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Modern sovereignty is anthropocentric, constituted and organized by reference to
human beings alone. Although a metaphysical assumption, anthropocentrism is
of immense practical import, enabling modern states to command loyalty and
resources from their subjects in pursuit of political projects. It has limits,
however, which are brought clearly into view by the authoritative taboo on taking
UFOs seriously. UFOs have never been systematically investigated by science or
the state, because it is assumed to be known that none are extraterrestrial. Yet in
fact this is not known, which makes the UFO taboo puzzling given the ET
possibility. Drawing on the work of Giorgio Agamben, Michel Foucault, and
Jacques Derrida, the puzzle is explained by the functional imperatives of
anthropocentric sovereignty, which cannot decide a UFO exception to
anthropocentrism while preserving the ability to make such a decision. The UFO
can be “known” only by not asking what it is.

Keywords: sovereignty; UFOs; state of exception; undecidability; episte-
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An Anthropocentric Sovereignty

Few ideas today are as contested as sovereignty, in theory or in practice.
In sovereignty theory scholars disagree about almost everything—what
sovereignty is and where it resides, how it relates to law, whether it is divis-
ible, how its subjects and objects are constituted, and whether it is being
transformed in late modernity. These debates are mirrored in contemporary
practice, where struggles for self-determination and territorial revisionism
have generated among the bitterest conflicts in modern times.

Throughout this contestation, however, one thing is taken for granted:
sovereignty is the province of humans alone. Animals and Nature are
assumed to lack the cognitive capacity and/or subjectivity to be sovereign;
and while God might have ultimate sovereignty, even most religious funda-
mentalists grant that it is not exercised directly in the temporal world. When
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sovereignty is contested today, therefore, it is always and only among
humans, horizontally so to speak, rather than vertically with Nature or God.
In this way modern sovereignty is anthropocentric, or constituted and orga-
nized by reference to human beings alone.1 Humans live within physical
constraints, but are solely responsible for deciding their norms and prac-
tices under those constraints. Despite the wide variety of institutional forms
taken by sovereignty today, they are homologous in this fundamental
respect.

Anthropocentric sovereignty might seem necessary; after all, who else,
besides humans, might rule? Nevertheless, historically sovereignty was less
anthropocentric. For millennia Nature and the gods were thought to have
causal powers and subjectivities that enabled them to share sovereignty
with humans, if not exercise dominion outright.2 Authoritative belief in
non-human sovereignties was given up only after long and bitter struggle
about the “borders of the social world,” in which who/what could be sover-
eign depends on who/what should be included in society.3 In modernity
God and Nature are excluded, although in this exclusion they are also re-
included as the domesticated Other. Thus, while no longer temporally sov-
ereign, God is included today through people who are seen to speak on Her
behalf. And while Nature has been disenchanted, stripped of its subjectiv-
ity, it is re-included as object in the human world. These inclusive exclu-
sions, however, reinforce the assumption that humans alone can be
sovereign. In this light anthropocentric sovereignty must be seen as a con-
tingent historical achievement, not just a requirement of common sense.
Indeed, it is a metaphysical achievement, since it is in anthropocentric
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terms that humans today understand their place in the physical world. Thus
operates what Giorgio Agamben calls the “anthropological machine.”4

In some areas this metaphysics admittedly is contested. Suggestions of
animal consciousness fuel calls for animal rights, for example, and advo-
cates of “Intelligent Design” think God is necessary to explain Nature’s
complexity. Yet, such challenges do not threaten the principle that
sovereignty, the capacity to decide the norm and exception to it, must nec-
essarily be human. Animals or Nature might deserve rights, but humans
will decide that; and even Intelligent Designers do not claim that God exer-
cises temporal sovereignty. With respect to sovereignty, at least, anthro-
pocentrism is taken to be common sense, even in political theory, where it
is rarely problematized.5

This “common sense” is nevertheless of immense practical significance
in the mobilization of power and violence for political projects. Modern
systems of rule are able to command exceptional loyalty and resources
from their subjects on the shared assumption that the only potential sover-
eigns are human. Imagine a counterfactual world in which God visibly
materialized (as in the Christians’ “Second Coming,” for example): to
whom would people give their loyalty, and could states in their present form
survive were such a question politically salient? Anything that challenged
anthropocentric sovereignty, it seems, would challenge the foundations of
modern rule.

In this article we develop this point and explore its implications for polit-
ical theory. Specifically, our intent is to highlight and engage critically the
limits of anthropocentric sovereignty. In doing so, we seek to contribute
to an eclectic line of critical theory of modern rule—if not sovereignty
per se—which problematizes its anthropocentrism, a line that connects
(however awkwardly and indirectly) Spinozan studies (including Donna
Haraway and Gilles Deleuze) to Michel Foucault, Giorgio Agamben, Jane
Bennett, and others.6 We do so through the phenomenon of the Unidentified
Flying Object, or “UFO,”7 the authoritative disregard for which brings
clearly into view the limits of anthropocentric metaphysics.

We proceed in four sections. In the first, we describe an animating
puzzle—the “UFO taboo”—in order to set the empirical basis for our theo-
retical intervention. In the next we make this taboo puzzling through an
immanent critique of the authoritative claim that UFOs are not extraterrestrial
(ET). Then, in the third section, we solve the puzzle through a theoretical
analysis of the metaphysical threat that the UFO poses to anthropocentric
sovereignty. We conclude with some implications for theory and practice.
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A Puzzling Taboo

On March 30-31, 1990, two Belgian F-16s were scrambled to intercept
a large, unidentified object in the night sky over Brussels, which had been
observed by a policeman and ground-based radars. The pilots confirmed the
target on their radars (never visually) and achieved radar lock three times,
but each time it responded with violent turns and altitude changes, later
estimated to have imposed gravitational forces of 40gs. In a rare public
statement the Belgian defense minister said he could not explain the inci-
dent, which remains unexplained today.8

