Mae Carol Jemison was born in Decatur, Alabama, in 1956, but she grew up on the South
Side of Chicago. Her father worked in maintenance, and her mother taught
elementary-school English and mathematics. Her parents did not treat curiosity as
something children needed to outgrow. If Mae asked how something worked, they
pushed her to investigate it.

She studied plants, animals and the human body. When she got an infection after
stepping on a splinter, she watched the medical process instead of turning away from it.
She wanted to understand what the body was doing, what the doctors were doing and
why the treatment worked. Fear did not automatically make her withdraw. Sometimes it
made her look closer.

As a child, she intended to go into space. Adults treated this as fantasy because the
American astronauts shown to the public were white men. Teachers sometimes
encouraged her toward nursing instead of medicine or treated her interest in engineering
as unrealistic.

Jemison noticed the insult, but she did not turn other people’s limited imagination into
instructions for her life. Someone’s inability to picture her in a position did not become
evidence that she was unqualified for it.

She watched Star Trek and saw Nichelle Nichols playing Lieutenant Uhura, a Black
woman working as a communications officer aboard a starship. Uhura was not standing
in the background as a servant or victim. She was part of the crew, handling serious
technical responsibilities.

Seeing Uhura mattered, but Jemison has made an important distinction: public figures
can show what is possible, but they do not do the work for us. A visible example may
open the imagination. Preparation still has to be built privately, long before anyone
celebrates it.

Jemison also loved dance. She studied ballet, modern dance, jazz and African dance and
considered becoming a professional dancer. The choice between science and art was
never clean because she did not believe one part of the mind had to murder the other.

Dance taught her control over movement, timing, balance and space. Engineering trained
her to understand systems. Medicine taught her to read the body. Those fields appeared
separate from the outside, but each strengthened her awareness of how humans move
through physical environments.

At sixteen, she entered Stanford University. Being admitted young did not protect her
from racism or sexism. Some professors treated her questions differently from those of
white male students. She had to determine whether criticism was correcting her work or
attempting to shrink her confidence.



That requires a hard kind of judgment. Rejecting every criticism creates arrogance.
Accepting every criticism creates submission. Jemison learned to examine the
information, keep what improved her and discard what was based on another person’s
prejudice.

Stanford could be isolating, so she did not wait for the university to create every space
she needed. She became involved in the Black Student Union, worked in theater and
choreographed a production. Leadership began with participation: see what is missing,
gather people and help build it.

She earned two Stanford degrees—a bachelor’s degree in chemical engineering and
another in African and African American studies. The combination was deliberate. She
wanted to understand technology and the people affected by it.

Engineering can produce an efficient system that still harms a community if the
designers refuse to study history and human behavior. Social knowledge without
technical ability may identify a problem but lack the tools to construct a solution.
Jemison trained herself to work across both sides.

She entered Cornell University Medical College and earned her medical degree in 1981.
During her training, she worked in places including Cuba, Thailand and East Africa. She
saw that iliness was not controlled only by biology. Poverty, politics, transportation,
sanitation and access to medicine affected who survived.

A doctor can understand the correct treatment and still lose the patient if the hospital
lacks supplies, the road is impassable or the family cannot afford care. Real problems
rarely stay inside the boundaries of one academic subject.

After completing medical school and an internship, Jemison practiced medicine in Los
Angeles. She then joined the Peace Corps as a medical officer responsible for volunteers
in Liberia and Sierra Leone. She was still in her twenties, but the position required her to
supervise medical care, laboratories, pharmacy operations and safety procedures.

During her Peace Corps service, a volunteer became seriously ill. The initial medical
opinion did not fully match what Jemison observed. She suspected a dangerous
condition requiring treatment beyond what was locally available and pushed for an
emergency evacuation.

When officials hesitated, she did not hide behind their authority. She made it clear that
the responsibility would belong to the person choosing not to act. The evacuation was
authorized, and the patient survived.

Leadership became real at that moment. It was no longer about sounding intelligent or
holding a title. A human life depended on whether she trusted her preparation enough to
challenge hesitation.



The situation did not reward reckless confidence. Jemison had medical evidence,
examined the symptoms and understood the risk. Courage without knowledge can
become dangerous. Knowledge without the courage to act can become useless.

After returning to the United States, she resumed medical work and continued studying
engineering. She had not forgotten space. By then, Sally Ride had become the first
American woman in space, and Guion Bluford had become the first Black American in
space. Jemison applied to NASA’s astronaut program in 1985.

Then the space shuttle Challenger broke apart shortly after launch in January 1986,
killing all seven crew members. NASA suspended shuttle flights and delayed astronaut
selection. Her plan was stopped by a catastrophe she could not control.

She did not interpret the delay as a command to abandon the goal. When NASA reopened
the process, she applied again. A delayed opportunity still requires another application.
Pride cannot become so fragile that it refuses to knock twice.

NASA selected fifteen astronaut candidates from roughly two thousand applicants in
1987. Jemison entered a world where excellence was not inspirational language.
Mistakes involving equipment, procedures or communication could kill an entire crew.

Astronaut training required more than intelligence. She had to learn shuttle systems,
computer software, emergency procedures, scientific equipment, physical survival and
how to function inside a team where every member’s work affected everyone else.

NASA assigned her work supporting launches and verifying shuttle computer software
before she ever flew. The public remembers the spacesuit photograph, but the road to
that photograph included technical work that attracted no cheering.

This is where leadership is usually built: checking systems, learning procedures and
completing uncelebrated work correctly. People who only want the historic moment often
resist the ordinary discipline that makes the moment possible.

