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 is director of BEYOND: Center for Fundamental Concepts in Science at Arizona
State University, US, e-mail paul.davies@asu.edu. His latest book – The Eerie
Silence: Are We Alone in the Universe? – is published this month by Penguin. The
author will be giving a free online lecture at 4 p.m. BST on 31 March – see
physicsworld.com/cws/channel/multimedia for more details
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Abstract

Whether or not we are alone in the universe is one of the great outstanding
questions of existence. For thousands of years it was restricted to the realm of
philosophy and theology, but 50 years ago it became part of science. In April 1960 a
young US astronomer, Frank Drake, began using a radio telescope to investigate
whether signals from an extraterrestrial community might be coming our way.
Known as the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence, or SETI, it has grown into a
major international enterprise, involving scientific institutions in several countries.
Apart from a few oddities, however, all that the radio astronomers have encountered
is an eerie silence. So is humankind the only technological civilization in the universe
after all? Or might we be looking for the wrong thing in the wrong place at the
wrong time?
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