Opening Keynote Speech, First International Exvionmentalism Conference

Our Life in the Cosmos is a precious thing, probably more precious than we can ever truly appreciate.  It contains our consciousness; it is the source of our inspiration. It’s where our dreams come from, and what inspires our hopes.  All of the great things of our humanity find their expression in this Cosmic life, our life.

At this point in our evolution, all of the life that we know about is contained on this single planet.  We have not discovered any other life anywhere else, despite our diligent efforts to find it.  Perhaps that will change.  In fact, this conference is about how we can make that change, at least in the sense of life no longer being contained on a single planet.  However, our primary consideration should perhaps be focused on why we need to make that change, that profound extension when life from Earth is intentionally carried into the cosmos.  In order to better understand the why of it all, we’re going to have to expand our thinking, and develop broader and more sweeping notions about such seemingly diverse topics as the physical space in which we live, our notions about what defines life, what constitutes intelligence, and how will we recognize it.  We’re going to have to dig a little deeper into what our true motivations are, and what are some of the larger and perhaps more important considerations when it comes to our lives in particular, and the burning flame that represents all life, in general.  We’re also going to have to discard some of the mental baggage and negative self-image constructs that have been holding us back from more fully realizing our potential, constructs that in some cases have been self-induced, but in other cases have been foisted upon us or sold to us because it was in best interest of other forces, rather than our best interest, and that of humanity as well.

The idea of life expanding beyond its initial starting location is a powerful one, as we imagine how our Earth became filled with life.  Life seems to have this transcendent capability of vaulting over arbitrary physical limits, be they shorelines, rivers, the height of mountains, the deepest oceans.  The surface of a planet is just another arbitrary limit that life will vault over also.  Recent evidence suggests that life can be distributed through rocks and debris blasted off a planet from meteorite impacts [20].  Some [21] have theorized that once life starts on a planet, any planet, it’s just a matter of time before the whole solar system becomes seeded, and perhaps even adjacent solar systems within a few light-years distance.  Based on its currently-known age, our entire Milky-Way Galaxy could have been seeded from one end to the other with life.  

These notions are breath-taking in scale, and they serve to remind us of a power of life that maybe isn’t as obvious when we’re looking at it from our own personal scale.  It is only when we press and hold the plus-zoom button on the scale of our perceptions that we can begin to appreciate the determination and insistence of life.  

But our environment faces many challenges, not the least of which has been the success of one its more active creatures, humans.  For a number of fascinating environmental reasons, human brains have evolved such that they have been able to solve puzzles and challenges that the environment has posed.  This evolved brain capacity has allowed humans to successfully adapt and thrive in a very wide range of earthly environments: jungles, deserts, mountains, rivers, lakes, and oceans. Pretty much any environment that the Earth has to offer, man has found a way to operate, if not live there. 

But the very capacity that has allowed humans to be so successful is now running up against a different type of problem, and that problem is the fundamental limitation on the available resources present on and in our physical planet.  Malthusian [22] doomsayers have long predicted the inevitable exhaustion of planetary resources.  However, reports of our demise have been exaggerated; time and again improvements to agricultural yields, newfound efficiencies in processes and products, and better methods for locating untapped resources et al, have expanded the assumed available quantities and we have vaulted past predicted limits.  But the improvements themselves have limits and, if we are honest, we know that we will eventually run out of all basic resources.  It’s not a matter of if, but when.  But long before we will reach these quantifiable limits, we will have irreparably reduced the quality of life here on Earth, or worse, will we have reduced our earth to a denuded, pockmarked wasteland?  

It’s probably not possible to answer these questions with our available knowledge, and we risk making fundamentally bad decisions if we base these decisions on an incomplete understanding.  Nevertheless, we are faced with the fundamental challenge of the limits to Earthly resources.
These issues, problems, limitations have been the driving forces in the growth of the concept, philosophy, and general movement known as Environmentalism.  

Environmentalism is a notion that can mean many things, and whose definition and important attributes can vary significantly depending on who one is talking to.  I would define Environmentalism as an awareness of one’s physical environment, or the physical places where living creatures reside.  The ideas associated with Environmentalism, based on my definition given above, are by no means new, and have been around for as long as mankind has.  What is relatively recent, however, is the notion that mankind is having a significant, and generally-negative impact on the Earth itself.  Yet the very source of the apparent problem of human expansion is also the source for its resolution. 
So What we need is a way forward, a new way of thinking about environmentalism that isn’t founded upon the fundamental physical limitations of the Earth.  We need better, more expansive ideas regarding Environmentalism.  It is my belief that we need to start thinking about our physical Expansion off the planet as the new form of Environmentalism, a transcendent concept of Environmentalism that is far more inclusive, outward thinking, and growth-oriented, not limit-constrained. We need to start thinking about how to transcend the fundamental limitations of living on Earth, and consider how we can make the rational, considerate, and life-affirming expansion off the planet, and out into the cosmos. 
 Until we get a better name, I call these notions of off-planet expansion/environmentalism 

Exvironmentalism, which is sort of a combination of expansion environmentalism, yet with deeper meanings and implications.  The word environment comes from the word “environ”.  Your “environs” would be the places in you immediate region around you.  It comes from the old French word which literally means “to turn in a circle inwards” (en- in, viron- a circle or circuit, virer- to turn) [EN].  So the environment is the firmament in which you circle around in, inwards.  Thus, the word exviron would connote “to turn in a circle outwards”.  The exvironment would thus be the firmament that we would circle out into. 

We can use the definitions to reframe our considerations, to open up the notions life-expansion and life preservation, and to use the best of the ideas of environmentalism and the transition of mankind off the planet and out into the cosmos.  We can positively combine these ideas, these philosophies, to make something better than the sum of the parts.  This then, is the essence of Exvironmentalism: the synergy of the space movement, the environmental movement, and perhaps many others, to productively encourage, identify, and promote the expansion of life outwards from the planet Earth, and into the Cosmos. 
If you find nothing else of value in this conference, then it is my wish for you that you begin a journey of understanding, and that at sometime along that journey, you come to the realization the you are the bearer of a great intention, the intention to carry life into the cosmos.  You bear up the flame of life, and all future generations of creatures, plants, animals, machines, art, and song, and may someday owe their existence to your intention.

-John Bossard-