Jemison was selected as a mission specialist for STS-47 aboard the space shuttle
Endeavour. The mission was a cooperative scientific flight between the United States and
Japan. It carried the Spacelab-J module and dozens of experiments involving life science
and material processing.

On September 12, 1992, Endeavour launched. Mae Jemison became the first Black
woman to travel into space. She was thirty-five years old.

The word “first” can hide the labor beneath it. She did not enter the shuttle because
NASA wanted a symbolic photograph. She entered as a physician, engineer and trained
mission specialist responsible for scientific work.



During nearly eight days in space, the crew orbited Earth 127 times. Jemison participated
in research involving bone cells, motion sickness, fluid systems and the effects of
weightlessness on the body. NASA

She was not simply observing Earth through a window. Her medical and engineering
backgrounds gave her a specific function inside the mission. The earlier parts of her life
had not been unrelated detours; they had prepared her for the work waiting in orbit.

Jemison carried objects that placed her achievement inside a larger history. She brought
a photograph of Bessie Coleman, the first Black woman to earn an international pilot’s
license. She also carried a West African figure, an Alpha Kappa Alpha banner and a
poster from the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater.

Those objects did not make the spacecraft fly. They protected the meaning of who had
arrived there. Jemison entered space as a scientist without pretending that science
required her to erase Black history, womanhood, art or ancestry.

She understood that entering an institution does not require leaving every part of
ourselves outside. Assimilation may make a person easier for an institution to accept,
but acceptance purchased through self-erasure is not complete leadership.

Jemison left NASA in 1993, after six years in the astronaut corps and one spaceflight. To
some people, leaving appeared irrational. Becoming an astronaut was supposed to be
the highest point, and she had reached it.

She refused to become imprisoned by her greatest achievement. The first Black woman
in space was something she had done, not the full boundary of who she was.

She founded the Jemison Group, a technology consulting company concerned with how
science and technology affect human life. She also created the Dorothy Jemison
Foundation for Excellence, named after her mother.

One of the foundation’s major programs, The Earth We Share, brings young people
together to solve complicated world problems. Students may examine issues involving
energy, food, water, health or the environment. They are expected to research, work
across cultures and defend their ideas.

The program does not treat children as empty containers waiting for adults to pour in
facts. It gives them responsibility for using information. Memorizing the name of a
scientific law is different from applying that law while a team is trying to solve a real
problem.

Jemison later taught environmental studies at Dartmouth and directed work focused on
technology in developing countries. Again, she crossed fields. A machine can be
technologically advanced and still fail if it is too expensive, cannot be repaired locally or
ignores the people expected to use it.
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She appeared on Star Trek: The Next Generation in 1993, becoming the first real
astronaut to appear in the franchise. Nichelle Nichols, whose portrayal of Uhura had
helped expand Jemison’s childhood imagination, visited the set.

That moment completed a circle without turning Jemison into a product of television.
Uhura showed her an image. Jemison still had to earn engineering degrees, complete
medical school, lead healthcare operations, survive astronaut training and perform in
space.

Her thinking later moved toward an almost unreasonable time scale: human travel to
another star. The nearest star systems are so distant that current technology cannot
carry people there within an ordinary lifetime. The scientific, social and engineering
problems are enormous.

Through the Dorothy Jemison Foundation, she leads the 100 Year Starship initiative. The
goal is not to promise that a spacecraft will launch tomorrow. It is to make sure the
knowledge and capabilities necessary for interstellar travel can exist within a century.

100 Year Starship

A hundred-year project forces leadership to mature beyond personal recognition.
Jemison knows she may never see its final result. The work must be designed so people
who have not yet been born can continue it.

Many people build only what can praise them while they are alive. A deeper leader can
begin work whose harvest belongs to another generation.

The project also refuses to treat interstellar travel as an engineering problem alone. A
starship would need energy, propulsion, medicine, food, communication, social stability,
ethics, psychology and systems for people to live together under extreme pressure.

A technically powerful ship controlled by a destructive society would carry human failure
farther into space. Before humanity can travel well across the stars, it must learn to
manage power, difference and resources more wisely on Earth.

Jemison has consistently challenged the false separation between science and art.
Science asks how the universe behaves. Art examines what that behavior means to
human beings. Both require observation, imagination, discipline and the courage to
create what does not yet exist.

Imagination is not the opposite of serious work. Every spacecraft existed in imagination
before engineers calculated it. Every medical treatment existed as a question before it
became an accepted procedure. Imagination becomes useful when discipline gives it a
body.

Her leadership is not based on waiting to feel completely fearless. She has entered
rooms where people underestimated her, challenged medical hesitation, reapplied after
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national tragedy, trained inside a deadly profession and walked away from a prestigious
position when her purpose became larger than the title.

She did not allow being a Black woman to become a limitation, but she also did not
pretend race and gender had no effect. Denying the obstacle would have made her
dishonest. Allowing the obstacle to define her capacity would have made the prejudice
successful.

Jemison’s life also breaks the habit of choosing only one identity. She did not have to be
a scientist instead of an artist, a doctor instead of an engineer, or an astronaut instead of
an educator. She became strong across fields and used the connections between them.

There is a price for that range. People often trust labels because labels make a person
easy to understand. Someone who refuses the label may be accused of lacking focus.
Jemison’s focus was never one occupation. Her focus was human possibility.

The spaceflight lasted less than eight days. The preparation took decades, and the work
afterward has continued for more than thirty years. That proportion tells the truth about
leadership. The visible moment is usually short. The preparation and responsibility
surrounding it are the actual life.

Mae Jemison did not wait for the world to become comfortable with the idea of her. She
prepared until her ability could carry weight, spoke when hesitation threatened
someone’s life, entered history without surrendering herself and then kept moving after
history gave her a title.



