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And what if someone is trying to dial us up long 
distance? Who will take the message? Most likely 
one of the researchers at the SETI Institute in 
California. In the meantime, though, they’re not 
just sitting around waiting for the phone to ring.
Inside the inner sanctum of Mission Improbable 

by brittany shoot

SETI Warriors
A Visit to the Home  
of the ET Seekers

Seti’S allen teleScope array,  
at the Hat Creek Radio Observatory in 
Northern California, is an LNSD (Large Number 
of Small Dishes) array. Its first 42 antennas 
went online in 2007; upon completion, there 
will be 350 in all.
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over a kidney-shaped table is decked out with 
a few Saturn-style rings. Beyond the entrance, 
camel-colored cubicles are scattered with suitably 
scene-setting accessories: globes of Venus and 
Mars, a model of the Allen Telescope Array—the 
institute’s pride and joy—and a tabletop game of 
Go, the ancient Chinese board game. But these 
touches are all that indicates something other-
worldly is going on here. 

Actually, at times the question is whether it 
will be going on much longer. The institute’s fu-
ture is a perpetually precarious one. Congress ini-
tially funded the institute through NASA, but that 
support was fleeting. Shostak, in fact, vividly re-
members watching C-SPAN on the day in 1993 
that the vote to defund the institute was held. The 
financial breakup didn’t exactly come as a surprise. 
With the money for space-related work chronically 
tight anyway, supporting the search for alien intel-
ligence is just the sort of polarizing stance that 
many members of Congress can’t afford to take. 

is housed in a nondescript, two-story, beige build-
ing off the split highway that bisects downtown 
Mountain View, the heart of Silicon Valley. And 
even that is more building than the institute re-
quires; it rents out half to a cloud-computing enter-
prise. (In addition to the research center, the insti-
tute comprises the Carl Sagan Center for the Study 
of Life in the Universe and the Center for Educa-
tion and Public Outreach. Despite its far-reaching 
name, the former brings together astrobiologists 
and astrophysicists to understand habitability in 
our solar system and even extreme spots here on 
Earth. At the helm is David Morrison, a former 
senior NASA manager and one of the founders of 
the field of astrobiology. The Center for Education 
and Public Outreach works to make SETI accessi-
ble to students of all ages and applicable to a wide 
variety of disciplines and fields.)

Look closely, and you’ll notice that the taupe 
carpet in the lobby contains a wide cerulean 
and celestial swirl, and the orb lamp that hangs 

And that remains even more true today. Still, 
Shostak continues to fight for the institute, trav-
eling often to Washington to testify in support 
of his colleagues’ work. Meanwhile, covering the 
shortfall means relying on partnerships with in-
stitutions that have similar goals—for instance, 
the National Science Foundation, the National 
Radio Astronomy Observatory and any of a num-
ber of prominent universities. 

As director of the re-
search center, Shostak—or “seti-
guy,” as his license plate declares—
bears much of the responsibility for 
fund-raising. After more than 20 

years at the SETI Institute, his office is reliably 
filled with spaced-out ephemera, photographs 
he’s taken of telescope arrays and posters from 
projects he’s worked on over the years. One tower-
ing metal shelf holds rows of plastic binders, each 
one a movie script he was asked to review. 

Shostak says he’s not nearly as concerned 
about the scientific accuracy of any particular film 
as he is with the ability of film in general to turn 
hearts and minds in his favor. In the end, he fig-
ures a space shuttle that hums as it glides across 
the screen isn’t about to kill the space-traveling 
dreams of any child who knows enough to know 
sound doesn’t travel through the vacuum of space. 
The issue is actually the opposite: Does the movie 
portray science in a way that will get viewers fired 
up enough—as they were, say, 50 years ago—to 
urge further exploration? 

