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Abstract
Narratives surrounding UFOs and aliens come from all over
the world and are not bound by age, ethnicity or class.
This thesis will examine the global fascination with UFOs
and aliens and include an analysis of the influence of mass
media and religion in the evolution of the phenomena. The
emergence of UFO and alien encounter narratives in Canada
will be discussed more specifically and comparisons will be

made to what has been recorded elsewhere in the world.
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UFO and Alien Encounter Narratives: A Cross-Cultural Analysis

The belief that intelligent extraterrestrial beings have
been visiting earth through travel in spaceships or UFOs has
been and continues to be the focus of much controversy.
Researchers from such diverse fields as physics, geology,
psychology, medicine and English literature, among others,
are involved in the thriving field of ‘ufology’ as the study
of this phenomenon has been called. Narratives surrounding
UFOs and aliens come from all over the world and are not
bound by age, ethnicity or class. This chapter will
introduce the topic of UFOs and aliens as part of a global
popular culture through the emergence of a globalized
fascination with UFO/alien narratives. These narratives'
impact on Canadian popular culture will be discussed more
specifically and comparisons made to what has been recorded
elsewhere in the world. Later chapters, besides delving
deeper into all of the aforementioned issues, will examine
the role of mass media in the evolution of UFO/alien
narratives and the relationship between religion and belief
in UFOs and aliens.

The term ‘UFO’ stands for ‘unidentified flying object’;
it does not necessarily mean ‘alien spacecraft’ but is simply
defined as any airborne object which cannot be identified.

An old axiom among UFO researchers says that ninety-five
percent of UFO sightings have rational, logical explanations

such as airplanes or other (earthly) aircraft, falling
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meteors or misidentified stars. However, it is the other
five percent of sightings that are debated by skeptics and
believers alike (Randles, 1997; Rutkowski, 1999). Although
these are technically ‘unidentified’ flying objects, over the
past half century in particular, many people have come to
believe that intelligent extraterrestrial life is behind the
existence of such objects. This notion of space aliens has
become ingrained in the popular culture of not only North
America but also in many other areas of the world. The topic
of extraterrestrials is the second-most accessed topic on the
Internet after sex (Dean, 1998). Furthermore, several
opinion polls taken over the years indicate that a
significant proportion of the population believes that
intelligent life from outer space has been visiting earth.
For instance, approximately eight percent (or just under one
in ten) North Americans have reported seeing a UFO, twenty-
seven percent of Americans believe that space aliens have
visited earth and two percent of Americans report having been
abducted by aliens (Dean, 1998; Rutkowski, 1999).
Furthermore, a poll recently commissioned by Time/CNN showed
that eighty percent of respondents believe that the U.S.
government is covering up its knowledge of the existence of
aliens while sixty-five percent believe that a UFO crashed in
Roswell, New Mexico in 1947 (Dean, 1998). Obviously, there

are many people who have very strong beliefs that events are
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occurring for which there have been no satisfactory earthly
explanations.

Although narratives surrounding UFOs and aliens have
become increasingly popular in the last five decades or so in
particular, there have been reports of strange lights in the
sky for much longer than that. As far back as the 1890s,
Dean (1998) reports that “thousands of sightings of
mysterious airships and strange, cigar-shaped craft were
reported in the western United States. Occasionally,
witnesses claimed to have seen or spoken with the occupants”
(pp. 32-33). References to ‘Martians’ and intelligent life
on Mars were not uncommon at this time (Dean, 1998).

However, it was not until 1947 when American pilot Kenneth
Arnold saw “nine disks flying like a saucer skipping over the
water” (Dean, 1998, p. 33) that the media coined the term
‘flying saucer’, and the notion of intelligent
extraterrestrial life visiting earth really gained momentum.

