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Editor's Foreword

Infrequent past issues of the Journal have been devoted entirely to
exploration of current controversies in the study of near-death experi
ences (NDEs): psychologist Bette Furn's cross-cultural counseling
model for helping NDErs (Fall 1987), Polish physicist Janusz
Slawinski's electromagnetic hypothesis on survival of bodily death
(Winter 1987), Chilean neuroscientists Juan Saavedra-Aguilar and
Juan G6mez-Jeria's neurobiological model of NDEs (Summer 1989), a
retrospective analysis of accomplishments and dilemmas during the
first ten years of the Journal (Fall 1991), Australian sociologist Allan
Kellehear's sociocultural understanding of NDEs as inspirational nar
ratives (Winter 1991), and, most recently, multinational perspectives
on the putative link between kundalini and NDEs (Spring 1994).
This issue focuses on an integrated psychodynamic approach to both
NDEs and UFO abduction experiences, by psychiatrist Stuart
Twemlow. In our lead article, Twemlow proposes that the "realness" of
both kinds of anomalous experience is psychological rather than pri
marily objective; he cites clinical and research findings to support both
the theoretical validity and the practical usefulness of this model.
We follow Twemlow's provocative perspective with critiques from
five scholars well-versed in near-death and UFO studies and in psycho
dynamics: Australian researcher Keith Basterfield; Canadian physi
cian and psychotherapist David Gotlib; psychologist Fowler Jones, who
has collaborated in Twemlow's out-of-body research; social psycholo
gist and consciousness researcher Kenneth Ring; and English pro
fessor Alvin Lawson, who has written extensively about a quite differ
ent and equally controversial psychodynamic approach to these anom
alous experiences.
In his summarizing response to these commentaries, Twemlow elabo
rates a "middle ground" in the argument over what is "real," and
proposes that attempts to resolve that argument are both illogical and
useless.
Bruce Greyson, M.D.
Journal of Near-Death Studies, 12(4) Summer 1994
1994 Human Sciences Press, Inc.
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Misidentified Flying Objects?
An Integrated Psychodynamic
Perspective on Near-Death

Experiences and UFO Abductions
Stuart W. Twemlow, M.D.
Topeka Institute for Psychoanalysis
University of Kansas School of Medicine, Wichita

ABSTRACT: This article proposes an integrated psychodynamic perspective
to account in part for a variety of similarities between near-death experiences
and UFO abductions. The psychodynamic psychology of these experiences
implies that their "realness" is mainly a function of that psychology, rather
than primarily of an objectifiable external reality. Clinical and research exam
ples highlight the theoretical and practical usefulness of this model.

An integrated psychodynamic view of reality grew out of my need to
conceptualize the nature of what is "really real," derived from my
work over several decades with patients and with students of the
martial and meditative arts who had experienced paranormal phe
nomena that defied neat categorization (Twemlow, Hendren, Gab
bard, Jones, and Norris, 1982). Much of the heat generated over contro
versial topics like these anomalous phenomena depends largely on

Stuart W. Twemlow, M.D., is in the private practice of psychiatry and psychoanalysis
and serves on the Faculty of the Topeka Institute for Psychoanalysis, Menninger Foun
dation, Topeka, KS, and as Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at the University of Kansas
School of Medicine, Wichita, KS. He is also Chief Instructor at the School of Martial and
Meditative Arts in Topeka, KS, and Vice-President of the United States Kempo Federa
tion. This paper was adapted from his keynote address to the Treatment and Research on
Experience Anomalous Trauma (TREAT) Conference, Kansas City, KS, March 1991.
Reprint requests should be addressed to Dr. Twemlow at 5040 S.W. 28th Street, Topeka,
KS 66614.
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whether or not they are presented in a controversial and provocative
way-a paradox that will become clearer as this model is developed.
The major point of controversy in the field of unidentified flying

object (UFO) abductions and near-death experiences (NDEs) has to do
with their credibility as "really real" phenomena. Thus it is worth
reviewing how this "really realness" is established. Positions on this
complex problem can be divided into the following four categories.
First, there is the view that these phenomena are totally internal or
subjective; that is, they are the products of fantasy, hallucination,
delusion, or imagination. Second, there is the view that these phenom
ena are totally external or objective; that is, they come from other
galaxies or dimensions, a form of scientific materialism.
Third, there are the mythic theories, in which the story-weaving
quality is the reason in and of itself for the narrative myth and there is
little interest in establishing it as an objective phenomenon beyond
question. For example, Henri Ellenberger (1970) described a myth
opoeic function of the unconscious, a story-weaving capacity implied in
the complex Jungian archetypal psychologies.
Fourth, there is an integrated psychodynamic perspective, which
bridges and integrates the three previous positions and allows a flex
ibility not available in these other positions. This model holds that the
assumption of an independent and discrete separation between the
observer and the observed is a false position leading to misunderstand
ing and misinterpretation. The "really realness" of this perspective is
that reality is always participatory, involving a quasi-empathic step in
which the data of experience are of a higher value than so-called
objective or "external" data. Objectivity is considered to be largely an
artifact of measurement and ideology. Thus knowledge is obtained by
this quasi-empathic participatory step and the interface between sub
ject and object is the source of what is defined as knowledge or experi
ence. This knowledge has an inherent value above physical reality,
since physical reality is considered to be largely a property of a number
of unacknowledged and unprovable assumptions made by positivist
scientists.
Before examining the underpinnings of the psychodynamic perspec
tive, it might be instructive to review briefly the perennial "mind/body
problem," as summarized in Table 1. It is within the confines of this ongo
ing debate that issues of what realness is have been defined, obscured,
and redefined over the past several thousand years by philosophers and
scientists alike. With my humble apologies to philosophers for the over
simplification, this issue boils down to the question of whether mind and
brain are one entity, the monist position, or two, the dualist. The mind/
body debate is, in my opinion, a nicely circumscribed arena and model for
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the issue of what "really real" is. In this debate, the issue of whether
mind can exist independent of the brain is the central paradox.
An integrated psychodynamic perspective falls in the realm of the
structural identity hypotheses of Gordon Globus (1973a, 1973b; Globus
and Franklin, 1980), a form of identity thesis (Feigl, 1975). Globus
postulated that the fundamental aspects of reality are neither mental
nor physical but what he called structural. This "common structure"

varies with the position of the observer; the concepts of mental and
physical are related to different ways of knowing the common struc
ture depending on one's perspective. A scientist may maintain a
Table 1
Positions on the Mind/Body Problem
I. Dualism: two realms exist, (1) matter and (2) spirit in meta
physical terms, or mind in nonmetaphysical terms
A. Interactionism:bodily actions and consciousness affect each
other, as posited by Rene Descartes and in the introspection
ism of William James
B. Parallelism:brain activity and consciousness are perfectly
correlated but do not interact, as posited by Gottfried Wil
helm von Leibnitz

C. Epiphenomenalism: consciousness is an acausal byproduct of
brain functioning, as posited by B. F. Skinner
II. Monism: only one realm exists
A. (Scientific) Materialism: only the objective world exists, as in
the behaviorism of John B. Watson
B. Idealism: only the subjective world exists, as posited by
George Berkeley
C. Identity Hypothesis: body and mind are two inherent aspects
of one basic substance or matter, as posited by Herbert Feigl
D. Structural Identity Hypothesis: body and mind are two appar
ent aspects of one basic structure, depending on the vantage
point of the observer, as in the integrated psychodynamic
perspective and Gordon Globus' hypothesis.
E. Emergent Evolutionism: brain function and consciousness are
emergent properties of the complex nature of the human or
ganism, as posited by Pierre Teilhard de Chardin
F. Metaphysical Idealism: mind is a sixth sense and creates suf
fering (dukkha) by mind objects (thoughts), as in the "Mind
Only" school of Buddhism, which is very similar to the sub
jective idealism of George Berkeley
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subject/object distinction, since that physical vs. nonphysical perspec
tive is helpful to the conceptual processes and theories he or she uses;
while a mystic or meditator in satori might be inclined to dissolve that
distinction, including self-awareness. Thus the nature of knowledge
varies as a function of the manner of acquaintance with it, a view
similar to the participatory reality outlined above.
The question might arise in the mind of the thinker then of how one
establishes a hierarchy of values with such a perspective. In other
words, how does one distinguish between correct and incorrect solu
tions to problems, fake or genuine phenomena, etc.? The discrimina
tory capacity of an integrated psychodynamic perspective depends on
unique aspects of the individual circumstances being measured or

evaluated. Whether or not this perspective explains the phenomena to
the satisfaction of the observer is central, as opposed to the satisfaction
of some idealistic, absolute, Platonic concept of the truth. Thus the
injection of the subjective into scientific materialism transforms the
idea of realness into a flexible and situational concept.
Before any theory explaining reality and defining "really real" is
advanced, its basic assumptions should, in my opinion, be outlined. If
this were done, there would be less confusion than currently exists in
the field; scientific materialism, for example, would have less irra
tional impact than it does. The conceptual framework of the integrated
psychodynamic perspective is captured within the psychoanalytic con
cept of transference: reality is essentially a transference reality. That
is, reality is an integration of what is "out there" or "really real," and
what is "in the head," with each impinging on the other and with
reality being defined by the degrees of familiarity or unfamiliarity
with the sensory perceptual data being experienced. Glen Gabbard and
I have defined such a transference reality as comprising four determi
nants (Gabbard and Twemlow, 1984), all resulting from the interpre
tive action of the human brain (Polanyi, 1959).
Models have enormous clinical importance because the way the pa

tient presents data will affect the way those data are processed by the
clinician. Textbooks on the scientific method often begin with a prefix
extolling the similarities between the scientific method and common
sense. Science is seen as nothing more than the familiar procedures of
common sense highly organized. This is a grossly misleading analogy.
Scientific ways of approaching the universe have only occurred in our
culture in the past three centuries and, for too many people, make no

sense at all. Actually science as it is practiced is nearly always at odds
with common sense. Why then is scientific materialism always in
voked as the main model by which reality is assessed?
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Alfred North Whitehead only this century explored the fallacy of the
"Property of Simple Location" (Yankelovitch and Barrett, 1970). This
property establishes that something is "really real" only when it can be
located in space. Such a definition excludes all subjective data, as well
as many phenomena considered imaginal (Ring, 1989) or altered states
of consciousness (Tart, 1972). Thus the basic assumption of scientific
materialism automatically is that the subject and the outside world
the experiencer and the experience-are capable of existing in a spatial
relationship to each other, that is, independently of each other. This
assumption is not often acknowledged by "hard-nosed" scientists who
seem to be modern equivalents of the early Christian martyrs, guard
ians of all that is "true" and "good." The twentieth-century scientist, for
example, makes no more reference to this assumption than practioners
of Euclidean geometry ever acknowledged the four assumptions under
pinning Euclidean geometry: that alternate angles are equal, that
parallel lines meet at infinity, that complementary angles are equal,
and that there are 180 degrees in a straight line.
In line with these caveats, the paradigm I am working from has a set
of five basic assumptions. First it is assumed that anomalous or usual
behavior is possible for all individuals, but there are no individuals
who are completely healthy or "normal" nor any that are completely
diseased. "Really realness" is thus a matter of judgment.
The second assumption is that cause and effect relationships are not
a simple matter. Issues of multiple causation and overdetermination
are very important. For example, not only is a single and invariant
cause rarely ever found in human experience, but rather multiple sets
of causes operate at different points in time, causing a different experi
ence or none at all. Multiple determinants are required for any psycho
logical event; these causes may not be sufficient by themselves, but are
often sufficient when acting together. Physical events may be seen to
have multiple causes when examined from this perspective.
The third assumption is that all behavior has meaning. Thus, ran
domness is regarded as a potential function of statistical manipulation
and not necessarily part of the natural order of the universe. Fourth,
past experience represented in the unconscious mind influences pre
sent reactions and thoughts. Thus, an understanding of the past can
and does illuminate and help make sense of the present, including so
called "real" phenomena. Consider even, for example, the efficient and
final causes according to Aristotle (Ramzy, 1956).
The final assumption regards the state of mind of the observer: this
model implies a view of the universe in which the "cause" and "effect"
of an experience lie mainly within the head of the experiencer. There
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are four elements involved in the state of mind of the observer. The
first element is the observer's belief system. Gabbard and I have
written elsewhere: "We are not likely to see that in which we do not
believe" (1984, p. 227). For example, the psychoanalyst sees the
Oedipus complex everywhere, while the fundamentalist Christian sees
the presence of God. These inherent attitudes toward the nature of
reality are not often examined by clinicians, nor obviously defined or
thought through by observers or experiencers. However, ample work
exists to show that the bias of the experimenter influences the outcome
of many scientific experiments, even those using animals. In a remark
able experiment, Robert Rosenthal (1977) showed that rats trained by
experimenters who believed the rats were bright performed better in
mazes than rats they believed were dumb, even though in reality the
rats were no different in brightness.
The second element in the state of mind of the observer is the
observer's state of consciousness. Much learning is state-dependent,
and it is rather difficult to retrieve data unless the state of conscious
ness in which those data were learned is defined. Bennett Braun
described the basic scientific tenets central to state-dependent learning
as follows:
The basic tenet of state-dependent learning is that something that is
learned in one neuropsychophysiological (NPP) state is most expe
ditiously retrieved under the same neuropsychophysiological state. If
the reinforcement of behavior occurs in sufficiently disparate, dissoci
ated NPP states, the effects of the interaction will not be available
under the usual NPP state. If the NPP states are too disparate,
retrieval is not possible. (1988, p. 5)

Since we are all in different states of consciousness during the day,
influenced by our basic rest and activity cycle, use of nicotine, alcohol,
over-the-counter remedies, and shifts in attentional focus, it is no
wonder that different forms of data are repressed or dissociated from
consciousness, causing serious distortions in certain experiences of
reality. Individuals who have had a near-death or UFO abduction
experience often have a very definite and very firm conviction about
the reality of their experiences, which cannot be dismissed as illness.
Much knowledge, in fact, is repressed and out of awareness until the
individual enters an altered state of consciousness to recapture it. For
example, in the psychoanalytic "free association" model, certain re
pressed aspects of the individual's nature often emerge into conscious
ness.
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The third element in the state of mind of the observer is the explana
tory usefulness of the paradigm. Buddhists speak of "dependent exis

tence," that is, that the realness of an object largely depends on how
you see it. For example, a chair is a useful concept for somebody
looking for a place to sit when tired, but that same individual may
consider a chair to be an arrangement of atoms in space under other
circumstances. The paradigm chosen depends upon its situational
usefulness. Buddhists call this phenomenon "emptiness." The Buddh
ist view takes an extreme position, that the form of an object is entirely
dependent upon how you wish to use it. This is called "conditioned
genesis": all existence is seen to be dependent on the observational
paradigm (Rahula, 1974).
The fourth element in the state of mind of the observer is the ob
server's narcissistic investment in a particular paradigm. This aspect

of reality determination is often obvious in clinical settings, and be
comes apparent in scientific meetings where discussions often gener
ate more heat than light. Even scientists tend to defend their pet ideas
with a fervor far removed from cold, objective assessment. Debates
over psychoanalytic theories are particularly good examples of how
strong feelings emerge when indefensible ideas are questioned and of
how individuals are forced to take sides based on the degree to which
their own self-esteem depends on the truth of a theory. A theory backed
only by magic and authority brooks no disagreement.
An integrated psychodynamic perspective on NDEs and UFO abduc
tions would require clear and concise acknowledgement of all these

philosophical principles and assumptions. It is my hypothesis that
phenomena like NDEs and UFO abductions have no meaning consid
ered separate from the experiencer and the psychodynamic determinants

of reality as I have described them. Simply put, once the experience is
defined according to these precepts or determinants, then a consensus
reality can be described in a way that makes sense to discussants.
There are, however, two further complications. Within the consensus
reality, certain experiences are not describable or understandable in
words. Such translations are potentially verifiable only within the
methodological constraints outlined. From another perspective, that of
Ken Wilber's "transformative experience" (1981), many NDErs and a
few UFO abductees describe life-changing experiences symbolically
different and not describable in the often rational terms of previous
models. Wilber considers them to be "symbols emerging from a sepa
rate ontological ground of consciousness" (1981, p. 37). Sometimes
these worlds intersect, and when paradigms clash, chaos can result
(Lane, 1984).
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In my clinical experiences with UFO abductees, what is most often
unhelpful to the patient are the various belief systems of therapists
who judge the experience on scientific materialistic grounds, however
neutral and nonjudgmental they wish to be. They tend to convey to the
abductee the idea that there is somehow a psychotic core to the experi
ence. A nonrational experience is not necessarily beyond understand
ing. It merely requires the understander to be conscious and aware of
the presuppositions and basic assumptions he or she brings to the
experience itself, and to be willing to use nontraditional conceptual

models to describe the experience. Having outlined a paradigm I con
sider useful in conceptualizing NDEs and UFO abductions, I will now
apply the model to try to expand and enrich our understanding of these
experiences.