Of course, there are many people who think 
the search is already over. And they remind 
Shostak of that constantly. He fields at least one 
call a day and several dozen emails a week from 
UFO enthusiasts who claim to have spotted 
something definitive in the sky. “In the old days, I 
think they had my name and number on a Post-it 
at the NASA switchboard,” he says with a smile. 
“Aliens? Call Shostak.” These days, the well-
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didn’t send 

an email or a fax,” seth shostak 
jokes in his rather ordinary office on a relatively 
ordinary weekday afternoon. Shostak, though, is 
no ordinary guy, and he most definitely has no 
ordinary job. He is the senior astronomer and 
director of the Center for SETI Research, one 
of the three facilities in Mountain View, Calif., 
that make up the SETI Institute. SETI stands for 
“search for extraterrestrial intelligence,” and on 
this particular ordinary day, Shostak, who has a 
Ph.D. in astrophysics from the California Insti-
tute of Technology, is explaining two necessary 
conditions for engaging in his extraordinary line 
of work. To find intelligent extraterrestrial life, 
one must (1) be open to the possibility that it 
exists and (2) actually look for it. This is exactly 
the no-nonsense explanation you’d expect from a 
man who has spent his career trying to get a grip 
on the unfathomable. 

Contacting aliens has long occupied a par-
ticularly active niche of American popular cul-
ture—think Roswell and War of the Worlds, Close 
Encounters and E.T.—and these days, SETI is 
walking point on the expedition. But make no 
mistake: the SETI Institute, which was conceived 
in 1984 and opened for business in February of 
the next year, is not concerned with pulpy UFO 
mythology. Its arena is hard science, the kind that 
will be the basis of any future communication 
with life beyond Earth. 

The mission has its origins in the previous 
century. In the 1960s, astronomer Frank Drake 
pioneered the first major SETI foray: Project 
Ozma, the goal of which was to pick up any in-
terstellar radio waves. A little more than a decade 
later, SETI programs were established by NASA 
at its Jet Propulsion Lab and Ames Research Cen-
ter. But since those gung-ho beginnings, the pur-
suit, if not the interest, has stagnated a bit. SETI’s 
battle, these days, is as much uphill as skyward. 
“As a nation, we’re not as excited as we used to be,” 
Shostak says. “And that’s too bad, because space is 
more accessible.” 

Although the SETI Institute does out-of-this-
world work, the actual offices are quite humble. It 

Seth ShoStak  of the SETI Research Center speaks 
daily with amateurs sure they’ve seen an ET.

the Seti inStitute,  with headquarters in 
Mountain View, Calif., has more than 150 employees.

“In the old days,  
I think they had my  
name and number  
on a Post-it at the NASA 
switchboard,” he jokes. 
“Aliens? Call Shostak.”
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meaning and reality-challenged alike can simply 
send links to their amateur videos, often some 
shaky handheld footage of a bright light hovering 
on the horizon at dusk. Based on this “evidence,” 
the correspondent will maintain that he has once 
and for all found the proof that the good people at 
the institute have long looked for. And each time, 
Shostak patiently explains why what has been re-
corded is almost certainly something much less 
dramatic, probably Venus or some bright star. If 
he isn’t politely crushing someone’s conviction, 
he is defending the federal government, point-
ing out that the powers that be have neither the 
resources nor the motivation to cover up an alien 
encounter. But that’s as far as he goes. People who 
believe are steadfast. “It’s like a religion,” he says. 
“You can’t change minds.” 

His time is better spent producing Big Pic-
ture Science, the institute’s syndicated radio hour, 
which covers a wide range of topics, from bioengi-
neering and stem-cell therapy to important inven-
tors in astrophysics and computing. There’s also 
the occasional “Skeptic Check” episode, to explore 
potential flaws in scientific findings or debunk 
pseudoscience that has been disseminated as 
truth. In the studio, a generic and dimly lit room 
layered with soundproofing foam, Shostak sits at 
a desk surrounded by chairs meant for co-hosts 
and guests and by shelves stuffed with books like 
Paleofantasy and Cracking Particle Code, left behind 
or sent in by past and potential show guests. The 
show is about to begin. “Come in, Earth,” Shostak 
murmurs into his microphone as a test.

If the SETI Institute is characterized by any 
particular thing, it is the larger-than-life equip-
ment there that aids the residents in their search. 

with looking for evidence of life of any sort, not 
intelligent life specifically. They are looking, that 
is, for the kind of life that isn’t likely to be sending 
sophisticated messages into the cosmos.

In a cozy corner office with a view of a series 
of squat peaks in the distance, planetary-rings 
specialist Mark Showalter always seems to be on 
his way to somewhere else. Between his on-site 
research and many speaking engagements, he’s on 
the road much of the time. Showalter is perhaps 
best known for discovering three planetary rings, 
including Jupiter’s two outermost gossamer rings, 
and six moons, including two orbiting Uranus—
Cupid and Mab—and Pan, the walnut-shaped 
moon hidden amid Saturn’s rings. His observa-
tions have pushed the conception and understand-
ing of the formation of planets, secondary satellites 
and even entire galaxies. What does any of that 
have to do with SETI? The creation of the heavens 
and the creation of life are very much intertwined.