Cameron (1995) believes that one of the main reasons why
the notion of aliens visiting earth has become so popular in
the last century is because of the emergence of the modern
media. Stories of strange lights in the sky prior to the
twentieth century tended to remain at the local level as
there were no national and international media outlets to
spread such stories. However, the rise of the media over the
last century has changed this tendency. According to

Cameron, newspapers, tabloids and magazines quickly realized
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how such stories captured the public’s imagination and were
quick to seek out witnesses and report their sightings. One
notable example of the media feeding on and fuelling the
public’s interest in aliens occurred in 1938 when Orson
Welles broadcast War of the Worlds on radio across the United
States. This programme, based on H.G. Wells’ fictional
account by the same name, was in the form of a live news
broadcast about Martians invading earth. Many listeners
panicked as they believed that this invasion was actually
occurring; a panic that was so notable that it was studied by
sociologists and psychologists for years afterward (Randle,
Estes & Cone, 1999). The entire event was front-page news in
the U.S.; so even for those who were not exposed to science
fiction at that time, as Randle, Estes and Cone (1999) argue
“the event brought the concept of alien invasion into the
homes of average Americans before the 1940s” (p. 121).

Likely the most significant event that has fuelled
UFO/alien interest in North America is the now infamous
incident of 1947 where an alien spacecraft is alleged to have
crashed near Roswell, New Mexico. Within hours of the
occurrence of this alleged event, the U.S. military issued a
press release confirming tha; a flying saucer had crashed.
However, a few hours after issuing this first press release,
the military backtracked and stated that it was only a
weather balloon that had crashed in New Mexico. Although the

official U.S. government account has changed on several
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occasions over the years, ultimately, in 1994, the official
government conclusion was that a special top-secret
surveillance balloon which was launched to observe Soviet
nuclear testing from the upper atmosphere was the object
which crashed near Roswell (Shermer, 1997). The controversy
surrounding the happenings in Roswell only served to plant
the seed in the minds of many Americans that aliens have
indeed visited earth but that the U.S. government has
conspired to cover up these incidents. This suspicion of the
government covering up tangible evidence of alien visitation
to earth has been evident in Canada as well.

The fascination with UFOs and aliens in Canada has run
concurrently with that of the United States. This cannot be
considered surprising considering that Canadians have been
greatly exposed to American media over the years and are
therefore as familiar with high-profile UFO sightings such as
the Roswell incident, as well as the reported sighting of
UFOs over the White House in 1952, as Americans are. Cases
such as the Roswell incident seem to transcend borders and
have become part of a truly global UFO/alien culture as they
are studied by UFO researchers - known as ‘ufologists’ -
around the world.

Canada has contributed a few of the cases that have
attained significance worldwide because of the nature and
amount of evidence for extraterrestrial visitation which is

claimed to exist by ‘believers’. The 1967 ‘Shag Harbour’
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case may be considered to be ‘Canada’s Roswell’ because of
some of the similarities between the two cases. An airborne
object, as large as sixty feet in diameter by some accounts,
was seen by multiple witnesses to have crashed in the water
near the fishing village of Shag Harbour, Nova Scotia
(Randle, 1997). Although, like the Roswell incident, this
case received much publicity in the days just following the
event, it eventually faded from the nation’s memory and
scrutiny until almost three decades later when a Canadian
investigator decided to take another look at the Shag Harbour
case after seeing an Unsolved Mysteries segment about the
Roswell incident on television. The Roswell case had
similarly lain dormant for about three decades before being
re-investigated in the late 1970s. Just as with the Roswell
case, Shag Harbour investigators interviewed witnesses and
pored over old government files about the case. The results
of this investigation seem to indicate that Canadian and
American military personnel were aware of the UFO and
unsuccessfully attempted to retrieve it (Randle, 1997).

An examination of Canadian and American government
documents is said to reveal that “a small [military) flotilla
sat over the submerged UFO for a number of days” (Randle,
1997, p. 6). Apparently, a retrieval operation was postponed
when it seemed that a second UFO was underwater, presumably
to repair the first one. After a week, a Soviet submarine

