatomically from many European Ameri-
cans while his white teammate in the sprints, Frank Wykoff, shared physiological features
with American citizens of African descent. Cobb defied the racial typologists to line up
Owens and other Olympic champions and discover any unique racial characteristics that
produced their medals. The results of Olympic races did not prove that one race was
superior to another race but that the United States was—as Olympic mythology affirmed—
“a union of all races.”

This heroic vision of Owens served the United States in certain respects as C.L.R.
James’s vision of Frank Worrell, the first black captain of a West Indian cricket team,
served the West Indies in the climactic scenes of Beyond a Boundary. James’ Worrell was
the symbol of birth of a new nation committed to racial equality.145 Since the 1930s
Owens has provided the United States with a symbol of the rebirth of a nation powerfully
reanimated by a commitment to racial equality. Ironically, James’s lifetime struggle to
create a West Indian nation remains an unfulfilled dream. Owens has been consigned to
a similar fate in American nation-making. He remains an icon in the unfinished recon-
struction of an American republic committed to racial equality.

That reconstruction remains unfinished in part because of the role science played in
constructing the racial categories that animate dialogues about national identity in Olym-
pic forums. In spite of the symmetry between the ideology of American nationalism
expressed in Sport and Democracy and similar works glorifying sport as one of the corner-
stones of the modern American republic and Cobb’s reading of the scientific data from
Olympic performances, a different reading of race, nation, and sporting prowess has emerged
in American history. The failure of Snyder’s efforts to reanimate the older paradigm of
Nordic and Aryan athletic supremacy did not mean the automatic triumph of Cobb’s
science. True, the data spun by Owens’ feat consigned the older paradigm of European
racial superiority in athletic endeavors to the scrapheap. But that same data failed to
destroy the practice of constructing racial typologies in scientific speculations about hu-
man performance.146 In the wake of the performances by Owens and the “black auxilia-
ries” the new scientific paradigm which assigned African-American Olympic victories to
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genetic sources and natural anatomical advantages flourished in both the scientific com-
munity and in public opinion.147 Cobb’s alternative interpretation of the data remained
in the shadows.

This result has had important consequences for both the social construction of race
and the imagining of national community in the United States. The new version of
athletic racial science did not categorically rule out the notion—as Snyder’s scientific rac-
ism did—that the United States was a “union of all races.” It did, however, substantially
alter the meaning and nature of the perceived union. In this formulation races were
assigned different roles in the union. America’s “black auxiliaries” received the role of
natural athletes who contributed to American civilization by placing their physical prow-
ess in the national service. African Americans served the nation with their bodies.148 This
was a crucial distinction given the fact that the widely accepted corollary to the theory of
black athletic superiority was the scholarly claim of a corresponding intellectual inferior-
ity—one of the foundation stones of scientific racism. The new paradigm of athletic racial
science disconnected mental and physical prowess and fit neatly with a long history of
allegations that scientific tests of intelligence indicated black inferiority. It seemed to offer
confirmation of the multitude of intelligence quotient tests that measured racial superior-
ity and inferiority which had begun during World War I and burgeoned in the 1920s and
1930s—at the very same time as Owens and other African-American athletes offered new
data about physical performance.

This new paradigm has proven to be remarkably popular and amazingly resilient.
The fear of Cobb and others that a new American “shibboleth” in regards to race was
under scientific construction was well-founded. This particular version of an American
“union of all races” prescribed roles for various ethnic groups on the basis of attributes for
which nature had supposedly fitted them.149

The Strange History of Sport, Science, and the Conditioning of American

Attitudes About Race
Sixteen years after Jesse Owens supposedly shattered racial mythology in Berlin, the

manager of the Colonial Sugar Company refinery in Gramercy, Louisiana, George P. Meade,
contributed an article to the Scientific Monthly on “The Negro in Track Athletics.” Writ-
ing in the same well-regarded journal of the American Association of Advancement of
Science in which Charles Snyder had published his indices of Nordic and Aryan athletic,
intellectual, and cultural supremacy to counter Owens’ triumphs, Meade returned to the
debate. Meade, who beginning in 1916 enjoyed a long tenure as a contributor to the
Scientific Monthly on topics ranging from sports to mud snakes to the youthful biogra-
phies of great scientists to “A Negro Scientist of Slavery Days,”150 congratulated Owens
and the “black auxiliaries” for showing Hitler the fallacy of Aryanism. He also applauded
black American medalists at the 1952 Olympics for showing that “Communist ideas about
the status of our colored citizens” were at a “sharp variance” with American realities. He
did not offer African-American Olympic champions any accolades for showing the fallacy
of Jim Crow.151

