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ing it, “In the mid 1970s, white cinema
was about defeat. There was Nixon,
there was Watergate, and feminism was
making men rethink their roles. These
black movies had heroes who won—they
could e≠ect change, they had charisma.”
In an on-screen interview, actor Samuel
L. Jackson says, “The black heroes were
antiheroes—they were pimps, drug
dealers, gangsters. But they were all
fighting against The Man.” Mitchell,
however, remains clear-eyed about the
fact that the films were made “purely
from a commercial impulse—to get as
many Afros in the theater as humanly
possible.”

That they did. Shaft, with its memorable
Isaac Hayes score, grossed $12 million de-
spite a shoestring budget estimated at
$500,000 to $1.5 million (star Richard
Roundtree earned a mere $13,000). Some
credit Shaft with saving MGM from bank-
ruptcy. Superfly (1972), a film detailing the
urban adventures of a cocaine dealer, was
another hit. Studios woke up and smelled
the cash. “What Hollywood did was sup-
press the political message and add 
caricature,” Van Peebles explains, “and
blaxploitation was born.” Soon, gangster-
movie remakes using black actors, 
like Black Caesar, and horror films, such 
as Blackenstein and Blacula, appeared. 
Pam Grier in Foxy Brown (1973) and
Tamara Dobson in Cleopatra Jones (1973)
were African-American actresses 
playing tough, sexy babes who set their
own terms.

“On the surface, a film like Blacula is
hysterical,” says Julien. “But if you decon-
struct the film, it reveals, in a cinematic
sense, the anxiety about race relations in
the United States.” Social messages were
often present in an “underground code”
decipherable by black audiences, Mitchell
explains. In one scene, for example, detec-
tive John Shaft cannot get a taxi, but a cab
that passes him by stops a block away for
a white fare.

Organizations like the National Associ-
aton for the Advancement of Colored Peo-
ple and the Congress of Racial Equality
and spokesmen like Jesse Jackson de-
nounced blaxploitation cinema, despite
its popularity, for providing poor role
models to black youth. (In fact, the

NAACP
coined the
term “blax-
ploitation.”)
“The seeds of
black political correctness began to
take hold; the black bourgeoisie was
vaguely embarrassed about these
films,” says Julien. “There was a dou-
ble standard in operation, penalizing
the blaxploitation films while leaving
their white counterparts intact. Un-
fortunately, the discussion of how
these films work cinematically and
artistically never gets beyond the
question of whether they show 
positive or negative images of black
characters.”

The blaxploitation era ended
around 1976, but its influence con-
tinues. Actor Fred “The Hammer”
Williamson convened a cinematic
reunion of several top blaxploita-
tion stars in Original Gangsters (1996) and
director Quentin Tarantino cast Pam
Grier as the title character of 1997’s Jackie
Brown. Julien agrees with Tarantino that
there is “a certain Americanness at the
center of these films that got lost. Still,

through popular genres like hip-hop,
they live on, almost in the unconscious.”

�craig lambert
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D
oing science is always more fun
when your predictions prove true
and your experiments shine. Posi-
tive results are satisfying, signifi-
cant, even lucrative, and scientists

labor long and hard to get them. Like
baseball sluggers stepping up to the plate,
many scientists hope for home-run out-
comes and dread research slumps for
good reason: swing and miss too often
and maybe your contract, or your funding,
won’t be renewed.

Although ball players can’t win with

bad batting averages, scientists often
learn from a good whi≠, says Hersey pro-
fessor of cell biology Bjorn R. Olsen. Many
experiments fail, or produce controver-
sial, ambiguous, or unexpected results.
For those who bravely—or accidentally—
go where few have gone before, Olsen and
Christian Pfe≠er, a visiting research fel-
low in pediatrics at Dana Farber Cancer
Institute, have created the Journal of Nega-
tive Results in Biomedicine to push such out-
comes into the mainstream.

