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1T PAZAPOM HJIO/UAP: JOCJIJXKEHHS BILUIMBY Y®OJIOITT
HA €BPONEICBHLKE CYCHLIbLCTBO

Aiisepi @igin’
!Cxema 36imnocmi npo cnocmepexcenns UAP, Hidepnanou

AHoTanisi: Y cTarTi po3risaaaeThes OaraTorpaHHUi BIUIMB HE1JACHTH(IKOBAHUX a€pPOKOCMi-
gaux siBull (UAP), Takox Bimomux sk HeineHTudikoBani mitarodi 00'extu (HJIO), Ha eBpomelich-
Ke cycrniibeTBo. Xova HemoaBHi nmoaii y Crnomydenux IllTarax BiZHOBUIU JIETITUMHICTD JTOCIi-
mxeHb UAP, eBpornelicbkiil KOHTEKCT 3IMIIAETHCS HEJOCTATHBO MPEJICTABICHUM Y TTI00aIbHOMY
IUCKYpCi. Y CTaTTi MPOCTEKYETHCS €BOIIOLIS 3IyUeHHS IHCTUTYIIH, YPsIIiB Ta TPOMAJASHCHKOTO
cycninbctBa 10 UAP mo Bciii €Bpomi, BUCBITIIOIOUN Taki HallioHanbHi iHiniatuBu, sk GEIPAN
@pannii, nporokomu BIIC Irtamii ta «Onepauis inentudikanii» benbrii, a Takoxx BHpiaIbHY
POJIb IEIEHTPAII30BaHUX UBIIBHUX OpraHizaiii, siki 3i0paau monan 170 000 cnpas. Y Hil goc-
nikyethes, sk UAP BrpoBaKyBaliCsl B €BPONEHCHKY KYJIBTYpHY CBIIOMICTH HE JIMIIE Yepe3
odimiitHi po3ciiayBaHHs, ale i yepe3 KiHo, JiTeparypy, Meaia Ta HudpoBi miaThopMu, CIyryouu
CHMBOJIAMHU IIAPIIUX CYCHIJIBHUX TPUBOT Ta CMICTEeMIYHHX JOCHiPKeHb. AHami3 posrisgae UAP
K «COIliaibHI (pakTU» y AIOPKIeMIBCHKOMY CEHCl, SBUINA, 10 (OPMYIOTh 1HCTHUTYIIi, Meaia-
TUCKYPC Ta CYCIIIBHY JOBIPY HE3aJEKHO BiJ] IXHBOTO EMITIPHYHOTO CTATyCy. Y CTATTI JaJli TOCIi-
JDKYETHCSI B3a€EMO/IisI MK TIPO30PICTIO, CEKPETHICTIO Ta MOJIITUKOIO 3HaHb, a TAKOXK PO3TISLAAE€THCS
oOMeXeHM, aje CTIMKUI BIUIMB y(oJIorii Ha OCBITY, HAyKOBY JIETITUMHICTh Ta CyCIUIbHY YABY.
3pemToro, CTBEPKYETHCS, IO €BPOMEMCHKUI JTOCBIMI € BAXKIMBUM JJISi PO3YMIHHS COIIaIbHOTO
KOHCTPYIOBaHHS HEBIJJOMOTO Ta TPUBAJIOTO KYJIbTypHOTO pe3oHaHcy ¢penomeny HJIO/UAP.

KurouoBi cioBa: €Bpona; ydosoris; comiaibHe KOHCTPYIOBaHHS HEB1IOMOI0; Oprasizaiii
IPOMAJSTHCHKOTO CYCIUIBCTBA; MOITHKA 3HAHHS, KyJIbTypHA YsBa.

Keywords: Europe; ufology; social construction of the unknown; civil society organisations;
politics of knowledge; cultural imagination.

1. Introduction. Unidentified Aerial Phenomena (UAP), formerly known as UFOs (Uniden-
tified Flying Objects), have in recent years re-emerged as subjects of serious political, scientific,
and public interest. Long relegated to the fringes of academic inquiry, often dismissed as cultural
curiosities or pseudoscientific pursuits, the phenomenon has increasingly gained institutional legit-
imacy. Notably, developments in the United States have catalysed this shift, including the estab-
lishment of the All-domain Anomaly Resolution Office (AARO) by the Department of Defense,
NASA’s independent UAP study in 2022, and several congressional hearings. These initiatives
signal a broader reframing of UAP: no longer merely fringe anomalies, but phenomena worthy of
methodical, transparent, and evidence-based investigation.

Yet the global narrative surrounding UAP remains overwhelmingly U.S.-centric, often ob-
scuring the rich and complex history of UAP engagement in other regions, especially Europe.
Across the continent, a diverse tapestry of institutional, scientific, and civil society responses has
taken shape over the past seventy years. France has maintained an official investigative bureau,
GEIPAN, within its national space agency since the 1970s. The United Kingdom operated a dedi-
cated UFO desk under the Ministry of Defence for nearly five decades, investigating over 12,000
sightings reported by civilians and military personnel. In Italy, the Air Force has held responsibil-
ity for collecting and analysing UAP reports since a 1978 directive from the Prime Minister, a
practice that continues today through structured reporting protocols and a dedicated web archive.
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Belgium, meanwhile, was the site of one of the most well-documented UAP waves in modern Eu-
ropean history. Between 1989 and 1991, a surge of unexplained sightings prompted direct and un-
precedented engagement by national authorities. In collaboration with civilian researchers, the
Ministry of National Defence and the Gendarmerie launched “Operation Identification™, a coordi-
nated effort involving military aircraft and a network of trained observers.

Crucially, Europe’s engagement with the UAP phenomenon has also been sustained by a
broad and decentralised network of civil society organisations. Across the continent, national asso-
ciations and local volunteer groups have played a central role in collecting reports, investigating
sightings, publishing research, and preserving archival material. According to Italian researcher
Edoardo Russo [25], these civilian organizations have compiled more than 170,000 case files, a
number surpassing comparable databases in the United States, and continue to process around
4,000 new reports each year across eleven countries. While reporting standards vary, and some da-
ta may be duplicated or underreported, these figures underscore a persistent and organised form of
civic engagement. Often operating with minimal resources, such groups act as intermediaries be-
tween the public and official institutions, filling informational voids where government bodies re-
main inactive or absent. Their efforts not only keep the discourse alive, but also provide continui-
ty, transparency, and a space for epistemic inquiry outside traditional structures. These organisa-
tions are vital to understanding how UAPs have become embedded in European social conscious-
ness.

These cases underscore Europe’s multifaceted and often proactive engagement with UAP,
both through state institutions and grassroots initiatives. Yet despite these contributions, Europe’s
role remains markedly underrepresented in global discourse, warranting deeper academic and poli-
Cy scrutiny.

This paper seeks to broaden the analytic frame beyond governmental and civilian organisa-
tions to include the sociocultural dynamics that shape and are shaped by UAP phenomena. In Eu-
rope, as elsewhere, the UFO/UAP has functioned not only as a subject of inquiry but also as a per-
sistent presence in the cultural imagination. Through cinema, literature, journalism, and digital
media, UAP have become symbolic vessels for broader societal anxieties, about secrecy, surveil-
lance, technology, and the limits of human knowledge. Their entanglement with conspiracy dis-
course, the normalisation of alien iconography, and their metaphorical deployment in debates over
artificial intelligence and posthumanism all attest to the deep cultural resonance of the phenome-
non.

In this light, UAP may be understood as what sociologist Emile Durkheim termed social
facts [10], collective beliefs and practices that, regardless of their empirical basis, exert real influ-
ence over institutions and individual behaviour. Whether or not UFO/UAP ultimately prove to be
physically extraordinary, they are already socially consequential: shaping media discourse, inform-
ing policy agendas, and influencing public trust in expertise. To consider UAP solely through the
lens of physical science is to overlook their broader epistemological and cultural significance.

By exploring both institutional engagement and symbolic meaning, this paper offers a multi-
dimensional analysis of Europe’s relationship with UAP. It argues that the European experience,
though often peripheral in global discussions, is essential for understanding the full scope of ufol-
ogy (the interdisciplinary study of UFOs, also known as UAPs or anomalous aerial phenomena,
and their scientific, cultural, and institutional implications), the politics of knowledge, and the so-
cial construction of the unknown.

2. A European Landscape: National Initiatives and Civil Society Responses to UFO/
UAP. As this paper focuses on the social impact of Ufology across Europe, it is also relevant to
understand the contemporary landscape of how the UAP topic is addressed across different Euro-
pean nations. This overview examines government, academic, and civil society involvement in
UAP activities, providing a basis for analysing the cultural, institutional, and public factors influ-
encing European engagement with this topic.

