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Conspiracy theories and flying saucers --
the two seem inextricably bound together. From
the very first sightings in the late 1940s, UFOs
have been linked to secrets and cover-ups. Today,
UFOlogy takes it as an absolute that Government
-- particularly the United States government --
knows far more than it is telling. A contemporary
term which has been applied to this is Cosmic Wa-
tergate, not in the sense of extra-terrestrial bur-
glary, but as a set of secrets centered on the Oval
Office. Indeed, several Presidents are said to have
met aliens, and a whole carapace of covert admini-
stration is claimed to exist, all controlled by a se-
cret committee known as “Majestic 12.” A Secret
History is said to have dominated the latter part of
the 20th century, with its founding event the crash
of a flying saucer in July, 1947, outside Roswell,
New Mexico, and the recovery of the wrecked (or
intact) craft and its dead (or alive) occupants by the
U.S. military.

What the various fringe UFO groups think
is important in itself, but it is unlikely to lead to
actual political consequences -- no one is likely to
bomb the White House because of these fantasies.
Equally, it is difficult to imagine that populist
demagogues can exploit these beliefs. Neverthe-
less, the extent to which an acceptance of the pos-
sibility of a UFO cover-up conspiracy has become
widespread in our culture, far outside the ranks of
the true believers, is clear. Opinion polls vary,
with different surveys claiming that anywhere be-
tween 40 percent and 80 percent of the public think
that the government is hiding evidence of extra-
terrestrial contact. Whatever the numbers, it is
clear that a general free-floating belief in a cover-
up is out there. Contemporary culture is saturated
with images combining contact with the secret and
the alien, and in the 1990s dozens of popular mov-
ies and television series were premised on this,
with only the most famous being "The X-Files."
The general notion uniting them all was that extra-
terrestrial contact was not something that was

about to take place, but something that had already
taken place and been suppressed. So, as one short-
lived television show, "Dark Skies," put it:
"History is an illusion."

It was the secret messages from UFOs re-
ceived in 1952 by one Orfeo Angelucci that fasci-
nated Carl Jung and led him in 1958 to publish
Flying Saucers: A Modern Myth of Things Seen in
the Sky. In it, Jung argued that the phenomenon
represented archetypes taken from a collective un-
conscious which expressed contemporary concerns
about the atomic bomb, the Cold War, and McCar-
thyism. This formulation, he wrote, “leaves the
question of seeing open.” This question of seeing
(and believing) remains central to the UFO phe-
nomenon.

Why, almost 50 years later, should such a
paranoid possibility have assumed this general
place of possibility? One often cited reason is the
often alleged “dumbing down” of America. The
late Carl Sagan wrote an entire book, The Demon
Haunted World (1997), decrying the decline of sci-
ence and rationality in the contemporary United
States, citing belief in UFOs as one of the prime
indices of the malaise. Journals such as The Skep-
tic (UK.) and The Skeptical Inquirer (U.S.) like-
wise seek to combat the credulity of the public.
But it is necessary to perceive that a double-edged
scepticism is actually at work in contemporary cul-
ture. There is the rationalist scepticism which Sa-
gan eloquently fought for, but there is also a popu-
lar, even populist, scepticism at large, which is
doubtful and mistrusting about government, about
authority, and about official statements on events.
The real point to note about the “Cosmic Water-
gate” is not that many people think it is true, but
that many people suspect that it might be -- it does
not seem impossible.

What is the reason for this, and why should
it have the de-politicized UFO phenomenon as one
of its meaningful centers? First of all, a decline of
the public trust is almost the hallmark of contem-
porary political culture. As Joseph Nye notes, in
1964 three-quarters of the American public said
that they trusted the Federal government; today
three-quarters don 't trust it (Joseph Nye, et al, eds.,
Why People Don't Trust Government, 1997).
Doubt extends beyond government to almost all
authority -- law, business, the media, and science --
all are regarded with scepticism. The source for
this is not difficult to find -- the history of the last
35 years has been dominated by revelations of
wrongdoing: Kennedy’s links to the mafia, the
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Vietnam War, Watergate, Three Mile Island, CIA
dirty tricks, and secret radiation and germ warfare
experiments. But these are all actual conspiracies,
and while they, too, have given rise to paranoid
speculations such as those of the patriot-militias
about the New World Order, they are nevertheless
firmly based in the here and now. Why should
UFOs have taken a key place in the popular doubt?

