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Questions of reality have occupied the realms of critical thinking since the dawn of 

philosophy itself. An early example can be found in Plato’s “The Allegory of the Cave”, 

wherein a man’s complete reality consists solely of the shadows cast onto the cave walls in 

front of him. Later, when he is freed, he comes to realize that the shadow in the cave that he 

believed constituted all of reality were only an illusory figment, a mere impression of the 

truth. Likewise, our conceptions of the world are often fragments of narratives that fail to tell 

the whole story. The goal of the humanities is ultimately to venture beyond superficial 

definitions and reveal deeper truths. In this paper, I will explain how existing narratives are 

used to justify oversimplified and self-serving conceptions of reality. First, by showing how 

the geocentric model—where Earth is the center— of the universe and race science 

reinforced traditional power structures. Then I will elaborate on the inability of the United 

States to prevent the Rwandan Genocide due to the dehumanizing perceptions of African 

violence. 

In his book, The Copernican Revolution, Thomas Kuhn describes how “the 

incompatibility of theory and observation is the ultimate source of every revolution in the 

sciences.” 1 However, the task of keeping the sciences unbiased by culture and the humanities 

is difficult to say the least. Furthermore, Dorothy Robert’s A Fatal Invention reiterates how 

sociopolitical influences shape societies’ scientific curiosities, especially through Western 

society’s fascination with racial science. Thus, the progression of science is inextricably 

linked to the humanities and consequently skewed through varying socio-political lenses. 	

           The edifice from which scientific beliefs are built upon are seldom made originally. 

While there are instances of discoveries made in scientific isolation such as the contributions 

to mathematics by Srinivasa Ramanujan, 2 most draw upon what Kuhn describes as previous 

                                                        
1 Thomas Kuhn, The Copernican Revolution: Planetary Astronomy in the Development of Western Thought 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1957), 75. 
2 Ken Ono, The Man who Knew Infinity (Lecture given at Davidson College, Sep. 23, 2018) 



“conceptual schemes.” 3  Conceptual schemes are subjective narratives used to conveniently 

simplify scientific theory. They limit the evolution of science because they are fundamentally 

hard to supplant. They are difficult to remove because of how appealing they are in taking 

complex questions and simplifying them. Like the philosophical principle Occam’s Razor, 

people tend to accept or believe the simplest answer because it is likely the correct one. 4	

In part, the two-sphere model dominated astronomical thought because it simplified 

the universe into perfect shapes and orbits. The “conceptual economy,” the intelligibility of 

the model, made it appealing for scientists to comprehend and believe.5  Consequently, as the 

geocentric model grew more complex —with elaborate epicycles, deferents, and quants— the 

Ptolemaic model became “monstrous” and incoherent.” 6 The Ptolemaic model became 

increasingly likely to be replaced as it could not accurately predict the movement of the 

cosmos nor cling to the psychological advantage of being simple. The focus of science is 

inherently biased by its reliance upon the old model of thinking. Accordingly, Copernicus’s 

heliocentric model employed many of the same features of the Ptolemaic model such as 

epicycles and circular orbits. However, it allowed for the opening of the gate that ultimately 

gave rise to the modern-day heliocentric model of the universe.	

           Similar to the two-sphere conceptual scheme, the concept of race is an idea that has its 

foundations laid within the groundwork of pre-existing schema. Race science originates from 

the eighteenth-century enlightenment biologists, who began classifying all organisms into 

natural hierarchies. This included the scientific classification of our own species, Homo 

Sapiens. 7	

                                                        
3 Kuhn, 26. 
4 Kristen Thompson, From Observation to Theory: Revolution in Science (lecture at Davidson College, Sep 20, 
2018) 
5 Kuhn, 36. 
6 Kuhn, 70. 
7 Dorothy Roberts, Fatal Invention: How Science, Politics, and Big Buisness Re-create Race in the Twenty-first 
Century. (New York: The New Press, 2011), 28. 



