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to a used condom. The scene features 
the same kind of charming Tu can 
high jinks that vitalized Kenneth 
Branagh 's Much Ado about Nothing. They 
are even more infectious and engaging 
here, enhancing a production distin­
gui hed more by its pastoral interl udes 
than by its se rious plot, largely because 

Bv JAMES GLEICK 

the comics are so accomplished. 
It is impossible to pay homage to all of 

this huge cast ("The world must be peo­
pled," says one character, and it is, with 
an army of actors). I'll simply say that 

able's producti of A Winter's Tale is a 
demonstr · o t 1 ter at its most joy-

xhi larating. • 

M 

Abduction: Human Encounters with Aliens 
'1,"-'ghn E. Mack, M.D. 
(Charles Scribner's Sons, 432 pp., $22) 

I 
n the world of professional 
wrestling, fans fa ll into two cat­
egories, known as tl1e Smarts 
and the Marks. The Marks 

believe that they are watching sponta­
neous contests of strength and ski ll. The 
Smarts know that tl1ey are watch ing a fas­
cinati ng, highly plotted, roughly scripted 
form of dramatic entertainment-a sort 
of sweaty soap opera. The Smarts and 
the Marks have a lot to talk about, 
though their conversation sometimes 
seems at cross-purposes. They have botl1 
developed an enthusiastic appreciation 
for the phenomenon , but on different 
levels. In the world of unidentified flying 
obj ects, J ohn E. Mack (or, as his book 
jacket label him , 'John E. Mack, M.D. , 

the Pulitzer Prize-winning Harvard psy­
chiatrist") is a Mark masquerading as a 
Smart. 

Mack believes that li ttle gray aliens 
have been abducting Americans in large 
number and subjecting them to various 
forms of unwilling sex. (Yes, that again .) 
Mack also believes that, for a bunch of 
cosm ic rapists, these aliens are a pretty 
benign bunch . They're trying to bring 
us in touch with our sp iritual sides, or 
trying to remind us how important it is 
to care about the planet, o r otherwise 
u·ying to help our consc iousness evolve. 
But you already know this-unless 
you've mi ed him the e past few weeks 
on "Oprah," in The New York Times Maga­
zine, on "48 Hours" and in supermarket 
tabloids, talk shows and news programs 
across the counu·y. 

Alien-abduction mythology has been 
one of this counu-y's tawdry belief 
manias since the 1960s. It is a leading 
case of the anti-rational, anti-sc ience 
cul ts that are flourishing with dismaying 
vigor in the United States, and with dis­
mayingly little counterbalance from peo-

pie who ought to know better. UFOS in 
genera l, paranormals who bend spoons, 
parapsychologists who sense sp iritual 
auras, crystal healers, believers in re­
incarnation , psychic crime-solvers-all 
of tl1ese natural descendants of tarot­
readers and crystal ball-gazers get un­
critical television time and newsprint. It's 
a dangerous trend. The blurring of 
distinction between real knowledge 
and phony knowledge leaves all of us 
more vulnerable to faith-h ealer and 
Holocaust-deniers of all sorts. 

The new wave of marketing the abduc­
tion myth has been grote quely effective. 
The New Y01'/~ Times Book Review chose to 
give Mack's new book a major illustrated 
review written by another psyc hiatrist 
who has spent time interviewing sup­
posed abductees. This reviewer, james S. 
Gordon , criti cize ome of Mack 's meth­
ods, but hails him for giving "visibiiity to 
a phenomenon that is ordinarily 
derided ," and conclude that Mack "has 
performed a valuable and brave service, 
en larging the domain and generosity of 
the psychiatric enterprise ." 

Let's stop right here and consider, 
hypothetically, for the first and last time 
in this piece, the possibility that Ameri­
cans really are being kidnapped by al iens 
in vast numbers. All right. We ' re under­
going a large- cale invasion by gangs of 
ali en sex-abusers. There are hundreds of 
thousands or millions of victims, accord­
ing to Mack and his fellow abduction 
proponents. To begin with , is this a mat­
ter that should be handled by psychia­
trists? Wouldn't astronomers and phys i­
cists have some interest in the matter as 
well? Shouldn ' t the e kidnappings be 
reported to law enforcement au thori­
ties? (They virtually never are.) Wouldn ' t 
they be of interest to the FBI, the military 
and, say, world leaders? 