The sociological and political diversity in how UAPs are approached across the continent re-
flects broader themes, such as public trust, transparency, scientific legitimacy, and collective imag-
ination, that influence how different societies process unexplained phenomena. Since their first
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significant emergence in post-war Europe, beginning with the 1946 “ghost rockets” over Scandi-
navia, Italy, and Greece [25], UAPs have sparked intermittent yet persistent investigation efforts
across both military and civilian domains. These ghost rocket sightings (Svahn [27]), now widely
considered the first European post-war UAP wave, preceded the American “flying saucer” craze of
1947, suggesting Europe’s early and sustained engagement with the phenomenon.

Various states have, over time, formalised these efforts through differing institutional con-
figurations. France stands out as the only European country to maintain a longstanding, officially
sanctioned UFO/UAP investigation body with a civilian mandate. Since the 1970s, the
Groupement d’Etude et d’Information sur les Phénomeénes Aérospatiaux Non Identifiés (GEIPAN,
n.d.), under the aegis of the French Space Agency CNES, has classified and published thousands
of cases, among them, roughly 100 that remain entirely unexplained despite investigation. France's
unique position is further reinforced by the activities of the aeronautics association 3AF, which,
through its SIGMA2 commission, conducts technical studies of the most challenging cases, under-
lining a credible national commitment to rigorous inquiry.

Italy also maintains a formalised process through its Air Force, tasked with receiving and
evaluating reports. Though less academically integrated than France's approach, Italy's methodolo-
gy is systematic, with results made publicly available via its Defence Ministry's website. The late
1970s saw a particularly intense wave of sightings in Italy, culminating in public panic, parliamen-
tary questions, and a formal collection system initiated by the Italian Air Force, at the request of
then—Prime Minister Andreotti, in response to growing public interest and anxiety. Meanwhile,
Germany has taken a markedly different route. Although it lacks an official UAP desk at the gov-
ernmental level, a significant academic breakthrough occurred in 2022 when the University of
Wiirzburg’s Interdisciplinary Research Center for Extraterrestrial Studies (IFEX) formally recog-
nised UAP research as a legitimate field of scientific inquiry. With projects such as the Al-based
SkyCAM and the launch of the SONATE-2 nanosatellite, Germany’s contribution lies in techno-
logical innovation and academic leadership, marking an important shift in how UAPs are framed
in scholarly discourse.

In Northern Europe, Norway has contributed to UAP studies through long-term scientific en-
gagement rather than state-level policy. The Hessdalen Project, led by Ostfold University College
since the 1980s, represents one of the few field-based, instrument-rich academic studies of persistent
luminous phenomena. Its international partnerships and integration into university curricula make it
a rare example of experiential and pedagogical commitment to anomalous phenomena.

Smaller states, too, have made notable efforts. San Marino, through the civil society group
CUN, launched “Project Titan” in 2021 with the aim of elevating UAP discussion to the United
Nations level. Although recent political instability has stalled the project, the initiative highlights
how microstates can leverage diplomatic platforms to advance global scientific discourse.

In the United Kingdom, a more ambivalent history is evident. While the Ministry of Defence
investigated over 12,000 sightings before disbanding its desk in 2009, it conducted in the 2000s
the classified “Project Condign,” which proposed alternative scientific hypotheses, such as the
"Buoyant Plasma Formation" theory, to explain anomalous sightings [16]. Recent developments
suggest reorientation. The 2023 Five Eyes forum hosted by the U.S. Pentagon included UK repre-
sentatives and hinted at renewed multilateral cooperation. In academia, Durham University’s 2025
symposium on SETI and UAP culminated in the “Declaration on SETI and UAP Research,” af-
firming these areas as valid fields of academic inquiry and prompting political engagement
through submission to the House of Lords [9]. These developments signify a shift from Cold War
secrecy to openness, transparency, and serious policy consideration.

Even at the European Union (EU) level, UFO/UAP have periodically appeared on the legis-
lative agenda. From MEP Elio Di Rupo’s initiative in the 1990s, spurred by a wave of “flying tri-
angle” sightings in Belgium, to the 2024 effort by MEP Francisco Guerreiro advocating for a har-
monized reporting system, the EU’s stance has remained notably cautious. In its April 2024 re-
sponse, the European Commission reaffirmed that responsibility currently lies with Member States
[12]. Nonetheless, Guerreiro’s proposals, particularly his call for common methodological stand-
ards, reflect mounting pressure to incorporate UAPs into future space policy frameworks. At the
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event on the reporting and scientific assessment of UAP, organized by MEP Francisco Guerreiro at
the European Parliament in Brussels on 20 March 2024, Italian UAP researcher Edoardo Russo
provided a historical overview highlighting how waves of sightings, in 1950, 1954, 1967, 1973,
and 1978, have shaped public discourse and governmental responses across various nations. He
estimates that civilian UAP organizations have compiled over 170,000 sighting reports across Eu-
rope, surpassing the volume of comparable archives in the United States. Importantly, these organ-
izations, run by unpaid volunteers, play a vital role in gathering testimonies, conducting investiga-
tions, archiving documentation, and supporting public education [25].

Public engagement with UAPs in Europe remains remarkably resilient, sustained by both civil
society and a steady flow of reported sightings. Longstanding national associations (see Table 1)
continue to serve as primary contact points for witnesses, collecting reports, conducting investiga-
tions, and preserving a cultural archive of aerial anomalies.

Table 1. Key European Non-Governmental Organisations

Established
Country Organisation Name since Website

Belgium Belgisch UFO Meldpunt (Flanders) 2007
COBEPS (Wallonia & Brussels) 2011

Czech Republic Projekt Zafe / Tym Zafe 1992
Denmark SUFOI 1957 http:/kwww.sufoi.dkiobsiobs-2023/0bs-2023.php
Finland FUFORA 1873 hittps . fufora filnfodb2ufohaku. php Psid=
France GEIPAM (within CNES) 1977 https:hwww. cnes-zeipan. frifristats
Germany CEMAP 1976 https:itwww. hike de/25. html
GEP 1872 https:fzenodo. orgidoil10.5281/zenodo. 10547072
Italy clisuy 1985
CUN 1966
MUFOMN 2012
Aeronautica Militare 1978 hitps:dhwww. seronautica.difesa.ithovni!
Norway Morsk UFQ Center 2016 https:iinorskufosenter.nof
Romania ASFAN 1998
Spain {only Catalonia) CEl 1858
Sweden UFO-Sverige 1870
United Kingdom BUFORA 1964
UFC Identified 2020
Ukraine SRCAAZOND® 2004
The Netherlands UFCQ Meldpunt Mederland 2011

Source: Ailleris [13]

Alongside these national efforts, Europe has also witnessed unique transnational initiatives
to coordinate research and foster epistemic continuity. Notably, the EuroUFO.net group (Eu-
roUFO.net, n.d.), an informal yet enduring digital network launched in the late 1990s, has enabled
sustained collaboration among scientifically-oriented organisations and independent researchers
across more than twenty countries. It facilitates data sharing, archives coordination, and joint rep-
resentation at public events, without the constraints of formal structure. Such initiatives exemplify
how Europe’s civilian UFO landscape has developed a decentralised yet cohesive mode of cooper-
ation, rarely matched in other regions.

Civilian UAP groups across Europe continue to process approximately 4,000 new cases an-
nually across eleven countries. Table 2 offers an empirical overview of these reporting trends,
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which, despite uneven standards and underreporting, reveal a persistent public engagement with
UAPs and form a foundation for analyzing their broader societal significance.

Table 2. Number of Annual Observations per Country
(Between brackets: number of non-governmental organizations collecting reports)
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While many sightings are ultimately attributed to natural or man-made sources, the con-
sistency and geographic spread of reports suggest a broader sociocultural phenomenon. Civilian
organisations, often run by volunteers, act as vital intermediaries between the public and formal
institutions, offering follow-up where governmental structures remain inactive. In doing so, they
help maintain public trust and engagement in a field often marked by institutional reticence.

Recent developments also reflect a shift toward more professional-facing advocacy. The
UAP Coalition Netherlands (UAP Coalition Netherlands, n.d.), for instance, represents a new kind
of organisation, one aimed specifically at supporting aviation, military, and law enforcement pro-
fessionals who encounter UAP. Positioned at the intersection of public education, governmental
advising, and scientific research, the Coalition advocates for a more structured and destigmatised
approach to reporting and investigating anomalous phenomena within both Dutch and EU institu-
tions. This marks a significant evolution in the European landscape, underscoring an emerging
awareness of the policy and regulatory dimensions of the UAP question. With an estimated 6.5%
of the EU population, around 29 million people, believing they have witnessed a UFO [25], the
phenomenon clearly occupies a meaningful place in Europe’s social consciousness.

