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ABSTRACT 
Influential polygenists’ vision of a mono-racial future is an 
eerily similar vision that has been explored in science-
fiction films over the entire history of the genre, even in 
those that do not deal with alien invasion. This same 
ideology (the viewing of minorities as subhuman) was later 
codified into science, law, social and cultural norms, and 
finally into media representations of minorities. It did not 
only create bias in the medical field, this spread to all areas 
of our culture. 21st century science-fiction continues to 
either consciously or subconsciously explore a future based 
on polygenist ideology, with multiple categories of 
intelligent “human-like” (but ultimately inhuman) species. 
James Cameron’s Avatar (2009), Neill Blomkamp’s 
District 9 (2009) and David Ayer’s Bright (2017) are 
examples of this, with the latter being an inverse on sci-fi’s 
infamous trope. This essay discusses the role of polygenesis 
and 19th-century race science as an influence in the mono-
racial futures envisioned in science-fiction films, and the 
presence of aliens as metaphors for racial “Others,” which 
continues to remain a contentious issue in 21st century 
science-fiction. 
INTRODUCTION 
Since the dawn of creation, it can be argued that people 
have always had ways of marking difference, whether it be 
between genders, religious groups, or nations of people. 
This included the difference among humans and the 
difference between human and beast. The 19th century gave 
rise to new, “scientific,” ways of rationalizing this 
difference and men like Dr. Samuel A. Cartwright, a 
prolific leader in “race-based science” introduced new 
hypotheses about the origins of different groups of people. 
Polygenesis, monogenesis and race were all terms and 
scientific ideologies that emerged from this period. 
Polygenesis refers to the theory of multiple events of 
creation, positing that different “races” are actually 
different species. Monogenesis refers to a single event of 
creation, but notes an evolutionary shift among races, 
creating a hierarchy of evolution similar to the theorized 
evolution of man from a common life form. 

As the fields of medicine and science evolved 
simultaneously, so did these theories. They became so 
ingrained in American culture that they eventually were 
codified into law, at one point becoming a determining 
factor in citizenship, and at another, being used as a means 
to keep track of various ethnic populations in the U.S. via 
the federal census.  Race, now identified as a scientific 
fallacy, is a social construct whose parent concept (racism) 

contributed to making race a primary way individuals 
identify themselves both culturally and physically, in 
addition to the fact that discrimination based upon race is 
still an extremely pertinent issue in every institution of the 
American society, including politics, economics, and 
education.  

Media representations of minorities, particularly African 
Americans, began long before the inception of film. 
Caricatures, or exaggerated drawings, of African-
Americans as slaves or domestic workers appeared on 
greeting cards, postcards, and advertisements for everything 
from pancake mix (Aunt Jemima) to cigarettes. Following 
film’s invention, African-Americans, once again were 
represented in the exact same fashion they had been for 
decades - as illiterate, ignorant, lazy and child-like with 
“nappy” hair, big red lips, bright white teeth and otherwise 
ape-like features. This representation was, naturally, no 
coincidence and references to African-Americans as “apes” 
or “monkeys,” stemmed from the “scientific” discoveries of 
men like Cartwright, who asserted that as a separate 
species, blacks were closer to apes than Caucasians. Almost 
two centuries later, the same struggle to see equal numbers 
of white and black human faces is still alive and well, and 
in the fields of science-fiction and fantasy cinema, little, if 
any, progress has been made.  

 The evolution of race as a once “biological fact” 
became so attached to our society and notions of identity 
that it shaped representations of minorities as subhuman 
creatures and evolved into the disappearance of black, 
Asian or Hispanic human faces from fictionalized versions 
of our nation’s future. 



19TH CENTURY RACE SCIENCE: POLYGENESIS AND 
THE ORIGINS OF MAN 

Kathy Psomiades writes: “In 1864, Alfred Russel Wallace 
gave a talk to the polygenist Anthropological Society of 
London...Wallace, who was a monogenist, argued that 
racial difference had been produced by the power of natural 
selection… Wallace concluded with a vision of a mono-
racial future, in which the “inferior” races had obligingly 
become extinct and a homogenous race….regained 
paradise” (2010). 

