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Introduction

Imagining Negro Laboring Types in Fin de Siècle America

“He (the Negro) is here; we can’t get rid of him; it is all our fault; 
he does not suit us as he is; what can we do to improve him?”
— Charlotte Perkins Gilman, “A Suggestion on the Negro 
Problem” (1908)

“How does it feel to be a problem?”
— W. E. B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (1903)

The spring of 1885 had been an especially trying one for Ben Bailey. A fledgling 
“mulatto pugilist,” he was struggling to eke out a living in the fetid, smoke- 
filled, beer- doused taverns and athletic clubs of Philadelphia.1 In March, he 
had fought a “rattling four round bout at Chuck’s Club Theater” against a 
“stalwart mulatto,” Amos Scott. According to the Philadelphia Record, Scott 
“had had the best of the fight after the second round and was declared the 
winner.” A little over a month later, Bailey successfully battled one “Clipper” 
Donahue for six rounds in uptown Philadelphia “with soft gloves until the cry 
of ‘police’ went up stopping the match” and the referee declared it a draw.2 For 
the remainder of the spring and into summer, Bailey’s fighting opportunities 
dried up. Occupational opportunities for working- class black men in the late 
nineteenth- century urban north were limited. Boxing— despite its brutality, 
meager purses, and illegality— provided a rare chance for working men across 
the color line to acquire a modicum of financial autonomy outside traditional 
labor markets.3 Perhaps it was his failings in the ring, general lack of job pros-
pects, or a chance to parlay his one source of capital— his body— to his benefit 
that led Bailey to answer a request for models for a curious photographic 
study on human and animal movement at the University of Pennsylvania.

The man behind this unusual study was Eadweard Muybridge, an ec-
centric English polymath who had gained a measure of fame as one of the 
foremost landscape photographers of the American West, and his pioneering 
motion studies The Attitudes of Animals in Motion featuring the iconic imag-
ery of a trotting horse. Through a mixture of professional ambition and insti-
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tutional imperatives, Muybridge arrived at the University of Pennsylvania in 
the summer of 1883 to undertake one of the first sponsored research projects 
of the American university.4 Officials at Penn afforded Muybridge and his 
assistants all manners of equipment, facilities, and a full studio on univer-
sity grounds, where he assembled a motley assortment of subjects— student 
athletes, art models, soldiers, acrobats, fencers, and boxers— to populate his 
ambitious human motion studies. To capture an array of physical movements, 
Muybridge photographed each subject simultaneously from three different 
positions using a battery of twelve cameras for the lateral view and another 
two cameras with twelve lenses for the front and rear views. From 1884 to 
1887, Muybridge and his assistants produced over 100,000 images and pub-
lished 781 collotype plates containing more than 20,000 figures of moving 
men, women, children, animals, and birds.5 The epigraph for the original 
leather- bound Animal Locomotion: An Electro- Photographic Investigation 
of Consecutive Phases of Animal Movements (1887) described it as a “work 
for the Art Connoisseur, the Scientist, the Artist and the Student of Nature,” 
positing the body as both an aesthetic ideal and a corporeal index of civili-
zational progress (or lack thereof) amid rapidly shifting national and global 
labor economies.6

Ben Bailey spent little more than a day in Muybridge’s studio, and yet 
he is one of Animal Locomotion’s most notable models. First and foremost, 
Bailey was the lone person of color among the ninety- five models to appear 
in any iteration of Animal Locomotion.7 Muybridge photographed him per-
forming a number of activities, from the pedestrian (walking up and down 
stairs) to the provocative (throwing a punch and hurling a stone). Bailey’s 
greatest significance, however, lay in the manner in which these activities 
were presented, for it was in the series of photos numbered 524 to 531, fea-
turing Bailey, that the anthropometrical grid— the statistical mapping of the 
human form— made its first appearance in American photography.8 The grid 
emerged from the mid- nineteenth- century nexus of photography, ethnog-
raphy, physical anthropology, and colonialism as a powerful tool of racial- 
knowledge production used to demarcate the contours of the “civilized,” 
white, Western body versus the ostensibly savage body of color. But whereas 
previous versions of the grid had positioned the body against a backdrop 
divided into two- inch squares by means of silk threads, Muybridge utilized 
a grid composed of threads dividing the field into five- centimeter squares 
to chart a variety of physical states and movements. For Muybridge, mo-
tion— as representative of the body’s productive capacity— was the primary 
field of anthropometric inquiry. Following the grid’s introduction with Bai-
ley in negative number 524, Muybridge retained the grid for all subsequent 
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series in Animal Locomotion, presaging a shift in popular understandings of 
the body— specifically the laboring male, black body— as a site of scientific 
inquiry, efficiency, and progress.9

