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Approaches to the Detection of Life outside the Solar System

It would have extremely far-reaching effects to find even a single instance of an extrasolar planet that has been altered by the evolution of 
life. The entire force of the scientific method might then be applied to deduce natural laws from numerous instances of the same 
phenomena. Life on Earth is simply one example from which it is impossible to extrapolate to other systems, despite Earth’s amazing 
diversity. To solve the fundamental problem of comprehending the distribution of life in the cosmos, those other systems must be 
discovered in order to get out of this conundrum.
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The study of protoplanetary 
nebulae and young stellar 
disk systems also requires 
direct imaging techniques. 
Estimates of the required 
measurement accuracies 

for studying 
solar-system-scale objects 

at 10 parsecs or at 140 
parsecs (Taurus molecular 
cloud star-forming region) 

follow.

To achieve the most ambitious 
objectives of remotely 

detecting, characterising, and 
searching for evidence of life 
on an extrasolar planet, direct 
light from the planet must be 

examined without 
contamination from the light 

of the parent star.

One very practical test of the idea 
that intelligent life exists beyond 
our Solar System is based on the 
postulate that other technologies 

have transmitted (either 
deliberately or unintentionally) 

electromagnetic signals that can 
be received and recognised with 
extant technology here on Earth.

Even a highly technological 
civilisation might not 

deliberately generate signals 
that are detectable over 

interstellar distances. The 
question is then whether the 

technology of such a 
civilisation could be detected 

in some other way. It is 
impossible to extrapolate the 

likely progress of 
technology, here or 

elsewhere, with any degree 
of certainty.
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