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“Every thing possible to be believ’d is an
image of truth.”

(William Blake)






“It is not possible to speak rightly about the
Gods without the Gods.”

(Iamblichus)






“… with the ancient philosopher, the deity is an
immense and perpetually exuberant fountain whose streams originally
filled and continually replenish the world with life. Hence the
universe contains in its ample bosom all general natures,
divinities visible and invisible, the illustrious race of daemons,
the noble army of exalted souls, and man rendered happy by wisdom
and virtue.”

(Thomas Taylor)
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Introduction

An
air of embarrassment hangs about a book on apparitions and visions.
They are not respectable subjects. They are scarcely mentioned by
what we may call the official agents of our culture, such as the
academics, the Churches, the reputable press. If the scientists
mention them at all, it is usually to denounce them. Apparitions
and the like are held to be impossible — if people claim to have
seen funny things, then those people are deluded. The trouble is,
if it is a delusion, it is one which has persisted throughout
history and seems to be as prevalent now as it has ever been, to
judge from the number of reported sightings of all kinds of
anomalous entities, from ghosts to “flying saucers” and mysterious
big black cats, from lake monsters to Virgin Marys and weird
“extraterrestrials.” There is perhaps nothing especially important
about such sightings, except for the questions they raise about the
nature of reality or of the mind, or both. It may be, to paraphrase
C. S. Lewis, that “their very unimportance is their
importance.”1

For every person who is certain that they have
seen something out of this world, there are more who believe that
it is possible to see such things or know someone who has. There
are no unequivocal statistics for this assertion — I simply base it
on conversations I have had over the years with all kinds of
people. But my guess that there are at least as many “believers” as
there are people who do not believe in the reality of any kind of
apparition is partially confirmed by the enormous number of books
and small magazines devoted to the subject. These receive little or
no notice from the agents of official culture — to read the book
reviews, for instance, you would not know they existed. And so it
seems that there is not only a deep gulf between believers and
non-believers, but also between respectable, official culture and a
large section of popular culture.

Such gulfs have always made me uneasy — made me,
in fact, look for a book that might bridge them. It would be the
sort of book which, rather than denouncing visionary experiences in
a high-handed manner, would take them seriously. It would tend to
believe that, on the whole, people know what they are seeing. At
the same time it would not seek to explain away the things
they see nor explain them in terms of extravagant, sensational
theories. It would nevertheless not be afraid to offend common
sense if it became unavoidable to do so. It would certainly not
employ long-winded quasi-scientific jargon to give the enterprise
an air of respectability. Failing to find a book which satisfied
these criteria, I decided to write my own. What, I reasoned, was
needed was a kind of framework in which it was possible to
entertain the impossible, to think about the unthinkable.

Fortunately I did not have to invent such a
framework — one already existed in the form of an intellectual
tradition to which this book hopes to draw attention. It is not a
system of thought, nor is it a discipline — not a philosophy,
religion, psychology, science, etc., although it touches upon all
of these. It is more like a way of seeing, a perspective on the
world. (It is not necessary to know the body of this tradition to
grasp this book — besides, it will become clear as we go along —
but I have outlined the bare bones of it in the Epilogue.) In our
culture — by which I mean modern Western culture — this perspective
has been under siege but has reasserted itself from time to time.
One example is the idea of Imagination which, expressed in the work
of such Romantic poets as Coleridge, Keats, Shelley, and Blake,
reverses our common notion of the imaginative as something unreal,
something imaginary, and allows it an autonomous life that
includes spontaneous apparitions.

It is by means of ideas such as this that we
will begin to understand the kind of experience which overtook
Police Constable Alan Godfrey on the night of 28 November 1980,
while he was driving around Todmorden, West Yorkshire. His
attention was caught by a bright light on the road ahead. He
thought at first it was a bus but, approaching to within 100 feet
of it, he saw that it was a dome-shaped object, like a child’s
spinning-top, about fourteen feet high and twenty feet across. It
was hovering about five feet above the ground. There was a line of
five windows about two thirds of the way up — dark gaps in the body
of the shining object which, in the way it reflected the car’s
headlights, seemed metallic. PC Godfrey tried to call his base on
the radio, but it didn’t work. Although he was very frightened, he
had the presence of mind to make a quick drawing of the object. He
was just estimating the size of the windows (about three feet by
one foot) when there was a hiccup in the continuity of his
perception: he found himself, still in his car, 100 yards farther
down the road. The object had disappeared.2

It would be convenient to believe that PC
Godfrey was prey to delusions or hallucinations. But rigorous
psychological tests, and more than one psychiatrist, subsequently
concluded that he wasn’t. Besides, what he saw was by no means
remarkable compared to the thousands of similar objects reported
from around the world. People, it seems, see some very funny things
— things which leave them profoundly affected, stunned, awestruck,
baffled, ecstatic, but, above all, convinced of the reality of a
sighting which is outside anything they have previously
encountered. Many of them long to know the origin and purpose of
such objects, to understand the nature of something that can change
their lives in a flash. But to whom can they turn?

You might think that scientists would be curious
about so many reports of such anomalous phenomena. Few are. They
tend either to ignore or to ridicule experiences like PC Godfrey’s;
at best they crassly claim that he has misidentified a planet,
aircraft, weather balloon, or some such. You might think that
psychologists would be interested; but, curiously, few of them are.
They might concede — as PC Godfrey’s did — that ordinary, sane
people see funny things; but they are at a loss as to how to
account for them. They are no good to PC Godfrey, who wants to know
what the hell happened. You might think that the Church,
whose central doctrines are founded on supernatural facts, might
show a passing interest in an encounter which has a more than
passing resemblance to the supernatural and which, moreover, often
induces religious awe. No such luck. It often looks as though the
Church (almost any Church) is quicker than anyone to dissociate
itself from visions of any kind. Even alleged sightings of the
Blessed Virgin Mary are received by the Roman Catholic
establishment with hostility.

In the end PC Godfrey was drawn to a group of
people whom the different orthodoxies could happily unite in
reviling as much as his sighting itself: the ufologists. They
were interested in him. Better still, they took him
seriously. In a sense, things got worse: he agreed to undergo
hypnosis and was regressed to the incident in order to uncover what
had occurred between the time when he had finished his sketch and
the time he found himself parked farther up the road. It was
revealed that he had met what ufologists call alien entities.