Black bodies have long been a source of fascination and fear throughout 
American history. Though of course which bodies were deemed to be “black” 
has shifted throughout American history. Yet from the beginning this fas-
cination has been deeply informed by blacks’— or those defined as black— 
unique status as embodied capital to be bought and sold on the open market. 
In this sense blackness, notwithstanding its various historical permutations, 
has always been an expression of capital or lack thereof. Since the arrival of 
the first “20 odd Negars [sic]” in Virginia in 1620 to the slave blocks of the 
antebellum South, through the brutalities of post- Reconstruction penal labor, 
through the nation’s various imperial forays, to the factory floors of the early 
twentieth century, black bodies have been poked, prodded, and violated to 
determine, discipline, or enhance their worth as commodities.10 By the late 
nineteenth century, the shifting socioeconomic status of southern blacks en-
gendered a severe backlash among many whites against the supposedly devi-
ant, hyper- sexualized and brutish black, male body. The surge in anti- black 
violence throughout the South was a visceral yet calculated attempt to put the 
increasingly recalcitrant black body back in its proper “place,” or destroy it in 
the process— often at the end of a noose.11 It was during this period that the 
grid— a key technology of nineteenth- century imperialism for making sense 
of the colonial “other”— entered the American imagination, mapping one of 
the era’s most feared, misunderstood, and ultimately elusive figures: the black 
male body.12

Despite the relative physical absence of blacks north of the Mason- Dixon 
Line, their figurative presence in racial theory as representatives of a savage 
vitality seemingly lacking in the nation’s elites prevailed. Fears that modern 
civilization had become a victim of its own success— its elite architects en-
feebled by the debilitating effects of “over- civilization” evinced in the psycho-
pathologic disease of neurasthenia— led to a renewed fascination with the 
ostensibly redemptive primitivism of the non- white races.13 Bailey’s taut clas-
sical musculature and tawny hue stood in stark contrast to the pallid concave 
chests and rounded shoulders of Muybridge’s white student athlete models. 
These jarring physical juxtapositions— exacerbated by the scandalous naked-
ness of the models— laid bare prevailing societal anxieties regarding the de-
generation of elite white men in the face of an atavistic savagery personified 
by men of color such as Ben Bailey.14 Although Muybridge himself expressed 
little interest in theories of racial evolution, Penn sponsored his work as part 
of a larger campaign to document best practices in hygiene, physical educa-
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tion, and racial (read: white) progress— a counterweight to prevailing fin de 
siècle fears of degeneration and decay routinely expressed in metaphors of 
national and racial degeneration.15 Whether as objects of fear or fascination, 
black bodies such as Bailey’s would prove instrumental both as commodities 
and concepts in the development of Progressive Era labor economies and the 
industrial state.

This book tells the story of an idea— it is both the story of the black worker 
in the Progressive imagination, and the story of how a collection of thinkers 
across the natural and social sciences considered the role of the black worker 
in the nation’s industrial past, present, and future, and how these bodies of 
thought proved crucial in the making of the U.S. industrial state in peace and 
war.16 Whereas twenty- first- century thinkers tend to view race as a social 
construct, or “social fiction,” their Progressive Era predecessors viewed race 
as a physiological and historical “fact” and a key agent of human progress. 
For W. E. B. DuBois, “the history of the world is the history, not of individu-
als but of groups, not of nations, but of races, and he who ignores or seeks 
to override the race idea in human history ignores and overrides the cen-
tral thought of all history.”17 Consequently, racial function— occupational or 
otherwise— was thought to shape racial forms: a negro was as a negro did. But 
as the nation transitioned to unprecedented forms of mass industrialism and 
immigration, an emergent management class drawn from the social, natural, 
and medical sciences tried to reconcile social problems along biological lines 
via what historian Dan Bender terms a theory of industrial evolution, link-
ing certain peoples to certain kinds of work. Theories of industrial evolution 
ultimately reconfigured the laboring body as an index of racial progress or 
lack thereof. New taxonomies of labor fitness inverted prior models of ra-
cial function, shaping ones in which form dictated function: a negro did as a 
negro was, inexorably linking labor fitness to color and the body. Paired with 
the narratological structures of the emergent theories of Taylorism, the story 
of races— told in strident cadences of masculinity and manhood— became 
one of development and decline, efficiency and inefficiency, and the constant 
tension between civilization and savagery.18

