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This essay will critically review Jung’s Flying Saucers: A Modern Myth of Things Seen in the Skies. The book was first published as Ein moderner Mythus: Von Dingen, die am Himmel gesehen warden in 1958. This review will use the English translation from Roderick Main’s text Jung on Synchronicity and the Paranormal.[footnoteRef:1] Jung wrote his essay as a means to clarify his stance on the nature of UFOs in their psychic nature only because ‘as a psychologist’ he was ‘not qualified to contribute to… the question of the physical reality of UFOs.’[footnoteRef:2] Therefore, Jung’s intent in the text is clear: to explore the different psychological meanings surrounding UFOs and nothing more. Jung explores UFO’s in relation to multiple aspects of human psyche including religious beliefs, archetypes, collective consciousness and synchronicity. An overview of Jung’s essay on Flying Saucers will first be provided here. Consideration for its place within the wider context of his writing as well as the period in which he was writing will follow. An analysis will next be made of what his essay reveals about his attitude towards modern mythology, showing Jung’s attitude towards this field with particular regards to three distinct points. The first of these considers Jung’s belief that there was a decline in religious beliefs at the time of writing and thus an increase in modern mythology like flying saucers. The next point observes Jung’s demonstration to the reader that the creations of modern mythology directly teach us about human psyche, which he labels archetypes. The final point notes that Jung uses modern mythology to begin a discussion on collective consciousness and synchronicity and that modern mythology is directly correlated with the increase in the collective consciousness.  Overall, this essay will show that Jung has an attitude of curiosity and academic interest towards modern mythology. [1:  Carl Gustav Jung, “Flying Saucers: A Modern Myth of Things Seen in the Skies,” in Jung n Synchronicity and the Paranormal, ed. By Roderick Main (London: Routledge, 1997), pp.152-158.]  [2:  Carl Jung, (1997), p 154] 


Reflecting on the general impression of Jung and his essay on Flying Saucers, it is apparent that Jung’s paper is dealing with his view on UFOs and that this was directly in response to the notable rise in UFO sightings across the world. He recognised that the topic was hugely controversial and was thus fully aware of the huge personal ‘risk’[footnoteRef:3] he was taking, especially as he wanted to remain established as a respected scientist. The text was and is, arguably, targeted at anyone who may so wish to read it. Jung did not use overtly academic language, nor did he use complicated theories. In fact, it could be contended, Jung simplified his ideas to make them accessible to everyone. For example, he offers an ‘i.e.’[footnoteRef:4] after using the word ‘synchronistic’ in order to explain the word. Anyone familiar with Jung’s academic work would have been likely to have previous knowledge about synchronicity and its definition, therefore, it seems as though Jung intended for this work to be read widely. Jung’s making the text accessible to all may be due to a desire to reduce some of the mass hysteria surrounding UFOs, or it may have been an effort to help people understand their own internal psyche. Nevertheless, Jung was very aware of his reputation and knew that his name alone would also incite those prominent in scientific study to also read his work. Possibly for this reason he wrote with due caution, reiterating ‘something is seen, but one doesn’t know what.’[footnoteRef:5] Jung did not attempt to discuss the specific nature or purpose of UFOs. This text was written towards the end of Jung’s life so the reader can be sure they are getting a relatively accurate understanding of Jung’s stance on the topic of flying saucers as this was unlikely to have changed in the three years before he died. His general overview is that what a UFO actually is, is irrelevant, but that what they represent about human psyche was  fascinating to Jung, and this provides the general tone of the paper. What UFOs and human psyche show about Jung’s attitude to modern mythology follows in further detail.  [3:  Carl Jung, (1997), p 152]  [4:  Carl Jung, (1997), p 153]  [5:  Carl Jung, (1997), p 153] 

