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About the book

Title: A Journey to Rediscovering the Cosmos: Mike Brown's "How I Killed

Pluto and Why It Had It Coming"

Overview:  

In his engaging memoir, Mike Brown, the renowned astronomer behind the

reclassification of Pluto, takes readers on an exhilarating expedition through

the solar system's outer reaches. 

Blend of Science and Personal Experience:  

Combining scientific principles with captivating personal stories, Brown

shares the pivotal moments that led to the controversial decision to demote

Pluto from its planet status. His insights shed light on the dynamic nature of

scientific discovery.  

Inside the Astronomical Community:  

Delving into intense discussions and debates that transpired within the

scientific community, Brown invites his audience to experience the

challenges and excitement of redefining planetary classification.  

Conclusion:  

"How I Killed Pluto and Why It Had It Coming" is more than just a tale of

astronomy; it is a profound reflection on the nature of scientific

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/fqCzDLdjgMb


understanding and classification. Readers are encouraged to explore not just

the cosmos, but also the foundational principles that guide our

comprehension of it.
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About the author

Profile: Mike Brown

Position: Professor of Planetary Astronomy  

Institution: California Institute of Technology (Caltech)  

Born: December 5, 1965  

Overview:  

Mike Brown is a distinguished American astronomer noted for his

transformative contributions to our understanding of the solar system. His

research is primarily focused on the outer solar system, where he has

discovered multiple trans-Neptunian objects. Most notably, Brown's

identification of Eris was instrumental in the reclassification of Pluto from a

full-fledged planet to the status of a dwarf planet.

Achievements:  

Brown’s relentless quest for knowledge has garnered him numerous honors,

including the esteemed Kavli Prize in Astrophysics. 

Writing Style:  

In addition to his research, Brown is recognized for his ability to

communicate complex scientific ideas with clarity and wit. His book, "How

I Killed Pluto and Why It Had It Coming," recounts the compelling story
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behind one of the most controversial decisions in the field of astronomy,

making it both accessible and engaging for readers.
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1. Introduction: The Journey of a Planetary
Scientist and the Death of Pluto

Mike Brown, an esteemed planetary scientist, has led a remarkable life

interspersed with delightful discoveries and disquieting debates. As a

leading figure in the field of planetary astronomy, his journey is marked not

just by his scientific pursuits but also by the profound changes he catalyzed

in our understanding of the solar system. Among these changes, perhaps the

most striking was the reclassification of Pluto from a planet to a ‘dwarf

planet’ – a controversial shift that stirred heated discussions both within the

scientific community and among the public.

Brown’s passion for astronomy blossomed early. He navigated through the

academic and research challenges to establish himself as a pioneer in the

quest to discover new celestial bodies in the distant realms of the solar

system. His work primarily revolved around the Kuiper Belt, a region

beyond Neptune filled with icy bodies and remnants from the solar system’s

formation. It was in this celestial hinterland that Brown, alongside his team,

made a groundbreaking discovery: the oversized object known as 2003

UB313, later named Eris. This revelation did not merely add to the catalog

of celestial bodies but posed a significant challenge to the status of Pluto,

setting off a seismic shift in the understanding of planetary definitions.

The reaction to Brown’s discovery was mixed. While some lauded the
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advance of knowledge and the unveiling of a new contender in the cosmic

hierarchy, others lamented the potential loss of Pluto's cherished planetary

status. This tension mirrored a larger dialogue about the nature of discovery

in science—how findings can disrupt long-held beliefs and force a

reassessment of established categories. The journey from discovering Eris,

an object larger than Pluto, to the eventual redefinition of what constitutes a

planet exemplifies a critical issue in the philosophy of science: the delicate

interplay between empirical truth and historical sentiment.

The ensuing debates culminated in the now-famous 2006 International

Astronomical Union (IAU) decision to strip Pluto of its planet title,

redesignating it as a dwarf planet. This decision was not merely an academic

formalism but a defining moment in Brown's career, one that transformed

him into a focal point of the controversy. He became known as the man who

‘killed’ Pluto, a label that, while provocative, oversimplified the

complexities of scientific classification and the evolution of our

understanding of celestial mechanics.

