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Mystery of the Aurora
Syun-Ichi Akasofu
International Arctic Research Center

University of Alaska Fairbanks

The aurora is one of the most magnificent natural

phenomena on Earth. From the days of the International
Geophysical year (1957/58), a great concerted effort by
auroral scientists of the world has revealed some of the
mystery of the aurora. The aurora is caused by a gigantic
electrical discharge around Earth, powered by a gen-
erator consisting of the solar wind (a high speed flow
of charged particles from the sun) and Earth’s magnetic
field. Magnetic planets, such as Jupiter and Saturn, have
the aurora, while non-magnetic planets, such as Venus
and Mars, do not have it.

The Earth’s aurora is unique, because the most
common light, a greenish-white light, is emitted by
atomic oxygen which is released into the atmosphere as
a byproduct of the photosynthesis of plants. It is hoped
that we shall be able to find the oxygen lights from
planets of the extra-solar systems in the future. It is a sure
sign that plants, namely life, exists there.
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