One might expect unexplained incidents in NATO airspace to concern
the authorities, particularly given that since 1947 over 100,000 UFOs have
been reported worldwide, many by militaries.9 However, neither the scien-
tific community nor states have made serious efforts to identify them, the
vast majority remaining completely uninvestigated. The science of UFOs is
minuscule and deeply marginalized. Although many scientists think pri-
vately that UFOs deserve study,10 there are no opportunities or incentives to
do it. With almost no meaningful variation, states—all 190+ of them—have
been notably uninterested as well.11 A few have gone through the motions
of studying individual cases, but with even fewer exceptions these inquiries
have been neither objective nor systematic, and no state has actually looked
for UFOs to discover larger patterns.12 For both science and the state, it
seems, the UFO is not an “object” at all, but a non-object, something not
just unidentified but unseen and thus ignored.13

The authoritative disregard of UFOs goes further, however, to active
denial of their object status. Ufology is decried as a pseudo-science that
threatens the foundations of scientific authority,14 and the few scientists
who have taken a public interest in UFOs have done so at considerable cost.
For their part, states have actively dismissed “belief” in UFOs as irrational
(as in, “do you believe in UFOs?”), while maintaining considerable secrecy
about their own reports.15 This leading role of the state distinguishes UFOs
from other anomalies, scientific resistance to which is typically explained
sociologically.16 UFO denial appears to be as much political as sociological—
more like Galileo’s ideas were political for the Catholic Church than like
the once ridiculed theory of continental drift. In short, considerable work
goes into ignoring UFOs, constituting them as objects only of ridicule and
scorn. To that extent one may speak of a “UFO taboo,” a prohibition in the
authoritative public sphere on taking UFOs seriously, or “thou shalt not try
very hard to find out what UFOs are.”17
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Still, for modern elites it is unnecessary to study UFOs, because they are
known to have conventional—i.e., non-ET—explanations, whether hoaxes,
rare atmospheric phenomena, instrument malfunction, witness mistakes, or
secret government technologies. Members of the general public might
believe that UFOs are ETs, but authoritatively We know they are not.

In the next section we challenge this claim to knowledge. Not by argu-
ing that UFOs are ETs, since we have no idea what UFOs are—which are,
after all, unidentified. But that is precisely the point. Scientifically, human
beings do not know that all UFOs have conventional explanations, but
instead remain ignorant.

In this light a UFO taboo appears quite puzzling. First, if any UFOs were
discovered to be ETs it would be one of the most important events in human
history, making it rational to investigate even a remote possibility. It was
just such reasoning that led the U.S. government to fund the Search for
Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence (SETI), which looks for signs of life around
distant stars. With no evidence whatsoever for such life, why not study
UFOs, which are close by and leave evidence?18 Second, states seem eager
to “securitize” all manner of threats to their societies or their rule.19

Securitization often enables the expansion of state power; why not then
securitize UFOs, which offer unprecedented possibilities in this respect?
And finally, there is simple scientific curiosity: why not study UFOs, just
like human beings study everything else? At least something interesting
might be learned about Nature. Notwithstanding these compelling reasons
to identify UFOs, however, modern authorities have not seriously tried to
do so. This suggests that UFO ignorance is not simply a gap in our knowl-
edge, like the cure for cancer, but something actively reproduced by taboo.

Taking this taboo as a symptom, following Nancy Tuana,20 we inquire into
the “epistemology of [UFO] ignorance,” or the production of (un)knowledge
about UFOs and its significance for modern rule. We are particularly inter-
ested here in the role of the state, while recognizing the story is also about
science.21 Thus, our puzzle is not the familiar question of ufology, “What are
UFOs?” but, “Why are they dismissed by the authorities?” Why is human
ignorance not only unacknowledged, but so emphatically denied? In short,
why a taboo? These are questions of social rather than physical science, and
do not presuppose that any UFOs are ETs. Only that they might be.

A Key Premise and the Argument in Short

First the argument. Adapting ideas from Giorgio Agamben, supple-
mented by Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, we argue that the UFO
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taboo is functionally necessitated by the anthropocentric metaphysics of
modern sovereignty. Modern rule typically works less through sovereign
coercion than through biopolitics, governing the conditions of life itself.22

In this liberal apparatus of security, power flows primarily from the deploy-
ment of specialized knowledges for the regularization of populations, rather
than from the ability to kill. But when such regimes of governmentality are
threatened, the traditional face of the state,23 its sovereign power, comes to
the fore: the ability to determine when norms and law should be sus-
pended—in Carl Schmitt’s terms, to “decide the exception.”24

The UFO compels decision because it exceeds modern governmentality,
but we argue that the decision cannot be made. The reason is that modern
decision presupposes anthropocentrism, which is threatened metaphysi-
cally by the possibility that UFOs might be ETs. As such, genuine UFO
ignorance cannot be acknowledged without calling modern sovereignty
itself into question. This puts the problem of normalizing the UFO back
onto governmentality, where it can be “known” only without trying to find
out what it is—through a taboo. The UFO, in short, is a previously unac-
knowledged site of contestation in an ongoing historical project to consti-
tute sovereignty in anthropocentric terms. Importantly, our argument here is
structural rather than agentic.25 We are not saying the authorities are hiding
The Truth about UFOs, much less that it is ET. We are saying they cannot
ask the question.

Although we draw on theorists not associated with epistemic realism, a
key premise of our argument is that a critical theorization of the UFO taboo
in relation to modern rule is possible only if it includes a realist moment,
which grants to things-in-themselves (here the UFO) the power to affect
rational belief. To see why, consider Jodi Dean’s otherwise excellent Aliens
in America, one of the few social scientific works to treat UFOs as anything
more than figments of over-active imaginations.26 Like us, Dean empha-
sizes that it is not known what UFOs are, leaving open the ET possibility.
But for her the significance of this ignorance is to exemplify the postmod-
ern breakdown of all modern certainties, such that scientific truth is now
everywhere a “fugitive”—not that it might be overcome by considering,
scientifically, the reality of UFOs.