crossed into Canadian waters near where the UFOs were located
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which distracted the military personnel who decided to go
after the submarine. Once the military flotilla made its
move, the UFOs were reported to have come out of the water
and “leapt into the air to disappear at high speed” (Randle,
1997, p. 6). The investigators concluded from their
interviews and available government documents concerning the
case that something extraterrestrial did crash into the ocean
as agencies such as the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, Royal
Canadian Air Force, Royal Canadian Navy and North American
Air Defence Command acknowledged that a UFO had indeed
entered the water. However, none of these agencies could
find what had crashed and denials were issued by some of the
military personnel interviewed, although official documents
show that they had worked on the case (Randle, 1997). Just
as the Roswell case left many Americans believing that the
government was covering up alien visitation, the Shag Harbour
case has planted the suspicion in the minds of many Canadians
that the Canadian government was also keeping valuable
information concerning UFOs and aliens from the public.
Another Canadian case that has attained worldwide
prominence also occurred in 1967 when a prospector named
Stefan Michaluk, while on a prospecting expedition, saw a UFO
land near Falcon Lake, Manitoba. This UFO, as reported by
Rutkowski (1999) was the traditional 'flying saucer' shape
and Michaluk was able to not only get a good look at it, but

touch it as well. He heard voices from within the UFO but
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when he tried to speak with whoever was on board, the UFO
suddenly took off. The momentum of the departure forced hot
gas out of a gridlike exhaust vent into Michaluk’s face.

This hot gas set Michaluk’s shirt on fire and inflicted a
“bizarre pattern of round burns which later left deep scar
tissue” (p. 28) on his chest. Furthermore, radioactive
pieces of metal were found at the site where the UFO landed
(Rutkowski, 1999). All of this physical evidence is cited as
confirmation that Michaluk had an encounter with a strange
object of some kind. However, the possibility has been
raised by some that Michaluk’s encounter could have been with
a top-secret vehicle which the American or Canadian military
may have been testing rather than with an object with origins
outside of earth (Rutkowski, 1999).

As the Shag Harbour and Falcon Lake cases illustrate,
Canada’s UFO/alien history is quite rich. Other than the
distrust of the government concerning UFO matters, there are
some additional striking similarities between the UFO/alien
histories of Canada and the United States. Following the
Roswell incident and a growing number of sightings of UFOs,
the United States Air Force, in 1947, established Project
Sign (which ultimately became the now famous Project Blue
Book in 1952) to collect and investigate reports of UFOs.
Likewise, Project Magnet was established under the Department
of Transport for Air Services in Canada in 1950. The

original purpose of Project Magnet was to study °‘geomagnetic
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phenomena’ which ostensibly became a study of the UFO
phenomena in Canada (Campagna, 1998). Another similarity
between the two countries concerns the belief that the
respective governments have been involved in the testing of
flying saucers that have been captured and may be trying to
build their own flying saucers, using the technology of
extraterrestrial craft and aliens that have been captured.
Just as there are many rumours in the United States that such
testing of flying saucers is occurring at a top-secret
military base in the Nevada desert called Area 51 (Hay,
1997), there have been rumours in Canada that the Royal
Canadian Air Force and the A.V. Roe Company collaborated on a
flying saucer type vehicle named the AvroCar (Cameron, 1995;
Campagna, 1998). The rumours and theories that abound
concerning UFOs in Canadian popular culture are certainly not
unlike those that are evident in American popular culture and
are quite rich in their own right.

Besides simple sightings of UFOs, another component of
the UFO/alien phenomenon is that of alien encounters and
abductions. Reports of alien encounters and abductions have
spanned the globe and, though there is great variety in
detail among accounts, there are also some striking
similarities between stories (Rutkowski, 1999). The incident
at Roswell, New Mexico may have been one of the first cases
where extraterrestrials were actually claimed to have been

seen (in this case, most of the eyewitness testimony consists
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of having seen the dead bodies of what were presumed to be
extraterrestrials though some witnesses also claim to have
seen one surviving alien (Randle, 1997)). However, until the
early 1960s, it was rare for incidents which could be
considered to have extraterrestrial origins to involve
anything more than a sighting of a UFO.

