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The allure of alien life 



Microbial ET: it’s science. 

ETI: It’s about us, not about them. 

A critical perspective on SETI (SETI as ideology). 



 Two Thousand Years of ET Life… 

2d century A.D.: True History (Lucian of Samosata) 

1752: Micromegas (Voltaire) 

1879: Shukra Bhraman (Travels to Venus) (J. Roy) 

19th century: Jules Verne, H.G. Wells… 

(life on Venus? >) 



A very rough gauge of public discourse (6/2/14)  

Google News (last 30 days): 

SETI: 12,200 
Astrobiology: 589 
Extraterrestrial life: 1,920 
Extraterrestrial intelligent life: 58 
Life in the universe: 51,700 

Google: 

SETI: 12.5 million 
Astrobiology: 533,000 
Extraterrestrial life: 14.9 
million 
Extraterrestrial intelligent life: 
283,000 
Life in the universe: 502 MM 

Reddit: 

116 SETI subreddit 
conversations /r/seti 
224 astrobiology subreddit 
conversations /r/astrobiology 

Amazon books: 

SETI: 1,850 
Astrobiology: 410 
Extraterrestrial life: 4,630 
Extraterrestrial intelligent life: 732 
Life in the universe: 46,461 



In popular discourse/popular culture… 

The vast territory that stretches between knowledge of 
single-celled life (as we know it) and complex intelligent 
life (as we know it) tends to disappear, and most 
depictions of extraterrestrial life feature intelligence 
(agency, motivation, technology…). 



Q: What do we (scientists and others) know about alien life? 
A: Nothing.  

Q: What do we think about it? 
A: A lot.  

Q: What do we believe, what do we hope for? 
A: Some scientists believe that single-celled life must exist, or have 
existed, somewhere else in our solar system, and they hope to find 
evidence of it. Some believe that life must have evolved elsewhere 
in the universe. Some believe life must be common throughout the 
universe. Some believe intelligent life must have evolved elsewhere. 
Some believe in, hope for, a universe teeming with intelligent life. 

Q: What about everybody else? 
A: Public opinion research provides at best a faint indicator of what 
everybody else thinks, believes, and hopes for and barely begins to 
probe differences in thinking and belief across cultural boundaries. 



Q: What do we know about human intelligence? 
A: Little to nothing. (Researchers are in the early stages 
of understanding human cognition and still debating 
whether advanced cognition made language possible or 
whether language enabled complex thinking.)   

Q: What about non-human terrestrial intelligence? 
A: Even less.  

Q: What do fictional “aliens” (of the extraterrestrial 
intelligent sort) do in culture? 
A: They help to maintain the social order, reinforce the 
values of the dominant culture. 



“Resemblances between aliens and humans preserve 
the subordination of ‘other worlds, other cultures, other 
spheres’ to the world, culture, and ‘speciality’ of White 
American culture….  

We can see this new American ‘humanism’ literally 
expand into and colonize outer space, making it safe for 
democracy, multinational capitalism, and the Rolling 
Stones.”  

(science fiction film theorist Vivian Sobchak, 1987) 



The many faces of “The Other” 

Alien as peacemaker (“The day the Earth Stood Still,” 1951) 

Alien as parasite (“Alien,” 1979) 

Alien as pet (“ET: The Extraterrestrial,” 1982) 

Alien as big-game hunter (“Predator,” 1987) 

Alien as buddy (“Alien Nation,” 1988) 

Alien as nymphomaniac killer (“Species,” 1995) 

Alien as illegal immigrant (“Men in Black,” 1997) 

(Moffitt, Picturing Extraterrestrials, 2003) 



The many faces of “The Other” 

Alien as messiah (“The day the Earth Stood Still,” 1951) 

Alien as id (“Alien,” 1979) 

Alien as “the brother from another planet” 
 (cf. George Clinton, Public Enemy, Jimi Hendrix) 

Alien as “us” 

Alien as “them” 



[1975]	




Aelita, Queen of Mars (1924) 



1954	


1959	


1956 (1978)	








Call of Duty: Ghosts – Extinction Mode 



Edward Said, Orientalism (1978): 

How “we” (Western/European/U.S. white people) have come to 
understand people who look and act different from us. 

