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Why did plate tectonics emerge 

when it did ? 

Answer:

Good things came together

Bomb tests, submarines with nuclear weapons. 

Labs in which both seismology and 

magnetics were studied. Generous funds. 5 

papers in ô65,ô67,ô68 and then many 

wonderful years.

After ~1990 Marine G&G funding declined.



Plate Tectonics recognizes that:
About a dozen rigid plates bounded by spreading centers, transform 

faults and subduction zones rotate across the surface of the Earth.

It is as simple as that.

Much of my research, like that of many of us here today, has been on the consequences 

or the implications of the operation of plate tectonics.  For example:

What happens in Plate Boundary Zones such as Tibet and California where rigid body 

rotation is not operating ? 

What has happened as a result of the operation of plate tectonics in the past?

This kind of research is the gift that goes on giving because what we can do now 

represents amazing progress  over what we did  about ñconsequences and 

implicationsò decades ago and it is clear that the same will be true for decades to 

come but I get the impression that in some communities Plate Tectonics is 

being forgotten at a cost to scientific progress.  



Influences that helped to limit the 

impact

of plate tectonics 

ÅUniversity geology faculties saturated 
by 1965. No room for people in new 
fields.

ÅStructural geologists were content 
under the influence of the Wisconsin 
schoolðas refined by John Ramsay

ÅIsotope geologists overwhelmed by the 

Apollo program. 



Saddest of all has been the failure to take 

off of the Wilson Cycle concept.

That concept views the geological record 

as the history of the ocean basins.

Nothing else works in trying to analyze the geological 

history of times before 180 Ma, which is the age of the 

oldest preserved ocean floor.

Paleolatitudinal analysis, now that it is beginning to be 

usable for times before 320 Ma (Torsvik et al. 2008), is 

proving a help.



The Wilson Cycle and its enemies:

Why does plate tectonics matter to Precambrian Geologists?