The Negro working “type” of the Progressive imagination was born in the 
era’s photography studios, corporate boardrooms, universities, factory floors, 
draft boards, battlefields, and hospitals. Yet this was a deeply ideological ex-
ercise, given the historical role of race in American capitalism. As Nell Irvin 
Painter notes, “Race is an idea, not a fact, and its questions demand answers 
from the conceptual rather than the factual realm.”19 Positing ideology as a 
system of beliefs characteristic of a particular class or group and “the social 
processes by which meanings and ideas are produced,” the following exam-
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ines how the “minds [of the era’s managerial elites] met the world” via the 
management of labor across racial lines. The focus here is not strictly on iden-
tities, individuals, or institutions but on the processes or arcs of ideological 
transformations that were, at specific historical moments, central to the for-
mation of categories and hierarchies of race, labor, and the state20— a focus 
on ever- shifting discursive practices and strategies, commonly understood as 
“expertise,” used by elite individuals and institutions seeking to make sense of 
the world as it was and how they wished it to be.

Progressive Era racial thought was defined by common questions rather 
than a singular set of answers. Questions such as: Did races exist? And if 
so, were they the result of heredity or environment? How did one measure 
or quantify these differences? And, perhaps most importantly, what was the 
value of race in the calculus of American industrial capitalism? To answer 
these questions, progressives developed a bewilderingly complex and contra-
dictory body of thought whose obsessive focus on racial hierarchy and white 
supremacy seem abhorrent to most present- day observers. Yet Nancy Stepans 
reminds us that “the scientists who gave scientific racism its credibility and 
respectability were often first rate scientists struggling to understand what 
appeared to them to be deeply puzzling problems of biology and human soci-
ety.”21 Dismissing these forms of scientific racism as mere “pseudo- science,” 
and their purveyors as cranks or bigots, obscures the natural and social sci-
ences’ fundamentally historical character as demands of their respective labor 
economies. Ben Bailey’s experiences in the ring and the studio were represen-
tative of broader shifts in the ongoing devaluation of black laboring bodies 
with each passing year post- emancipation.22

Forging a Laboring Race posits the black working body as a site of con-
tested knowledge to re- examine how black proletarianization was mediated 
through the state and how progressives came to understand these processes in 
deeply corporeal terms. Blacks’ experience of proletarianization— the means 
through which black labor shaped, and was shaped by, American industrial 
modernity— was fraught with contradictions. For many workers across the 
color line, the shift from a rural to an urban economy entailed the gradual 
deskilling of labor along with a rapid erosion of social networks and per-
sonal autonomy.23 Whereas some black workers certainly did experience 
these tensions in varying degrees, entry into industrial modernity afforded 
most blacks a modicum of socioeconomic autonomy given their previously 
extreme marginalization. Entrapped in the virtual peonage of sharecropping 
and penal labor in the South— and constrained by the de facto or de jure 
polices and practices of Jim Crow nationwide, the sphere of opportunity for 
black labor could only be increased.24
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Heretofore black proletarianization has generally been understood as a 
function of the early twentieth- century Great Migration of blacks out of the 
South to points north.25 Yet migration narratives that detail how the peonage 
of sharecropping, the insidious boll weevil, and the often- fatal indignities of 
Jim Crow pushed blacks out of their ancestral southern homeland in response 
to the lure of greater social freedom in the North tend to elide the modernist 
character of the New South, while positing the war itself as little more than 
a midwife to these migratory processes.26 However, the managerial cultures 
of the wartime state, linking war with work from the trenches to the factory 
floor, were national in scope. For the millions of blacks who did not migrate 
north, the wartime state— and military service in particular— provided their 
defining exposure to the systems of industrial modernity. The war trans-
formed the private industry’s relatively inchoate response to blacks’ entry 
into industrial modernity into a coherent attempt to rationalize the masses 
of black labor.27 Officials at the Department of Negro Economics (DNE), the 
Committee on Anthropology (COA), and the Federal Board of Vocational 
Education (FBVE) employed sociological, anthropometric, and rehabilitative 
methodologies to define and regulate black labor across regional lines— from 
the cotton fields of Dixie through the factories of the North, to the trenches 
of France. The wartime state’s management of black labor enhanced the au-
thority of the state as an arbiter of expertise and engendered new sweeping 
cultures of social control based on the definition and discipline of working 
bodies of color.28