It is political – that is, we do it in pursuit of political interests. 

“Ideas, cultures, and histories cannot seriously be understood or 
studied without their…configurations of power also being studied…. 
The relationship between the Occident and the Orient is a 
relationship of power, of domination, of varying degrees of a 
complex hegemony.” 

This way of thinking about the Other positions “us” against “them” 
and maintains the West in a superior position. 



What does science fiction film do? 

How are SF film representations – their systems of 
meaning – produced and with what consequences? 

The process by which representations shape our 
understanding of the world we live in is a process of 
ideology. “Meaning is never neutral, but always caught up 
in relations of power,” and “ideology is invisible, 
naturalized.” 

From this perspective, sci-fi films about aliens, “under the 
cover of entertainment,” place audiences within an 
ideological framework, shaping our views of the world.     
(SF film critic Annette Kuhn, 2003) 



1996	


2011	




“Independence Day” (July 4, 1996, 20th Century Fox) 
 Cost: $75 MM. Gross: $240 MM in first month. 

Alien “antichrists” – an un-individuated swarm - initiate a global 
apocalypse. Responding to direction from the president of the United 
States, the people of Earth band together to fight off the aliens, finally 
blowing them to smithereens – with nuclear weapons. 

A conservative Christian Armageddon also unfolds: 
• A separated husband and wife reunite, and they survive. 
•  A stripper shows that all she really wants to be is a wife, mother and 
nurse, and she survives. 
•  A careerist First Lady leaves her child at home to go to work, 
disregards her husband’s call to come home, dies. 
•  A gay male character is killed. 
•  An entire crowd of “New Agers” is killed. 

The apocalypse of “ID4” saves those who do and believe the right 
things – especially those willing to take up arms of mass destruction.  







ETI in the media 

It’s easy… 

It’s profitable... 

It’s entertainment… 

Science Channel (Discovery), TV’s “home for alien programming”: 
“Alien Encounters,” “Are We Alone?”  

Sy Fy (NBC Universal): aliens, zombies, monsters, sharknados…. 

History Channel (A+E Networks): “UFO Hunters,” “Roswell Reports,” 
“The Alien Harvest” 

National Geographic Channel: “Chasing UFOs”  



News and information about extraterrestrial life 

Discovery Communications, “the world’s #1 nonfiction media 
company reaching more than 2 billion cumulative subscribers in 220 
countries and territories,” earned $1.1 billion on revenues of $5.5 
billion in 2013. 

 Discovery’s strongest series: “Amish Mafia,” “Fast ‘n’ Loud,” 
 “Naked and Afraid.” 

Discovery owns: 
 The Learning Channel: “Here Comes Honey Boo Boo,” 
 “Sister Wives.” 

 Animal Planet: “Finding Bigfoot,” “Mermaids: The New Evidence.” 

 The Science Channel, “home for alien programming” on TV. 



The Science Channel 

“Alien Encounters,” Season 3, 2014: “How would the world react to 
an alien race arriving on Earth? How would the human race be 
forever changed by extraterrestrials? What would be the impact of 
human contact with aliens? With 74-percent of Americans believing in 
the existence of aliens and 15 million believing they’ve actually made 
contact with extraterrestrials, many people have burning questions 
about life beyond Earth and its impact on humans….  According to 
Science Channel general manager Rita Mullin, ‘Making contact with 
life outside of Earth is a source of endless fascination for our viewers. 
[‘Alien Encounters’] feeds their interest with the perfect blend of 
intriguing, speculative questions plus perspective from real experts, 
and information about the latest scientific advancements.” 

“Aliens: The Definitive Guide” 

“ARE WE ALONE?”  