Sightings of such entities are reasonably
common. They often fall into one of two categories — benevolent or
malevolent, super- or subhuman, beautiful or ugly. For example:

“I awoke to see the loveliest people I have ever
seen. A young man and a young girl dressed in olive-green raiment
were standing at my bedside. I looked at the girl and noticed that
her dress was gathered about her neck into a kind of chain, or
perhaps some stiff embroidery… But what filled me with wonder was
the miraculous mildness of her face. There are no such faces now…
It was peaceful like the faces of animals, or like mountain pools
at evening, so peaceful that it was a little sad…”3

Or:

“He looked earnestly into a corner of the room,
and said, ‘There he is — reach me my things — I shall keep an eye
on him. There he comes! His eager tongue whisking out of his mouth,
a cup in his hand to hold blood and covered with a scaly skin of
gold and green;’ — as he described him so he drew him…a naked
figure with a strong body and a short neck — with burning eyes…and
a face worthy of a murderer…”4

The young couple appeared to the poet W. B.
Yeats; the scaly creature to the Romantic poet and artist William
Blake, who called it the “ghost of a flea.” PC Godfrey’s entities
were a mixture of nice and nasty. Under hypnosis he relived an
encounter with a shining light, followed by blackness and a
sensation of floating. He finds himself in a room in the presence
of someone “like a man,” about six feet tall, dressed in a white
sheet with a skullcap on his head, bearded and with a long thin
nose. The “man” smiles at him and Alan Godfrey is reassured. But
the man is not alone. There are about eight “horrible” entities, as
small as five-year-old boys, whom PC Godfrey thinks of as “robots”
since they wear no distinctive clothing, seem to be metallic and
have heads “like a lamp” with eyes like vertical lines. They seem
to plug themselves into a bracelet which the tall man has placed on
PC Godfrey’s wrist, causing him acute distress.5

Clearly, visions are not the prerogative of
poets, just as mystical experiences are not confined to saints. Nor
are the appearances of “aliens” the preserve of lunatics. If PC
Godfrey had been a Yeats or a Blake he might have used his
experience to make poetry or art; but, like most of us, he wasn’t.
He was a police officer and he wanted to investigate the matter.
But to enlist the help of ufologists is a mixed blessing.

They divide loosely into two camps. The first
maintains that Alan Godfrey saw an extraterrestrial spacecraft
inhabited by aliens from another planet. This is such a popular
hypothesis, especially in the USA, that the acronym UFO
(Unidentified Flying Object) has come, quite erroneously, to mean
“a flying saucer from outer space.” The more extreme proponents of
the hypothesis create a certain uneasiness. They would doubtless
attribute Henry Vaughan’s mystical poem — “I saw Eternity the other
night/Like a great Ring of pure and endless light” — to a UFO
encounter. However, in many ways their theory does more justice
than many another to what I shall boldly call the facts. This camp
is analogous, oddly enough, to those believers within the Roman
Catholic Church who claim that visions of a graceful, supernatural
lady can be identified with the Virgin Mary — despite the fact that
the ladies themselves are rarely unambiguous.

PC Godfrey was perhaps fortunate to have fallen
in with the second camp of ufologists — those who entertain a wide
variety of theories about the nature of UFOs. An open-minded, often
ingenious group, their chief aim, it seems, is to persuade
scientists to take them and their subject seriously. In this they
are like the psychical researchers of a century or so ago who
sought, and failed, to convince Science of the truths of
Spiritualism. One or two scientists — a Conan Doyle or an Oliver
Lodge — might be converted (and ufologists, too, net the odd
one whom they display like a prize catch); but they will never be
convinced. The reasons for this differ according to which
scientists are addressed. Like ufologists they fall roughly into
two camps.

The first comprises the devotees of
scientism who cling, like old Stalinists, to an outmoded
cult of dreary mechanistic materialism. Theory has long since
hardened into dogma, as rigidly upheld as that of any entrenched
extraterrestrialist. (There is a telling film of such customers at
work on a rival cult — a bunch of heretical children in Medjugorje,
Yugoslavia, who claim visions of the Virgin Mary. At the first sign
of ecstasy, they are wired up to inquisitorial machines, poked with
sharp instruments, assaulted by loud noises in their ears and flash
bulbs in their faces.) Why anyone at the end of the twentieth
century still wishes to woo this kind of “scientist” is itself
something of a puzzle.

The reason why the second group of scientists —
honest, open-minded, reasonable — dismisses the evidence in favor
of the paranormal is more of a mystery. Ufologists are inclined to
see their silence as a conspiracy or as a fear of the unknown. But
I think there is a simpler answer. No one who reviews the evidence
for, say, UFOs for an hour is likely to deny that something
strange is being seen. The trouble is, few people who have been
brought up with strict rationalistic principles can
concentrate on anomalous phenomena for an hour. They are like
classically trained musicians who cannot listen to pop songs. A
terrible ennui sets in immediately. Messages from the Otherworld,
whether delivered by spirits, UFO entities, or Virgin Marys, are so
often trivial or banal. In addition, any respectable scientist will
be repelled by the sheer absurdity of so many visions. He may be
happy to concede that a saint’s mystical union with the Godhead is
serious and important (though outside his own terms of reference);
but what will he make of the testimony of the teenage girls who saw
a giant feathered creature at Mawnan, Cornwall, in July 1976?

“It was like a big owl with pointed ears, as big
as a man. The eyes were red and glowing. At first, I thought it was
someone dressed up…trying to scare us. I laughed at it, we both
did, then it went up in the air and we both screamed. When it went
up, you could see its feet were like pincers.”6

I shall be arguing that the very triviality and
absurdity of so many visions and apparitions are an essential part
of them, pointing to a radical re-alignment of what we commonly
regard as reality. In doing this, I want to suggest that the
irrational is not necessarily unreasonable nor the incommensurable
incomprehensible. I do not want to convince or convert, but merely
to persuade people to recall odd experiences of their own which,
lacking official sanction, have been forgotten, as dreams are. I
would like to stick up for people who, having seen funny things,
have set them apart from their otherwise ordinary lives because
such things have been outlawed by the orthodox, respectable world
of science or literature, of the Churches or even of their own
families. Mindful of PC Godfrey’s confusion — “nobody will
convince me that I didn’t see what I saw”7 — I would like to remind
people that there have been in the past ways of making sense of
weird apparitions and sudden bizarre visions — ways which our age
no longer understands. In fact, I shall be suggesting that, if
these strange visitations have any purpose at all, it is to subvert
the same modern worldview which discredits them.






Now, in order to establish a rough criterion for
the kinds of anomalous sightings I will be tackling, I would ask
you to consider the three followings stories, each pretty much
representative of their genre.