Darwin’s findings on natural selection, substantiating the schema of evolution, gave 

many the impression that less advanced peoples—by Western standards— must surely be 

less evolved. Many recognized that humans were all of the same species, albeit in different 

variations with uniquely innate characteristics. Thus, the notion of four major variants took 

form. The primary distinction between the types of Homo Sapiens was color. The common 

consensus was that there were distinct races. Consequently, the dialectic shifted not from 

whether race was a scientifically accurate concept at all, but rather toward concepts that fit 

within the race science umbrella. An example of this is illustrated by Kant and Voltaire’s 

argument of monogenesis versus polygenesis—race beginning from either one common 

ancestor or many—both of which assume the concept of separate human races that are 

hierarchical in nature. 8	

The tunnel vision fostered by the scientific conceptual schemes of both the geocentric 

model and concept of race are distorted even further by the sociopolitical influences they are 

tied to. Furthermore, the implications of both concepts were far-reaching and encompassing 

of not only the scientific realm of thinking, but also of the humanities. Since the geocentric 

model had social implications “for religion, and for daily life,” the possibility of refuting it 

became exponentially more difficult.9 The concept of the Earth being the center of the 

universe, the heavens being arranged perfectly, and our place in the universe being of the 

utmost importance are what most people derived philosophical meaning and religious faith 

from. Suggesting otherwise threatened to undermine not only religion and a belief in God, 

but also society’s inter-subjective networks of meaning. It is these networks of meaning 

based on religion that safeguarded the power of the Church for centuries. The power structure 

manufactured by the Catholic Church during the time of Copernicus was quite aware of 

where its source of power resided. The power granted to the Church resided in scripture. The 
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9 Kuhn, 3. 



Bible itself on several occasions mentions the Earth being stationary. Hence, Copernicus 

realizing the potential outcry caused by his work, methodically planned the framing of De 

Revolutionibus to be purely mathematical in nature. This was done not only to protect his 

findings, but also his own life. Luckily, the Church did not realize soon enough the door 

which his ideas would open. Ideas which would challenge the authority of the Church and 

question the philosophical notions of our own existence.  	

Similarly, race science had extra-scientific implications that provided a justification 

for colonialism and slavery, both of which played huge social roles in the expansion and 

prosperity of the Western world. While enslaving other human beings and colonizing foreign 

lands directly go against humanistic thought as well as religious doctrine, these actions were 

rationalized through extrapolation of scientific ideas. Huge disparities in wealth, unfair power 

structures, and poverty were all explained through Social Darwinism. Social Darwinism 

applied the notion of survival of the fittest, which categorized marginalized groups of people 

as “inherently primitive.” 10 Going beyond the caricatures of each race, Social Darwinists in 

the nineteenth-century assisted in dehumanizing non-white races. The scientific justification 

of inferior races morphed into twentieth-century study of eugenics. Race science became 

more targeted, not only classifying inferior races, but also hoping to locate inferior genes and 

traits associated with each race. This helped politically create racial groups into specific 

monoliths. Race scientists perpetuated systematic racism by publishing research with little 

evidence but strong ties to the accepted conceptual schemes of the time.	

Humanities is the study of people. Hence, its goal is to ascertain truth from the 

arguments and experiences of countless individuals. Historically, the question has been who 

has the “ultimate authority for truth and knowledge.”11 In Copernicus’s time, that authority 

over knowledge was controlled by religion and truth was said to be located within religious 
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texts. During the European Enlightenment, ultimate authority for knowledge was given to 

science. The former resulted in the stagnation of the sciences and the latter was used to 

dehumanize groups of people. Herein lies the issue of who’s voices do we choose to listen to. 

While our society today is now secular and humanistic, we still ought to ask ourselves the 

question: Are the conceptual schemes we are currently latching onto causing us to unfairly 

put some voices on a pedestal while simultaneously shushing others?	

The answer is yes. 	