The notable exception to this would be the ‘contactee
movement’ which rose to prominence in the 1950s, following
the Roswell incident and a wave of UFO sightings in the late
1940s and early 1950s. Aliens were seen by the ‘contactees’
as “benevolent space brothers who claimed they were concerned
with our well-being” (Randle & Estes, 1997, p. 80).
Furthermore, at least initially, the messages being
transmitted by the aliens were allegedly being sent
telepathically or through channelling rather than through any
physical contact with these beings (Randle et al., 1999).
Randle, Estes and Cone (1999) report that “many contactees
graduated from channelled contact to physical contact with
the aliens” (p. 86), but this physical contact tended to be
voluntary on the part of the contactees and led to pleasant
experiences such as accepting an alien’s invitation to take a
ride on a flying saucer. Randle and Estes (1997) describe
the climate in the United States during the 1940s and 1950s

when these contacts began taking place between humans and

aliens:
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As a nation we felt helpless against the awesome
power of the hydrogen bomb, and we feared the
invisible but ever-present Communist threat. At
the same time, man was on the threshold of space.
It now seemed clear that we would soon be sending
rockets to other planets. All of these
circumstances contributed to the belief that the
galactic federation would soon intervene to save us
from ourselves. (p. 82)
Thus, it was thought that the extraterrestrials could have a
positive effect on earth and were interested in preventing
earthlings from destroying themselves and their planet.
Although the image of aliens as benevolent beings is
considered by some ‘believers’ to bc the overriding notion of
why extraterrestrials visit earth, a considerably different
view of aliens has emerged in the last four decades. This
negative image has come out in narratives of alien
abductions. The case of Betty and Barney Hill’s abduction in
1961 was the first North American case of its kind. The
Hills were travelling back to their home in New Hampshire
from a vacation in Quebec when they encountered a UFO. After
stopping their car to look at the UFO and its six occupants
for several minutes, the Hills suddenly panicked as the UFO
descended and the couple quickly drove off. However, after
getting home at a much later hour than they believed to be

the case and following several days of not feeling well, the
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Hills sought help from several doctors. Among the
professionals the Hills consulted was a psychiatrist who
later performed hypnosis on the couple. Under hypnosis, the
couple were able to recall an elaborate sequence of events
they had been unable to remember consciously after watching
the UFO descend. The Hills recalled being abducted by the
occupants of the UFO and being subjected to physical
examinations by these strange looking beings. While Barney
Hill kept his eyes shut during most of the ordeal, Betty Hill
communicated with the leader of the alien crew and was even
shown a map indicating the origins of the extraterrestrial
visitors. Following their interaction with these alien
creatures, the Hills were returned to their car with no
conscious memory of the events that had just occurred (Randle
& Estes, 1997). The Hills’ abduction account included
elements that would become common to many of the abduction
stories of the next four decades including the description of
the alien beings (especially for North American abductees),
the subjection to uncomfortable physical examinations, the
sense that there was ‘missing time’ (or a period of time that
was unaccounted for), and little or no memory of the
traumatic events although there was a feeling that
‘something’ happened. In many abduction cases, such as the
Hills’, hypnosis would be required to ‘unlock’ the memories

of the traumatic events.
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Although details may differ from case to case, there are
some additional similarities among abduction narratives. The
inclusion of these common threads also tend to differentiate
abductees’ experiences from those of contactees. For
instance, many abductees claim to have been implanted with
devices during their abduction experience which may be used
by the aliens to track or monitor the abductee. Such
monitoring, according to Day (1997), may allow for easier
access to the abductee for further testing and probing by the
aliens. Abduction narratives often involve a sexual
component (such as the abductee being forced or seduced into
having sex with an alien in order to create a ‘hybrid’ baby)
and invasive medical and sexual experiments performed on
abductees. The major difference between the experiences of
contactees and abductees is that in the case of the latter,
the whole encounter is an involuntary one on the part of the
abductee (Randle et al., 1999). Accounts of alien abductions
have become increasingly common since the Hill case and,
along with the simpler reports of UFO and alien sightings
without any human/alien physical interaction, have spawned
many theories as to why this whole phenomenon has flourished
in the last few decades.

Dean (1998) proposes that the present fixation with UFOs
and aliens may be intertwined with fears of the millennium.