Prior to Samuel A. Cartwright, the school of polygenesis 
was heavily influenced by the works of Alfred Russel 
Wallace, despite the fact that Wallace himself was a 
mongenesist. Wallace’s vision of a mono-racial future holds 
a strong, specific parallel to this discussion of science-
fiction films, particularly because the genre provides a 
window into our own visions of the future. The mono-racial 
casts of these films could seriously indicate that there has 
been no real departure from the philosophy of men like 
Wallace.  

The effects of the “discoveries” of 19th century “race 
science” on both historical and contemporary perceptions 
on race have been expounded for decades. These “racial 
truths” (as Lundy Braun and others refer to them) were 
connected with the British theory of empire by scholars 
such as P. D. Curtin, the history of the spirometer and 
medical science by scholar Lundy Braun and natural 
connections between Cartwright’s theories and proslavery 
arguments were made by scholars like Peter Kolchin, 
Katherine Bankole, and James Denny Guillory.  

Lundy Braun’s “Black Lungs and White Lungs: The 
Science of White Supremacy in the Nineteenth-Century 
United States,” dives deeply into the world of 19th century 
race-science, expounding on not only the theories of 
polygenists and others who sought to quantify justifications 
for white supremacy, but also the historical context of these 
theories and their evolutions. “By the mid-nineteenth 
century, the use of science to support white supremacy was 
becoming more systematic. on the basis of skull 
measurements, leading scientists, such as physician Samuel 
Morton, made sweeping claims about innate intelligence 
and morality. Northerners supported polygenist 
interpretations of racial origins, while Southern physicians 
deployed science to defend the institution of slavery” 
(Braun, 2014). Polygenist theories were supported not just 
by Dr. Cartwright or Dr. Morton but by founding father 
Thomas Jefferson, who, Braun explains, first articulated 
these theories  in his “Notes on the State of Virginia.” 
“Jefferson’s larger argument that blacks were a race apart 
reflected Enlightenment thinking on the North American 
continent. Although environmental explanations for racial 
differences were widespread among natural philosophers, 
hierarchical notions of race were built into classification 
systems, by thinkers like Linnaeus and later Blumenbach” 
(2014). 

As Braun details, Jefferson, Cartwright and Morton were 
not isolated examples of “scientific” thinking on the North 
American continent, or elsewhere, including Europe. In 
“The Pro-Slavery Arguments of Dr. Samuel A. Cartwright,” 
James Guillory informs us that, “Of the small group of 
Louisiana physicians who wrote about Negroes and Negro 
slavery, Samuel A. Cartwright was the recognized leader 
and certainly the most prolific… Cartwright was widely 
known and respected by physicians throughout the South. 
He was extremely popular with the people, and his ideas 
carried much weight with them… ” (1968). According to 
Guillory, Cartwright was a widely recognized and 
acclaimed physician, having received awards from both the 
Harvard and Baltimore medical societies. Bankole writes 
“At the forefront of racial supremacist analysis was the 
question of whether African people were human or less 
than human among the world's species of human beings” 
(1998). Her work, “The Human/Subhuman Issue and Slave 
Medicine in Louisiana,” in similar fashion to Braun, 
focuses primarily on race, polygenist ideology and its 
intersections with the history of medicine and the 
contributions of African-Americans to the medical field 
(voluntary or otherwise).“Some scholars of enslavement 
and medicine have suggested that the school of thought 
which promoted a separate line of human development and 
physiology for Africans and Europeans was a southern 
medical phenomena. Gary Puckrein… showed that English 
colonial attitudes toward health, labor and enslaved 
Africans was similar to their southern counterparts...” 
(Bankole, 1998). 

Curtin expands on the international presence of polygenesis 
amidst the scientific community in “Scientific’ Racism and 
the British Theory of Empire” (1960). Curtin introduces the 
theories of poly- and mono-genesis and dives into the field 
of “scientific” racism, or race-based science as frame 
through which British colonists sought to justify racial 
discrimination and slavery. White supremacists analysis of 
this era sought to “logically” order mankind in the same 
way biologists and scientists had been applying order to 
animals and insects for years before. Curtin’s discussion 
opens with an introduction to xenophobia and its role in 
European imperialism (both literal and, assumedly, cultural) 
and then explores the rise and evolution of the attempt to 
place various “races” in a hierarchy based on genetic 
superiority. He writes:  



“In a framework of biological thought chiefly concerned at 
that period with classification and dominated by the idea of 
the "Great Chain of Being", species and sub-species were 
arranged in a systematic hierarchy according to descent 
from "higher" to "lower" levels of existence. If all animals 
fitted into a fixed order on the scale of creation, it was 
natural to assume that the types of mankind also fell into 
some sort of hierarchical arrangement - that some races of 
men were "higher" and others "lower". Discussions of the 
origin, classification, and abilities of the various types of 
homo sapiens became increasingly important from the 
1770s onward, though the nature of the "scientific" 
discussion changed with the progress of scientific thought 
in general” (1960).  

