A Skeptical Analysis of the UFO Phenomenon


In recent history, about the last 50 to 60 years, people have been reportedly seeing Unidentified Flying Objects.  In order to understand how long this phenomenon has been about, a little history lesson is required.   One of the first major sightings of UFOs was on June 24, 1947, where a civilian pilot named Kenneth Arnold caught a glimpse of one of these objects near Mount Rainier in Washington State.  When Arnold reported what he saw, he was misquoted about the flight characteristics of the craft, which he said, “Flew like a saucer thrown across water,” and this was mistakenly thought to be the physical characteristics of the object.  Hence, the phrase “flying saucer” was born.  However, this wasn’t the first sighting of a UFO.  Before the acronym UFO, and even “flying saucer” was the phrase “foo fighter.”  During the Second World War, sailors and airmen had reported seeing metal objects and fireballs in the sky, circling the airplanes and ships.  The name had come from a comic strip from the 1930s in which the main character called himself a “foo fighter,” a play on “fire fighter.” 


Regardless of when the first sightings were, UFOs have been associated with extra terrestrial life forms.  So, then the question can be put forth, “why are UFOs mainly associated with alien beings?”  This and several other questions will be asked as well as addressed in this skeptical analysis of the UFO phenomenon and alien abductions, which has run rampant in our society in every facet of our lives: television, books, magazines, and even the internet are rife with accounts of abductions and sightings, without even examining the facts, or giving the slightest attempt of skeptical analysis.


Many people who witness UFOs automatically assume that such aircraft are of extra terrestrial origin.  Assuming that these sightings are not mental manifestations by the witnesses, the sighting of such objects hardly means that they are of alien origin.  Some of these phenomena can be explained by misidentified aircraft, weather balloons, atmospheric anomalies, or possibly as secret military aircraft.  The point is, even if these objects cannot be rationally explained by more likely scenarios, the burden of proof still rests upon the shoulders of the individual who viewed the object.  Extraordinary claims require extraordinary proof.  Despite the fact that there have been thousands of photographs and films taken of UFOs, there hardly exists any definitive proof that such craft originate from another planet.


To obtain proof of UFOs being of alien manufacture would require that (1) a piece of the craft, or the craft in its entirety must be retrieved, and should provide evidence of its creation from another world: i.e. advanced technologies that are far beyond the technologies of man, or material of which the spacecraft is made that is not of terrestrial origin; (2) the occupants of the craft must be witnessed and proven not to be (a) manifestations of the witness’s mind (hallucinations), which would require secondary proof from a video camera, or photograph, (b) and must prove beyond a shadow of a doubt not to be hoax of any kind.  Beyond an alien spacecraft landing on the white house lawn, and its occupants getting out to greet the president, the latter’s authenticity would be much more difficult to prove.


There is evidence that suggests humans have had close encounters with strange beings throughout our history.  As Carl Sagan thoroughly discusses in his aptly titled book, The Demon Haunted World, fairies, demons, Satan, and other horrifying beings have terrorized people, and people have also had visions of Jesus, Mother Mary, God and other religious icons of other faiths.  Who is to say that these visions aren’t hallucinations?  Moreover, is it unlikely that these hallucinations are not the same types of hallucinations that are experienced by people who have claimed to be abducted by aliens?  

Many of the experiences that people have attributed to demons hundreds of years ago, are strikingly similar to the accounts of individuals in modern times who claim to have been taken by aliens.  Sagan explains that in medieval times, there were accounts of male and female demons, known as incubi and succubi respectively, who would visit people in the middle of the night and seduce them, and the victims would not have the ability to resist.  In fact, the origin of the word “nightmare” has resulted from these accounts (referring to the incubus in Old English, which would refer to the demon that sits upon the chests of its victims and torment them with terrible dreams.)  These accounts are much like the accounts of alien “abductees” who claim that they are visited in the middle of the night by aliens who abduct them and take them aboard a craft where they are then experimented on.  Despite some details, these experiences are very similar.

Some believers in alien abductions might claim that this is further proof of the existence of extra terrestrials visiting Earth.  These beings were simply misinterpreted as “demons” during earlier times.  This belief cannot account for a few factors: (1) If aliens visited people in the past, how come people didn’t make accounts of the bright lights and alien craft that people commonly see in the visions now days?  Moreover why are these types of encounters dictated by culture, or whatever happens to be popular at the time? (For example, why would the physical characteristics change to what is commonly perceived to what aliens look like now?) (2) Mr. Sagan also makes a good point when asks: “why don’t these flashing lights and alien appearances wake the neighbors?”  This also begs the question of “why this doesn’t wake up anybody else in the same room?”  Some believers might claim that the aliens have the technology to erase everyone’s memories, or to keep them asleep during the abduction process.  It is curious that the only person that would recall the incident would be the very person who was abducted in the first place.  (3) Finally, Sagan makes another point that if aliens have been experimenting on humans for hundreds, if not thousands of years, wouldn’t this advanced species who has the ability to travel light-years to another planet know everything there is to know about the human race?  The only rational explanation of these abductions is the evidence that a psychological condition called “sleep paralysis” causes many of the reports of extra-terrestrial abductions.