The publisher, Charles Scribner's 
Sons, promotes the book witl1 a dust 
jacket claiming that tl1ese are "alien 
encounters reported in no previous 
book on FOs," that they are "real experi­
ences," that Mack 's book is "above all 
authoritative." Do the ed itors believe 
this? According to the hype they are 
pushing on the public, one in fifty of 
their own fr iends and family has been 
abd ucted by the e little gray rapi ts. Are 
they, in real life, worrying about it? Simi­
larly, do the ed itors of the Times Book 
Review, or the television news directors 
who are helping promote this book with 
equal foolishness , seriously believe these 
claims? o, they do not. All these people 
are Smarts, at heart. Their news depart­
ments aren't wasting any time investigat­
ing the ali en onslaught, though surely a 
galactic sex crime of this magnitude 
wou ld be worth assign ing at least as 
many reporters to as the question of 
whether the president's wife once made 
a killing in commodities. 

' ' S 
tatistics show that 
4 million Americans 
have been abduc~ 

ed ... " began a Fox 
T.V. news item about tl1e Mack book the 
other day. (It continued with unidenti­
fied footage of realistic-looking al iens, 
from a science fiction movie, of course. 
There are no standards left, it seems, in 
the world of television news.) We 'll all 
be hearing this statistic incessantly in 
the next weeks, so it 's worth showing 
once and for all where it comes from. It 
is the product of a 1991 study con­
ducted by the Roper Organization 
under the sponsorship of abduction 
buffs, who mailed their interpretation 
of the resu lts-titled Unusual Personal 
t.xperiences: An Analysis of the Data from 
ThTee National SuTveys-to tens of thou­
sands of mental health professionals. 

The Roper pollsters read a list of 
experiences to 6,000 people and asked 
them whether they had undergone these 
expe riences, as a child or an adult, 
"more than twice," "once or twice" or 
"never" (a construction that routinely 
generates more positive responses than 
the su·aigh tforward "ever" or "never") . 
The relevant experiences were: 

• waking up paralyzed with a sense of a 
strange person or presence or something 
e lse in the room; 
• experiencing a period of time of an hour 
or more, in which you were apparently lost, 
but you could not remember why, or where 
you had been; 
• seeing unusual lights or balls of light in a 
room without knowing what was causing 
them, or where they came from; 
• finding puzzling scars on your body and 
ne itlwr you nor anyone e lse remembering 
how you received them or where you got 
them; 
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• fee ling tha t you were actua lly nying 
through the a ir alth o ugh you didn't know 
why o r how. 

Most healt.h y people can answer yes to 
a few of these. I certainly can . They are 
a ll we ll-known fee lings and dream types. 
Even the sinister-sounding sca r que tion 
is an easy yes fo r many people (take a 
moment to exam ine your body ca re full y 
and you ' ll see what l mean). The 
answe rs to these five questions form the 
entire basis for the alie n-abduction statis­
ti c. Are yo u wondering how a re­
spec table survey organization could take 
thi s data and produce a claim that "one 
out of eve ry fifty adult American may 
have had FO/ abduction ex pe ri ence "? 
Ea y. The authors had only to make 
a sing le fraudulent as­
sumption: "Based upon 
the data we have col­
lected , we dec ided to 
regard only [!] those 
re pondents who an­
swered 'ye ' to at least 
four of our five key indi­
ca tor questions as proba­
ble abd uctees." That was 
119 people . He nce­
simple arithmetic from 
here on-4 million 
Ame ri cans. 

Pe rhaps Mack is 
embarras ed enough by 
the absurdit-y of thi s 
exerc ise not to rely on it 
heavily. He m ntions it 
only once in hi book. 
But he did put hi s Har­
va rd Medical School 
imprimatur on the o rigi­
nal report, writing the 
introducti on and enclos­
ing a helpfu l mail-in 
ca rd for hi s reader . 

The ali en-abduction 
ph enomenon began in 
l 966 with the ca e of Betty and Barney 
Hill. They we re a ew Hampshire cou­
ple who-years afte r having go tten lost 
one night in the vVhite Mountains-read 
some FO litera ture (the fl ying auce r 
craze wa already two decades old ) , 
spent a fair amount of time with psychia­
trists, fina lly underwent hypnosi and 
"remembered " having been kidnapped 
by ali ens and subjec ted to va ri ous indig­
niti es. Scores of books, movies and tel e­
vision docudrama fo llowed as the genre 
evolved-Barn ey Hill himse lf was por­
u·ayed by J ames Earl J one . For the 
ente rtainment inclusu·y, th is isn ' t a cul­
tural nui sance; it's a cash cow. And every 
few years some author finds a new way to 
cash in , a Whitl ey Strieber did with his 
1987 fi ction-posing-as-nonfiction best­
selle r, Conmnmion. 