Curtin further proves that an attempt to create a hierarchy of 
man was not a concept only familiar with American 
slavery, but was a seriously taken issue among international 
scholars, philosophers and above all else, scientists, who 
sought to quantify this difference and use it as legitimate 
proof of the inhumanity of other human beings, based 
solely on specific biological factors like skull size, stature 
and skin color.sOther scholars in the field have taken 
various perspectives on which ways are best to analyze the 
theories of men like Cartwright, Morton and even Jefferson. 
Peter Kolchin encourages readers to take these theories 
seriously, despite their offensive nature. He writes: “But, 
most important, an examination of the arguments used to 
defend unfree labor can provide information about the 
masters and even about the labor systems they directed. 
Only by taking seriously their ideology can we take 
seriously their history” (1980). Kolchin examines this 
ideology by comparing its similarities to philosophies 
supporting Russian serfdom, as well as by examining the 
evolution of “conservative ideologies” over time.  

Interestingly, he describes the dismissal of men like 
Cartwright, based on the now-considered ignorance of their 
views, as “neglect” (1980). Kolchin states: “This 
assumption, and the ensuing neglect, are unfortunate for 
several reasons...they are based on the ahistorical judgment 
that people living in the past must share our values, that no 
one could really oppose such obviously supportable 
concepts as universal freedom and equality” (1980). From 
yet another perspective, Michael Banton goes on to 
consider two dimensions of the word “race,” he includes a 
dissection of how race was used to denote a hierarchy of 
being by 19th-century scientists (vertically), as well as 
horizontally, which presumably hold implications for how 
race might be considered now. He also challenges notions 
that a “scientific concept of race” (2010) was inherent in 
anthropology. 



1950S SCI-FI AND SOCIAL ANXIETY 

French theorist Louis Althusser hypothesized: “Ideological 
apparatuses... reify ideology in the form of various 
institutions, organizations, and/or systems within a society: 
the military, law enforcement agencies, and court systems 
as well as schools, the family, political parties, trade unions, 
etc… Because this depiction may be positive or negative, 
the cinematic apparatus, by its nature, is infused with 
political meaning; that is, every finished film (regardless of 
the intentions of the filmmaker) possesses an inherent 
political textuality and thus inevitably transmits a political 
ideology” (Abbott, 1994).  

Joe Abbott explores the films of James Cameron and 
several others through a multitude of theoretical 
frameworks and adds that the filmmakers intent to create 
deeper contextual meaning (in accordance with Althusser’s 
theory) is irrelevant. This is perhaps because our biases, 
opinions and interpretations are often formed 
subconsciously and without intent. The 1950s was arguably 
the start of the use of science-fiction films as a vehicle for 
expressing the anxieties of modern society and the “alien 
invasion” became a way of playing out those anxieties. 
Michael Bliss, author of Invasions USA: the essential 
science fiction films of the 1950s, discusses the alien 
invasion as a metaphor for fears about disruptions to 
“normalcy.” This phenomenon began with films like 
Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956) and created a 
tradition of using otherworldly creatures as symbolic 
placeholders for the fears of a society facing a rapidly 
shifting social, political and class structure. Bliss challenges 
many of the interpretations of 1950s science films, stating 
“The answers offered in some of these books is that these 
films are about fear of either Communist takeover or 
nuclear war. But these explanations seem too pat, too 
conventional, to be entirely convincing. The notion of 
Communist infiltration was predominantly a fiction used by 
American politicians for their own gain, and most 
Americans knew it” (2014).  

Bonnie Brain also dives into the world of 1950s 
metaphorical science-fiction in her article, “Saviors and 
Scientists: Extraterrestrials in Recent Science Fictions 
Films.” Brain discusses several science-fiction films 
featuring invasions by extra-terrestrials and the progression 
of these films as reflections of current social views from the 
50s onward. She focuses on The Man Who Fell to Earth 
(1976), Star Wars (1977), its sequel, The Empire Strikes 
Back (1980), Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977), 
Star Trek II - The Wrath of Khan (1982), and E.T. - The 
Extraterrestrial (1982). Her detailed perspective on the 
sociological implications of sci-fi films between the 50s and 
80s provides a detailed window through which one may 
analyze the motivations behind films of that era more 
closely.  