In the UFO context such anti-realism is problematic, since its political
effect is ironically to reinforce the skeptical orthodoxy: if UFOs cannot be
known scientifically then why bother study them? As realist institutions,
science and the modern state do not concern themselves with what cannot
be known scientifically. For example, whatever their religious beliefs, social
scientists always study religion as “methodological atheists,” assuming that
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God plays no causal role in the material world. Anything else would be con-
sidered irrational today; as Jürgen Habermas puts it, “a philosophy that
oversteps the bounds of methodological atheism loses its philosophical
seriousness.”27 By not allowing that UFOs might be knowable scientifically,
therefore, Dean implicitly embraces a kind of methodological atheism
about UFOs, which as with God shifts attention to human representations
of the UFO, not its reality.

Yet UFOs are different than God in one key respect: many leave physi-
cal traces on radar and film, which suggests they are natural rather than
supernatural phenomena and thus amenable in principle to scientific inves-
tigation. Since authoritative discourse in effect denies this by treating UFOs
as an irrational belief, a realist moment is necessary to call this discourse
fully into question. Interestingly, therefore, in contrast to their usual antag-
onism, in the UFO context science would be critical theory. In this light
Dean’s claim that UFOs are unknowable appears anthropocentrically
monological. It might be that We, talking among ourselves, cannot know
what UFOs are, but any “They” probably have a good idea, and the only
way to remain open to that dialogical potential is to consider the reality of
the UFO itself.28 Failure to do so merely reaffirms the UFO taboo.

In foregrounding the realist moment in our analysis we mean not to fore-
close a priori the possibility that UFOs can be known scientifically; how-
ever, we make no claim that they necessarily would be known if only they
were studied. Upon close inspection many UFOs do turn out to have con-
ventional explanations, but there is a hard core of cases, perhaps 25 to 30
percent, that seem to resist such explanations, and their reality may indeed
be humanly unknowable—although without systematic inquiry we cannot
say. Thus, and importantly, our overarching position here is one of method-
ological agnosticism rather than realism, which mitigates the potential for
epistemological conflict with the non-realist political theorists we draw
upon below.29 Nevertheless, in the context of natural phenomena like UFOs
agnosticism can itself become dogma if not put to the test, which requires
adopting a realist stance at least instrumentally or “strategically,” and see-
ing what happens.30 This justifies acting as if the UFO is knowable, while
recognizing that it might ultimately exceed human grasp.

Proving Our Ignorance

Our argument is that UFO ignorance is political rather than scientific. To
motivate this argument, however, we first need to critique UFO “skepticism”
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as science.31 Science derives its authority from its claim to discover, before
politics, objective facts about the world. Since today these putative facts
include that UFOs are not ETs, we have to show that this fact is not actu-
ally scientific.

We consider very briefly the strongest arguments for UFO skepticism
and show that none justifies rejection of the ET hypothesis (ETH). Indeed,
they do not come close.32 It is not known, scientifically, that UFOs are not
ETs, and to reject the ETH is therefore to risk a Type II error in statistics,
or rejecting a true explanation. Of course, this does not mean that UFOs are
ETs, either (inviting a Type I error), but it shifts the burden of proof onto
skeptics to show that a Type II error has not been made.33 The UFO taboo
is then puzzling, and open to political critique.

“There is No Evidence”

Echoing Hume’s discussion of miracles, Carl Sagan once said about
UFOs that “extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence,” and the
empirical evidence for the ETH is certainly not that. If there is any ET sig-
nal in the noise of UFO reports it is very weak. However, some evidence
warrants reasonable doubt.

Physical evidence. Usually the first objection to the ETH is the lack of
direct physical evidence of alien presence. Some ET believers contest this,
claiming that the U.S. government is hiding wreckage from a 1947 crash at
Roswell, New Mexico, but such claims are based on conspiracy theories
that we shall set aside here. Not because they are necessarily wrong
(although they cannot be falsified in the present context of UFO secrecy),
but because like UFO skepticism they are anthropocentric, only now We
know that UFOs are ETs but “They” (the government) aren’t telling. Such
an assumption leads critique toward issues of official secrecy and away
from the absence of systematic study, which is the real puzzle. In our view
secrecy is a symptom of the UFO taboo, not its heart.

While there is no direct physical evidence for the ETH, however, there
is considerable indirect physical evidence for it, in the form of UFO anom-
alies that lack apparent conventional explanations—and for which ETs are
therefore one possibility.34 These anomalies take four forms: ground traces,
electro-magnetic interference with aircraft and motor vehicles, photographs
and videos, and radar sightings like the Belgian F-16 case. Such anomalies
cannot be dismissed simply because they are only indirect evidence for ETs,
since science relies heavily on such evidence, as in the recent discovery
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of over 300 extra-solar planets (and counting).35 For if UFO anomalies are
not potentially ETs, what else are they?

Testimonial evidence. Most UFO reports consist primarily of eyewitness
testimony. Although all observation is in a sense testimonial, by itself testi-
mony cannot ground a scientific claim unless it can be replicated indepen-
dently, which UFO testimony cannot. Such testimony is problematic in
other respects as well. It reports seemingly impossible things, much is of
poor quality, witnesses may have incentives to lie, honest observers may
lack knowledge, and even experts can make mistakes. In view of these
problems skeptics dismiss UFO testimony as meaningless.

Problems notwithstanding, this conclusion is unwarranted. First, testi-
mony should not be dismissed lightly, since none of us can verify for our-
selves even a fraction of the knowledge we take for granted.36 In both law
and social science, testimony has considerable epistemic weight in deter-
mining the facts. While sometimes wrong, given its importance in society,
testimony is rejected only if there are strong reasons to do so. Second, there
is a very large volume of UFO testimony, with some events witnessed by lit-
erally thousands of people. Third, some of these people were “expert wit-
nesses”—civilian and military pilots, air traffic controllers, astronauts,
astronomers, and other scientists. Finally, some of this testimony is corrob-
orated by physical evidence, as in “radar/visual” cases.

In short, the empirical evidence alone does not warrant rejecting the
ETH. It does not warrant acceptance either, but this sets the bar too high.
The question today is not “Are UFOs ETs?” but “Is there enough evidence
they might be to warrant systematic study?” By demanding proof of ETs
first, skeptics foreclose the question altogether.