Mack has a new angle. "None of this 
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work," he writes, 

in my view, has come LO te rms with th e pro­
fo und impli ca tio ns o f th e abd ucti o n ph e­
no meno n for the expansion of human con­
sciousness, th e o pe ning of perceptio n to 
realities beyond the man ife t physical world 
and the necess ity o f changing o ur place in 
th e cosmic o rder if the earth's living sys­
tems arc LO survive th e human onslaught. 

Of course, what rea lly makes Mack dif­
ferent from the standard fl ying-sauce r 
nut is that he's got au tho rity. "Ordinar­
ily," Oprah declared , "we would not even 
put people on televi ion, on our show 
ce rta inly, who make such bizarre 
cla ims .... But we were intrigued by this 
man .... Dr. Mack is a respected profes-
so r who teache at Harvard niversity 

except to the extem that 1ack and fe l­
low gull s happe n to be on campu .) 

For readers, Abduction will seem a 
cross be tween the Su·icber genre and Lh e 

tancy Friday son of one-sexual-fantasy­
after-another-a -told-to-me genre. Eel ha 
ex in a "pod " with a silve ry-blond ali e n 

and finds it "fulfilling" and "grea t. " 
Catherine is forced to lie on a table 
naked and spread her leg whil e an ali en 
with cold hands inse rts an insu·ument 
into he r vagina. Eva is fo ndled by three 
"midgets." And so on. It's a ll excruciat­
ingly unpleasant and incoherent. Ju t 
about eve ryo ne gets painfu l needles in 
the brain or the leg, and just abou t 
everyone ge ts a lecture about po llu tion 
o r global consciousne on the way out. 

The core of Mack 's belief is the follow­
ing cocktail-party syllo­
gism: 

People think they were 
abd ucted. 

They don't seem crazy. 
We.' re expe rts on mental 

illn ess. 
Therefore people were 

abducted . 

It ouncls more re­
spectable in psychiau·ist 
ta lk, naturally: "Efforts 
to establish a pattern of 
p ychopathology other 
than disturbances associ­
ated wilh a traumatic 
event have been unsuc-

o cessful. Psychological 
~ testing of abcluctees 
~ has not revealed evi­
:S de nee of men ta l or emo­
':: ti ona! di sturbance that 
8 could account for the ir 
'; re ported expe ri ences." 
~ Ergo ... 

_.._.....__~~~-......._....:...._:_.z_-"-.J 8 1 o one, of course, 

He is an eminen t psychiau·ist. ... " The 
promotion surrounding hi new book 
leans heavily on hi s professional trap­
pings. The re is his status as a med ical 
docto r and psychiatrist. There is his 
Pulitze r Prize (wo n not for anything to 
do with UFOS, of course, but for a biogra­
phy of T. E. Lawre nce published seven­
teen yea rs ago). There is Harvard Uni­
versity, whe re Mack njoys the comfort 
of acade mic tenure. 

Mack' publi cists-besides Scribne r's, 
he uses a New .Jersey firm , P.R. with a Pur­
po e Inc.- are combining and recom­
bining these e lement in sleazy ways. A 
press release begins: "Abduction by 
ali ens was not a topic taken se ri o usly at 
Harvard nive rsit-y, untiljo hn E. Mack, 
a medical docto r and professor of psy­
chiatry . .. . " (Of course, it is ti ll not a 
topic "taken seri ously" at Harva rd , 

remembe rs their abduc­
ti ons right away. These 

alie ns, clum y as they are about anesthe­
ia and ca r , have a way of mak ing the 

experie nce vanish from the con cious 
mind of a ll 4 million of the ir Ame ri can 
victims. (Why is abduction such a pecu­
li arly Ame ri can phenomenon , by the 
way? Our national borders aren 't visible 
through the portholes of tho e pace­
hips. Mack, of course, has an answer: 

abd uctions are global, but it 's only in the 
United States that we are lucky e nough 
to have large numbers of FO-ob essed 
therapists to he lp people uncover their 
suppressed experiences.) Abduction psy­
chiatrists like Mack need a me thod of 
he lping people "remember,' and that 
me thod is hypnosis. 

