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Georg Simmel, “Bridge and Door”

Only to humanity, in contrast to nature, has the right to connect and separate been granted, and in
the distinctive manner that one of these activities is always the presupposition of the other... Things
must first be separated from one another in order to be together. Practically as well as logically, it
would be meaningless to connect that which was not separated... Inthe immediate as well as the
symbolic sense, in the physical as well as the intellectual sense, we are at any moment those who

separate the connected or connect the separate.

The people who first built a path between two places performed one of the greatest human
achievements. No matter how often they might have gone back and forth between the two and thus
connected them subjectively, so to speak, it was only in visibly impressing the path into the surface of
the earth that the places were objectively connected. The will to connection had become a shaping of
things, a shaping that was available to the will at every repetition, without still being dependent on its
frequency or rarity. Path-building, one could say, is a specifically human achievement; the animal too
continuously overcomes a separation and often in the cleverest and most ingenious ways, but its
beginning and end remain unconnected, it does not accomplish the miracle of the road: freezing

movement into a solid structure that commences from it and in which it terminates.

This achievement reaches its zenith in the construction of a bridge. Here the human will to
connection seems to be confronted not only by the passive resistance of spatial separation but also by
the active resistance of a special configuration. By overcoming this obstacle, the bridge symbolizes the

extension of our volitional sphere over space...

Whereas in the correlation of separateness and unity, the bridge always allows the accent to fall
on the latter, and at the same time overcomes the separation of its anchor points that make them
visible and measurable, the door represents in a more decisive manner how separating and
connecting are only two sides of precisely the same act... By virtue of the fact that the door forms, as
it were, a linkage between the space of human beings and everything that remains outside it, it
transcends the separation between the inner and the outer. Precisely because it can also be opened, its

closure provides the feeling of a stronger isolation against everything outside this space than the mere
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unstructured wall. The latter is mute, but the door speaks. It is absolutely essential for humanity that
it set itself a boundary, but with freedom, that is, in such a way that it can also remove this boundary

again, that it can place itself outside it.
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‘We Are Alone, from James Lovelock (2019) NOVACENE

Our cosmos is 13.8 billion years old. Our planet was formed 4.5 billion years ago and life began
3.7 billion years ago. Our species, Homo sapiens, is just over 300,000 years old. Copernicus, Kepler,
Galileo and Newton appeared among us only in the last 500 years. For all but a brief moment of its
existence the cosmos knew nothing of itself. Only when humanity developed the tools and the ideas to
observe and analyze the bewildering spectacle of the clear night sky did the cosmos begin to awaken

from its long sleep of ignorance.

Or did such an awakening also happen elsewhere? The inexhaustible flood of literature and films
about aliens suggests we like to think so. It is difficult to believe we are alone in a cosmos which
contains perhaps 2 trillion galaxies, each containing 100 billion stars. Some think that there is, surely,
a chance that there have been or are highly intelligent species on at least one of the quadrillions of
other planets that must orbit these stars. They would be, like us, understanders of the cosmos; or

maybe their alien senses perceive an entirely different cosmos.

[ think this is highly unlikely. These huge numbers of cosmic objects are misleading. It took the
blindly groping process of evolution through natural selection 3.7 billion years — almost a third of the
age of the cosmos — to evolve an understanding organism from the first primitive life forms.
Furthermore, had the evolution of the solar system taken a billion years longer, there would be no one
alive to talk about it. We would not have had time to attain the technological ability to cope with the
increasing heat of the Sun. Seen from this perspective, it is clear that, ancient as it is, our cosmos is
simply not old enough for the staggeringly improbable chain of events required to produce intelligent

life to have occurred more than once. Our existence is a freakish one-off.

But our planet is now old. It is a curious fact that the lifespan of the Earth is easier to understand
than our own lifespan. We do not yet know why humans rarely live beyond a maximum of 110 years
and mice not much more than one year. It is not a matter of size — some small birds live to an age
comparable with ours. In contrast, the lifespan of a planet is easily determined by the properties of the star

that warms it.

Our star, the Sun, is what the astronomers call a main sequence star. It gave us life and it sustains us. Its
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warmth and regularity console us amidst the myriad uncertainties of our own lives. As that great truth-teller
George Orwell wrote in 1946 in ‘Some Thoughts on the Common Toad’, *The atom bombs are piling up in
the factories, the police are prowling through the cities, the lies are streaming from loudspeakers, but the

earth is still going round the sun...’

But this great consoler is also lethal. Main sequence stars slowly increase their brightness as they grow
older. Increasing heat from the Sun threatens life on our planet. We have so far been protected by the

planetary system | call Gaia which coos the Earth’s surface.

There are several reasons why the Earth’s temperature could become uninhabitably high. If there were
no vegetation to absorb carbon dioxide (CO?) it could not be lowered to its present levels. There would be a
runaway greenhouse effect. We see evidence of this process around us all the time. If on a hot day you
compare the temperature of a slate roof with that of a nearby black conifer tree, you would find the roof is
40 degrees hotter than the tree. The tree cools itself by evaporating water. Similarly, the sea surface is cool
because life keeps it below 15 C; above that temperature there can be no sea life and sunlight is absorbed,

heating the water.

Gaia must continue her work of cooling the planet, because it is now old and frail. With age, as I am all
too aware, we become more fragile. The same is true for Gaia. She could now be destroyed by shocks to her

system which, in previous ages, she would have simply shrugged off.

I am pretty sure that only Earth has incubated a creature capable of knowing the cosmos. But | am
equally sure that the existence of that creature is imperiled. We are unique, privileged beings and, for that
reason, we should cherish every moment of our awareness. We should now be cherishing those moments

even more because our supremacy as the prime understanders of the cosmos is rapidly coming to end.
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