Social and Psychological Characteristics of NDEs
and UFO Abductions
Whatever else NDErs and UFO abductees are, they certainly repre
sent a wide variety of educational backgrounds, levels of psychopathol
ogy, ages, and religions (Bullard, 1987). In general, abductees seem to
be ordinary individuals, certainly not falling into a characteristic
psychopathology category. Gabbard, Fowler Jones, and I found many
similarities between NDErs and individuals who reported out-of-body
experiences (Gabbard and Twemlow, 1984; Jones, Gabbard, and
Twemlow, 1982).
Recent surveys of psychiatric illness in abductees (Bartholomew,
Basterfield, and Howard, 1991) showed no circumscribed psychopathol
ogy, but did show a proneness to fantasizing. Susan Powers (1991),
however, noted that in many surveys, about 20 to 35 percent of
fantasy-prone individuals are maladjusted and report a common expe
rience of harsh childhood punishment and abuse. Powers also noted

that fantasy-prone individuals use two dominant psychological coping
mechanisms: amnesia, to block a painful memory, and creation of a
nonordinary reality, including beings such as "guardian angels or
extraterrestrials" (1991, p. 48).
Such fantasizers are often highly hypnotizable and report difficulty
in discriminating between memories of fantasies and memories of
events (Wilson and Barber, 1983). Reports of amnesia are frequently
present in anecdotal accounts of extraterrestrial abductions (Hopkins,
1981). George Ganaway pointed out that "UFO abductees are highly
hypnotizable, highly imaginative, and typically uncover their first
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memories of an abduction experience during hypnotic interrogation by
self-proclaimed UFO abduction experts" (1989, p. 213).
There also seem to be similarities between NDErs and UFO ab
ductees: Kenneth Ring and Christopher Rosing (1990), in a study of the
NDE-prone personality, showed that such individuals have a higher
incidence of childhood abuse and trauma. In my own study of 339
NDErs and out-of-body experiencers, I found that 32 percent reported
having seen a UFO (Twemlow, 1989), compared to 14 percent of the
general population as reported in a Gallup Poll (Gallup and Newport,
1991) and 7 percent in a larger random sample of 5,947 American
adults conducted by the Roper Organization (Hopkins, Jacobs, and
Westrum, 1992). There have also been reports of personality and demo
graphic similarities between NDErs and UFO abductees (Bullard,
1987).
Given these generally agreed upon findings, I will make three as
sumptions. First, a majority of abductees are not liars nor malingerers,
nor severely psychiatrically disturbed-although no doubt some are.
Second, the abduction experience, whether or not it can be shown
objectively to be "really real," is certainly real to the abductees. It is
certainly considered more real than a dream or fantasy, just as are

NDEs.
David Lane (1984) wrote that the feeling of certainty is a complex
result of sensory input and the interpretive action of the brain, but
that ultimately that interpretive action is immeasurable and undefin
able. Lane called this the "Chandian effect," after his guru. Subjects in
general are angered by any suggestion that the experience was a
product of fantasy or psychiatric illness, and there is certainty about
the experience as implied by Lane's "Chandian effect"-a certainty of
the fact, based on the self-confirming nature of the experience itself.
My third assumption is that the experience is usually reported as
highly ego dystonic, and it often provokes a mixture of fear and excite
ment in the experiencer. Phenomenologically, this reaction of uncanni
ness is precipitated by a situation in which something occurs that is
quite different from what was anticipated. Sigmund Freud (1919) con
sidered this reaction of uncanniness to be related to repressed Oedipal
castration anxieties.
UFO abductees handle the experience in various ways. Less than 2
percent-only 6 individuals in one study of more than 300
experiencers-transform the experience into a life-changing positive
spiritual experience (Bullard, 1987). Others repress the experience
completely. For example, Rima Laibow (1989) reported a 36-year-old
professional man who had always felt that his mother had sexually
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abused him until, in working with Laibow, he uncovered possible
evidence that enabled him to recast the sexual abuse in the light of
UFO abduction. The suggestion that he might have been abducted
rather than sexually abused was precipitated by a strong emotional
reaction to reading an account of someone else's UFO abduction.
This case is an excellent one for the application of an integrated
psychodynamic perspective. For example, if the therapist's belief sys
tem and narcissistically invested paradigm had been psychoanalytic,
the interpretation given would most likely have been that the concept
of the abuser being an alien is far more acceptable to the individual
than the idea that his mother may have abused him. If the therapist
even unwittingly and with the very best of intentions responded with
more interest to the idea that aliens rather than family members have
perpetrated this abuse, then the abduction explanation would likely be
more acceptable to the patient, though not necessarily more therapeu
tic in the long term. The abuse would then become further disguised
and displaced from reality, and the individual would become more
neurotic rather than less. In that instance the therapist's narcis
sistically invested belief system involving a UFO abduction explana

tion would collude with the patient's unconscious wishes.
Conscious recollections and vivid dreams or memories can also ob
scure less phantasmagoric but infinitely more unacceptable thoughts,
such as repressed abuse and neglect by parents whom the child loves
and depends upon. No encounter with an alien can match the soul
murdering horror of being betrayed by those whom one loves the most.

It is not uncommon clinical experience that transference objects be
come monstrous. For example, in cases of violent and unexpected
physical attack on individuals who have been victims of childhood
sexual and physical abuse, the attacker might be imbued with charac
teristics that he or she does not possess, such as monstrous size and
ferocious intensity.
It is often difficult for victims to identify their attackers because of
these projections of monstrous and alien features. In a recent clinical
case, after intensive psychotherapy, an individual who had had an
abortion as a teenager described her doctor in monstrous terms; he
appeared in a dream as an alien monster with glowing eyes and
deformed, dwarf-like body. Parents, especially in cases of incest, are
also commonly depicted in dreams as monstrous beings of an alien
nature.

Still other abductees convert their experience into a psychiatric
illness, usually classified as an acute post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD). The characteristics of PTSD in UFO abductees appear to be
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little different clinically from those that occur following any severe ex
ternal trauma.

A number of clinicians have commented that external trauma is a
requirement for the post-traumatic response, and that PTSD does not
follow traumatic internal phenomena such as in delusional or hallu
cinatory states or fantasies. Although this is plausible for psychiatric
patients who can discriminate reality from fantasy, work with psycho
tic and borderline patients indicates that internal fantasies subject to
the defense of projective identification can be experienced as external
trauma, and can produce a post-traumatic-like response in some cases,
such as spirit possession and exorcism. In a recently published study of
36 patients recovering from an acute psychotic episode, 30 to 50 percent
were found to have PTSD symptoms between 4 and 11 months later

(McGorry, Chanen, McCarthy, Van Riel, McKenzie, and Singh, 1991).
Finally, some abductees simply dismiss the experience. Although this
response seems unlikely, it does occur (R. Laibow, personal communica
tion, 1991).

Phenomenology of the Experience
The most striking feature of NDEs and UFO abductions is that the
basic descriptive characteristics of the experience are relatively con
stant among subjects. As Thomas Bullard (1987) pointed out, the pat
tern could be a lot more imaginatively described if the abductee cared
to "spin a story." In my work with near-death and out-of-body phenom

ena, I have been impressed by the importance of knowing the individ
ual's state of consciousness at the time of the experience and the pre
existing general environmental and personal conditions, in order to
understand their influence in precipitating the experience and in the
way it is processed (Twemlow, Gabbard, and Jones, 1982). Anecdotal
accounts tend to imply that the UFO abductees were not expecting the
abduction, although I suspect that more intensive studies with less of
an advocacy position might show that at the time abductees have been
experiencing unusual personal changes in their lives, as were one
third of our NDErs and out-of-body experience subjects (Gabbard and
Twemlow, 1984).
The abductee is then usually physically or sexually examined with
out consent, an important point I will return to later. There is usually
a conference or discussion among the aliens, sometimes a tour of the
UFO, and occasionally an otherworldly journey. In a small percentage
of cases, a transforming religious experience occurs in which the ab
ductee receives a message from a divine being, followed by a return to
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earth. The experience is usually so foreign to the individual that he or
she may experience dissociative shifts in time and levels of alertness,
with depersonalization and derealization. This basic abduction experi
ence pattern is consensually validated across fairly large numbers of
subjects (Bullard, 1987).
Up to this point, my work with NDErs and UFO abductees is quite
parallel: both experiences are felt to be more real than a dream and
have a characteristic phenomenological pattern, with entry into an
unusual, often lighted, area, contact with entities, a border (the space
ship), and a return to earth with significant aftereffects. A major
difference is that in 95 percent of NDErs the experience is largely
positive, and in 95 percent of UFO abductees, it is mainly negative.
The Affective Reaction
Both types of experience are more real than a dream, are intensely
vivid, and involve the experience of externality, but they provoke
vastly different affective reactions. Bullard (1987) described 6 cases of
positive affect in his study of more than 300 UFO abductees, although
he gave few details. In an NDE reported by Harvey Irwin and Barbara
Bramwell (1988), the experience started as a typical positive one but
then spontaneously became highly negative and hellish. As Irwin and
Bramwell pointed out, in the negative NDE, "beings" are often experi
enced as severely judgmental, while in the positive NDE, uncondi
tional acceptance and love are often reported from "beings of light." In
Irwin and Bramwell's case, however, the NDEr concluded the experi
ence with a more spiritual orientation and a less materialistic view of
life. In other words, the overall outcome was positive even though the
experience was generally traumatic.
In a recent review, Gabbard and I(1991) concluded that NDEs do not
represent so much an experience of imminent physical death, but are
what Wilfred Bion (1963) called experiences of catastrophe: a nameless
dread or sense of panic as if one's sense of self and one's sense of being
something are in danger of being destroyed. Bion believed that this
sense of catastrophe remains at the core of existence through life, and
that the only appropriate response to it is a "keeping on going in spite
of' attitude. The positive NDE can be understood as one manifestation
of such faith, and the NDE both as a manifestation and a catalyst for
the development of that faith, akin to Ernst Kris's (1975) regression in
the service of the ego.
We concluded that NDEs are not necessarily associated with death at
all, but with situations that may remind the individual of a sense of
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catastrophe. Why do some individuals evoke faith and have a positive
outcome, whereas others do not? The usually negative response of the
UFO abductee has to do, in my opinion, with a sudden, less adaptive
regression. The UFO abduction is experienced as much more alien or
ego dystonic than the near-death experience; the NDE fits much more
closely with sociological and cultural mores and religious values than
does the abduction experience. Most religions have some concept of
salvation or at least a change in a positive direction after death. UFO
abductees are much more likely to remember their experiences as
abusive or judgmental, and thus to invoke more primitive defenses.
Ilsa Bick (1989) reviewed the appearance of alien children in science
fiction and science fantasy movies and publications. Modern children
are strongly influenced by science fiction that features extraterrestrial

life. A hypothesis that could be tested over time is that UFO abduc
tions will become less terrifying as the culture accepts more and more

of these extraordinary and anomalous realities, so that less primitive
defenses against them need to be invoked.

The Role of Projective Identification
Increasingly recognized in psychoanalytic thinking, projective iden
tification involves the projection of unacceptable thought contents into
an external container. Many of these projected thoughts are felt not as

abstract ideas by the container, but as a sense of invasion by a foreign
body in one's body/mind; and thus the individual is affected by the
projections. UFO abductees do appear to make regular use of projection
on psychological testing in a small series of reported cases (Bloecher,
Clamar, and Hopkins, 1985). Such mechanisms have also been used as
explanations for spirit possession.
When the container is not a human being, as in the case of UFO

abductions, a more complex explanation needs to be invoked. Here
Bion's (1957) concept of bizarre objects, derived from his analysis of
schizophrenic patients, may be useful. Under the pressure of psychotic
illness, fragmented thoughts, sensations, and percepts may be pro
jected onto inanimate external objects that in turn become infused
with significant meaning and even life, even though these "bizarre
objects" are inanimate. Later research has demonstrated this process
of fragmentation and projection in normally functioning individuals,
in addition to schizophrenic patients. Thus the meaning attached to a
nonhuman or alien container is derived from the "bizarre objects"
projected onto it.
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Since those projections are threatening, the individual maintains an
identification with the container of his or her projections, as a way of
making sure that these projections do not reinvade unexpectedly. In
the clinical situation, the therapist tries to transform the projections so
they can be safely reintrojected by the patient. In the case of the
untreated UFO abductee, the projections remain external, sometimes
giving rise to paranoid explanatory fantasies, often involving plots by
a criminal underworld or secret service agencies. One such UFO ab
ductee advanced the hypothesis that all adopted individuals were
aliens in disguise.
Why then the primitive defenses? Both the NDE defense, a form of
adaptive regression, and the UFO abduction defense of pathologic
projective identification, have the same function: they are unconscious
attempts to reduce anxiety. However, the UFO abduction experience is
a far less successful attempt; although the terrifying alien experiences
are successfully projected, the individual is trapped in a traumatic
scenario by his or her continuing identification with the phenomenon
itself, including fears of reabduction, that is, reinvasion by unmodified
introjects.

This model illustrates an integrated psychodynamic perspective on
NDEs and UFO abductions. Of course, since this is primarily a
"mental" model, it emphasizes the quasi-empathic participatory role
of the observer and the observed in defining "really realness," with
the implication of a continuing modification of experience by this
ongoing interpersonal transaction. Thus, whether something is "out
side" or "inside" becomes unimportant from the point of view of
evidence, and certainly from the point of view of experience; those
would simply be levels of intensity or vividness of reality. It seems
obvious from the foregoing model of NDEs and UFO abductions that
from an integrated psychodynamic perspective, prior history, includ
ing childhood events, influences vastly the nature of the experience

itself; but many factors present at the time of the experience are also
involved in its creation.
All individuals have the propensity for unusual and even patholog
ical experience; all experiences are state-dependent and thus affected
by the individual's state of consciousness. The neurological, physi
ological, and psychological concomitants of arousal and attention have
a complex effect on cognition and perception. The integrated psycho
dynamic view is neither outrageous nor reductionistic; but it some
times provokes such accusations from individuals who feel the only
correct paradigm is that of scientific materialism, and that the
experience is thus totally external and independent of the observer.
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Unexpected support for an integrated psychodynamic perspective
has come from the work of Daniel Stern (1985), whose studies of
psychological development have shown that infants tend to organize
what is going on in reality and to construct working models to explain
such a reality from a very early age, although they subsequently
experience distress if reality fails to match their models. As they grow
older, children tend not only to explain the reality they experience, but

also to construct reality to organize events and interactions.
In a recent comprehensive book summarizing firsthand accounts of
UFO abductions, David Jacobs (1992) reviewed a variety of explana
tory theories, with obvious bias. He dismissed various explanations
because, according to him, they failed to account for the similarity of
phenomenological detail and the extraordinary "convergence of ab
ductee narrative across all cultural boundaries" (p. 302). Jacobs' argu

ment does not hold up to closer examination: human beings all have
basic similar mental mechanisms and especially similar basic de
fenses. It seems highly likely that such intensive psychological experi
ences tend also to be rather similar, since many of these primitive
anxieties had their template laid down very early in nurturing experi
ences that do not vary greatly between cultures. Jacobs' statement
that there is lack of strong personal content in abduction accounts is
simply false: clinical experience with abductees in intensive psycho

therapy shows that the nature of the experience is very highly colored
by past experience.

Conclusion
There are a number of clinical and research questions raised by this
integrated psychodynamic perspective.

Clinical Implications
Psychiatry is currently again embroiled in a controversy about the
importance of real versus subjective experience, due to the resurgence
of interest in childhood sexual abuse. How one determines what is
"really real" and whether that is important are subjects of an enor
mous amount of discussion and research. One matter, however, seems
to be agreed upon: to be helpful, the therapist must accept the patient's
view of reality in a way that is nonjudgmental and neutral. A famous
pioneer of psychoanalysis, Sandor Ferenczi, commented in 1932:
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If this is not done with a total belief in the reality of the process, the
"shaking up" will lack persuasiveness as well as effectiveness; but if
the analyst does have that conviction and the related sympathy for
the suffering being, he may, by judicious questioning, which compels
the sufferer to think, succeed in directing this being's reflective
powers and orientation to the point where it can say and remember
something about the circumstances of his shock. (DuPont, 1988, p. 9)

What better advice for someone helping a UFO abductee? We know
that neither advocacy nor skepticism will help. Clinically, if the thera
pist raises questions about the credibility of the abductee, these ques
tions often are a sign of the therapist's countertransference anxiety
upon hearing about such experiences.