The neutral context of this era and genre of films, she 
writes, makes it easy to enjoy and dissect the cultural 
attitudes being expressed. Interestingly, she posits: “the 
alien is the key to the film's moral position: once we fought 
to save humanity from alien forces; now, it would appear, 
the aliens have come to deliver us from ourselves. Science 
fiction films, with their picturesque fantasies, provide 
indirect reflections of cultural attitudes… creates an 
emotionally neutral context where the more disturbing 
realities of modern life, such as nuclear war, technological 
change, impersonal authority, the collapse of the family, 
can be safely — even enjoyably — experienced” (1983). 

 In stark contrast to Bliss’ work, Steffen Hantke’s 
analysis of three sci-fi shows (NBC’s Surface, CBS’ 
Threshold, and ABC’s Invasion)  is supported by Cold War 
interpretations of the alien invasion metaphor. He primarily 
argues that the 2005 revisiting of Cold War culture and 
themes from 1950s science-fiction films in three television 
shows from the three major U.S. television networks (NBC, 
CBS, and ABC) deserves special attention because of its 
implications about political ideology during the Bush 
administration. He compares the themes, narratives and 
production strategies of three television shows to those of 
1950s science-fiction films to make his arguments. 
Hantke’s work further establishes that a “popular” film 
genre can not only have underlying social/political themes 
and messages, but that these can be directly tied to similar 
ideological patterns of bygone eras (in this case, the 50s and 
the Cold War Era).  

Similar ties can, in theory, be drawn between the 
genre’s contemporary use of aliens as metaphors for 
“otherness” and the Jim Crow era, and perhaps even Cold 
War era ideology, as well as the thought patterns of 
American society during similarly politically conflicting 
times. Though Hankte may not directly address social 
anxieties about race and race relations, fears about the 
disruption of normal American life during specific periods 
can certainly carry implications about the aforementioned, 
somewhat inherently.  

 Andrew J. Huebner, like Hantke, also supports 
Cold War interpretations of the metaphors in 1950s science-
fiction. His article, “Lost in Space: Technology and 
Turbulence in Futuristic Cinema of the 1950s,” focuses on 
the relationship between the “new” wave of futuristic 
cinema in the 1950s and the effects of the Cold War and 
“other socio-political developments” (Huebner,  2010) on 
everyday American life. “To accomplish that, the article 
puts the movies into the context of contemporary debates 
airing in scientific, religious, political, and journalistic 
circles during the 1950s” (Huebner, 2010).  



The heavily thematic material of 1950s sci-fi has been a 
recurrent theme in this body of literature, despite 
differences in interpretations of the inspiration behind the 
themes expressed and motifs (like aliens) used. Huebner’s 
work provides valuable ties to other contemporary views on 
both this subject and aliens as representatives of otherness, 
by examining the same subjects in the context of the actual 
1950s rhetoric that catapulted them into contemporary 
conversations of the same nature. The metaphorical use of 
aliens, wars on humanity and even how writers and 
filmmakers determine who to cast as human, have had 
implications (since the 1950s) that indicate both the moral 
and social position of the film and its attitude toward 
addressing diversity to a contemporary audience. 

In a succinct article for The Atlantic, Noah Berlatsky 
reconciles the metaphorical use of aliens in a discussion of 
how science-fiction handles race. The first category, 
metaphor, he acknowledges as the most common and 
provides two insightful examples, both which include the 
use of inhuman creatures as metaphors for racial minorities. 

“Creators often use analogy to express virulent racism 
without having to own it—as in the dreadful Priest, in 
which John Ford's The Searchers is rewritten with evil, 
slavering vampires in the role of Indian tribes. Paul 
Verhoeven nicely critiqued the practice of equating 
racialized others with disgusting alien monsters in  in 
Starship Troopers, where the fascist heroic humans are 
clearly the bad guys, and you end up sympathizing with the 
bugs as the colonized victims” (Berlatsky, 2014). 