A twenty-five-year-old woman who had just broken
off her engagement was walking with her mother across a bridge over
the Rhine at Basle: “Suddenly I saw a broad beam of light falling
from the sky, across the Rhine; my fiancé was coming towards me on
it, and his eyes were fixed on me. I gazed at him in wonder, and
heard the words: that is your way. The vision vanished and I
heard my mother saying: ‘Whatever’s the matter with you?’ ”
Two years later she married the fiancé and never regretted it.8

On 1 July 1965, forty-one-year-old Maurice Masse
was about to begin work on his lavender fields near Vallensole,
Southern France, when he heard a strange whistling sound. On
investigation he found a “machine” shaped like a rugby football
with a cupola on top and about the size of a small car. It stood on
six thin “legs.” Beside the object were two small figures dressed
in gray-green one-piece suits. Their bald bare heads were
pumpkin-shaped, three times the regular human size, with high
fleshy cheeks, big oblique eyes, a lipless mouth, and a pronounced
chin. They seemed to be examining M. Masse’s lavender plants but,
alarmed by his presence, one of them took a cylinder from his belt
and aimed a beam at M. Masse who was immediately rooted to the
spot, unable to move. He was not especially frightened by this, and
observed them apparently conversing in guttural sounds before
returning to their “craft,” which took off, hovered while the six
legs began rotating, and shot off at incredible speed. After only a
short flight it disappeared into the blue. “One moment I could see
it clearly,” said M. Masse, “the next it was gone.”9

“…I saw five blood-red rays coming down upon me,
which were directed towards the hands and feet and heart of my
body. Wherefore, perceiving the mystery, I straightaway exclaimed,
‘Ah! Lord, my God, I beseech thee, let not the marks appear
outwardly on the body.’ Then, while I was speaking, before the rays
reached me, they changed their blood-red color to splendor, and in
the semblance of pure light they came to the five places of my
body…”10

While there are some similarities between these
three supernatural encounters, the first is manifestly
personal and the last — although it is St. Catherine of
Siena’s description of how she received stigmata from a personal
Christ — is also impersonal in that it conforms to the
Christian mystic’s archetypal experience of the universal Christ.
The first is really a ghost story (although the phantom is still
living) and I shall not be including such stories because they
concern private, individual encounters where the apparition is
known to the percipient. There are, however, unknown — as it were
public — ghosts which seem to attach to places rather than
people (“White Ladies” are a standard type) and I might touch on
these from time to time.

I am not concerned either with St. Catherine’s
mystical experience, which is, as it were, the religious equivalent
of “high art.” This is not to say that my chosen area of visions
does not, as we shall see, have religious implications. But in
spite — or because — of the fact that it is absurd, almost comical,
I shall be concentrating on encounters like my second example —
visitations such as M. Masse’s which are a curious admixture of the
personal and the impersonal, which lie between the private
apparition and the transcendent spiritual vision. I will also,
incidentally, concentrate on modern visitations, roughly
within the last century, referring to the past only where the
comparison seems illuminating. The next three stories are examples
of those I shall be dealing with. Whereas the first three were
similar in kind but different in degree, the
following I take to be of the same degree and apparently of the
same kind:

“Within the field, just thirty yards away was…a
huge silver cigar… Walking from behind the cigar came the figure of
a man… [His] height was only about five feet six inches. Yet he was
so thin and angular that he looked taller. His joints were
peculiar, with pointed elbows and a knee that was three quarters of
the way up the leg… He was dressed in a suit of silver, which was
thin and hugged him almost like a skin… His head was covered by a
sort of balaclava helmet that hid the ears and all but a few sandy
wisps of hair. [His] face was long and thin with a flat chin, and
extremely pale — almost ghost-like. The most prominent features
were the eyes, large and round, with just a tiny dot pupil, pink
and no larger than a match head. There was almost no mouth — just a
thin line — and the nose was broad and flat.”11

As she passed the church, she noticed several
strange figures in the adjoining field, together with something
shaped like an altar, with a white light. She continued on her way
— it was raining heavily — but returned with Mrs. Margaret Beirne.
They saw three persons, clothed in dazzling white, silverlike
garments, standing on top of the grass in the uncut meadow. They
were surrounded by an extraordinarily bright light — “a sight such
as you never saw in your life.” Within a few minutes eighteen
onlookers had assembled in front of the apparitions.12

“Suddenly I saw him standing under the drooping
branches of a big tree. He was standing there erect. His club was
braced against the ground beside him, his hand…on the hilt. He was
tall and light-skinned, and his hair nearly descended to the ground
behind him. His whole body was painted, and on the outer side of
his legs were broad red stripes. His eyes were exactly like two
stars…then I lost all courage. My hair stood on end, and…I could
not utter a sound because he was looking at me unwaveringly… I kept
standing there for a long time after he had vanished.”13

These three encounters with similar kinds of
alien entities are not untypical. In fact, only the first of these
was attributed to UFO activity — the alien man was seen by
nine-year-old Gaynor Sunderland in North Wales, in July 1976. The
second passage describes the experience of a certain Mary
McLoughlin who, together with others, identified the shining
central figure as the Virgin Mary, standing in front of an altar,
with St. Joseph on her right and, possibly, St. John the Evangelist
on her left. The vision occurred in 1879 at Knock, County Mayo, in
Ireland, which has been a holy place of pilgrimage ever since. The
third account belongs to a chief of the Apinayé tribe of eastern
Brazil. He identified his visionary figure as the sun god or
“father of men.”

Thus, while visionary figures conform to
cultural expectations and while, within a culture, none of them is
ever identical with any other, yet there is a family resemblance
between them, as the three examples suggest. By and large I shall
be focusing on visions and apparitions in our own Western culture
because it is here that they are least regarded. We tend to locate
them elsewhere, in our own “unenlightened” past or among credulous
peasants or oriental mystics — tend still to disparage as
“primitive” those cultures in which the visionary is taken for
granted.

I ought to mention parenthetically that, towards
the end of the book, I shall be considering a type of apparition
which, unlike the others, is not at all elusive — except as regards
its origin and meaning: “they were perfect, as if they had been
made in one fell swoop. I mean there was no possibility of a human
doing that, it was far too geometrically exact.”14

Mary Killen of Huish, Wiltshire, was describing
a series of six interlinked circles, 80 meters long, which had
appeared overnight in a cornfield in June 1990. My analysis of the
mysterious crop circle phenomenon will also provide an opportunity
to examine the phenomenology of apparitions in general — the yarns,
stories, theories, and hypotheses which surround anomalous
sightings and their structural interrelationships.