3. Cultural Narratives, Media Dynamics, and the Rise of Conspiracy Discourse. Having
outlined the institutional and civil society landscape of UFO/UAP engagement in Europe, we now
turn to the cultural and media dimensions of the phenomenon. Though often marginalised in offi-
cial discourse, UFOs have long held a persistent presence in European cultural life, operating as
symbols of mystery, disruption, and the limits of human knowledge. Since the mid-20th century,
European cinema, television, and literature have variously adopted and reinterpreted the
UFO/UAP motif. From domestically produced dramas and documentaries to the widespread popu-
larity of American imports such as Close Encounters of the Third Kind, Men in Black, and The X-
Files, these representations have both reflected and shaped evolving attitudes towards science, au-
thority, and the unknown.
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The development of the internet, the boom in social media, and the proliferation of streaming
platforms in recent years have revitalised this engagement. Documentaries, speculative series, and
science fiction dramas increasingly explore the topic with a complexity that blends aesthetic inno-
vation with philosophical inquiry. This renewed commercial and artistic interest has not only sus-
tained the subject’s symbolic visibility but has also contributed to a more nuanced, if still lightly
handled, public discourse. In this context, UFO/UAP no longer function merely as narrative devic-
es; they have become vehicles for expressing broader concerns about epistemology, technological
change, and the human condition.

One result of this long cultural exposure has been the normalisation of the idea that extrater-
restrial life is plausible, even likely. In Europe, where space and defence agencies have traditional-
ly maintained cautious or opaque stances, public openness to the possibility of alien life has been
shaped less by official pronouncements than by decades of media and cultural representation. For
many, the eventual confirmation of extraterrestrial contact would likely not constitute an ontologi-
cal rupture, but rather a culmination of themes already familiar from film, fiction, journalism, and
UFO/UAP testimony. The emotional range of potential public responses, from awe, suspicion to
fear, has been pre-scripted by this extensive cultural archive. Among the most enduring by-
products of this archive is the visual codification of alien life. The now-standardised image of the
extraterrestrial, a small-bodied, grey-skinned humanoid with large black eyes and an enlarged
head, originated in American accounts but has achieved global circulation, functioning as a trans-
national icon. In Europe as elsewhere, this archetype is reinforced across media formats and has
even entered speculative scientific discourse. The English evolutionary palaeobiologist and Uni-
versity of Cambridge professor Simon Conway Morris, for example, has argued that convergent
evolution could plausibly produce beings with humanoid traits conducive to intelligence, such as
bipedalism and dexterous hands [17]. What began as cultural shorthand, then, has in some contexts
been taken seriously as a scientific hypothesis.

Beyond their visual standardisation and media ubiquity, UFO/UAP also serve as narrative
structures for processing cultural alterity. Scholars have noted that the figure of the extraterrestrial
frequently operates as a symbolic “Other”, allowing societies to rehearse fears and fantasies about
the foreign, the unknowable, or the superior. In this sense, ufological narratives participate in what
anthropologists describe as myth-making: externalising social anxieties and framing collective
identity in relation to imagined outsiders. While American ufology has often been shaped by reli-
gious, populist, or conspiratorial currents, as explored in studies such as Paranormal America [3],
the European landscape is no less influenced by collective storytelling. Here too, representations of
alien contact reflect anxieties about technological change, institutional legitimacy, and posthuman
futures. UFO/UAP become not merely unexplained objects, but narrative tools through which Eu-
ropean societies negotiate their place in a rapidly transforming world.

Though the European context tends to be more institutional, secular, and bureaucratic in its
approach to ufology, often mediated through scientific bodies and government agencies, it none-
theless performs comparable narrative functions to those observed in the U.S. European UFO dis-
course also mobilises symbolic representations that speak to shared fears, utopias, and visions of
otherness. Whether articulated through media, literature, or public spectacle, ufology in Europe
operates not simply as an account of anomalous events, but as a cultural lens through which socie-
ties interrogate questions of identity, power, knowledge, and what lies beyond the human. These
stories function as a kind of modern mythology: a means of imagining the “Other”, processing un-
certainty, and negotiating the boundaries of the known world.

In recent years, the symbolic power of the alien figure has further evolved in parallel with
the rise of artificial intelligence (Al). As societies grapple with new forms of non-human cogni-
tion, such as machine learning systems and synthetic agents, the alien increasingly serves as a met-
aphor for the unknowable. The once-extraterrestrial “Other” is now often reframed as an artificial
or posthuman intelligence, prompting reflection on consciousness, agency, and the shifting bound-
aries of the human condition. In this light, the UFO/UAP is no longer merely an aerial anomaly; it
becomes a mirror through which societies project their evolving understandings of intelligence,
alterity, and the future of sentient life.
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Beyond cultural representation, media ecosys-
tems across Europe have significantly influenced pub-
lic engagement with UFO/UAP. The tone and framing
of coverage vary between countries. In the United
Kingdom, tabloids such as The Sun and The Daily
Mail frequently sensationalise sightings, fuelling pub-
lic fascination but also reinforcing scepticism. In con-
trast, outlets like the BBC have occasionally adopted a
more sober and institutional tone, particularly when
reporting on official documents or government state-
ments.

France offers a notable counter-model. Its na-
] tional space agency, CNES, oversees GEIPAN, a ded-

SIND WIR icated unit that investigates and publicly archives re-
NOCH ALLEIN? ports of anomalous aerial phenomena. This institu-
Ble Ul-AKteR Sk Ee Wit tional transparency has shaped French media cover-
LS e age, making it more structured and less prone to sen-
sationalism. Spain, meanwhile, has oscillated between
Fig.1. Cover of Der Spiegel, June 2021 tabloid intrigue and serious investigative reporting,
reflecting an ambivalence common in several Europe-

an contexts.

In Germany, the media landscape has historically treated ufology with scepticism and ironic
detachment. For decades, mainstream coverage largely marginalised the topic, often portraying it
with ridicule or as cultural fringe material. A notable early exception was the 1994 ARD documen-
tary “UFOs — und es gibt sie doch!” (“UFOs — and They Do Exist!””), which drew criticism from
scientific circles for its speculative tone. Leading publications such as Der Spiegel typically rein-
forced a dismissive stance, addressing the subject with levity or derision. This framing began to
shift following The New York Times’ 2017 reporting on U.S. military encounters with UAP,
which helped reframe the topic as one deserving serious investigation. In Germany, a turning point
came with the establishment of the Interdisciplinary Research Centre for Extraterrestrial Studies
(IFEX) at the University of Wiirzburg, under Professor Hakan Kayal. Since then, both IFEX and
the wider UAP debate have received more sustained and credible media attention. Notably,
Der Spiegel’s June 2021 cover story, “Sind wir noch allein?” (“Are We Still Alone?”’), marked a
symbolic departure from its previous editorial line, offering a more measured and analytical treat-
ment of the issue [8], see Figure 1. Since that publication, Professor Kayal and other researchers
have regularly featured in national media, reflecting a broader cultural shift towards empirically
grounded engagement with the phenomenon.

Closely linked to media representation is the rise of conspiracy discourse, which gained
momentum in Europe particularly from the 1990s onwards. Television series such as The X-Files
played a formative role in reshaping public expectations of UFO/UAP phenomena, blending enter-
tainment with narratives of state secrecy and concealed truth. These depictions popularised the
idea that institutional authority is inherently untrustworthy, reinforcing a mode of public engage-
ment defined by suspicion and interpretive autonomy.

Such cultural framings often operate in tension with official efforts at transparency, whether
through national bodies like GEIPAN or EU-level proposals for harmonised UAP reporting. Yet
far from being marginal, these narratives have become embedded in the broader European cultural
imagination. Through fiction, journalism, and speculative media, the UFO has emerged as a sym-
bolic lens for exploring technological anxiety, epistemological uncertainty, and the allure of the
unknown. It functions as both a projection of external threat and a mirror of internal doubt, a narra-
tive tool that allows societies to make sense of uncertainty, institutional opacity, and the allure of
the unknown.