Research Questions
A number of questions arise: Why is this phenomenon a relatively
modern one, as Bullard (1987) suggested? Is it possibly influenced by
modern scientific discoveries or fiction and the media? Why has there

not been clear, unequivocal evidence of extraterrestrial contact with
our culture by now? It has been reported that there is a statistical
likelihood of at least 10,000 inhabited planets in our galaxy (Drake,
1981); why haven't we seen more direct evidence, especially in the
light of this veritable modern epidemic of UFO abductions (Bullard,
1987)? Why the mystery and subterfuge? The aliens do not seem to
have any special wish to take over or destroy the planet-or at least
have not done so yet!
An integrated psychodynamic approach to such questions would pos
tulate that using the model of scientific materialism to test the cred
ibility of such experiences actually has a dampening effect on possible
understanding. It may well be that our future "communication," if any,
with such "beings" will depend on our adopting more flexible concep

tual models for such communication. Perhaps a journey into inner
space is required!
The unifying theory of mind and matter proposed by Robert Shack
lett and William Gough (1991) contains some interesting speculations
that may enable rapprochement between objectivists and subjectivists.
These researchers, using a paradigm based on the mathematical model
of Roger Penrose's twistor, argued that space/time is not an imperme

able barrier confining human experience within the world of matter.
They speculated instead that a number of human experiences, includ
ing those called "paranormal," can be mediated through a mind operat-
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ing in the abstract spaces of modern quantum mechanics beyond the
level of subatomic particles.
They suggested that the human mind contains patterns suggesting
knowledge of such spaceless and timeless areas as, for example, Carl
Jung's archetypes, and that access to such cognitive and perceptual
mechanisms does not follow the natural laws of the space/time
bounded by mind.
As should be obvious from my model outlined above, I prefer
earthbound-but not pathologizing nor empirically limiting
explanations for NDEs and UFO abductions. I have never fully under
stood why individuals need to search elsewhere for experiences of
awesomeness and wonder, whether it be into the astral planes, other
galaxies, or into heaven and hell. In my work as a clinician in both
psychoanalysis and general medicine, and in my experiences as a
martial artist and practitioner of Zen, I am constantly rediscovering
the awesomeness of the human experience itself.
I have no doubt that the human brain is unlimited in its potential
and might even be able to create physical reality itself, as Shacklett
and Gough (1991) implied. It might be capable of explaining most of
the phenomena in our consensually validated reality without extrava
gant appeal to other "separate" worlds and entities. In my view, hu
manity's effort to live creatively with the absolute certainty of our own
demise and our ability to evolve explanatory paradigms to transcend
the human condition are sufficiently awe-inspiring. The model I pro
pose here provides a possible bridge between "subjective" and "objec

tive" realities that I hope will stimulate rapprochement rather than
conflict between competing scientific and nonscientific explanatory
models.
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Comments on Stuart Twemlow's
"Misidentified

Flying

Objects?

An Integrated Psychodynamic
Perspective on Near-Death

Experiences and UFO Abductions"
Keith Basterfield
Modbury North, Australia

ABSTRACT: In addition to the hypotheses on UFO abductions and near
death experiences described by Stuart Twemlow, another one has been put
forward by researchers over the years that increases the complexity of the
question of the reality of these experiences. Furthermore, there is some
claimed physical evidence for abductions, while there is none for near-death
experiences (NDEs). The exploration of unusual personal changes at the time
of an abduction or NDE certainly warrants further attention, but investigators
should give the well-being of the experiencer top priority.

Stuart Twemlow is to be congratulated for putting forward another
viewpoint on near-death experiences (NDEs) and unidentified flying
object (UFO) abductions. I have four comments on his approach to
these anomalous phenomena.
First, Twemlow is quite correct that a major focus of research has
been the attempted determination of the reality of both UFO abduc
tions and NDEs. My findings from interviewing experiencers of both
these anomalous phenomena clearly indicated that the experiencers
themselves accept these episodes as "really real," as real as their
consensus wakefulness experiences. Twemlow divided hypotheses on
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this question into four positions: (1) that these experiences are totally
internal or subjective; (2) that they are totally external or objective; (3)

that they are mythic; or (4) his proposed integrated psychodynamic
approach.
I suggest that there is at least one other perspective, which has been
widely debated in different forms. British paranormal researcher and
author Jenny Randles has long argued that UFOs are neither totally
objective nor totally subjective (Randles, 1990). She suggested that
UFOs might exist in an in-between state; they might sometimes be
come more physical and at other times more subjective. Elsewhere she
postulated:
we experience as an abduction in a vision. It is not

"What

really happening, yet is is far more than a mere hallucination" (Ran

dles, 1988, p. 222).
American psychologist Kenneth Ring, who has had a long interest in
NDEs and more recent interest in UFO abductions, has invoked the
"imaginal world," a place perceived by psychologically sensitive indi
viduals. This "imaginal world" is not imaginary, but has form, dimen
sion, and persons in it (Ring, 1992). Jacques Vallee, a longterm suppor
ter of the scientific study of UFOs, wrote (1990a, p. 224): "I believe that
a UFO is both a physical entity ... and a window into another reality."
Furthermore, he suggested (1990a, p. 224): "I propose to regard the
UFO phenomenon as a physical manifestation of a form of
consciousness."

Viewing these anomalous experiences as partly subjective and partly
objective increases the complexity of the subject matter and allows

additional hypotheses and interpretations.
My second comment is that Twemlow's model as outlined does not
address a crucial difference between NDEs and UFO abductions. Un
like NDEs, abduction accounts often include claims of physical evi
dence of the experience. Individuals reporting UFO abductions some
times describe finding unusual scars on their bodies with no known
cause. In addition there are claims of x-rays, computerized tomography

scans, and magnetic resonance imaging scans indicating unusual for
eign bodies in an experiencer's body, although such reports are few and
not well documented. While this evidence is only suggestive and diffi
cult to interpret, nevertheless it does exist, in contrast to the total
realiance on verbal testimony in NDE accounts.
My third comment regards Twemlow's "guess" that, if abductees
were more intensively studied, unusual personal changes might be
found in their lives at the time of the experience. Certainly hints of
this are present in the existing literature. This idea was intensively
discussed by Scott Rogo, who wrote: "In my opinion all UFO abductions
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may contain hidden meanings and symbols which directly relate to
psychological conflicts" (1985, p. 10).
An incident supporting this notion occurred in Australia in 1973.
Maureen Puddy, in the presence of two UFO researchers, lapsed into
unconsciousness and described being in a room with an entity, the
victim of an abduction. This even occurred at a time when she was
caring for an invalid husband, had a son ill in the hospital, and was
herself believed to have a brain tumor.
Likewise, the first two alleged abductees I worked with were at
tempting to recall their UFO abduction experiences at the same time
they were actively dealing with being adult survivors of childhood
sexual abuse. This avenue of thought certainly warrants further inves
tigation in two distinct types of abduction reports: (a) those describing
a single abduction event, and (b) those from individuals who claim
multiple abductions stretching back to their childhood. Perhaps in this
latter category psychodynamic perspectives might play an important
role.
My final and most important comment regards clinical implications.
Based on my personal experience with alleged abductees, I agree with
Twemlow that the therapist "must accept the patient's view of reality
in a way that is nonjudgmental and neutral" in order to be helpful.
Thus debate among UFO researchers assisting therapists as to the
reality of an abduction must be tempered by placing the well-being of
the experiencer ahead of "proof' of the reality of the phenomenon.
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Comments on Twemlow's Article
David Gotlib, M.D.
Toronto, Ontario

ABSTRACT: Stuart Twemlow's argument for a psychodynamic approach to
anomalous experiences contains some weaknesses. First, Twemlow argues for
a primarily mental model of UFO abductions without addressing the presence
of physical evidence in some UFO sightings. This omission may reflect the
practical limitations of the therapist's role, which usually does not include
fieldwork to collect and analyze corroborative physical evidence. Second, it
may be difficult for some experiencers to understand or accept a purely psycho
dynamic approach. Kenneth Ring's imaginal model, which encompasses
Twemlow's basic ideas, is suggested as a practical clinical model.

Stuart Twemlow's paper is an intriguing discussion of psycho
dynamic thoughts on anomalous experiences, and I thank the Journal
of Near-Death Studies for presenting it. I hope that these ideas will
come to the attention of all involved with the investigation and ther
apy of UFO abduction experiences. Even those who disagree with
Twemlow's premise may at least pick up his message that these phe
nomena are indeed more constructively studied in a "dispassionate yet
subjective way." In the end, such an approach is effectively an indirect
form of advocacy, and may be more likely to persuade skeptics and
uninterested parties to take this phenomenon seriously than the more
vigorous and sometimes strident approaches often seen in the abduc
tion field.
A number of questions came to mind as I read Twemlow's paper.
First, consider those UFO investigators or "Ufologists" advocating the
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objective, physical, "really real" nature of UFO abductions. I have en
countered two dominant arguments in conversations with researchers

who support this position. They claim that the extraordinary conver
gence of narrative and phenomenological detail in abduction accounts
can be explained only by abductions occurring at event-level reality just
as they are remembered. Twemlow addressed this question effectively
in his paper, and, based on my experience working intensively with
dozens of abductees, I agree with his conclusion: there are other equally
(if not more) plausible explanations for these observations.
The second argument Ufologists make is that the presence of physi
cal evidence, such as landing traces, radar sightings, and interference
with cars and electrical devices, argues for a physical phenomenon at
work. Twemlow failed to grapple with this issue in his paper, and I
found his paper unsatisfying because of this omission. He made pass
ing reference to the unlimited potential of the human brain, "possibly
even to creating physical reality itself," but that is more of a specula
tion than an explanation of physical traces.
The argument Ufologists make about the physical reality of abduc
tion experiences has been well expressed by Bruce Maccabee in a

recent letter in the Bulletin of Anomalous Experience, a newsletter I
publish for mental health professionals and others interested in abduc
tions. Though Maccabee acknowledged that "to date most abduction
experiences are not accompanied by evidence that could establish a
physical reality, e.g., physical effects on the environment or even
independent witnesses," he pointed out that some are:
Of particular interest are the abduction cases in which there is a
continuum between the apparently objective experience of seeing a
UFO (bright light or structured flying object) and the abduction expe
rience itself. The case of Kathy Davis (Debbie Toomey) in Budd Hop
kins' book Intruders is an excellent example. Physical phenomena
recorded in the ground in her back yard (a sizeable area in which the
grass was killed, the soil seemingly sterilized because grass didn't
grow back for a long time) during the abduction experience, plus the
recollections of other members of her family at the time provide a
considerable amount of evidence that something "real and physical"
(whatever that means!) occurred during the abduction. (Maccabee,
1992, p. 1)

Maccabee also referred to the phenomenon of missing time as evi
dence that there is a physical effect. Referring to the 1962 Betty and
Barney Hill case described by John Fuller in The Interrupted Journey
(1966), he wrote:
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When they arrived home [after their UFO encounter], about two hours
late, they couldn't explain the missing time, yet the missing time was
also a physical aspect of their experience (while not under the influ
ence of the UFO, i.e., driving with total consciousness, their speed was
such that the distance traveled should have taken two hours less time
than it actually took that night; this was a trip they had made before,
so they knew how long it should have taken). (1992, p. 22)

My activities in the abduction area have included a very limited
amount of "field work" and I imagine that it would be the same for
most therapists, who maintain busy practices and are not trained in
methods for collecting and analyzing this type of information. In prac
tice, this creates a gulf between the mental health professionals, who,
like Twemlow, have a deep understanding of the psychodynamics that
may be involved but little direct experience in physical effects, and the
investigators, who have experience with the physical aspect of UFO
sightings but frequently lack the mental health professional's training
and understanding of the inner workings of the mind. In arguing for a
primarily mental model of UFO abductions, without addressing the
issue of physical evidence, Twemlow ignored one of the foundations of
Ufology, and in fact may have inadvertently contributed to the mind
matter dualism he encouraged us to leave behind.
The second issue concerns the problem "frontline" therapists and
counselors face in trying to apply concepts like those expressed by
Twemlow. In practical terms, it is very difficult for some experiencers
to understand, let alone accept, the psychodynamic model. The "Chan
dian effect" (and I am pleased I finally have a name for this) acts in
powerful opposition to the acceptance of the idea that, in Twemlow's
words, "these experiences have no meaning considered separate from
the experiencer and the psychodynamic determinants of reality." It is
fascinating to observe the struggle between these two ideas in the
mind of each experiencer. It is also a challenge to the empathy and
ingenuity of the counselor to maintain rapport with clients while
presenting the psychodynamic premise to them.
I often think of therapeutic encounters of this type as microcosms of
the struggle within society today, as new paradigms are trying to
shake loose the stranglehold of Western scientific rationalism. One
therapeutic approach that I have found useful is a kind of middle
ground or transition state based on Kenneth Ring's idea of an "imagi
nal realm," an ontologically real "third kingdom" that has form, di
mensions, and persons (Ring, 1990). As Ring described it, access to the
imaginal realm is
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dependent neither on sensory perception nor ordinary cognition (in
cluding fantasy). Normally hidden, it can be apprehended in what we
would today call certain altered states of consciousness that destabil
ize ordinary perceptual modalities and cognitive systems. (p. 50)

According to Ring, UFO abductions are border phenomena between
our material reality and imaginal reality.
Inherent in the imaginal model is the importance of the mind of the
observer in shaping the experience. Twemlow's observation that UFO
abductions have "no meaning considered separate from the experi
encer and the psychodynamic determinants of reality" is just as true in
the imaginal model as in the psychodynamic model. I have observed in
my own work that the imaginal premise can, in some cases, be quite
effective for experiencers who find the psychodynamic approach too
abstract to understand, or who feel its focus on abductions as "primar
ily mental" is somehow saying, in a nice way, that they're imagining
things.
Twemlow wrote he has "never fully understood why individuals need
to search elsewhere for experiences

of awesomeness

and wonder,

whether it be into the astral planes, other galaxies, or into heaven or
hell." But many individuals do seem to need this sense of "other," of
"elsewhere." Mind-matter dualism is at the heart of much of our cul
ture and the conceptual models we have formed since infancy. In my
experience, some clients are already suffering greatly under the strain
of a shattered consensus reality, and are profoundly resistant to aban
doning this fundamental dualism. For those people, an imaginal ap
proach, one that still emphasizes the importance of understanding the
experience in the context of the experiencer while preserving the
concept of "other," may be just as effective, and more compassionate. It
also leaves the door open to making a further, final step: recognizing
that the awesomeness of the imaginal universe may simply be the
awesomeness of the human psyche.

All this is not to discount Ring's imaginal hypothesis, but simply to
suggest that, at the level of therapy with an individual experiencer,
one does not have to be beholden to a particular idea to be effective.
Both the psychodynamic and imaginal models share some common
elements that can be therapeutic, depending on the situation.
Future work that translates the psychodynamic ideas into practical
treatment suggestions would be of great benefit to both therapists and
experiencers. I hope Twemlow will tackle this question in future pa
pers. I would be most intrigued to see how he applies his psycho
dynamic perspective in the clinical setting.
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ABSTRACT: This critique reviews Stuart Twemlow's excellent paper and
presents some evidence-not proof-for the existence of unidentified flying
objects (UFOs). My differences with Twemlow concern primarily his view of
the psychological and social characteristics of UFO abductees and near-death
experiencers (NDErs). I review the evidence for the "fantasy-prone person
ality," report personal anecdotes with patients who believe they are UFO
experiencers, and briefly discuss the psychoanalytic hypothesis that NDEs can
be accounted for by a defense mechanism.

Stuart Twemlow's remarkable paper, "Misidentified Flying Ob
jects? An Integrated Psychodynamic Perspective on Near-Death Expe
riences and UFO Abductions," deserves praise. He writes cogently of
variables that all psychotherapists should consider anew with each
patient. It is often said that what matters is not what happens to a
person, but how a person interprets the experience. Twemlow's inte
grated psychodynamic perspective speaks eloquently to this theme.
Years ago Lawrence LeShan (1976) addressed the question of what is
really real. He said there are at least two sets of ways to determine
when our view of reality is no longer useful. Both ways occur gradually
and finally add up to the realization that our old ways of conceptualiz
ing events or reality are not working well. The first clue occurs when
we're faced with new problems, or in this case finding satisfactory
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answers to events such as near-death experiences (NDEs), out-of-body
experiences (OBEs), and UFO abductions. After a period of time it
becomes evident that our old methods of evaluating these problems or
explaining anomalous experiences are not satisfactory.
Slowly it is becoming obvious to all of us that our system of describing
reality-upon which rests our ability to solve problems-is not ade
quate to the new tasks. We need a new system. The old one worked
well for yesterday's problems, but does not work well for those we face
now. (LeShan, 1976, p. 5)

LeShan wrote that a second way critical observers realize change is
imminent is the small incongruities, the little things that don't con
form to our larger concept of reality. Individually these discrepancies
are small and can be ignored or explained away in an awkward but
partly satisfactory manner.
Twemlow's ideas about the creation of reality are exciting, coming
from a traditionally trained psychoanalyst who seems to share the
views of some physicists. The quantum physicist and the mystic were
thought to view the world differently, but lately it has become more
difficult to distinguish between the two. A case in point is the sensitive
Michael Schuster, who commented that "the origins of physical reality
lie in non-physical worlds" (1990, p. 37). Schuster wondered if we have
arrived at a crucial junction where linear thinking and categorization
have reached the point of diminishing returns. If so, we have come to
the limits of our materialistic theories and we may have to speculate
that "consciousness is capable of far greater input into the manipula
tion of matter" (Schuster, 1990, p. 37) than we are comfortable
admitting.
Carl Becker also speculated that, based on Werner Heisenberg's
indeterminacy principle, perhaps the "mental state or conviction of the
scientific investigator actually influences the behavior of the external
world in some instances" (1990, p. 11). There have also been some
intriguing data presented regarding the Maharishi Effect (Arons and
Arons, 1986) that suggest consciousness might influence human
events. The reports of near-death experiences, out-of-body experiences,
and UFO abductions have shifted our frame of reference to that bound
ary between the physical and nonphysical world.
The experiences of NDErs and UFO abductees strain the credulity of
those who have never experienced them. These are the stuff from

which wonderful delusional systems could be fashioned. Certainly they
do not reflect a belief system that many mental health professionals or
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the general public share. Twemlow's provocative title "Misidentified
Flying Objects?" appropriately enough includes a question mark.
In a time when some psychiatrists and psychologists do not believe in
the unconscious or in repression, his paper offers a valuable map for
psychotherapists who minister to persons with post-traumatic stress
disorder, NDEs, OBEs, and UFO experiences. His idea that "reality is
an integration of what is 'out there,' or 'really real,' and what is 'in the
head,' and each impinging on the other and with reality being defined
by the degrees of familiarity and unfamiliarity with the sensory per
ceptual data being experienced" seems quite useful as a heuristic
device.