As a storyteller, Brown recounts his journey with a sense of humor and

introspection. He grapples with the unintended consequences of his findings

and the emotional ties many have to Pluto. By weaving personal anecdotes

with scientific narratives, he elevates the discussion beyond just astronomy

into the realms of philosophy, culture, and even childhood nostalgia. 
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In essence, the introduction sets the stage for an exploration of not just how

a planet was effectively ‘killed’ in the eyes of science, but why it matters to

both scientists and the general public alike. In Brown’s tale, we encounter

the dual themes of exploration and loss, and the ongoing quest for

knowledge that defines the life of a planetary scientist. The reader is invited

not only to follow the trajectory of scientific discovery but to reflect on the

broader implications of how we classify and understand the universe that

surrounds us.
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2. Chapter 1: The Discovery of Eris: A New
Challenger to Pluto's Planetary Status

In the early 21st century, the field of planetary science experienced a seismic

shift with the discovery of a celestial body that would challenge the very

status of Pluto as a planet. This body was later named Eris, and its discovery

was pivotal not just for astronomy, but also for the philosophical discussions

about what it means to be a planet. Mike Brown, a key figure in the hunt for

trans-Neptunian objects, serendipitously embarked on this journey that

would alter the landscape of our solar system.

The tale begins in the early 2000s when Brown’s team at Caltech was

engaged in extensive surveys of the distant regions of our solar system,

focusing on the Kuiper Belt—a region filled with icy bodies that orbit the

Sun beyond the orbit of Neptune. With advancements in telescope

technology allowing for clearer images of these distant objects, Brown's

team pushed the boundaries of our understanding of the outer solar system.

On January 5, 2005, while scouring the sky from a telescope in California’s

Mojave Desert, Brown and his team stumbled upon a potential planet,

initially designated as 2003 UB313. This object was not only larger than

Pluto but also appeared to be similarly situated within the icy depths of the

Kuiper Belt. This was a profound moment. The implications were

staggering: if 2003 UB313 (later named Eris) was confirmed as a planet, it

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/fqCzDLdjgMb


would force astronomers to reconsider the very criteria that defined

planethood.

Brown's initial excitement was tempered with cautiousness. Discovery is just

the beginning; the verification process would be critical. Further

observations using other telescopes confirmed the findings—it was not only

large but incredibly distant, with an estimated diameter of about 2,326

kilometers, making it larger than Pluto and the most massive known dwarf

planet in the solar system. Yet, its brightness suggested an icy surface,

heavily reflecting sunlight.

The implications of Eris's discovery stretched far beyond the scientific

community. As news spread, it ignited debates amongst astronomers,

planetary scientists, and the public alike about the classification of celestial

bodies. Could a newly discovered object truly eclipse the status of Pluto, the

long-held quintessential planet? What would this mean for our

understanding of the solar system?

Coupled with the excitement came a sense of dread for Pluto’s defenders,

who cherished its status among the planets. As Eris was positioned so

conspicuously among the giants, it caused many to reconsider the approach

toward classifying celestial objects. The growing consensus was that the

solar system was becoming more complicated than previously thought,
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entailing a revamping of the definition of what constituted a planet.

Brown found himself at the center of this emerging controversy. He later

reflected that the discovery of Eris was akin to finding a significant missing

piece of a sprawling puzzle. Yet, in order for Eris to fit properly into our

understanding of celestial mechanics, the concept of planets themselves

might need to evolve.

As discussions surrounding Eris intensified, it became clear that planetary

science was on the precipice of a revolution. Ultimately, the discovery of

Eris went beyond merely introducing a new player to the solar system; it

established a foundation for critical discussions about the very nature of

planets. The concept of what a planet is would lead to a pivotal

moment—the eventual redefinition of planets and the bittersweet

"demotion" of Pluto.

As we delve deeper into the narrative, we will uncover how the implications

of Eris’s discovery reached full fruition in the astronomical community,

culminating in a debate that would culminate in a reevaluation of celestial

classification at the International Astronomical Union (IAU), giving rise to a

new era in understanding the solar system.
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3. Chapter 2: A New Definition of Planets: The
Controversy and the IAU Decision

The unfolding drama surrounding the classification of celestial bodies

reached a critical juncture when Mike Brown and his colleagues discovered

Eris, a dwarf planet that posed a significant challenge to Pluto’s status as the

ninth planet of our solar system. This discovery ignited a fierce debate

within the astronomical community regarding the criteria that should define

a planet. As arguments intensified, the International Astronomical Union

(IAU), responsible for naming and defining astronomical entities, found

itself at the center of a growing controversy.

