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The Copernican Revolution began in the mid-1500s with a series of scientific 

observations, including retrograde motion of the planets. Copernicus believed that the Ptolemaic 

model of his predecessors relied on too many epicycles contrary to observation and could not 

accurately explain this phenomenon.1 In response, he used scientific observation and precise 

mathematical calculation to develop a new heliocentric model, which deemed the two-sphere 

theory incorrect and proposed that the Earth was not the center of the universe.2 This new theory 

challenged the long-standing conceptual scheme that the Earth was the center of the universe, 

which previously had directly informed humans’ relationship to their world. Similarly, during the 

civil rights movement, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. published his “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” 

which challenged the age-old institution of white supremacy and the racial inequality that thrived 

at America’s core3. However, moral concern was not the civil rights movement’s only catalyst; it 

was also driven by a revolution in science as scientific racism evolved to a more enlightened 

understanding of human genomics. Thus, the Copernican Revolution and the civil rights 

movement were both able to yield such impactful societal results because they impacted both 

humanistic and scientific spheres of public understanding. 

Though the Copernican Revolution was launched primarily by Copernicus’s scientific 

discovery, it was enabled by the “political, economic, and intellectual life” of the time and had 

                                                      
1 Thomas S. Kuhn, The Copernican Revolution: Planetary Astronomy in the Development of 

Western Thought (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1967), 40. 

2 Kuhn, 41. 

3 Martin Luther King. Letter from Birmingham Jail (Birmingham, Alabama, 1963), 1. 
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permanent philosophical impacts, making it more than simply “a story of astronomers and the 

skies.”4 For centuries, humans had believed under the Ptolemaic Model that the Earth was the 

center of the universe. Accordingly, most religious doctrines and philosophy were 

anthropocentric, positioning humans as the paramount inhabitants of the universe. As 

observation and mathematical methods improved, Copernicus and his peers were more 

compelled to question previously-accepted theories and models, eventually leading to 

astronomical scientific discovery. He used the new “mathematical techniques” of the time in 

order to “compute planetary position” in a way that his predecessors couldn’t.5 The implications 

of the new discovery were unprecedented and alarming, especially to the Church, which believed 

the new model contradicted the bible. It raised many questions both cosmologically and 

philosophically about humanity’s place in the universe and the relationship between religion and 

science, many of which are still questioned today. The intellectual and scientific atmosphere of 

the era initiated Copernicus’s scientific discovery and led to enduring and extensive 

philosophical, moral, and scientific repercussions in society. Therefore, the Copernican 

Revolution can be considered both a scientific and humanistic revolution. 

About 400 years later, the civil rights movement began to revolutionize the social fabric 

of the United States. After hundreds of years of abuse and subjugation by the white population, 

many people finally began to observe the need for legislation protecting civil rights of black 

Americans. Precise scientific observation similar to the Copernican Revolution also played a 

large role in the shift away from segregation. Dr. King, like many other civil rights leaders, often 

                                                      
4 Kuhn, 49. 

5 Kuhn, 53. 
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used moral and religious grounds to oppose segregation, as he did in his “Letter from 

Birmingham Jail,” stating that “all segregation statutes are unjust because segregation distorts the 

soul and damages the personality.”6 However, this statement also displays King’s interest in 

science through psychology. He believed that “the devastating effects Jim Crow laws had on 

black people across the United States” manifested physical, scientific results, which leant 

credibility to the movement in the scientific sphere.7 This viewpoint was not unique to Dr. King; 

many scientists were interested in disproving scientific racism. The Clark Doll Experiments were 

used as evidence in support of desegregating schools in the Brown v. Board of Education case by 

demonstrating that segregation “caused black children to develop a sense of inferiority and self-

hatred.”8 These findings rivaled the previously accepted social Darwinist racism of the western 

world, including the eugenics movement in America during the early 1900s and racially-biased 

IQ-testing.9 Throughout American history, many racists were “polygenists” who believed that 

black humans were an entirely different genetic species than white humans. Therefore, they 

                                                      
6 King, 1. 

7 Stephanie Hargrove and Deonte Williams, "Psychology’s Contribution to the Development of 

the 1964 Civil Rights Act,” (American Psychological Association, September 2014). 

http://www.apa.org/pi/oema/resources/communique/2014/08-09/civil-rights-act.aspx. 

7 Hargrove and Williams, 6. 

8 Hargrove and Williams, 6. 

9 Keith Sealing, "Blood Will Tell: Scientific Racism and the Legal Prohibition Against 

Miscegenation,” (SSRN Electronic Journal, 2000). 



Husak 

 
4 

believed that “slavery was qualitatively no different from the ownership of a horse.”10 This racist 

pseudoscience informed America’s discriminatory government policies. Though it occurred after 

the civil rights movement, the human genome project disproved polygenism by discovering that 

“the vast majority of alleles were shared over multiple regions” of the world, thus identifying 

little to no genetic difference between people of different races.11 Therefore, along with the 

moral and religious-based challenges to segregation and white supremacy, scientific evidence 

was also required to change people’s minds – and it worked, leading to new legislation and a 

shift in race relations. Similar to the role sensory observation played in the Copernican 

Revolution, scientific evidence enhanced the process and speed of the civil rights revolution. The 

political results of the civil rights movement were not just part of a moral enlightenment, but also 

an essential element of the scientific revolution of human genomics. 

 Though they occurred in entirely different centuries and through entirely different 

processes, the civil rights movement and Copernican Revolution were very similar in their 

scientific and humanistic effects. While the Copernican Revolution used precise mathematical 

data that subsequently influenced the philosophical and religious conceptual schemes of 

generations to come, the civil rights movement began with a moral and religious concern about 

the treatment of others that was supplemented by new scientific discoveries about the human 

genome and race. Each revolution challenged an existing conceptual scheme – in the case of the 

                                                      
10 Sealing. 

11 Vivian Chou. "How Science and Genetics Are Reshaping the Race Debate of the 21st 

Century,” (Science in the News, April 18, 2017). 

http://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2017/science-genetics-reshaping-race-debate-21st-century/. 



Husak 

 
5 

Copernican Revolution, the conception that the Earth and therefore humanity were the center of 

the universe, and in the case of the civil rights movement, white supremacy. As a result, in both 

cases human society was forced to reevaluate its political, social, and intellectual institutions on 

the bases of both moral justness and scientific correctness. This has led to long-lasting and 

permanent structural changes in society. 

In order for a revolution to maximize its successfulness and legitimacy, it must appeal to 

both humanism and science. In doing so, the revolution minimizes its opposition. Because both 

science and morality supported civil rights, the movement was justified and morally required 

through every lens of societal thought, whether scientific or humanistic. Thus, the civil rights 

movement had both philosophical and scientific evidence on its side. On the other hand, the 

Copernican Revolution used scientific evidence which also affected philosophical and societal 

worldviews. It is the change in worldview that made the Copernican Revolution a legitimate 

revolution, and not simply a new scientific discovery. Thus, a successful revolution must affect 

both science and humanities in order to present the strongest argument for a changing worldview 

and to affect the widest range of people. 
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