Beyond shaping public perceptions, media narratives also exert indirect pressure on scien-
tific institutions themselves. Disproportionate media attention, often blending speculation with
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sensationalism, can compel space agencies and scientific bodies to clarify their positions or modify
their outreach strategies. These dynamic forms part of a broader feedback loop in which public ex-
pectation influences the scientific agenda, not through formal policy but through reputational and
communicative pressures. While more deeply explored in discussions of scientific legitimacy (see
Chapter 7), this media-science interface underscores the sociology of science as a valuable lens,
not only for understanding internal scientific boundaries, but also for tracing how public narratives
shape institutional behaviour and scientific visibility.

4. Symbolism and Performance: Ufology in Public Imagination. Ufology’s cultural im-
pact cannot be fully appreciated without considering its symbolic and performative dimensions.
Over the decades, UFO/UAP imagery have been incorporated into artistic and entertainment spec-
tacles, functioning as a modern mythos that channels collective fascination, anxiety, and imagina-
tion. At the closing ceremony of the 1984 Olympic Games in Los Angeles, a staged “UFO encoun-
ter” captivated millions, dramatising the idea of peaceful contact with extraterrestrials. Similarly,
at the 2013 Burning Man festival, a massive wooden flying saucer, complete with a staged alien
figure, was constructed, illuminated, and ceremonially burned, blending ufological aesthetics with
ritual performance. More recently, pop icon Taylor Swift featured a flying saucer on stage during
her 2024 Eras Tour, performed in over ten European cities.

These examples underscore the symbolic capital UFOs carry as metaphors for the unknown,
the transcendent, or the disruptive “Other”. Swift’s use of UFO symbolism extended beyond
stagecraft: at the 2024 MTV Video Music Awards, she appeared in a dress featuring UFO, depict-
ing a flying saucer landing in a countryside scene. Widely circulated in the media, this fashion
statement illustrates how UFO imagery has transcended niche subcultures to enter the cultural
mainstream, particularly among younger audiences. In both music and fashion, Swift’s iconogra-
phy exemplifies ufology as a dynamic cultural symbol that evokes wonder, estrangement, and col-
lective curiosity [18]. Such performances are more than creative flourishes; they act as mirrors to
contemporary social conditions. As UFO/UAP imagery migrates from the skies to stadiums and
stages, it assumes new roles as a cultural signifier of mystery, transformation, and collective ritual.
They enable audiences to engage with the unknown in emotionally resonant, shared, and ultimate-
ly safe ways.

Increasingly, the symbolism of UFO/UAP intersects with questions of institutional trust and
social credibility. Whether or not they represent genuine physical phenomena, their sustained pres-
ence in public discourse renders them what sociologists term social facts: ideas or beliefs that
shape behaviour and institutions, regardless of empirical truth.

As Eghigian and Peters [11] argue in Scientific American, UFOs function as “powerful social
facts”, articulating public anxiety, political identity, and the erosion of institutional legitimacy.
While much of the empirical research on this dynamic originates in the United States, they note
that Europe is not immune to similar forces, where discourse around UAP/UFO increasingly inter-
sects with elite scepticism, media fragmentation, and a broader appetite for “hidden truths” outside
traditional institutions.

These insights are echoed by a growing number of European scholars who approach the
UFO phenomenon not simply as a question of belief or scientific legitimacy, but as a cultural arte-
fact worthy of sociopolitical and philosophical reflection. Dr Christian Peters, political scientist at
the Bremen International Graduate School of Social Sciences, argues that “it is never ‘just’ a fly-
ing saucer with little grey men in it, but a negotiation point for urgent issues” [11, 31]. His analysis
reflects a shift within parts of the European academic landscape toward viewing ufology as a sym-
bolic arena in which public hopes, anxieties, and values are projected and contested. From narra-
tives of government secrecy to dreams of technological transcendence, Peters suggests that UFO
discourse may illuminate the growing distrust of Western societies toward their institutions, as
well as deeper metaphysical yearnings in the face of ecological and geopolitical instability. Even
Europe’s most prominent scientific institutions occasionally draw from the same symbolic vocabu-
lary. At the 2023 ESA Open Days in Noordwijk, the European Space Agency used playful UFO
imagery, complete with a flying saucer and alien figure, in its promotional posters (see Figure 2).
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The event drew over 12,000 visitors to ESA's
ESTEC research facility, and its theme explicitly cele-
brated the role of science fiction in inspiring real-
world scientific careers.

Cesa

. ESA OPEN DAYS RS A‘ similar symbolic mobilisation occurred in
2025 with the release of Valensole 1965 [6], a French
ESA ESTEC, 8 October 2023 feature film inspired by the well-documented Va-

lensole close encounter of the third kind case, classi-
fied as “unexplained” by GEIPAN, the official unit
within CNES tasked with studying unidentified aero-
space phenomena. In a July 2025 social media post
promoting the film (see Fig. 3), CNES itself described
it as “a mix between Pagnol and Spielberg,” invoking
both rural French nostalgia and speculative cinematic
grandeur (CNES). This endorsement reflects a signifi-
cant shift: France’s premier space agency is not mere-
ly acknowledging an old UFO case but actively partic-
ipating in its re-narration as cultural mythology. As
with the ESA example, this blending of institutional
authority with UFO symbolism illustrates how the Eu-
ropean public imagination is being shaped not just by artists or subcultures, but by national scien-
tific institutions. The Valensole 1965 [6], case thus transcends its original context, re-emerging as
a performative and cinematic act of collective memory.

While light-hearted, this use of ufology and extraterrestrial symbolism by major space agen-
cies reflects the deep cultural entanglement of ufology with institutional identity, imagination, and
outreach. It also demonstrates how the UFO has evolved from a fringe motif into a semiotic tool,
used not just by artists and musicians, but also by scientific institutions seeking to spark wonder,
attract public engagement, and bridge fantasy with frontier science.

Such perspectives help destigmatise the subject in academic settings and suggest that ufolo-
gy’s social significance may lie less in claims of actual encounters, and more in the cultural, psy-
chological, and existential questions it provokes.

5. Psychological and Sociological Perspectives. Moving from the cultural and media influ-
ences surrounding UFOs, it is important to address the psychological and sociological dimensions
of the phenomenon. Beyond speculative science or fringe entertainment, UFO beliefs appear to
respond to deep-seated existential needs, offering narratives that make sense of the unknown and
restore a sense of purpose in a fragmented world. The idea of extraterrestrial civilisations, possibly
more advanced than ours, suggests that humanity may not be alone in the universe. For some, this
belief offers hope that superior knowledge or moral
guidance could come from beyond Earth, an idea that, @ o
even without religious framing, can provide a form of | & i .ginez un mix entre Pagnol et Spiciberg...

Spiritual reassurance and meaning_ 4 #Valen’sol.e1965. sony’t aujourd’hui en salles. Il s'-inspire d'un fait
. . réel classé « inexpliqué » par le #GEIPAN (le service du #CNES

Such expectations are not entirely new. In the | chargé dtudier les phénomenes aérospatiaux non identifiés).
1970s, Sir Eric Gairy, then Prime Minister of Grena- | .. ,wwyoutube.comwatch?v=sana..
da, brought the UFO issue before the United Nations | “°'"

(UN), arguing that it was a matter of global concern
with real implications for public confidence in institu-
tions. Gairy stressed that belief in UFOs extended well
beyond fringe circles, particularly affecting younger
and more educated demographics frustrated by the
scientific community’s reluctance to engage with the
topic seriously. The phenomenon, in his view, was al-
ready shaping public discourse and deserved to be ad-

dressed through legitimate channels. Fig.3. CNES social media post

Fig. 2. ESA Open Days 2023 Poster fea-
turing UFO-themed design. European
Space Agency, ESTEC, Noordwijk,
Netherlands
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Similarly, the astrophysicist, computer scientist, and renowned ufologist Jacques Vallée ar-
gued before the UN that belief in UFOs was evolving into a form of social reality, one that did not
depend solely on empirical validation. Drawing on the sociological theories of Berger and Luck-
mann [4], Vallée observed that if a belief is widely shared and internalised, it begins to structure
social expectations and behaviors, regardless of its material basis. This remains relevant today as
the rise in popular conviction regarding UFO/UAP events persists despite the continued absence of
definitive scientific proof, reflecting a growing divide between institutional science and public sen-
timent.

A recent Futura-Sciences feature, «Pourquoi croire aux visites d’extraterrestres est devenu
si courant (et inquiétant)» (17 May 2025) highlights how around 20% of Brits and 34% of Ameri-
cans now believe in extraterrestrial visitation, despite the lack of scientific evidence, underscoring
how unexplained sightings can fuel institutional mistrust and conspiracy narratives. The surge in
UFO/UAP beliefs has emerged in parallel with a generalised mistrust toward institutions and a
growing reliance on anecdotal evidence or sensationalised media narratives. The result is a feed-
back loop in which the lack of immediate explanation is taken as validation of alien visitation. Po-
litically, this dynamic is intensified by efforts to declassify government files on UAP, which while
often motivated by transparency, can also fuel public suspicions of cover-ups and deepen the ero-
sion of trust in democratic institutions.