You a·re getting sleejJy . . . when you awake 
you will remember ... Hypnosis is all about 
suggesti on. It has always been a fringe 
practice, as useful to carnival magicians 

" . 



and moviemakers as to clinical psychi a­
trists, and fo r every genuine buried 
memory unearth ed by hypno tists, many 
more false memori es have been 
implanted. At its best, the process is a 
conspiracy be tween hypnotist and wi ll­
ing subject. Time magazine has quo ted 
one of Mack's subj ects as saying that she 
was give n FO lite rature to read in pre pa­
ration for he r sessions and was asked 
obvious leading questi ons. Garr y Tru­
deau has shined his own form of com­
mon sense on the process in a Doones­
bury seque nce that has a hypnotized 
subjec t saying, "Now I see a ... a blind­
ing light. " "It' a vehicle, isn 't it? ome 
so rt o f space veh icle?" the hypno tist 
prompts. "I ... I can ' t te ll . It has evacla 
plate." 

F 
rom a sc ientifi c point o f 
vi ew, Mack 's anecdotes are 
grossly lacking in re­
spec table me thodology. He 

doesn 't provide information about hi s 
hypn o ti c techniques, though he does 
give the impre sion that there 's a lo t of 
brea thing involved. He provides no data 
fro m psychologica l tests. These are 
"time-consuming and expe nsive," he 
notes- gosh, right, in that case, wh y 
bo th er? There is no thing remotely 
resembling a contro l o r a nega tive ca e . 
The re is no ex planation of how he 
se lec ted Abduction's thirteen case studies 
from his total caseloacl of seventy-six , 
except fo r the fo llowing: " . .. the re are 
abcluctees I have known longe r o r 
worked with in g reater de pth. If I have 
chosen not to tell the ir stories here it is 
because I could not do justice to th e 
richness of their ex perie nce in a suffi­
cie ntl y clear and concise manner." (In 
other words, there's even be tter stuff in 
his fil es-he just coulcln ' t squeeze them 
into these 422 pages.) 

It' never clear whe re Mack finds his 
subjects o r who they are . Th ey seem to 
be shuttled to him by the urol abduction 
network, and parti cul arly by Budd Ho p­
kins, autho r of nvo 19 Os best- ell ers o n 
the ph enome non . It was Hopkins who 
introduced Mack in 1990 to his first four 
supposed victims and the n began a regu­
lar se ri es of referrals. Mack's anecdotal 
desc riptions give only a cardboa rd sense 
of who they are: despite the to rturous 
ph ysica l de ta il , th ere is littl e to fl esh out 
hi s swee ping claim that "th ey seem to 
come, as if a t random, from all parts of 
socie ty." It seems safe to say tha t the re's 
one kind of pati ent that Mac k neve r 
sees: a person suffering from vague and 
unexplained fee lings of anxiety or 
trauma who, without any fam ili ari ty with 
UFO books o r movies and without any 
suggesti on whatsoever on tl1 e part o f p y­
chiatrist or hypno tist, then remembe rs an 
abduction expe ri e nce. If he had any of 

tho e, it wou ld be interesting to see the 
tra nsc rip ts. In reality, though, by the 
Lime Mack sees them , his patients know 
very well what they're in for and have 
been well-prepped. 

A 
s for hi s own biases, Mack 
cla ims he began as a skep­
tic, but th is he is clearly 
no t. He's a firm beli eve r, 

for example, in auras- "the e ne rgy 
fi e lds around us that some especially 
sen itive people can see." He is certainly 
(much like his ali ens) among the many 
people who began talking a lot over the 
pa t decade o r t•vo about saving the 
plane t, protecting the environment, 
under ta nding spirituality and so forth . 
Mack seems to have been a '60 late­
bloome r, fa lli ng belatedly and hard fo r 
Werner Erhard , Carlos Caste neda, est, 
Esalen and so fo rth . IL' really no wo nde r 
hi s abcluctees find themselves getting 
uch a warm dose o f mind ex pansion 

along with tl1e extra terre tri al ex abuse. 
Mack never manages to discuss the 

world's most widely shown piece of pop­
ular entertainment on hi subj ect, Close 
Encoun ters of the Third Kind, though 
surely man y, if no t all , of his patie nts saw 
Steven Spielberg's lovable littl e bug-eyed 
alie ns long before they came up with 
the ir own memo ri es o f virtually identical 
a li e ns . In fact Mack's whole new mood 
about abducti ons isn ' t new at a ll . It 's a ll 
there in Close Encounters: the Eastern 
mysticism, the spiritual save-the-planet 
denoueme nt. (Remember the closing 
sound track of the o rig inal version? 
"When yo u wish upon a sta r, I Makes no 
di ffe rence who you are, I Anytl1ing your 
heart de ires will come ... to . .. you.") 

