
The 6th mass extinction hasn’t 
begun yet, study claims, but 
Earth is barreling toward it 
By Martin McGuigan published 2 days ago 

A mass extinction event is already underway. 

Fragile corals grow in the shallows of Raja Ampat, Indonesia. This tropical region is 
known for its extraordinary marine biodiversity. (Image credit: Ethan Daniels via 
Alamy Stock Photo) 

The present extinction rate of life on Earth doesn't qualify as a 
mass extinction event yet — but current trends show that it 
eventually will, a new study finds. The number of species that 
are currently hurtling toward extinction has led many ecologists 
to argue that we are undergoing a sixth mass extinction — but 
we are only witnessing the beginning and it will likely get much 
worse.  

According to a new study, however, the percentage of 
extinctions caused by global temperature increases from 
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climate change will not reach the same level as a major mass 
extinction event, at least not in the near future. 

There have been five major mass extinctions throughout 
Earth's 4.5 billion-year history, and scientists look to those 
cataclysms of the distant past to understand how climate 
change is now affecting global diversity in ways that may be 
irreversible.  

During a mass extinction, a high percentage of global 
biodiversity is extinguished faster than it can be replaced, and 
this happens over a relatively short period of time by geologic 
standards — less than 2.8 million years, according to the 
Natural History Museum in London 

(opens in new tab) 
. Species may go extinct for a number of reasons, so to 
understand what a "normal" extinction rate looks like, ecologists 
measure what is known as the "background rate"' of extinction, 
said the study's sole author Kunio Kaiho, a professor emeritus 
at the Department of Earth Science at Tohoku University in 
Japan.  

According to Kaiho, "5-10% species extinctions in 1 million 
years corresponds to the background rate." A higher rate, such 
as "more than 10% species extinction in a short time (e.g., 
hundreds of years) is a significant event," Kaiho told Live 
Science in an email.   
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Related: 'Lost extinction,' uncovered for the first time, 
claimed more than 60% of Africa's primates 

However, estimating the background rate of extinction for past 
epochs can be "really tricky," because fossil records tend to 
overrepresent larger, more abundant species, said David 
Storch, a professor in the Department of Ecology at Charles 
University in Prague who was not involved in the new study. 
That being said, "the current rate of extinction is about two 
orders of magnitude higher than the normal rate of extinction," 
Storch told Live Science.  

Major mass extinctions result in "more than 60% species loss," 
Kaiho said. However, "minor mass extinction [events] occurred 
more frequently." In the new study, published July 22 in the 
journal Biogeosciences 

(opens in new tab) 
, Kaiho argues that changes in climate cause higher extinction 
rates, but that the present rate cannot yet be considered a 
mass extinction event by this strict definition.  

The previous five major mass extinction events were the 
Ordovician-Silurian extinction (about 440 million years ago), the 
Late Devonian extinction (about 365 million years ago), the 
Permian-Triassic extinction (about 253 million years ago), the 
Triassic-Jurassic extinction (about 201 million years ago) and 
the Cretaceous-Paleogene extinction (about 66 million years 
ago). These events have also been associated with drastic 
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changes in Earth's climate, such as changes in 
surface temperature (both warming and cooling), acid 
rain, ozone depletion, reduced sunlight, desertification, soil 
erosion and a reduction of oxygen in the ocean, Kaiho reported. 
But according to Storch, changes in atmospheric and oceanic 
chemistry played bigger roles in these extinctions than global 
warming or cooling did. (These changes are linked, as global 
warming can increase the oceans' acidity as well as the 
atmosphere's composition, but volcanic activity also played a 
large role.) 

"The climate change detected during these last mass 
extinctions may not be the [sole] cause of the extinctions, but 
[the rate of extinction] may be the consequence of the other 
global changes which happened at that time," Storch said. 

Because prior mass extinctions were triggered by volcanic 
eruptions and, in the case of the Cretaceous event, an asteroid 
impact, the resultant changes in climate were rapid and drastic. 
In the study, Kaiho argues that the speed of environmental 
change is more important than the magnitude of change alone 
in causing massive extinction rates, because "during slow 
climate changes, animals can migrate to survive." 

