
Habitability in the
Solar System

PHY 700 Astrobiology, Lecture 4
HBT    



What would happen if you tried to fly a normal Earth airplane 
above different Solar System bodies?



Requirements for Habitability
Proper conditions and ingredients for life (as we 
know it) to emerge and evolve. Planet needs these 
when life starts, and probably continually afterwards.

• Temperature 

• Too hot can prevent complex chemistry

• Too cold can freeze liquids

• Raw ingredients (water, carbon)

• Ability to make long, complex chemistry

• Liquid chemistry (i.e., near triple point of a 
solvent)

• Stability on billion-year timescales

• Perhaps circulation (atmospheric or liquid)

• Energy source



Things we don’t care about 
(or care about indirectly)

• Mass (as long as it is enough to retain volatiles)

• Radius

• Composition (as long as it has sufficient 
volatiles)

• Magnetic field



Atmospheric Escape

An atmosphere is helpful for life. How can we guess 
at the atmosphere based on what we know about 
the planet?



Atmospheric Escape

In general:
If vesc < vk         Atmosphere is lost
If vesc > few vk   Atmosphere is retained 
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A few sample atmospheric species...

Teff [K] Vesc 
[km/s]

Vk H2

[km/s]
Vk CH4

[km/s]
Vk N2

[km/s]

Mercury 700 K 4 2.4 1 0.9

Earth 270 K 11 1.7 0.8 0.6

Jupiter 105 K 60 1.1 0.5 0.4

Pluto 38 K 1 0.7 0.3 0.2

Lost          Retained as gas            Frozen as solid

Many molecules get broken apart by UV, which makes them 
easier to lose - e.g., H2O at Venus.



Mercury
a = 0.05
T = 700 K



Mercury

Temperature ✗ Hot! 700K

Raw Ingredients ✗ Virtually all volatiles have left (no water, methane, N2, CO2, 
etc.)

Liquids ✗ None

Stability ✔ Stable orbit

Circulation ✗ None

Energy source ✔ Sun



Venus

-- Nobel Laureate Savante Arrhenius, 1918, after 
studying Venus’ clouds

In reality, it turns out that Venus’ clouds are made of 
sulphuric acid, H2SO4.

“Everything on Venus is dripping 
wet... the vegetative processes are 
greatly accelerated by the high 
temperature; therefore, life likely 
reproduces rapidly.”



Venus

Temperature ✗ Hot! 800K.

Raw Ingredients ✗/✔ H2O dissociates and is lost.
CO2, N2, H2SO4, SO2 retained.

Liquids ✔ Sulphuric acid drops in clouds

Stability ✔ Stable orbit

Circulation ✔

Energy source ✔
Solar flux in clouds; 

dark and hot at surface.



Earth



H2O Phase Diagram
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Earth

Temperature ✔ 300K (triple point for water)

Raw Ingredients ✔ H2O, N2, CO2

Liquids ✔ Water

Stability ✔
Stable orbit. Feedback from clouds makes surface 
even more stable. Like rest of solar system, energy 
from Sun has increased by ~20% over last 5 Gyr.

Circulation ✔ Water-driven 
Energy source ✔ Sun; geothermal (internal)



Mars

Mars has long attracted 
interest, with good 

reason...



Mars
“Since my theory of  intelligent life on Mars was first enunciated 21 years ago, every 
new fact discovered has been found to be accordant with it. Not a single thing has 
been detected which it does not explain. This is really a remarkable record for a 
theory. It has, of  course, met the fate of  any new idea, which has both the fortune 
and and the misfortune to be ahead of  the times and has risen above it. New facts 
have but buttressed the old, while every year adds to the number of  those who have 
seen the evidence for themselves.”

            -Percival  Lowell, 1916, describing his observations of  plants, 
migration, armies, and cities on Mars. 



Very few of Percival Lowell’s carefully sketched 
features actually exist...



Mars clearly had surface liquids in the past.

Curiosity rover has shown (2013) it was definitely water.



Mars

Present Past

Temperature ✗ ✔ 250K today; 300K in past.

Raw Ingredients ✔ ✔ H2O, N2, CO2

Liquids ✗ ✔ Water in past

Stability ✔? ✔? Stable orbit. North pole wanders.

Circulation ✔ ✔ Atmosphere, winds, polar caps

Energy source ✔ ✔ Sun



Moons of Mars: Phobos, Deimos

Diameter ~ 15 km

Insufficient gravity at Mars’ distance to retain any volatiles



Moons of Mars: Phobos, Deimos

Temperature ✗ Too cold! 150K

Raw Ingredients ✗ Not enough gravity to retain volatiles

Liquids ✗ Not enough gravity to retain volatiles

Stability ✔? Stable orbit, but in eclipse ~50% of time

Circulation  ✗ No atmosphere

Energy source ✔ Sun



Asteroids



Asteroids

Temperature ✗? 150-250 K

Raw Ingredients ✔✗ >100 organic molecules discovered on 
asteroids. 5% by mass. * 

Liquids ✔✗
Briefly wet? Liquid chemistry for < 1 Myr * 
then lost water due to weak gravity. Typical 

radius 10 - 100 km.

