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This reflection piece explores what can be learned from Sagan’s book Pale
Blue Dot (1994) when viewed through a geographer’s lens. From this
perspective, three themes are identified: (1) the view of nature, (2) urban
and rural dimensions, and (3) environmental change. These themes are
examined in relation to contemporary Nordic examples, highlighting
societal challenges linked to changing natural environments due to
climate change. Sagan urges us to understand events in specific places
and how they interrelate with other places - whether locally, globally, or
on a planetary scale. Building on this, | propose to revisit the question:
Why like this, right here? As a starting point for capturing Earthly
multitudes.
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A way of seeing planet earth

On the 14™ of February 1990, the spacecraft Voyager 1 turned its metal body while exiting the solar
system to take a photo of planet Earth (Sagan 1994). The photograph revealed a bright dot at a
distance of 5.95 billion kilometres (see image 1). The idea behind the photograph was proposed
already back in 1981 by the astronomer Sagan during his work on the Voyager imaging team. Sagan
proposed to the Voyager team, to take a photograph of earth on the edge of the solar system which
“...might help in the continuing process of revealing to ourselves our true circumstance and condition”
(Sagan, 1994, 11). Sagan’s proposal was rejected due to project resource constraints but came into
fruition years later (Davidson 2000). Ultimately, Sagan got the chance to name this photograph the
Pale Blue Dot (PBD), a name he later titled to one of his books (Sagan 1994). PBD offered philosophical
contemplations on humans' relationship to nature, other planetary bodies, religion, urbanisation,
environment and the universe. Sagan concluded in PBD that humanity's survival depends on
preserving Earth's environments and exploring and settling habitable worlds.
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Fig. 1 The pale blue dot (NASA/JPL-Caltech - no copyright).

The book has a legacy in both academia and to the public. In academia, PBD added to his image as the
top scientific communicator of his generation (Giberson & Artigas 2007). For the public, the book
further emphasised that he was a strong advocate for the scientific method and popularizing
cosmology. Sagan was also known for being “... a suspicious symbol of atheism, secularism, and
naively rationalistic "scientism" and often critically discussed human relationship to religion (Davidson
2000, xii) which he also did in PBD. Regardless, the book's legacy is evident as the Library of Congress
(2023) added Sagan's audiobook, read by himself, to the National Recording Registry as it was
considered culturally significant. By introducing the relationship between humans and their local,
global, and interplanetary environments, PBD brought a sense of geographical scale to the broader
scientific debate.

A geographical reading of the Pale Blue Dot

“Look again at that dot. That's here. That's home. That's us” (Sagan 1994, 12)

Inthe following headers, | discuss what connections PBD has to contemporary geographical discussion.
By conducting a geographical reading of PBD, three interrelated topics of human activity was identified:
(1) the view of nature, (2) urban and rural dimensions and (3) environmental change. Considering
these, this article poses the question of what can be learned from PBD if read through a geographer’s
lens? My discussion relates to contemporary Nordic examples which highlights societal challenges
connected to changing natural environments.
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View of Nature

“If we understand Nature, there is a prospect of controlling it or at least mitigating the harm it may
bring. In this sense, science brought hope” (Sagan 1994, 36)

Sagan noted that the scientific revolution of the 16" and 17% centuries brought new understanding,
allowing nature to be controlled and repurposed for human use. However, this ability to exploit
nature's resources intensified over centuries and accelerated with the Industrial Revolution. In short,
the long-term intensification and exploitation of natural resources led over time to the degradation of
the natural environment (Jarrige et al. 2020). Beyond this environmental impact, the traditional way of
life, closely connected to nature, was largely replaced by an urban lifestyle that distanced itself from
this connection (Woods 2011). For contemporary urban residents, nature is often no longer seen as a
space for industry and livelihood but rather as an area of 'wilderness' or recreation (Aschenbrand
2024). Thus, the role and closeness of nature for individuals changed through urbanisation.