In order to meet the definition of a major mass extinction event, 
scientists would need to observe the extinction of 60% of 
species and 35% of genera (the plural of genus). However, just 
because this magnitude of extinctions has not been observed 
yet, does not mean it is not currently underway. The sixth 
extinction differs from its predecessors because it is driven by 
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human-made climate change. Kaiho's paper argues that 
because the pace of such climate change is gradual, rather 
than abrupt and drastic, we are unlikely to see extinction rates 
in the near future that meet the definition of a major mass 
extinction event, but they may well qualify for a minor mass 
extinction. 

Related: What could drive humans to extinction? 

"An increase in average global temperatures of 9 degrees 
Celsius [16.2 degrees Fahrenheit] is essential for major mass 
extinctions coinciding with global warming," and such an 
increase would not happen "at least till 2500 under the worst 
scenario," Kaiho said. Because the rate of species extinction 
changes in parallel with global surface temperatures, we will 
not see an abrupt and massive loss of species, but rather a 
slow and steady rate of species extinction in the near future, 
which will not culminate in the loss of 60% of earth's species, 
Kaiho wrote in the study. 

These findings come with an important caveat from many 
ecologists: the present rate of extinction is only an estimate and 
may be an inaccurate one. According to a January 2022 study 
published in the journal Biological Reviews 

, the number of species extinctions recorded is highly biased 
toward mammals and birds and overlooks many invertebrates, 
therefore significantly underestimating the true rate of species 
extinction. For now, according to David Storch, other human-
driven actions such as habitat transformation through 

https://www.livescience.com/human-extinction-causes.html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/brv.12816


deforestation and pollution, as well as overhunting and the 
introduction of non-native species, play a much bigger role in 
driving the present rate of species extinction than rising 
average global temperatures. 

What would happen to Earth if 
humans went extinct? 
By Emma Bryce published August 16, 2020 

Nature always finds a way. 

•   

 

This city is going green. (Image credit: Shutterstock) 

Deep within Guatemala's rainforest sits one of the most famous 
remnants of the Maya civilization: a roughly 2,000-year-old 
citadel turned to ruins called Tikal. When Alan Weisman hiked 
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through the surrounding region, he discovered something 
fascinating along the way: "You're walking through this really 
dense rainforest, and you're walking over hills," said Weisman, 
author and journalist. "And the archaeologists are explaining to 
you that what you're really walking over are pyramids and cities 
that haven't been excavated."  

In other words, we know about sites like Tikal because humans 
have gone to great efforts to dig up and restore their remains. 
Meanwhile, countless other ruins remain hidden, sealed 
beneath forest and earth. "It's just amazingly thrilling how fast 
nature can bury us," Weisman told Live Science.  

This scene from the rainforest allows us a glimpse of what our 
planet could look like, if humans simply stopped existing. 
Lately, that idea has been especially pertinent, as the global 
COVID-19 pandemic has kept people inside, and emboldened 
animals to return to our quieter urban environments — giving 
us a sense of what life might look like if we retreated further into 
the background. Weisman, who wrote "The World Without 
Us" (Thomas Dunne Books, 2007), spent several years 
interviewing experts and systematically investigating this 
question: What would happen to our planet — to our cities, to 
our industries, to nature — if humans disappeared? 

Related: What could drive humans to extinction? 
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A different kind of skyline 
There are several developing theories for what could drive 
humanity to extinction, and it is unlikely that we'd all simply 
disappear in an instant. Nevertheless, imagining our sudden 
and complete eradication from the planet — perhaps by an as-
yet undiscovered, human-specific virus, Weisman said — is the 
most powerful way to explore what could occur if humans left 
the planet.  

In Weisman's own research, this question took him firstly into 
cities, where some of the most dramatic and immediate 
changes would unfold, thanks to a sudden lack of human 
maintenance. Without people to run pumps that divert rainfall 
and rising groundwater, the subways of huge sprawling cities 
like London and New York would flood within hours of our 
disappearance, Weisman learned during his research. 
"[Engineers] have told me that it would take about 36 hours for 
the subways to flood completely," he said.  

Lacking human oversight, glitches in oil refineries and nuclear 
plants would go unchecked, likely resulting in massive fires, 
nuclear explosions and devastating nuclear fallout. "There's 
going to be a gush of radiation if suddenly we disappear. And 
that's a real wildcard, it's almost impossible to predict what 
that's going to do," Weisman said. Similarly, in the wake of our 
demise, we'd leave behind mountains of waste — much of it 
plastic, which would likely persist for thousands of years, with 



effects on wildlife that we are only now beginning to 
understand.  