Similarly, relative SETI newcomer Michael 
Busch is interested in comets and asteroids. Both 
are invaluable time capsules from the origin of the 
solar system. Studying their raw materials and 
chemical makeup can help us better understand 
the seeding ingredients of life.

As you walk the floor of the SETI Institute, one 
thing becomes very clear. This place is filled with 
unquestionably serious men and women involved 
in the most quixotic of endeavors. But though it 
might seem an awfully isolating path, it is also 
very clear that they are just people doing a job as 
they live their very human lives. Amid the beige 

The most notable of its massive setups is the Allen 
Telescope Array, an LNSD (large number of small 
dishes) set of what will eventually be 350 six-me-
ter antennas. LNSD arrays are more efficient and 
affordable than the antennas traditionally used 
in radio astronomy. This one is the brainchild of 
Drake, but it was named for Microsoft co-founder 
Paul Allen, who has donated more than $30 mil-
lion to the project so far. 

But the institute has also 
enlisted a fair amount of outside 
help for its core mission. The SETI@
home project, launched in 1999 and 
operated by the University of Califor-

nia, Berkeley, is one of the organization’s better-
known efforts to involve the public in the search 
for life beyond the Milky Way. When SETI re-
searchers began using radio telescopes to listen for 
narrow-bandwidth signals from space, they ran 
into a computing power problem. It caused them 
to turn to the public to pool resources. Volunteers 
around the world now donate their unused com-
puting power to the institute by downloading a 
simple program that allows their personal com-
puter’s extra bandwidth to be used to cover greater 
frequency ranges with heightened sensitivity. 

But while many amateur stargazers have as-
sisted the institute over the past three decades, in 
general the public’s understanding of SETI can be 
a bit limited. Some people, for instance, think the 
institute broadcasts its own calling-card signal 
into space. That is not true, because it would take 
an amount of money, equipment and time that 
the researchers simply do not have. Instead they 
must content themselves with diligently monitor-
ing what they pick up passively over millions of 
radio channels.

That is, those whose job it is to listen. In fact, 
most of the research at the SETI Institute isn’t 
concerned with keeping an ear out for ET com-
muniqués. In fact, Shostak says, nine of every 10 
colleagues at SETI are involved in what could be 
considered non-SETI work. (The institute has 
about 150 employees in all.) “More people here 
work on Mars and outer solar system moons,” he 
says. In short, much of the research—from the hy-
draulic history of Mars to the life history of space 
rocks to the discovery of exoplanets—is concerned 

office partitions, a dazzling light beams from one 
small square. Neil Heather is happily perched in 
front of a nearly blinding lamp. Heather is a re-
searcher and webmaster who works with Show-
alter in the NASA-funded four-member work-
ing group that catalogs, archives and distributes 
data relevant to planetary rings systems. Heather 
doesn’t have a vision problem; the brightness is 
his way of combating seasonal affective disor-
der. Among his scientifically stalwart colleagues, 
his alternative therapy is regarded with a kindly 
side-eye, as are the other life hacks he employs to 
combat his wintertime mood. (In case you’re curi-
ous: lowering carbohydrate intake and getting up 
at the same early hour each day, including week-
ends, seem to help too.) 

As I follow the light and peek into Heather’s 
office, I comment on the range of small experi-
ments and accessories that clutter his desk. After 
Shostak and I continue on down the hall to in-
spect a model of the Allen array and a towering 
kangaroo sculpture—homage to Shostak’s tenure 
with telescopes Down Under—Heather catches up 
to us, a length of copper pipe and super-strength 
magnet in hand. “Drop the magnet through the 
tube!” he instructs gleefully. It takes the magnet 
nearly two seconds to glide through the pipe; ap-
parently the two objects have caused a slowing 
eddy current inside the tube, something about 
Lenz’s law of electromagnetic currents based on 
Newton’s third law of motion. I clap in wonder as 
Heather laughs exuberantly. Then he turns and 
heads back to his well-lit lair. 
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the Seti@home  project allows volunteers to help analyze radio telescope data on their computers.

big picture science  is a weekly radio show 
produced by this SETI team, including Shostak, far right. 


