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Carl Sagan (1934 – 1996) 
-Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence- 

 
Carl Sagan was an American astronomer, astrophysicist, 
cosmologist, author, science populizer, and science 
communicator in the space and natural sciences. In his works, 
he advocated skeptical inquiry and the scientific method. He 
pioneered exobiology, the search for life off of Earth and 
promoted the Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence, also 
known as SETI. 
 
Carl was born in Brooklyn, New York to a Russian-Jewish 
family. He graduated from Rahway High School in Rahway, 

New Jersey in 1951. Neither of his parents were scientists, and he had grown up in near 
poverty. However, he gives credit to his parents for teaching him skepticism and wonder, 
which he calls the two uneasily cohabiting modes of thought that are needed to 
understand and use the scientific method.  
 
Sagan gives credit to his mass amount of wonder to his visit to the 
World’s Fair in 1939 New York when he was only 5 years old. The 
exhibits became a turning point in his life. He witnessed the future media 
technology that would replace radio: television. Sagan wrote: Plainly, the 
world held wonders of a kind I had never guessed.  
He also saw one of the Fair's most publicized events, the burial of a time capsule at 
Flushing Meadows, which contained mementos of the 1930s to be recovered by Earth's 
descendants in a future millennium. As an adult, Sagan and his colleagues created similar 
time capsules, but ones that would be sent out into the galaxy. These were the Pioneer 
plaque and the Voyager Golden Record records, all of which were spin-offs of Sagan's 
memories of the World Fair. 
He attended the University of Chicago, where he participated in the Ryerson 
Astronomical Society, received a bachelor of arts in 1954, a bachelor of science in 1955, 
and a master of science in physics in 1956 before earning a PhD in astronomy and 
astrophysics in 1960. From 1962 to 1968, he worked at the Smithsonian Astrophysical 
Observatory in Cambridge, Massachusetts. 
Sagan worked at Harvard University until 1968, when he moved to Cornell University in 
Ithaca, New York. He became a full Professor at Cornell in 1971, and he directed the 
Laboratory for Planetary Studies there. From 1972 to 1981, Sagan was the Associate 
Director of the Center for Radio Physics and Space Research at Cornell. 
From the 1950s onward, he worked as an advisor to NASA, where one of his duties 
included briefing the Apollo astronauts before their flights to the Moon. He conceived the 
idea of adding an unalterable and universal message on spacecraft destined to leave the 
solar system that could potentially be understood by any extraterrestrial intelligence that 
might find it. Sagan assembled the first physical message that was sent into space: a gold-
anodized plaque, attached to the space probe Pioneer 10, launched in 1972. The most 
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elaborate message he helped to develop was the Voyager Golden Record that was sent 
out with the Voyager space probes in 1977.  

Sagan's contributions were central to the discovery of the high surface temperatures of 
the planet Venus. His own view was that Venus was dry and very hot as opposed to the 
balmy paradise others had imagined. He had investigated radio emissions from Venus 
and concluded that there was a surface temperature of 500 °C (900 °F). Mariner 2 
confirmed his conclusions on the surface conditions of Venus in 1962. 
Sagan was among the first to hypothesize that Saturn's moon Titan might possess oceans 
of liquid compounds on its surface and that Jupiter's moon Europa might possess 
subsurface oceans of water. This would make Europa potentially habitable for life. The 
spacecraft Galileo later indirectly confirmed Europa’s subsurface ocean of water.  
He further contributed insights regarding the atmospheres of Venus and Jupiter as well as 
seasonal changes on Mars. Sagan established that the atmosphere of Venus is extremely 
hot and dense with pressures increasing steadily all the way down to the surface. He also 
perceived global warming as a growing, man-made danger. 
Sagan is best known, however, for his research on the 
possibilities of extraterrestrial life, including experimental 
demonstration of the production of amino acids from basic 
chemicals by radiation. 
Sagan's ability to convey his ideas allowed many people to 
better understand the cosmos simultaneously emphasizing 
the value and worthiness of the human race, and the relative insignificance of the Earth in 
comparison to the universe. He hosted and, co-wrote and co-produced the highly popular 
thirteen-part PBS television series Cosmos: A Personal Voyage modeled on Jacob 
Bronowski's The Ascent of Man. 

Sagan was a proponent of the search for extraterrestrial life. He 
urged the scientific community to listen with radio telescopes for 
signals from intelligent extraterrestrial life-forms. By 1982 he was 
able to get a petition advocating SETI published in the journal 
Science and signed by 70 scientists including seven Nobel Prize 



© 2011 Tutor Doctor WNY, Adam Lauer 

winners. This was a tremendous turnaround in the respectability of this controversial 
field. Sagan also helped write the Arecibo message, a radio message beamed into space 
from the Arecibo radio telescope on November 16, 1974, aimed at informing 
extraterrestrials about Earth. 
Cosmos covered a wide range of scientific subjects including the origin of life and a 
perspective of our place in the universe. The series was first broadcasted in 1980. It has 
been broadcast in more than 60 countries and seen by over 500 million people.  
In March 1983, Reagan announced the Strategic Defense 
Initiative, a multi-billion dollar project to develop a defense 
against attack by nuclear missiles, which was dubbed the "Star 
Wars" program. Sagan spoke out against the project, arguing that 
it was technically impossible to develop a system with the level of 
perfection required, and far more expensive to build than for an 
enemy to defeat through decoys and other means and that its 
construction would seriously destabilize the nuclear balance 
between the United States and the Soviet Union, making further 
progress toward nuclear disarmament impossible. 
American anti-nuclear and peace activists staged a series of protest actions at the Nevada 
Test Site, beginning in1986 and continuing through 1987. Hundreds of people were 
arrested, including Sagan, who was arrested on two separate occasions as he climbed 
over a chain-link fence at the test site. 
Sagan wrote frequently about religion and the relationship between religion and science, 
expressing his skepticism about the conventional conceptualization of God as a sapient 
being. For example: 
“Some people think God is an outsized, light-skinned male with a long white beard, 
sitting on a throne somewhere up there in the sky, busily tallying the fall of every 
sparrow. Others for example Baruch Spinoza and Albert Einstein considered God to be 
essentially the sum total of the physical laws which describe the universe. I do not know 
of any compelling evidence for anthropomorphic patriarchs controlling human destiny 
from some hidden celestial vantage point, but it would be madness to deny the existence 
of physical laws.” 
Despite his criticism of religion, Sagan denied that he was an atheist, saying "An atheist 
has to know a lot more than I know. An atheist is someone who knows there is no god. 
By some definitions atheism is very stupid." In reply to a question in 1996 about his 
religious beliefs, Sagan answered, "I'm agnostic." Sagan maintained that the idea of a 
creator of the universe was difficult to prove or disprove and that the only conceivable 
scientific discovery that could challenge it would be an infinitely old universe. 


