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PHILADELPHIA - Since the first. 
search for cxt raterrestrial life a 
quarter century ago. astronomrrs 
have concentrated almost rxdusivclv 
on looking for r;adio signals fron1 
some dist<.~nt civilization. 

That has been the wrong approach. 
s:Jid laser physici~t .John D.G. Hather. 

If a distant civilization is advanced 
enough to attempt to communicate 
its existence, it wiiJ use high-energy 
lasers, Rather argu('d at the annual 
mc('ting of the American Association 
for the Advancement or Sci('nce. 

"Thev certainlv would want to suc­
ceed and they would very likely want 
to efficiently transmit huge amounts 
of data." he said. 

Any other inhabited planet is at 
least a h•w light vears away - the 
distance light. travels in a year or 
about six trillion mil('s - and almost 
certainlv tens. hundreds or evrn thou­
sands of light yrars from Earth. 

Thus. a dvili1.ation seeking to make 
contact would want to include enor­
mous amounts of information about 
itself in nny rn<'ssag<'. said Hath<'r. 
\'ire pr('sirlent 11f K:unan Aerospaee 
Corp. in Arlinglon. Va . 

l.asrr h('ams ran transmit \'l!stly 
more information than r:1dio signaf!' 
in tlw sanw tirnt• span. 

Th<' q1wstion ot wlwtll('r intrlligt'nl 
heiugs populate <Jtlll'r plan<'ls is one 
that h;as fascinated more than sd­
t:'n<'t'-fi('t ion f:lns. 

Tht•olngians havt• ponrll'rrd tlw po-

tential religious signitlcance of find­
ing intelligent life elsewhere, and 
psychologists h<nr(' wondered how 
finding out we arc not alone would 
affect the world's psyche. 

"It is one of those rare casE's that is 
just as interesting, no matt('r what 
answer you gl'l." said astronomer 
Robert .Jastrow of Dartmouth Col­
h'ge. 
· the first search for evidence of ex­
traterrestrial ht•ings was made in 
1960 bv astronomer Frank Drake. 
who turned a radio telescope on a few 
nearbv stars in what he called "Pro­
ject dzma.'' 

Since then, said astronomer Jill 
Tarter of the University of California. 
Berkeley. at least 47 attempts have 
been made to find extraterrestrial in­
telligence. 

"All have heen just small little 
stabs in the dark." Tarter said. 

Tarter said it was "very timely to 
begin a systematic search" for sig­
nals from outer spar('. She said that 
prototype equipment capable of mon­
itoring 74.000 radio frrquendes for 
signals has been developed at 
Stanford llnivPrsitv and has been 
used for the last v~ar in Goldstone. 
Calif. · 

She s<~icl tht• t•quipment was den•l­
opt>d unrler a NA~A -sponsored five­
yt•ar rt-srarch and develnpnwnt. pro­
~ram costing $1.5 million a ~·t>ar . Sht• 
~aid sh{' would likt• to ~··t• Cnngres:-; 
authorizr Sii million n•qur~lcd b~· 
NAS..\ to ht' gin a S\"strrnalic JO-\·ear 
st•01Th in I !lilll. · · · 

'' \\'p an· st;erting a rm•gr~lnl th:tt 

mav not bear fruit for a lifetime or 
for· generations.'' said Tart er. who is 
hE>lplng dt>vclop equipment for the 
NASA proj~ct. 

Tarter said that astronomers would 
soon have the ability to track and 
analvze 10 million different radio fre­
,quencies for signals from other civili­
zations. 

The effort to find other life in the 
universe assumes that advanced civi­
lizations emit signals either through 
"leakage" from radio. television or 
radar broadcasts on thrir planets or 
through specific attempts to commu­
nicate with other worlds. 

or course. even if intelligent life 
exists on other planets. making con­
tact mav never occur - for a number 
of reasons. 

"There could be other worlds that 
are water covered and populated by 
very intelligent (creatures similar to) 
whalrs and dolphins," Tarter sug­
gested. 

Some scientists raised the possibil­
ity that Earth inhabitants might not 
be able to understand the messages 
sent out hy other worlds. 

But Tarter said that wouldn't 
bother her. She said she would he sat­
isfird just to det('d communication!' 
from other civilizations. "Because 
thPn W<' would ha\·e an~w('red the 
question: Is there li·fc eJ,ewherc in the. 
tmiv<'rse'!' ' 

The possibility of laser communi­
c·ations from anotht•r world has been 
Jargl'ly ignorer! hrean!'.t' of arguments 
that tail to considPr that an Jtlvan<'l'rl 
ti\·ilizalions would havr la!'\er teeh-

nologies superior to ours. Rather said. 
For example. people have argued 

that a las('r·s light would be blanked 
out by the brightness of the sun 
around which the inhabited planet or-
bited. , 

Rather argued that an advanced 
civili1.ation wotild have developed la­
sers powerful enough to outshine 
their suns. 

"What they (Earth-based astrono­
mers) would look for is something un­
usual in the spectrum'' of a distant 
star. Rather said. 

Some also have argued that the 
vast amounts of dust in the plane of 
our galaxy would block laser light. 
Rather noted that many stars are out­
side the galactic plane and lasers 
from them would not be affected. 

"The dust may be important or it 
may not be," he said. "If it is, you can 
go to the infrared wavelength or be­
yond, e.ven into the X-ray wave­
lengths." 

Infrared. ultraviolet, gamma- and 
X-ray lasers would be unaffected by 
the dust. 

Rather said laser developments are 
occurring that tyjll provide the tech­
nology to beam laser messages into 
deep space in the next century. 

"This suggests we should try to de­
termine what sort of tr~nsmitting de­
vires rnak(' sense to peuple and civili­
zations di!ft•rent. than our own:· he 
said. 

One possibility. hr suggested. would 
he to usr an uninhahited pl:1net near 
the ~un - snmPthing like 1\t('rcury -
as a trans;nilting base. Hohots would 

Astronomer Frank Drake con­
ducted the first search for evi­
dence of extraterrestrial be­
ings in 1960. 

build huge solar arrays to convert the 
star's light into energy to power giant 
lasers. 

Another possibility would be giant 
laser-transmitting spacecraft, per­
haps sent to distant parts of the gal­
axy. 

Contact with an advanced civiliza­
tion would greatly affect Earth, and 
that might be the greatest moth·ating 
force for a distant people to make 
contact with less-inteJligent beings, 
Rather suggested. 

"They probably want to promul­
gate their culture and perpetuate 
themselve~." he said. "The most pro­
found implication of aB this is that it 
is rcaiJy a means of transferring an 
alien culture to new worlds" without 
ever visiting th('m. 