Sleep paralysis happens in the state between being awake and asleep.  In this state, an individual is “immobile and acutely anxious.  You feel a weight on your chest as if some being is sitting or lying there.  Your heartbeat is quick, your breathing labored.  You may experience auditory or visual hallucinations—of people, demons, ghosts, animals, or birds. [...] Sometimes there’s a marked sexual component to the hallucination.”  He then adds, “These common sleep disturbances are behind many if not most of the alien abduction accounts.”  This probably accounts for most of the “abductions” that people commonly experience, which are influenced by culture, and the prevalent fears of the time (demons, aliens, etc.)  This is not to say that people don’t have these experiences with other beings: bigfoot, the boogieman, or any number of creatures could be seen in these dreamlike states, but they wouldn’t get the same amount of attention because (1) people do not believe in them as much as aliens, (2) as well as the fact that alien abductions are the “fad” of paranormal events.  It is interesting to note that many of the UFO sightings, and alien abductions take place before or during sleep, or during long drives where the mental facilities of an individual would be much more off guard.

The condition of sleep paralysis may account for many of the reports of alien abductions, but cannot account for all.  Another interesting aspect of the human psyche is its gullibility.  Humans a very impressionable, so much that abduction psychologists have the ability to help foster ideas in a patient that he/she has been abducted and experienced the same things that the psychologists’ other patients have experienced, without either person being aware that the patient is being led along by the psychologist.  This is also done when people are put under hypnosis, and questioned about something as simple as “missing time”, which is a phenomenon in which people mysteriously cannot recall where they were or what they were doing for a large period of time.  After being put into a suggestible state of mind, the hypnotist may unknowingly lead the patient into believing the he or she was abducted.  Sagan also recalls an incident a man named Paul Ingram was accused of abuse, torture and the perpetration of numerous satanic rituals by one of his daughters.  After being coerced by his colleagues from the sheriff’s department, as well as a hypnotherapist, Ingram started to “remember” the terrible things he had done to his daughter.  Even though there was no corresponding evidence to the sexual and physical abuse that he supposedly inflicted upon his daughter, and he admitted to forcing incest between his son and daughter (something he wasn’t accused of) after being coerced by an FBI analyst, Ingram was still found guilty.  

“Recovered memories” may also account for sightings of UFOs by numerous witnesses, who have all “seen” the same thing.  After viewing an object in the sky, a small group of people might then talk to each other about what they saw, and the resulting story may be far different from what actually happened.  Eyewitnesses are being viewed as increasingly unreliable when it comes to specific facts about what they saw.  Memories are subject to change if influenced by someone else, or may just change over time.

The last group of people who will be discussed will be those who perpetrate hoaxes.  This group of people differs from the others by the fact that they purposefully alter pictures and videotapes, or concoct false stories about encounters with UFOs and/or alien beings.  These individuals can be so convincing that they have the ability to persuade others about their claims.  For example, a psychoanalyst named Robert Lindner was convinced that a patient of his, Kirk Allen, had the ability to travel hundreds of years into the future where he would pilot spacecraft and visit distant planets.  Lindner became so consumed with Allen’s stories that he followed every word that he said.  Finally, it reached a point where Lindner and Allen started creating adventures together about Allen’s future-self.  Feeling sorry for the psychoanalyst, Allen finally confessed that the whole story was false.  People would create hoaxes in order to gain notoriety, money, or simply for the sake of fooling others.

No matter what the case may be regarding why people see UFOs or alien beings, whether they are hallucinations induced by insanity, altered mental states, or resulting from sleep paralysis; whether people are fooled by hoaxes or have misidentified aircraft or weather balloons; or if people have actually seen an unidentified flying object that cannot be explained by any rational means, the burden of proof still rests upon the shoulders of the witness.  As a final note, this analysis of the UFO phenomenon was not written for the purpose of concluding that aliens do not visit Earth, simply that there is little evidence that supports that UFOs are of alien origin, as well as the fact that there is little to no evidence that people are being abducted by aliens.   