Meanwhile, petroleum waste that spills or seeps into the ground 
at industrial sites and factories would be broken down and 
reused by microbes and plants, which would probably take 
decades. Persistent organic pollutants (POPs) — human-made 
chemicals such as PCBs that currently can’t be broken down in 
nature — would take much longer, Weisman says. "Some of 
these POPs may be around until the end of time on Earth. In 
time, however, they will be safely buried away." The combined 
rapid and slow release of all the polluting waste we leave 
behind would undoubtedly have damaging effects on 
surrounding habitats and wildlife. (But that doesn't necessarily 
mean total destruction: We need only look at the rebounding of 
wildlife at the site of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster to 
understand that nature can be resilient on short timescales, 
even under such extremes.) 

While that polluting legacy unfolds, water running underground 
in cities would corrode the metal structures that hold up the 
streets above subterranean transport systems, and whole 
avenues would collapse, transformed suddenly into mid-city 
rivers, Weisman explained. Over successive winters, without 
humans to do regular de-icing, pavements would crack, 
providing new niches for seeds to take root — carried on the 
wind and excreted by overflying birds — and develop into trees 
that continue the gradual dismemberment of pavements and 
roads. The same would happen to bridges, without humans 
there to weed out rogue saplings taking root between the steel 
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rivets: coupled with general degradation, this could dismantle 
these structures within a few hundred years.  

Related: Are trees vegetarian?  

With all this fresh new habitat opening up, nature would 
stoically march in, pasting over the formerly concrete jungle 
with grasslands, shrubbery and dense stands of trees. That 
would cause the accumulation of dry organic material, such as 
leaves and twigs — providing the perfect fodder for fires 
sparked by lightning, which would go roaring through the maze 
of buildings and streets, potentially razing whole parts of cities 
to the ground. "Fires are going to create a lot of charred 
material that will fall to the street, which is going to be terrific for 
nurturing biological life. The streets will convert to little 
grasslands and forests growing up within 500 years," as 
Weisman tells it. 

Advertisement 

Over hundreds of years, as buildings are subjected to 
sustained damage from erosion and fire, they would degrade, 
he said. The first to topple would be modern glass and metal 
structures that would shatter and rust. But tellingly, "buildings 
that will last the longest are the ones made out of the Earth 
itself" — like stone structures, Wesiman added. Even those 
would become a softened version of their former selves: 
eventually the defined, iconic skylines we know so well today 
would be no more. 
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Where the wild things are 
Looking beyond the city limits to the great swathes of farmland 
that currently cover half of Earth's habitable land, there would 
be a swift recovery of insects, as the application of pesticides 
and other chemicals ceases with humanity's demise. "That's 
going to start a real cascade of events," Weisman said. "Once 
the insects are doing better, then the plants are going to do 
much better, then the birds." Surrounding habitats — plant 
communities, soils, waterways and oceans — will recover, free 
from the far-reaching influence that chemicals have on 
ecosystems today. That, in turn, will encourage more wildlife to 
move in and take up residence. 

This transition will precipitate an increase in biodiversity on a 
global scale. Researchers who have modeled the diversity of 
megafauna — the likes of lions, elephants, tigers, rhinoceroses 
and bears — across the planet have revealed that the world 
used to be exceptionally rich in these species. But that changed 
when humans began to spread across the planet, hunting these 
animals and invading their habitats.  As humans migrated out of 
Africa and Eurasia to other parts of the globe, "we see a 
consistent increase in extinction rates following the arrival of 
humans," explained Søren Faurby, a lecturer in macroecology 
and macroevolution at the University of Gothenburg in Sweden. 
"In Australia, there is an increase in extinction near 60,000 
years ago. In North and South America, an increase is seen 
[about] 15,000 years ago, and in Madagascar and the 
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Caribbean islands a drastic increase is seen a few thousand 
years ago." 

Related: Why haven't all primates evolved into humans?  

Without humans spreading to the far corners of the Earth and 
driving down megafauna populations, the entire planet could 
have been as diverse in these species as the 
famed Serengeti in East Africa is today, Faurby told Live 
Science. "Effectively, there used to be large animals 
everywhere, and there would be large animals everywhere 
around the globe without human involvement." His 
research has revealed that without humanity's heavy species 
impact, the central United States, and parts of South America, 
would be the most megafauna-rich places on Earth today. 
Animals like elephants would be a common sight in the 
Mediterranean Islands. There would even 
be rhinoceroses across most of northern Europe. 

