
Reflections on a Mote of Dust

                                                                    -- Carl Sagan (1934-1996)

We succeeded in taking that picture [from deep space], and, if you look at it, you see a dot. 
That's here. That's home. That's us. On it, everyone you ever heard of, every human being who 
ever lived, lived out their lives. The aggregate of all our joys and sufferings, thousands of 
confident religions, ideologies and economic doctrines, every hunter and forager, every hero 
and coward, every creator and destroyer of civilizations, every king and peasant, every young 
couple in love, every hopeful child, every mother and father, every inventor and explorer, every 
teacher of morals, every corrupt politician, every superstar, every supreme leader, every saint 
and sinner in the history of our species, lived there on a mote of dust, suspended in a sunbeam. 

The earth is a very small stage in a vast cosmic arena. Think of the rivers of blood spilled by all 
those generals and emperors so that in glory and in triumph they could become the momentary 
masters of a fraction of a dot. Think of the endless cruelties visited by the inhabitants of one 
corner of the dot on scarcely distinguishable inhabitants of some other corner of the dot. How 
frequent their misunderstandings, how eager they are to kill one another, how fervent their 
hatreds. Our posturings, our imagined self-importance, the delusion that we have some 
privileged position in the universe, are challenged by this point of pale light. 

Our planet is a lonely speck in the great enveloping cosmic dark. In our obscurity -- in all this 
vastness -- there is no hint that help will come from elsewhere to save us from ourselves. It is 
up to us. It's been said that astronomy is a humbling, and I might add, a character-building 
experience. To my mind, there is perhaps no better demonstration of the folly of human 
conceits than this distant image of our tiny world. To me, it underscores our responsibility to 
deal more kindly and compassionately with one another and to preserve and cherish that pale 
blue dot, the only home we've ever known. 

Excerpted from a commencement address delivered May 11, 1996.

Q (Quoting Quick Sheet)  
Kubota, English



If you make errors in quoting, I will probably use this sheet to indicate your error in the same 
manner that I use grammar codes (7C, etc.)  As such, please don’t lose this quick sheet.  

Q1  Documentation 
Any time you quote or paraphrase a source, you must provide documentation, bibliographical 
information that can help readers trace quotations / paraphrased material back to their original 
sources.  It is up to you to use MLA or APA quote-based conventions in this class; this 
worksheet employs the MLA format.  In most cases, place the page or line number in a 
parenthesis after your quote:
 Carl Sagan identifies the loneliness and isolation of our species; in essence, we are 
solely confined to a planet that is “a lonely speck in the great enveloping cosmic dark” (07).  
 If no author is provided in the signal phrase (“Carl Sagan identifies . . .”), then place 
Sagan’s name with the parenthetical notation:
 A famous astrophysicist once claimed that our planet is “a lonely speck in the great 
enveloping cosmic dark” (Sagan 07).  
     Incorrect forms:
    (Sagan, http://www,carksagan.com page 07)
    (www.carlsagan.com/asp/123123  07)
    (Carl Sagan, astrophysicist 07)
    (Carl 07)
Rules:  A.  End punctuation always comes on the outside of the parenthesis, even if the 
sentence ends with a period in the text.
 Correct: “. . . cosmic dark” (07).  
 Incorrect: “. . . cosmic dark.” (07)

 B.  Never use abbreviations like “pg.,” “p.,” or “pp.,.”
 Correct: “. . . cosmic dark” (07).
 Incorrect: “. . . cosmic dark” (pgs. 07-09).  

 Q2.  Enumeration  
In a range of numbers, especially page numbers in citations, covers two or more pages or lines, 
the last two digits should be used.  

 CORRECT     INCORRECT
 (Sagan 57-58).     (Sagan 57-8).
 (Sagan 200-04).     (Sagan 200-4).
 (Sagan 1135-46).    (Sagan 1135-6)

Q3 Block QUOTE FORMAT (sample on Bullock, Norton Field Guide, 383-84).