For years, Pluto had been revered as a planet—the final frontier in our solar

exploration narrative. Its discovery in 1930 by Clyde Tombaugh had

captivated the public imagination, and its accompanying romantic lore

solidified its place in our celestial canon. Yet, as astronomers developed

more advanced observational techniques, a different picture of the solar

system emerged. The identification of objects similar to Pluto, scattered

across the Kuiper Belt—like Eris and Haumea—complicated the definition

of what it meant to be a planet. 

In response to these discoveries, the astronomical community began to

consider a revised definition. Should planets be categorized solely based on

their size, or should orbital characteristics, composition, and the
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environment in which they reside be taken into account? To tackle this

question, the IAU convened an extraordinary assembly in 2006, bringing

together experts from around the globe to address the definition of a planet

in light of new discoveries.

The proposed definition was straightforward yet divisive: a celestial body

must meet three criteria to qualify as a planet. First, it must orbit the Sun.

Second, it must be spherical in shape, having enough mass for its

self-gravity to overcome rigid body forces. Lastly, it must have "cleared the

neighborhood" around its orbit—meaning it must be gravitationally

dominant and not share its orbital zone with other bodies of comparable size.

This last criterion became the focal point of contention, as Pluto failed to

meet it while Eris and other similar objects were discovered.

This redefinition caused an uproar not only among scientists but also among

the public and educators, who saw Pluto's demotion as a loss of a

long-established member of the planetary family. The debate raged on social

media and in the news. Advocates of preserving Pluto’s status argued

passionately about its unique geophysical characteristics and historic

importance; skeptics insisted that perpetuating an outdated classification

only clouded our understanding of the solar system's architecture.

The IAU’s decision to classify Pluto as a dwarf planet was both a scientific
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and emotional crossroads. For many, it represented a shift in how humanity

perceives itself within the cosmos—acknowledging that our previous

frameworks for understanding celestial objects were rapidly evolving.

Researchers and educators confronted the task of explaining not only why

Pluto was reclassified but also the significance of that shift in our perception

of the universe. 

The uproar surrounding the IAU decision exemplifies a broader truth in

science: definitions evolve as we uncover more about the universe. As new

discoveries frequently challenge existing paradigms, scientists must grapple

with the intersection of scientific evidence and public sentiment. Within this

charged atmosphere, Pluto transitioned from its status as the ninth planet to a

member of the dwarf planet category, which also included Eris and others.

In the aftermath of the IAU's decision, the term "planet" itself became a

subject of scrutiny and debate, leading to the emergence of concepts such as

"plutons" for bodies that shared Pluto's characteristics, reflecting a growing

complexity in our understanding of celestial classification. While some

mourned the loss of Pluto's planetary status, others embraced it as a natural

part of scientific progress—a testament to humanity's relentless pursuit to

understand the universe. 

Thus, Chapter 2 captures not just the technical aspects of the debate, but also

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/fqCzDLdjgMb


the emotional and cultural ramifications of redefining what it means to be a

planet. The legacy of that critical moment in astronomical history continues

to resonate, reminding us that the process of refining our knowledge is as

dynamic and multifaceted as the universe itself.
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4. Chapter 3: The Role of Telescopes and
Technology in the Discovery Process

Telescope technology has played a critical role in the advancement of

astronomical discoveries, particularly in the study of our solar system. Mike

Brown emphasizes how modern instruments are not only tools for

observation but also key players in shaping our understanding of celestial

bodies, especially during the events surrounding Pluto’s classification.

In the early days of astronomy, telescopes were rather simple devices.

Galileo's use of a basic refracting telescope in the 17th century opened the

doors to observing moons orbiting Jupiter and the rings of Saturn. These

groundbreaking observations laid the foundation for subsequent telescope

advancements. Brown highlights the dramatic leap in technology over the

years, particularly the transition from optical telescopes to sophisticated

instruments capable of deep-space observation.

Brown’s own journey as a planetary astronomer was heavily influenced by

the technological evolution of telescopes. He utilized powerful ground-based

telescopes at the Palomar Observatory, like the Hale Telescope, which

allowed him to conduct deep surveys of the sky. During his search for

trans-Neptunian objects, he made use of CCD (Charge-Coupled Device)

technology, which enabled astronomers to capture images with remarkable

sensitivity and clarity, far surpassing the capabilities of previous
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photographic plates. This technology wasn’t just about brighter images; it

allowed astronomers to detect fainter objects, which was crucial when

Brown was on the hunt for objects like Eris.