The metaphor of the black working body pervades the histories of black 
proletarianization, migration, and war. Yet its meaning and function as a 
signifier of social differences is unclear. Building on recent works on ra-
cial bodies as conduits of social knowledge and control, I seek to delineate 
the “absent presence” of black working bodies in the history of black prole-
tarianization.29 Wartime demands further entrenched and naturalized the 
linkages between racial form and function. Black soldiers and workers con-
tinually contested the intrusive and coercive nature of these arrangements 
through small and large scale acts of resistance— from “malingering” in the 
ranks to struggles over veterans’ care. Fundamental to this study is the de-
lineation of how working bodies— particularly black working bodies— have 
served as sites of both repression and resistance within modern American 
industrial capitalism. Further, it explores how some people, under certain 
circumstances, could draw on their bodies as a resource, while others could 
not, because they were positioned as captive to their bodies.30 The abstract 
idea of the normative worker— like the abstract normative citizen of modern 
liberal theory— casts gendered, racialized, and disabled bodies as exceptional, 
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and therefore deviant. Managerial elites marked black workers and soldiers as 
diseased, dirty, unskilled, and hypersexual, reconfiguring blackness itself as 
a disability. Whereas physiological whiteness conferred normalcy and access 
to the social and financial benefits of martial and industrial labor, those bod-
ies bearing the stain of blackness found their access to be restricted and their 
citizenship undermined.31

Muybridge’s images of Bailey endure in part because they evince famil-
iar modern practices and aesthetics of quantification, qualification, and 
bodily discipline. The precise symmetry of the grid evokes a medical and 
scientific authority instantly recognizable to the modern eye— an author-
ity that drained images of their respective social, economic, and cultural 
contexts, reducing them to mere objects of analysis that increasingly fell 
under the auspices of the state. Specifically, the power of the state to shape 
the corporeal contours and health of the body politic— what Michael Fou-
cault defined as the policies and practices of “bio- politics”— informed the 
growth of the modern nation- state.32 However, the figure of Bailey also rep-
resented something of a contradiction, given that these modern modes of 
inquiry were applied to a black body— one that was long understood to be 
the embodiment of savagery, and the very antithesis of modernity itself. 
That is, a modernity that existed only in the purview of those individu-
als, groups, and modes of thinking defined as white. Conversely, non- white 
peoples were deemed an impediment— or at best simply peripheral— to the 
workings of industrial modernity, dusky specters in the machine of Ameri-
can industrial civilization, immune or incidental to its imperatives of mass 
standardization.33 The mere presence of a body of color in this context— in 
which quantification normally denoted a narrative of progress— presaged 
how vital the making of race and racial difference would prove to be in 
the development of American industrial modernity. Following his Animal 
Locomotion sessions, Ben Bailey fought a smattering of bouts with mixed 
results, in and around Philadelphia, before vanishing entirely from the his-
torical record. Yet his striking images captured via Muybridge’s lens lived 
on— auguring new ways of seeing, making, and thinking about race, labor, 
and the body in industrial America.34

