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Alien Neighbor

Is life on earth the only life in the cosmos'? If we

are not alone, what, or who else, is out there? Is any-

body listening?

2042 A. D. powerful orbiting telescopes scour” the
heavens for signs of life.

They focus on® a dim yellow globe.

Spectrum* Analyzer® results: negative. No oxygen,
no life. The auto tracker zooms® into another world, a
pale blue dot. Oxygen signal: affirmative, and, there ap-
pears to be water. This could be it. The scenario’ be-
longs to the future, but the future is almost here. Life on
Earth may have begun with a bang, when microorgan-
isms®, hitching a ride’ on a comet or asteroid”, crash

landed on our planet.

Finding themselves in a mild and watery world, the
single celled organisms" could have slowly evolved in-
to the rich and varied life forms that exist today. There
are clues that this may have been what happened, but
what do these early microorganisms look like, and, from

which planets or moons, might they have come?



Single-celled organisms are just one example of life
that might exist in the depths of space. There could also
be intelligent life out there, way beyond our own solar
system. .

Some people go as far as to say that aliens' have
already appeared on Earth, that governments have hid-
den them away in secret military establishments. Today,
serious efforts are being made to search for? life on
other worlds.

Radio telescopes listen for signals transmitted from
civilizations at least as advanced as ours. Seth Shostak
works for SETF, the Search for Extraterrestrial® Intel-
ligence, the offshoot® of an earlier NASA® program.

“People in the last century thought about possibly
searching for aliens, using lights and stuff like that, but,
in fact, radio searches began in this century, and really,
after the war. It was 1960 that the first really scientific
radio search was conducted.”

“Invaders from Mars. Weird’ ...”

Popular fantasies® about the appearance and in-
tentions of alien beings are as varied as human imagina-
tion.

Paul Davies is a physics professor and writer of
popular science. He has studied the cultural presence of

aliens in human history.

“When most people think about intelligent alien



beings, they have something, ah, very much like our-
selves in mind, that they look like us, think like us, and
behave like us, that they be sort of super beings. And
when you look back in history, stories of angels and gi-
ants, and Greek gods, and so on, ah, they’re always
presented, ah, in this human, or semi-human form. Ah, I

think that’s just some sort of deep, ah, cultural need to

believe in', ah, something like ourselves, but better.”

“From the planet.”

Human-like aliens have been good business in the
20th century. B-movie makers in particular have found
a winning formula in showing semi-human space crea-
tures with a fanatical® urge to conquer Earth.

“Bent on® conquering the world.”

“I don’t think it’s very likely that the Earth has
been \}isited by intelligent aliens. In fact, the whole
business of travel from one star system to another, phys-
ical travel, ah, I think is really rather fantastic. It’s
much easier to send messages, and communicate with
your friendly aliens next door, than physically get in a
spacecraft and go and visit.”

Because we don’t yet have the know-how* how to

detect them, let alone travel to them, if they exist, it’s

clear that only a technologically superior race could
visit us. In the mean time, we strain to pick up unfamil-

iar radio signals, and scan the heavens for clues. In al-




most forty years, there have been only four possible
messages, all of them false alarms.

An alien signal heading for' Earth could come
from any direction. To speed up the search, a SETI pro-
gram, called Project Phoenix, has made some choices.

“Project Phoenix has a fairly straightforward phi-
losophy. Ah, we point our telescope in the direction of
nearby sunlight stars, stars that are cousins of our own
sun. Those are the ones we think are most likely to
have planets somewhat similar to Earth around them,
and maybe with an, an advanced civilization on one of
those planets.”

No star in the search is farther away than one hun-
dred and fifty light years, and, like our sun, each one is
over three billion years old, plenty of time for intelligent
life to have developed radio technology. The president
of the SETI Institute, Frank Drake, pioneered’ the
techniques used in the search for extraterrestrial intel-
ligence. He doesn’t rule out® the idea that someone is
tuned into us.

- “The space on earth is full of radio signals, and in
particularly, television signals, which we have transmit-
ted over roughly the last fifty years. In fact, there’s a
shell around the Earth, fifty light years in radius®, full
of our signals. And in the shell there are about fifteen
hundred stars which are now receiving our signals. And



if anyone’s there, they're able to find out all about us
by watching our television.”

Can’t SETI transmit powerful radio signals of its
own, hoping for a response?

“Some people think that Project Phoenix actually
broadcasts inquiries into space, and we wait for replies
from the aliens. Well we don’t do that, and the reason
is quite simple. Ah, say, say, that the nearest extrater-
restrials were a hundred light years away. Well, our
question would take a hundred years to get there, and if’
they deigned" to reply, it’ll be another hundred years

before their answer gets back to us. Two hundred years

have gone by, you’ve probably lost interest, and surely

your funding has gone away.”

There may well be a communications technology
that we don’t know about yet, as we were unaware of
radio waves only a century ago.

Technology is definitely on the move?.

After the walk on our own moon, we began explor-
ing new worlds by remote control, using more and more
advanced spacecraft. Amohg the most successful mis-
sions was Voyager II. Launched in 1977, Voyager II ex-
plored the outer planets and their weird moons, moving
ever deeper into space, into regions completely mysteri-
ous to us earthlings’. On board is a gold-coated phono-
graph record, containing a hundred and sixteen images