	
Jung found flying saucers particularly interesting because they are an aspect of modern mythology that contribute to knowledge and understanding of the human psyche. Jung suggested that the sightings were directly connected to a decline in religion. He first attributed the decline of religion to a decline in the belief of a god or the mediator, nothing that it was then ‘on the point of evaporating.’[footnoteRef:6] He asserted that ‘millions of so-called Christians’[footnoteRef:7] had lost their belief. Jung was referring to Jesus Christ as the mediator, in the eyes of Christianity. Jung noted, however, that despite the lost belief, Christians still knew how vitally important this belief was and consequentially, such a powerful psychic idea like the belief in the mediator would not disappear and the need for a savour would remain. This psychic need for saviour is then projected onto something, anything that will carry it. These somethings are UFOs, according to Jung.[footnoteRef:8]This passage in Jung’s essay about declining religion and the want for a mediator shows that Jung thought that the need for modern myth is part of the psychic make up of man and therefore, phenomena like flying saucers occur. People are looking up into the sky for a scientific, or mythological, explanation for the loss of religion.  [6:  Carl Jung, (1997), p 155]  [7:  Carl Jung, (1997), p 155]  [8:  Carl Jung, (1997), pp. 155-156] 


Running parallel to the decline of religion at the time was a turbulent political sphere, which Jung proposed as another reason behind the increased UFO sightings. For example, Jung mentioned that ‘events of fateful consequence were brewing for Europe’[footnoteRef:9], here he is referring to the Second World War. Therefore, due to ‘an emotional tension having its cause in a situation of collective distress or danger, or in a vital psychic need’ people were claiming sightings of UFOs. The heightened fear of war in addition to images of the planes being observed in the sky throughout the war made people believe they had seen UFOs. Carl Lindahl drew a derived conclusion from whereby individuals who had been so used to seeing the skies filled with aircrafts during World War II were then experiencing ‘mass hallucinations’ and that this, coupled with modern society’s ‘reliance on the divine’ has resulted in the emergence of a new ‘faith in technology’.[footnoteRef:10] The sky had become filled with the Gods, as a symbol of protection from fears of the war. Lindahl therefore effectively synthesised Jung’s comments on religion and politics and explained how flying saucers could become perceived as saviours due to the collective anxiety of war. [9:  Carl Jung, (1997), p 152]  [10:  Carl Lindahl, Psychic ambiguity at the legend core, Journal of Folklore Research (1986), 6] 


It is interesting to note that Jung’s theories on both the political sphere and on religion do not make science independent of myth as did many of his contemporaries at the time.[footnoteRef:11] It is often assumed that when science rises, myth disappears because science can replace myth, as in the aforementioned way it has replaced god. However, Jung’s work demonstrates that mythology is not removed because of science. He stated that he had research to support both the idea that ‘a primary perception was followed by a phantom’ and also that ‘a primary fantasy originating in the unconscious invaded the conscious mind with illusions and visions.’[footnoteRef:12]This statement is from a psychological and thus scientific, standpoint whereas the concept of fantasy and visions are myth. Jung saw the physical and psychological as two separate distinctions even though they are intertwined. In Jung’s other work he cited Goethe’s Mephistopheles work who stated that the world is the mind.[footnoteRef:13] This indicates that Jung recognised a difference between the inner and the outer. The outer world is now seen as more natural by mankind so the psychology or inner is projected onto the outer, according to Segal.[footnoteRef:14] UFOs could be thought of in this sense; that the explanation of their existence is science related and therefore outer, rather than being projections of the inner or mystical. Conversely, Jung is attempting to show in his essay on flying saucers that they are both outer and inner. Modern mythology can be coupled with the scientific because the outer is now the same as the internal psyche. Jung stated that ‘the psychic situation of mankind and the UFO phenomenon as a physical reality bare no… relationship.. but they seem to coincide.’[footnoteRef:15] This is Jung’s theory of synchronicity. Jung calls UFOs ‘synchronistic phenomena’ or ‘meaningful coincidences.’[footnoteRef:16] Jung’s own theory of synchronicity was his way to explain the psychic world as Einstein had done with the physical; Jung’s idea was that there was a correlation between events on earth and those in heaven,[footnoteRef:17] ergo that there is a connecting relationship between the physical and the psychic. [11:  Robert A. Segal, Jung’s very twentieth-century view of myth, Journal of Analytical Psychology (2003)]  [12:  Carl Jung, (1997), p 153]  [13:  Robert A. Segal (2003), 594]  [14:  Robert A. Segal (2003), 596]  [15:  Carl Jung, (1997), p 158]  [16:  Carl Jung, (1997), p 158]  [17:  Nicholas Campion, The Twentieth Century: Psychology and the Popular Press in A History of Western Astrology Volume 2 (London: Bloomsbury, 2009), pp. 255-256] 