Stability ✔

Circulation ✗

Energy source ✔ Sun

* We know more about chemistry and organics on asteroids than 
any planet because we can easily take samples (from meteorite falls) 
into the lab! into the lab!



Jupiter



Jupiter

Temperature ✔ Broad range of temperatures: 100K - 10,00K, 
depending on depth

Raw Ingredients ✔ H2O, N2, CO2, CH4, NH3, more

Liquids ✔ Droplets in clouds

Stability ✔ Largest and most stable in SS

Circulation ✔ Throughout

Energy source ✔ Sun; Internal core heat

Solid surface ✗?
Development of life in clouds may be hard due to 

slow gas-phase chemistry limited to short 
species... but maybe?



Satellites of Jupiter



Europa

Icebergs on frozen surface - like a broken ice pack 
near Antarctica?



Europa Surface

A very young surface - very few craters.
Very smooth surface - high mountains slump away.



Europa

From Europa’s density, we can estimate the total water 
thickness ~ 50-100 km.



Europa

Surface Sub-surface

Temperature ✗ ✔ Surface 100K. Internal ocean: 300K??

Raw Ingredients ✔ ✔ H2O, organics, more

Liquids ✗ ✔ 50-km deep water 
oceanStability ✔ ✔ Locked in resonance. Stable.

Circulation ✗ ✔ Oceanic

Energy source ✔ ✔ Sun. Tidal heating. Radiation from 
Jupiter B-field?



Saturn

Temperature ✔ Broad range of temperatures: 100K - 10,00K, 
depending on depth

Raw Ingredients ✔ H2O, N2, CO2, CH4, NH3, everything

Liquids ✔ Droplets in clouds

Stability ✔ Stable orbit

Circulation ✔ Throughout

Energy source ✔
Sun (less than Jupiter)

 Internal core heat (more than Jupiter)

Solid surface ✗?



Saturn system



Enceladus

Surface Sub-surface

Temperature ✗ ✔? Surface 100K. Internal ocean: 300K??

Raw Ingredients ✔? ✔? H2O, salts, maybe more?

Liquids ✗ ✔ H2O geysers at surface. Perhaps 
ocean below surface?

Stability ✔ ✔ Stable.

Circulation ✗ ✔ Oceanic

Energy source ✔ ✔ Sun. Tidal heating. Radiation from 
Jupiter B-field?



Plumes on Enceladus



Why is Enceladus Warm?

Plumes are definitely liquid water

In order to generate melt this much ice, a lot of heat 
is needed!

We don’t know exactly what is keeping Enceladus 
warm, but it is probably in part due to radioisotope 
decay in the core.



Titan

Optical                                     RADAR + IR

Titan is the only moon in the solar system with a 
substantial atmosphere!



Titan’s Atmosphere
Why does Titan have an atmosphere?

• It’s large

• 1.5x Moon radius = 2500 km

• It’s cold (but not too cold)

• 150 K
Perfect sweet spot: Enceladus and 
Europa are too small or too warm!

Atmosphere is mostly N2 and CH4

UV photochemistry from Sun creates 
many complex organics raining onto 
Titan’s surface.



Surface of Titan

Lander descending through clouds to surface of Titan, 2005



Surface of Titan from Huygens Lander

H2O ‘rocks’ on the surface of Titan

Drainage channels



Titan
Temperature ✔? 100K

Raw Ingredients ✔ CH4, CH3. Lots of hydrocarbons. N2.

Liquids ✔? Liquid methane. No liquid water.

Stability ✔

Circulation ✔ Clouds, rain, lakes...

Energy source ✔? Solar UV: lots of photochemistry in atmosphere

Solid surface ✔



Methane Phase Diagram
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Titan is near the triple point of CH4



Comets



Comet Hartley-2 nucleus
Deep Impact spacecraft, 2010



Comet orbit in
Oort cloud

Comet orbit in
inner Solar System



Comets

Deep 
Freeze

Active

Temperature ✗ ✔? Surface 100K. Internal ocean: 300K??

Raw Ingredients ✔ ✔ Lots of volatiles and organics

Liquids ✗ ✔? H2O geysers at surface. Perhaps 
ocean below surface?

Stability ✔ ✗ Comets are only active for short periods 
(< 1 Myr) before e.g., plunging into Sun

Circulation ✗ ✔ Plumes, jets

Energy source ✗ ✔



Freeman Dyson

“Let’s Look for Life in the Outer Solar 
System”






