
The ethical implications of contacting alien life have 
been debated in innumerable science fiction works 
(although not quite so readily by scientific 
researchers). We’ll pose a few scenarios for you to 
think about here:

Imagine if pre-sapient life (life that has not yet 
achieved sapience, e.g. like animals but not 
humans) was discovered in an ocean under 
Europa’s ice crust, perhaps by a version of the 
cryo/hydrobot described here. The find of the 
century, it would confirm that we aren’t alone in the 
universe. But what should we do? If we send down 
more and more robots to investigate and gather 
data, we could risk interfering with the organisms 
that live there – possibly even harming them. So 
how do we satisfy our curiosity yet also protect 
them? Should we even investigate, or should we 
just leave them and their habitat alone?

A twist on this question was made by Arthur C. 
Clarke in 2010, where we see the development of 
pre-sapient life on Europa’s. After the ‘monolith’ 
turns Jupiter into a mini-star, Europa’s surface is 
heated to the extent that life can exist on its 
surface – and the monolith warns humanity not to 
attempt any landings so that the ‘Europans’ can 
evolve unhindered.
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More astounding (and even more incredibly 
unlikely, due to the lack of metals or heat) would be 
the discovery of sapient (thinking) life in Europa’s 
ocean – a tool-using civilization that had 
constructed artificial habitats (nothing complicated, 
just structures analogous to wood huts). What 
would they think if they saw a metal probe burst 
out of the ice crust covering their ocean and begin 
to explore using bright beams of light? How might 
that affect their civilization? Do we have any right 
to interfere and disrupt an alien civilization’s 
development?

Sapient life on Europa? Who’d have guessed it? 
Image courtesy NASA/JPL.

http://library.thinkquest.org/C003763/index.php?page=exobio06
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This signal contains rudimentary information about source is in fact an interstellar alien probe entering 
the aliens, including part of their biology and their the Solar System. All radio-transmitted content that 
understanding of elementary mathematics. After the probe could pick up (e.g. television and radio) is 
describing their location and the geography of their immediately censored by Earth authorities to omit 
planet along with information about the culture that all traces of the bloodier events in our history and 
we have not yet been able to decipher, they request our ‘violent nature’. So, in other words, no more 
similar information from us. transmissions of wrestling and boxing, or history 

programs about Ww2. 

(As it turns out in the story, an individual breaks the 
censor ban by transmitting the contents of the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica to the probe).

Do we reply? How long should we take to reply? If 
we do reply, what should we send? Should we tell 
them about the numerous wars we’ve had in our 
past, or our accomplishments and discoveries?

Again, Arthur C Clarke explored this possibility in 
his novel, ‘The Fountains of Paradise’. Earth begins 
to receive transmissions from an alien source and 
quickly decides to reply. It turns out that this alien 

The SETI Project picks up 

signals from an alien civilization 15 light years away

“ Should we readily tell 
aliens about all the wars 
in our bloody history?

”

Discuss all these issues on the Astrobiology Forum - check the 
Astrobiology website for full details
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