Lastly, in investigating these visions and
apparitions, I ought to mention some of the methods I will
not be employing. Firstly, I will not be presenting a mass
of original research and new material. Rather, I will be using
cases that lie to hand, already quite well known and adequately
researched. Secondly, I will not be attempting any elaborate
classification of the material, which would only impose
demarcations that do not strictly exist. It may be
convenient to distinguish a vision from a hallucination, for
instance, but I will be more interested in the common ground
underlying both. Thirdly, I will not be pursuing any scientistic
fantasy of clarity and rationalism at all costs — a method which is
neither possible in this field nor, I would suggest, desirable. If
anything, I will be confusing the problem at first in order to get
clearer later, at another level. Fourthly, I will not be aiming to
explain everything because, as the great philosopher of
anomalies, Charles Fort, remarked: “There never was an explanation
which didn’t itself have to be explained.” The passion for
explanation — explanationism — is a peculiarly modern folly.
We have come to expect explanations whenever anything mysterious
occurs, and there is always an “expert” willing to oblige. No
matter how ludicrous the expert’s explanation, we are usually
satisfied because we would rather be assured that the mystery has
been solved than give it a moment’s thought. (I, too, once believed
that “will-o’-the-wisps” could be explained by spontaneously
igniting “marsh gas.”)

Instead, I will be outlining a way of perceiving
the world which, while it does not explain the appearance of
strange images, renders them intelligible. It is a way which
requires, first of all, not that we believe, but that we suspend
disbelief, as in the enjoyment of a theatrical production; a way
which asks us to foster what Keats called “negative capability —
that is when man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries,
doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.”15 In
this frame of mind, we can meet the apparitions on their own
ground, in their own twilight, rather than dragging them into the
misleading light of day. We can follow where they lead, providing
we are as elusive and allusive, as tricky and contradictory, as
they are — as long as we are willing to be led out of our depth
where, with luck, we’ll be found to be not drowning but waving.

The truth behind apparitions is, I fear, less
like a problem to be solved than an initiation into a mystery; less
like an investigation than a quest on which we must not be above
taking tips from helpful old crones or talking animals in order to
wrest the world-transforming treasure from the dragon’s cave. We
may even have to abandon our idea of truth altogether if we are to
find it.








 Part One: Apparitions

“There are no conclusive arguments
against the hypothesis that these archetypal figures are endowed
with personality at the outset and are not just secondary
personalizations. In so far as the archetypes do not represent mere
functional relationships, they manifest themselves as daimones, as
personal agencies. In this form they are felt as actual experiences
and are not ‘figments of the imagination,’ as rationalism would
have us believe.”

(C. G. Jung, CW 5, §388)








1. Lights

UFOs and fairy
lights

With the exception of ghosts, the most common
apparition is an anomalous light in the sky. Ivan Sanderson, the
distinguished biologist, who was also an authority on anomalous
phenomena, was driving with a colleague in New Jersey on 25
September 1965. It was just after sunset and the sky was clear.
Their attention was caught by a red light to the right of Venus. It
was much brighter than the planet, lower in the sky, and it was
flashing on and off. As they watched, it divided into two parts
which continued to flash repeatedly, about twice every second. One
light disappeared behind some trees; the other performed a series
of tricky maneuvers, including abrupt angular turns, at a speed
they estimated at thousands of miles per hour.1

If we call this light a UFO — Unidentified
Flying Object — it is on the understanding that it is not
necessarily an object. Such lights are often, because of their
movement, compared to insects or, because of their amorphousness,
to organisms. The little lights — called “foo fighters” — which
plagued Second World War pilots were often too small to be
considered seriously as objects. At the same time their
intelligence, apparent from the way they “buzzed” aircraft and
followed them, led Allied pilots to think they were some kind of
“smart” enemy weapon — until it was discovered that the enemy was
thinking exactly the same thing. On 17 July 1957, a larger version
of such lights — it was described as “huge” — accompanied a U.S.
RB-47 bomber on a training flight for more than 750 miles. All six
members of the crew saw it at various times as it flipped from one
side of the aircraft to the other in a series of aerodynamically
impossible moves. Although it had appeared from nowhere and
vanished just as abruptly, the Commander had the impression that
the light did in fact emanate from the top of an unseen object — an
impression perhaps strengthened by the detection of an object on
both ground radar and the aircraft’s electronic monitoring
equipment.2 Reports like these have led the acronym UFO, quite
erroneously, to imply “extraterrestrial spacecraft.”

Dermot MacManus tells us of a sighting which is
common not only in his native Ireland but across the world. The
witness was a friend of his whom he calls Miss Patricia. When she
was eighteen, some time in the nineteenth century, she saw one
night at about 9 p.m. a blaze of light across the lough on which
her farmhouse was situated. She stared in amazement as the small
fort on the far side of the water was lit up by hundreds of little
white lights. She saw them “all rise up as one and, keeping their
formation, sail steadily through the air across the little lough
towards the other fort, not far from the farmhouse. She did not see
them settle there, but…hastily retreated to the safety of the
house.”3

The two “forts” on opposite sides of the lough
were “fairy forts,” also called raths, lisses, or forths. They can
be ancient tumuli or barrows but they are more often natural
outcrops of land, usually artificially shaped or surrounded by a
bank and ditch, whose provenance and purpose has disappeared
beyond history into myth. The forts are said to be where the people
of Fairy live. Sudden bursts of light or music have been seen and
heard there; sometimes a cavalcade of horsemen is seen passing into
them through a hitherto invisible entrance. The lights are fairies.
They follow straight paths between their preferred places, like
Miss Patricia’s two forts, and woe betide anyone who builds on the
paths or obstructs their traffic. Thus we see that odd lights have
a predilection for certain places and landmarks. They are seen over
stone circles or legendary hills or even certain trees. Their
appearances favor certain times of day, or certain days. Miss
Patricia saw hers on Halloween, when both pagan fairies and
Christian souls of the dead are particularly active. Her lough may
also have played a part: lights, whether we call them UFOs or
fairies, like bodies of water.

