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Is Anyone Sending Us Messages from Space?

28 May 1989

The search for messages from intelligent extraterrestrial s is 
stepping up. Once, back in 1967, there were a few exciting days 
after Jocelyn Bell, a graduate student in England, detected 
unfamiliar radio signals from space that repeated with clocklike 
regularity. Each burst of signal had a different sequence of 
information. (See Prov-49 and Prov-71 for other essays on the 
Search for ExtraTerrestrial Intelligence, SETI.) Her thesis 
supervisor, Anthony Hewish, and a small group went feverishly to 
work amidst wild speculations that they were hearing messages from 
space. The source of the signals was dubbed, in jest, "little 
green men" or LGMs.

What they had found, however, turned out to be a natural 
signal . It was the discovery of a totally new type of star called 
a "pulsar." Pulsars are now counted in the hundreds, and their 
weird repetitive signals have unfolded a host of important new- 
scientific revelations. But that is another story!

In the excellent weekly "Science News" for 15 May there is a 
well done article about SETI, and the new advances being made in 
the ability to detect signals if they are emanating from the 
transmitters of intel1igent beings thousands of 1ight years away in 
space. Tuning in on other civilizations is a gripping concept, and 
many astronomers are giving it serious attention.

A full decade earlier than the pulsar detection, Frank Drake, 
then a graduate student at Harvard University, was studying radio 
signals from the constellation "the Pleiades" high in the spring 
sky. He was riveted with excitement when he found a strong and 
sharp signal he hadn't ever seen before. . "It hit me that this 
looked like an intelligent signal from the Pleiades. You feel a 
very special emotion— enlightenment, rapture, eye-opening." But 
the disappointment came almost instantly. He moved the telescope 
and the radio signal stayed fixed. This proved he was seeing a 
radio signal from an earthly source.

Years later Drake led a big search for extraterrestrial 
information from intelligent creatures out there. As he said in 
Boulder recently, "At this very minute, with almost absolute 
certainty, radio waves sent forth by other intelligent 
civilizations are falling on the earth. Some day, from out among 
the stars, will come answers to many of the oldest, most important, 
and most exciting questions mankind has asked."

I sat one night with Drake, a longtime friend, at the receiver 
of the giant Arecibo radio telescope in Puerto Rico. We watched
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the trance-inducing repetitions of a pulsar signal on an 

oscilloscope. I could imagine the thrill of finding and 
identifying a real message from out there.

Now radio receivers with thousands of times more power are 
being brought to bear on SETI . The search is international .
Because the announcement of a verified message would be so 
sensational , there is even a new international agreement, a 
"Declaration of Principles," amongst various laboratories about how
to verify and how to announce such a finding, and how to cooperate 
in observing and disseminating the resulting information. One main 
aim is to avert the explosive public reaction if an announcement is 
made, and it turns out to be a false alarm.

Will a real message come? No one knows. But Paul Horowitz of 
Harvard University, one of the lead investigators in SETI, says, 
"The good news is that we don't have many false alarms; the bad 
news is we don't have any signals." I suspect that on one 
electrifying day for all humanity, this will change, and we will 
find a credible signal. What will it say?
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