“It Can’t Be True”

Given the inconclusiveness of the empirical record, UFO skepticism
ultimately rests on an a priori theoretical conviction that ET visitation is
impossible: “It can’t be true, therefore it isn’t.” Skeptics offer four main
arguments to this effect.

“We are alone.” Philosophers have long debated whether life exists
beyond Earth,37 but the debate has lately intensified in response to empirical
discoveries like extra-solar planets, water on Mars, and “extremophile” organ-
isms back home. A thriving discipline of astrobiology has emerged, and the
view that life exists elsewhere seems poised to become scientific orthodoxy.
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However, this does not mean that (what humans consider) intelligent life
exists. The only evidence of that, human beings, proves merely that intelli-
gence like ours is possible, not probable. The Darwinian “Rare Earth
hypothesis” holds that because evolution is a contingent process, human
intelligence is a random accident, and the chances of finding it elsewhere
are therefore essentially zero.38

This is a serious argument, but there is a serious argument on the other side
too, going on within evolutionary theory itself, where the neo-Darwinian
orthodoxy is today being challenged by complexity theorists.39 Rather than
contingency and randomness, complexity theory highlights processes of self-
organization in Nature which tend toward more complex organisms. If the
“law of increasing complexity” is correct then intelligent life might actually
be common in the universe. Either way, today it is simply not known.

“They can’t get here.” Even if intelligent life is common, skeptics argue
it is too far away to get here. Relativity theory says nothing can travel faster
than the speed of light (186,000 miles per second). Lower speeds impose a
temporal constraint on ET visitation: at .001 percent of light speed, or
66,960 miles per hour—already far beyond current human capabilities—it
would take 4,500 Earth years for ETs to arrive from the nearest star. Higher
speeds, in turn, impose a cost and energy constraint: to approximate light
speed a spaceship would need to use more energy than is presently con-
sumed in an entire year on Earth.

Physical constraints on inter-stellar travel are often seen as the ultimate
reason to reject the ETH, but are they decisive? Computer simulations sug-
gest that even at speeds well below light the colonization wave-fronts of
any expanding ET civilizations should have reached Earth long ago.40 How
long ago depends on what assumptions are made, but even pessimistic ones
yield ET encounters with Earth within 100 million years, barely a blip in
cosmic terms. In short, ETs should be here, which prompts the famous
“Fermi Paradox,” “Where are They?”41

Additionally, there are growing, if still highly speculative, doubts that
the speed of light is truly an absolute barrier.42 Wormholes—themselves
predicted by relativity theory—are tunnels through space-time that would
immensely shorten the distances between stars. And then there is the possi-
bility of “warp drive,” or engineering the vacuum around a spaceship,
enabling it to skip over space without time dilation.43 Speculative as these
ideas are, their scientific basis is sufficiently sound that research is cur-
rently being funded through the “Breakthrough Propulsion Program” at
NASA. They may prove to be wrong or beyond human capacity. But if

616 Political Theory



humans are imagining them just 300 years from our scientific revolution,
what might ETs 3,000 years, much less 3,000,000, from theirs be imagining?

“They would land on the White House lawn.” If ETs came all this way to
see us, why don’t they land on the White House lawn and introduce them-
selves? After all, if humans encounter intelligent life in our own space
exploration, that’s what we would do. On this view, the fact that ETs have
not is evidence they are not here.

But is it? Again there is debate. The “embargo” or “zoo hypothesis” sug-
gests that ETs might have quarantined Earth as a wildlife preserve.44 Or, ETs
might be interested in contact, but want humans to discover their presence
ourselves to avert a violent shock to our civilization. Finally, even humans
might not land on the White House lawn. In the popular science fiction show
Star Trek, the Federation maintains a policy of “non-interference” toward
lower life forms; might not real space-faring humans adopt a similar policy?
Whatever the answer, debates about ET intentions have no scientific basis.

“We would know.” The last skeptical argument is an appeal to human
authority: with its panoptic surveillance of the skies the modern state would
know by now if ETs were here. Of course, conspiracy theorists think the
state does know, but there is no need to embrace this debatable proposition
to call the skeptical argument into question. First, skepticism assumes an
ability to know the UFO that may be unwarranted. If ETs have the capabil-
ity to visit Earth, then they may be able to limit knowledge of their pres-
ence. Second, no authority has ever actually looked for UFOs, the effect of
which on what is seen should not be under-estimated. Finally, in view of
pervasive UFO secrecy more is probably known about them than is publicly
acknowledged. This does not mean what is known is ET, but it could pro-
vide further reason to think so.

Given the stakes, ignoring UFOs only makes sense if human beings can
be certain they are not ETs. We have shown there is more than reasonable
doubt: the ETH cannot be rejected without significant risk of Type II error.
What is actually known about UFOs is that we have no idea what they are,
including whether they are alien; far from proving UFO skepticism, science
proves its ignorance. With so little science on either side, therefore, the UFO
controversy has been essentially theological, pitting ET believers against
unbelievers. In this fight, the unbelievers have secured the authority of
science, giving them decisive advantage. Their views are taken as fact, while
those of believers and agnostics are dismissed as irrational belief. Since
science does not actually justify rejecting the ETH, why would unbelief be
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so hegemonic? The UFO taboo is puzzling, we submit, and demands a
deeper look at how its “knowledge” is produced.

Anthropocentrism and UFO Ignorance

Authoritative insistence on knowing the UFO only through ignorance is
necessitated by the threat it poses to the anthropocentric metaphysics of
modern rule. Within modern rule we focus specifically on sovereignty, but
in our conceptualization sovereignty cannot be understood without refer-
ence to governmentality, which sets the normative context of sovereign
decision. Thus, in what follows we both begin and end with governmental-
ity, while keeping our remarks to a minimum in order to focus on the meta-
physics of sovereignty per se. In doing so we recognize that the relationship
between governmentality and sovereignty is contested among political the-
orists. Focused on the specific problem of the UFO taboo, we do not take
sides in this debate except to accept the view that the two aspects of mod-
ern rule are intertwined.