Long quotations (four or more lines in prose) should be set apart in the shape of a 
BLOCK apart from your main text in the following manner:
  If a prose quotation takes four or more lines, indent ten spaces
 

or one inch, using double-spacing and NO-QUOTATION MARKS.  Do not
 
  indent MORE for the start of your paragraph, unless your quote is more
 
  than one paragraph.  Make sure that you reproduce the passage
 
  EXACTLY as it appears in the text.  
         (Kubota 01-02)

 Special rules for block-quoting:

http://www,carksagan.com
http://www,carksagan.com
http://www.carlsagan.com/asp/123123
http://www.carlsagan.com/asp/123123


1. Parenthetical citations for block quotes GOES OUTSIDE the PERIOD, often on 
the next line, indented to the right, as seen on the previous page.  THE 
PERIOD ALWAYS GOES BEFORE THE PARENTHESIS.

2.  You must always TRY to get the first line of the text as EXACT as possible.  If 
the original text is taken from something indented all the way to the right, 
your block quote should begin all the way to the right.

3. You shouldn’t overuse the block quote as “filler.”  You should ultimately try 
for a balance between short, medium, and long quotes; only use block 
quotes if a passage is so helpful to your overall commentary, that you 
couldn’t say it better than that author.  If you overuse block quotes, then it’d 
be simpler for us to read that person’s book instead of your paper.

4. For every line of quote employed, RESOLVE to use 2.5 X that amount of 
commentary.  Anybody CAN USE a BLOCK QUOTE—not everyone can 
comment on one thoroughly.  

 
Q4.  AVOIDING DROP QUOTES.  

A dropped quote is a quote that has never been introduced—it lacks what is 
known as a signal phrase.  “Therefore we don’t know who said this quote, don’t know 
why the quote is in the paper, and we don’t care about the meaning of this quote, 
because it hasn’t been set up very well.”  

THE BEST QUOTES USUALLY HAVE THE FOLLOWING:

1. The speaker/individual.  Carl Sagan
2. That person’s role/authority  the eminent astrophysicist (ethos)
3. A strong verb, one that is more exciting than “says”

(iterates, exclaims, applauds, detracts, mentions, argues, laments, decries, emphasizes, 
dictates, demands, highlights, indicates, demonstrates, etc.)

4. The quote itself, making sure that there is a grammatical “mesh” between the 
quote and the signal phrase.  believes that our planet is “. . . “ (07).  

5. Quote commentary.  acknowledges our isolation, fragility, and relative 
unimportance in the grand cosmos.  

Good example:
Eminent astrophysicist Carl Sagan believed that “our planet is a lonely speck in 

the enveloping cosmic dark”; in my mind, Sagan acknowledges the isolation, fragility, 
and relative unimportance of our species in the great scheme of the cosmos (07).  The 
use of the word “speck” is clearly employed to suggest how the earth is nothing more 
than a miniscule object when compared to the vast scope of the universe.  

Poor example:  Some astrophysicist explains the fact that we live on “our planet is a lonely 
speck in the enveloping cosmic dark.”  “Enveloping cosmic dark” means that the world is being 
swallowed in nothingness and that’s pretty spooky (Sagan).  



How to Become a Better Quoter

STEP ONE:  Read your source, thoroughly

STEP TWO:  (Prepare a summary in your own mind about what’s going on in the entire selection, 
then prepare a paraphrase of the more specific text):

Overall summary (even if its slangy).  Sagan indicates that despite our belief that we are a bunch 
of powerful people who rule on the planet earth, that all we need to do is go look at our planet 
from far way to reveal that all in all, we aren’t that big a deal.  Why aren’t we as great as we 
think we are?  Because compared to the greater universe, which is rather large, our planet is a 
speck of dirt.  All the violence that takes place on our planet—it’s a real waste of time—we’re 
like a bunch of tiny dust mites fighting over a crumb.  