The discovery of Eris in 2005 was revolutionary, and it was a result of the

precise and powerful observations made possible by these advanced

telescopes. Eris was found using methods that included repeated

observations of areas in the sky that were thought to be empty, showcasing

the importance of technology in discovering a celestial body that is actually

larger than Pluto. Brown notes that the combination of powerful optics,

sensitive detectors, and advanced data-processing techniques transformed

how astronomers searched for distant objects and led to a discovery that had

dire implications for Pluto.

Moreover, Brown describes the importance of collaboration in the field of

astronomy. The introduction of large telescopes like the Keck Observatory

in Hawaii ushered in an era of international collaboration. Telescopes

equipped with adaptive optics further enhanced the resolution of

ground-based observations, helping scientists to discern details that would

have been impossible to see previously. This collaboration was vital for

confirming discoveries and sharing knowledge within the astronomical

community.
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As technology continued to evolve, so did the tools available for astronomy,

with space-based telescopes like the Hubble Space Telescope showcasing a

new frontier for exploration. Hubble’s views of the solar system, particularly

of distant objects, provided critical insights that added depth to our

understanding of planetary formation and classification. Brown reflects on

how these observations often led to more questions than answers,

demonstrating the ever-evolving nature of scientific inquiry.

Brown's narrative also touches on the challenges that come with

technological advancements. As the ability to discover new celestial bodies

increased, so did the complexities of defining what a planet is in the context

of these discoveries. When Eris was found, it prompted a reevaluation not

just of Pluto's status, but of what constitutes a planet altogether, highlighting

an ongoing tension between observation and classification driven by

technological capability.

In conclusion, the role of telescopes and technology in the discovery process

established a framework through which planetary science evolved. From

simple optical telescopes to complex automated systems, each step in this

technological journey has propelled astronomers forward and radically

altered our understanding of the cosmos. As Mike Brown effectively

illustrates, the quest for knowledge about our solar system is inseparable

from the tools we create and the technology we develop.
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5. Chapter 4: Reflections on the Impact of
Science on Our Perception of the Universe

In Mike Brown's narrative, reflections on the impact of science reveal how

our understanding of the universe evolves, significantly shaped by the

advancements in astronomical discoveries and definitions. The shifting

status of Pluto is more than just a tale of one celestial body; it encapsulates

the broader paradigm shifts that science undergoes as new information and

technologies emerge.

Historically, science has had the power to reshape human perception,

challenging long-held beliefs and expanding the horizons of our knowledge.

The demotion of Pluto from planetary status to that of a ‘dwarf planet’ by

the International Astronomical Union (IAU) in 2006 serves as a poignant

case study. For decades, Pluto was considered the ninth planet of our solar

system, a representation of stability in the cosmic web. However, the

discovery of Eris, a dwarf planet larger than Pluto, sparked intense debates

regarding what constitutes a planet. This contention reflected not only

scientific rigor but also our emotional attachment to celestial categorizations.

The sheer thought of Pluto being ousted from its planetary throne forced

both scientists and the public to confront feelings of nostalgia and loss.

Moreover, these shifts illustrate a fundamental tenet of science: it is

inherently dynamic. The discovery of new celestial bodies—such as Eris,
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Haumea, and Makemake—has encouraged scientists to reevaluate and refine

existing definitions. What once was a simple label of ‘planet’ became a

classification steeped in complexity. The way we categorize planets now

hinges upon parameters like their ability to clear their orbits of other debris,

further emphasizing that the universe is not a static tableau but a living

entity, subject to change. This is reflective of how science challenges our

perceptions—not just within the realm of astronomy but across all

disciplines. As new empirical evidence emerges, our interpretations and

understanding are continuously reshaped.

Brown also emphasizes the role of technology in this transformation of

perspective. Telescopes, once simple optical devices, have evolved into

sophisticated machines capable of capturing detailed images of distant

celestial phenomena. This technological progression has dramatically

broadened our view of the universe. For example, the Hubble Space

Telescope, launched in 1990, provided unprecedented clarity and detail in

observations, leading to discoveries that were once deemed impossible. Such

advancements enhance our understanding, revealing a universe filled with an

array of phenomena that challenges our very existence.