Governmentality, Sovereignty, and the Exception

In thinking about the problem of rule, political scientists have tradition-
ally focused on either individual agents or institutional structures, in both
cases treating government as a given object. In contrast, Foucault’s concept
of governmentality is focused on the “art of governing,” understood as the
biopolitical “conduct of conduct” for a population of subjects.45 Thus, gov-
ernmentality concerns the specific regime of practices through which the
population is constituted and (self-)regularized. “Modern” governmentality
marks a shift in discourses of rule away from the state’s sovereign power—
its ability to take life and/or render it bare—and toward its fostering and
regularizing of life in biopolitics. The object of government is no longer
simply obedience to the king, but regulating the conditions of life for
subjects. To this end biopolitics requires that the conditions of life of the
population be made visible and assayed, and practical knowledge be made
available to improve them. As a result, with modern governmentality we
see the emergence of both panoptic surveillance and numerous specialized
discourses—of education, political economy, demography, health, morality,
and others—the effect of which is to make populations knowable and
subject to the regularization that will make for the “happy life.”
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A constitutive feature of modern governmentality is that its discourses
are scientific, which means that science and the state are today deeply inter-
meshed. Through science the state makes its subjects and objects known,
lending them a facticity that facilitates their regularization, and through the
state science acquires institutional support and prestige. Despite this sym-
biosis, however, there is also an important epistemological difference
between the two. Science seeks, but knows it can never fully achieve, “the”
truth, defined as an apolitical, objective representation of the world. To this
end it relies on norms and practices that produce an evolving, always poten-
tially contested body of knowledge. The state, in contrast, seeks a regime
of truth to which its population will reliably adhere. Standards for knowl-
edge in that context privilege stability and normalization over the uncertain
path of scientific truth. Although science and the state are allied in the modern
UFO regime, we suggest in conclusion that this difference opens space for
critical theory and resistance.

Modern governmentality directs attention away from sovereign power
and toward the socially diffuse practices by which it is sustained. Yet as
Agamben reminds us,46 sovereignty remains important, because every
regime of governmentality has outsides, even while exceeding the capacity
for regularization. This outside is both external, in the form of actors not
subject to normalization, and internal, in the form of people’s capacity to
do otherwise (hence their need to be “governed”). Ordinarily these limits
do not severely threaten modern rule, but some exceed the capacity for
regularization.

Schmitt calls such situations “states of exception”: “any severe eco-
nomic or political disturbance requiring the application of extraordinary
measures,” including abrogation of law by those who govern in its name.47

Extending and modifying Schmitt’s analysis, Agamben emphasizes a “zone
of indistinction” between the juridical order and the state of exception,
which is neither fully in nor outside the law. Thus, while sometimes con-
stitutionally recognized, the state of exception is “not a special kind of law,”
but necessarily transcends the law.48 In Sergei Prozorov’s terms, the state of
exception is a “constitutive outside” or “excess” to law that is the latter’s
condition of possibility.49 As such, for Agamben (if not for Schmitt) a state
of exception is always potentially there, even when not actually in force,
permanently contaminating the law. On the other hand, the state of excep-
tion also belongs to the law, since it is by the latter’s limits and/or failure
that it is known. States of exception cannot be declared willy-nilly, but must
make sense within the regime of truth they would uphold. Thus, law and the
exception are co-constitutive rather than mutually exclusive.
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“Sovereign is he who decides the exception.”50 Like the state of excep-
tion it decides, sovereignty is both outside and inside law. On the one hand,
it is the ability to found and suspend a juridical order. To that extent sover-
eignty transcends the law, its decisions seeming to come out of nowhere,
like a “miracle.”51 In saying this Schmitt emphasizes sovereignty’s omnipo-
tence, if not to realize its intentions then at least to decide them. However,
even Schmitt recognizes that sovereign decision is not literally a miracle,
but has conditions of possibility. Among Agamben’s contributions is in
showing that those conditions include the very corpus of law that is to be
suspended in the decision of the exception. In this way sovereignty is also
inside and limited by law.

Anthropocentrism and the Undecidability of the UFO

If the limits of the governmental regime are exposed, the sovereign gen-
erally can be counted on to survey and to securitize the threat; that is after
all what its sovereignty is for. In this light the UFO is the proverbial dog
that didn’t bark, a potential threat not only un-securitized but never even
properly surveyed. About the UFO, in short, there has been no decision as
to its status as exception, only an ignoring. The reason, we argue, lies in the
triple threat that the UFO poses to modern rule, at once physical, ontologi-
cal, and metaphysical.

Exceptions presuppose an exterior. Because modern rule is grounded in
a scientific worldview that does not recognize the existence of supernatural
phenomena, this exterior is normally understood today in purely spatio-
temporal terms.52 Threats can then take two forms, physical threats to life
and ontological threats to identity or social being.53 Given sovereignty’s
need to transform the contingency of decision into taken-for-granted
authority, it is only by reference to the intrusion of such threats into its field
of visibility that the state of exception can be justified. Importantly, the sov-
ereign cannot decide the terms of its encounters with these intrusions, only
their status as exception.

On one level the UFO is a traditional spatio-temporal threat, because one
of the possibilities that we must countenance if we accept that the UFO is
truly unidentified is that its occupants are ETs—and that threatens both the
physical and ontological security of modern rule. The physical threat, of
course, is that ET presence in “our” solar system would indicate a vastly
superior technology to human beings’, raising the possibility of conquest
and even extermination. (In this respect it matters greatly that They might
be Here, rather than far away as in the SETI scenario.) The ontological
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threat is that even if the ETs were benign, their confirmed presence would
create tremendous pressure for a unified human response, or world govern-
ment. The sovereign identity of the modern state is partly constituted in and
through its difference from other such states, which gives modern sover-
eignty its plural character. Any exteriority that required subsuming this dif-
ference into a global sovereignty would threaten what the modern state is,
quite apart from the risk of physical destruction.

