
Research summary 
 
  Rurality and rural spaces are consistent tropes in canonical accounts and popular culture 
depictions of unidentified flying object (UFO) experiences. This sequential mixed methods study 
explicates the relationship between space and this prolific phenomena.  

 Testing the assumption that rural tropes are common to UFO reports, this study uses 
probabilistic topic modeling, specifically latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA), to quantify the prevalence of 
rural discourse within a large body of publicly available UFO sighting reports. After comparing multiple 
models, this study chose an 11 topic model based on its ability to collocate a list of rural keywords. 
Outputs from LDA analysis report the proportion of words contained in each document (in this case, in 
each sighting report narrative) belonging to each of the 11 topics. This document level textual analysis 
data is joined to geo-identified metadata for corresponding to each sighting. UFO sightings and their 
LDA identified content are then mapped and correlated to US Census demographic data and the Index 
of Relative Rurality. The culmination of the two analyses (topic modeling and spatial analysis) identifies 
sightings and selection criteria to limit qualitative analysis to 150 rural themed and rural set UFO 
sightings. 
 Framed by a supplemental qualitative reading of rural spaces and UFO experiences as 
Foucauldian heterotopia, or “other spaces”, this study qualitatively examines the social functions of 
rural spaces in the context of UFO sightings. In a 1967 lecture posthumously published under the 
english title, Of Other Spaces, Foucault enumerates six principles that all heterotopia share. I examine 
a subset of rural UFO sightings for passages that exemplify each heterotopic criteria. In doing so, this 
study offers a unique methodology for geographic studies of events at the epistemic fringes. For more 
information about this project, please contact the author, Geoff Brown at g-brown9@neiu.edu.  
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immense amount of data generated by probabilistic topic models. 
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