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Abstract

Unidentified Flying Objects (UFOs) appear frequently in science fiction and other public depictions of extraterrestrial technology.

Recent interest in understanding UFOs, also known as Unidentified Aerial Phenomenon (UAP), has increased due to a recent

report published by the U.S. Department of Defense that confirmed the detection of several UAP. However, actually identifying

such objects remains challenging because “sociocultural stigmas and sensor limitations remain obstacles to collecting data

on UAP” according to the report. In this presentation, we discuss the challenges posed by popular conceptions of UAP to

genuine scientific inquiry using examples from Carl Sagan’s archives. This discussion is intended to engage astrobiologists

in thinking critically about the differences between scientific inquiry of a genuinely unknown phenomenon and non-scientific

popular speculations about the identity of UAP.
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CARL SAGAN AND UFOS

This poster provides a summary of Sagan's UFO files from the Carl Sagan and Ann Druyan Collection at

the Library of Congress.

• Carl Sagan took skeptical interest in Unidentified Flying Objects (UFOs) as a scientist.

• Many letters Sagan received conflated paranormal concepts with UFOs or else assumed an

extraterrestrial origin by default.

• Sagan had conversations with a few other scientists and engineers who focused on understanding

UFOs as a physical problem.

• Sagan supported further study of the unexplained cases from Project Blue Book, regardless of any

association with extraterrestrial activity.

• Scientists like Sagan who take interest in UFOs face the difficulty of sifting through the "noise" of

popular opinion as they seek to find observations that might actually be anomalous.



LETTERS FROM ENTHUSIASTS

The majority of content in the collection contains handwritten or typewritten letters to Sagan about personal or

secondhand UFO sightings, a few of which include attached photographs. None seemed particularly reliable or useful

for data. The reports contained in such letters range from sightings of aerial phenomenon to personal psychological

experiences. Notes attached to these by Sagan’s staff indicate that they usually did not reply to such letters but simply

stored them in the “general UFO file.”

Sagan’s public statements about UFO sightings seem to focus on natural objects, light sources, classified military

projects, and other conventional solutions. Many of the letters he receives from non-scientists and fans of his work are

people who are upset with his dismissal of what they consider to be a subject worthy of scientific study. The

demographics of these letters range from those invoking conspiracy theories, to inquisitive retirees, to average working

people, to other scientists (but none from researchers, such as those with MS degrees). An example of such a letter is

shown below.





Letter from Robert O. Dean (27 years military service) to Carl Sagan dated 3 January 1984 about taking the UFO

problem seriously [2 pages, box 791, folder 6]



LETTERS FROM STANTON FRIEDMAN

The letters from Stanton Friedman in the collection provide the most articulate critique of Sagan's position on UFOs.

Although some of Friedman's critques are now outdated, other aspects of his arguments are mirrored in contemporary

discussions about UFOs among non-scientists and enthusiasts.

The collection includes several articles by Stanton T. Friedman [box 792, folder 6] that discuss some of the reported

sightings (such as MUFON reports) and critique the SETI community for ignoring such evidence. Friedman also seems

to take the MJ-12 documents seriously (i.e., believes in the Roswell UFO cover-up). Friedman wrote Sagan on multiple

occasions, although, as seen below, Sagan did not always reply.







Letter from Stanton T. Friedman to Carl Sagan dated 9 November 1988 about taking the UFO problem seriously [3

pages, box 791, folder 10]

The collection also includes a document from Friedman from 1992 that presents a list of discussion topics for Sagan.

The collection does not provide any evidence if a meeting between Friedman and Sagan actually took place. These

questions are shown below:







Questions for Carl Sagan by Stanton T. Friedman dated 26 November 1992 [3 pages, box 792, folder 6]



CLIPPINGS AND NOTES

The collection also includes numerous newspaper clippings about various UFO sightings. Sagan seemed to be interested

in keeping current with cultural interest in the phenomenon, as he certainly received a lot of questions about UFOs from

his fans. The collection also includes a few early copies of the Journal of UFO Studies, occasional MUFON

proceedings, and a few assorted journal articles that relate to the UFO cultural phenomenon. Two examples are shown

below.

Newspaper clipping from the Ithaca Journal on 26 November 1977, entitled “Carter pushes UFO probe” [box 790,

folder 4]



Newspaper clipping from the Ithaca Journal on 1 November 1977, entitled “U.N. discusses UFOs and sees

‘Encounters’” [box 790, folder 4]



DISCUSSIONS WITH JAMES MCDONALD

James McDonald is the most notable scientist who investigated UFOs during his career, and he and Sagan seemed to

agree that further study on the unexplained cases of Project Blue Book would be warranted. Sagan was involved in

multiple events with McDonald that included at least one opportunity for private conversation.

The collection includes the full text of the Symposium on Unidentified Flying Objects, House Committee on Science

and Astronautics, 29 July 1968 [box 790, folder 4. Paperback copy available on Amazon]. Sagan and McDonald both

participated in this hearing.

The papers include a very lengthy statement by James McDonald as well as one by Carl Sagan. The collection [box 790,

folder 5] includes a printed copy of McDonald’s congressional statement with a penciled note at the top, “Carl --

Regards, Jim,” suggesting that Sagan had requested this copy personally from McDonald.

The collection includes assorted data from Project Blue Book but no original analysis [box 793, folders 2-5]. Sagan

seems to have been involved in corresponding with various Blue Book officials, as the collection includes a draft report

of Project Blue Book sent to Sagan on 4 March 1966 by Chairman Brian O’Brian [box 793, folder 4]. Letters written by

Sagan with regard to Project Blue Book are preserved as carbon copies [box 793, folder 5].

In a letter dated 31 May 1967 to Brian O’Brian, Sagan writes: “I have also spent a few hours with James McDonald

of the University of Arizona. I think what is important is not so much McDonald’s tendency to accept the

statements of a few witnesses of undetermined reliability (I am not quite sure how such reliability is to be

determined), but that in investigating the supposed identifications made by the Air Force he has uncovered a

large number of extremely serious errors, all in the direction of classifying as known objects which are in fact

unknown. I think it is quite important that future investigations sponsored by the Air Force should scrupulously

avoid such misclassifications.”



CONVERSATIONS WITH SKEPTICS

The collection includes various pieces of correspondence between Carl Sagan and Philip J. Klass, indicating that they

gradually became cordial and perhaps friends. Klass was a known UFO skeptic, and the letters involve various aspects

of combating UFO pseudoscience in the public sphere. One folder is entirely dedicated to archived copies of the Skeptics

UFO Newsletter by Philip J. Klass [box 793, folder 6].

The final folder in the collection is on the Condon Report [box 793, folder 7]. In a letter to Ed Condon dated 5 June

1968, Carl Sagan writes: “Thanks for the ‘other side’ on the recent skirmish, although The Bryan Times is not

going to get very far with me by drawing a parallel between the Warren Commission Report and your study. I

think there are very grievous logical and methodological errors in the Warren Commission Report. But I know

that your report (on an even more controversial subject) will admit a sufficient number of alternative hypotheses

so it is not similarly vulnerable.”
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