These developments raise broader concerns about epistemology and vulnerability. When in-
stitutional credibility erodes and scientific literacy becomes fragmented, people increasingly turn
to alternative frameworks, some benign, others less so. The Heaven’s Gate cult, whose mass sui-
cide in 1997 was based on apocalyptic UFO beliefs, serves as a tragic example of how the absence
of structured discourse around such phenomena can leave space for dangerous ideologies to flour-
ish [33]. Vallée had already warned of this risk, suggesting that excessive belief in extraterrestrial
intervention could lead to passivity and undermine a sense of human agency. If salvation is ex-
pected to arrive from above, the impetus to confront terrestrial challenges may diminish.

Another revealing case is the Raélian movement, founded in France in the 1970s by Claude
Vorilhon, also known as Raél. Claiming to have had contact with extraterrestrials called the Elo-
him, Raél developed a cosmology in which humans were genetically engineered by alien creators.
Unlike the apocalyptic framing of Heaven’s Gate, the Raélian movement presents a techno-utopian
worldview centered on peace, science, and sensual freedom, and has attracted tens of thousands of
followers worldwide. While outwardly less destructive, the movement illustrates how UFO beliefs
can crystallise into complex, organized belief systems, often blending spiritual and pseudoscien-
tific elements. In doing so, it underscores the capacity of ufological narratives not only to fulfill
existential longings but to structure collective identities and reshape cultural norms, particularly in
moments of social fragmentation or institutional distrust. The Raélian case is especially relevant in
the European context, as it reflects a local example of how contact narratives can evolve beyond
individual experience into enduring ideological frameworks [22, 23].

This dynamic has also unfolded differently across continents. While American ufology has
often followed a trajectory shaped by pop culture, militarised secrecy, and apocalyptic or conspira-
torial frameworks, many European approaches have sought to contextualize the phenomenon with-
in a broader matrix of cultural, psychological, and sociological meaning-making. In a 1988 article
titled “Towards a European Ufology” [24], Edoardo Russo and Gian Paolo Grassino called for a
distinctively European approach to ufology, less dominated by American narratives of threat, ab-
duction, and cover-up, and more attuned to the symbolic and sociological dimensions of the phe-
nomenon.

While American discourse leaned heavily into Cold War paranoia and the sci-fi imaginary of
invasion or disclosure, European researchers often emphasized questions of myth, perception, and
collective belief. This divergence remains visible today: U.S. debates tend to focus on military en-
counters, government transparency, and “what the Pentagon knows,” whereas in Europe, interest
often centers on witness interpretation, symbolic structure, and socio-political impact.
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The 1988 call for a more independent and critically aware “European ufology” has, in many
ways, materialised, shaped not by competition with the American model, but by a deliberate
broadening of focus to include symbolic, emotional, and epistemological dimensions.

A further aspect worth considering is the psychological toll of anomalous experiences. Indi-
viduals who report UFO sightings or encounters often find themselves stigmatized or dismissed,
regardless of the sincerity of their experience. The social taboo surrounding these narratives can
contribute to isolation, anxiety, and in some cases trauma, especially when no institutional or ther-
apeutic framework exists to engage with them.

In the UK, for example, the not-for-profit foundation uNHIdden, led by clinicians and psy-
chologists, has emphasised the importance of addressing the psychological and emotional after-
math of such experiences, particularly the phenomenon of ontological shock, a state of disorienta-
tion or existential anxiety triggered by perceived contact with non-human intelligence (uUNHIdden,
n.d.). As awareness of these dynamics grows, there is increasing recognition that mental health re-
sponses must not only account for the psychological effects of such beliefs but also avoid reinforc-
ing the ridicule that historically surrounds them.

Altogether, the psychological and sociological dimensions of the UFO phenomenon reveal a
complex interplay between belief, institutional trust, identity, and meaning-making. These aspects
warrant serious scholarly attention not because they confirm the existence of UFO/UAP, but be-
cause they reflect deep cultural and cognitive dynamics within contemporary society. Whether or
not one accepts their reality, the fact that so many do, and what this reveal about the state of our
world, demands careful, interdisciplinary inquiry.

6. Government and Military Involvement: Strategic Secrecy and Shifting Transparen-
cy. Building on the cultural and media dimensions previously explored, this chapter turns to the
evolving involvement of European governments and military institutions in the UFO/UAP phe-
nomenon. Long shrouded in secrecy, official engagement with the topic has mirrored broader po-
litical shifts, technological anxieties, and questions of institutional legitimacy across the twentieth
and twenty-first centuries. From Cold War-era surveillance to contemporary concerns over aerial
sovereignty, the state response to UFO/UAP provides a revealing lens through which to under-
stand how power navigates uncertainty, controls information, and manages public perception.

Historically, ufology has played a surprising role in advocating for transparency within dem-
ocratic systems. Long before government disclosures became more mainstream, researchers and
activists persistently called for the release of classified materials, often invoking legal instruments
such as the United States’ Freedom of Information Act (FOIA). In this sense, UFO discourse antic-
ipated contemporary debates around state secrecy, public accountability, and the right to infor-
mation. These efforts intensified during the Cold War, a period marked by heightened surveil-
lance, espionage fears, and the rapid development of aerospace technologies. The secrecy sur-
rounding UFO reports, frequently framed as national security concerns, served to reinforce gov-
ernmental control over information while simultaneously fueling public speculation.

Over time, sustained public pressure led to incremental institutional responses. The United
States, the United Kingdom, and France all began to declassify significant volumes of UFO-related
documents. In France, the national space agency established GEIPAN, one of the first official plat-
forms for the systematic study of UFOs, with much of its data made publicly available online in 2007.

The GEIPAN model, in particular, illustrates a rare example of institutional openness to
phenomena often dismissed outright in academic and governmental circles elsewhere. Its publicly
accessible case archives, covering decades of sightings and analyses, serve not only as a gesture of
transparency but also as a mechanism of narrative management, acknowledging widespread public
curiosity while maintaining an analytical, bureaucratic distance. This strategic openness extends to
adjacent efforts such as the 1999 COMETA report, authored by a group of retired French military
officials and aerospace engineers. Although not officially endorsed by the state, the report was
widely circulated and lent an air of credibility to the hypothesis that certain UFOs might represent
technologies of non-human origin. Its publication reflected a subtle legitimization of scientific and
strategic engagement with UFO/UAP, suggesting that dismissiveness in this domain could consti-
tute a failure of both foresight and imagination ([7], available on the GEIPAN website).
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Table 3. Declassified UAP Documentation in European Countries

Country Release year Documentation overview

Belgium 1989 - 1991 Few Gendarmerie UFO reports released.

Czechoslovaquia 1969, 1958 Few Air Force fies (cases from the 1960s and one from 1887).

(Dissolved in 1992)

Denmark 18972 - 2009 Air Force / Defense files released.

2015 - 2022 UFO documents found at Natienal Archives (329 pages).

Finland 2009 300 government documents concerning official UFO investigations (1933 to 1979, Army files UFQ
found in the National Archives).

France 2007 - on going GEIPAN UFO files online (https: Nwww.cnes-geipan. frlfrl,
website: ~3000 observation case published |, ~96 000 documents.

Germany 2001, 2014 National Archives (Bundesarchiv): 7 files of ~250 pages (Ministry of trangport, the Bundeswehr
(German armed forces), the German MoD, Dept. Of the Interior, the BND (Federal Intelligence Service)
and the former Easi-German (GDR) Ministry for State Security (MTS/Stasi).

Greece 2009 Air Force (1 file/event).

Ireland 2007 MoD files (11 reporis, 40 pages).

Italy 1578 - 2001 Full Air Force file released (372 reports, ~3000 pages).

2001 - on going Air Force UFO =sighting summaries onling (hitps:fwww . aeronautica.difesa.it'avnif].

Norway 1987, 2024 Ministry of Foreign Affairs/Mational Archives (ghost fliersirockets ~1750 pages).

Poland 2015 Air Force (9 cases released).

Portugal 1990 Air Force (3 reports from 1957M977/15982; 180 pages).

Romania 2008 Defense (1 filelevent).

Soviet Union 1991 KGB UFO archives released to Soviet cosmonaut P. Popovich (1582-1950, 17 reports, 124 pages).