In relationship to nature, the case of Sweden is interesting as it is often referred to as one of the
most secularised countries in the world (Thurfjell & Remmel 2024). Despite this, Thurfjell (2020) argues
that many Swedes form emotional and secular, rather than religious, connections to nature/forests.
The reshaping of sacred connotations to nature into secular ones, connects to the debate on the role
of religion in European societies (Taylor 2007). On one side, European societies are seen as increasingly
secularized (Kasselstrand et al. 2023) or as Habermas (2008) argues, that religion’s role has shifted in
a supposedly post-secular Europe, where sacred and secular aspects are intertwined. In relation to
geography, Cloke and Beaumont (2025) discussed renewed visibility of partnership between people
of religious beliefs and non-belief in European urban spaces. In rural and urban places, the postsecular
tendencies was noted by Géransson, Braunerhielm and Nilsson (2024) regarding Swedish sacred and
secular choir singers. In many ways, these discussions showcase a changing role of religion in relation
to urban and rural geographies.

However, interactions with nature remain an integral part of our daily lives, as we depend on it for
sustenance and liveable environments, even in highly urbanized places on Earth. This connects to a
discussion in Sweden on decreasing number of urban green spaces which can lead to, among other
effects, an increased threat of flooding and heatwaves (Guibourg & Wennersten 2024). The discussion
highlights the importance of fair distribution of green spaces, even in lower socio-demographic areas,
as access to them provides health and quality-of-life benefits (Giannico et al. 2021). Access to green
spaces is important as the social is key for sustainable societal development (Ghavampour & Vales
2019). Examining humans’ relationships with nature can deepen our understanding of new aspects of
sustainability and the sacred-secular dynamic in European urban environments.

Urban and Rural Dimensions

“There are places, in and around our great cities, where the natural world has all but disappeared.
You can make out streets and sidewalks, autos, parking garages, advertising billboards, monuments
of glass and steel, but not a tree or a blade of grass or any animal—besides, of course, the humans.
There are lots of humans. Only when you look straight up through the skyscraper canyons can you
make out a star or a patch of blue—reminders of what was there long before humans came to be.
But the bright lights of the big cities bleach out the stars, and even that patch of blue is sometimes

gone, tinted brown by industrial technology” (Sagan 1994, 39)

What Sagan describes, connects to one of the oldest divisions in human geography: urban and rural
(Woods 2011). This process has shaped recent centuries; in year 1950, 20% of the Earth’s population
lived in urban areas, compared with approximately 45% today (United Nations 2025). To sustain this,
a more centralized population require different types of social, economic and environmental spatial
organization in other areas. For example, urban areas are often dependant on rural areas, both
regionally but also globally, for the imports of goods and services (Woods 2011). These activities have
led to harmful effects on the environment such as reduced biodiversity due to habitat loss, which in
the end, threatens human wellbeing (Heymans et al. 2019). These processes are however uneven and
varies locally, which creates varied urbanities and ruralities.
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The environmental challenges, caused by climate change, present themselves differently across
multiple geographies. Geographers have understood this for example as the ‘rurban’ where the rural
is permeated by the needs of the urban thus the two mixes (Hoffmann et al. 2023). The Nordic
countries serve as an example, having emerged as a datacentre hub in recent decades, partly due to
their access to water, affordable renewable energy, and a favourable cold climate for cooling
(Saunavaara et al. 2022). This type of development is partly driven by global Al-driven services
(Crawford 2021). One example is the supposedly greenest datacentre in Kajaani, Finland which host
the LUMI supercomputer which focuses on Al-related research (Kajaani 2026). However, datacentres
consume one percent of the global electricity and contribute to two percent of greenhouse gas
emissions which is predicted to increase (Nartey 2025). The Finnish datacentre showcases the local is
interconnected with global economic and environmental processes. If we then return to Sagans
planetary perspective, this connects to ‘planetary urbanization’, which challenges the traditional view
on urban-rural dimensions (Gillen et al. 2022). The planetary translates into, as Pikner (2024, 295)
states, “Earth-bound connections into urban change and challenges humans’ role in this process”. The
perspective also “...engages with the planet as a whole, human and non-human, and emphasizes
‘earthly multitudes’ in which collectives experience, engage with, know, imagine, and respond to
‘planetary multiplicity” (Wang et al. 2025, 395). Different strategies have been made to incorporate
this into urban management such as degrowth policies or circular economies (Ala-Mantila 2024). The
planetary perspective on human spatiality showcases a growing interest in understanding the multiple
spatialities of nonhumans and Earths environment.