This book begins with an examination of late nineteenth- century actuarial 
science, which characterized Negroes as a depraved race destined for extinc-
tion. Many observers felt that, once freed from what they considered the protec-
tive embrace of slavery, blacks would be unable to compete in the unforgiving 
struggle of industrial evolution, much like the American Indian before him.35 
The theory of black extinction found its greatest advocate in the work of Fred-
erick L. Hoffman, an actuary at Prudential Life Insurance. In Race Traits and 
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Tendencies of the American Negro (1896), Hoffman charted black racial decline 
through the indices of venereal disease, criminality, and vital capacity— a short-
hand for respiratory health. Theodore Porter describes turn- of- the- century sta-
tistics as “the science of numbers applied to the life history of races and nations.” 
Statistics, specifically actuarial science, allowed Hoffman to quantify the relative 
rate, nature, and cost of deteriorating black bodies in concrete scientific and 
monetary terms.36 Black thinkers stridently condemned Hoffman, but their cri-
tiques were hampered by an inability to transcend prevailing statistical meth-
odologies viewed as unerringly factual. Hoffman’s actuarial narratives of black 
extinction would dominate much of early twentieth- century racial discourse, 
thanks in part to their seemingly empirical nature, which, as a mark of the 
defining ideology of the age, linked inquiry to utility— in a process known as 
expertise. Policies and practices of reform rooted in larger questions of author-
ity, expertise, and power— such as those posed by Hoffman— were ultimately 
linked to the growth of the bureaucracy of the wartime state.37

World War I turned the African American worker into a national in-
dustrial factor. Industrialization, migration, and war required new forms 
of productivism and taxonomies of racial fitness to reconcile blacks 
increasing— albeit limited— occupational mobility to their traditional so-
cial subjugation.38 The war offered social scientists a grand experiment in 
the possibilities of the war- collectivized state. Walter Lippman, writing in 
the New Republic, declared that “we stand at the threshold of a collectivism 
which is greater than any as yet planned by a socialist party.”39 Progressives 
hoped that war, with its various forms of state- sanctioned coercion, would 
help solve various social ills, such as the “Negro problem.” As Tami Davis 
Biddle notes, “Wartime affords the historian a window on a society under 
stress, actively enacting, reconsidering and perhaps redefining its sense of 
self.”40 The cultures of management born in the late nineteenth century that 
reached maturity during the war were informed by an abiding desire to rec-
oncile form to function in the pursuit of social order and efficiency. Scholars 
have noted that Taylorism, or industrial standardization, was an extended 
narrative structure and discourse that extended far beyond the factory floor 
to encompass every aspect of cultural existence.41 Progressives employed the 
language and theory of productivism, a totalizing ideology that sought to 
subordinate all social— especially racial— relations to production, linking the 
human project of labor and even the nation state itself to a universal attribute 
of nature.42 American progressives drew heavily on European theories re-
garding the productive duality of the modern worker- soldier and conscrip-
tion as a form of social and labor control.43 Black social scientists worked to 
penetrate the wartime state in an advisory capacity to compensate for their 
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acute lack of institutional support and financial capital. The hope and chal-
lenge of all progressives was to capture and democratize the machinery of 
war collectivism to shape public policy.44

Total war militarized industry at the same time that war was becom-
ing increasingly industrialized. Chapter 2 examines the wartime state as a 
key mediator in the processes of blacks’ entry into industrial modernity. 
The establishment and workings of the Department of Negro Econom-
ics (DNE)— the first federal agency devoted exclusively to black labor since 
Reconstruction— was an attempt to reconcile the “Negro problem” with the 
“Labor problem” within the institutional nexus of early twentieth- century so-
ciology. DNE officials— many of whom were black— drew on Chicago School 
sociology to chart and acclimatize black migrants’ shift from rural to modern 
industrial life. DNE officials sought to incorporate black workers into the 
wartime labor economy through the development of black labor expertise, 
instilling migrants with a new industrial consciousness through worker ef-
ficiency campaigns and establishing stronger links between white capital and 
black labor. Scholars have noted that “the predicament of black workers in 
industrializing America continuously engaged the attention of black social 
scientists, more than any other single topic”— offering further proof of the in-
terconnected “Labor” and “Negro” problems. DNE officials fused vocational 
uplift with sociological expertise to endow black workers with a respectable 
and efficient work ethic, a new “industrial consciousness” to counter pre-
vailing narratives of the congenitally unfit Negro worker and expedite black 
labor’s entry into mainstream labor economies.45