It might be argued that these spatio-temporal threats alone can explain
the UFO taboo. On this view, by virtue of the possibility that UFOs are ETs,
the UFO calls into question the state’s claim to protect its citizens, which it
would be unwilling to admit. Because the threat is so grave, the only ratio-
nal response is to ignore the UFO. States are enabled in this policy by the
fact that UFOs do not (yet) interfere with the conditions of life of human
populations, and as such have not compelled recognition.

However, at least two considerations militate against reducing the UFO
threat to spatio-temporal terms. First, states show little reluctance to ignore
other existential threats; if immigrants, pandemics, and terrorists are read-
ily securitized, despite states’ inability to secure their populations from
them, then why are not UFOs? Second, given that UFOs do not interfere
with modern governance, and with no indication that states actually believe
the ETH, the UFO would seem cynically to be an ideal securitization issue.
Because it leaves physical traces it can be represented as if it were real, jus-
tifying the growth of state power, even as states know the threat is imagi-
nary. To be sure states may have other worries—but then all the more
reason to stage a UFO threat to bolster their capacities. Thus, Hollywood
notwithstanding, in our view the threat of the UFO is not primarily alien
invasion or the black helicopters of world government. Challenges to the
“physics” of modern sovereignty are necessary conditions for the UFO
taboo, but they are not sufficient.

The UFO threat is different in the challenge it poses to the metaphysics of
modern sovereignty, which are fundamentally anthropocentric.54 Because the
contemporary capacity to command political loyalty and resources depends
upon it, the assumption of anthropocentrism must be unquestioned if modern
rule is to be sustained as a political project. As a condition of their own sov-
ereignty, therefore, before modern states can deal with threats to their physi-
cal and ontological security, they must first secure this metaphysic.

How is this done? Sovereign decision is no help, since modern sover-
eignty can only instantiate an anthropocentric metaphysic, not step outside
to decide the exception to it. So here modern sovereignty must give way to
governmentality, or authoritative procedures to make anthropocentrism
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“known” as fact. In contrast to past processes of normalization in which the
visions of shamans or seers were taken to be authoritative, the standards of
knowledge in modern governmentality are primarily scientific. Thus, since
there is no scientific evidence for miracles, it is known that God does not
intervene in the material world. Similarly, since there is no evidence Nature
has subjectivity, it is known not to. Anthropocentrism will be secure until
scientific evidence to the contrary comes along.

An unknown that incorporates the possibility of ETs confounds this
metaphysical certainty, creating a situation in which its status as exception
cannot be decided. We develop this suggestion using Derrida’s concept of
“undecidability,”55 while arguing that the particular form undecidability
takes in the UFO case disrupts its usual operation.

Something is undecidable when it “does not conform to either polarity
of a dichotomy, (for example, present/absent, cure/poison, and inside/out-
side),” but is both at once.56 Perhaps confusingly, undecidability does not
mean a decision cannot be made, but that a decision on which side of the
binary an undecidable belongs is compelled. Undecidability is a “condition
from which no course of action necessarily follows,”57 yet which requires a
decision to resolve oscillation between dichotomous poles. The UFO is
undecidable in this sense, and thus compels decision.

However, to “decide” an exception it would seem necessary for the sov-
ereign first to acknowledge the existence of a disturbance in its field of vis-
ibility and try to determine what the disturbance is. “Decision,” in other
words, suggests an effort to know potential threats rather than merely re-
enact the norm, if only to make better decisions—yet states have made no
meaningful effort to know the UFO. Disturbances may be acknowledged,
but then states have mostly abjured a scientific standpoint in favor of public
relations on behalf of the established regime of truth, re-affirming that We
already know what these (unidentified) objects are (not). The effect is to
constitute the UFO as un-exceptional, but not by “deciding.”58

This suggests that we need to look more closely at the moment of tran-
sition from undecidability to the decision, or what Derrida calls the “logic
of the palisade,”59 which in this case does not seem to be automatic. More
specifically, we propose that the UFO compels a decision that, by the
modern sovereign at least, cannot be made. The reason is the particular
character of the UFO’s undecidability, at once potentially objective and
subjective, each pole of which poses a metaphysical challenge to anthro-
pocentric rule.

On the one hand, UFOs appear indeed to be objects, not necessarily in
the narrow sense of something hard and tangible, but in the broader sense
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of natural processes that produce physical effects. The effects are subtle and
elusive, which means that UFOs are not unambiguously objects, but radar
anomalies and other physical traces suggest something objective is going on.

As unidentified object the UFO poses a threat of unknowability to
science, upon which modern sovereignty depends. Of course, there are
many things science does not know, like the cure for cancer, but its author-
ity rests on the assumption that nothing in Nature is in principle unknow-
able. UFOs challenge modern science in two ways: (1) they appear random
and unsystematic, making them difficult to grasp objectively; and (2) some
appear to violate the laws of physics (like the 40g turns in the Belgian
F-16 case). This does not mean that UFOs are in fact humanly unknowable,
but they might be, and in that respect they haunt modern sovereignty with
the possibility of epistemic failure. To see how this might be uniquely
threatening it is useful to compare the UFO to three other cases of what
might be seen as unknowability.

One is the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle in quantum theory, which
acknowledges inherent limits on the ability to know sub-atomic reality.
Since the Uncertainty Principle has not stopped physicists from doing
physics, this might seem to undermine our claim that potential unknowa-
bility precludes a decision on the UFO as object. Yet, there are known
unknowns and unknown unknowns, and here the two cases differ. Quantum
mechanics emerged in a highly structured context of extant theory and
established experimental results, and is a systematic body of knowledge
that enables physicists to manipulate reality with extraordinary precision.
With quantum theory we know exactly what we cannot know, enabling it to
be safely incorporated into modern science. The UFO, in contrast, emerges
in a context free of extant theory and empirical research, and raises funda-
mental questions about the place of human beings in the universe. That we
might never know what we cannot know about UFOs makes their potential
objectivity more problematic for the modern project.