Twemlow's paper is a creative and scholarly work that is a good
example of a paradigm stretcher. As I read it I found more with which

to agree than to disagree. His thought regarding reality and therapist
neutrality are well taken. In my experience, the central fear of the
UFO experiencer is that people will not believe him or her. This is
analogous to the experiences of a few aboriginal people who were taken
from their isolated native Amazon or Borneo villages and brought to
New York City in the early decades of this century, and then after
sightseeing, returned to their society. After experiencing a civilization
with electric lights, automobiles, movies, etc., these "lucky" natives
returned to their tribes only to be branded as liars and treated as
outcasts. The NDEr and the UFO abductee face similar reactions from
their peers.

My differences with Twemlow are small and are concerned primarily
with his view of the psychological and social characteristics of the
NDEr and UFO abductee. Leo Sprinkle (1988) wrote that in the 1970s
NDErs and UFO abductees were thought by the mental health commu
nity to include a high percentage of psychotics, while in the 1980s such
people were no longer psychotic but neurotic, and now in the 1990s
such people are "fantasy-prone personalities." Such people are said to
be so adept at fantasy productions that they have difficulty in discrimi
nating between memories of fantasies and memories of real events.
Twemlow cited Robert Bartholomew, Keith Basterfield, and George
Howard's survey (1991) finding that abductees have a proneness to
fantasizing, and Susan Powers' claim (1991) that 20 to 35 percent of
fantasy-prone individuals are maladjusted. The implication is that
such a person is the victim of his or her idiosyncratic fantasy.
"Fantasy-prone personality" is a pejorative term that has been adopted
by a variety of critics who seem to believe that it explains these
anomalous experiences and it is used in such a fashion by some (not
including Twemlow) to suggest that such individuals are only half a
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step above half-crazy. I have not read of any studies that link fantasy
proneness to delusional systems or psychotic disorders.
Bartholomew, Basterfield, and Howard's (1991) survey linking ab
ductees to fantasy-proneness was "a retrospective examination of bio
graphical content from widely disparate archival sources" (p. 217).
They evidently considered their abductee or contactee subjects to be
fantasy-prone if they had one or more fantasy-prone personality char
acteristics; that seems to me to be overinclusive. The fact that some
abductees are fantasy-prone personalities does not mean that all ab
ductees have that trait. There seems to be as much or more evidence
that fantasy-proneness is not overrepresented in abductees.
For example, Mark Rodeghier, Jeff Goodpasture, and Sandra Blat
terbauer (1991) explored the psychosocial characteristics of abductees,
administering psychological tests including measures of fantasy
proneness. Ninety-two percent of their sample were negative for
fantasy-proneness; the 8 percent that were positive is not much higher
than the rate in the general population. Kenneth Ring and Christo
pher Rosing's (1990) data also did not bear out the fantasy-prone
personality hypothesis for UFO experiencers. Ring and Rosing further
stated that UFO experiencers and NDErs are quite comparable
psychologically-that is, they are not as a group fantasy-prone
personalities-and are "affected similarly by their separate encoun
ters, suggesting that these two categories of experience may in many
ways be functionally equivalent" (1990, p. 59).
Sheryl Wilson and Theodore Barber (1983) found fantasizers to be
highly hypnotizable. Twemlow cited George Ganaway's observation
(1989) that "UFO abductees are highly hypnotizable, highly imagina
tive, and typically uncover their first memories of an abduction experi
ence during hypnotic interrogation by self-proclaimed UFO abduction
experts" (1989, p. 213). In my experience as a psychologist with 15
therapy patients who believe they are abductees, and in conversations
with approximately 75 other such people, I have found this was not
typical. My sample, however, is limited, and may not be typical of the
population.
One of the therapy patients with whom I have worked is a man who
claims recent lifting of repressed memories of numerous UFO contacts
spanning several decades; his memories attached to specific times and
places number more than 100. His presenting symptoms were depres
sion and anxiety, and in spite of his desire to be hypnotized he was not
a particularly good hypnotic subject. Another patient, up late one
night with her sick child, glanced out the upstairs window and saw, in
the bright moonlight, a "saucer" across the road from her country home
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and two small "alien-like" figures on her front walk. In spite of immedi
ate amnesia for the rest of the night, this woman could not be hypno

tized during three sessions of an hour and a half each.
Of the 15 adults I have treated with hypnotherapy, only one was an
unusually good subject, and even that man was not able to recount all
that he thought happened. My study with Twemlow and Glen Gabbard
of psychological characteristics of people who had had OBEs and NDEs
unfortunately included no scales to measure fantasy-proneness (Jones,
Twemlow, and Gabbard, 1983). The Roper study mentioned by
Twemlow (Hopkins, Jacobs, and Westrum, 1992) reported that an
estimated 7 percent of the non-institutionalized, civilian, adult popula
tion of the continental United States responded positively to four of
five indicator questions, suggesting that 2 percent of our population
may have had abduction experiences rather than merely having
sighted a UFO. The Roper Organization study concluded: "Therefore,
based on our sample of nearly 6,000 respondents, we believe that one
out of every fifty adult Americans may have had UFO abductions
experiences" (Hopkins, Jacobs, and Westrum, 1992, p. 15). If their
sampling techniques are as representative of the population as they
claim, then there may be at least 3,700,000 American abductees.
As Twemlow pointed out, we are all prisoners of our own belief
systems. He offered an enlightened integrated psychodynamic perspec
tive that is a significant improvement over most of the other psycho
logical paradigms. His interpretation of Rima Laibow's report (1989) is
logical, parsimonious, and likely accurate for a variety of patients. For
Laibow's particular patient we have no way of knowing which inter
pretation was accurate, or indeed if the patient's memory was so
distorted that neither Laibow's nor Twemlow's hypothesis was correct.
At times like this, I turn to advice I was given by an elder of the Oneida
Tribe: "In unusual situations, where there is doubt about causation,
use 'The Rule of Six' "(Paula Spencer, personal communication, 1992).

This rule dictates that for every unusual event the person attempts to
understand, he or she should find six plausible alternatives that might
explain it. Spencer cautioned not to become attached to any of the six
hypotheses until reasonable evidence was available.
Twemlow speculated that neutral investigators studying individual
abductees might find that their abductions coincided with unusual
personal life changes. This is a hypothesis worthy of study. Twemlow
stopped short of stating that unusual personal change equals unusual
stress, which equals distortions in reality testing-although this is a
logical conclusion. But would a variety of such stressors produce the
similarities across abductees from such widespread socioeconomic and
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educational levels? What kind of stress and what degree of stress
would be needed to produce such remarkably similar UFO scenarios

from a diverse population? I have talked to ranch hands, cooks, fire
men, lawyers, and medical doctors who have all given remarkably
similar accounts of their abduction experiences. It is easier to make a
case for stress producing the depersonalization experiences that are
often confused with OBEs or NDEs.
Twemlow disagreed with David Jacobs' (1992) view that the sim
ilarity of phenomenological detail and the convergence of abductees'
narratives is evidence for reality of the experience. Twemlow stated
that this similarity may be accounted for by the human beings' "simi
lar mental mechanisms and especially similar basic defenses." His
intensive psychotherapeutic work with abductees has suggested that
their "experiences" are predicated on, or at least colored by, past
experiences. I agree with Twemlow that our defense mechanisms work
in similar ways; the suspiciousness and paranoid-like thinking that
some abductees report are good examples of these defenses. But it is
my opinion that the warp and woof of the abduction reports are not the
total product of the defense systems. I tend to agree with Jacobs' view,
as the phenomenological similarities across patients have made me
consider the possibility that these experiences may represent veridical
events.
There are some intriguing bits of evidence concerning the UFO
question; and I realize that one person's evidence may be no evidence
at all to his or her colleagues. The first is the sighting of UFOs on radar
by military and civilian pilots; some radar sightings were matched by
simultaneous visual sightings. Second, to date the governments of six
countries, including Belgium, Sweden, and Brazil, have made public
statements that they believe UFOs exist. The third is sightings by law
enforcement officers of UFOs on the ground and the landing traces
found at the place of the sighting. And fourth is wreckage of a UFO, as
in the 1947 Roswell, New Mexico, incident. But even if the existence of
UFOs were established, it would not prove they have abducted people.
In his concluding section entitled "Research Questions," Twemlow
asked why this phenomenon is a relatively modern one, as Thomas
Bullard (1987) suggested. If Zecharia Sitchin's (1976) translation of
ancient Sumerian cuneiform writings is accurate, contact from other
worlds may have occurred thousands of years ago. Jacques Vallee

(1969) wrote that Japanese records reported that on October 27, 1180,
an unusually luminous object described as an "earthen ware vessel"
flew from a mountain in the Kii Province beyond the northeastern
mountains of Fukuhara. On January 7, 1749, chaos spread over Japan
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when three round objects "like the moon" appeared and were observed
for four days. Vallee also quoted a headline from the Chicago Chronicle
of April 13, 1897, that read "Airship Seen in Iowa." The Wright
brothers didn't invent the airplane until 1903; balloons had been in
existence for some time, but the population of Fontanelle, Iowa, de
scribed the "airship as being 60 feet in length, and the vibration of the
wings could be plainly seen. It carried the usual colored lights, and the
working of machinery could be heard, as also could the strains of
music, as from an orchestra" (Vallee, 1979, p. 143).
Does any of this "evidence" make any difference when mental health
professionals work with people who believe they've had these unusual
experiences? I agree wholeheartedly with Twemlow that the worst

thing we can do is pathologize the experience and the patient. But is
healthy skepticism or total neutrality more conducive to patient recov
ery than an attitude of "I don't know what to think of your experience,
but I believe that there may be such things as UFOs" ? I don't know. At
present, I adopt the same attitude toward UFO abductees that I do
toward Vietnam veterans who have post-traumatic stress disorder: I
take them at their word.
As I write this response, I think that some, but not all, people who
have NDEs may be, as Gabbard and Twemlow (1991) believe, experi
encing the results of a defense mechanism. Their psychodynamic inter
pretation of the NDE is presented as a scholarly hypothesis, but it does
not explain the accurate perceptual reports of NDErs who were near
death and immobile, yet later told of events that happened at a dis
tance that they could not have "seen." This is illustrated by Michael
Sabom's (1982) report about a man who "observed" his own open-heart
surgery from the ceiling of the operating room and described it in vivid
detail and color. He "saw" that all of the surgical team had the green
tie-ons covering their feet except one physician, whose blood-splattered
white leather shoes could be seen from the patient's out-of-body view.
The same patient also noticed that one of the doctors had "a bad little
finger," as a blood clot under the nail could be seen under the surgical
gloves. If the NDE and out-of-body experience were only defensive
mechanisms in service of the ego, why and how could such veridical
reports occur? I think there is a mystical side to life and death, but as
social scientists we must always invoke the Rule of Six and not be too
quick to fill a knowledge vacuum with mystical theory.
I agree that it is likely that the UFO experience will become less
traumatic as society becomes more familiar with these extraordinary
experiences. There is so much right with Twemlow's paper that the
exceptions I've raised seem pedantic. And as I review my remarks-not

242

JOURNAL OF NEAR-DEATH STUDIES

Twemlow's-I think of a statement of Michel de Montaigne: "No one is
exempt from talking nonsense; the misfortune is to do it solemnly"
(1993, III, i). So I reserve the right to disavow or affirm my present
opinions as more compelling evidence becomes available. Thus, even
when working with patients with post-traumatic stress disorder who
are the victims of well-documented disasters, the therapist is left with
the person's interpretation of the experience, and it is that interpreta
tion and the associated feelings that furnish the raw material of
psychotherapy.
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Response to the Twemlow Paper
Alvin H. Lawson, Ph.D.
California State University, Long Beach

ABSTRACT: Stuart Twemlow's discussion would be strengthened by a famil
iarity with the birth memories hypothesis, a testable theory that views uniden
tified flying object (UFO) abduction claims as fantasies originating in perina
tal experiences. This paper describes the birth memories hypothesis and
provides evidence that near-death experiences, out-of-body experiences, sha
mans' trances, and similar events are abduction analogs also originating in
birth memories. I critique Twemlow's remarks on abductions, "fantasy-prone"
witnesses, and the positive or negative quality of abduction analogs; examine
several long-standing puzzles about abductions that the birth memories hy
pothesis resolves; and review the omnipresence of birth-related imagery in
cultural and artistic fantasy worldwide. This paper ends with a discussion of
fetal experiences and their implication for the interpretation of "good" and
"bad" UFO abductions, near-death experiences, and other analog fantasies.

Stuart Twemlow's paper offers some significant insights, especially
his view that supposed unidentified flying object (UFO) abduction
experiences have extensive parallels with near-death experiences
(NDEs), and his implied conclusion that both phenomena are analo
gous nonphysical events. I am gratified when any researcher embraces
a psychological interpretation of abduction claims, though Twemlow's
murky jargon for his view is "an integrated psychodynamic perspec
tive." I must point out, however, that Twemlow's discussion of abduc
tions, "fantasy-prone" witnesses, and the debate about the positive or
negative character of abductions and NDEs would be much less con
fused if he adopted the birth memories hypothesis as proposed by
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Willifred McCall and myself to clarify these and other abduction
related matters (Lawson, 1989).

The Birth Memories Hypothesis
In 1977, in an attempt to prove whether abductions were physically
real, McCall and I planned and carried out the "imaginary abductee"
study. We hypnotized 16 volunteers who knew nothing about UFOs

and gave each an imaginary abduction. We had assumed that they
would merely parrot superficial UFO data from movies and the media,
and that their predictable narratives would establish by contrast the
reality of the entire UFO phenomenon. But not only were imaginary
narratives identical in content with "real" ones, they echoed unusual
events from unpublished abduction reports our subjects could not pos
sibly have known about. The "imaginary abductee" study proved be
yond question that "real" abduction claims are fantasies-that is, men
tal and not physical events (Lawson, 1980).
In time I found that the structure and content of abduction narra
tives parallel several well-established fantasies/hallucinations, includ
ing NDEs, shamans' trances, and especially psychiatrist Stanislav
Grof's (1976) drug-induced hallucination experiments, during which
subjects' birth memories were revivified with the aid of lysergic acid
diethylamide (LSD) and other hallucinogens. I also found that the
dominant images in abduction fantasies are perinatal-that is, associ
ated with the witnesses' own prenatal, natal, or postnatal birth events.
Birth data abound in all abduction reports, averaging more than 17
percent, or one in every six significant images, events, and descriptions
in an abductee's narrative. The birth echoes include accounts of fetal
aliens, womblike chambers, cervical doorways, vaginal tunnels, umbil
ical tubes, "big rooms" reflecting feelings of the spacious delivery room
after vaginal compression, and a variety of other natal imagery.
The Lawson/McCall program of hypnotic research into abduction
claims led to the birth memories hypothesis:
A UFO abduction is an involuntary fantasy of images and events
unconsciously based on the witness' own perinatal memories. During
the abduction fantasy, revivified birth events symbolically become
one or more abduction images or events: the womb = the UFO; the
fetus = alien beings and also the witness; the dilating cervix = UFO
doorways; the vaginal passage = tunnels or passageways; the compar
atively bright delivery room = intensely bright UFO interiors; deliv
ery room postnatal checkup and bath = intrusive probing by alien
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examiners; the parent-infant non-verbal bonding experience = the
aliens' "messages," etc. Because of the abduction's peak experience
intensity, sequential structure, and surreal qualities, the witness may
interpret the fantasy as an actual Close Encounter with extrater
restrial creatures. But like analogous mental phenomena such as
near-death experiences, shamans' trances, and hallucinations, an ab
duction is demonstrably a rare but normal psychological delusion.
(Lawson, 1993, p. 51)

Like all revolutionary concepts, our birth-oriented ideas may seem ab
surd at first, but the birth memories hypothesis is not just another wild
theory about Little Gray (fetus-like) Men in flying saucers. The birth
memories hypothesis is uniquely important because it makes the study of
UFO abduction reports scientific by providing the first verifiable expla
nation for abduction claims. The birth memories hypothesis is verifiable
because it is testable,- that is, objective investigators can determine
whether our theory is true or false by replicating our experiments (Law
son, 1989). Identical results would verify the birth memories hypothesis,
whereas contradictory results would show it to be false.
We have been waiting for more than a decade for formal replication
of our work. Abduction proponents such as Budd Hopkins (1981, 1987),
David Jacobs (1992), and Ray Fowler (1979, 1982, 1990) believe that
"alien geneticists" are experimenting with abductees' reproductive
organs and creating hybrid babies. I argue that these true believers
are mistaking the perinatal imagery from their subjects' abduction
fantasies for alien genetic activity, and so have merely updated the
hoary (though perinatal) myth of the "changeling." Hopkins and his
followers have been among our most outspoken critics, and yet they
have ignored the rapidly proliferating mass of birth data their own
books and articles have added to abduction case files. Ironically, every
time they regress a UFO abduction "victim" (their term), their uninfor
med activities inadvertently replicate our "imaginary abductee" study
and validate the perinatal tests I devised for the birth memories
hypothesis (Lawson, 1989).
Since the modern birth of UFO studies in 1947, very few testable
ideas about UFOs have even been proposed, though dozens of untest
able theories have come and gone. The extraterrestrial hypothesis, for
instance, is not falsifiable; that is, its falseness is impossible to
establish because one cannot prove a negative assertion, such as that
aliens are not visiting us. On the other hand, proving the validity of
the extraterrestrial hypothesis would require the cooperation of at
least one actual extraterrestrial. Thus the extraterrestrial hypothesis
remains only one of many possible but untestable, and therefore
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scientifically less interesting, speculations about the UFO abduction
enigma.
Twemlow came close a couple of times to endorsing a perinatal
hypothesis; once, for instance, in a discussion of NDEs and Wilfred
Bion's "catastrophe" hypothesis:
NDEs do not represent so much an experience of imminent physical
death, but are what Wilfred Bion (1963) called experiences of catastro
phe: a nameless dread or sense of panic as if one's sense of self... is in
danger of being destroyed. Bion believed that this sense of catastrophe
remains at the core of existence throughout life.... The positive NDE
can be understood as one manifestation of such faith.... UFO ab
ductees are much more likely to remember their experiences as abu
sive or judgmental.