Wartime imperatives required new taxonomies of racial labor fitness. 
Chapter 3 examines how social scientists on the Committee on Anthropology 
(COA), a part of the National Research Council (NRC), used the science of 
anthropometry to evaluate the health, shape, and fitness of “the Negro type” 
through the wartime draft. COA members defined anthropometry as “that 
part of anthropology in which are studied variations in the human body and 
all its parts, and particularly the differences of such variations in the races, 
tribes, families and other well defined groups of humanity.” Framing war as 
work, the COA defined racial types through the measurement and evaluation 
of the first million army recruits, the “multiracial” workforce of the American 
International Shipbuilding Association at Hog Island in Philadelphia, and the 
measurement of roughly 100,000 demobilized men in the summer of 1919.46 
Wartime anthropometry worked to equate the military evaluation of racial 
bodies with their industrial classification positing the black worker/soldier— 
much like Ben Bailey just over a generation prior— as both object and agent of 
racial inquiry.47 Indeed the management of difference— the division of labor 
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along racial lines in both the industrial and military spheres— was constitu-
tive to the making of the wartime and postwar state.48

Chapter 4 details how federal efforts to rehabilitate disabled African 
American veterans led to new forms of racial knowledge and racial labor 
control in postwar America. A key agent in this process was the Federal 
Board of Vocational Education (FBVE), charged with rehabilitating the 
citizen- solider into the citizen- worker. FBVE policy linked scientific man-
agement and eugenics to develop a catalogue of racial taxonomies in which 
labor fitness was linked to color and the body. Through the stages of diagno-
sis/benefits, training, job placement, and hospitalization, officials struggled 
to determine whether they could, or even should, mend broken black vet-
erans, who were generally understood to be defective by definition. Indeed, 
wounded black veterans were often accused of trying to “unjustly profit from 
their innate inferiority.” African American veterans rejected these character-
izations, arguing for their right to rehabilitation as soldiers, citizens, work-
ers, and men.49 The FBVE’s efforts to salvage black veterans for work in the 
postwar industrial army was a key attempt by progressives to frame social 
policy along biological lines, rationalize racial labor hierarchies by conflating 
disability with blackness, and infuse a corporeal element to the dictum that 
war was indeed the health of the state.

World War I produced a wealth of social scientific racial knowledge. Chap-
ter 5 analyzes how social scientists at the National Research Council (NRC) 
built on wartime evaluations of African Americans to develop, sustain, and 
institutionalize a body of knowledge on the Negro worker under federal aus-
pices. Various NRC committees, such as the Committee on Scientific Problems 
of Human Migration (1922) and the Committee on the American Negro (1928), 
were established as clearinghouses for racial labor expertise. The war changed 
perceptions of African American labor fitness in three significant ways: war-
time migration and military service established the Negro as an industrial 
factor; rapid migration and urbanization led to mental and physical changes 
on African Americans; and national efficiency required racial integrity— 
hence the need to avoid the supposedly deleterious practice of race mixing 
both at home and abroad. Postwar social scientists’ fascination with the pro-
cesses of race mixing evinced a distinct inability on their part to delineate the 
exact physiological contours of the New Negro, engendering anxieties about 
the very stability of blackness as a racial identity.50 In the end, wartime and 
postwar managerial elites unwittingly severed race from biology, creating new 
culturist models of racial and labor difference while continuing to charac-
terize blackness in decidedly pathological terms. Though the terms of black 
deviancy may have changed, the figure of the Negro as an object of inquiry, 
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as a problem to be solved, persisted in different iterations, and continues in 
present- day debates regarding race in America.