Furthermore, the decline in the religion added to the effects of a turbulent political sphere and the threat of war strongly suggests that the UFO sightings were not created by chance. To accentuate this, Jung specified that this modern mythology directly relates to his theory on archetypes. When a fantasy becomes a vision in man’s eyes that this corresponding vision is created by archetypes.[footnoteRef:18] Jung defined archetypes in his other work, stating that ‘Archetypes are, by definition, factors and motifs that arrange the psychic elements into certain images, characterised as archetypal, but in such a way that they can be recognised only by the effects they produce… As a priori conditioning factors they represent a special, psychological instance of the biological “pattern of behaviour,” which gives all living organisms their specific qualities.’[footnoteRef:19] Viewed in relation to UFOs, this explanation of archetypes means that people were all reacting in a similar way to the external pressures of war because of internal archetypal pressures that are powerfully able to control human psyche. Archetypes are part of our biology so as a defense to losing religion, which many see as the universal savior of man, and in response to global anxiety of war, these archetypal pressures rise to the surface. They are the true nature of an individual, thus people look up to try and discover what the archetypes innately tell us we desire and consequentially, mankind began to see flying saucers. Archetypes are the true meaning of inward reflection but are expressed outwardly in a way man can understand. In the text it is clear Jung believes religion is archetypal because he says it is profoundly a psychic desire of man.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  Carl Jung, (1997), p 153]  [19:  Carl Jung, “A Psychological Approach to the Dogma of Trinity”, (1942) CW 11, Para 222, note 2. ]  [20:  Carl Jung, (1997), p 155] 


Archetypes link to the notion of collective consciousness because internal instincts and archetypes together form the collective consciousness of mankind. Jung mentioned how several people visualised the same UFO phenomenon at the same time. This shows that the psychic aspects of UFOs may not just be a completely internal process but may actually be physically perceived outwardly. Jung did not directly state the term collective consciousness but he mentioned ‘simultaneous visual and radar sightings’[footnoteRef:21] which insinuates the concept, because it implies multiple people having the same psychic experience. This would mean that the archetype has become compound because collective thought is creating physical radar patterning. It is unfortunate that Jung did not develop this much further in the text because collective consciousness expressing itself as things visible would have facilitated a more nuanced discussion on the meaning of modern mythological symbols. [21:  Carl Jung, (1997), p 156] 


To conclude, this essay has shown that Jung’s attitude towards modern mythology is one of academic and scientific interest, although he does not disregard myth as primitive or irrelevant. Jung used modern mythology as a tool to better understand and explain the human psyche to the masses in this short but informative segment of text. Jung used an array of theories including psychology, archetypes, collective consciousness and synchronicity. He considered the wider picture surrounding modern mythology and entered discussions on the political climate at the time in addition to the effects of the decline in religion to offer context to his theories. Overall, Jung’s essay on Flying Saucers: A Modern Myth of Things Seen in the Skies is a prominent body of work, which conveys with clarity his attitude towards modern mythology from a psychologist’s stance.   










Bibliography

Campion, Nicholas, The Twentieth Century: Psychology and the Popular Press in A History of Western Astrology Volume 2 (London: Bloomsbury, 2009)
Jung, Carl, “A Psychological Approach to the Dogma of Trinity”, (1942) 
Jung, Carl, “Flying Saucers: A Modern Myth of Things Seen in the Skies,” in Jung n Synchronicity and the Paranormal, ed. By Roderick Main (London: Routledge, 1997)
Lindahl, Carl, Psychic ambiguity at the legend core, Journal of Folklore Research (1986)
Segal, Robert, Jung’s very twentieth-century view of myth, Journal of Analytical Psychology (2003)


image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRY ——————
Y Drindod Dewi Sant
UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