Without humans, could Earth reclaim that diversity? Even if we 
did suddenly disappear from the picture, it would still take 
millions of years for the planet to recover from those past 
extinctions, Faurby and his colleagues have calculated. They 
investigated what it would take to return to a baseline level of 
species richness and a distribution of large-bodied animals 
across the planet that mirrors what we had before modern 
humans fanned out across the globe. They estimate it would 
take "somewhere between 3 and up to 7 million or more years 
to get back to the pre-extinction baseline," explained Jens-
Christian Svenning, a professor of macroecology and 
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biogeography at Aarhus University in Denmark, and a 
colleague of Faurby's who has worked on the same body of 
research.  

Advertisement 

Basically, "if there weren't human impacts, the whole world 
would be one big wilderness," Svenning told Live Science.  

Nature finds a way 
The planet might eventually become lusher and more diverse 
— but we can't dismiss the effects of climate change, arguably 
humanity's most indelible impact on the planet. Weisman notes 
the inherent uncertainty in making useful predictions about 
what will unfold. For instance, if there are explosions at 
industrial plants, or oil or gas wellheads that continue to burn 
long after we're all gone, huge amounts of heat-trapping carbon 
dioxide would continue to be discharged into the atmosphere, 
he explained.  

Carbon dioxide doesn't stay suspended in the atmosphere 
forever: Our oceans play an essential role in absorbing vast 
amounts of carbon dioxide from the air. But there are still limits 
to how much of it the ocean can take up without its own waters 
acidifying to unhealthy levels — potentially to the detriment of 
thousands of marine species. There's also a cap on how much 
the sea can physically absorb, meaning it isn't simply the 
bottomless carbon sink it's often thought to be.  
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Related: What are the ingredients of life?  

As it stands, current levels of CO2 in our atmosphere will 
already take thousands of years to be fully removed from the 
atmosphere. (Based on the research he did for his own book, 
Weisman found it could take upwards of 100,000 years.) And if 
the sea reaches its cap and more greenhouse gases stay 
suspended up in the atmosphere, the resulting continuous 
warming will lead to further melting of the polar ice caps, and 
the release of even more greenhouse gases from softening 
permafrost. This will cycle into an ongoing, climate-altering, 
feedback loop. All this means that we can confidently assume 
that climate change's impacts will last long after we leave.  

But to this, Weisman offered a word of hope. During 
the Jurassic period, he said, there was five times as much 
carbon dioxide in the atmosphere as there is today, which led to 
a dramatic increase in ocean acidity. Evidently, however, there 
must have been marine species that coped with these 
extremes, and went on to evolve and be part of the planet we 
know today. Which is to say that ultimately, despite climate 
extremes and the immense losses they can incur, "nature 
always finds a way," Weisman said.  

There might one day be a world without humans, but that won't 
stop the rest of the planet from soldiering on. 

RELATED MYSTERIES 
—Why does Earth have an atmosphere?  
—Why does freshly cut grass smell so nice?  
—Why are some plants purple?  
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Moving forward 
Advertisement 

Is there any point in us pondering what our planet will look like, 
without us here? Well, on the one hand, we might simply take 
comfort in the knowledge that, free of people, our planet would 
ultimately be fine, as Weisman said. In fact, it would ultimately 
thrive.  

But taking a glimpse at this imagined future might also prompt 
us to be more mindful of our actions, in a bid to preserve our 
own spot on the planet, too. Weisman sees an inherent value to 
visualizing a world without us, which is why he decided to write 
his book in the first place. He explained that when he started 
out, he was conscious that many people avoid environmental 
stories because it makes them feel bad about the damage that 
humans are doing to the planet, and how in turn, that's 
hastening our own demise. "I found out a way to get rid of the 
fear factor was just to kill [humans] off first," he said, with 
humor.  

With that distraction gone, he found, he could focus people's 
attention on the planet, and the real point he wanted to make: "I 
wanted people to see how beautifully nature could come back, 
and even heal a lot of the scars that we've placed on this 
planet. Then to think, is there possibly a way to add ourselves 
back into this picture of a restored Earth?" 



What could drive humans to 
extinction? 
By Emma Bryce published July 25, 2020 

We might play a role in our own extinction. 

