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But what, exactly, is a planet? (7)1  

What is our fantasy of “home?” More precisely: what 

is it that differentiates a planet from a world? For 

Messeri, the notch of difference does not solely reside 

within the infinite configurations of gas and dust and 

water housed within a spinning mass, orbiting a 

duplicate sun. Rather, a “world” is that which seems 

familiar, Earth-like. 

 

 

an intimacy that can scale down the cosmos to the level of 

human experience (2) 

The fact of similarity is, after all, irrelevant; 

what is essential is the relativity between Earth and 

the outside planet. An immediate possibility of 

comparison that does not disintegrate within its own 

utterance, but instead can be seen to exist within that 

potentiality of orbiting gas and dust and water. And 

even this is not so critical as the exercise of relating. 

Not merely the recognition of possibility, but the work 

of generating it. Which is to say: familiar, Earth-like 

planets are not entities floating in the void, but are 

produced by humans as an act of the human imagination.  

 

                                                        
1 All subsequent page numbers from Lisa Messeri, Placing Outer 
Space: An Earthly Ethnography of Other Worlds (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2016). 
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how planets are changeable objects (5) 

 The potentiality itself is unnerving as it is 

sublime. What appears behind the moon as mere flickering 

reminders of Orion’s combat or the great bear in 

actuality conceals a secret identity, a secret mass, 

temperature, composition, distance. Between 

“constellations” and celestial objects themselves looms 

the same gap as between “worlds” and planets. Yet there 

is no unassailable abyss, for data sets and scientific 

papers and figures chart a path from the one to the 

other. In the trajectory afforded by interventions of 

science and scientific thought, planet becomes world 

becomes place. Thus the story of placing outer space is 

a story of traversing the gap, and of conceiving both 

being and being able to be along all points of the 

crossing. 

 

 

If other planets are “there” and Earth is “here,” who, then, 

is the “us” who occupy the planet? (15) 

What, then, is afforded through interventions of 

ourselves? Even as Earth-dwellers—and defining this 

category is urgent even before we imagine colonizing 

other planets—even as we map ourselves onto a landscape, 

we map our being through the relations between place and 

people. If we change what it means to be, then the 

equation must be balanced on the other side: 

corresponding changes must be applied to understand what 

it means to be in place. To be “planetary subjects” 

(leaning on Spivak) threatens whatever “home” has been, 

for its intangibility displaces. The scientific work 
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Messeri discusses, then, not only bridges space and 

place, but also different modes of inhabiting these 

locations. 

 

 

To uncover the invisible is to learn how to see (38) 

 Some of the geologists Messeri shadowed made an 

intriguing claim: a gas giant like Jupiter is pretty, 

but dull. Without a shifting landscape of scars, 

concretions, or dry river-beds, the planet assumes a 

peculiar timelessness. For these scientists, terrain 

that cannot visibly capture transformations of time can 

also not capture narrative. Earth and Mars, on the other 

hand, bear traces that can be translated and 

interpreted, like an ancient script. We can see its 

specters. Training the eyes into new modes of seeing 

enables the extrapolation of historical narratives from 

mere rock formations or craters.  

 

 

being at these structures will offer a new intimacy with the 

distant planet, an intimacy that “being there” affords (58) 

Contained within these narratives is an imagination 

across time: what Mars once was in the past, or what 

Earth could be in ten thousand years, or what knowledge 

of the present invokes on either side. These visual 

histories act as a kind of medium for the exercise of 

relating, even across vast distances. They are a lens of 

familiarity, like landmarks in an alien landscape. 

“Analog research” relies on these moments of connection, 
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entanglement; to fathom something of one is to fathom 

something of the other.  

 

 

Simulation does not imitate; it generates (67) 

 Place-making is not confined to fieldwork. An 

inhabited research station in the wilds of Utah is more 

than a lab or work/social site; it is a material 

speculation, the imagination of an “alien thing of the 

future” as something recognizable. The construction of 

the station, the donning of space suits, the filters 

used for photography—all to make Earth into “Mars,” a 

kind of rehearsal for a history yet to develop. It is an 

insurance that the alien experience will not be an event 

of terror, but rather, a vision with the potential of 

relativity. A way to insert the Outside before it invades 

on its own terms. This simulative place-making is thus 

not sterile, but generative; not a mere echo, but a 

statement. Ripples surge in both directions, past and 

future.   