Twemlow's discussion made Bion's concept of a "sense of catastrophe"
seem parallel with Grof's drug-induced hallucination experiment data,
which support the idea of a catastrophic past event in human lives but
identify it as the remembered trauma surrounding the birth experi
ence. Grof's studies of subjects' revivified perinatal events routinely
involved, along with "good" womb memories, the late-stage fetus in
explosive, volcanic emotional states that remain as a permanent mem
ory of a life-and death struggle against suffocation and the prolonged
ordeal of a normal birth.
Twemlow's second brush with a birth-oriented perspective started
with his cogent skewering of Jacobs' gullible book advocating ab
ductees claims, Secret Life (1992):
Jacobs (1992) reviewed a variety of [alternative] explanatory theories,
with obvious bias. He dismissed various explanations because, accord
ing to him, they failed to account for the similarity of phenomenologi
cal detail and the extraordinary "convergence of abductee narrative
across all cultural boundaries" ... Jacobs' statement that there is
lack of strong personal content in abduction accounts is simply false.

Twemlow then suggested that abductions, NDEs, and other out-of
body experiences are traceable to nurturing events that are a univer
sal part of all human perinatal development:
Human beings all have basic similar mental mechanisms and espe
cially similar basic defenses. It seems highly likely that such inten
sive psychological experiences tend also to be rather similar, since
many of these primitive anxieties had their template laid down very
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early in nurturing experiences that do not vary greatly between
cultures.

For whatever reasons, Twemlow did not develop these perinatal
parallels further, though as I will show, a birth-related approach is his
only hope of avoiding the confusions that plague UFO abduction
proponents.

UFO Abductions and Abduction Analogs
Our birth-related research is significant for Twemlow and other
abductionlNDE researchers in part because it sheds light on many
unknown or poorly understood characteristics of the UFO abduction
phenomenon. It also shows that both imaginary and "real" abduction
claims have extensive parallels with drug-induced hallucinations,
NDEs, out-of-body experiences, shamans' trances, Little People visita
tions, Christian visions, and similar mental phenomena. These
fantasies/hallucinations share so many qualities with UFO abductions
that I have long thought of them as "abduction analogs."
Abduction analogs range from the clinically familiar to the occult,
and include a variety of states of consciousness, from normal to mysti
cal. McCall and I studied some of these with a hypnosis series modeled
on the "imaginary abductee" experiments that compared data from
"real" and imaginary NDEs, Christian visions, and other analogs. Our
sample was small, but results supported the view that the imaginary
and "real" analogs have common psychological origins.
Abduction analogs have comparable sequences, a "peak" experience
intensity, and similar imagery, much of it birth-oriented. Reported
images and events (not always in the same order) include: loss of
control, bright light, paralysis, being lifted by light, a physical or
moral examination, image constants, starry skies, messianic feelings,
an aftermath of varying difficulty, and a sense of ineffability about the
whole event. Specific birth imagery and incidents are abundant in
abduction analogs: umbilical pain, breathing problems, head and body
pressure, tunnel or tube imagery, cervical doorways, vaginal passage
ways, big rooms, amniotic (clear) chambers, "white" sound humming,
strange tastes or odors, body size change, body dismemberment (as
during vaginal struggles), a life review (an echo of the physical exam
ination at birth), messages (mostly non-verbal or tactile and related to
bonding), apocalyptic events, and amnesia (Lawson, 1993).
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One important parallel among all abduction analogs is that their
sequences of events typically progress toward increasingly intense
levels of experience, as from bright lights to disturbing imagery and
finally terrifying, ecstatic, or ineffable sensations. Any such sequence
could help give the percipient the illusion that the event was a pur
posefully structured physical rather than psychological experience.
Since some analogs approximate the emotional and metaphysical in
tensity of a spiritual rebirth, a religious vision, or other peak experi
ence, they may produce longterm changes in a witness's behavior.
aftermaths are particularly evident in witness reactions
Such
to NDEs and UFO abductions, one reason why witnesses often find
them unforgettable.
Yet sequences have been connected with brain function rather than
external stimuli. Researchers have found a drug that replicates the
hysterical condition known as panic attack-itself an analog-by trig
gering in subjects the same series of events every time. If a sequence
originates in brain chemistry, it may not need any external physical
cause, more reason to conclude that UFO abductions and its analogs

"reborn"

are psychological events.

All abduction analogs contain image constants, or recurrent shapes,
colors, motions, and events described by subjects who have sponta
neous or induced hallucinations. These take various forms: geometric,
such as lattices, zigzags, and battlements; spirals, such as tunnels and
webs; and consistently bright and intense colors and lights. Types of
motion include rotating, explosive, pulsing, and random. Event con
stants originate in the witness's memory (Siegel, 1977a).
Image constants relate to our discussion because they are psychologi
cal patterns that may manifest themselves as illusions of intense
nightlights, rapidly rotating disks, and especially as geometric surface
designs. Witnesses may interpret rectangles or circles hallucinated on
a bright light source as a UFO with windows or doors. Such report data
make it all but certain that some UFO nightlight sightings involve
fantasies or hallucinations.
Because they appear in the artwork of cultures the world over, image
constants are thought to be archetypal. Examples include the battle
ment, zigzag, and lattice patterns in Amerindian artifacts; the dreamy,
floating perspectives in surrealist paintings; and the pulsating and
explosive shapes and colors in art by schizophrenic patients.
Psychologist Ronald Siegel, however, linked some image constants
not with archetypes but, prosaically enough, with the anatomy of the
human eyeball. He said that during appropriate conditions, such as
hallucinations and dreams, the eye produces visual impressions of its
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own inner structure, which the brain then interprets as one or another
constant. Thus lattices, battlements, and similar geometric patterns
may originate in the neat array of tiny rods and cones on the retinal
surface, and funnel-like webs and spirals may reflect the eyeball's rear
area where the optic nerve exits (R. Siegel, personal communication,
November, 1977; see also Siegel, 1977a, 1977b; Siegel and West, 1975).
Tunnels and tubes are among the most numerous image constants in
abduction analogs, and I think they relate directly to perinatal events.
They often take the form of various sized beams of light: a large
(vaginal) tunnel of light may levitate a witness aboard a UFO, and a
small (umbilical) beam may be used by aliens as a body probe. Similar
tunnels and tubes were described by three imaginary abductees during
their boarding (Lawson, 1980, p. 217-218):
IMAGINARY SUBJECT #1: A long tube came out of [the UFO], and it
was about two feet above me.... And this long cylinder-like tube
came down. It was gray and ... was like all colored lights inside of
it... . I seem to be floating for a second, and-then I was inside.

...

IMAGINARY SUBJECT #3: ... gentle suction
it just sort of drew
me up into it, sort of through the bottom ... like some sort of tunnel of
air and light, drawing me up inside of it.... I'm inside of a tube when
I first come in.
IMAGINARY SUBJECT #4:I was pulled in ... a particle of dust into
a vacuum cleaner. I mean, I'm just suddenly there.

Narrative descriptions by percipients of different analogs are often
nearly identical, particularly when they deal with birth-related imag
ery and events. For instance, abductees and other witnesses frequently
describe passing through a narrow doorway into a big room or vast
hall, a parallel with the fetus's sudden relief after the stress of normal
delivery. Echoes of the vaginal tunnel and delivery are readily found.
The three excerpts below are from different analogs: an imaginary
UFO abduction described by my subject #8, a "real" UFO abduction
reported by a witness in a 1976 Kentucky case, and a drug-induced
hallucination described by one of Siegel's subjects. Yet all the wit
nesses describe an identical birth-fantasy scene: they are lying at the
bottom of a huge tube-shaped chamber or big room, facing upward
(Lawson, 1980, pp. 221):
IMAGINARY UFO ABDUCTION: They seem to have ... brought me
to this ... it almost seems like a tube. The ceiling is about 20 feet
high. And I seem to be about three feet from the floor.
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"REAL" UFO ABDUCTION: I can see sky up there! I'm looking up
through rocks! ... It's a volcano, maybe.... Like a long tube
...

jagged.

DRUG-INDUCED HALLUCINATION: It's sort of like a tube, like I
sort of feel ... that I'm at the bottom of a tube looking up.... You can
see the [screens] and imagery converging with a point in the center.

Big rooms are plentiful in analogs. A high-domed chamber with circu
lar surrounding windows, looking a lot like the interior of a UFO, was
sketched by one of Siegel's drug-induced hallucination subjects after
ingesting a psychoactive stimulant.
Parallel events are also common. One of the most significant of these
occurs when an NDE or drug-induced hallucination percipient sud
denly changes from an observer to a participant and then is elevated
by a column of light, whisked through an open passageway, or is
otherwise "abducted" by his or her own hallucinatory imagery. This
abduction-like event occurs to some degree in all abduction analogs:
the floating out of body that occurs explicitly in drug-induced hallu
cinations and normally initiates NDEs and other out-of-body experi
ences; the shamans' skyward flight in trance; or a witness's sinking
into an underground cavern during an encounter with Little People.
As with UFO abductions, data about the nature and reality of ana
logs are anecdotal rather than strictly scientific, and we must look for
similarities and differences in our attempts to understand them. Ken
neth Ring (1992) cited numerous and extensive UFO abduction/NDE
parallels, although he did not dwell on other analogs. Siegel (1977a)
has shown that hallucinations accompanying painful migraine head
aches produce many of the same image constants present in abduction
analogs, unquestionable evidence of a common origin in the physiology
and/or psychology of the brain.
Questions remain. A psychological hypothesis about UFO abductions
and their analogs seems to me to be unavoidable, but one may wonder
why the various analogs differ in so many minor ways. I suggest that
some differences may be apparent only. Much of the research into near
death and out-of-body experiences and other supposedly fringe areas of
psychology has been about as spotty and amateurish as that into UFO
abductions. What seem to be dissimilarities may result from the vary
ing methodologies, aims, and professionalism of investigators.
Remember also that there are no proven dual- or multiple-witness
abductions on record, in which percipients share the same experience
in identical ways. Instead, each alleged abductee always describes a
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separate, distinct series of events, without a detailed and mutually
verified involvement with co-abductees, conclusive evidence that UFO
abductions are wholly subjective events. Similarly, there are no dual
or multiple witnesses to hallucinations, NDEs, shamanic trances, or
any other analog. Like UFO abductions, abduction analogs are all in
the mind.
It is certain that a videotape of someone in bed having a near-death
experience would not show us angels or any dearly departed; nor would
a video of an abductee's bedroom abduction fantasy show any Little
Gray co-stars. Alien-genetics proponent Jacobs tried to record a wit
ness's midnight abduction, but his videotape only showed the putative
abductee carefully turning off the taping equipment in the wee hours,
after which, she insisted (and Jacobs believed!), she was abducted
(Jacobs, 1992).
In the continuing absence of unambiguous physical evidence for the
extraterrestrial hypothesis, the "imaginary abductee" experiments
and supporting data should compel such informed and comparatively
objective observers as Twemlow to agree that UFOs, aliens, and the
rest of the abduction lore are fantasies-mental, not physical, events
and further, that abduction analogs such as NDEs and out-of-body
experiences are not exotic occult or paranormal happenings but psy
chological experiences, contemporary examples of the immortal contin
uum of human literary, metaphysical, and folk traditions.

Abduction Analogs and Human Fantasizing
Twemlow apparently agrees with observers who assert that most
abductees, along with NDE and other analog witnesses, are normal
but "fantasy-prone" individuals who are "highly hypnotizable [and]
highly imaginative." This view of abductees is not consistent with our
experience. McCall and I found that "real" abductees were generally
poor hypnotic subjects, and their responses were often vague and even
sluggish. McCall often had to dig information out of them by laborious
and repeated questioning, sometimes for a half hour or more, before
they opened up.
We thus expected our imaginary abductees to need much prompting,
and accordingly we prepared our first interrogation form with many
specifics about UFOs, entities, and typical onboard events. But these
leading questions were never asked because the imaginary subjects,
who had been selected in part for their high imaginative potential,
almost always went immediately into deep hypnosis and responded to
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questions with fluent and detailed narratives. Another group of sub
jects we worked with, hoaxers, were also excellent hypnotic subjects
who went easily into trance and were almost always specific and
fluent, often to the point of glibness. Because of these hoaxers, we
learned to interpret results from hypnosis sessions cautiously.
For these and other reasons, we believe that subjects who are readily
hypnotized and who give fluent and highly detailed narratives are
more likely than not to be fantasizing and/or fabricating. Conversely,
we conclude that those witnesses who are relatively poor hypnotic
subjects and whose narratives are hesitant and sparsely detailed prob
ably have had an actual, spontaneous perinatal abduction fantasy/
hallucination. We are certainly very skeptical of the endless parade, no
doubt soon to number in the thousands, of voluble deep-trance or even
nonhypnotized "abductees" promoted by alien-genetics proponents.
I believe that the disparities in imaginative potential between "real,"
imaginary, and hoaxing UFO abduction witnesses can be explained by
reference to perinatal memories. The proliferating discoveries of re
searchers in the new disciplines of neonatology and perinatal medicine
continue to shed light on birth experiences. Our perinatal approach
has helped me resolve many persistent mysteries about UFO abduc
tions that have stumped other UFO researchers for many years. Three
of these mysteries are closely related, and they shed light on the
aspects of Twemlow's paper under discussion: (1) the enigmatic "trig
ger" for UFO abduction fantasies, (2) the "repeater problem," or reports
by abductees of ongoing UFO contact, and (3) the high numbers of
supposed "unimaginative abductees" among UFO abduction
claimants.