In June 1973, a young man woke abruptly at three
in the morning and felt compelled to go out onto the landing.
Through the large picture window which overlooked Loch Ryan (in
Scotland) he saw three yellowy-orange spheres hovering above the
water. They suddenly shot upwards “at a fantastic speed,” and he
came round “as if waking from a trance.” He found that his parents
were standing beside him. They too had woken for no obvious reason
and had felt compelled to look out of the same window at the
lights.4

Witches

It is widely assumed that because anomalous
lights in the sky are interpreted as UFOs, whatever that implies,
in all Westernized areas of the world, this is the most widespread
interpretation. But the natural interpretation of such lights in
most tribal societies would be witchcraft. It would be hard to find
a society which does not hold, or has not at one time held, a
belief in witches. The eminent anthropologist Rodney Needham has
taken the trouble to put together a composite picture of witches.
Two of the features which can be universally attributed to them
are, first, the ability to fly (especially at night), and, second,
the emission of a glow or fiery trail as they travel through the
air. Needham also points out that anthropologists display in
relation to witchcraft the kind of prejudice they studiously avoid
in relation to other mystical institutions. They concede, as they
must, that the idea of witchcraft must be related to something real
in human experience, but they think that “the reality in question
consists in social and psychological strains to which the
postulation of witchcraft is a social response.”5

Now, I am not against psycho-social readings of
strange beliefs — far from it, as we shall see. But I am against
the kind of prejudice which prevents an anthropologist from giving
credence to his informants — especially when the anthropologist
prides himself on being thoroughly open-minded and scientific. In
fact he is neither of these things — they may actually contradict
each other — because when he listens to a tale of witches searing
their way across the night sky, he simply cannot believe it. It is
impossible. And it is impossible because his scientistic ideology
tells him that it is. But that does not stop his chosen tribe from
seeing funny lights in the sky and calling them witches. Worse
still, it does not stop other anthropologists from seeing them: in
his classic book Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the
Azande (Oxford, 1937), the father of witchcraft studies
himself, E. E. Evans-Pritchard, admitted that he had seen, and been
unable to account for, the kind of mysterious lights reported by
his informants. Nor is he the only one. Philip Mayer owns up:

“Like Evans-Pritchard…I have seen among the
Gusii [of Western Kenya] at night lights moving near my camp,
lights that died down and flared up again exactly as the witchcraft
myth alleges. Gusii say that witches produce this effect by raising
and lowering the lids of covered fire-pots which they carry with
them.”6

The anthropologists v. the Gusii

The problem of the reality or otherwise of
witches is one that dogs the interpretation of all apparitions (or
alleged apparitions). Ufologists, for instance, can be broadly
divided into two camps: those who, like the anthropologists, take a
scientific stance towards UFOs, and those who, like the Gusii,
don’t. The first camp tries to explain away UFOs as natural
phenomena (mirages, ball lightning, unexplained atmospheric
effects, etc.), as man-made objects (weather balloons, aircraft,
etc.), or as psychological aberrations (delusions, hallucinations,
etc.). They have even been known to invoke “psycho-social strains.”
The second camp opt overwhelmingly for the view that UFOs are alien
spacecraft from other planets (I shall call these people
“extraterrestrialists”). This is the equivalent of the Gusii belief
that odd lights do actually appear and are caused by actual beings.
Other members of the second camp vary the extraterrestrial view by
asserting that UFOs come from secret bases on Earth or from inside
the Earth which is hollow; or they suggest that UFOs come from the
future (when time travel has been invented), or from other
dimensions. The extraordinary behavior of UFOs, defying known
physical laws, is explained either by the advanced technological
expertise of their authors or by recourse to the idea that they are
not physical but spiritual. There have even been attempts to
reconcile the two camps with quasi-scientific theories such as the
“earthlights” hypothesis which, roughly, asserts that geological
faults in the Earth naturally produce aerial lights. These in turn
affect the percipients psychologically so that they see the lights
as structured craft. Curiously, few (if any) ufologists cite
witches as the culprits. But they do occasionally draw attention to
the similarity between fairy lore and UFOs. But fairies, of course,
are subject to the same controversy as above. On the one hand
folklorists, who now replace anthropologists, attribute belief in
fairies to a kind if dim “race memory” of (a) the druids, (b) the
Celtic gods, or (c) a secret society of witches. Their equivalent
of the extraterrestrial theory is that fairies were a race of pigmy
people, the Picts, who were forced to live underground after their
territory was invaded. However this idea has long been discredited
and folklorists have fallen back on, yes, “psycho-social
strains.”

On the other hand, supernaturalist theories, so
to speak, have taken their cue from the original witnesses of, and
believers in, fairies, who are largely divided between the views
that they are nature spirits, spirits of the dead, fallen angels,
or simply a separate, more or less spiritual race of beings who
happen to share the planet with us.

I shall not, incidentally, be siding with either
camp. That is, I shall not, like the anthropologists, be ruling out
any theory on the grounds that it is impossible. Nor, like the
Gusii, will I be attributing strange lights to any single agency
such as witches.

Ancestral spirits

So far we have seen that, at the very moment of
their appearance, anomalous lights are subject to different
interpretations. They are never viewed as it were neutrally — some
cause or agency is always inferred, regardless of whether it is
actually seen. The people of one culture might say that they are
alternative manifestations of spirits or fairies; the people of
another might say that they emanate from witches or UFOs. Either
way we can say that the lights are often accompanied by (for want
of a better word) personifications. Let us, for example, return for
a moment to Africa. In 1981, at a large estate called La Rochelle
outside Mutare, Zimbabwe, several natives saw a large ball of
orange light and, shortly afterwards, three or four tall personages
dressed in shiny metallic overalls. There was too much light
shining from them for their faces to be seen. The incident was not
investigated by an anthropologist, who might have seen in the
apparitions evidence of witches, but by a ufologist, Cynthia Hind.
She naturally asked the chief witness, Clifford Muchena, whether he
had heard of people and craft coming from outer space. He was
doubtful. Did she mean astronauts? Along with the other witnesses,
he was inclined to identify the visitors as ghosts or the spirits
of the ancestors. Ms. Hind asked whether silvery overalls were
appropriate clothing for the ancestors — didn’t they wear fur and
necklaces of crocodile teeth? “Times change,” said Mr.
Muchena.8

If his identification was correct, then
ancestral spirits would be a more appropriate description of the
apparitions than ghosts. They are as widely believed in as witches
and they are regarded as both malign and benign, depending on
whether one has offended them in any way or not. They are remote
from personal life, long-dead, belonging more to the tribe than to
the individual. Ghosts on the other hand can be personal, recently
dead and intimately connected to the individual. One of the
commonest forms of apparition is that of a relative who appears by
one’s bed in the middle of the night. They are always accompanied
by a light and, sometimes, only the light appears while the
presence of the relative is intuited. A blacksmith from Tarbes,
France, reported:

“In the middle of the night I was awakened by a
blinding light. I looked up and saw to the left of my bed a shining
disc with a light in it that looked like the steady flame of a
nightlamp. I saw no figure and heard no sound…” Thus far, there is
nothing to distinguish this experience from countless similar ones
which ufologists call “bedroom visitors.” UFOs and/or unknown,
often alien-looking entities are always turning up under exactly
these circumstances. But the blacksmith continued:

“…I had the feeling that a cousin of mine, who
lived at Langon and was very ill, was in the room with me. The
vision vanished in a few seconds and I lay down again, calling
myself an idiot. The next morning … at 8:30 a.m. I received a
telegram with the news that my cousin had died at one o’clock in
the night.”9 So the story is a ghost story, not a tale of UFOs;
and, to be consistent, we must include the souls of the dead among
the possible agents behind anomalous lights.