   

This stag doesn't seem to mind a human extinction. (Image credit: Shutterstock) 

The scene opens on a sparse, gray landscape, a gnarled tree 
in the foreground, bits of ash slowly drifting down from the sky. 
On the horizon, a few huddled figures stumble forward and into 
a bleak future. If this sounds familiar, it's because it's a common 
visual trope in many post-apocalyptic films. Usually, these films 
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tell the story of a catastrophe — an asteroid strike perhaps, or a 
nuclear war — that causes humanity's demise, and then follows 
the challenges that the remaining humans face as they try to 
save their species from extinction.  

Such films grip the public imagination. But what if human 
extinction was less a cinematic scenario, and instead, a 
looming reality? That might seem like a sensational question, 
but in fact, dozens of researchers around the world spend their 
days grappling with this very possibility of a mass extinction, 
and how we might avoid it.  

Their task isn't easy. There are multiple theories around what 
might ultimately cause human extinction — everything from 
alien invasions to catastrophic asteroid strikes. But among 
those investigating this question, there's a general consensus 
that some risks to human life are more plausible than others. In 
the field, researchers have a name for these: They call them 
"existential risks." What follows here is just a sampling — a few 
of the risks that researchers have at the top of their minds. 

Nuclear war 
An existential risk is different to what we might think of as a 
"regular" hazard or threat, explained Luke Kemp, a research 
associate at the Centre for the Study of Existential Risk at 
Cambridge University in the United Kingdom. Kemp studies 
historical civilizational collapse and the risk posed by climate 
change in the present day. "A risk in the typical terminology is 
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supposed to be composed of a hazard, a vulnerability and an 
exposure," he told Live Science. "You can think about this in 
terms of an asteroid strike. So the hazard itself is the asteroid. 
The vulnerability is our inability to stop it from occurring — the 
lack of an intervention system. And our exposure is the fact that 
it actually hits the Earth in some way, shape or form."  

Take nuclear war, which history and popular culture have 
etched onto our minds as one of the biggest potential risks to 
human survival. Our vulnerability to this threat grows if 
countries produce highly-enriched uranium, and as political 
tensions between nations escalate. That vulnerability 
determines our exposure.  

As is the case for all existential risks, there aren't hard 
estimates available on how much of Earth's population a 
nuclear firestorm might eliminate. But it's expected that the 
effects of a large-scale nuclear winter — the period of freezing 
temperatures and limited food production that would follow a 
war, caused by a smoky nuclear haze blocking sunlight from 
reaching the Earth — would be profound. "From most of the 
modeling I've seen, it would be absolutely horrendous. It could 
lead to the death of large swathes of humanity. But it seems 
unlikely that it by itself would lead to extinction." Kemp said. 

Pandemics 
The misuse of biotechnology is another existential risk that 
keeps researchers up at night. This is technology that 
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harnesses biology to make new products. One in particular 
concerns Cassidy Nelson: the abuse of biotechnology to 
engineer deadly, quick-spreading pathogens. "I worry about a 
whole range of different pandemic scenarios. But I do think the 
ones that could be man-made are possibly the greatest threat 
we could have from biology this century," she said.  

As acting co-lead of the biosecurity team at the Future of 
Humanity Institute at the University of Oxford in the United 
Kingdom, Nelson researches biosecurity issues that face 
humanity, such as new infectious diseases, pandemics and 
biological weapons. She recognizes that a pathogen that's 
been specifically engineered to be as contagious and deadly as 
possible could be far more damaging than a natural pathogen, 
potentially dispatching large swathes of Earth's population in 
limited time. "Nature is pretty phenomenal at coming up with 
pathogens through natural selection. It's terrible when it does. 
But it doesn't have this kind of direct 'intent,'" Nelson explained. 
"My concern would be if you had a bad actor who intentionally 
tried to design a pathogen to have as much negative impact as 
possible, through how contagious it was, and how deadly it 
was.” 

But despite the fear that might create — especially in our 
currently pandemic-stricken world — she believes that the 
probability that this would occur is slim. (It's also worth 
mentioning that all evidence points to the fact that 
COVID-19 wasn't created in a lab.) While the scientific and 
technological advances are steadily lowering the threshold for 
people to be able to do this, "that also means that our 
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capabilities for doing something about it are rising gradually," 
she said. "That gives me a sense of hope, that if we could 
actually get on top [of it], that risk balance could go in our 
favor." Still, the magnitude of the potential threat keeps 
researchers' attention trained on this risk. 

From climate change to AI 
Advertisement 

A tour of the threats to human survival can hardly exclude 
climate change, a phenomenon that's already driving the 
decline and extinction of multiple species across the planet. 
Could it hurl humanity toward the same fate? 