The Stimulus for UFO Abduction Fantasies
For true believers, the matter is perfectly clear: abductions are physi
cal events, and they must be caused by aliens; because what else could
stimulate a UFO abduction experience in an otherwise normal individ
ual? This seemingly intractable mystery has resisted explanation for
decades. But I think I have found the abduction "trigger" in the thera
peutic nature of revivified perinatal memories.
The stimulus that initiates presumed UFO abduction events is im
plicit in the provocative conclusions of Arthur Janov (1973) and other
Primal Rebirthing specialists. Janov is one of several highly original
professionals in a variety of disciplines whose work has incidentally
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provided evidence supporting the birth memories hypothesis. Janov
asserted that the seeds of neurosis lie in what are remembered as
traumatic perinatal events, and that the deliberate or involuntary
revivification of an individual's birth memories results in a therapeu
tic, and thus desirable, discharge of neurotic tensions.
If Janov is right, the trigger for a UFO abduction is the witness's
unconscious but compulsive need to relive his or her own birth experi
ence. A UFO abduction fantasy, then, is what a witness spontaneously
experiences in the few minutes to an hour or so of his or her birth
revivification. It is usually an involuntary perinatal fantasy/
hallucination, during which birth memories assume the deperson
alized and fantastic, though in contemporary terms more acceptable,
form of an abduction by alien beings. In former times, such fantasies
focused on demons, angels, or spirits. A UFO abduction is merely the
current "reasonable" mythological vehicle.
A perinatal neurotic's abduction fantasy can be facilitated by fa
tigue, monotony, or isolation. UFO abductions often occur when the
witness is driving on a deserted highway after a long day, or, increas
ingly often, is in bed and perhaps just at the point of hypnagogic or
"twilight" sleep. These situations involve trance states during which
an individual's rebirth compulsion may initiate a spontaneous UFO
abduction fantasy.
Why should Janov's rebirth fantasies necessarily take the form of
UFO abductions? They may not always do so. Depending on circum
stances and the percipient's expectations, a particular perinatal fan
tasy could manifest itself as an NDE, an out-of-body experience, a
shaman's trance, or any of a dozen other abduction analogs. A near
death experience is obviously more likely to occur to someone who is
seriously ill and in a hospital bed; a shaman's vision usually follows an
expectant hallucinatory ritual; and UFO abductions frequently occur
during lonely late-night drives in the boondocks, or when twilight
sleepers have a deep but unconscious need to be "contacted."
So why are there not many more reports of UFO abductions, NDEs,
and other analogs? Well, there are undoubtedly thousands more such
experiences than we ever hear about, which explains why McCall and I
found all the UFO abduction cases we needed with just an advertise
ment or two and by word of mouth. Although the Center for UFO
Studies was aware of the reluctance of people to report a UFO abduc
tion, it still badly underestimated their true numbers. Now, after four
decades of publicizing UFO myth and lore, the media receive scores of
abduction claims following every UFO news story or feature. A booth
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set up at a swapmeet or busy mall can collect a dozen raw and unre
ported abduction stories or other abduction analogs any weekend.
Janov's neurosis-driven birth fantasies are apparently helping to stabi
lize the populace's mental health, and they are also the source of new
and, as I will show next, ongoing contact fantasies as well.
The "Repeater Problem" and Birth Memories
Janov's therapeutic view of birth memories helps demystify another
longstanding problem, one that troubles even UFO abduction true
believers: the disconcerting tendency of witnesses to claim repeated
UFO contacts or sightings. I should point out that an understanding of
abductees also illuminates claims of recur
the reason for
rent NDEs, out-of-body experiences, and other analogs.
How should we view "repeater" abductions? One's initial reaction is
to dismiss them posthaste, and, since the witness's credibility seems
lost forever, the original report as well. But that would be rash, be

"repeater"

cause Janov's theory, in conjunction with a little perinatal knowledge,

offers a simple and persuasive explanation.
Whether perinatal events have been "good" or "bad," a subject may
unconsciously wish to relive them-repeatedly. Each UFO abduction/
birth fantasy may help the individual gradually resolve painful early
memories; or perhaps it is emotionally rewarding or simply fun to do
so. Such motivations help explain UFO abduction repeaters.
The 1973 Pascagoula, Mississippi, abduction of Charles Hickson and
Calvin Parker is instructive. In his book, UFO Contact at Pascagoula
(Hickson and Mendez, 1983), Hickson wrote that three months after
the initial report, stressed by media harassment, he sought a bit of
solace by going hunting alone. He stopped for lunch in an isolated spot
and was lying back against a rock (remarkably, this was Hickson's
alleged exact body position while he was held in mid-air by two entities
inside the UFO) when he suddenly saw, about 75 yards away and in
broad daylight, the craft that had abducted him and his fishing pal on
the previous October evening. At the same time, he heard, like a radio
in his mind, the following message:
We mean you no harm. We mean no one any harm. You may commu
nicate with us later. You have endured. You have been chosen. There
is no need to fear, we will communicate again. (Hickson and Mendez,
1983, p. 169)

Then the voice stopped, and the UFO was gone. A month later, at
night, Hickson went into his backyard to quiet a hound. He saw
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nothing unusual in the sky, but for some reason he squatted down
that is, assumed the fetal position. Then he heard the voice again:
You must tell the world we mean no harm. Your world needs help. We
will help you in the future before it's too late. You are not prepared to
understand yet. We will return again soon. (Hickson and Mendez,
1983, p. 182)

If reliving birth memories is truly therapeutic, why wouldn't a sec
ond, third, or fiftieth birth/abduction fantasy be healthy for Hickson,
or for Betty Hill, Whitley Streiber, Betty Andreasson, and all the other
witnesses who have reported recurrent "close encounters"? Indeed,
Andreasson's interminable abduction stories (Fowler, 1979, 1982,
1990) suggest an obsessive need for repeated perinatal therapy. Her
extreme example helps account for the neurotic eagerness of several
supposed UFO abduction "victims" who were reportedly hypnotized by
Hopkins and Jacobs 30 times or more (Jacobs, 1992).
On the day Hickson went hunting, he felt particularly depressed by
the cumulative effects of the nervous breakdown of his buddy Parker
and the family turmoil caused by the continuing public controversy
over his abduction claims. Then came the sighting and the ensuing
message, which Hickson felt was enormously comforting, as he wrote:
"I seemed to be relieved of a terrible strain ... the fear had been taken
away" (Hickson and Mendez, 1983). Hickson experienced relief after
great anxiety, as if an enormous burden had been lifted from him, an
emotional pattern not unlike the relief immediately following the
physical and psychological stress of vaginal birth. His backyard UFO
sighting a few weeks later was not merely therapeutic; Hickson was
reborn as a UFO activist:
Since that day I have felt obliged to go to the many places I have been
and tell what happened to Calvin and me... hoping it might some
way prepare the people of the world for the things that will come in
the future. (Hickson and Mendez, 1983, p. 182)

Many proponents are embarrassed by repeater abductees, whom
they think are hoaxing. They believe that UFO abductions involve
genuine alien craft that would revisit a witness only about as often as
a bolt of lightning. Some repeaters may be hoaxers, though it is hard
to know how many, since their deliberately fabricated (that is, fanta
sized) narratives employ the same perinatal imagery and events as
other UFO abduction claims. The frequency of "real" abduction fanta-
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sies is unknown, but they are probably as common as bad nightmares,
which may occur weekly or as rarely as once or twice in a lifetime.
The "UnimaginativeAbductee" Syndrome
Despite Janov's conclusions, the compulsion to reexperience one's
own birth in fantasy may not always need a neurotic trigger. A normal
imagination and a healthy curiosity about one's own physiological
origins may be sufficient. Yet investigators have long observed that
many abductees seem unimaginative, and they have seized on that fact
to argue for the credibility of particular cases: this witness, they say,
couldn't be hoaxing because he or she lacks the imagination. A judi
cious reading of the narrative transcripts of such typical abductees as
Carl Higdon, Hickson and Parker, and Sandy Larson shows that many
abduction witnesses fit this mold.
I believe that it is the tiny minority of persons who by nature or
nurture live their lives without adequate fantasizing whose psyches,
neurotic or normal, most need a therapeutic birth revivification fan
tasy. It follows that they are more likely than the rest of us to have a
"real" UFO abduction or other birth fantasy analog, spontaneously and
therefore involuntarily.
This view helps explain the numbers of UFO abductions, NDEs,
Marian visions, and other analog fantasies claimed by children or
members of stereotypically undereducated, illiterate, or indigent
classes throughout the world. Skeptics tend to discount abduction
reports from such persons, though they might take a witness with a
Ph.D. seriously. But few credible professors claim to be abductees or to
have chatted with the Virgin Mary, largely because their lives include
a healthy variety of regular fantasizing activities: reading, films, art,
and miscellaneous cultural events. It is not a matter of intelligence,
but of the repression of normal human potential. Those on the lower
end of the socioeconomic scale tend to have a more limited range of
experiences than other people-socially, intellectually, psycholog
ically, educationally, and otherwise. It should not surprise us if neuro
tic or exceptionally unimaginative individuals are more frequently
found among poorer populations worldwide.
Abductions, Analogs, and Fantasy
The interconnections between abduction analogs and perinatal mem
ories result from the nature of human fantasizing and its aesthetic,
cultural, and psychological effects. Fantasy as a genre is the most
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undisciplined segment of traditional art and culture. It has visionary,
irrational, and dreamlike qualities that distinguish it from more real
istic and restrained products of the human imagination. As I have said,
a particularly important characteristic of fantasy, in literature, art,
film, or belief, is that for reasons unknown it nearly always displays
explicit or symbolic perinatal imagery and events. Fantasy's linkages
with birth memories help account for its unusual character and endur
ing popular appeal.
Nearly all literature about UFOs, aliens, or space travel is fantasy;
such material deals with "far out" rather than mundane subject mat
ter, utilizing magical or supernatural events and suprahuman charac
ters. Most fantasy fiction consistently displays literal or allegorical
imagery involving perinatal memories, often in great abundance. Fan
tasy can be distinguished from pure science fiction because the latter's
focus is ultimately on high-tech, nuts-and-bolts realism, with compara
tively little imaginative wildness. Though there is plenty of gray area
between the two genres, science fiction generally employs far less
perinatal imagery.

Filmed fantasies, from space epics to tasteless slasher gore, offer a
particularly rich display of birth-related events. Sadly, special effects
technologies now make it possible for such movies to dwell on graphic
birth carnage, closeups of demonic fetuses or other perinatal mon
strosities pushing through human flesh or exploding repulsively from
abdomens.

Fantasy films tend to have sensational and preposterous plots, yet I
believe that their litany of pregnancies, fetuses, problem births, ana
tomical trauma, deliveries, and rebirths affect audiences more deeply
than their storylines. Birth-related imagery is the essence of the fan
tasy genre, and by viewing such material individuals may passively
and perhaps unconsciously relive and so work out their own perinatal
anxieties in an entertaining, objective, nonthreatening, and therapeu

tic context, just as Janov has suggested.
Janov's ideas help explain the continuing popularity of a variety of
perinatal phenomena elsewhere in contemporary media. Examples are
plentiful. Television soap operas are loaded with daily sagas of preg
nancies, miscarriages, abortions, births, illegitimacy, surrogate
mothers, and, perhaps above all, sterility. Sensational tabloid head
lines focus on bizarre perinatal events, from alien rapists to women
who give birth to chickens. And though it is generally unacknowl
edged, pop/rock music videos contain remarkable amounts of explicit
or symbolic birth imagery, and so testify to the omnipresence of perina
tal data in worldwide popular culture (Lawson, in press). Birth-related
media fantasies run the gamut from subtle to sleazy, but they evi-
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dently provide people with a needed means of coping with disturbing
perinatal memories.
A staple of almost all film fantasies is the cataclysmic finale, in
which the obligatory mad scientist, his magic formula, and monster
along with his laboratory, castle, island, entire planet, or whatever
are annihilated by a series of titanic though purifying explosions.
Grof's (1976) finding that volcanic emotional states are a regular part
of birth revivifications supports the view that the explosive endings of
fantasy films are symbolic rebirth events that in emotional terms
dispose of the old corrupt world and prepare us for a (hopefully) less
corrupt new one.
Most people spend a good part of their life in some fantasy activity:
reading it, watching it on film, daydreaming, even using it creatively.
Fantasizing is one way humans satisfy the normal "birth revivification
itch" within us all. Without fantasy, there almost certainly would be
many more perinatal neurotics, and therefore more spontaneous UFO
abductions, NDEs, and so on.
One consequence of the "unimaginative abductee" syndrome is that ab
duction claims have lost appeal as a potential subject of scientific study
because of the perception that only drunks, lunatics, and similar noncred
ible witnesses report being abducted. Twemlow implied that a similar
reputation afflicts research into NDEs and other abduction analogs.
No responsible investigator should take UFO abductions, NDEs, or
other analog narratives literally, but of course that does not mean that
these fantasies/hallucinations are inappropriate for serious research.
A few psychologists have suggested that some abductees may be vic
tims of childhood sexual abuse, which has already been linked to
multiple personality disorder, and "past lives" fantasies and other
analogs. Verification of specific cases of abuse has proved difficult, and
attempts to investigate it among abductees has met with intense
opposition from Hopkins and other proponents of the extraterrestrial
hypothesis. Yet objective observers will ultimately see that UFO ab
ductions and their analogs are incompletely understood psychological
experiences, which only rigorously scientific psychological investiga
tions will illuminate.

"Positive" andMemories
"Negative"Hypothesis
Analogs and the Birth
Twemlow conceded that UFO abductions and NDEs have significant
similarities, but he uncritically asserted that they share a major differ-
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ence: that 95 percent of NDEs are "positive" events for experiencers,
and that 95 percent of abductions are "negative." Our experience with
abductees and other subjects does not support such a polarized assess
ment. Yet I think I know why Twemlow and many other researchers
approach UFO abductions and their analogs in such black-and-white
terms.
There has been a decade and more of mulish debate about the pre
sumed positive or negative nature of both UFO abductions and NDEs.
Participants have opted for one extreme or the other, and virtually
none of them has seen the issue with clarity. The truth is that abduc
tions and their analogs can be both positive and negative, as well as
dominantly either one. The alien-genetics proponents who now preside
over the UFO abduction establishment have no clue as to why this is,
although the perinatal perspectives of the birth memories hypothesis
account for it completely. Some brief but necessary background on
fetal life and development can demonstrate the facts persuasively.

Theories about Fetal Life
Psychohistorian Lloyd DeMause (1982) pointed out that there have
been several longstanding obstacles to an enlightened view of the
fetus. One was Sigmund Freud's conception of birth as a source of
"separation anxiety" for the newborn, which implied that fetal life
until delivery was peaceful and uneventful. Another was the medical
profession's belief, based on a fallacious 1933 study, that incomplete
myelination or sheathing of its nerve fibers prevented the fetus from
experiencing sensory input, and that the fetus was deaf, blind, and
insensitive to pain. This insensient view led to decades of circumci
sions and other infant surgery without anesthetics, practices that
sadly continued long after it was known that partial myelination
merely slows but does not halt nerve impulses.

The Traumatic Womb
The traditional view of the womb as a peaceful and quiescent "living
tomb" is also mistaken; nor does the fetus exactly resemble a mummy,
as DeMause showed:
The womb is in fact a very noisy, very changing, very active place in
which to live, full of events and emotions both pleasant and painful.
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The fetus during the second trimester, when the amniotic sac is still
rather roomy, now floats peacefully, now kicks vigorously, turns
somersaults, hiccoughs, sighs, urinates, swallows and breathes am
niotic fluid and urine, sucks its thumb, fingers, and toes, grabs its
umbilicus, gets excited at sudden noises, calms down when the mother
talks quietly, and gets rocked back to sleep as she walks about. Fetal
activity patterns are now well studied, particularly since the develop
ment of ultrasound techniques. The normal fetus rarely goes 10 min
utes without some gross activity, either with fetal breathing spurts
during REM-sleep periods or with other movements.... The fetus in
fact has quite regular activity cycles averaging about 45 minutes,
cycles that later in the third trimester can be felt quite accurately by
the mother. These fetal patterns become coordinated to some extent
with the activity cycles of the mother-evidence that the fetus is quite
sensitive to a wide range of the mother's activities and emotions.
(1982, p. 253)

In the third trimester the fetus grows increasingly uncomfortable:
the womb is crowded, and the placenta becomes less efficient in its
functions of nourishment, respiration, and disposal of wastes. De
Mause pointed out that, during normal labor and delivery, fetuses
suffer from extreme and perhaps prolonged hypoxia or inadequate
oxygen levels, sometimes as low as 12 percent, incredible as that may
seem, although adults become comatose at less than 60 percent:
The effects on the fetus of this severe hypoxia are dramatic: normal
fetal breathing stops, fetal heart rate accelerates, then decelerates,
the fetus often thrashes about frantically in reaction to the pain of the
contractions and the hypoxia, and soon the fetus enters into its life
and-death struggle to liberate itself from its terrifying condition
.... Yet it is a liberation struggle for all that, and not at all a
"separation anxiety" from a comfortable womb. (1982, p. 257)

The extensive parallels between abductees and fetuses include many
accounts of late-stage ordeals. A large number of abductees report
sensations of choking, suffocation, and severe pressure on their head
and body. These are obvious perinatal parallels that many UFO abduc
tion investigators observe and carefully describe in their case reports,
but do not comprehend.
DeMause cited birth regression studies with subjects whose narra
tives, checked against medical records, support the accuracy of specific
late-stage birth memories, and he wrote that those memories are vivid
and indeed mostly negative:
Every piece of evidence, both obstetrical and clinical, which is added
to the growing literature of fetal life confirms the concrete reality of
these memories of feelings of pain, fear, and rage as the fetus strug
gles for liberation from the asphyxiating womb. (1982, p. 258)
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The Fetal Drama
DeMause maintained that the realities of prenatal life lead to the
"fetal drama," which has extensive and potentially permanent psycho
logical consequences. The earliest tangible reality in the fetus's world
is the placental/umbilical complex, on which its survival depends. The
cyclical inconsistencies of the maternal system stimulate perhaps the
first crucial psychological response the developing human being has
yet experienced: fetal anxiety.
DeMause has convincingly analyzed the ambivalent nature of the
fetus's prenatal environment: its "positive" aspects originate in what he
called the Nurturant Placenta, and "negative" events stem from a seem
ingly Poisonous Placenta. This ambivalent mix of perinatal experiences
is the matrix for the "good" and "bad" memories that emerge later in
varying combinations in UFO abductions, NDEs, and other analogs:
Slowly during the second and third trimesters the first structuring of
fetal mental life takes place. When the blood coming from the pla
centa is bright red and full of nutrients and oxygen, it is felt to be
coming from what I shall term a Nurturant Placenta and the fetus
feels good, but when the blood becomes dark and polluted with carbon
dioxide and wastes, it is imagined to be coming from a Poisonous
Placenta, and the fetus feels bad and can be seen to kick out at the
source of its pain. In the final months before birth, as the fetus
outgrows the placenta, the womb gets more crowded and the blood
more polluted, and the fetal drama steps up in intensity. I propose
that just as the satisfying and grateful emotions associated with the
Nurturant Placenta form a prototype for all later love relationships,
so, too, the polluting-asphyxiating experiences produce an attitude of
fear and rage toward the Poisonous Placenta, which is therefore the
prototype for all later hate relationships-whether with the murder
ous mother, the castrating father, or ultimately, the punitive super
ego itself. (DeMause, 1982, p. 259)

DeMause has established the significance to the fetus of (1) the major
birth organs (placenta, umbilical tube, amniotic sac and fluids); (2) the
maternal body and its ingestions, movements, and changing emotional
contexts; (3) the fetus's own developmental processes (respiration,
waste removal, nutrition, and growth); (4) the anxiety of the final
weeks of gestation because of the ambivalently nurturant/poisonous
placenta; and (5) the surrounding maternal tissues, the cervical open
ing, and the vaginal tunnel.
These are the germinal materials of perinatal memories. Late-stage
fetuses have often been observed actively feeling their body and the
organs and tissues in the womb's darkened environment. That they
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must develop very early a tactile sense of the shape and nature of their
own body is clear from a photograph of an hours-old neonate, face-to
face with its obstetrician and imitating the doctor by sticking out its
tongue. If DeMause is right in concluding that prenatal experiences
are prototypes for adult emotional relationships, it is no mystery that
they can be recalled or revivified in later life, spontaneously or with
the aid of hypnosis or drugs.

