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The Human Dimensions of Global Change

PETER TIMMERMAN
University of Toronto, Torenta, Cansda

The central icon of the environmeatsl movenent is the earth hanging in spece, that mysterions and unexpected

cargo beought back From the voyages

to the monn. See Figure 1 in The Earth System, Valune 1.

1t appears

on bedroom wails, refrigecalocs. and aanual repons by multinationsl feod companies. Bluc-green and spherical

against the stark blackness of space, it speaks of all things rawral, vil things greer.

e workd,

Yet, part of s pasadox is that this emviroomental symbol
was the result of the mast advanced technclogical peoject
in human Hisiory ot that tme), whose roots are casily
traceable 1o the challenge of the Cold Was, the long-1ange
missile projects beginming in Werld War I, e atomic
bomb, the militarization of spacc, and even the clegam
camera {ehnology that enabled the pictres 10 he aken
But the i even mone juonic and mysierious than
glance, it appears & lonaiy image - e only
~ devaid of human refirence points, ut least
of the moon. Yol & nagging question is
wihese tre we in tis picarc? The easy asswer is Usal we.
o1¢ in there somewhsee, imaybe waving, or drowning, The

stk we ars ir ok
h of ience wehnclogy - that is. all of e ity to
a temporasy earth {n a plastic suit in deen pace
10 keep & human alive — ond all of bistory, that is, not just
evolution, but all the sccial and coltural ceasons that -vould
make u being turm arcund t & precise moment flaating i
space, pick out the earth from the surrounding darkness
a5 someshing worth photographing, and then fi o camera
to bis oyes, focus, and take 0 picturc wilh some pumose
in mind.
The lterary critic, Marshall McLahan, made  typically
Fraphetic cemark in 1970, in an obscure insugural piecs i
an early envicoamental mageine (sinee defunctk:

Wereas the planct bad bsen the gronnd for the human popuis-
tom g B e Sy, e s s bk g i
the salite surround Bas bea Onee
tJs ortained i heman envirnament, Mo yields a5
prisiocy b0 any

MeLubian here invokes the familiur moge of e fgure-
seeund revensal  the faces that tuen ino vases, and back
aguin; ac the duck that Mips inko. & FAbbit and ducks back

e wision of one earth,

ngain - to sugges! thal while up witil e anival of the
image from space, human beings saw themselves as figures
©on & ground, the eavironment s now 8 mete figere on
homan greunds

The Aure-ground reversal suggests that this Is 3 sugden
Hh may b 5 o, bt s clemens

Dne sarly sl can be found n the idea tht he
higher you go off the canh, the closer you appraach the
renlm of God. This is obviously exhilarucng, but it is
slsn blasphemens and unselling. An early source is the
templation of jesus, who, afier being baptized by Jona.
gacs into the wildecnes: where he is threatenzd ay the devl
Asmong the trials he undergoes is that of he potential for
tolal earlhly power; and the devil takes hir o e highest
paint of the wodld and shows it all fo him betor Jesus
sefeets it Pesks ase for follieg off of, as woll as for gaining
perpestive.

In later medieval lueratuse, sirbaene journeys of 3 moee
tighthearied sor: (ake 1o the skies, the bero drawn by geess
o lifted up by ait eurrcals, or in & dream. Yet when Cante
leaps aff the earth and maves into fhe bigher realims in The
Divine Comedy, it is clear that this is unsenling. A later
appeacance of the earth from space, in Milton's Paradise
st is ominously seen from the perspective of Satan, aewly
sekeased fram the prison of Hell, and Rying around the
universe looking for & new bome avay from home.

“This Godlike stance, epitamized by the image of the earch
from space, is, &5 ieratune suggests. powesful. The aroval
of plabal maps snd glabes in the 15t century was part of
the grest suge of Westem power that began with the age
of discovery and liss only intensified {15 resch in the age
of the Internet, The ability 1o fiokd the world in our minds
is the forerunner of the ability to hold it i cur hands, and
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