The cultural context

Furthermore, how do we categorize the following
three stories of personified lights?

In 1910 an Oxford student and his friend were
riding their horses home from Limerick, through County Kerry, in
Ireland. It was midnight and very dark. Nearing Listowel they saw a
light about half a mile ahead. They thought at first that it was a
house light but, drawing nearer, they noticed it was moving up and
down, to and fro, diminishing to a spark, and then expanding into a
yellow luminous flame. A further two lights appeared about 100
yards to their right. In the midst of each “we saw a radiant being
having a human form. Presently the lights moved toward one another
and made contact, whereupon the two beings in them were seen to be
walking side by side… So dazzling was the radiance, like a halo,
around their heads that we could not distinguish the countenance of
the beings…”10

In 1846 two children were herding cattle one
afternoon in a remote area of France, near La Salette, when one of
them, fourteen-year-old Melanie Mathieu, looked down into a ravine
and saw “a large circle of brilliant light, vibrant and outshining
the sun.” She summoned her companion, eleven-year-old Maximin
Giraud, who also saw the circle of light. It began to open so that
they could make out “the figure of a woman, seated in an attitude
of sorrow, weeping.”11

In 1969 four people were in the kitchen of a
café in Pontejos, Spain, when they saw an orange rectangle hovering
over the ground against the night sky about thirty meters away. It
was about five meters long. The figures of five men were
silhouetted within it. They seemed to enter the lighted area from
the sides and moved towards the center where they vanished.12

It is often said that visions and apparitions
are experienced according to the culture in which they appear. To
draw a religious parallel, it is a truism to say that no Buddhist
ever had a vision of Christ, and no Christian ever had a vision of
the Buddha. But I wonder if the witnesses in my three examples were
immediately certain of what they were seeing. The radiant beings in
the first could reasonably be called angels; but they appear in a
book of fairy lore. The children in the second suggested at first
that the weeping woman was a great saint. With further sightings
she was promoted to the Blessed Virgin Mary. The four Spaniards in
the third might have been simply baffled, had their story ended
there. In fact, when the orange light went out, they saw a large
gray object, like a bowl upturned on a plate, which departed in a
blaze of light. They probably called it a UFO. At any rate,
regardless of how they are originally experienced, apparitions and
visions are inevitably interpreted, on reflection, according to
their cultural contexts. These may even co-exist within the same
society, as when, for instance, a Christian labels a demon what a
ufologist calls an alien.

Pre-literate, tribal, non-Westernized cultures —
I’ll call them traditional cultures — may be struck by fear or joy
at the sight of anomalous lights, with or without accompanying
personifications, but they are untroubled by them. Their worldview
has a choice of supernatural beings on hand to explain them — gods,
witches, ghosts, fairies (or their equivalent), and spirits. And
these are not incidental to the culture, but are an essential part
of it. You live your life mindful of the proximity of powerful
beings, sometimes glimpsed. Our culture simply denies them —
officially, that is. Popularly there are a large number of people
who believe in all manner of supernatural beings — and not a few
who claim to have seen them. (It is not necessary to believe in
them in order to see them.) However, we are not satisfied with
traditional explanations for anomalous lights. We want, in turn, to
explain the explanations — we want to know what witches and spirits
are. Above all, we want to know if they are real.

Our own culture has produced a genuine body of
what in other cultures we call folklore. I mean UFOs. They are
slightly unusual because they do not also manifest directly as
personifications. They manifest primarily as structured craft, and
any entities associated with them are seen as occupants. A series
of opinion polls in the U.S.A. suggests that more than 50 percent
of the population believes in UFOs and a high proportion of these
people claim to have seen one.13 “Belief in UFOs” usually implies
the belief that they are spaceships visiting us from another
planet. Fewer Europeans than Americans seem to hold such beliefs.
If they do believe in UFOs, they are more inclined to believe that
some pretty funny things are being seen but not necessarily alien
spacecraft.

The only thing I can say about anomalous lights
in the sky at this stage is that they are the most culturally
undifferentiated apparition. They are more like a universal curtain
which rises to initiate a drama in which the players can be a wide
variety of strange beings. Some witnesses see fairies, others
spaceships. Some find that the light has conferred a sudden burst
of knowledge on them; others develop psychic powers. Others still
return home simply to find their house infested with a poltergeist.
These lights are like omens or signs which herald a bizarre
experience, a different world, a new way of life. Take the Avis
family, for instance, who were driving home one night, minding
their own business, when they saw an odd light “pacing” their car.
They thought it must be an airplane at first, but it was oval in
shape and pale blue in color. It disappeared behind some trees.
They assumed that the incident was over; in fact it had only begun.
They could no longer hear their car’s engine, they drove into a
bank of green mist, the car radio crackled and smoked, the engine
went dead and then — but I’ll save their extraordinary story for
later on.

















 2. UFOs

A Modern Myth

At 2:30 a.m. on 19 May 1979, Mike Sacks was out
on the hills near Bacup watching for UFOs with his brother, Ray,
and another friend. They all heard a sort of “muted whining howl”
and saw a whitish light plunging downwards out of the sky “like a
lift out of control.” The light “quickly resolved itself into a
structured shape, and…the howl became a soft humming.” The thing
stopped, practically on top of them, spanning a small stream with
steep-sided banks. It had a dome on top which sparked with a kind
of electric blue light. On the bottom was an aluminum-like rim
which seemed translucent, with an internal glow. It tilted away
from the witnesses, revealing details of its concave underside,
including a row of lights around the edge and both triangular and
rectangular inserts. Then the object suddenly raced up the stream
and disappeared over a hill.1

In describing this encounter, Mike Sacks voiced
the frustration common to so many UFO witnesses:

“If only I could make you believe what I saw. It
was there. I know it. There is not the slightest bit of doubt
whatever. UFOs are real. UFOs are solid, physical craft. Nobody
could possibly convince me otherwise after what I saw that night.
It is just terrible knowing this, and yet being unable to
prove it.”2 Indeed, to add to his frustration, the photographs of
the UFO taken that night did not come out, although the rest of the
film was fine.

