Chris Hallquist

History of Science 339

Attitudes Towards Technology in the 1950's Contactee Movement


"They nearly all sounded some dire warnings for earthlings, but threw in a little hope, too, if we wake up and listen to what friendly space beings are telling us to do." That's how Los Angeles Times reporter Ed Ainsworth described a series of talks by no fewer than six people who claimed contact with extraterrestrials (Ainsworth). The year was 1955, eight years after pilot Kenneth Arnold made the first-ever sighting of a "flying saucer." It was also, incidentally, ten years after the U.S. military made the first-ever detonation of an atomic weapon.

No doubt the causes of the flying saucer phenomenon were several: improvements in aviation, Cold War secrecy, and so forth. However, for many saucer enthusiasts, reports of flying saucers were a chance to express fears about nuclear annihilation.


Such sentiments could be found among those whose took a "mainstream" approach to flying saucers; mainstream, at least, in relation to the speakers described by Ainsworth. For example, on one occasion the New York Times published a letter which not only proposed a recent "meteor" might have really been a Martian spacecraft, but also ventured that it had probably come to Earth "to investigate the current rash of earth's atomic explosions" ("Martians, naturally"). Similar thoughts were expressed by the founders of New Zealand's Civilian Saucer Investigation and by Gerald Heard in his book Is Another World Watching? ("Unite to Show Flying Saucer Really Exists," Plabb).

However, speculation could only get saucer enthusiasts so far. The reasoning cited above was more akin to the imperfect conjectures of natural theology than the certainties of special revelation. It was only after receiving direct communication that enthusiasts could claim to really know why the saucers were here.

These revelations went beyond simple warnings about the dangers of nuclear war. They also included more complex statements on the nature of science. These could be quite critical; indeed it is no surprise that those concerned about nuclear war would take a negative attitude towards science in general. There was also, however, a strong component of enthusiasm, a belief that science could give us a utopia if only we could muster the wisdom to avoid nuclear war. The various contactees did not speak with one voice on this issue of science in general, and it provides one of the more interesting areas of contrast between the major figures. 


This paper will look at the ideas of four major figures from the contactee movement: George Van Tassel (the primary organizer of the conference covered by Ainsworth), George Adamski and Daniel Fry (both of whom attended the conference), and Dorothy Martin (who did not attend, but was represented by Charles Laughead, who served as the public face of her circle).
George Van Tassel


In 1952, the New Age Publishing Co came out with a book titled I Rode a Flying Saucer by flight test engineer George Van Tassel. Unlike some other contactees, Van Tassel reported no memories of this event, but based his claim on what the some "saucer beings" had told him through telepathically received messages (Van Tassel, 8). His book consists primarily of records of these purported messages.

Van Tassel's concerns about nuclear weapons could not have been more transparently presented. In the second paragraph of the introduction, before Van Tassel has said a word about extraterrestrials, he declares that "one must realize that the continual building of bigger and better means of destruction must ultimately end in some way, some time" (Van Tassel, 9). However, in spite of apparently general fears about nuclear war, Van Tassel's saucer beings present a curiously nuanced policy: uranium weapons are okay, but the hydrogen bomb must be stopped because hydrogen is "a life-giving element of the creative intelligence" (Van Tassel, 30-31).

At the end of his book, Van Tassel presents a general statement of his theory of science:

…theories advanced by science are only other steps to be disproved in man's eternal progression to find his true reality. For science is not the future; science is the present even as history is the past. When man admits to himself his failure, and science accepts future of unseen reality, true science will be evident on every hand, in the light of peace and love, rather than in the chaos of war and destruction (Van Tassel, 44).
The mention of "true science" indicates an acceptance of science as an abstract concept. A belief in progress is indicated when Van Tassel says that eons of advancement have caused his "saucer beings" to abandon destructive ways completely (Van Tassel 25). He also makes significant use of scientific jargon, though always in a way that would make professional scientists groan. For example "Science teaches us that for every action there is a reaction. By creating destruction, on an ever increasing scale, man is causing the 'action'" (Van Tassel, 32).
However, Van Tassel's picture of science as currently practiced is quite dark. His space beings make several derogatory references to "materialists" and claims that much current science spends much time attacking beliefs that happen to contradict the opinions of the established scientific authorities (Van Tassel, 31, 33, 36). If he says something positive about scientists on Earth, it is a matter of a minority going against the dominant tendencies. It is "your few smart men of science" who guess at the principles behind the alien technology, and "physicists with an inner perception" who refused to be involved with the H-bomb (Van Tassel 26, 31).
George Adamski

Though not the first person to claim face to face contact with extraterrestrials, George Adamski is generally regarded as the most famous such figure to emerge from the 1950's (Denzler, 40-42; Sagan 101; Stupple, 30). In his day, he managed to book lectures in venues as far away as New Zealand. (Lewis, 167-186).

Adamski reported his alleged experiences in two main books, The Flying Saucers Have Landed (published in 1953), and Inside the Space Ships (published in 1955). The first of these was co-authored with British occultist Desmond Leslie. Leslie's larger contribution makes up the first part of The Flying Saucers Have Landed, and is concerned mainly with establishing the extraterrestrial origin of flying saucers. Adamski's second part, while smaller, makes Leslie's look like little more than supporting material.