T he e n tire issue of contam.inating 
influe nces is constantly be ing swept 
under Mack's rug. H e writes at one 
po int, "Eva had written in her j ourn al 
tha t she had sta rted to read Strieber's 
Comrnu nion, but discontin ued it so as no t 
to be ' influe nced by anyo ne or any­
thing.'" Oh , sure. nyway, a ll thi scie n­
tific, methodological criti cism ro lls o ff 
beli eve r li ke water off a cluck. It's 
merely "rational" or "em pi rica!" or, worst 
of all , "We te rn " (generic terms of dis­
missal). Mack knows his hyp notism ses­
sions are a coll aborati on, and he's unre­
pentant: "I cannot avoid the fact that a 
co-creative intuitive process such as this 
may yie ld info rmati on that is in ome 
sense the product o f the interm ingling 
o r fl owing toge the r o f the con cious­
nesses of the two (or more) people in 
the room." He adds: 

Something ma)' be brought forth that was 
not tl1e re before in exact!)' the same form. 
Stated different!)', the informatio n gained 
in the sessions is not simpl)' a remembered 
"ite m," li fted out of tl1e experic ncer's con­
sc iousness li ke a stone from a kidnC)'. It ma)' 

re prese nt instead a d eve loped or evolved 
perception, enriched b)' the connection 
that the experiencer and the investiga to r 
have made. 

From a Western perspective this might 
be ca lled '"d iswrtion ··; from a transpersonal 
point of view the experie ncer and I ma)' be 
participating in a n evolution of con cious­
ness. 

Argu ing with someone who uses lan­
guage in thi s blousy manner is like danc­
ing with smoke. It is use les to find 
errors in reasoning or logic. Logic? vVhat 
a beggarly, earthbound affa ir. There are 
mome nts when you find yourself won­
dering whether even Mack knows what 
he's cla iming. With all his harrowing 
descriptions of rap s and torture, he's 
still capable of retreating to, " ... we do 
not kn ow what an abduction really is­
the extent, for example, to which it rep­
resents an event in the physical world or 

" I go rhrough a book 
a U'cek using ume 
ocherwise wasr~d 
m caxis, slwt'ing or 
walking" 
-George F. Will 
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to which it is an unusual subj ective 
experie nce with ph ysica l manifesta­
tions." This sounds almost sane. I wou ld 
translate it in to m y boring kind o f 
Engli sh as "we don ' t know whethe r 
abducti ons are real events or fantasies." 
And "physical manifestations" is a ni ce 
li ttle addendum ; it glides right past the 
fact that there are no ph ysical manifesta­
tions, if this means tangible evidence the 
ali e ns might have le ft behind . They' re 
wonde rfully tidy about the ir needles and 
handcuffs. 

Mac k continues: "A still grea te r prob­
lem re ides in the fact that memory 
in re lation to abducti on ex pe ri e nces 
behaves rather strange ly. " Wh y, yes! 
" ... the memory of an abducti on may be 
outside of consciousness"-translat.ion : 
nonexistent-"u n t.i I triggered "-transla­
tion: crealeti- "many years late r by 
ano th er ex pe ri e nce or situatio n tha t 
becomes assoc iated with the o riginal 
event. " Such as, maybe, go ing to th e 
drive-in and watching CLose Enroun /ers? 
Mac k continues (and by the way, does 
Harvard offer its professors any course 
in remedial Engli sh?) : 'T he experie nce r 
in a situation such as thi s could be 
counted on the nega tive side of the 
ledge r before the triggering ex pe ri e nce 
and on the positive side aji.er it. " In plain 
language: it's hard to count the people 
who have been abducted , because if 
someone says he hasn ' t been abducted , 
he may just not remember-ye t. 

T 
hough Mack is in a ll the 
machinery surrounding his 
book as true a beli eve r as 
can be, still , in the ac tual 

text, he e ngages in a slippe ry form of 
rhe tori c- as if somehow he still wanted 
to hedge hi s be ts. He writes of "the 
actual experi ence (whatever the source 
of th ese experie nce may ultimately 
prove to be)." What does J ohn Mack 
rea lly beli eve (assuming, of course, that 
the whole thing isn ' t just a calculated 
scam)? Does he have any curiosity about 
the technology of th is species, on the 
one hand capable o f pa sing through 
walls and beaming people about o n rays 
of light, and on the o the r hand some­
Limes reduced to nagrring down cars? 
Does he be li eve that crea tures from 
anothe r plane t are grabbing our fe llow 
humans, pinning them down and engag­
ing in we ird sex with them? Lite ra lly? 