“The word ‘negative’ is a little bit

1 , 0 0 0  T H I N G S  T H A T  D O N ’ T  W O R K

The Power of Negative Thinking

Goddess of sex,
sass, and
strength: Pam
Grier in Foxy
Brown (1973,
inset) and today.
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misleading,” says Olsen, who edits the
Web-based journal. “You have to see it
in context. Anything di≠erent from
what you expect is, on the surface, neg-
ative.” Yet scientists regularly push
negative findings aside, blaming them
on shoddy procedures; some re-
searchers bury the results deep in pa-
pers, with little explanation, if they
publish the material at all. Pfe≠er be-
came frustrated by such wasteful be-
havior and searched for a way to recast
negative results. Two colleagues re-
jected his journal concept before he
found a collaborator in Olsen.
The classic negative result is an experi-

ment that shows no di≠erence between
experimental and control groups: for ex-
ample, a clinical trial of a drug that
works on mice, but turns out to have no
e≠ect when tested on humans. Or genet-
ics researchers seeking a certain disease-
causing gene might fail to find their tar-
get, but might still be able to rule out a
number of other genes within a defined
chromosomal region, thus helping to nar-
row future searches. “To prevent duplica-
tion of e≠ort and save public money, it
doesn’t make sense for everyone to go
through the same gene-sequencing
e≠ort,” says Olsen. “Getting credit for a

negative finding will speed up the rate at
which genes get identified.”
Ambiguous or controversial results, or

outcomes that challenge entrenched
ideas, are also considered negative some-
times. For Olsen and Pfe≠er, scientific
rigor is what sifts a valuable negative
nugget from junk research. Repro-
ducible results, obtained through rigid
experimentation, are worth keeping,
they say, regardless of the positive or
negative spin.
What sort of research will fill the Jour-

nal of Negative Results? Olsen describes ge-
neticist Barbara McClintock’s findings
on transposition, or “jumping genes,” as
the type of paradigm-smashing work he
and Pfe≠er hope to attract. McClintock’s
original research in the 1940s and ’50s
didn’t support the widely held belief that
genes were fixed on chromosomes. “In
McClintock’s case, the conclusion that
genetic material could move around
seemed totally at odds with the dogma
that genes were remarkably stable and
only very rarely underwent changes,”
Olsen explains. Her results were scorned
and obscured for years, but eventually
disproved the fixed-gene theory. Mc-
Clintock won a Nobel Prize in 1983 for
her work—and transformed scientific

thought. “These [types of] re-
sults,” Olsen says, “are so new
and so di≠erent from what
everybody expects that they are
considered negative.”
Not long after Olsen and

Pfe≠er began brainstorming,
London-based BioMed Central,
publisher of The Scientist and nu-
merous on-line journals, o≠ered
them a contract. With that
backing, they were able to en-
sure free on-line access to their
journal’s articles and to cross-
reference them in databases like
Pub-Med Central, a digital
archive managed by the National
Library of Medicine. The two
have also assembled a review
committee of respected scien-
tists and doctors; traditional

scholarly publishing can take weeks or
months to present articles, but the Journal
of Negative Results aims to streamline the
process by publishing papers on line as
soon as they pass muster.
A few other publications have nudged

into negative territory, but they’ve been
short-lived or narrowly focused. Olsen
and Pfe≠er have opened their journal 
to biology and biomedicine—a huge aca-
demic territory. Yet their concept still
faces hurdles: some scientists have been
reluctant to publish negative results 
for fear of damaging their reputations,
others worry about aiding their competi-
tors. The journal’s first “issue,” which
appeared in September, contained only
one article, but seven manuscripts 
were under review as this magazine
went to press and five others had been
rejected as insu∞ciently rigorous. For
the two founders, indeed, the greatest
challenge lies in building credibility. “In
some ways,” Olsen explains, “it’s up to us
as editors to define the line between
what is rigorous science and what is
sloppily done.” �neil shea

Journal of Negative Results in Biomedicine
website:
www.jnrbm.com

Christian Pfeffer (left) and Bjorn
Olsen find value in studies that 
don’t pan out.

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  J i m  H a r r i s o n

 Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For copyright and reprint information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746.