Also brought to you by the Science Channel: 
“Top 10 Hot Alien Chicks” 

 #2, Sil (“Species”): “Okay, raise your hand if  
you know a chick whose primary — nay, ONLY — goal is  
to get it on. Right. Those of you with your hand in the air 
can put it down, 'cause you're a filthy liar. Enter Sil… 
She's lean, she's certainly mean, and she's a matin'  
machine. Aside from the pesky little concept of killing  
her mate once she's had her way with him, she's the perfect 
chick!” 

 #3, Seven of Nine (“Star Trek: Voyager”): “Sure, we  
understand she was born human and became a borg, but we seriously can't 
deny someone whose name so humbly does the hotness-grading work for 
us. Plus, she works in outer space so, um … she's an alien to Earth. I feel 
compelled to point out, also, that she's used to holographic relationships,  
which means you get to go with the guys to the game while your hologram 
is wiping her tears during that Chick Flick you're dying to never see. Low 
 maintenance, high hotness.” 



SETI as ideology 

Belief in: 

•  The (widespread) existence of extraterrestrial intelligent life. 
•  The inevitability, and now even the imminence, of contact with it. 
•  (Human) technology as a universal product of intelligence. 
•  Universal biology, chemistry, mathematics, physics. 

•  Terrestrial evolution (as we understand it) as a universal 
 process. 

•  Salvation by ETI (technological, scientific, socioeconomic, religious). 

The scripture: Cocconi and Morrison, Nature, 1959. 

The creed: the Drake “equation,” 1961. (Interpretation is key.) 

The mega-church: the media – news, infotainment, entertainment. 



SETI Roadmap, 2002: 

•   “Are we the only creatures to view the Universe with 
understanding? In a cosmos filled with billions of galaxies containing 
trillions of stars, is it possible that Earth, a world of inconsequential 
size and ordinary position, is alone in housing life that can discern 
the natural order?”  

•  “The actual discovery of a signal will lead to sociological, 
intellectual and practical changes in our civilization.” 

Jill Tarter, Popular Science, August 29, 2014: 

“Given the history of the galaxy, statistically, any civilization 
that we could communicate with is going to be much older. And since 
transmitting is harder than listening, we put the onus on them.” 



Royal Society conference on ET life 

“What will alien life look like if we find it? Will we 
be meeting life-forms incredibly similar to 
ourselves? Or will they be the frightful monsters 
of sci-fi films? How do you break the news of 
alien discoveries to the world without creating 
wide-spread pandemonium?” 

(“Is there anybody out there?” 
Royal Society, Jan. 25, 2010) 



Nobody knows…. 



Leadership Team: 
Leaver Schweppe (Chief Executive Officer) 
Kathrin Passig (Director, Security and Information Technology) 
Oatridge Mewbourne (Director, Center for WETI Research) 
Kai Schreiber (Kurt Vonnegut Comfy Chair for the Study of 
Random Walk) 
Martin Baaske (Chief Advisor for Media Confusion) 
Ira Strübel (Chair for Think Tanking and Tank Thinking) 



Q: How will people respond to the discovery of  
extraterrestrial microbial life? 

A: (Some) scientists will go nuts, debate whether evidence is 
sufficient, call for more research, new missions…. 

A: Mass media and social media will go nuts, make the leap from ET 
to ETI. 

A: Decision makers will - ??  

A: Others may pay attention, ask questions, discuss with trusted 
sources (family, friends, clergy, community leaders…) 

A: No one knows. No one can predict the cultural conditions that will 
prevail at the time of discovery. (But don’t expect a global revolution.) 



Blurring the boundaries between ET and ETI:  
thumbs down 

Playing into the media industry’s appetite for cheap entertainment… 

Glossing over the gap between the origin and evolution of single-
celled life and the evolution and nature of complex walking-and-
talking life… 

Propagating the idea that scientists understand what intelligence 
is… 

Promoting scientific literacy or critical thinking.  



Propagating the belief that the universe 
must be swarming with intelligent life that 
we can recognize and communicate with 
squanders an opportunity to broaden public 
dialogue about what it means to be human, 
what it means to be intelligent, what it 
means to be complex and evolving, and 
what it means to live on a planet in a solar 
system in a galaxy in a universe. 