Dean writes:
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Many have associated end-of-the-century culture
with boundary breakdown and transgression,
especially as heretofore excluded possibilities, be
they monsters, the supernatural, or previously
repressed sexualities and subjectivities, make
their way into the social imaginary. Not only does
the alien mark that intrusion of the other so
typical of end-time strangeness, but its
reinscription of the promise of truth iterates the
certainty of knowledge characteristic of
apocalyptic modes of truth. (p. 32)
Dean further points out that references to Martians and
“gightings of mysterious airships and strange, cigar-shaped
craft” (p. 33) were not uncommon in the final years of the
nineteenth century in the United States.

Kaminer (1999) links the growth of the UFO/alien
phenomena with the rise of New Age religions and the
therapeutic culture that have contributed to the decline of
rationalism. Kaminer explains that ‘New Agers’ dismiss
traditional religions as authoritarian or absolutist and that
“New Agers seek individual relationships with whatever Higher
Powers they imagine - direct relationships, unmediated by
established churches” (p. 99). By the early 1990s, New Age
beliefs combined with a therapeutic culture which, according
to Kaminer, elevated the idea that ‘guardian angels’ watch

over and protect each person. These angels, which descended
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from heaven or a world other than earth, became a replacement
for the “arbitrary, abusive 0ld Testament God” (p. 103).
Kaminer posits that the UFO stories of the last two decades,
which includes the richness in detail of the increasing
number of alien abduction accounts, have been “shaped by the
therapeutic culture’s focus on child abuse and New Age
angelology” (p. 106). The New Age angels are often seen as
being from other planets and may be identified or confused
with aliens while the therapeutic culture is not concerned
with whether there is any evidence of wrongdoing to the
client (such as being the victim of an abduction experience)
but in ‘feeling realities’. That is, the validity of an
experience is based not so much on whether the experience
actually happened but on whether the ‘victim’ feels that it
did happen.

Support for the notion of religion's playing a role in
the UFO/alien phenomenon may come from Hay’s (1997) assertion
that “after contact with UFOs and aliens, a sense of
spirituality is sometimes rekindled, which is comparable to
religious conviction” (p. 81). Hay further writes that:

Ufology can be viewed as a new religion, since
traditional religions have lost appeal to the “baby
boom” generation. Could the hunger for a meaning
to life be satisfied through belief in aliens, with
their supposed interest in our spiritual growth?

(p. 81)



UFO and Alien Encounter Narratives 16

Rutkowski (1999) has examined the fanatical belief in UFOs
which can result in the formation of UFO cults. Rutkowski,
in a vein similar to Kaminer’s belief, considers fanatical
UFO belief to be an ‘anti-science’ movement as “it rejects
the scientific evaluation and rational explanation for UFOs
in favour of a more mystical and religious view” (p. 220).
However, Rutkowski also differentiates between ‘fanatical UFO
believers’ and other UFO buffs - he argues that fanatical
believers are said to reject any interpretation of UFOs as
“conventional phenomena” (p. 220). Rutkowski further
considers ‘fanatical UFO believers’ as claiming to ‘know’ the
truth whereas other UFO buffs are only interested in
searching for ‘the truth’. 1In its extreme, UFO belief cults
can become obsessive, leading to tragic and self-destructive
consequences. Rutkowski points to the Heaven’s Gate cult
where thirty-nine members of the group committed mass suicide
in 1997 with the belief that the “Comet Hale-Bopp was the
harbinger of spiritually-enlightened aliens ready to
‘process’ humans ready to ‘move on’ to a better life”
(Rutkowski, 1999, p. 227). Incidents such as this one
certainly indicate that a belief in UFOs and aliens can take
on powerful religious overtones for some people.
Another theory for the growing UFO/alien phenomenon

comes from Shermer (1997) who writes:

In my opinion, the alien abduction phenomenon is

the product of an unusual altered state of
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consciousness interpreted in a cultural context
replete with films, television programs, and
science fiction literature about aliens and UFOs.
Add to this the fact that for the past four decades
we have been exploring the solar system and
searching for signs of extraterrestrial
intelligence, and it is no wonder that people are
seeing UFOs and experiencing alien encounters. (p.
95)
Shermer uses the example of what occurred following the
airing of the 1975 NBC movie The UFO Incident which depicted
Betty and Barney Hill'’s abduction experience. The depiction
of the aliens in the film as having “a large, bald head and
big, elongated eyes” (p. 95), and the circumstances
surrounding the Hills'’ abduction experience have been
similarly reported by many abductees since the movie aired.
Shermer sees this whole process as a ‘feedback loop’ - the
increased number of reports of alien encounters since the
airing of The UFO Incident has resulted in a greater number
of depictions of such events in the media which only serves
to further feed the UFO/alien craze.