The accompaniments to climate change — food insecurity, 
water scarcity, and extreme weather events — are set to 
increasingly threaten human survival, at regional scales. But 
looking to the future, climate change is also what Kemp 
described as an "existential risk multiplier" at global scales, 
meaning that it amplifies other threats to humanity's survival. "It 
does appear to have all these relationships to both conflict as 
well as political change, which just makes the world a much 
more dangerous place to be." Imagine: food or water scarcity 
intensifying international tensions, and triggering nuclear wars 
with potentially enormous human fatalities.  

This way of thinking about extinction highlights the 
interconnectedness of existential risks. As Kemp hinted before, 
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it's unlikely that a mass extinction event would result from a 
single calamity like a nuclear war or pandemic. Rather, history 
shows us that most civilizational collapses are driven by several 
interwoven factors. And extinction as we typically imagine it — 
the rapid annihilation of everyone on Earth — is just one way it 
could play out.  

A catastrophic event might leave only a few hundred or 
thousand survivors on Earth, which would bring humanity's 
viability, as a species, into question. Alternatively, a collapse 
could wipe out only a segment of humanity, but consequently 
trigger global insecurity and conflict, reduce our resilience to 
other threats, setting in motion a more gradual decline. "We're 
not talking about a single idea of what an extinction would look 
like, or how it would unfold. It's more nuanced than that," Kemp 
explained.  

There's another angle to this as well: an existential risk to 
humanity doesn't necessarily have to threaten our survival in 
order to be counted. A risk might be one that curtails our 
potential as a species — whether that's our capacity to become 
a space- faring race, or to reach a certain level of technological 
dominion. "In some ways, that's almost as much of a threat to 
our existence," said Nelson. In other words, it shatters our idea 
of humanity's purpose — which some might argue, is to 
progress. One prominent risk that fits into this category 
is artificial intelligence: researchers philosophize that intelligent 
robots, unintentionally unleashed on the world, might impose 
widespread surveillance on humans, or outpace us physically 
and mentally. That would usurp our dominance on the planet, 

https://www.livescience.com/49007-history-of-artificial-intelligence.html
https://futureoflife.org/ai-news/


and for many, could fundamentally alter the idea of what it 
means to be a human. 

Humanity itself? 
However wide-ranging these risks are, they all have one thing 
in common: humans play a key role in determining the severity 
of these risks. So what if humans are their own biggest 
extinction risk?  

RELATED MYSTERIES 
—Has the Earth ever been this hot before? 
—What if a giant asteroid had not wiped out the dinosaurs? 
—Why does artificial intelligence scare us so much? 
That's a focus of Sabin Roman's research. As a research 
associate at the Centre for the Study of Existential Risk, he 
models societal evolution and collapse, looking at past 
civilizations including the Roman Empire and Easter Island. As 
Roman sees it, the majority of existential risks are "self-
created," rooted in societies and the systems they produce. In 
his view, humanity's attraction to continuous growth leads to 
exploitation, planetary destruction and conflict. Ironically, that 
only increases some of the biggest threats we face today, and 
our vulnerability to them. "A bit too much hinges on perpetual 
economic growth. If we tried to optimize something else, that 
would be good!" he said.  
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He likens our civilization to a line of dominos, where the risk 
isn't so much the nudge that starts the cascade — it's 
vulnerability to that threat. "[The domino line] is very vulnerable 
to any perturbation," Roman said. "If we actually want to 
change something, there's very little realistic impact we can 
have on external factors. It's more our internal functioning as a 
society that can change."  

Kemp agrees with this logic: "When people ask me, 'What's the 
biggest existential risk facing humankind?' I tend to strive for a 
curveball in response: [poor] international cooperation." Surreal 
as it may seem, that's why studying humanity's potential 
demise is a pragmatic pursuit: it can illuminate humanity's own 
role in hastening the threat, and its potential to scale it down. 
Nelson believes that the importance of this challenge means 
we should be ramping up research on existential threats. "We 
need more people working on this, and more institutions with 
more resources to do so." 

So, is that vision in the apocalyptic film the one that awaits 
humanity? We have no accurate predictions or simple answers 
about our fate here on Earth. But looking back at collapsed 
societies, one thing Roman's sure of is that humans have never 
been better equipped to protect ourselves. "The thing that's 
different with us is we can actually learn from all those past 
lessons," Roman said. "The opportunity to learn is enormous." 


