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After arriving to Adirondack Park on our first family vacation since the start of the 
pandemic, I went out for my routine morning jog. The Sun poured light over my body as if it 
was a race horse in need of washing. And out there I saw unexpectedly a beautiful young 
deer near a lake. He focused his eyes on me to verify that I pose no danger. If I were to fetch 
my cell phone and snap a photo, he would have disappeared. I chose to enjoy the view, 
savoring the moment as if the deer was a transient piece of music. In such instances, rare 
beauty cannot be documented or else it disappears. This left no way for me to share my 
rare experience with my family.  
 
Past generations may have witnessed phenomena that were never documented in a 
scientific way. Is it possible that we missed important scientific clues from the past? 
Science relies on reproducibility of results but we might need to wait a long time before 
rare events will repeat.  
 
Let us consider a particular example. Suppose the Solar system was visited by technological 
equipment from an extraterrestrial civilization a few million years ago. If we found a photo 
album with high-resolution images from that time, we would have had an affirmative 
answer to Enrico Fermi’s paradox: “where is everybody?”. But we may have missed the 
event since the age of the Milky Way galaxy is a million times longer than the duration of 
our recorded history. If a tree falls in the forest and there is nobody around to hear it, does 
it make a sound? 
 
One remedy is to search for surprising events in the long history of Earth. For example, two 
billion years after the Earth formed, the oxygen level in the atmosphere rose for an 
unknown reason and enabled the complex life that currently thrives on Earth. Even more 
surprisingly, intelligent life appeared abruptly in the last one thousandth of the Earth’s 
history. Both events probably have a natural origin but other explanations are possible. 
 
A better approach is to search the sky for technological relics from distant civilizations. The 
newly announced Galileo Project aims to image objects near Earth whose nature is 
unknown, such as Unidentified Aerial Phenomena (UAP) or anomalous interstellar objects 
like `Oumuamua. It makes little sense to avoid the search for artefacts. Choosing not to look 
through the windows of our home will not remove our neighbors if they exist out there. 
 
A common mistake is to assume that our environment was choreographed with us in mind. 
Instead, we might just be spectators of a play designed for other actors, just as I was in the 
natural environment of the Adirondack deer. Any technological equipment that the Galileo 
Project finds could have been sent millions of years ago, long before humans existed. The 
probes could have been sent towards Earth as a habitable destination on its own merit. 
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The Galileo Project will ignore objects that are of most interest to national security, such as 
drones or airplanes which are human made. Instead, it will focus on the “other” category in 
the UAP report which was delivered to Congress on June 25, 2021. 
 
To justify my engagement in the Galileo Project as part of my day job at Harvard University, 
I explained that it will assemble and interpret data from telescopes. Rather than focusing 
on distant objects as astronomers often do, our research team will track nearby objects that 
move fast on the sky. There is no minimum distance for an object to be considered 
astronomical, especially if it originated from outside the Solar system before arriving to our 
vicinity.  
 
The thousands of supporting emails I received in the days following the announcement of 
the Galileo Project, implied unequivocally that imaging the unknown inspires people. 
Bringing the study to the mainstream of astronomy will attract new funds and talent to 
science. There is no downside to seeking evidence; it is a win-win proposition that will 
teach us something new. Even if `Oumuamua is a natural object, like a never-seen-before 
hydrogen iceberg, we will learn that there must be nurseries of interstellar object that are 
very different from the Solar system. In leading the Galileo Project, I act as a farm boy who 
preserved his childhood curiosity. I understand the pushback from those who do not share 
my perspective, and cherish the company of like-minded explorers and donors. 
 
The Galileo Project is a fishing expedition. We use hooks in the form of telescopes without 
assuming what they might catch. The fundamental innovation is that we chose to look 
through telescopes for answers. This is the biggest lesson we learned from Galileo Galilei’s 
debate with the philosophers who refused to look through his telescope. 
 
Recently, a philosopher published an article which uses philosophical reasoning to argue 
that `Oumuamua could not have been technological in origin. This suggests that looking 
through telescopes for answers is not as trivial as it may seem four centuries after Galileo. 
 
 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 

 
Avi Loeb 
Avi Loeb is the founding director of Harvard University's - Black Hole Initiative, director of the Institute for Theory     

and Computation at the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics, and the former chair of the astronomy department 

at Harvard University (2011-2020). He chairs the advisory board for the Breakthrough Starshot project, and is a former 

member of the President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Technology and a former chair of the Board on 

Physics and Astronomy of the National Academies. He is the bestselling author of “Extraterrestrial: The First Sign of 

Intelligent Life Beyond Earth” and a co-author of the textbook “Life in the Cosmos.” 

https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/galileo
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/Prelimary-Assessment-UAP-20210625.pdf
https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/galileo
https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/galileo
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/to-understand-uap-we-need-megapixel-imagery/
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2005.12932.pdf
https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/galileo
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/harvard-rsquo-s-avi-loeb-thinks-we-should-study-ufos-mdash-and-he-rsquo-s-not-wrong/
https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/galileo/people
https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/galileo/philanthropic-advisory-board
https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/galileo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Galileo_Galilei
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41550-021-01387-z?proof=t%29.
https://www.hmhbooks.com/shop/books/Extraterrestrial/9780358274551
https://www.hmhbooks.com/shop/books/Extraterrestrial/9780358274551
https://www.hmhbooks.com/shop/books/Extraterrestrial/9780358274551
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674987579

	To Look or Not to Look: That is the Question!
	_______