The hypotheses concerning the effects that religion and
popular culture play in the continuing worldwide fascination
with UFOs and aliens seem to have some credibility when
applied to a recent incident that is considered to be part of

the entire phenomena. Just as the United States (the Roswell
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incident) and Canada (Shag Harbour) have ‘defining’ UFO
incidents which seem to include so many of the points which
are debated by believers and skeptics alike (i.e. what the
believers say is strong eyewitness evidence backed up by
equally strong evidence that the government is covering
something up), Brazil also claims such a case. In Varginha,
Brazil in 1996, several witnesses are said to have seen alien
creatures that wore no clothes and were reddish in colour
with a number of bumps or protuberances on their large heads.
One witness described the creature he saw as having “long,
thin arms that hung to the knees, and short, thin legs with
big feet. The skin was shiny, as if it had been rubbed with
oil and it smelled strongly of ammonia” (Randle, 1997, p.
146). Three young women whc saw one of the creatures
believed that it was the devil. sSightings of flying saucers
in the area led investigators to believe that these creatures
were aliens from outer space. According to various reports,
there were anywhere from two to seven of these creatures
reported in the area and at least one of these aliens had
died. Rumours have abounded that the Brazilian military was
able to capture at least some of these creatures and
transport them to a hospital and then into a local
university, presumably for research purposes. As in Canada
and the United States, many citizens of Brazil believe that
their military and government is covering up what happened at

Varginha (Randle, 1997).
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Brazil has a long history of UFO sightings and reports.
In fact, what many consider to be the first ever alien
abduction experience occurred in Brazil in 1957 when a farmer
named Antonio Villas Boas, who, while plowing a field, was
allegedly abducted by some strange looking five foot tall
creatures and seduced by a beautiful human-like women aboard
a spacecraft (Day, 1997). Day (1997) considers Brazil to be
the ‘hot spot’ for UFO encounters in South America. With the
rich UFO/alien history in Brazil, it is not surprising that
there is a national interest in the topic which rivals that
of the United States (Randle, 1997). This great pop culture
interest in UFOs/aliens may result in the type of ‘feedback
loop’ which Shermer (1997) advocates. It is also interesting
to note that the young female witnesses in Varginha believed
the alien creature they saw to be the devil and attempted to
convince the mother of one of the women that it was in fact
the devil that they saw. The connection between religion and
UFO/alien phenomena is evident here with the aliens being
seen as malevolent rather than benevolent beings.

Another point of interest is that the creatures seen at
varginha do not resemble the stereotypical ‘greys’ seen in
North America which are “creatures smaller than humans with
inverted teardrop-shaped heads and large almond-shaped black
eyes” (Randle & Estes, 1997, p. 1). Although there is a wide
discrepancy in the reports from around the world as to what

aliens look like, it is interesting to note that the
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‘monster’ type aliens encountered in Brazil seem to have been
seen more often in South America than elsewhere (Randle &
Estes, 1997). Furthermore, ‘Nordic’ type aliens who are
described as “tall human-looking blonds” (Dean, 1998, p.
227n9) have been more frequently encountered in Scandinavia
than the ‘greys’. Scandinavians also report aliens who have
“heads with two antennas, or heads divided, or abstract sort
of features” (Dean, 1998, p. 227n9) which one Finnish
researcher believes may be attributable to Scandinavian
folklore which contains many references to gnomes who live in
the mountains and kidnap children from their homes (Dean,
1998). Reports of blood-sucking beasts called ‘Chupacabras’
that have allegedly been responsible for numerous animal
mutilations in Puerto Rico have been linked to UFO sightings
with further reports of such creatures appearing throughout
the Spanish-speaking communities of the United States as well
as Mexico. Suggestions that the Chupacabras are mutations of
the ‘grey’ aliens have been made by some investigators while
others suggest that “the Chupacabras smack of urban legends”
(Randle, 1997, p. 140). 1In any event, this is yet another
example of the cultural variability in alien abduction
narratives that is worthy of further study.