(Dissolved in 1991) 1553 400 UFO reports from Ministry of Defense sold to US journalist/ufologists by Colonel B. Sokolov.

Spain 1983 - 1993 Guardia Civil files released.

1952 - 1959 Air Force (AF) UFD fies declassified (~80 files - 1962 to 1895, 122 reports, ~1500 pages).
000s AF files onling [https:Mbibliotecavirtual defensa. gob. es/BUYMDetens alerp_ownili1Snimicrasitiosfinicio. da).
Sweden 1983 - 2011 Air Force UFO files declassified (~3800 reports).
Swedish Defense Research Instiute documents released (~6562 pages).

Switzerland 1954 Air Force UFQ files released (18 reports, 28 pages).

United Kingdom 1888 on going MoD UFD files to National Archives (209 files, ~52000 pages).

2008 -2013 MeD UFD files online (https: Nwww.nationalarchives. gow. ukfhelp-with-vour-rese archirese arch-guidesiufos!).
2017 -2019 last MoD UFO docs released (UAP number of annual cases: 1959 to 2009 ~12300).

Yugoslavia 2011, 2012, 2015

(Dissolved in 1992)

Few Air Force fies: cases Sep 1974 to Jan 1975, cases 1972 to 1985,

Source: Ailleris, Ballester Olmos [13]

Similarly, the UK Ministry of Defence launched a large-scale digitisation and release of its
UFO files in the 2000s. While these archives did not always yield definitive answers, they were
widely seen as steps towards restoring public trust and countering misinformation.

More broadly across Europe, the trend towards declassification has reflected a sustained and
multifaceted institutional interest in UFO/UAP. As detailed in Table 3, many European countries
have released UAP documentation collected by various governmental, defence, police, and intelli-
gence bodies. These investigations were conducted through diverse methodologies and policies,
often shaped by national contexts and evolving security priorities.

The heterogeneity of these efforts, ranging from ad hoc inquiries to formalised research initi-
atives, underscores a long-standing continental engagement with the phenomenon. Rather than be-
ing confined to isolated agencies, Europe's response reveals a complex mosaic of curiosity, cau-
tion, and commitment to transparency, albeit unevenly pursued.

These developments reflect a broader shift in how states manage public curiosity and epis-
temic uncertainty. Where earlier silence created a vacuum often filled by speculation, conspiracy
theories, or pseudoscience, contemporary approaches increasingly emphasise the value of credible
engagement, not necessarily to confirm extraterrestrial hypotheses, but to maintain institutional
transparency amid persistent inquiry.
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Yet transparency has always coexisted with strategic ambiguity. Military institutions, in par-
ticular, have long used the UFO/UAP narrative as both a shield and a smokescreen. During the
Cold War, unexplained aerial phenomena were at times deliberately left unresolved, or even subtly
encouraged, to obscure the testing of classified technologies such as test platforms, stealth aircraft,
new weapon systems or surveillance drones. In such cases, the UFO served as a useful diversion,
redirecting media attention away from politically sensitive developments. This interplay between
state secrecy, media sensationalism, and public fascination produced a recursive dynamic, in
which ambiguity itself became a form of governance.

Recent geopolitical events have further complicated this terrain. The 2023 incident involving
a suspected Chinese surveillance balloon drifting across North American airspace reignited politi-
cal and media interest in aerial incursions. For many observers, it blurred the boundaries between
science fiction and national security, raising new questions about how UFO/UAP are categorised,
monitored, and understood. In retrospect, it cast new light on decades of sightings, prompting
speculation that earlier witnesses may have inadvertently encountered real, though unacknowl-
edged, foreign technologies.

This reframing, from fringe curiosity to legitimate defence concern, has contributed to a
more cautious institutional openness. Where previous decades were characterised by denial or de-
flection, military and intelligence agencies, particularly in the United States, have begun to
acknowledge the value of public reporting in enhancing airspace awareness. In a reversal of earlier
logic, civilian observation is no longer regarded purely as a liability but as a potential resource in
national monitoring strategies. This evolution complicates the once-dominant narrative of state de-
ception, suggesting instead a more dynamic, and at times collaborative, relationship between insti-
tutional power and public knowledge.

Ultimately, the history of government and military engagement with the UFO phenomenon
is one of ambiguity, adaptation, and negotiation. It reflects not only shifting perceptions of aerial
anomalies, but also changing models of governance, the influence of media, and the social man-
agement of knowledge. In this context, the UFO/UAP functions less as a mystery to be solved than
as a symbolic site where questions of truth, secrecy, and legitimacy are continually contested.

7. Technological and Scientific Progress: The Influence of the UFO/UAP Phenomenon.
The influence of the UFO/UAP phenomenon on technological and scientific domains is complex
and multilayered. While often treated as a fringe topic, the persistent public interest in UFO/UAP
has had tangible effects on how science is conducted, communicated, and perceived. One of the
more understated consequences of this interest is its indirect support for space exploration. It can
be argued that the widespread fascination with the idea of non-human intelligence presence, how-
ever speculative, has helped sustain public and political enthusiasm for projects aimed at detecting
exoplanets, studying extreme life forms, and searching for extraterrestrial biosignatures. In this
sense, UFO/UAP culture, though not formally integrated into scientific agendas, has created a so-
cio-cultural environment favorable to the expansion of space programs and astrobiological re-
search.

This connection is also visible in the ways that space agencies manage information. In re-
sponse to decades of public scrutiny, and at times conspiracy theories, agencies such as NASA,
CNES, and ESA, have become more attentive to transparency and public communication. Today,
images and videos captured during space missions are routinely released with contextual explana-
tions to preempt misinterpretation. This reactive approach is a consequence of the high level of
public engagement with space-related imagery, which sometimes is interpreted through an
ufological lens. For example, in 2016 NASA had to clarify that its ISS feed cuts, often occurring
when the station passed through communication blackouts, were not deliberate measures to hide
UFOs, but rather scheduled signal losses due to orbital constraints [5]. In this respect, the
UFO/UAP phenomenon functions as a form of informal public oversight, compelling scientific
institutions to refine their outreach strategies and clearly delineate fact from fiction.

Beyond institutional communication, the scientific study of UFO/UAP has historically con-
tributed to methodological innovation. Since the 1950s, a range of field studies, observation net-
works, and multimodal detection systems have been proposed or implemented in an attempt to sys-
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tematically capture and analyse anomalous aerial events [1]. While many of these efforts lacked
institutional backing, they nevertheless demonstrated that scientific tools, such as multimodal in-
strumentation, triangulation, spectral analysis, and signal detection, could be adapted to the study
of poorly understood atmospheric phenomena. More recently, initiatives like Harvard's Galileo
Project [28] have sought to reframe UAP research as a legitimate scientific enterprise, emphasiz-
ing empirical rigor and interdisciplinary approaches.

This evolving status of UFO/UAP research further intersects with deeper sociological ques-
tions about how scientific legitimacy is constructed and maintained. The sociology of science, par-
ticularly the concept of "boundary work," offers a valuable framework for understanding these
tensions. Boundary work refers to the social processes through which the scientific community de-
lineates the acceptable limits of inquiry, distinguishing between what is considered legitimate sci-
ence and what is dismissed as pseudoscience. Ufology persistently challenges this boundary. Their
inherent ambiguity and the often-anecdotal nature of the evidence place them in an epistemic lim-
bo: not entirely dismissible, yet not easily assimilable into existing scientific paradigms. This grey
zone exposes the negotiation processes behind scientific authority, showing how legitimacy is not
solely determined by empirical merit but also by institutional norms, disciplinary traditions, and
sociopolitical context.

Scientists who choose to engage seriously with UFO/UAP often do so at considerable pro-
fessional risk, facing reputational damage or exclusion from mainstream research networks. These
risks underscore the powerful informal norms that regulate scientific inquiry, even when formal
censorship is absent. The sociology of science investigates how such risks are navigated and how
communities of researchers form around marginalized topics, often creating alternative epistemic
cultures with their own standards of evidence and credibility.

Equally important is the role of media and public perception in shaping scientific agendas.
Ufology has long attracted disproportionate media attention, with popular representations ranging
from the sensational to the conspiratorial. This media landscape influences public expectations and
can, in turn, pressure scientific institutions to respond or clarify their positions. While this dynamic
sometimes leads to institutional defensiveness, it also opens up opportunities for educational out-
reach and public engagement. Here, the sociology of science helps elucidate the complex feedback
loop between public belief, media framing, and institutional response.

