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Section 2 – Project Information
	Project Title

	UFOs at the National Archives

	From the early 1950s when the term began to gain currency, UFOs have had a powerful pull on the popular imagination. This attraction is deeply rooted, since reports of strange objects in the sky stretch back millennia, and have drawn a variety of responses and meanings across different periods and cultures. Throughout their history, however, they have consistently proven a focal point for the visualisation of outer space, its dangers, its possibilities, and above all its relationship with human beings. At their most obvious level, stories of UFOs provide an important index of ideas of extraterrestrial life and the nature of space, and of truth and reliability; often wider anxieties around technology, the ethics of exploration and colonialism, and of animal experimentation, are detectible behind their narratives. They also raise further questions about the ways in which fiction conditions understanding of space and comparable phenomena, since there is often interplay between UFO sightings and cinematic and literary portrayals of alien life and space travel; given that many accounts have analogues in older beliefs around magic and the supernatural, there is also scope for seeing them as case-studies in the adaptability and persistence of folk cultural material.
 
This fully funded PhD placement will offer the successful applicant a unique opportunity to explore these and other potential topics. Co-hosted by the National Archives and by the University of Leicester’s Leverhulme Centre for Humanity and Space (LCHS), it will invite the researcher to engage in depth with the National Archives’ extensive holdings of UFO-related documents connected to the Ministry of Defence’s UFO Desk, consisting of drawings, letters, photos, and parliamentary questions. There is scope for the researcher to build on current and existing work on records in series DEFE, AIR, FCO and BJ, and to explore links between already digitised files and other political/military records and contexts, mapping patterns and surges in UFO reporting against larger political, technological and cultural events; they might also wish to plot sightings against astronomical data as a way of accounting for their fluctuations. Finally, the researcher’s basis at the LCHS will offer opportunity to investigate the vexed and permeable boundary between ‘fiction’ and ‘fact’ in the records, and to think about the ways in which they draw from and affect literary and popular cultural trends and paradigms.

We invite research proposals interested in engaging with the UFO records and their interplay with the wider cultural imagination. Applicants should outline as fully as they can how they intend to engage with the records, what provisional research questions will animate their research, and how they will investigate the records’ connections with wider cultural influences. The PhD will be co-supervised by Dr Ben Parsons at the University of Leicester and Keith Mitchell at the National Archives, Kew.  Please reach out to Dr Parsons with any queries or for any further information.