The existential questions surrounding our place in the cosmos have also

risen to the forefront. As new planets, moons, and celestial structures are

discovered, our traditional perspectives of centrality and importance in the
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universe are upended. Just as the geocentric view was replaced by the

heliocentric model, the reclassification of Pluto forces humanity to

reconsider its arrogance in labeling itself at the center of a vast,

unpredictable universe.

An illustrative anecdote can be found in the field of cosmology. For

centuries, earth was thought to be the center of the universe—a belief

reinforced by the predominant philosophical and scientific paradigms of the

time. However, the work of figures such as Copernicus and Galileo

fragmented this viewpoint, leading to the broader acceptance of a

heliocentric solar system. Now, the universe is understood to be vast and

expanding, sparking awe and humility as we recognize our relatively

insignificant position within it.

In conclusion, the implications of the reclassification of Pluto extend far

beyond a simple debate about celestial bodies. They prompt profound

reflections on how scientific progress can alter our perceptions and beliefs

about the universe. As Mike Brown recounts his experiences, it’s evident

that while we may mourn Pluto’s lost status, we simultaneously embrace the

ongoing advancements in astronomy that broaden our horizons even further.

With each telescope's adjustment and every new discovery, we remind

ourselves that knowledge is fluid, and in the grand tapestry of the cosmos,

our understanding remains unequivocally an ongoing journey.
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6. Conclusion: Accepting the Death of Pluto and
Embracing Ongoing Discoveries in Astronomy

In the aftermath of Pluto's demotion from planetary status, many in the

public and scientific community found it difficult to reconcile with this

monumental shift in our understanding of the solar system. For decades,

Pluto had held a cherished place in our hearts and charts as the ninth planet.

Mike Brown's candid and often humorous reflections on this transition

challenge us to embrace a more nuanced perspective of what it means to

classify celestial bodies and how such classifications can evolve with new

discoveries.

The term "death" in relation to Pluto is not one of literal demise but rather a

symbolic acknowledgment that our conception of what constitutes a planet

has changed. With the introduction of the new definition by the International

Astronomical Union (IAU), Pluto was relegated to the status of a dwarf

planet. This change reflects the dynamic and ever-evolving nature of science

itself, where new findings can pivot our understanding and lead to

significant reclassifications. Just as once-thought fixed notions of

classification in biology, like the Baumann's classifications of species, may

shift upon discovery of new genetic information, so too must our perceptions

shift as we uncover more about the cosmos.

As Brown eloquently illustrates in his narrative, accepting Pluto's
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reclassification can serve as a catalyst for broader acceptance of ongoing

discoveries in astronomy. It is a reminder that the universe is far more

complex than we might have once imagined. Pluto's removal from the

planetary roster invites us to ponder how many more celestial bodies exist

outside our current understanding. The discovery of Eris – a dwarf planet

located in the scattered disk region beyond Neptune – serves as a prime

example of how advances in technology, such as Brown's innovative

approach to telescope design and observation, have reshaped our cosmic

landscape. Eris, which is roughly the same size as Pluto, was found to be

part of a population of trans-Neptunian objects, which indicates that Pluto is

not unique but rather a representative of a much larger family of celestial

entities.

This reclassification reflects a shift in our astronomical lexicon and heralds

an era where curiosity and exploration will guide our understanding of

diverse and distant worlds. It is an opportunity to celebrate not only the fate

of Pluto but also the countless bodies waiting to be studied—from the icy

moons of the outer planets to the myriad of exoplanets that populate distant

solar systems. Each new discovery invites questions about the nature of

planetary formation, the potential for life elsewhere, and the cosmic history

that has shaped our own planet.

Ultimately, Mike Brown's work and insights push us toward a future where
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the discoveries of new worlds become a source of joy rather than grief. They

challenge us to embrace a larger definition of what a planet is and

acknowledge that our knowledge of the universe is, and will always be, a

work in progress. Fostering an attitude of inquiry and open-mindedness is

crucial. As the veil on our solar system continues to be pulled away by

advances in technology and scientific methodologies, we must be prepared,

as scientists and civilians, to reevaluate our longstanding beliefs.

In conclusion, while we must accept the apparent death of Pluto's status as

the ninth planet, we must also celebrate the vibrancy of ongoing discoveries

that not only broaden our knowledge but also deepen our appreciation for

the vastness of the universe. As we move forward, let this change motivate

us to advocate for and invest in the ongoing exploration of space so that we

may uncover even more about the marvels beyond our world.
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