Epistemologically, ufology also illuminates the methodological and interpretative challenges
involved in studying poorly understood phenomena. The evidentiary basis for UFO/UAP claims is
frequently fragmentary, non-replicable, or technologically ambiguous, conditions that mirror those
found in emerging scientific fields such as astrobiology or climate modeling. These fields similarly
operate under uncertainty, often relying on probabilistic reasoning or indirect indicators. As such,
UFO/UAP research provides a revealing case study in how science contends with ambiguity,
where traditional notions of replicability and verification are stretched to their limits.

From the perspective of the sociology of science, these challenges are not solely technical,
but deeply social. Decisions about what data are admissible, which methods are credible, and how
uncertainty is communicated are shaped by broader institutional frameworks and scientific cul-
tures. The concept of “boundary work™ helps to explain how the scientific community navigates
these issues, distinguishing legitimate inquiry from pseudoscience. UAP/UFO persistently test
these boundaries. Their ambiguous nature places them in a liminal space that demands institutional
negotiation, not only over scientific credibility but also over public trust and political stakes.

Furthermore, the institutional dimension is central to understanding how UAP research is le-
gitimised or suppressed. Government agencies, academic institutions, and funding bodies all play a
role in either supporting or marginalising this area of inquiry. When official interest is signaled,
such as through military investigations or limited research grants, it can shift the perception of
UFO/UAP from taboo to tentative legitimacy. Conversely, institutional neglect reinforces their
fringe status. These dynamics reveal how science is shaped not only by internal norms but also by
external forces, including political priorities, funding availability, and strategic interests.

Institutional discourse is also beginning to shift, as illustrated by recent developments within
the European Space Agency. A notable recent example of this shifting institutional posture came
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in 2025, when Josef Aschbacher, Director General of
ESA, publicly acknowledged the need for greater at-
tention to unidentified aerial phenomena, as reported
by journalist Andreas Miiller [19]. Speaking on Aus-
tria’s national radio program Punkt 1, Aschbacher re-
vealed that ESA maintains a central coordination of-
fice for UAP reports and stated that while ESA did not
yet prioritise the topic, it may warrant increased focus
and potential investment.

Civilian advocacy groups, such as the Dutch
UAP Coalition [29], hailed the statement as a break-

DUI\TE‘I\STOUN“E through for the scientific treatment of UFO/UAP in

e NEER\NG G“\%\OD SG“EN‘E' Europe. Although cautious in tone, Aschbacher’s re-
ENG‘ \-\T\NG O‘:H\es ; marks represent a rare moment of high-level acknowl-
oD e \easesF '““’“ o = edgment, underscoring how institutional discourse

around UFO/UAP is beginning to shift, from tacit
dismissal to tentative legitimacy, under the combined
influence of public interest, international cooperation,
and the gradual erosion of stigma. Even military insti-
tutions have occasionally leveraged the cultural capital
of the UFO phenomenon in public communication. A
2006 advertisement by the UK Ministry of Defence’s Defence Engineering and Science Group
(DESG) creatively capitalized on the public release of MoD UFO files to promote its graduate re-
cruitment program (see Figure 4). Featuring a stylised image of a flying saucer and the headline
“Engineering Graduate ‘Astounded’ by Sighting of MOD Scheme,” the ad humorously rebranded
UFOs as “Unique, First-class Opportunities.”

While clearly satirical, this campaign underscores the deep entrenchment of UFO imagery in
public imagination, so much so that it can be used to frame advanced technological work as futur-
istic and exciting.

It also highlights the phenomenon’s surprising utility as a strategic tool for institutional out-
reach and public engagement with science and engineering.

Finally, the parallels between ufology and emerging fields like astrobiology underscore
shared challenges in the interpretation of ambiguous or incomplete data. Just as ufologists have
grappled with the limitations of eyewitness testimony, photographic evidence, and inconsistent
sensor data, astrobiologists must contend with the difficulty of distinguishing true biosignatures
from abiotic phenomena in distant planetary atmospheres.

In both cases, the central issue is epistemological: how to move from observation to infer-
ence, from signal to meaning, in the absence of direct confirmation. As astrobiology moves closer
to detecting potential signs of life, the cautionary lessons from UAP research, about overinterpreta-
tion, methodological uncertainty, and public expectation, remain profoundly relevant.

This epistemological caution also raises a more fundamental issue: the anthropocentric as-
sumptions that underpin much of the scientific and public discourse surrounding extraterrestrial
intelligence. Both ufology and astrobiology often operate on the implicit belief that non-human
intelligence would manifest in ways that are recognisable, detectable, or logically inferable within
human cognitive and technological frameworks.

A common sceptical argument, for instance, assumes that if UAP/UFO were truly of extra-
terrestrial origin, they would land openly, make contact, or at least provide clear, unambiguous ev-
idence of their presence, behaviours rooted in human ideas of intention, communication, and visi-
bility. Another frequent claim holds that interstellar travel is implausible due to vast distances and
energy constraints, presuming that alien civilisations would be limited by the same physical, tech-
nological, or strategic considerations that we face. Yet, if such civilisations are shaped by radically
different logics, purposes, or perceptual systems, their presence might elude detection not because
it is absent, but because we are not cognitively or instrumentally equipped to recognise it. In this

Fig. 4. UK MoD recruitment
ad referencing UFOs (DESG, 2006)
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light, the absence of evidence is not necessarily evidence of absence, but a reflection of the limita-
tions of our perspective. Acknowledging these constraints invites a more open, reflexive approach
to the unknown, one that balances scientific rigour with epistemic humility.

In this light, the UFO/UAP phenomenon is not merely a cultural or psychological curiosity.
It operates at the intersection of science, society, and technology, influencing how knowledge is
sought, legitimated, and shared. Whether viewed as a source of inspiration, a challenge to ortho-
doxy, or a mirror reflecting the limits of current understanding, UFO/UAP have played an unrec-
ognised but significant role in shaping both scientific practice and public engagement.

8. Educational Engagement and Training in Ufology Studies: Emerging European Mod-
els. While formalized education on ufology remains rare globally, a handful of pioneering European
initiatives have emerged over the past two decades that explore novel ways of engaging students
with scientific investigation through the lens of UFO/UAP and related anomalous phenomena. These
programs, diverse in format, scope, and institutional backing, share a common aim: to foster scien-
tific curiosity, technological literacy, and interdisciplinary thinking in a context that captures stu-
dents' imagination. Far from treating UFO/UAP as fringe curiosities, these initiatives recognize them
as complex, data-rich, and often unresolved phenomena that can serve as compelling entry points to
STEM disciplines, critical reasoning, and empirical investigation. They offer important case studies
in how unconventional topics can be mobilized to strengthen science education and outreach.

In Sweden, for example, academic institutions are beginning to move beyond the traditional
dichotomy of belief and debunking in their approach to UFO/UAP. In 2024, Linkoping University
launched a course titled “UFO - from a tinfoil hat to a research subject”, coordinated by Professor
Henrik Nordvall. This course embraces a multidisciplinary perspective that draws from education-
al science, psychology, cultural studies, religious studies, and natural sciences, demonstrating a
willingness to engage with UFO/UAP phenomena not as unquestioned truths but as culturally and
socially significant objects of inquiry. Complementing this academic framework, the course in-
cludes a field visit to the Archives for the Unexplained (AFU) in Norrkdping. The AFU, housing
over 75,000 reports, stands as one of Europe’s most important civilian repositories of UFO docu-
mentation. This initiative exemplifies how cultural fascination, even when based on speculative
premises, can be harnessed to foster critical thinking and scientific curiosity by encouraging skep-
tical inquiry, evidence examination, and an understanding of the scientific method [20].

Meanwhile, in Norway, a very different but equally innovative model has taken shape at
Ostfold University College in Halden. Since 2002, physicist Bjorn Gitle Hauge, Professor Erling
Strand and their teams have operated multidisciplinary Science Camps centered around the Hess-
dalen Valley, a region famous for its persistent luminous phenomena. These immersive field expe-
ditions invite students from junior high through university level to engage hands-on with real-time
data collection using sensors, cameras, radar, and analytical software. Strand describes this ap-
proach as leveraging an “unknown mystery” as a gateway for learning, particularly in information
and communication technologies, environmental science, and physics [25]. By working collabora-
tively in the field, students apply classroom concepts to unpredictable, real-world data, transform-
ing mystery into methods. This immersive format, part mystery hunt, part physics lab, has proven
effective in motivating students otherwise disinterested in STEM fields. Supported by college stu-
dents, schoolteachers, and volunteers, the camp not only teaches technical skills but also cultivates
a spirit of inquiry and collaborative investigation in a real-world context, making the UAP/UFO
phenomenon a catalyst for educational renewal.