What Adamski claimed in that first book was that on November 20th, 1952, out in the California desert, a flying saucer had landed and Adamski had come face to face with its human-like pilot. The space man did not speak English, but Adamski claims that they were able to exchange a considerable amount of information via sign language and telepathy. The first thing that Adamski learned was that the visitor was from Venus. The second thing he learned is that the flying saucers had come out of concern over atomic weapons (Leslie, 197-198).


Adamski said that by the time of the events in Inside the Space Ships, a number of aliens, including his original Venusian contact, had learned English, so they were able to give a considerably greater amount of detail about themselves and their reasons for coming to earth. They confirm that their main reason for coming to Earth was concern over nuclear weapons (Adamski, 91). The general attitude expressed, however, is not an overtly anti-science line. The aliens, or Space Brothers as Adamski calls them, say that "Now that your scientific knowledge has so far outstripped your social and human progress, the gap between them must be filled with urgent haste," indicating the problem is not technological but social (Adamski, 137). Adamski generally prefers to dwell on humanities moral failings rather than problems directly resulting from technology.

When he describes the Brothers' ships and society, Adamski's technological enthusiasm is clear. At one point, Adamski declares that looking at one of their ships, "So impressed was I by this firsthand viewing of the amazing results of their scientific knowledge that it was almost impossible to visualize failure of any description" (Adamski, 48). One of the space people's ships is described as a mobile scientific laboratory (Adamski 134). They will not share their technology with humans because humans would misuse it, but the Brothers themselves have no issues with the misuse of technology (Adamski, 88-90). Adamski shows his view of scientific authority when he claims (not quite accurately) that scientists on Earth had accepted telepathy as fact (Adamski, 101).

It should be noted that mixed in with the extraterrestrial's technology are some quasi-divine powers: the space people prevent aging through a "Symbol of Ageless Life," their engineering feats are explained by their use of "natural energies," and Adamski once wrote to a follower claiming that some people had been miraculously cured of diseases after merely seeing a flying saucer (Adamski, 64, 67; Kenney, 12). This hints at a belief that non-technological abilities are somehow nobler than technological ones, though there is still no sense of animosity towards technology. 


The one time when Adamski expresses a dislike of science is when he has a Brother comment that, "It is strange how people of Earth accept statements from those they look up to as men of learning without questioning the limitations of that knowledge" (Adamski, 158). However, this comment dealt with an issue where Adamski had reason to dislike scientists: the habitability of other planets. Adamski had begun claiming a well-populated solar system just as scientists were demonstrating that the other planets are uninhabitable. Given how serious a threat science posed to his credibility, Adamski's moderation is notable.
Dorothy Martin

In 1956, a team of three sociologists from the University of Minnesota published When Prophecy Fails, which was to become an oft-cited study of end-times claims (Festinger). At the center of the study was a suburban housewife identified by the pseudonym Marian Keech. Later, it was revealed that Marian Keech was in fact Dorothy Martin, a prominent figure in some UFO circles. Charles Laughead, who attended the conference covered by Ed Ainsworth, was given the pseudonym Thomas Armstrong (Lewis).

When Prophecy Fails is remembered for its examination of how an apocalyptic group copes when its end-times prediction does not come true. However, its subjects also provide an interesting case study in contactee attitudes to nuclear weapons.  For one thing, nuclear weapons seemed to have formed the basis for the claimed contact. Martin did not claim to have received her communications through face-to-face contact but through a sort of interplanetary telepathy, which had been made possible by "the bombs your scientists have been exploding" (Festinger, 37-38).

Martin had a complex mythology which combined flying saucers, traditional Christian ideas, as well as traces of other systems she had encountered such as theosophy and dianetics. The authors of the study comment that "Mrs. Keech put together a rather unusual combination of ideas… but scarcely a single one of her ideas can be said to be unique, novel, or lacking in popular (though not, for the most part, majority) support" (Festinger, 33-34, 54-55). Atom bombs play a major role in this mythology. Martin claimed that atomic weapons had been responsible for the sinking of Atlantis and Mu. She also claims that the war between God and Lucifer had begun on a planed called Car. She described Luficer's forces simply as "the scientists," and said that their atomic weapons had destroyed planet Car. Lucifer was also held to be behind the modern development of such weapons (Festinger, 52-53). Though the book is not explicit on this point of the group's beliefs, the attitude towards science is so negative as to suggest that Martin would deny that flying saucers (which she indeed linked to the good aliens) operated on scientific principles. Such a view, perhaps, would be no more or less strange than those of the other flying saucer enthusiasts, but it definitely sets Martin and her followers apart from the rest. The fact that it does highlights how important technological enthusiasm was to the broader flying saucer phenomenon.