The fascination with UFOs and aliens is a worldwide
phenomenon and a vibrant part of popular culture in much of
the world. Canada, because of its proximity to the United

States and its exposure to American media, shares a very
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similar UFO/alien history with its southern neighbours. For
instance, the ubiquitous ‘grey’ alien has become a greatly
commodified item throughout North America while the suspicion
that governments and the military are conspiring to cover up
‘the truth’ about UFOs is also quite evident in the
narratives surrounding UFOs and aliens in both countries. An
examination of UFO/alien narratives elsewhere in the world
indicates that there are many similarities with those of
North America but there are also some important differences
as well, such as in the types of aliens being encountered.
Ultimately, these narratives may tell us more about humankind

than about any extraterrestrials that may be out there.



The Global Evolution of UFO and Alien Encounter
Narratives

The mass media have undoubtedly played a major role in
the global fascination with UFOs and extraterrestrials. As
the media have expanded over the last century, it is no
coincidence that the UFO phenomenon has grown accordingly
as media outlets have discovered the attraction which the
general public has towards the unexplained. However,
beyond the obvious role which the mass media have played in
granting the UFO phenomenon great exposure, little research
has been done concerning the influence the media have in
shaping the beliefs of its audience (Sparks, Pellechia &
Irvine, 1998). Sparks, Pellechia and Irvine (1998)
examined how the inclusion and exclusion of discrediting
information from a scientific authority affected beliefs in
UFOs in one of the few controlled studies that has been
done in this area. They found that viewers who saw a video
containing testimony about the 1947 flying saucer crash in
Roswell, New Mexico, without discrediting information from
scientists, showed a greater belief in the existence of
UFOs as being extraterrestrial in origin than viewers who
saw a video with the discrediting information. The
importance of these results cannot be understated because
of the common belief that the

22
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media’s coverage of the UFO phenomenon tends to include far
more evidence supportive of the 'extraterrestrial
hypothesis' than information discrediting this theory.

Klass (1996) believes that television coverage of UFOs
is even more one-sided than print media coverage of the
phenomenon. According to Klass, while the print media
devotes sixty to seventy percent of its content to pro-UFO
views, television tends to allocate at least ninety-five
percent of its UFO content to views supporting the
extraterrestrial hypothesis. To support his viewpoint,
Klass examined the content of several programs which dealt
with UFOs that are considered to have high credibility with
the American public such as CBS’s 48 Hours, hosted by news
anchor Dan Rather, and a TNT cable special hosted by lLarry
King. Klass, who is considered to be a leading UFO
skeptic, was either interviewed for or contributed
documents supporting his anti-UFO viewpoints for several of
these programs. However, upon examination of these
programs, he found that there was little or no testimony
from skeptics and very little, if any, of his contributions
were used.

Sheaffer (1998) provides further anecdotal evidence of

the media‘’s bias towards a pro-UFO perspective. Sheaffer
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recounts that on June 19, 1998, ABC News reported that “a
panel of scientists is conducting the first independent UFO
investigation in nearly 30 years” (p. 5), while the
Associated Press reported that “an international panel of
scientists was convened to conduct the first independent
review of UFO phenomena since 1966” (p. 5). According to
Sheaffer, though, it took little research to discover that
the panel in question was composed of investigators with a
decidedly pro-UFO stance and their work should not be
considered an 'independent' review of UFOs. However, the
pro-UFO media stance does not appear to be limited to the
United States. Keay (1994) reports that an Australian
Broadcasting Corporation program about UFOs allotted only
ten percent of on-air time to rebuttals by skeptics. These
findings are significant because television and the print
media are largely responsible for the dissemination of
reports of extraterrestrial activity to the general public.
Randle, Estes and Cone (1999) compare the spread of
modern-day reports of UFO sightings and alien abductions
with the spread of folk stories and urban legends
throughout history. According to these authors, although
information was transmitted less rapidly at the turn of the

last century than it is today, the narratives were still