Berlatsky goes on to acknowledge that in some cases this 
metaphor is used to condemn racism or to borrow the 
experiences of the marginalized and express them via white 
characters (such as the mutants in X-Men, who are 
predominantly white) (2014). Tokenism, diversity and 
finally directly addressing racial issues are the final three 
ways in which science-fiction handles race. Examples of 
the latter are The Hunger Games and Octavia Butler’s 
Dawn, “Even after the apocalypse, Butler suggests, race 
and racism aren't that easy to escape” (Berlatsky, 2014). 
While Berlatsky makes clear that no specific approach is 
better or superior than the others, he also notes that 
Hollywood seems much more comfortable with ignoring 
race in discussions of our future. “Sci-fi likes to believe it 
can imagine anything, but, especially in its mainstream 
incarnations, it's clearly a lot more comfortable imagining 
race in contexts where the topic is dealt with obliquely or 
simply not mentioned or foregrounded” (Berlatsky, 2014). 

 Like the notions of polygenesis, metaphorical sci-
fi films are not unique to America. Studies of foreign sci-fi 
films, such as William Hope’s “The cinema of Gabriele 
Salvatores: the 

discreet alienation of the bourgeoisie.” Hope focuses on 
how two distinct films of filmmaker Gabriele Salvatores: 
Puerto Escondido (1992) and Nirvana (1997), are reflective 
of “ the political and socio-economic upheaval that affected 
Italy from the late 1980s to the end of the century” (Hope, 
2008). He concludes that there are multiple parallels to be 
drawn between these films and the turmoil Italy faced at the 
time, and that it is “plausible” that these parallels are not 
coincidental. Another example, with specific references to 
aliens as metaphors, is Mark Juddery’s “The True Fiction of 
Sally Marshall.” Through an analysis of Australian science-
fiction film, Sally Marshall Is Not an Alien (1999), Juddery 
discusses the proven potential for science-fiction films to be 
a vehicle for discussing difference. She analyzes the film in 
great detail but also cites scholars such as author Edward 
James and filmmakers like George Lucas, the former whom 
acknowledges sci-fi’s potential for social commentary and 
the latter whom expresses an explicit desire to pack deeper 
spiritual meaning into his films. 

The global, widespread nature of historic supremacist 
ideology and contemporary metaphors for otherness in 
science-fiction is evidence of what scholars Henry Jenkins, 
Joshua Green, and Sam Ford refer to as “spreadable 
media.” Arguably since the invention of the printing press 
there has always been “spreadable media,” specifically 
ideas, philosophy and scientific knowledge (like poly- and 
monogenesis) that have gone beyond the borders of their 
geographic origins. Now, in an age of advanced media and 
rapid-fire communication, Jenkins’ idea of “flow” and “pop 
culturalism” are increasingly relevant (Jenkins, Green & 
Ford, 2018). As Jenkins, Ford and Green argue, "Much like 
the creations of independent media makers, these cultural 
goods often still operate from a position of marginality, 
unable to compete directly with dominant media industries. 
Yet there are signs that their cultural and economic impact 
is increasing, thanks to their ability to travel through 
grassroots media channels" (2013). 

In their arguments, the authors found a perfect example of 
transnational media flow with independent film. Yet, an 
even bigger impact can be found from million-dollar budget 
films whose marketing teams can fire visions of monoracial 
and technologically advanced future across the world 
overnight, through both traditional and grassroots channels 
(like Twitter). Consider the impact of fandoms, who 
support these representations of the future and it is a telling 
sign that many may be supporting racially homogenous 
futures without even realizing it. 
CONCLUSION 



Although Cartwright’s theories did not go uncontested and 
the notion of different “races” or “species” of man was later 
disproved, polygenesis and the hierarchical concept of 
“race,” became a framework through which many still view 
their peers as well as themselves. Polygenesis’ discardment 
from the scientific body of knowledge did not discard it 
from America’s society or social institutions and because of 
that, evidence of attempts to categorize human difference 
based on certain “inherent” markers is still contributing to 
acts of inequality in every social system of the United 
States.  

This same ideology (the viewing of minorities as 
subhuman) was later codified into law, into social and 
cultural norms, and finally into media representations of 
minorities. Polygenist ideology did not only create bias in 
the medical field, this spread to all areas of our culture. 
Jenkins’ ideas of spreadable media only further explores the 
notion of a global culture creating a future based on these 
ideals. 
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