eaders of 1his paper probabiy
Rdo not routinely read The

People. So they would have
missed an extraordinary recent story
about seven people who claimed (©
have been abducted from their homes
by aliens, taken on board spaceships,
and then subjected o a series of
humiliating sexual assaults.

These stories are new to this
country, but are common in (he
United States. According to journalist
Jim Schnabel, whose fascinating
book Dark White: Aliens, Abductions
and the UFO Obsession has just been
pubiished here by Hamish Hamilton,
the first case surfaced in the 1960s.
Since then the topic has become a
craze, with numerous journals and
conventions devoted 1o these UFO
ahductions, as well as support groups
for the alleged victims, known as

UFO abductees.

" The stories are so bizarre that the
instinctive reaction is lo dismiss them
as the delusions of individuals suffer-
ing from.severe mental illness. How-
. ever, the “victims” are not usually
mentally ill in the sense of sufiering
fraom a psychotic illness, nor are they
drug or alcohol abusers. A recent
paper in the prestigious Journal of

Abnormal Psychology describes them

as “solid representatives of {he Ameri-
can middle class”. ,
.. Most of those claiming to have been
abducted by aliens say the experience
began during sleep, and was associat-
.ed with extreme emotional states. The
victim may recall vivid, unexpected
and frightening internal sensations,
such as terror, visual hallucinaticns,
choking sensations and other ahnor-
mal sensations affecting many pans
of the body.
Neuropsychologists have sugpest-
ed that their experiences may be
. related to briel episodes of epileptic
activity in the temporal lobe of the
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of complex hallucinafions such as
religious visions. Others have been

linked to sleep-related disturbances -

such as sleep paralysis. This not

uncommon phenomenon occurs in .

people either when going ta sleep or
on wakening, and causes muscle
paralysis and frightening sensations
such as cheking.

hese mechanisms may be suffi-

cient 1o account {or the abnor-

mal sensations that herald a
UFO experience, but do not acoount

for the fully formed stories of being
transported lo alien spacecraft. To ;

understand those one needs to.consid
er the victim's background and pre- -
existing beliefs.

He or she probably also suffers
from what are known as dissociative
disarders, in which the normal inte-
gration of thought, feelings and
experience inlo memory and con-
sciousness is interrupted. A person's
ability to dissociale is determined by
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many things — childhood abuse and
trauma are curreni focuses of atien-
tion. The result may be an extreme

example of something we all possess:

— the capacity for intense self-
absorption, during -which we lose
track of time. Those who experience
dissociative phenomena are often
highly suggestible. Many so-called
abductees only piece topether that
they have been kidnapped by aliens
some time after the abnormal experi-
ence, often with the “help” of ill-
advised hypnotic regression. Thus the

>-UFO story- may be an attempt to

provide an explanation for the gaps in

- One must also consider Lhe role of

~fantasy. Some accounis may be vivid

‘dreams, in which fantasy and reality
are easily confused. Others are relat-
ed lo sexval fantasy. Mosi of the
stories of abductees were of 4 disturb-
ing sexval nature involving abuse or
humiliation. One relaled in The
People included medical evidence of
real rape. Others describe medical

inemory thal resuvll from dissociation. -

experimenlation including being op-
craled on by aliens who frequently
remove eggs from the subject's womb
or inseminale them.

The final thread is found in the
background beliefs and culture ol the
subjecl. The study carried in the
current Jfournal of Abnormatl Psy-
chology reporied that thase wilh the
most infense UFD experiences shared
a similar range of pre-existing belicfs.
Those ranged from the only mildly
unusual, such as telepathy or astrolo-
gy. to the more bizarre, such as
channelling, or sponianeous combus-
tion. Also shared was a conspiratorial
view of the world. Those active in the
UFCG movement overlap with those
who spend their lime deriving elabo-
rate conspiracy theories of the Kenne-
dy assassination.

Il these otherwise incompre-

hensible stories can be under-

stood only by bringing
together the sufferers’ intermal and
external worlds. People who hecome
convinced that they have been ab-
ducted by aliens are those who
already believe in the paranormal in
general and UFOsfaliens in particu-
lar. They then experience vivid,
terrifying experiences such as occur
in sleep and dreams. Perhaps becausz
of previous trauma, they also have the
capacity for intense introspection,
which may lead to gaps in their
memories. These sensory experiences
and subsequent memory gaps are
then elaborated, sometimes wunder
hypnosis. The consequence is Lhe
mixture of sexual fantasy and science
fiction thal constitutes their final
belief.
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® The authar is senior lecturer in psychoe-
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