Final Thoughts
One measure of a new theory's value is how much it can explain that
previously seemed ambiguous or inexplicable. The fact that the perina
tal approach of the birth memories hypothesis offers reasonable expla
nations for many previously enigmatic questions about UFO abduction
claims constitutes a strong argument for its scientific soundness. Al
though this response has considered only three of the many points in
Twemlow's paper, I believe I have argued successfully that a birth
oriented perspective can also illuminate enigmatic issues involving
NDEs and other analogs.
It seems inevitable to me that near-death researchers will one day
embrace the birth memories hypothesis and its inescapable implica
tion that abductions and their analogs are nonphysical, psychological,
and essentially mundane, though fascinating, events. Unfortunately, I
am still waiting for the first UFO abduction true believer to see the
birth memories hypothesis light. Perhaps Twemlow and his fellow
analog researchers are made of less obdurate clay.
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Commentary on Stuart W. Twemlow's
"Misidentified flying Objects?"
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ABSTRACT: Stuart Twemlow's article has made an important dual contri
bution to our thinking about anomalous experiences: first, in offering a heuris
tic psychodynamic model in terms of which to view them, and second, in
suggesting a definite link between near-death experiences (NDEs) and uniden
tified flying object (UFO) abductions. I consider his argument largely from the
standpoint of my own recent research, which also brings out the similarities
between precisely these same two types of encounters. My empirical findings
support many of Twemlow's observations, but important differences are noted
between his more psychoanalytic perspective and my imaginal one. My com
ments conclude with a strong endorsement of Twemlow's therapeutic stance
toward anomalous experiences.

In his paper, "Misidentified Flying Objects?", Stuart Twemlow has
made a valuable contribution to our understanding of what we still in
deference to the language of scientific diplomacy call "anomalous expe
riences" (I prefer the term "extraordinary encounters"). His contribu
tion is two-fold: first, he offered what he characterized as an "inte
grated psychodynamic perspective" in terms of which to conceptualize
the transactional nature of these experiences; and second, he postu
lated a definite link between two apparently disparate types of extraor
dinary encounter, near-death experiences (NDEs) and unidentified fly
ing object (UFO) abductions (and, by implication, other varieties of
unusual experience, such as out-of-body experiences).
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Since I have recently published a book, The Omega Project (1992),
that explores the empirical basis for exactly the same linkage, this
aspect of Twemlow's paper interested me exceedingly, and I will com
ment on it first from the standpoint of my own research findings. But I
also have some views on his theoretical ideas and his therapeutic
approach to persons who have had NDEs or abduction episodes, and
will consider these matters as well toward the end of my own remarks.
My research for The Omega Project was guided by precisely the same
hunch that underlies Twemlow's paper: namely, despite the surface
differences in the affective tone and content of NDEs and UFO encoun
ters (including, but not limited to, abductions), the persons who report
them are likely to share many similarities with respect to demographic
background, childhood history, and mode of psychological functioning.
And, in fact, this turned out to be the case. Furthermore, the specifics
of my findings coincide, or are at least compatible, with many of the
suppositions Twemlow made in his paper.
For example, my results also suggest that, whereas there were no
distinctive demographic correlates of these encounters or any particu
lar indication that persons claiming them suffer from psychopathologi
cal disorders, there was strong evidence that both NDErs and UFO
experiencers were, as children, more susceptible to alternate realities
and paranormal experiences than were my control group. Though my
extraordinary experiencers did not prove more fantasy-prone than my
controls, they did show elevated dissociative tendencies and were more
likely to state that they had suffered various forms of childhood
trauma, including sexual abuse.
The gist of my findings here points unmistakably to the conclusion
that, as Twemlow appeared to propose, NDErs and UFO experiencers
have a distinctive psychological profile that serves to predispose them,
even as children, to extraordinary encounters. I can also affirm from
my own study another of Twemlow's assertions: namely, that these
experiences are usually highly subjectively "real" to those who un
dergo them, even when they shatter the experiencer's previous on
tological categories.
As a result of the developmental and psychological commonalities I
found between NDErs and UFO experiencers, I argued that we should
adopt the construct of what I called "an encounter-prone personality"
(Ring, 1992), in order to encompass all those persons who have en
hanced susceptibility to extraordinary encounters of many kinds, in
cluding psychic experiences, channeling, out-of-body experiences, lucid
dreams, and shamanic experiences. Again, this train of thought seems
to merge neatly with Twemlow's position, as when he pointed out that
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his own study of out-of-body experiencers showed that they were much
more likely to claim to have sighted UFOs than were normal controls,
a correlation that would be expected from the model I outlined in my
book.
When it comes to the aftereffects of these encounters, Twemlow gave
more attention to the reactions of UFO abductees than NDErs, but
since this was again a focus of The Omega Project, I would like to
comment on his discussion here, too. I have no disagreement with the
various categories of reaction he considered, such as repression and
post-traumatic stress disorder, but my own findings incline me most
decidedly to a more positive valuation of the longterm changes follow
ing UFO encounters, including abductions, than Twemlow's observa
tions would suggest. His view, perhaps not surprisingly since he is a
therapist, led him to focus on the traumatic aspect of these encounters.
Mine, as a researcher who has previously concentrated on the after
effects of NDEs, served as a filter for the transformational shifts that I
have emphasized in my writing on the subject. Both of these perspec
tives, of course, square nicely with that portion of Twemlow's model
concerned with the state of mind of the observer; but that is another
story.

Twemlow was probably also guided not only by his own therapeutic
experience in working with abductees, but by the prevailing tone in
American abduction research today, which is dominated by literalists
such as Budd Hopkins (1981, 1987) and David Jacobs (1992), and which
stresses and certainly helps to reinforce the horrific tone of these
encounters and the sense of victimization and shame that may follow.
There are those features, to be sure, yet what is less well known but is
now beginning to be heard is that there is also an "upside" to these
episodes, inasmuch as the longterm effects may not only be positive,
but often point to profound transformations of a psychophysical and
spiritual nature. In some instances, these changes may reflect the
functional effects of a kind of UFO "Outward Bound" program, apropos
of the famous aphorism, attributed to Friedrich Nietzsche, that that
which doesn't kill us makes us stronger.
But the data from The Omega Project suggest that in many cases
these life shattering experiences open up the psyche to its own inher
ent spiritual treasures, and in turn lead persons who have had them to
act in the world with greater compassion, increased love, and a vastly
heightened ecological sensitivity. These effects are not just obvious
from my own findings, but are now being reported by other investiga
tors as well, including the distinguished Harvard psychiatrist John
Mack (1992a, 1992b). Thus, when it comes to aftereffects, there are
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again surprising commonalities, more than Twemlow's own considera
tion may imply, between UFO experiencers and NDErs.
Turning now to Twemlow's theoretical position on extraordinary
encounters, once more I find that I have considerable sympathy for his
approach-though we have our differences, too, as I will try briefly to
bring out. Like Twemlow, I am very far from being a literalist when it
comes to the mystery of the UFO phenomenon, and I prefer to seek out
solutions to it nearer to home. Twemlow's own personal conclusions

were echoed in the closing words of one of my articles, cited in
Twemlow's paper: "In the end the search for the alien somewhere out
in the galaxy must be abandoned, anyway, for he is not there. You will
find him instead in the multidimensional richness of human experi
ence on this planet" (Ring, 1989, p. 23).
Twemlow's eclectic and inclusive psychodynamic model, with its
nonjudgmental openness to novel experience, its freedom from scien
tific reductionism, and even its touches of Buddhist psychology, make
it an appealing framework within which to conceive and theorize about
extraordinary encounters. Its very use will certainly promote a greater
self-reflectiveness on the part of investigators and therapists, and just
as surely will serve the needs of many clients who come to the latter
hoping to find an informed tolerance for experiences that defy all
conventional understanding and sanctioned diagnostic categories.
All that said, there are still some definite nuances of difference
between Twemlow and me with respect to how to think about these
extraordinary encounters. True to his training and background and to
his psychodynamic model, he is much more disposed that I to psycho
analytic views, and especially to examining extraordinary encounters
from the standpoint of the defenses they represent and the reactions
they stimulate to repair those defenses. Of course, I take no issue with
this approach as such; it's just that it obscures other equally valid
perspectives.
My stance, as Twemlow noted, is oriented toward the "imaginal"
aspect of these encounters, that is, those features that stem from a
domain of transcendental and visionary experiences that confounds
consensual reality and that has its own undeniable "imaginal" reality
that experiencers tend to regard as "more real than this world." I don't
know if it is "really real," but it is so astonishingly real, vivid, and
meaningful to those who venture into these realms, and has effects
that are often so radically transforming on those who return to the
consensual world, that it seems to me that it must be acknowledged as
having a tremendous significance for our understanding of extraordi
nary encounters in the first place.

KENNETH RING

271

There is, unfortunately from my point of view, very definitely some
thing in Twemlow's attitude, as indicated in his concluding comments,
that devalues this approach and seems inconsistent with the open
minded spirit of the model he offered. There are many others besides
myself, such as Dennis Stillings (1989), Michael Talbot (1991), Fred
Alan Wolf (1991, 1992), Michael Grosso (1992), and Paul Devereux
(1992), who have been drawn to this imaginal perspective on extraordi
nary encounters and who are beginning to develop a more rigorous
framework for its use. Time will tell how useful it will be in illuminat
ing the many mysteries of these experiences, and by then we shall
have a better idea whether Twemlow's parting strictures were well
taken or merely premature.
Regardless of the merits of the foregoing debate, there can be no
doubt about the salutary effect of Twemlow's advice for therapists
dealing with those who are struggling to come to terms with these
experiences of unspeakable strangeness, and are searching, often des
perately, for persons of compassionate and informed understanding
with whom to sort these matters out. Twemlow's sage counsel here
adds another influential voice to a growing chorus within the thera
peutic community that has been urging other therapists to inform
themselves about the varieties of extraordinary experience that their
clients may be concerned with, and to treat such experiences with the
openminded respect and nonjudgmentalism that are still too rare
within the mental health field. To have someone of Stuart Twemlow's
stature explicitly join the ranks of progressive therapists such as Rima
Laibow (1989), Robert Sollod (1992), David Lukoff, Francis Lu, and
Robert Turner (1992), John Mack (1992b), and David Gotlib (in press)
will serve the interests of everyone who values an enlightened ap
proach to a realm of experience still too much encumbered with preju
dice, both ancient and modern.
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ABSTRACT: In this response to the commentaries on my paper, "Misiden
tified Flying Objects?", I elaborate a middle ground position regarding the
question of what is "really real." Using reports of near-death and UFO abduc
tion experiences, I explicate further an integrated psychodynamic view of
reality. This position proposes that at heart, reality is a dialectic between
physicalness and nonphysicalness and that any attempt to "resolve" that
dialectic is not only logically in error, but also pragmatically valueless.

I am very pleased and honored to have so much agreement with my
ideas from as scholarly and erudite a group as those who responded to
my paper, "Misidentified Flying Objects?" I certainly hope that these
discussions lead not only to future research that furthers our knowl
edge of these interesting phenomena, but also to practical findings to
assist individuals in their psychological adjustment to these experi
ences. For the sake of brevity, I will address here only the points of
disagreement.

Response to Keith Basterfield
Keith Basterfield argued for another position in which the phenom
ena "might exist in an in-between state; they might become more
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physical and other times more subjective" after the suggestion of the
paranormal researcher Jenny Randles. In fact I think Basterfield has
captured in this suggestion what the integrated psychodynamic per
spective is at heart. Actually my paper was really about what is
reasonable evidence for a middle-ground view of reality.
It might be useful to summarize an additional perspective from
cognitive/perceptual psychology and from other psychoanalytic
workers that allows us to see how an integrated psychodynamic per
spective integrates a purely physical and purely psychological posi
tion. The hypothesis is that physicalness and nonphysicalness result
from the way in which data are perceived by the human brain. My
paper glossed over, perhaps too quickly, the seminal work of Michael
Polanyi (1959) on his idea of the tacit dimension. Let me summarize
another way of seeing how this view, the integrated psychodynamic
perspective, is not reductionistic nor for that matter a way of avoiding
the point, but is actually the only position that we can currently take
with regard to establishing what is "really real," whether that applies
to near-death experiences (NDEs) or unidentified flying object (UFO)
abduction phenomena, or, for that matter, establishment of the very
fact that the Journal of Near-Death Studies you are now reading is
indeed real.
Roger Shepard, famous for his extraordinary pen drawings that are
perceptual illusions, made a comment germane to this point:
Our perceptual experience of a stable, continuous, and enduring
three-dimensional surrounding retains no trace of the prodigiously
complex neuronal machinery that so swiftly constructs that experi
ence. Nor are we aware of the shifting intermittent pointillistic,
upside-down, curved, two-dimensional patterns of retinal excitation
from which the machinery of the brain constructs our visual world.
(1990, p. 4)

What has to happen then is that, first, the brain has to construct a
multi-dimensional world from a two-dimensional retinal image-no
mean task; and a task, of course, that involves references to prior
knowledge from memory banks and to approximations and perceptual
tricks to give a whole that is understandable to the mind. Shepard and
others who work with perceptual illusion have clearly shown that the
mind, in its various manipulations of perceptual and sensory data,
frequently tends to fill in missing pieces from knowledge of prior
experience and/or from inferences made from logical laws.
Second, the mind will tend to perceive the sensation mistakenly.
Third, it may create artificial connections where none are present. And
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fourth, it may create specious stability in an image or phenomenon
that is not there, so as to enable us to think in a stable, integrated way.
For example, the way the brain filters much of reality, such as the spin
of the earth, to permit stable images, is not, of course, perceived. If it
was, it would create chaos in our lives.
Charles Tart (1992) stated that we live in a "neurologically based
world simulator." That is, we do not directly experience the world
outside our own heads. What we experience is an electrochemical
pattern within our brain that is only a partially accurate simulation of
the outside world. "And that simulation," he went on to say (p. 92), "is
also based on on-going input, our cultural/personal biases, predisposi
tions, and psychopathology, and our state of consciousness." Thus we
live in a virtual reality.
F. Scott Fitzgerald (1956) once wrote: "The test of a first-rate intel
ligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same
time, and still retain the ability to function." It is very difficult for
Westerners to do this, since we are always trying to resolve paradoxes,
perhaps a response to Cartesianism and to our assumption that knowl
edge will solve problems. The Orientals are much more comfortable
with paradox, as is imbedded in their philosophy. I believe, however,
that there is a Western philosophical structure that allows us to deal
more creatively with the constant paradox of the subject/object dichot
omy. Modern quantum mechanics allows us to demonstrate that a
multiple set of realities is a possible adequate solution that does not
require any either/or decision nor a single solution.
The Western concept of dialectic created by Georg Hegel is a process
in which two opposing concepts create, inform, and preserve each
other, while standing in a dynamic, everchanging relationship with
each other. The dialectic process moves toward integration, but inte
gration is never complete. Each attempt at integration creates "a new
dialectical opposition and a new dynamic tension; of course in psychol
ogy the conscious/unconscious mind are two such dialectics. They are
in mathematical terms empty sets being only full in relation to one
another" (Ogden, 1986, p. 208). A subjective state is only relevant if an
objective state exists, and vice versa; it is the dialectic that is real, not the

individual components of it. Perhaps this idea can help explicate, in
more Western language, this complex philosophical concept, and at the
same time answer Basterfield's questions about whether or not this
model truly spans the varying states of reality that seem to be possible.
Another point that Basterfield made, along with David Gotlib, is his
comment on how this perspective explains the presence of physical
phenomena accompanying the UFO abduction experience, including
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scars, damage to the environment, and possibly even brain implants.
Since this question implies an "objective world" out there, I believe it
will always remain unanswered: as Andre Gide wrote, the answer is
the disease of the question.
Some phenomenologists talk about phenomenological reduction, that
is, the bracketing off from the world of all projections and interpreta
tions, implying that a substance will remain akin to noumena in the
Kantian sense. This view implies that there is a "thing as it is," a
reality so to speak, shorn of symbolic and imaginary projections. The
integrated psychodynamic perspective does not deny the possibility of
a physical world, but merely points out the co-equal importance of the
subjective world. In other words, physical phenomena are meaningless
in and of themselves, and are not to be taken as mere facts but to be
interpreted as psychologically constructed variable consensual myths.
The extraordinary influence of the mind on the inanimate world is
well documented in psychokinesis, the evidence for which is by no
means minimal. In addition, it has been known for a long time that
hypnotic suggestion can cause a variety of physical phenomena and
sensations, including such extraordinary phenomena as the production
of blisters on suggestion of the application of a hot stimulus to the skin.
I quote these examples merely to illustrate the pervasiveness of mind,
or alternatively that mind and matter are not practically or, for that
matter, philosophically, separate.
Operating as a dialectic, physical phenomena such as UFO abduction
experiences are no different, in my opinion, from what we call subjec
tive or psychological phenomena. I very much appreciate the erudite
questions Basterfield raised in his commentary. In part they have
helped me ask the question of what the purpose of these varying
perspectives is. I hope that a new scientific paradigm will emerge from
these researches that will enable the complexities created by the sub
jectification of the objective, such as in the integrated psychodynamic
perspective, to be explored more creatively.