 

 

Mars inched away from the alien toward the familiar (89) 

 Is there, perhaps, a danger in familiarity 

eclipsing the alien? Analogies are a skill of survival, 

but unchecked, the alien might become so adorned with 

layers of human significance that the exotic Outside 

disappears from view, if not entirely. One of Messeri’s 

researchers poses this question, but it too dissolves 

from sight. 
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a planet not as a single entity but as a multiplicity of 

possible incarnations (135) 

 In framing a planet as a “world” for an academic or 

public audience, one necessarily prioritizes some 

aspects over others. It is by no means a pure or precise 

task to hone in on whatever essence will communicate 

that a planet can be a world (and in so doing, to enact 

the transformation itself; for human belief is the 

dimension in which this operates). Just as the riverbeds 

and chasms of Earth can be diagrammed onto Mars and 

translated into narrative, so some researchers translate 

data and pictorial rationalizations into words in 

articles and presentations. What perishes in the re-

framing? Or what is displaced? Language itself imitates 

some of the work that “new modes of seeing” accomplish: 

it weaves new realities through narratives. The trick is 

to recognize the fragility of these produced “worlds,” 

and to uncover multiplicity and illimitable variations 

within a single sphere of dust. 

 

 

how modes of inhabiting are changing (150)  

 Messeri reverses the operation; rather than mapping 

the alien landscape onto or into a familiar one (like 

Mars onto the Utah desert), she swivels attention to 

practices that overlay a familiar narrative onto a 

rapidly transforming workplace. Technological changes 

have on different levels decoupled research practices 

and the observatory, yet the narrative of seclusion, the 

fantasy of “astronomy” taking place on the isolated 

peak, persists both in literal and metaphorical 
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practice. There are social, pragmatic reasons to inhabit 

a private research station together, just as there are 

social, pragmatic reasons to “inhabit” severally—that 

is, virtually. An entanglement still, inhabiting action 

at a distance. Performing within the familiar narrative 

preserves historical practices even as these different 

modes of inhabiting abandon them.  

 

 

how alluring it still is to inhabit such a place (159) 

 The fantasy of the solitary mountain-bound research 

point re-inscribes notions of separateness; yet 

simultaneously, the various ways of inhabiting this 

point ultimately reveal means of bridging these gulfs. 

This is precisely what place-making enables. 

Estrangements abound between instrument and astronomer, 

between scientists, between public and scientific 

communities, between local traditions/inhabitants and 

researchers, between the natural sublime and mechanical 

domination. Like the journal Icarus that takes its name 

from the mythological figure who sought a crossing 

through air. It is not about the fate of the one wearing 

wings, but the dream behind it; not the failure, but the 

flight. Challenging the gap, if it cannot—and should 

not—be erased.  

 

When observing from an Archimedean point, an astronomer 

inhabits a cognitive space, an imagined isolation (153) 

 If previously we found a way to inject the Outside 

before it overwhelms, here is an opportunity to plunge 

oneself into the Outside. To step beyond ourselves in 
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order to discover a reunion; to destabilize “home” in 

order to understand the object of our nostalgia.   

 

 

The planetary imagination, especially with regard to 

habitable planets, is never about a singular world but is 

about the potential for all planets to be worlds, our own 

Earth included (187)  

 Secretly nowhere is also always now here. The 

Archimedean point, which must perpetually be reinvented, 

seems to produce a bottomless chasm of “outsides” in 

which meaning crumbles beneath every footstep. But 

Messeri has no intention of dispensing with the Outside, 

or even in disguising it too thoroughly. Only 

destabilizing. She finds a way to cross the gulf while 

maintaining its boundaries through a literal 

displacement; place-making is not a detached 

reconfiguring of an external object, but an active 

knowing of worlds. The point is not to merely return, 

but to be home where you are. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 