Germany adds a third dimension to this evolving landscape with university-level integration
and research infrastructure. At Julius Maximilian University of Wiirzburg (JMU), Professor Hakan
Kayal, a noted aerospace engineer and founder of the Interdisciplinary Research Center for Extra-
terrestrial Studies (IFEX), launched the country's first dedicated university lecture on UAP re-
search in 2023. The course, “Fundamentals and Methods of UAP Research”, covers an interdisci-
plinary array of topics including sensor technology, artificial intelligence, radar systems, signal
processing, atmospheric science, and the psychology of perception. Complementing classroom in-
struction, IFEX spearheads active research projects such as the Earth-based SKY-CAM detection
system and the VaMEx3-MarsSymphony initiative, which aims to deploy a UAP sensor payload in
simulated Martian environments. The VaMEx3 project is particularly notable as Germany’s first
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government-funded program incorporating UAP detection technology, marking a significant step
toward institutional legitimacy.

Taken together, these European examples reveal an encouraging trend: UFO/UAP and relat-
ed anomalous phenomena are being integrated into serious, credible, and often cutting-edge sci-
ence education frameworks. By framing these unexplained phenomena as real-world mysteries
that demand rigorous investigation, educators are tapping into a powerful motivator that nurtures
skills in data analysis, systems thinking, teamwork, and hypothesis testing.

Rather than relegating ufology to the margins, these programs demonstrate an evolving openness
within some scientific institutions to treat the unexplained as both pedagogically valuable and scientifi-
cally legitimate. Though still somewhat isolated, these initiatives provide a promising blueprint for fu-
ture curricula that harness complexity and ambiguity to build a stronger scientific culture, one that em-
braces curiosity, values uncertainty, and cultivates the discipline required to investigate the unknown.

9. Limited Immediate Real-European Impact. While earlier chapters have outlined grow-
ing institutional, scientific, educational, and cultural interest in ufology across Europe, it is equally
important to assess the pract1ca1 and systemlc limits of the phenomenon’s reach. Despite increased
public discourse and occasional institutional engagement, the UFO/UAP phenomenon continues to
exert relatively minimal influence on the daily functioning of European societies. In real terms, its
impact pales in comparison to pressing global challenges such as wars, economic instability, pan-
demics, environmental degradation, and technological disruption.

Economically, the consequences of the UFO/UAP phenomenon are largely confined to spe-
cific niche markets. These include tourism in regions associated with high-profile sightings, the
sale of UFO-themed merchandise, and media productions centred on extraterrestrial narratives.
While such activities can generate local revenue and contribute to regional identities, they do not
constitute significant sectors of the economy, nor do they influence macroeconomic trends or pub-
lic expenditure priorities. However, the media component deserves particular attention. The topic
continues to enjoy enduring popularlty on European streaming platforms and pay-TV channels,
with a steady stream of documentaries, dramatised series, and speculative content aimed at mass
audiences. This sustained media interest is further illustrated by the return of Hollywood's best
known director Steven Spielberg, nearly fifty years after Close Encounters of the Third Kind, with
a new UFO-themed film, reflecting both the resilience and commercial viability of the subject
within popular culture. Nevertheless, even this cultural visibility has not translated into broad eco-
nomic significance. The commercial dimension of UFO/UAP, though persistent and culturally sa-
lient, remains peripheral and limited in scale.

In terms of security, although various governmental and military institutions have document-
ed unidentified aerial phenomena, particularly near sensitive sites or within restricted airspace, no
publicly available evidence has established a direct or credible threat to national or regional securi-
ty. Investigations typically focus on air safety and the possibility that these phenomena may in-
volve unknown or misattributed technologies from foreign actors, such as surveillance drones or
experimental aircraft. These are primarily intelligence and aerospace concerns rather than existen-
tial risks. As such, while UFO/UAP occasionally intersect with security discourses, their impact
remains institutionally circumscribed and speculative.

From a public health perspective, claims of physical or psychological effects following
UFO/UAP encounters, such as anxiety, confusion, or sleep disturbances, have been reported anec-
dotally. However, these remain isolated instances and are not supported by systematic, peer-
reviewed research that would establish a reliable basis for broader concern. There is currently no
indication that UFO/UAP represent a meaningful vector of health risk, nor have they prompted the
development of dedicated public health monitoring or intervention frameworks.

Socio-culturally, the phenomenon has maintained a strong presence in subcultures and peri-
odically enters the media spotlight, especially following new disclosures or reports. However, its
influence on mainstream values, public policy, or civil society remains limited. Public interest
tends to spike in response to sensationalist coverage or institutional acknowledgements, yet this
engagement is typically transient and has not translated into sustained political mobilisation or
structural shifts in behaviour. The topic largely remains the domain of enthusiasts and speculative
communities rather than a driver of collective action or institutional reform.

Scientifically, although the topic intersects with frontier questions, such as the search for ex-
traterrestrial intelligence or the study of atmospheric anomalies, it has not substantively altered the
priorities or funding structures of major scientific institutions. Programmes in astrobiology, plane-
tary science, and aerospace research continue to operate under rigorous empirical frameworks that
distinguish them from anecdotal or speculative claims. While UFO/UAP may be referenced in ac-
ademic settings to stimulate public interest or teach methodological caution, their role in formal

scientific inquiry remains marginal.
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Ultimately, while the UFO/UAP phenomenon invites valuable reflection on belief systems,
epistemological boundaries, and the sociology of knowledge, its immediate material consequences
remain limited. Recognising this constraint is essential for situating the topic within a broader in-
tellectual context, one that avoids both overstatement and dismissal. In this way, the phenomenon
acts less as a disruptor of social systems and more as a mirror: reflecting societal uncertainties,
media dynamics, and evolving attitudes toward science, authority, and the unknown.

10. Conclusion. Over the past seven decades, the UFO/UAP phenomenon has left a subtle
yet persistent imprint on European society, shaping imaginaries, belief systems, and institutional
behaviours in ways that transcend the visibility or verifiability of the phenomena themselves. This
influence has been most palpable not within scientific or governmental domains, but among the
wider public, where it has contributed to the growing cultural acceptance of the possibility of intel-
ligent extraterrestrial life. What began as scattered reports of aerial anomalies has evolved into a
complex, multilayered phenomenon, embedded across media, folklore, scientific inquiry, military
considerations, and political discourse.

The impact of UFO/UAP manifests across several dimensions: in the proliferation of cultural
narratives and archetypes; in the psychological mechanisms that mediate awe, belief, and scepti-
cism; in governmental strategies that oscillate between secrecy and transparency; and in the con-
tested epistemological boundaries of scientific practice. More recently, this influence has extended
into symbolic and performative domains, with UFO motifs appearing in public rituals, art festivals,
popular music tours, and even international sporting events. These expressions reveal the extent to
which extraterrestrial imagery has been internalised, not merely as metaphor, but as a shared lan-
guage of the unknown, woven into collective performances of identity and wonder.

At the same time, it is important to acknowledge the limited material impact of the phenom-
enon. Compared to other pressing societal challenges, UFO/UAP have not brought about signifi-
cant economic shifts, major policy reforms, or demonstrable security risks. Its effects are instead
more diffuse, symbolic, and psychological, yet no less meaningful, particularly in how they shape
public discourse around uncertainty, technology, and the boundaries of human understanding. In
this respect, the UFO/UAP phenomenon functions as a kind of cultural mirror: reflecting our de-
sires, fears, and speculative projections onto the cosmos.

Equally important is the enduring role of European civil society organisations in sustaining
and shaping the phenomenon. Often operating outside formal structures, these groups provide con-
tinuity, investigation, and public engagement in a domain frequently marked by institutional ambi-
guity. Their persistence reflects not only grassroots curiosity but also a collective need to structure
the unknown, to gather, interpret, and archive the extraordinary. In this sense, such organisations
perform a valuable societal function: they help keep the unknown knowable, not through definitive
answers, but by preserving open inquiry and cultural memory where official actors may withdraw.

Looking ahead, it is crucial to approach the subject with both critical rigour and epistemic
openness. The interplay of science, belief, media spectacle, and societal curiosity that surrounds
UFO/UAP makes them a rich subject for interdisciplinary scholarship. Rather than relegating the
topic to the fringes, researchers, educators, and institutions would do well to engage with it as a
cultural phenomenon of enduring relevance. The UFO/UAP question, ultimately, is not only about
what may lie beyond our skies, but also equally about how we navigate the unknown and construct
meaning in a universe where mystery persists.
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