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There are some major historical discontinuities
that will most probably intrude upon your lives.

Currently, you are not being told about these 
discontinuities. 

But ignorance will be no excuse.  You will be 
wacked by them anyway… There will be no 
escaping the potentially catastrophic 
discontinuities.

You will need to develop an environmental ethic
of your own to survive.

By way of review …
Four Simple Thoughts
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Who Should Take This Course?
• Anyone with an interest in the survival of the human 

enterprise.
What will be expected of you?
• Nothing less than the your total attention and complete 

devotion to the issues raised here for the rest of your life.  
Will there be a test?
• You bet, but not one we will administer….  
• You will have to live with the mind you furnish here for 

the remainder of your days.  
• Your biggest problem: Not to become distracted….
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This will not always be easy….

Particularly because of the way that Harvard 
prepares you to think about problems in 
general……
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This will not always be easy….

Particularly because of the way that Harvard 
prepares you to think about problems in 
general……

In short, keep focused: don’t let the merely urgent 
crowd out the important.

This is a course in the important things – not 
necessarily the urgent things. 
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Environmental Ethics must cope with
Vastly Different Scales of Time & Space
Cosmic time scales - the present to 109 - 1010  BP

• What kinds of events occur in this time frame?

• Over what spatial ranges do these conditions apply?

• What -- if anything -- is the human significance of 
events that occur at cosmic time and spatial scales?

• Do humans have any importance beyond very short 
temporal scales?
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Where did our nearest space ‘neighbor’ come from?
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The moon was “thrown” into orbit as debris from a major 
meteor impact with the earth -- a major celestial collision.
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Although “big 
events” like the 
cosmic encounter 
that produced the 
moon are very 
rare, other earth 
collisions with 
space debris are 
quite frequent, 
especially in the 
‘asteroid belt.’
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Encounters are ‘inevitable’...
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The role of 
comets in the 
history of the 
earth is still 
being 
discovered.

Some suggest 
that life itself is 
extraterrestrial in 
origin….

What are the 
ethical 
implications, if 
any, of this?
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Some cosmic events have had a big impact

Even if it turns out that life originated endogenously on Earth 
and only on Earth, we know that the history of life-forms has 
been dramatically altered by cosmic events in the past.
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The “Asteroid 
Hypothesis” is 
currently the 
leading 
explanation 
offered for the 
“extinction 
event” 
represented by 
the KT 
Boundary in the 
geological 
record. * 

http://www.nmnh.si.edu/paleo/blast/asteroid_hyp.htm


“Extinction events” are dramatic cases of cosmic intrusions into 
the history of life-forms on Earth, but smaller “events have 
occurred as well...
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How might cosmic events have shaped life’s more recent 
history on Earth?   
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Some scientists 
are suggesting 
that cosmic 
events may well 
have directly 
affected the 
evolution of the 
human species. 
* 

What if “we” 
emerged as a 
result of a 
cosmic event?

http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/sci/tech/newsid_1272000/1272368.stm


Tim Weiskel - 21

Whatever their 
role in Earth’s 
past, asteroids 
and meteors 
appear to be an 
ongoing “fact of 
life” on Earth.  
There is no 
“escaping” 
them. *  

In fact there is a 
call for new 
defenses to cope 
with them. * 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/sci/tech/newsid_930000/930564.stm
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This is not just a “theoretical” 
problem.

Consider what happened in 
June 1908….
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In 1908 Earth experienced the 
largest explosion in “recorded 
history”…

…. The trouble was that it 
wasn’t recorded by many 
people at all.
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Tunguska, Russia on 30 June 
1908 -- (an artist’s 
impression).
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There are now 
recent scientific 
expeditions to 
investigate what 
happened on 
June 30, 1908. *

Recent Events

The Don Quixote
Mission.

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/1628806.stm
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We have other cosmic “issues”

But what of other cosmic “issues,”  closer to home in 
both time and space?

What about our nearest neighbors -- beyond the moon -
- upon which all life on Earth’s surface depends?
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What are “sun 
eruptions”? Why 
should we care? 
* 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/olmedia/290000/video/_293638_sun_eruption_vi.ram


Tim Weiskel - 28



Tim Weiskel - 29

The sun most 
certainly affects 
climate -- in ways 
we do not fully 
understand. 
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http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/3251481.stm
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** *** *

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/3515788.stm
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** * ***

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/5371162.stm
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The sun’s “weather” also affects us quite directly in 
terms of how we communicate and “protect ourselves 
on earth.
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