There is another irony in Martin's claims. One way of summing up the nuclear fears of the 1950's is that people saw the atomic bomb could unleash a cataclysm on a scale that previously had been possible only in the minds of the authors of books such as Revelation. However, for Martin the solution to the problem of the time was an old-fashioned world renewing cataclysm—never mind if it would be any better than nuclear war.
Daniel Fry


Daniel Fry was an abductee whose story had many broad similarities to that of George Adamski. Fry claimed that in 1950, he was taken onboard a flying saucer, given a high speed trip to New York and back, and also given a series of messages from the vehicle's operator, whom Fry called Alan. Like Adamski's Space Brothers, Alan expresses concern over nuclear weapons but indicates the problem is not technology itself but the lack of wisdom to use it correctly.


If anything, Fry's attitude towards science—at least in terms of his overt declarations—was even more positive than Adamski's. For Fry, everything worth knowing was a science. His account of humanity's problem is not that science had outstripped other kinds of progress, but that its "material science" had outstripped its "social" and "spiritual science" (Fry, 75-80). There are also no hints of quasi-magical devices being used by Fry's aliens. 

Like Dorothy Martin, Fry attributes the sinking of Atlantis and Lemuria/Mu to science run amok. Fry works his scenario out in a little more detail, though, putting Atlantis on one side of the war and Lemuria/Mu on the other, clearly paralleling the situation with the United States and Soviet Union (Fry, 59-61). Interestingly, Fry said the event involved not nuclear weapons but "weapons of absolute energy… whose destructive power was a thousand times greater than the Hydrogen bomb which threatens your race today" (Fry, 85). On the one hand, this statement serves as a standard prediction of doom, but it also reflects an assumption that given time, there is no limit to how far science may take us. 


Though material science is portrayed as a source of danger, it is also given a role in humanity's salvation. The alien repeats again and again that "understanding" is important, and suggests that telecommunications could provide an important role in this area. (Unfortunately, the alien notes, these things end up being largely used for propaganda.)


Fry's alien even offer up a defense of science against those who suggest trying to halt or even reverse scientific progress. This, says the alien, would be like tearing down a building in progress because the foundation was not well built. Science cannot be halted, what must be done is to "prove a spiritual foundation capable of supporting it." If this does not happen, says the alien, human civilization is guaranteed to destroy itself (Fry, 82-83). 


Like Adamski, Fry's enthusiasm for science as an abstract is mixed with a mild dislike of mainstream scientists. Fry claimed that the aliens would communicate with him while ignoring many leading scientists because "their minds had hardened into a mould based on their present conceptions… So they find it difficult to change their minds or form new opinions." Fry's alien taught that science had become sidetracked on one branch of the tree of science, and if they returned to the "trunk" of science, they would find simple ways of performing feats far beyond present science (Fry, 26-28).
Analysis

In discussing the leaders of the contactee movement, it is worth first touching on the question of sincerity: were the leaders expressing their own feelings or doing their best to pander to their perceptions of what people would listen to? In the case of George Adamski, there is evidence that he was guilty of faking photographs, though it has also been suggested that Adamski may have been a confabulator, that is to say over time he convinced himself of his own stories (Stupple). Whatever the case regarding the sincerity of a given alien contact claim, it seems likely that the contactees may have nevertheless been using their claims to promote ideas they sincerely believed to be important.

Now, beyond specific ideas about nuclear weapons and technology in general, what was at the core of the contactee movement? When dealing in irrational human behavior, there is an inclination to assume that the subjects cannot understand what is really driving them. This may be true of many in the contactee movement. George Van Tassel, however, was able to provide a clear statement of his own motivation. In the introduction to his book, he says that "Certainly any effort to end continual destruction on earth, before man destroys the earth itself, must come from an 'outside' source" (Van Tassel, 9). Later, he twice says that because the aliens are a "higher intelligence," it follows that they are a "higher authority;" meaning we humans must listen to their commands. The assumption, only implicit in the statements of the other contactees, is that power and knowledge of the world equals moral authority and salvific potential. 

Such thinking will not be new to those with a little knowledge of religions history. In 1st century Judea, there was an apocalyptic movement that preached that God would soon dramatically intervene to liberate them from Roman rule, and passages like Mark 13 have led many Biblical scholars to suspect Jesus himself was a part of this movement (Allison, Ehrman). In late 19th century North America, the Native American Ghost Dance movement taught its members that they would soon see divine intervention to save them from the whites (Mooney). More recently, the authors of the Left Behind novels have taught that God will soon intervene to save the orthodox from the forces of internationalism and religious pluralism.

Such declarations are, perhaps, a way of coping with helplessness, a way of facing a seemingly insurmountable problem, whether it is an invincible foreign occupier or an arms race that ignores all calls for a halt. They do not seem, however, to be a special feature of strange messages; they can provide a vehicle for the most common sentiment. Nuclear fears were of course widespread in the 1950's, but ordinary people also hoped for technological utopia—perhaps even from peacetime applications of the atom. As one mainstream commentator put it in 1945: "The choice before men is simple:... either live fabulously well or… commit suicide as a race" (Boyer 125). This was the message of George Adamski and Daniel Fry, if not Dorothy Martin.


Ultimately, the history of the contactee movement stands as a monument to the strange tools humans have developed for channeling common sentiment.
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