The successful management of the war effort provided social scientists 
with the impetus to rationalize humans and human networks through theo-
retical models analogous to those in the natural sciences.51 That is, it allowed 
elites to effectively create an organic or corporal model, or map, of the racial 
dynamics of the nation’s labor economy.52 Heretofore white supremacy had 
been defined by its power to define the racial “other” as a mere object of 
inquiry, but the postwar state now afforded unprecedented methodological, 
institutional, and financial means to create taxonomies of racial labor fitness. 
At first glance, the immediate postwar era can be seen as the high tide of 
white supremacy evinced in sweeping racialist legislative polices such as the 
1924 Immigration Restriction Act, Virginia’s Racial Integrity Act, and best-
selling paeans to the virtues of whiteness, such as Madison Grant’s The Pass-
ing of the Great Race (1916) and Lothrop Stoddard’s The Rising Tide of Color 
Against White World- Supremacy (1920).53 Taking stock of this surge in white 
supremacist culture, DuBois noted that “all through the world this gospel is 
preaching. It has its literature, it has its priests, it has its secret propaganda 
and above all— it pays!”54 But postwar white supremacy was a profoundly 
pessimistic ideology. The often- ambiguous results of physical and mental 
wartime testing— revealed in the ostensibly mentally deficient but “physi-
ologically superior Negro”— revealed deep fissures in the edifice of postwar 
American white supremacy. It also hinted that perhaps heredity could not be 
reconciled to function, and biology did not equal destiny.55

“How does it feel to be a problem?” asked W. E. B. DuBois in The Souls 
of Black Folk, his eloquent meditation on the racial politics of turn- of- the- 
century America.56 Yet at the heart of the “Negro problem” was the prob-
lem facing all free labor in hierarchal societies. For workers, free labor meant 
economic autonomy, including the freedom not to work; for employers, free 
labor meant economic dependence and the need to define which workers 
could or could not perform which kinds of work.57 The “Negro” and “Labor” 
problems were social fictions rooted in the sociocultural demands of con-
temporary labor economy. Progressives’ ardent faith in empirical reform was 
tempered by an acute sense of pessimism regarding the perils of degeneration 
embodied in degenerate peoples such as Negroes.58

By the turn of the century, emergent theories of industrial evolution, shift-
ing labor demographics, and the transition from proprietary to corporate 
capitalism conspired to negotiate these tensions in decidedly black and white 
corporeal terms.59 Though these processes of labor control along racial lines 
extended beyond the continental U.S. and were deeply informed by turn- of- 
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the- century American imperial engagements, our focus here is on the link-
ages between the domestic sphere and wartime testing of the First World War 
when the line between war and work became irrevocably blurred.60 War-
time testing provided a scientific rationale to these processes and the often- 
horrific extralegal racial violence that undergirded the era’s labor economy. 
High and low cultural policies and practices of racial control conspired to 
devalue black bodies and black humanity at every turn. And while managerial 
elites often remained unsure over the exact dimensions of the white work-
ing type, they remained convinced of its fundamental non- blackness. As Nell 
Irvin Painter notes, statutory biological or occupational definitions of white-
ness were “notoriously vague— the leavings of what is not black.” From the 
crooked contours of the ostensibly degraded black working body— with its 
“flat feet,” “tropical lung,” and “syphilitic carriage”— emerged the normative 
(read: white) outlines of the ideal worker of the Progressive imagination.61

Muybridge’s images of Ben Bailey, the “vanishing Negro” of actuarial 
narratives, the wartime black laborer, the Negro of the wartime draft, the 
broken black bodies in need of rehabilitation, and the New Negro of the post-
war social scientific imagination— all were echoes of the many afterlives of 
slavery, the real and imagined twists and turns of blacks’ fractious transi-
tion from bondage to wage labor in post- Reconstruction America.62 Though 
they varied in method and degree, these afterlives linked the discipline and 
surveillance of the antebellum plantation to modern forms of quantification 
and commodification to fix the Negro into his or her proper place. Viewed 
through a corporeal lens, these various afterlives take on the character of a 
“changing same”: a bodily frame upon which historically specific meanings 
are hung and rehung to fit the right races to the right places.63 Foreground-
ing the working black body as a metaphor for making sense of black laborers’ 
transition into industrial modernity— and how these imaginings informed 
the development of the modern industrial state— requires us to investigate 
the studios, factories, universities, trenches, draft boards, cantonments, and 
hospitals of Progressive Era America.
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