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Scared of Its Shadow: 
Situating UAP within the Scientific Search 

for Extraterrestrial Intelligence



Let’s imagine a scenario:

An extraterrestrial spacecraft from Proxima 
Centauri is traveling to visit Earth



If the spacecraft is observed at the outer Solar System…

…then it will be classified as an interstellar object (ISO)

An ISO intercept mission was identified as a priority by the Planetary Science and 
Astrobiology Decadal Survey. Lots of interest today in studying 3I/ATLAS.

Credit: European Southern Observatory/Science Photo Library



“We might better devote our efforts to scrutinizing our solar system for signs 
of probes sent here by our more advanced neighbors.”



Credit: NASA/JHUAPL/SwRI/Magda Saina
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Search #1: Radio Observations of ‘Oumuamua

Credit: European Southern Observatory/Science Photo Library



If the spacecraft is observed near or on the lunar surface…

…then it will be classified as a non-terrestrial artifact (NTA)

Analysis of existing high-resolution images can place constraints on NTAs on the 
moon, Mars, and other bodies
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Search #2: Image Analysis of Lunar Surface
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Search #3: Earth-Moon Lagrangian Points

Credit: NASA / WMAP Science Team



Search #4: Transients in Photographic Plates
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But if the spacecraft is observed as it enters 
Earth’s atmosphere…

…then it will be classified as unidentified aerial phenomena 
(UAP) or a UFO

Study of UAP has traditionally been considered beyond the scope of SETI science

Credit: Marco Langbroek (Starlink)



Why is SETI afraid of its shadow?



Why is SETI afraid of its shadow?

Struggle for 
Legitimacy of SETI 
within Astrophysics



Why is SETI afraid of its shadow?

Struggle for 
Legitimacy of SETI 
within Astrophysics

Stigmatization of UAP



Why is SETI afraid of its shadow?

Struggle for 
Legitimacy of SETI 
within Astrophysics

Stigmatization of UAP
Low Prior Odds for 

Solar System 
Technosignatures



Why is SETI afraid of its shadow?

Struggle for 
Legitimacy of SETI 
within Astrophysics

Stigmatization of UAP
Low Prior Odds for 

Solar System 
Technosignatures



Struggle for 
Legitimacy of SETI 
within Astrophysics

Stigmatization of UAP
Low Prior Odds for 

Solar System 
Technosignatures



Acceptance of 
Legitimacy of SETI 
within Astrophysics

Stigmatization of UAP
Low Prior Odds for 

Solar System 
Technosignatures



Acceptance of 
Legitimacy of SETI 
within Astrophysics

Destigmatization of 
UAP

Low Prior Odds for 
Solar System 

Technosignatures



Acceptance of 
Legitimacy of SETI 
within Astrophysics

Destigmatization of 
UAP

Higher Prior Odds for 
Solar System 

Technosignatures
SETI-situated Theoretical Framings 

are Needed!
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What could “Earth-visiting-Earth” future 

scenarios reveal about the possibility space 

for artifact SETI & UAP?



Is Spring Around the Corner?



Conclusions
● SETI cannot run from its shadow forever

● Destigmatization of UAP will only benefit SETI

○ If no UAP are extraterrestrial, then SETI has less to search

○ If some UAP are found to be extraterrestrial,
then SETI will have succeeded

● Theoretical framings that are situated within 
the academic SETI discourse could harmonize 
UAP and artifact SETI research 
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