Well , yes-and no. Certa inly he writes 
as though he does, but he also manages 
to avoid answe ring such tacky direct 
questi ons. Sometimes he switches ove r 
to writing in terms of "the abducti on 
phe nome no n" (Smartspeak) instead of 
"abducti ons" (Markspeak). Mack says, 
"Our use of famili ar words like ' happe n­
ing,' 'occurred ' and ' real' will the m­
selves have to be thought o f diffe re ntl y, 
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less lite rally perhaps." It's a sicke ningly 
corrupt style o f hiding behind language. 
His writing is full o f phrases drained of 
all meaning: "the coll apse of space I 
time"; "the alie n be ing opened Ed's con­
sciousness." And the re is always the 
ultimate hedge: "the pro blem o f de fin­
ing in what rea lity th e abductions 
occur." 

We know some rea li ti es in which they 
aren't occurring. They aren ' t occurring 
in the reality Mack call s "the ontological 
framewo rk of mode rn scie nce. " This is 
the reality where we might be u·ipped up 
by things like "accepted laws of physics 
and principles o f bio logy." T hey aren ' t 
occurring in "the Judeo-Christi an tradi­
ti on ." j ews and Chri stians have become 
such sti ck-in-the-muds compared to (no 
surprise here) "Easte rn re ligions, such as 
Tibetan Buddhi m, which have always 
recogni zed a vast range of sp irit e ntiti es 
in the cosmos .. .. " Things that, afte r all , 
could have reall y happe ned , are con­
stantl y happe ning in "conve rging Lime 
frames" o r "another d ime nsion ." The 
game of le t's-find-ano ther-rea li ty turns 
someone li ke me in to such a party­
pooper, having to fa ll back o n the 
common-sense idea that rea li ty is in 
fac t ... reality. 

B 
ut it 's not just a game. 
Mack is a practicing psychi­
atri st, and he's toying with 
rea l people . There is "Ed," 

who first go t in touch with 1ack in 1992 
and "recalled " having been abducted , 
raped (not Mack's word) and lectured to 
about "the way humans are conducting 
themselves he re in te rms of interna­
tional politics, our environment, our vio­
le nce to each other, our food and all 
th at"- all this having supposedly 
occurred thirty-one yea rs earli er, in 
1961, though Ed didn ' t begin to recall it 
until 1989. 

In a chilling a ·ide Mack writes that Ed 
and his wife, "Lynn ," have had "a num­
ber of fe rtility pro blems, which may o r 
may no t be abduction-related , including 
three o r four spontaneous term inati ons 
of Lynn 's pregnancies." It 's a reminder: 
th is man is practicing medicin e. He is 
te lling patients that their misca rri ages 
may be due to imaginary ali ens. Wh y do 
th e medical li censing boa rds pe rmit 
this? 

If Mack has any particul ar the rapeutic 
goa ls for his patients- apart, that is, 
from raising his own consciousness-it's 
hard to see what they arc. He 's obviously 
the wrong person to he lp someone 
come to grips with the underl ying causes 
of UFO fantasies and hallucinations, so 
what kind of therapy can he offe r? Does 
he want to help pati e nts adjust to th e 
aftershock of a u·auma akin to rape? 
Maybe, but he has bigge r things in 

mind-"pc rsonal growth " and "u·ansfor­
mat.i on ,'' meaning becoming a be tter cit­
izen of the plane t, getting in touch with 
one's transcendent spiritual nature, etc. 
And why stop th e re? He finds that 
"abductees seem, especially once they 
confront and integrate their experi­
ences, to be espec iall y intuitive; th ey 
some times demonstrate strong psychic 
abi li ti es, including clairvoya nce o r the 
ability to perce ive at a distance." 