Despite Mike Sacks’s certainty, the reality of
UFOs — and of all apparitions — remains a vexed question. They
compel us to ask ourselves what we mean by reality, a very old and
knotty philosophical problem. In particular, they ask us to decide
whether our encounters with apparitions are subjective or objective
— that is, whether a UFO, for example, is somehow a product of our
minds or whether it actually exists out there in the world. If it
is objectively real, then we have to decide further whether it is
physically real or only apparently so; whether, that is, it is
material or immaterial (though visible).

Mike Sacks has no doubt that his UFO was both
objective and physical. The same might be said of the seven
objects, one large and six small, which accompanied a BOAC
Stratocruiser on a New York to London flight on 29 June 1954. The
objects, seen by both crew and passengers, were described as gray,
opaque, hard-edged, and without lights. However, the physical
nature of the large object at least was not as clear-cut as it
might have been. It seemed to change shape in a mercurial fashion,
appearing now as a clearly defined aircraft, now as quite
shapeless.3 In addition, UFOs have an unnerving propensity simply
to vanish into thin air.

I will be pegging away at the problem of the
physicality or otherwise of apparitions throughout this book. But,
for now, I will begin to address the question of their subjectivity
or objectivity. And the best place to start is with the great Swiss
analytical psychologist C. G. Jung who, in 1956, wrote a long essay
called Flying Saucers: A Modern Myth of Things Seen in the
Skies.4 It remains one of the most acute analyses of aerial
apparitions — but it did no good for Jung’s scientific reputation.
Respectable scientists have for the most part always steered clear
of anomalies, and “flying saucers” are no exception. However, Jung,
as always, sided with real life over respectability, arguing that
no true scientist could ignore the thousands of reports which
flooded in from all over the world concerning these strange lights
and stranger objects.

Although the latter have always been seen — Jung
reproduces, for instance, two sixteenth-century broadsheets showing
aerial apparitions at Nuremberg (1561) and Basel (1566) —
ufologists agree that the modern UFO myth was launched on 24 June
1947 by one Kenneth Arnold, who saw nine silvery objects from his
light aircraft while flying in the vicinity of Washington State’s
Mount Rainier. Alerted to their presence by two tremendously bright
flashes of light, Arnold described them as flying “like a saucer
would if you skipped it across the water.”5 Hence the term “flying
saucer.” I use the word “myth,” incidentally, as Jung uses it in
the title of his essay. He did not mean, as is so often casually
meant nowadays, a fabrication or a story that is untrue. He meant,
on the contrary, a story that is true. The precise nature of this
truth, like the nature of reality, will unfold as we go along. For
the moment, what Jung said of flying saucers is as true today as it
was then. “Something is seen,” he says, “but one doesn’t
know what…one thing is certain: they have become a living
myth.”6

The collective unconscious

Before we can decide whether or not UFOs are
“all in the mind,” we have to decide what we mean by “mind.” Jung’s
model of the psyche provides the best — perhaps the only —
framework for understanding visionary experiences. As a follower of
Freud he understood that apart from our conscious lives, which we
quite mistakenly think of as our selves, there is a subconscious
life of which we are normally unaware. The subconscious is the
repository of our past experience, some of which can be recalled at
will to consciousness (memory) but other parts of which cannot be,
because they have been repressed. A repressed content, however,
does not merely go away — it continues to exert a hidden influence
on our lives, reappearing indirectly as a neurosis. The task of
psychoanalysis, roughly, is to encourage the patient to bring this
forgotten or repressed experience to light — it often lies in
childhood — and so dissolve the psychological knot which is
producing the neurosis and its undesirable symptoms.

But, unlike Freud, Jung dealt with patients who
were more seriously disturbed, psychotic rather than neurotic, and
he noticed in their delusions and fantasies a number of images and
motifs which could not possibly be explained by recourse to their
personal lives. For example, a patient might hold fantastic ideas
and beliefs which had no counterpart anywhere except in some
esoteric Gnostic myth. So Jung was forced to recognize a deeper
level of the psyche which contained the past experience not just of
our personal lives but of the entire race. He called this level of
the psyche the collective unconscious, to distinguish it from
Freud’s subconscious (which, in turn, he re-named the personal
unconscious).

If Jung described the unconscious in terms of
strata or levels, this was only a manner of speaking. The
unconscious cannot be described in itself; it can only be
represented by metaphors. It does not divide neatly into levels,
for instance. Rather, it is oceanic, shifting, seething, constantly
in flux. Indeed, the ocean was a favorite metaphor of Jung’s,
according to which consciousness is, of course, only a small island
rising out of, and surrounded by, the vast unconscious
fluidity.

The content of the unconscious is a sea of
images. These are usually, but not exclusively, visual — they can
be abstractions, patterns, ideas, inspirations and even moods. The
images of the collective unconscious are representations of what
Jung called archetypes. This was not a new idea — it goes back to
Plato, who postulated an ideal world of forms, of which everything
in this world was merely a copy — but it was a new idea in
psychology. The archetypes are paradoxical. They cannot be known in
themselves, but they can be known indirectly through their images.
They are, by definition, impersonal but they can manifest
personally. For example, the archetype which lies, so to speak,
nearest the surface is called the shadow. At a personal
level, it embodies our inferior side, all our repressed traits. It
might appear in dreams and fantasies, therefore, as a dark twin or
a despised acquaintance or an idiot half-brother. At the same time,
our personal shadows are rooted in an impersonal collective shadow,
the archetype of evil, such as the Christian Devil represents.

It is more common to encounter an archetypal
image indirectly than directly — that is, in projection.
Here, the aptness of the word “shadow” is evident. For the
archetype bypasses consciousness altogether and throws a shadow
over the external world. Then we encounter what is within us as if
it were outside. Any object or person in the world can receive a
projection and suddenly be charged with archetypal significance.
Whenever we fall madly in love with someone about whom we know very
little, we are more often than not falling prey to an “anima
projection” which overlays the actual person and imbues them with
almost sacred significance. The anima (or, in a woman,
animus) is the second major archetype uncovered by Jung. She is the
female principle in a man, the personification of the unconscious
itself. As such there is no end to the images by which she
represents herself — virgin, crone, wife, girl-next-door, goddess,
nymph, lamia, and so on.