Earth’s environment

“From your orbital perspective, you can see that something has unmistakably gone wrong. The
dominant organisms, whoever they are—who have gone to so much trouble to rework the
surface—are simultaneously destroying their ozone layer and their forests, eroding their topsoil,
and performing massive, uncontrolled experiments on their planet's climate. Haven't they noticed
what's happening? Are they oblivious to their fate? Are they unable to work together on behalf of

the environment that sustains them all?” (Sagan 1994, 44)

From the perspective of an alien explorer observing Earth from orbit, as Sagan describes, the effects
of catastrophic climate change become evident. Returning to Earth, this observation is in line with the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report, which states the temperatures of Earth will
increase amongst others (Brondizio et al. 2019). One example is the arctic areas where rising
temperatures increases thawing of permafrost which increases greenhouse gas emissions (Brondizio
et al. 2019). This and other human made climate change effects are conceptually understood by some
geographers as the “Anthropocene” (Butler 2022, 1). This concept has for example been defined as a
new geological epoch or as a ‘moving window’ of both human and natural processes (ibid.). Beside
environmental challenges, rising temperatures create new connections between mainly urban trade
hubs through new ice-free arctic trade routes (Lasserre & Tétu 2020), highlighting the previously
mentioned planetary urbanisation. However, the melting arctic ice has partly been accredited to rise
as an increasingly (re)militarized region (Kjellén 2022). Changing environmental conditions create
complex challenges requiring local and global (or planetary, in Sagan's terms) understanding.

While climate change comes with new challenges for humans, not all species can adapt to the loss
of habitat which in turn results in decreased biodiversity (Brondizio et al. 2019). Geographers have
turned to more-than-human perspectives to gain knowledge of nonhumans to mitigate this (Lorimer
& Hodgetts, 2024). One example from urban planning in Tromsg, northern Norway, is the inclusion of
kittiwakes, historically regarded as a nuisance, as active agents in long-term urban management
strategies (Fgrde et al. 2025). Relating this to Sagan, he emphasized the idea of decentralizing humans,
as they are not as important as they perceive themselves to be. He was also interested in multispecies
perspective, made evident by his widow Ann Druyan which states that Sagan understood that “...the
human species to be precisely what it is—part of the fabric of nature, obviously related to the non-
human primates in ways that were very striking” (Davidson 2000, 426). By incorporating nonhumans in
geographical analysis can offer new insights to develop solutions for adapting to environmental challenges.
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Coda

To conclude, one might ask what we will make of this geographically minded reading of PBD. The book
contains a varied set of perspectives on humans and their view of nature, their relation to urban and
rural dimension and environmental change. From this perspective, Sagan urges us to understand
both events in a specific place and how they interrelate with other places—a viewpoint that a
geographer would refer to as a relational perspective. Such analysis reveals a greater understanding
of planetary geographies which requires multifaced approaches to capture Earthly multitudes. Rather
than relying on pre-given solutions, | propose asking an old but observant question — posed by
geographer Gerd Enequist (1903-1989), the first female professor at Uppsala University, Sweden —
which states that geography is, rather, a question: Why like this, right here? [Varfor sa, just har?]
(Forsberg 2023, 140). In relation to our planet, this question would have been interesting to pose to
the late Sagan because as he stated: “Like it or not, for the moment the Earth is where we make our
stand” (Sagan 1994, 13). Unfortunately, the answer will sadly never be known but | wonder if he would
have answered with his call to action from PBD, as he was gazing upon the image of the Pale blue dot
(image 1):

There is perhaps no better demonstration of the folly of human conceits than this distant image of

our tiny world. To me, it underscores our responsibility to deal more kindly with one another, and

to preserve and cherish the pale blue dot, the only home we've ever known (Sagan 1994, 7).
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