A different problem is presented by God, whose existence science also
declaims ability to know. Once fiercely contested, the notion that God can
be known only through faith not reason is today accepted by religious and
secular authorities alike. Since God is not potentially a scientific object,
science does not consider the question to be within its purview. Miracles are
recognized by the Church, but the criteria by which they are made authori-
tative are not primarily scientific. UFOs, in contrast, leave unexplained
physical traces and as such fall directly within the purview of modern
science.60 It is one of the ironies of modern rule that it is far more accept-
able today to affirm publicly one’s belief in God, for whose existence there
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is no scientific evidence, than UFOs, the existence of which—whatever
they might be—is physically documented.

Perhaps the best analogue to the epistemic threat posed by UFO objec-
tivity is extra-sensory perception or “psi.” Here we have a subtle and elu-
sive phenomenon that might be objective, and which raises similar worries
about unknowability for the modern episteme.61 And here too we see
tremendous resistance from the scientific community to taking it seriously.
Nevertheless, and interestingly, psi research has been undertaken by
states,62 suggesting that potential unknowability by itself does not preclude
sovereign decision, if, were the phenomenon to become known, it could
serve human purposes.

Indeed, were the UFO merely an object, it is hard to see that its poten-
tial unknowability would preclude a decision on its status as exception. Qua
object, and only object, the UFO threatens neither the physical nor the onto-
logical security of modern rule, which we have argued are necessary con-
ditions for the metaphysical threat from UFOs to be realized. (In this
respect the UFO contrasts interestingly with the possibility of catastrophic
asteroid impacts, which in fact has been recently constituted as a physical
threat.)63 As with other anomalies there might be sociological resistance to
seeing UFOs, but if science does its job properly, the resistance should
break down and a serious effort to identify UFOs eventually undertaken.

Unlike some objects, however, the UFO might also have subjectivity (ETs).
In itself non-human subjectivity need not be a problem for anthropocentric
sovereignty. Although modernity is constituted by a general de-animation of
Nature, debates about animal consciousness raise anew the possibility that
subjectivity is not limited to humans.64 However, while it may generate anx-
iety,65 animal subjectivity does not threaten modern rule either physically or
ontologically. Superior intelligence enabled humans long ago to domesticate
animals, ensuring that any subjectivity they might have will lie safely
“beneath” human rule. By virtue of being in the solar system, in contrast, ETs
might have vastly superior intelligence, literally “above” human rule, and
thus be sovereign deciders in their own right. To our knowledge no ETs have
shown themselves, which means the UFO is not unambiguously subjective
(either), but the failure of science to justify ruling out the ETH leaves open
the possibility, and that clearly does threaten anthropocentrism. As potential
subject, then, the UFO radically relativizes modern sovereignty, disturbing its
homologous character with the threat of unimagined heterogeneity, the sov-
ereignty of the fully alien (non-human) Other.

In short, the UFO poses threats to modern rule on both poles of the
object–subject dichotomy that constitutes its undecidability, making a
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decision in favor of one or the other intrinsically problematic. These threats
are metaphysical in the sense of raising epistemological and ontological
doubts about the whole anthropocentric idea of modern rule, not just its
realizations in actually existing states—and it is the absolute taken-for-
grantedness of that idea upon which the ability to mobilize modern power
depends. From the standpoint of modern rule, therefore, the threat of the
UFO is not unlike that of the Christian’s Second Coming, a potential mate-
rialization of the metaphysical.

It is the triple threat of the UFO that explains states’ very different
response to it compared to other disruptions of modern norms. By calling
into question the very basis of the modern sovereign’s capacity to decide its
status as exception, the UFO cannot be acknowledged as truly unidentified—
which is to say potentially ET—without calling into question modern sov-
ereignty itself. Thus, far from being a deus ex machina that, through the
decision, intervenes miraculously to safeguard the norm, modern sover-
eignty is shown by the UFO to be itself a norm, of anthropocentrism—and
behind this norm no further agency stands. In this way the UFO exhibits not
the standard undecidability that compels a decision, but what might be
called a “meta”-undecidability which precludes it. The UFO is both excep-
tional and not decidable as exception, and as a result with respect to it the
modern sovereign is performatively insecure. The insecurity is not con-
scious, but operates at the deeper level of a taboo, in which certain possi-
bilities are unthinkable because of their inherent danger. In this respect
UFO skepticism is akin to denial in psychoanalysis: the sovereign represses
the UFO out of fear of what it would reveal about itself.66 There is therefore
nothing for the sovereign to do but turn away its gaze from—to ignore, and
hence be ignorant of—the UFO, making no decision at all. Just when
needed most, on the palisades, the sovereign is nowhere to be found.

Governmentality and the UFO Taboo

To this point we have concentrated on the question of “why?” the UFO
taboo, in response to which we have offered a structural answer about the
logic of anthropocentric sovereignty. However, there is a separate question
of “how?” the taboo is produced and reproduced, since structural necessity
alone does not make it happen. It takes work—not the conscious work of a
vast conspiracy seeking to suppress the truth about UFOs, but the work of
countless undirected practices that in the modern world make the UFO
“known” as not-ET. Bringing our argument full circle, this is the work of
modern governmentality, upon which the normalization of the UFO is
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thrown back by the absent sovereign. Yet this work too is problematic,
because modern governmentality usually proceeds by making objects visi-
ble so they can be known and regularized, which in the UFO case would be
self-subverting. Thus, what are needed are techniques for making UFOs
known without actually trying to find out what they are.

