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Classification of Pluto 

Since its discovery in 1930, Pluto has been the most debated celestial body regarding 

its classification. Initially, it was identified as the ninth planet in the solar system. However, 

with more advanced research, the debate about it not being a planet, a comet, or an asteroid 

took a toll. Currently, Pluto is categorized as a dwarf planet and the ninth planet of our solar 

system that orbits around the sun. However, the debate about whether it is a comet or an 

asteroid and needs to be re-classified has been ongoing. Many believe that Pluto, by its 

characteristics, is a comet or an asteroid. Despite the criticism of its planetary being, Pluto 

can best be classified as a dwarf planet.  

Pluto's size is three times that of all the asteroids in the solar system. The key 

characteristics of asteroids include being a small rocky objects, having a rather eccentric orbit 

than a planet, and being a part of the inner solar system. Most of the asteroids exist between 

the orbits of Mars and Jupiter. Apart from being a rocky object, none of the characteristics 

match that of Pluto (Stern, 2009). Firstly, Pluto is far greater in size than any other asteroid; 

moreover, it is found in the out solar system. Similarly, there is no known asteroid beyond 

Neptune; hence, Pluto cannot be assumed as one. Although in some ways, Pluto is like an 

asteroid as it has not cleared its gravitational path like other planets, however, due to basic 

dissimilarities, it cannot be classified as an asteroid.  

Unlike a comet, Pluto’s orbit is roughly spherical. Comets are famously known as 

dusty snowballs, and their bodies are essentially made up of dust, ice, rock, and organic 

compounds. Moreover, comets have three parts, nuclei, tail, and coma. Comets are formed 

from the Oort cloud that is closer to the sun; whenever the dry ice melts as the comet gets 

closer to the sun, a tail is formed. Pluto resembles a comet in many structural characteristics; 

for example, its aphelion is greater than 31 AU, and its orbit eccentricity is greater than .22. 

Moreover, its diameter is less than 4000km (Kalinicheva & Tomanov, 2009). Despite these 



3 
 

similarities, Pluto differs from a comet in some essential characteristics. For example, Pluto 

lacks a tail and has its own moon. 

Moreover, it is found far away from the sun to be labeled as a comet. Furthermore, in 

terms of size, it resembles planets more than it does comets. Hence, it cannot be classified as 

a comet. Pluto has all the essential characteristics of a dwarf planet. Some features of the 

dwarf planet include being a celestial body that orbits around the sun. However, they are 

smaller than the eight planets that make up the solar system but have enough mass to assume 

a somewhat spherical shape. Moreover, dwarf planets cannot be characterized as moons and 

cannot clear their gravitational path (Voelzke & de Araújo, 2010). Pluto has all these 

characteristics and hence can be classified as a dwarf planet.  

Ever since its discovery, Pluto has gone through some major identity crises. Although 

it was classified as the ninth planet, in the beginning, scientists have come far into arguing 

that Pluto can be classified as a comet or an asteroid. However, the arguments have some 

weightage as they resemble asteroids and comets with some features. For example, it cannot 

clear its path like an asteroid and has an icy composition like a comet. However, in terms of 

basic characteristics, Pluto’s classification as a dwarf planet is more justified. It has all the 

essential characteristics of a dwarf planet, more so than asteroids and comets.  
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