There are three interesting reasons. One is
that the history of the Cold War gave rise to a na-
tional security culture of secrets, of so-called
“Black Projects.” Hence the speculations about
Roswell, captured alien technology, and secret
bases such as Area 51 in Nevada represent a logi-
cal continuum in a post-Cold War world.

Secondly, there is a particular component
to contemporary UFO imaginings, the so-called
"alien abductions." The scenario that thousands of
Americans are being kidnapped and subjected to
genetic experimentation is frightening enough, but
what is often missed is that the rationale asserted
for this is that our genetic essence is being given
away in trade by our government in return for alien
technology. In a post-Cold War world in which
the defining ideology of the United States has
evaporated with victory, and been replaced by the
entanglements of NAFTA, GATT, and WTO, it is
not surprising that such barter can be fearfully
imagined. This is particularly true of a fear which
simultaneously re-asserts the value of the individ-
ual while reducing him or her to a commodity in
the global economy, one in which clear distinctions
between enemies within and without are lost. It is
a fearful possibility to imagine.

Finally, if we are to think of post-Cold War
doubt, mistrust, secrets, and the frisson of possibil-
ity, then what bigger cover-up might there be, than
of the fact that we are not alone?
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Contemporary “International Jewish Con-
spiracy” theories have their origin in the conspir-
acy theories which sought to explain the French
Revolution. For those devastated by this success-
ful attack on both King and Church, theories about

an obscure Bavarian group, the Illuminati, pro-
vided an explanation for the impossible overthrow
of a divinely-ordained political and social order.
Founded by Adam Weishaupt (1747-1830) and
lasting only a few years before being suppressed in
1784, the Illuminati vainly hoped to end govern-
ment and religious corruption, and to establish a
utopian society through secret activities and con-
trol of Freemasonry. The widespread introduction
of Jews into these conspiracy theories was coinci-
dent with full Jewish emancipation and the move-
ment of Jews from the ghetto into public life.
Theories in which Jews and “Jewish money” were
the “Hidden Hand” controlling the Illuminati, the
Freemasons, and the course of world history could
thus be harnessed to explain the rise of socialism
and the political unrest of the mid-19th century.

By the early 1900s, such theories were
well-developed and relatively sophisticated, but
always rested heavily on “secret” documents that
revealed the alleged Jewish plan for world domina-
tion and the destruction of Christianity. The House
of Rothschild was often featured as the center of
the nefarious scheme, controlling world events
through their powerful banking organization. The
notorious Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion,
forged by the Tsar’s secret police in the late 1890s,
spread rapidly around the globe. The tract purports
to reveal the plan for world domination, and serves
as an effective legitimization for Jewish Conspir-
acy theories. The Protocols has shown remarkable
longevity, despite repeated exposures of the fraud
and despite Henry Ford’s rather flaccid retraction
of his earlier endorsement.

For many Germans at the end of World
War I, the claims of the Protocols were unneces-
sary to convince them of the Hidden Hand. The
Bolshevik revolution, Rosa Luxemburg’s revolu-
tionary Sparticist group in Berlin, and the short-
lived Bolshevik republic in Munich in 1919 were
viewed as evidence that the conspiracy was closing
in, and action was required. It was simple enough
to find Jews, real or imagined, among the Bolshe-
vik leadership, as did Hitler and his associates.
Although most Germans were relatively disinter-
ested in these issues, the core of the SS promoted
the Jewish-Bolshevik conspiracy as the greatest of
all dangers to the Reich. A foundational belief
(that has survived to the present among neo-Nazis)
was that Roosevelt and Churchill started World
War II at the behest of their Jewish masters, while
Hitler wished only a “free hand” to deal with the
Jewish-Bolsheviks to the East and thereby save