Paraphrase of selection:  

In the greater scheme of things, our planet is like a battleground.  Generals and emperors, the 
big shots who ran the smaller places—these dudes (mostly dudes) murdered millions of people.  
And for what?  They murdered them so that they could be in control for a little while, until some 
other big shot took over and had a bunch of power.  On one part of this speck, a bunch of 
people were cruel to another bunch of people…and they enjoyed it—they enjoyed their 
violence.  All of our thoughts that we are powerful is really called into question when we think 
of ourselves as living on a piece of dust instead of a gigantic globe.   

STEP THREE: Decide on whether to use a quote or a paraphrase.  

STEP FOUR: Do your best to use a basic PIE-structure for your quote.  

STEP FIVE:  Can you include relevant outside information/really minute discussions of individual 
words?  

 Our universe seemingly challenges the notion that the planet we live on possesses the 
utmost importance, according to Carl Sagan, an eminent astrophysicist.  Humans always seem 
to think that our petty squabbles and outright conflicts will give us a firm hold on territory, 
resources, and the like.  In our conquest for these territories, Sagan exhorts, “Think of the 
rivers of blood spilled by all those generals and emperors so that in glory and in triumph they 
could become the momentary masters of a fraction of a dot” (01).   Despots like Hitler certainly 
conquered France, Austria, Poland—much of Europe, indeed—but in the larger sense of the 
cosmos, they actually conquered nothing, a “fraction of a dot”—that’s all.  Sagan’s meditations 
on the “rivers of blood,” clearly emphasizes the vanity of human pursuits, especially pursuits of 
a violent nature.  



IN-CLASS:  Consider one of your quotes for the essay, change the formatting on the quote to 
reflect the various styles shown below:
 SV, “   “ (01).  

1. Quotation with a comma, using a more original verb than “says” or 
“argues” (demonstrates, iterates, explains, underscores, emphasizes, reveals, etc).  

Carl Sagan, the eminent astrophysicist, iterates, “Think of the rivers of blood spilled by all those 
generals and emperors so that in glory and triumph, they could become . . . masters of a 
fraction of a dot,” suggesting that violence is futile (06).  


      “         ,” SV (01).  
2. Revision of sentence one, using the quotation to start the sentence.

“Think of the rivers of blood spilled by all those generals and emperors so that in glory and 
triumph, they could become . . . masters of a fraction of a dot,” exhorts Carl Sagan, feeling 
contempt for conquerors and destroyers of civilization (06).

 (paraphrase) (01).  
3. Revision of sentence one, or a new sentence, introducing a relative clause beginning 

with “that,” without any punctuation.  Do not include author in the main text; save it for 
the citation.

Horrified by the violent cruelties inflicted by warmongers, the eminent astrophysicist reminds 
us that would-be despots massacred millions just to “become the momentary masters of a 
fraction of a dot” (Sagan 06).

 SV: “     “ (01).  

4. Quotation formally introduced with a colon, making a strong point about speaker or 
theme.  

Sagan’s sardonic musings on the violent nature of humanity is underscored by a great sense of 
compassion for our species, compassion instigated when looking at the Earth from space: “it 
[the image of our planet] underscores our responsibility to deal more kindly with one another, 
and to preserve and cherish the pale blue dot, the only home we’ve even known” (07).

Other samples: Unknown author (useful for Internet)—According to a noted astrophysicist on 
Astrophysics.com, “our posturings, our self-importance, or the delusion that we have some 
privileged position in the universe is challenged by our tiny planet” (“Reflections” 06).

Another author cited in the source: “The cosmos is very vast,” argues astrophysicist Miriam 
Fouts, a student from the University of Maine.  To Fouts, “Darkness and chaos seem to reign in 
every quadrant of space, showing us how tiny we really are” (qtd. in Sagan 06).

Activity:  Using one of the quoting styles above, go online and FIND a quote that you’d 
likely use in your essay.  Set up the quote with a signal phrase.  Comment RICHLY on the 
quote.  Cite the likely parenthetical reference.  