M 
ack represents the most 
visible agent of an espe­
cially disturbing u·end in 
the UFO landscape: mail-

ings and publicity targeted specifically at 
psychologists and psychiatrists. Private 
organizations finan ced by abducti on 
devotees are spending money to per­
suade these pro fessional s that th ere is 
some thing clinica lly respectable about 
looking fo r uros along with , say, child 
abuse in the ir patients' troubled histo­
ri es. Mack's own tax-exempt fundin g 
source is hi Ce nte r fo r Psychology and 
Social Change. He also has a Program 
fo r Exu·aord inary Experience Research. 
These organizations want clinicians to 

look for abducti on cases whe neve r they 
e ncounte r such te ll tale symptoms as 
(I' m quoting from a 1992 Mack mailing 
to mental health professionals) "fears of 
the dark and of nightfall. " 

Sadly, in the age of de pth psyc ho logy 
and transpe rsonal psychology, hypno­
therapy and psychic healing, willing pro­
fessional dupes are in ready upply. It 
eems that anything goes these days in 

the mental health business. Even more 
sad ly, psychiatrists are exactly the people 
who should be treating the scores of 
people who think they have bee n 
abducted by ali e ns and who should be 
trying to unde rstand the phe nome non. 

For there is an abd uction phe­
nomenon, o f course, and it's worth 
swdying. Cultural histo rians might th ink 
fruitfull y about the shared detail s o f the 
mythology, at least to the ex tent that 
they can be disentangled from the influ­
e nces of the se lf-re fe re ntial movies and 
books to which victims have been 
exposed. Ca rl Sagan has po inted out 
similariti es with o ld (pre-space-age) to· 
ri es of incubi and succubi , witches and 
fairies. "Is it possible," he wrote , 

Lh a t people in a ll times a nd p laces occa­
sio nally expe ri e nce vivid , rea li sti c halluci­
nations, often wiLh sexual co nLent-with 
th e d e ta ils fil led in by the prevai lin g cui­
Utral idio ms, suckt:d ou t o f Lhe zeitge ist? 
Wh e n ever yo ne knows that gods regularly 
come down lO EarLh , we hall ucinaLe gods; 
whe n everyone knows about de mons, it's 
in cubi a nd succubi ; whe n fa iries are wide ly 
be lieved, we see l ~tir i es: when Lhe o ld myLhs 
r;1de and we begin Lhinking that a lien 
beings are pla usible. th e n th at's where ou r 
hypnagogic image r )' Lends. 
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The problem is that, by and large, the 
Smarts aren ' t interested in arguing with 
the Marks. It seems unprofitable , when 
no amount of rati onal discourse can 
change the mind of a bel iever. A few 
worthy o rganiza tions devote themselves 
to thi s on of thing, most no tably the 
Committee fo r the Scientifi c Investiga­
ti on of Claims of the Paranormal, pub­
lishers of the Skeptical Inquirer. But most 
astronomers, ph ysicists and pal eon ta la­
g ist · have be tte r things to do, though 
they are the sorts of people best 
equipped to explain just how infinitely 
unlikely it is that our corne r of the uni­
ve rse should be rece iving alien visitors in 
such strikingly near-human fo rm at just 
the eye-blink of histo ry when we have 
discovered space travel. Outside of hard 
science, all too many academics have 
fa ll en into the literary conce it that any­
one's version of reality is as valid as any­
one else 's, and here in the real world, it's 
a conce it with bad consequences. 

No t th at men tal health workers have 
nothing to contribute to unde rstanding 
phenomena like the abduction myth. On 
the contrary, scores or perhaps even hun­
dreds of people do "remember" having 
been kidnapped by ali ens, and this needs 

to be understood . There is an explana­
ti on. As with so many belief manias, the 
explanation is unwe lcome to many peo­
ple: we are no t fully ra tional crea tures. 
Our minds are not compute rs. We see 
people, we hear voices, we sense pres­
ences that are no t really there. If you have 
neve r seen the face of someone you know, 
in broad daylight, clear as truth , when in 
reali ty that person was a continent away or 
years dead , then you are unusual. 

Our memori es cannot be trusted­
no t o ur five-minute-old memories, and 
certainly not our decades-o ld memories. 
They are weakened , eli ton ed, re­
arranged and sometimes created from 
wishes or d reams. With o r without hyp­
nosis, we are susceptible to suggestion . 
T he painful irony is that of all the peo­
ple- the Smarts-who should know 
the e lessons and articulate them fo r the 
rest of us, none are be tte r placed than 
professors of psychiatry. 

j AMES GLEICK, the author of Chaos: 
Making a New Science (Penguin Books) 
and Genius: The Life and Science of Rich­
ant Feynman (Vin tage), is fo under of­
T he Pipeline , a new gateway to the 
Interne t. 

