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WHERE HAVE ALL
THE UFOS GONE?
THE SOURCE: “Seeing and Believing” by Stuart Walton, in Aeon

Magazine, April 5, 2013.

ONE SUMMER NIGHT IN 1981, STUART
Walton watched a flying saucer hover in
the sky outside his bedroom window. He
saw “a strikingly large craft of some kind,
flattish but with rounded edges.” Pulsing with white lights, the ship moved
back and forth before disappearing
into a cloud.

Such sightings were common enough
that for years a British military unit
investigated reports of unidentified
flying objects (UFOs). But the investigations came to nothing. People
were usually seeing car headlights,
weather balloons, and Frisbees—not
flying saucers. In 2009, the British
government shuttered the UFO outfit. And over the years, reports of the
extraterrestrial and the supernatural—
spacecraft, ghosts, and spirits—have
dwindled.
Have the aliens gone home? Are we
less gullible than we used to be?

MIKE AGLIOLO / CORBIS

Seen a UFO lately? Report it to the 3,000-member Mutual UFO Network, a Cincinnati, Ohio–based
nonprofit dedicated to “resolving the scientific enigma known collectively as unidentified flying
objects,” according to its Web site. But the heyday of spooky sightings has passed.
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If UFOs still lurk, people are too jaded
to notice them, argues Walton, a British author writing in Aeon Magazine.
Commercial spectacles have made cynics of all of us, dulling our senses of
wonder and awe. “In previous centuries,
what was visually remarkable stood for
the otherworldly, the spiritual.” But now
we see dazzling sights every day. Instead
of evoking the divine or the unseen,
spectacles entice us to buy toothpaste,
thrill us in the theater, or beckon us to
click the “Like” button.

Instead of evoking the
divine or the unseen,
spectacles now entice
us to buy toothpaste.
Much of what we’re bombarded with is
pure fantasy. Advertisers paint spectacular worlds of consumer bliss. People cope
by embracing blanket disbelief. In 1896,
some audiences at the first movie projections fled theaters when a train seemed to
bear down on them from the screen. Now
we know better than to trust our senses.
We treat everything—from Hollywood
special effects to incredible YouTube videos to strange phenomena observed late
at night—with an “incurious skepticism.”

Even as technology improves our
ability to document our surroundings,
people keep their eyes peeled for fakery. The moon landings were staged,
they say. A camera crew and a movie
set are all it would take. “We now extend the same degree of undifferentiating refusal even to those phenomena
that, while hard to credit, deserve to
be heeded,” Walton writes. “Climate
change might be the most obvious current instance, but, at its most noxious,
skepticism results in an unwillingness to
believe in others’ suffering. The attitude
of wholesale rejection, by which one
might stand a chance of becoming impervious to fraud, is thus bought at the
ever greater risk of nihilism.”
Walton yearns for the time when
people were more attuned to wonder. “The baroque façades and soaring
spires of cathedrals, the carmines and
cobalts of stained-glass windows with
the sun streaming through them, devotional processions and carnival parades,
gargoyles, misericords, miraculous relics—all attested that there was an intangible reality beyond the physical one, a
reality that could at most be suggestively
delineated in extraordinary sights.”
Today, in a society “entirely mortgaged to the secular spectacular,” the
other reality is lost. “The visible and the
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invisible, the material and the spiritual,
the phenomenal and the noumenal are
no longer the distinct realms they once
were. They have become mutually permeable to their mutual diminishment.”
Walton remains a believer in that other realm. Several years ago, he watched
a documentary on the decline in UFO
sightings in Britain. “One man had seen
a mysterious object in the sky,” Walton
writes of a witness in the documentary.
“He had drawn a sketch of [the UFO]
soon after. Hearteningly enough, it was
identical to mine.” n

PRACTICE ISN’T
EVERYTHING
THE SOURCE: “Deliberate Practice: Is That All It Takes to Become

an Expert?” by David Z. Hambrick, Frederick L. Oswald, Erik M.
Altmann, Elizabeth J. Meinz, Fernand Gobet, and Guillermo Campitelli, in Intelligence, May 15, 2013.

WANT TO GIVE MASTER CELLIST YO-YO MA
a run for his money? Practice the cello
for 10,000 hours.
Such is the straightforward but grueling path to becoming an expert performer, according to a landmark 1993
study by Swedish psychologist K. Anders Ericsson and two colleagues, Ralf
Krampe and Clemens Tesch-Romer.
They found that the best violinists and
pianists at a German music academy had

tallied an average of more than 10,000
hours of practice before they turned
20. Lesser players weren’t as dedicated.
Practice time, not innate talent, sets extraordinary performers apart, Ericsson
and company concluded.
The world seized on the study as evidence that expert achievement is open
to all: Work hard enough on the piano,
and you’ll have a shot at Carnegie Hall.
Superstar writer Malcolm Gladwell
gushed in his bestseller Outliers (2008)
that “ten thousand hours is the magic
number of greatness.” He claimed that
the formula helped explain the success
of people as diverse in their talents as
the Beatles and Bill Gates.
Critics have lambasted the theory.
What about the hard-working strivers
who fall short, and the prodigiously talented people who practice less but shine
anyway? Now the doubters have data to
back them up.
Michigan State University psychology professor David Z. Hambrick and
five other psychologists sifted through
data from 14 studies of performers—six
of chess players and eight of musicians.
Writing in Intelligence, the authors report that a full quarter of the master
chess players they examined achieved
elite status after only 7,500 hours of
practice. And more than 20 percent
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