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Connie Bertka: 00:25 Thank you. So, I'm going to ask, beginning with Rick Potts, the 
curator of the human origins exhibit, to give a response to 
Dale's remarks. And then we'll just go down the line and as the 
rest of the BSIC panel members to do the same. And I'm going 
to let them introduce themselves so that you actually 
remember who they are by the time they speak. So, Rick. 

Rick Potts: 00:50 Great. Thank you very much, Connie. And thank you so very 
much, Dale, for your very stimulating remarks. I read Dale's 
book, Reason in a Dark Time, and so I made myself some notes 
that I'll refer to. From my perspective, as a person who does 
research on human evolutionary history, it's important to note 
that ethical prescriptions do not follow at all from our 
evolutionary history. And I think it's important for us to keep 
that in mind. But at the same time, humans in relation to the 
natural world, the origin of humans in relation to the natural 
world, helps understand both a highly dynamic planet on which 
we evolved, and also the scope of human possibilities. (01:45)
 And so, climate variability is a very prominent theme of 
human evolution, essentially all scientists, paleoanthropologists 
and environmental scientists agree on that. And this helps us 
understand a variety of aspects of our evolutionary history, 
including the extinction of species in our own evolutionary 
history. It must be time for someone to wake up. 

Connie Bertka: 02:15 I thought it was mine, but it's not. 

Rick Potts: 02:17 Anyway. Let's go forward, including the extinction of ways of 
life, of our evolutionary cousins, our closest extinct cousins, and 
even ancestors of human beings today. It underlines exactly 
how volatile our planet is, on which we evolve, and the new 
tipping points that humans pose to the planet's plumbing and 
heating systems. And so, when you live in a time of a dramatic 
experiment, a dramatic experiment that severely challenges 
Earth's systems of operations. (03:06) I was inspired as a result 
of this because I've seen that the immense challenges of human 
origins involve survival in the face of vastly changing landscape. 
Well, I was inspired by a phrase in Dale's book, which is basically 
that the challenges of the present are "to live meaningfully in 
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relationship with the dynamic systems that govern a changing 
planet." And this echoes what Dale just presented as ethics as a 
source of meaning. And I think this gets to the crux of ethics in 
the Anthropocene, the meanings and the meaningfulness of life 
that we need to build. The human future will certainly involve 
conflicts over competing economic and political interests and 
policies regarding CO2 emissions, mitigating a variety of 
precarious human impacts. And yet, the Anthropocene must 
also be about how we will manage our transactions with one 
another, how we will treat one another, how we will live 
meaningfully in a dramatically changing a world, not just 
physical and biological, but also a dramatically changing social 
world. (04:31) And so, I think the systems of ethics and wisdom 
that are represented here on our panel, that connect a 
meaningful life with an ethical life, in other words, how we treat 
ourselves, how we treat one another, provides an essential 
foundation for the human future. I think that we will need to be 
very aware of the planetary scale of our behavior, which Dale 
also emphasized. The global effects of our beliefs, our desires 
and our decisions affect everyone else, including, and especially 
people who we do not know and will never even meet. And 
when you think about that, it's hard to imagine that traditional 
ethics and traditional morality helps us to deal with the 
responsibilities and how we treat people who we will never 
even meet. (05:30) And so, I think that what we face then are 
new frameworks, the necessity for new frameworks, for 
understanding the world, and these connect with my own 
interests in the study of human origins, we need to have the 
concept of species thinking that we are one species, all of us, 
every human being, one species worldwide. We have, again, 
this shared history that Dale referred to. It's important, I think, 
as a result, to broaden the scale of who we think of as our kin, 
as our close relationships, which span the globe, and also span 
to all other organisms. We're a species capable of 
understanding extinction. And therefore, I think it behooves us 
to study the natural world, including our shared narrative of 
human origin, to begin to grasp the ultimate consequences 
pertinent to the age of humans. (06:30) And so, I'd just like to 
conclude by saying that we come to the question, what I 
consider to be the major question, or an important question for 
the Anthropocene, which is inspired by the theme of our Hall of 
Human Origins. The theme of the Hall of Human Origins is, what 
does it mean to be human? The theme, and I think the major 
question of the Anthropocene, is what will it mean to be 
human? There's a huge social project that lies ahead, and I think 
it's important for us to begin to contemplate who we wish to 
be, who are we as a species and how will our behaviors, 
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understandings, and beliefs develop that will define the age of 
humans. (07:11) Vitally, we need to figure out whether the 
current human propensity to grow at the expense of other 
species, to take over landscapes and habitats and to use energy 
resources in the way we do are central to what it means to be 
human, or are these habits contingent on particular, but not 
inevitable paths of history? I think if we give a fair and intensive 
look at diverse cultures across the world and at the history of 
the great acceleration that Dale showed in his graphs where 
everything goes up, and also earlier industrialization that has 
led to the present condition called the Anthropocene. I think 
that what we will see is that what has transpired is not 
inevitable. It is an indelible part of our history, but it is not an 
indelible part of who we are as a species. (08:14) So it seems to 
me that a deep investigation into the possibilities of humanity, 
the history of cultures, the conditions of human life is called for 
before these critical questions about the Anthropocene can be 
answered, and before we can truly look into a mirror and say, 
"This is what it will mean to be human." 

Connie Bertka: 08:35 Thank you. 
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