The archetype which most concerns us is the one
Jung called the self. It is the goal of all psychic life,
all personal development, which he called individuation.
This process forms the major task of our lives, in the course of
which we are supposed to make conscious, as far as possible, the
contents of our unconscious — for instance, by withdrawing our
projections onto the world. The result is an expansion of
personality and, finally, a state of wholeness which embraces even
the dark and contradictory sides of ourselves. The self archetype
is foreshadowed in the image of the Wise Old Man and consummated in
his mystic marriage with the anima. But such personifications are
not the only images of the self. They also occur in abstract form,
most notably in circular patterns, often divided into four, which
oriental religions have long understood and called mandalas. Such
images can occur spontaneously near the beginning of the
individuation process, or at a crisis in our psychic lives, as a
guide to and token of the final goal. Jung believed that “flying
saucers” were like mandalas; that UFOs, in other words, are
projections of the collective unconscious. (However, I shall have
more, and more critical, things to say about “projection” later
on.)

The soul

Jung’s assertion was in many ways traditional.
After all, in early and medieval times, the totality of the psyche
— or soul, as it used to be called — was pictured in a number of
ways: as an airy or ethereal body, as a homunculus (a little person
or child), as a bird (in Celtic and Islamic lore), and as a bright
or fiery sphere. According to Caesarius of Heisterbach7 (c.
1170–1240), the Abbot of Morimond saw in a vision that his own soul
was shaped like “a glassy spherical vessel, with eyes before and
behind, all-knowing and seeing everything at once.” This aura of
omniscience is a hallmark of many UFO encounters. Another visionary
cited by Caesarius found that his soul was “a spiritual substance,
spherical in nature, like the globe of the moon.” (The moon is
itself a traditional symbol of the soul.) Caesarius sums up with an
interesting distinction: to mortal eyes the soul appears to have a
bodily form, but to those freed from the flesh the soul appears as
the two visionaries describe it, as a luminous sphere.8

In his treatise The Immortality of the
Soul, the great seventeenth-century Cambridge Platonist, Henry
More, drawing perhaps on the same Neoplatonic tradition as
Caesarius, describes how the soul after death takes on an “airy
body” in the same shape as our earthly body. However, this is
exchanged for a “shining” or “ethereal” body which, immortal,
“lives while in its true condition an unimaginable life and is
sometimes described as of ‘a round or oval figure’ and as always
circling among gods and among stars, and sometimes as having more
dimensions than our penury can comprehend.”9 It is interesting to
note that both Caesarius and More consider the abstract image of
the soul a higher form than the personified image.

One way, then, of regarding luminous apparitions
is as images of the soul projected by the soul itself. Jung also
remarked on the frequency with which many such apparitions
appeared, representing a disintegration and fragmentation of the
psyche. These can be seen as “partial souls” which may appear in
quite ordinary circumstances. One of his patients dreamt that many
shining spheres were hanging in the curtains of her room. Jung
interpreted these as split-off fragments of psyche which were
seeking to be reintegrated into the personality in order to attain
or restore psychic wholeness. Furthermore, he knew that as long as
these fragments remain in a state of projection or “exteriorized,”
they can produce all kinds of parapsychological phenomena. Sure
enough, just as his patient woke up, she heard a loud report: the
upper part of the glass she kept by her bedside had broken off in
the shape of a perfect circle whose edge was completely
smooth.10

Experiences like these are not uncommon among
so-called UFO contactees. Many of them, including Mike Sacks whom
we met at the beginning of this chapter, remember playing as
children with balls of light which were numinous and
quasi-intelligent, just as Jung’s projected psychic fragments or
partial souls are said to be. Gaynor Sunderland who, in my
introduction, was described as seeing two “aliens” next to a
“spacecraft” in a field, remembers that, as a baby, lights of only
a few inches in diameter used to fly through the walls and windows,
and play with her — only to vanish just before someone entered the
room.11 Moreover, such people seem marked out for parapsychological
experiences, as Jung predicts. Mike Sacks had already seen two UFOs
when he had the close encounter I quoted; and the fact that he
actually saw a UFO on a night when he had specifically gone out to
see one makes him an unusual chap, to say the least. Gaynor’s long
history of paranormal happenings took a whole book to document.

Jung argues that the appearance of large balls
of light on a grand scale reflects a tension which is no longer
confined to the individual psyche but to the collective. There is a
split in the psychological world, between consciousness and the
unconscious, and also in the political world, between East and
West. At a time when humanity was contemplating space travel and
worried about overpopulation and the Bomb, it was natural that
“signs in the heavens” should appear as UFOs in shapes that reflect
our own technological fantasy.

UFOs are ambiguous. On the one hand they
symbolize the disintegration of psychic unity by arriving in
numbers and in a multitude of shapes — not merely disc-like or
circular, but huge or tiny, lenticular or conical, winged or
wingless, with or without fins, etc. (Hardly any two sightings are
identical, which argues against the spacecraft hypothesis.) On the
other hand, they symbolize the potential for reintegration —
wholeness, the self — by also appearing singly and in mandala-like
forms. They do not have a purpose, Jung would argue, any more than
a myth has a purpose. They are natural phenomena produced by the
need for psychic equilibrium; and we are left to reflect on them,
as they reflect us, in the hope of healing whatever psychic breach
besets us.

As a psychologist, Jung did not address the
question of the physical nature of UFOs. He noted that many
sightings seemed to be of solid objects — which, moreover,
registered on radar screens. But he insisted that, even if UFOs did
have some sort of physical reality, this in no way altered his
thesis. For “…either psychic projections throw back a radar echo,
or else the appearance of real objects affords an opportunity for
mythological projections.”12 In other words, he thought it possible
that projections from the collective unconscious might have a
physical aspect; or else, although UFOs might be physical, they
were not necessarily extraterrestrial spacecraft. We project this
interpretation on them by an unconscious need for a myth that
embodies, say, the notion of heavenly intervention by superhuman
powers.

Jung’s real contribution to the debate, however,
lay in his discovery of a part of the psyche — the collective
unconscious — which is objective. Thus he dissolves the question as
to whether UFOs are subjective (“all in the mind”) or objective
(“really out there”), and asserts that they are always objective,
but they derive from the inner realm of the psyche. We know that
they can appear outwardly, as projections, but to be consistent we
would also expect them to appear inwardly, as fantasies and, above
all, as dreams. And so they do.
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