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Seeing the movie “Hidden Figures” rerun on television (FX) recently, I was reminded of 

the United Negro College Fund’s (UNCF’s) TV campaign that came to the public in the 1970s, “a 

mind is a terrible thing to waste.” In case you did not see it or don’t remember, “Hidden 

Figures” is about three African-American women who made major contributions to the US 

effort to catch up with the Soviet Union in the race to show technological superiority by putting 

a man on the Moon. The fact that women—especially African-American women—would be 

allowed to show what they could do in the white, male-dominated NASA organization was due 

primarily to the opening caused by the depletion of men in the US due to World War II. The 

constraints of a sexist and racist system were sufficiently relaxed to allow these women to 

apply their abilities. The impressive contributions of their minds were much less wasted. 

 

Because I was not aware of the origin of the phrase “a mind is a terrible thing to waste,” 

I did some “scholarly” research. I consulted a search engine on my internet browser. (Smile) I 

made this discovery: I found that the current version of the phrase goes like this: “A mind is a 

terrible thing to waste, but a wonderful thing to invest in.” The various forms of this UNCF 

campaign ad are presented by young African-American adults who are actual students, 

expressing aspirations for a positive future. The students finish the ads with the statement “I 

am your dividend.” 

 

The implication of being “your dividend” (i.e., a dividend for a donor to the UNCF) is, of 

course, that the payoff of a donation to the UNCF will result in a more productive economy of 

which the donor is a beneficiary.  

 

However, I would go even further to point out that this dividend should be seen as 

broader than a more productive economy. Because education in any society is an attempt to 

prepare individuals to relate to one another for the smooth functioning of the society, its 

impact goes beyond its economy to its legal system and cultural institutions.  Especially in a 

society that is at least nominally democratic, shortchanging education on the basis of race is 

terribly wasteful.  

 

Racism is not only unethical in individuals and societal systems. It should be seen more 

generally as a waste of human capabilities in efforts both to cope with the existential threats 

that humans face and to build a more positive future. 