Response to David Gotlib
Besides Gotlib's questions about the physical effects seen during
UFO abduction phenomena, which I have already addressed, I would
like to thank him for his useful comments on the difficulty of under
standing psychodynamic constructs. I share his admiration for Ken
neth Ring's imaginal realm writings. I believe there are many sim-
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ilarities between Ring's imaginal and my psychodynamic realms, as I
will address in my comments on Ring's remarks below.
Gotlib was correct in stating that clinically the psychodynamic ap
proach is sometimes pathologizing and can be misunderstood as dis
missing phenomena not only as primarily mental, but as deceptive lies
and hysterical constructions. This is unfortunate but understandable
in light of the fact that the psychodynamic position is derived from the
study of the workings of the disturbed mind. To that extent it has a
more biased historical context than Ring's imaginal realm.
Gotlib correctly pointed out that the experience of otherness appears
to be necessary for many of us, especially in the Western world. In my
own studies of Zen and the martial arts, I have been impressed that
there is still a big percentage of the world's population who do not
necessarily need a Cartesian dualism to survive. In fact, all of the
teachings of Zen do not deny the existence of duality but point out that
the fundamental state of the universe is one of unity, and that failure
to perceive this means that the individual lives his or her life with only
half of the available information. I believe, as Gotlib implied, that
recognition of the awesomeness of the human psyche as the constructor
of the universe would be very much enhanced if individuals were able
to see the fundamental nondualistic nature of their universe. But this
is a whole other issue.
I have taken up Gotlib's challenge to apply these ideas to the process
of therapy itself. I have elsewhere (1993) tried to explicate a hypothesis
that I will outline here to promote further discussion, and that ad
dresses Gotlib's criticism. In several decades of experience as a psycho
analyst and psychotherapist, and particularly in my teaching and
supervision of therapists, I have been impressed with how the thera
pist's mind often operates very naively when considered from a
perceptual/cognitive point of view.
When we talk about training therapists, we speak primarily of spe
cific technique. Psychoanalysis added the dimension that the therapist
needs to deal with his or her own neurosis, by recommending analysis
or psychotherapy for therapists. Both efforts, the training in technique
and the freeing of the therapist from distorting mental illness, are
laudable ideas, but do not go far enough. Some of the ideas inherent in
my model and in Ring's model should also be part of the preparation of
the therapist.
I have taken some of the fundamental precepts of Zen and counter
pointed them with a form of cognitive/perceptual training that allows
the therapist to deploy attention in a way so that varying states of
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consciousness can be created, enabling a more accurate
of how state-dependent knowledge is (Twemlow, 1993).
also described a therapeutically useful series of basic
positions that we make about the world, such as the
emptiness of phenomena.

understanding
In that paper I
innate presup
transience and

Response to Fowler Jones
Fowler Jones raised some most interesting questions about the psy
chological scales used to assess the mental health or perceptual cogni
tive characteristics of NDErs and UFO abductees. Fantasy-proneness
is an interesting psychological construct derived from studies of hyp
nosis, creativity, and the mechanisms of concentration. There are a
variety of scales available for measuring constructs such as this. I
agree with Jones when he decried correlating high fantasy-proneness
with either lying, malingering, or mental illness. It did not surprise
me, nor did I think of it in a pejorative way, that UFO abductees may
be high on measures of fantasy-proneness, because phenomena such as

UFO abductions require a capacity to shift states of consciousness and
demonstrate a high degree of flexibility of cognitive and perceptual
mechanisms. Fantasy-proneness implies an openness to imagining in
Ring's sense.
Steven Lynn and Judith Rhue (1986) showed a high correlation
between fantasy proneness and Auke Tellegan's Absorption Scale
(Tellegan and Atkinson, 1974). Jones and I used Tellegan's Absorption
Scale in a study we conducted with Glen Gabbard of out-of-body experi
encers (Twemlow, Gabbard, and Jones, 1982); NDErs tended to have
significantly higher absorption scores compared to out-of-body experi
encers (Gabbard and Twemlow, 1984). Tellegan's Absorption Scale
does contain references to childhood fantasy (e.g., "Sometimes I feel
and experience things as I did when I was a child"), but it focuses more
particularly on a concept that in Oriental philosophy is called mushin,
the capacity for deep levels of concentration without awareness of one's
self as an entity separate from the experience. Thus the Absorption
Scale also contains a great number of questions such as "I can be
greatly moved by eloquent or poetic language," and "Different colors
have distinctive and special meanings for me."
Jones went on to make an interesting observation about how one
collects evidence that supports consensuality. He disagreed with my
criticism of David Jacobs' idea that similarity of reports implies valida
tion. Jones wrote that "the warp and woof of the abduction reports are
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not the total product of the defense systems"; but he would have to
agree that all such reports are the product of the human brain. My
point here is that there is no evidence to suppose that human minds
work fundamentally differently in different cultures, even though they
may have different contents. The neurotransmitters, the neuronal
structure, and the functional mechanisms of the brain of an Eskimo
and that of a highly sophisticated research scientist are not fundamen
tally different.
It does not surprise me that data of a shocking nature like UFO
abduction experiences are interpreted similarly across subjects and
even across cultures. Whatever the agreement or disagreement about
the veridicality of the reports, it is agreed that the vast majority are
shocking and thus a UFO abduction is a highly stressful experience.
Jones correctly pointed out that UFO sightings have been reported
throughout human history, but I am not sure that UFO abductions
have been. Abductions certainly do not seem to have been reported as
frequently in the past as they have been recently, although of course
we can never really know about prevalence and incidence from the
study of historical literature. This will have to be a prospective study
for future generations of workers.
With regard to Jones's question about the most therapeutic attitude
for the therapist when dealing with an abductee, my experience has
been that while therapists may be able to maintain a neutral position
with regard to such experiences for a while, patients will usually insist
on some sort of position statement. I have found it helpful to say
something like the following:
I believe that you have had an experience as you describe it, and I do
not believe that you are lying or malingering. I consider it to be
wholeheartedly true that such an experience has occurred to you. My
specific personal beliefs do not seem particularly important, although
I am completely open-minded on this topic.

Later Jones returned to the matter of Michael Sabom's research on
NDErs who observed idiosyncratic aspects of their experiences that
would be hard to explain unless they had somehow been observing
their open-heart surgery. Part of the problem with such forms of
argument is that whether something is in or out of the brain is usually
the central feature. I believe that this may be a specious argument, a
disease of the question.
I already recognized the evidence for the presence of certain paranor
mal phenomena. A widened view of human psychology might include
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the fairly well established possibility of telepathic, clairvoyant, and
psychokinetic functioning of the human psyche. It is not at all improb
able that observations that seem to be "out of the body" are simply
paranormal forms of functioning of the human mind. Contrary to
Jones's objection, it seems quite possible that normal defenses, which
are not to be confused with psychopathology, could enable the individ
ual to perceive or create such realities as part of the overall mechanism
of psychic adaptation.

Response to Alvin Lawson
Alvin Lawson's vigorously argued proposition that NDEs and UFO
abductions are recreations of birth trauma memories is an intriguing
one. Historically such hypotheses date from the work of Otto Rank
(1929), one of Sigmund Freud's early students, who was also an expert
on mythology and anthropology. Freud briefly embraced and incorpo
rated some of Rank's ideas on recalled birth trauma into his own
theories, but later became disillusioned with them, reasoning that a
baby with no verbal skills or capacity to structure the world of every
day reality could not possibly process the highly structured memories
often connected with birth trauma recall.
A sophisticated reworking of these ideas by another psychoanalyst,
Stanislav Grof (1975), and a subsequent elaborate psychology derived
from these ideas led to a repopularization and a reprinting of Rank's
classic work, The Trauma of Birth (1929). Grof convincingly divided
the birth process into a series of stages involving reactions to compres
sion of the fetal head and resultant anoxia. In work initially using
lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD) and other psychedelic substances,
and later a "holotropic breathing technique," Grof collected an im
mense amount of data across subjects that seemed to provide a phe
nomenological typology consistent with his hypothesis.
I worked with and was a student of Grof in the early days and
participated with him in using LSD to treat various forms of psycho
pathology. I was quite impressed with the data being produced, espe
cially its intense and dramatic qualities and the interesting connection
not only with birth trauma but with the mythology and folktales of
many cultures. Unlike a number of individuals, I do not have difficulty
with whether or not the infant is sufficiently organized to remember
such complex experiences.
I do not, of course, expect to find verbally structured memories using
a consistent frame of reference and clearly connected with knowledge
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that could only have been learned after symbolization and verbal
grasp had occurred. There is no reason, however, to suppose that the
mind of a child remains a tabula rasa. It likely does remember some
kinds of things, especially physiological experiences; and subse
quently various associative images could well be connected in an
attempt to provide a thinkable structure for these complex early
physiological "memories."
The first application of such ideas to near-death experiences was by
Carl Sagan (1979): borrowing from Grof's work he made a direct
analogy between NDEs and birth trauma. Later his work was ele
gantly refuted by Carl Becker (1982). Although Becker may have
adopted an extreme position, he did point to some issues that seem
valid to me. For example, in a near-death experience, passage through
the vaginal canal would hardly be tunnel-like from the newborn's
point of view, the heroic figure of light is unlikely to be a loving God
like figure, nor can panoramic memories be explained by such analo
gies. Birth trauma is largely unpleasant and NDEs are largely
pleasant, although UFO abductions are not.
A middle ground certainly seems possible. The criticism of oversim
plification could be applied to neurophysiological models such as those
of Ronald Siegel (1980), which draw an analogy between aspects of the
NDE and a variety of neurophysiological events. As Gabbard and I
commented in our analysis of such models:
One would be hard pressed to question that the perception of the NDE
imagery must be mediated through central nervous system structures
and neurophysiological processes. All mental function is. As explana
tory models designed to understand a causation of the NDE, however,
these hypotheses are sorely reductionistic. First of all, Siegel makes a
fundamental error in assuming that because certain perceived phe
nomena are similar, they can be presumed to have the same underly
ing cause. Phenomenological similarities abound in nature, without
adherence to unicausality. (Gabbard and Twemlow, 1984, p. 131)

This fundamental error of logic in Siegel's model is common as well
in the UFO abduction field, such as in the theories of Jacobs and
possibly even Lawson, in his rather dogmatic, reductionistic assertion
of a birth trauma hypothesis. Although I am by no means unsympathe
tic to Lawson's ideas, they need to be tested in a prospective study
involving an attempted correlation between varieties of NDEs and
UFO abductions on the one hand and type of birth on the other. For
example, events such as a Caesarian section or forms of obstructed
labor may have correlations within the imagery itself.
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Turning now to Lawson's discussion of fantasy-proneness and UFO
abductees, as I have already discussed, I do not believe the capacity for
absorption, fantasy, or image production is necessarily connected with
fabrication, deception, or a tendency for naive "acceptance." In my
experience in working with patients, highly hypnotizable individuals
who are fantasy-prone and high on absorption are not necessarily
naive and gullible and are quite capable of distinguishing trance from
nontrance states.

The intriguing argument that unimaginative abductees utilize these
experiences to revitalize their lives is original if not eccentric, and
again needs empirical testing. Psychopathology among NDErs and
UFO abductees needs to be explored. In my own studies of NDErs and
out-of-body experiencers, I found no preponderance of abnormal psy
chopathology (Gabbard and Twemlow, 1984; Twemlow, Gabbard, and
Jones, 1982). On the other hand, it certainly is very likely that psycho
pathological individuals have such experiences. Individuals with se
vere psychopathology often fantasize very little, contrary to the widely
accepted myth. Those with severe borderline and psychotic pathology
are often frightened of fantasizing, overwhelmed by their own hallu
cinations, and their capacity for imagination is very severely restricted
by virtue of the terrifying pathology. Is it possible then that these
unimaginative abductees have severe psychopathology?
With regard to whether or not such experiences are positive or
negative, Lawson made a good point. In my own studies, both out-of
body and near-death experiences were described by subjects as predom
inantly positive, although about 5 percent considered them predomi
nantly negative. I believe in fact that even experiences full of love and
light, such as some of the classical near-death accounts, are unlikely to
be experienced without a tinge of fear. Even the numinous has an awe
inspiring, rather frightening aspect, although it could be described as
largely positive.

Response to Kenneth Ring
I thoroughly appreciate Kenneth Ring's elegant pleas for an imagi
nal approach to these interesting phenomena. In fact I believe that, as
I understand his approach, there are no fundamental differences with

my propositions except that, as he pointed out, the psychodynamic
approach is derived from the understanding of pathological mental
states, and the imaginal is not. Although there is a problem with the
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language of ego psychology, including terms such as "defense" and
"resistance," I believe there are far less pathologizing, more modern

relational paradigms, such as object relations theories, that emphasize
the incorporation and identification of images of relationships and the
essential object-seeking nature of human behavior. I use the term
psychodynamic in this more modern sense. Much of the modern under
standing of psychodynamics evolved from developmental studies of
normal and pathological infants.
With these general comments in mind, I would like to respond to
some more specific issues Ring raised. I believe that the possibility of a
distinctive encounter-prone psychological profile for experiencers is an
intriguing idea. As I noted above, although my studies have shown no
evident psychopathology, I did find NDErs to have higher scores on
Tellegan's Absorption Scale and out-of-body experiencers to have more
UFO sightings than a control group.
I might speculate that the so-called encounter-prone personality may
be one aspect of a much broader mental set capable of a variety of
forms of cognition and perception categorized as paranormal. In a
previous work (Twemlow, Hendren, Gabbard, Jones, and Norris, 1982),
I hypothesized that such individuals call upon psychic forms of ego
functioning when struggling to survive. This very dangerous century
and our uncertain future might well call for the emergence of a more
encounter-prone personality. I would prefer a less specific phrase, like
the psychedelic (expanded mind) personality.

Ring correctly chided me for emphasizing negative outcomes of UFO
abduction experiences. Of course, people that I see clinically have had
negative outcomes; that's why they visit a therapist. I am certainly
open to the idea that both NDEs and UFO abduction experiences have
a personal transforming effect. As a matter of fact, I have noticed that
with adequate psychotherapy, major losses, even psychotic illness, and
especially major trauma, including serious illnesses like cancer, can

have a life-transforming effect. As Ring pointed out, such experiences
open up possibilities. I found this with my out-of-body subjects: even
though the out-of-body experience in most of these subjects was quite
mundane phenomenologically, its impact on the individual was to open
up a broader horizon of possibilities. Major trauma of any sort often
jolts the individual into an increased awareness of the world and of the
present moment. I agree with Ring that modern abduction research
has an unfortunate paranoid tone to it. Further research, like Ring's
excellent explorations, does help remedy this unbalanced state of
affairs.
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