One might distinguish at least four such techniques: (1) authoritative
representations, like the U.S. Air Force’s claim that UFOs are “not a
national security threat,”67 the portrayal of ufology as pseudo-science, and
the science fictionalization of UFOs in the media; (2) official inquiries, like
the 1969 Condon Report, which have the appearance of being scientific but
are essentially “show trials” systematically deformed by a priori rejection
of the ETH;68 (3) official secrecy, which “removes knowledge” from the
system;69 and finally (4) discipline in the Foucauldian sense, ranging from
formal attacks on the “paranoid style” of UFO believers as a threat to mod-
ern rationality,70 to everyday dismissal of those who express public interest
in UFOs, which generates a “spiral of silence” in which individuals engage
in self-censorship instead.71

Much could be said from a governmentality perspective about these
techniques, which are amply documented in the ufological literature, but
we lack the space to do so here. Instead, we have focused on explaining
why all this anti-UFO work is necessary in the first place, which goes to the
fundamental puzzle with which we began our argument: given the many
reasons to study UFOs, why aren’t they taken seriously? To answer this
question the specific techniques by which the UFO is normalized can be a
distraction, since ignorance is multiply realizable at the micro-level.
Notwithstanding the importance of governmentality to a critical theory of
anthropocentric rule, it is to the performative insecurity of modern sover-
eignty that one must look first.

Resistance

We have called ours a “critical” theory, in that it rests on a normative
assumption that the limits of modern rule should be exposed. In the present
context this means that human beings should try to know the UFO.
Although we believe the case for this presumption is over-determined and
overwhelming, it is not a case we can make here. Nevertheless, it seems
incumbent upon us to follow through on the practical logic of our theory,
so taking its desirability as given, in conclusion we address the question of
resistance to the UFO taboo.
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The structuralism of our argument might suggest that resistance is futile.
However, the structure of the UFO taboo also has aporias and fissures that
make it—and the anthropocentric structure of rule that it sustains—potentially
unstable.

One is the UFO itself, which in its persistent recurrence generates an
ongoing need for its normalization. Modern rule might not recognize the
UFO, but in the face of continuing anomalies maintaining such non-
recognition requires work. In that respect the UFO is part of the constitu-
tive, unnormalized outside of modern sovereignty, which can be included
in authoritative discourse only through its exclusion.

Within the structure of modern rule there are also at least two fissures that
complicate maintaining UFO ignorance. One is the different knowledge
interests of science and the state. While the two are aligned in authoritative
UFO discourse, the state is ultimately interested in maintaining a certain
regime of truth (particularly in the face of metaphysical insecurity), whereas
science recognizes that its truths can only be tentative. Theory may be stub-
born, but the presumption in science is that reality has the last word, which
creates the possibility of scientific knowledge countering the state’s dogma.

The other fissure is within liberalism, the constitutive core of modern
governmentality. Even as it produces normalized subjects who know that
“belief” in UFOs is absurd, liberal governmentality justifies itself as a dis-
course that produces free-thinking subjects who might doubt it.72 It is in this
context that we would place the recent disclosure by the French government
(and at press time the British too) of its long-secret UFO files (1,600
reports), including its investigations of selected cases, of which the French
acknowledge 25 percent as unexplained.73 Given that secrecy is only a con-
tingent feature of the UFO taboo, and that even the French are still far from
seeking systematic knowledge of UFOs, this disclosure is not in itself a
serious challenge to our argument. However, the French action does illus-
trate a potential within liberalism to break with authoritative common
sense,74 even at the risk of exposing the foundations of modern sovereignty
to insecurity.

The kind of resistance that can best exploit these fissures might be called
militant agnosticism. Resistance must be agnostic because by the realist
standards of modernity, regarding the UFO/ET question neither atheism nor
belief is epistemically justified; we simply do not know. Concretely, agnos-
ticism means “seeing” rather than ignoring the UFO, taking it seriously as
a truly unidentified object. Since it is precisely such seeing that the UFO
taboo forbids, in this context seeing is resistance. However, resistance must
also be militant, by which we mean public and strategic, or else it will
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indeed be futile. The reproduction of UFO ignorance depends crucially on
those in positions of epistemic authority observing the UFO taboo. Thus,
private agnosticism—of the kind moderns might have about God, for
example—is itself part of the problem. Only breaking the taboo in public
constitutes genuine resistance.

Even that is not enough, however, as attested by the long history of
unsuccessful resistance to the UFO taboo to date.75 The problem is that
agnosticism alone does not produce knowledge, and thus reduce the igno-
rance upon which modern sovereignty depends. For a critical theory of
anthropocentric rule, therefore, a science of UFOs ironically is required,
and not just a science of individual cases after the fact, which can tell us
only that some UFOs lack apparent conventional explanations. Rather, in
this domain what is needed is paradoxically a systematic science, in which
observations are actively sought in order to analyze patterns from which an
intelligent presence might be inferred.76 That would require money, infra-
structure, and a long-term commitment of the kind that to date has been
possible only for epistemic authorities, or precisely those actors most resis-
tant to taking UFOs seriously. Still, given the potential disjunction of inter-
est between science and the state, it is possible here for science to play a
key role for critical theory. Whether such a science would actually over-
come UFO ignorance is unknowable today, but it is only through it that We
might move beyond the essentially theological discourse of belief and
denial to a truly critical posture.

Modern rule and its metaphysics are extraordinarily resilient, so the dif-
ficulties of such resistance cannot be overstated. Those who attempt it will
have difficulty funding and publishing their work, and their reputations will
suffer. UFO resistance might not be futile but it is certainly dangerous,
because it is resistance to modern sovereignty itself. In this respect militant
UFO agnosticism is akin to other forms of resistance to governmentality;
however, whereas sovereignty has found ways of dealing with them, the
UFO may reveal an Achilles heel. Like Achilles, the modern sovereign is a
warrior whose function is to protect—in this case, from threats to the norm.
Unlike conventional threats, however, the UFO threatens humans’ capacity
to decide those threats, and so cannot be acknowledged without calling
modern sovereignty itself into question. To what extent that would be desir-
able is a large normative question which we have bracketed here.77 But tak-
ing UFOs seriously would certainly embody the spirit of self-criticism that
infuses liberal governmentality and academia in particular, and it would,
thereby, foster critical theory. And indeed, if academics’ first responsibility
is to tell the truth, then the truth is that after sixty years of modern UFOs,
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human beings still have no idea what they are, and are not even trying to
find out. That should surprise and disturb us all, and cast doubt on the struc-
ture of rule that requires and sustains it.
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