The definition of conceptual schemes can be extended beyond the borders of science. 

Our own perceptions of other cultures and societies are often simplifications of multifaceted 

realities. Within our own Western cultural context, we have continued to superficially 

perceive other societies. In fact, our own inability to hear the voices of those unlike us 

resulted in the United Nations and the United States failure to prevent and handle the 

Rwandan Genocide. I will illustrate this by using Susan Sontag’s theory on the perception of 

violence and Phillip Gourevitch’s book on the Rwandan Genocide.	

In her book Regarding the Pain of Others, Susan Sontag argues that the normalization 

of violence precipitates a lack of empathy and humanity. However, violence fails to receive 

our attention equally across settings. Instead, we are conditioned to tolerate levels of violence 

we deem appropriate for certain groups of people. Much like the geocentric model preceding 

the Copernican Revolution, this explanation justifies existing subjective schema. They both 

provide self-centered worldviews that can be utilized for self-serving action or inaction. 

Indeed, this shifting standard is strongly dependent upon a multitude of factors, such as race 

and socioeconomic status. Hence, Western society will tend to feel disproportionate amounts 

of empathy regarding acts of violence that take place in white contexts—and in this case—

over African contexts. We assume that certain norms of violence render them unremarkable, 

or perhaps even acceptable. This is a conceptual scheme, where the racist legacy of seeing 

African societies as being far less civilized has removed the West’s own responsibility in 



creating and reinforcing violence and trauma. Thus, due to historical dehumanization and the 

pervasive, primitivist perception of African people, the African context of violence does not 

engender the same level of empathy from cultural outsiders. 	

           The current African narrative is first and foremost the result of its subject-hood to 

colonialist Western powers. Colonialist power structures controlled the native communities, 

normalizing a culture of systemic violence. Furthermore, it promoted the notion of a zero-

sum game, where groups of people were grouped by a stark, binary division between the 

colonizers and colonized. This colonial pattern of violence was the standard, whilst the 

“exception provided the structure of sovereignty.” 12  This dictated that “sovereignty meant 

occupation, and occupation meant relegating the colonized into a third zone between 

subjecthood and objecthood.”13  Essentially, any form of authority or power could only be 

obtained through subjugating and classifying other groups of people as lesser. In accordance 

with this doctrine of dominion, it is only by dehumanizing others that a group of people can 

secure their own power and humanity. In addition, colonial misconceptions of African 

sovereignty—in which authority must be attained through violent means—exemplify the 

common reduction of African peoples to entities perceived as less than human. This is 

analogous to cosmological misconceptions which created a false sense of religious ethos in 

the Catholic church. The toxicity of this societal structure permeated the atmosphere of 

Africa’s nation-states, and became the enduring legacy of Western colonization. Violence 

had become natural. As archbishop of South Africa, Desmond Tutu “lumped violators and 

violated together as equal partners in the country’s affliction,” 14 as if to say the dead and the 

living shared the same responsibility for the violence inflicted on their people. Both the 

killers and the killed bore the same problem of being African, of being less than human. This 

                                                        
12 J.-A Mbembé and Libby Meintjes, “Necropolitics” in Public Culture, vol. 15, no. 1(Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2003), 25. 
13 Mbembé, 26. 
14 Philip Gourevitch, We wish to inform you that tomorrow we will be killed with our families: Stories From 
Rwanda (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1998), 178. 



suggests that the lives of those in Rwanda did not innately matter to the people that 

massacred them. They were an afterthought.	

The normalization of violence in the African narrative altered Western perception, 

such that the occurrence of violence in Africa became attributed to inherent nature. In the 

Western context, wars in Africa and the Rwandan Genocide became seen as inevitable 

byproducts of a savage culture and uncivilized society. In the case of Rwanda, Western 

outsiders saw the genocide as “Hutus and Tutsis simply doing what their natures dictated and 

killing each other.” 15 From the outside perspective, it was nothing but another iteration of 

wars that had been fought countless times before. The Rwandan Genocide represented 

business-as-usual. 	