The Princess of Tides 
BY VERLYN Kl.INKENBORG 

The Shipping News 
by E. Annie Proulx 
(Fireside /Touchstone, 337 pp., $12 paper) 

T 
here is always, of course, a 
distinction to be made 
be tween a successful writer 
and the gravy that is ladl ed 

over that write r by the literary pres ·. 
Recently, E. Annie Proulx (pronounced 
"proo") has been served up hot. Her 
first nove l, Postcards, won the 
PEN/ Faulkne r Award fo r Ficti on in 
1993-the first time a woman has won 
that pri ze . Her second novel, The ShifJ­
ping News, won the 1993 Nati onal Book 
Award , and it has just been awarded the 
Pulitzer Prize fo r fi ction. Proulx he rse lf 
is a copywriter's dream: a survivor, a j ack­
of-all-trades, an independent cuss, a 
backwoods literatus, a fish erpe rson , a 
hun te r, a woman who wri tes with the 
wolves, longhand . When quoted by 
reporte rs she sounds a little ursine, and 
it can be ha rd to tell-given the gravy­
how much of that is the bluntness of a 
wri ter caught unaware in the midst of 

her private life and how much is good 
staging. 

As the press ladl es praise upon her, it 
praises itself, as it always does, fo r know­
ing a good thing when it sees one. T he 
articl es that have been written about 
Proulx, who is nearly 60, tend to cele­
brate the blush of fame, the transform­
ing power of the media gaze, as if 
Proul x's main achievement were to have 
lived long enough to warrant attention 
at last. 'These days," one reporter writes 
in The Washington Post, "t11e roughest 
thing in Proulx 's life involves learning 
the myriad duties of a budding lite rary 
celebri ty." Welcome to Valhalla. 

You hear a lot of talk about the mar­
keting value of the ational Book Award 
and the Pulitzer Prize (and tl1e Booker 
Prize, too, which Proul x was dete rred 
from winning by no t being British). That 
kind of talk makes you wonder whe ther 
marke ting value hasn ' t become an asset 

in its own right to the entities behind 
those prizes, worth pro tec ting for the 
value it confe rs on the prizes themselves. 
The more often the ational Book 
Award spawns a best-sell er, the more 
valuable that sales record makes the 

ational Book Award , and tl1 e more 
important it thus becomes to bestow it 
upon books tha t will live up to every­
one 's expectations so the value of the 
prize isn ' t diminished . 

"There is no doubt that people like to 
see the ir names in print with a littl e pat 
of butte r a ttached ," wro te Bernard Dar­
win , Charles's grandson and a Dickens 
scholar, and these bookish prizes are as 
close as the li terary establ ishment comes 
to tl1e Academy Awards- the night of 
the living pats of butte r. It isn ' t too cyni­
cal , nor is it necessarily a discredit to the 
talent involved , to believe that tl1e delib­
erations of lite rary prize-give rs are no 
more governed by purely artistic consid­
erations than are the profound and 
inevitable ruminations of vo ting mem­
be rs of tl1 e Moti on Picture Academy of 
Arts and Sciences. I mention tl1is 
because The ShipfJing News is an out-and­
out crowd-pleaser, a book that will cer­
tainly no t diminish the commercial value 
of the ational Book Award even as that 
award (and the Puli tzer Prize) increases 
this book's sales. 

T 
he Shipping News is the sto ry 
of Quayle, a lumbering, 
prognatho us ne 'e r-do-we ll 
who finally does do well 

when he leaves behind his d reary, 
incommodious life in Mockingburg, 

ew York, and returns to his ancesu·al 
country, the coast of ewfoundland , in 
the company of his . yo ung daughters, 
Bunny and Sunshine, and his quie tly 
effi cient, quie tly lesbian aun t, Agnis 
Hamm , a yacht upholsterer. Quayle is 
freed from Mockingburg by the deatl1 of 
Pe tal Bear, his sexually incandescent 
wife, whose light shone equally upon all 
men, and by the double sui cide of his 
parents, who left their suicide note-cut 
off by the beep-on Quayle 's an swering 
machine. In a town called Killick-Ciaw, 
Quayle finds compe tence and the 
respect of his neighbors and a good wife. 
The book's final sentence is this: "And it 
may be that love sometimes occurs with­
out pain o r misery." If this were the first 
sentence of the novel, the reade r would 
know from the start what at first he only 
suspects: that The Shipping News is a fairy 
tale, a book that doesn ' t just happen to 
turn out happily bu t that plai nly intends 
to turn out happily all the way, a book 
tha t is unstinting, almost, at times, 
forced, in its good cheer. 

In Killick-Ciaw, Quayle goes to work 
for a newspaper called 77w Cammy Bi1·d, a 
"forty-four-page tab printed on a thin 
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