Meade provided Scientific Monthly’s readers with a history of black track and field
accomplishments, beginning as Montague Cobb had with the exploits of 1912 Olympian
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Howard Drew. Meade insisted that it was still easy to see that the trends that marked the
first half of the twentieth century, impressive performances by African-American sprinters
and long jumpers, were continuing in spite of the fact that the Associated Press and the
United Press services no longer distinguished the racial identities of Olympic athletes.
“The question naturally arises as to why such a small segment of our population has
provided such a large proportion of extremely high-class performers,” noted Meade.152

Meade cautiously discounted scientific claims of a genetically determined black ath-
letic superiority. “Possibly the explanation is sociologic rather than ethnologic,” he specu-
lated. To support his “sociologic” interpretation of the data, Meade offered several pieces
of evidence. He observed that track and field had been one of the first sports in which
blacks were allowed to compete against whites. That fact, he postulated, attracted African
Americans to the cinder paths and jumping pits. Noting that certain schools dominated
particular events in intercollegiate track and field such as Yale in pole-vaulting and Cornell
in distance running, Meade offered “example and fashion” as an alternative to genetic
explanations. If “example and fashion” made Yale and Cornell powers in certain events,
Meade speculated, then the same forces would also influence how ethnic groups partici-
pated in sports. The historic tradition of black sprinters and long jumpers worked to
funnel talented African-American athletes into those disciplines. He also noted that “ex-
ample and fashion” could change quickly, and that African-American domination of cer-
tain events might become like earlier Irish American domination, a “passing phase.”153

Meade also noticed that African-American track and field stars frequently competed
for many more years than their white counterparts. It was not unusual for black athletes
to extend their careers into their thirties whereas white athletes generally retired at much
earlier ages. “This persistence may possibly be due to lack of other opportunities for self-
expression,” Meade theorized. Racial discrimination closed off alternative paths and pushed
African-American athletes into intense struggles to remain at the top of world-class com-
petition speculated the manager of a Louisiana sugar refinery.154

Meade closed his essay with an effort to justify his circumspect explanations for the
data. “Whatever the reason or reasons may be, the showing of Negro athletes in these
specialized techniques is noteworthy, and the purpose of this compilation is to preserve the
data in a form for future reference,” Meade concluded.155 How to interpret this data
remained the central question. It was a question that Meade, who as early as 1916 had
proclaimed that athletic performance should be treated as scientific data,156 mostly avoided
in his 1952 essay. More than a half-century of speculation about race and athletic ability
had not settled the question in either scientific or popular culture. Carleton Coon, the
University of Pennsylvania physical anthropologist whose theories about the origins of
race would serve as the bedrock for the erection of new varieties of scientific racism in the
second half of the twentieth century,157 read Meade’s essay with interest. Coon was in-
trigued by the host of statistical evidence Meade provided to indicate that blacks were far
superior to whites in Olympic athletics. Coon was not as complimentary about Meade’s
assessment of the reason for African-American Olympic prowess. “Author welshes on
explanation,” Coon asserted in his reading notes, “says it can’t be bone structure, it must
be sociological.”158 Coon, who from the 1950s forward would be a central figure in the
promotion of theories about black athletic genes and the scientific validity of drawing firm
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racial distinctions in human populations,159 discounted any “sociologic” explanation of
the data. Coon determined that different bone structure, or an anatomy shaped for “bet-
ter thermal equilibrium,” must be the theory that accounted for the data.160

Sadly, another half-century of speculation has not led where W. Montague Cobb
hoped. Scientists and spectators still look to Olympic arenas for data that reveals distinct
racial types. Many Americans who line up their Olympic champions for inspection still
suspect that race has everything to do with the athletes’ abilities. So thoroughly have
scientific and public sentiment been “conditioned by American attitudes”161—to borrow
Cobb’s discerning phrase—that it often seems difficult to conceive of other explanations.
The history of American beliefs about race reveal this as a dangerous, if all too familiar,
lack of imagination.
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