While one may argue that modern societies have become inured to violence due to its 

overexposure in media, this does not explain the disparity between why all acts of violence 

are not equally dulled to our senses. Despite the Holocaust museum displaying slogans such 

as “Remember” and “Never Again” in abundance, the United Nations and the combined 

efforts—or lack thereof—could not aid in any significant way to the crisis of the Rwandan 

Genocide.16 This discrepancy in effort in response to the Rwandan genocide and other 

atrocities in different cultural contexts is due to the prevailing narrative of African violence 

and barbarism. The story of dehumanization has been told so frequently that it has become 

banal. In one of the stories of Gourevitch, he meets a man who describes the genocide in 

Rwanda as a “cheese sandwich.”17 Plain and commonplace, the metaphor highlights how not 

only dehumanization, but repetition, ultimately accounts for the normalization of violence.	

The African context of violence can only be rectified if it is superseded by a new 

narrative, one that humanizes and sheds light on the stories that have been overlooked. The 

need for a new narrative is dire, for Sontag writes that “pathos, in the form of narrative, does 

                                                        
15 Gourevitch, 168. 
16 Gourevitch, 152. 
17 Gourevitch, 171. 



not wear out.”18 While some may argue that visual representations, reports, and data on 

violence would help foster empathy, they do not realize that these forms of information fail to 

extricate themselves from the conceptual scheme of the African narrative. Within the vacuum 

of this preconception, the primary schema of the viewer takes hold. In the African context, 

the viewer consequently has the preexistent assumption that violence inevitably occurs due to 

Africa’s assumed backwardness. This causes the reports and images of violence to 

“objectify” that specific worldview.19 Thus, the reality of a photograph quickly reestablishes 

our preconceived point of view when presented without context or narrative. This caricature 

of African society relegates the life of someone killed in a photograph “as someone to be 

seen, not someone (like us) who also sees.”20 Their bodies become mere displays, instead of 

human beings that we can empathize with. A dead body in Rwanda or any other third world 

country carries little genuine tragedy when viewed by a first-world spectator, upsetting 

enough for a statistic or footnote in the margins of a page, but not a story. 	

As Professor Tamura said at the beginning of this unit: “Every enlightenment needs 

its savages.” In the white and Western context, we typically view ourselves as the 

enlightened, the leaders in morality and civility. However, by raising ourselves on a pedestal, 

we inherently lower our perspective of others. We then tend to oversimplify the narratives of 

societies we deem “less civilized” and judge them accordingly. In understanding the nature of 

violence and empathy in the humanities, we must realize that our humanity should never be 

lost amidst our preconceived notions. The lives of Africans, immigrants, refugees should 

never be typecast by our existing stereotypes. Instead, they should be recognized as 

individuals, like ourselves. 	

Our own conceptual schemes blind us from any realities that do not fit our worldview. 

They manifest themselves not in the sciences, but also in empathetic capacity for others. At 

                                                        
18 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2003), 68. 
19 Sontag, 26. 
20 Sontag, 72. 



the end of Gourevitch’s book, he uses the ending of McTeague—in which a man kills another 

in the desert, realizing that he is handcuffed to him—as an allegory for the inescapable 

responsibility each Hutu had for their actions in the Genocide. Expanding upon that, this 

conclusion to McTeague directs us to the inescapable truth that, like the Hutus responsible for 

killing Tutsis, we too are condemned for having knowledge of violence and doing nothing. 

Our inaction chains us to them. It is the burden of cognizance that forces us to recognize that 

we share responsibility for the deaths in Rwanda. If we continue to decide which lives matter, 

which deserve action and which do not, we too will be left in an inescapable desert. While we 

may not die, part of our humanity will, engulfed in the blistering heat and choking dust. That 

is the price we inevitably pay when we fail to recognize the lives of others to be as important 

as our own.  	
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