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Harvard 'starts inquiry' into UFO researcher 
Boston. Harvard University is said to have 
et up a special faculty committee to inves!i­

gate resea rch by John Mac , professor of 
psychiatry at the Harvard Medical School, 
into the experiences of those who claim to 
have been abducted in Unidentified Flying 
Objects (UFOs). 

The university has declined either to 
confirm or deny the existence of the com­
mittee, or to give details of its powers or the 
terms of reference under which it i aid to 
have been set up. 

But it is understood that the committee 
ha been formed by Daniel Tosteson, dean 
of the medical school, and is headed by 
Arnold Reiman, former editor of the New 
England Joumal of Medicine and currently a 
professor emeritus at the medical chool. 

Those who say they are familiar with the 
inve tigation maintain that Mack's work 
with patients claiming to have been abduct­
ed by extraterrestrial beings has become a 
source of embarrassment to the university. 

Extract from what i purported to be a 
draft report of the committee criticize Mack 
for failing to require physical evidence from 
those claiming to have been abducted, and 
say it wa "professionally irresponsible" for 
him to lend credence to reports of extrater­
restrial contact. But supporters claim that 
hi academic freedom i being threatened. 

Mack is a former chair of the school's 
department of psychiatry. His bestselling 
book, A bduclion: Human Encounters With 

Aliens, has been promoted on television and 
radio talk shows throughout the country. 

His critics say he has abandoned scientific 
objectivity and may have elicited memories 
of abductions through hypnosis. "Mack is an 
exceedingly naive man who can't believe 
that people lie or make up stories," say 
James Randi, an intern ationally renowned 
sceptic of paranormal phenomena. 

Mack himself declines to di cuss the 
activitie of the committee, whose existence 
was reported last month in both the Boston 
Globe and the university student newspaper, 
the Hmvard Oimson. 

But academic UFO investigators, such as 
David Pritchard, a physicist at the Massa­
chusetts Institute ofTuchnology, believe that 
Harvard is infringing Mack's freedom of 
inquiry. "He is subject to an investigation 
that, as far as I can tell, has not been initiat­
ed by the faculty," says Pritchard. Other 
Mack sympathizers go further, calling the 
proceedings against him a "witch-hunt". 

Beverly Rubik, director of the Center for 
Frontier Studies at Temple Un iversity, says 
that "putting the lid on Mack would be bad 
policy for Harvard and bad for cience in 
general." She adds: "Science moves forward 
when people start asking new questions." 

John Miller, a physician with the South­
ern California Permanente Medical Group, 
who has interviewed more than 200 individ­
uals reporting abduction experiences, claims 
in a letter to the faculty committee that the 

controversy "has more to do with academic 
freedom than [with] aliens or UFOs". 

The letter was sent in re ponse to a 
request by Daniel Sheehan, Mack's former 
lawyer based in California, who has sent 
similar requests to several other UFO or 
abduction 'experts' asking them to write 
statements in Mack's defence. Excerpt up­
posedly taken from a draft report of the 
committee, and quoted by Sheehan, have 
been transmitted over the Internet. 

Roderick MacLeish, Mack's attorney, 
says that "Sheehan does not represent 
Mack, nor was he authorized to end that 
material over the Internet.' But Pritchard 
claims that the tactic was succe fuJ in "rai -
ing a furore" over the Harvard inquiry and 
bringing the matter to public attention. 

In his letter, Miller cites several weak­
nesses in what Sheehan clain1s to be the pre­
liminary findings of the committee report . 
He takes is ue, for example, with the com-
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mittee's in istence that Mack should have 
corroborated patients' stories with physical 
evidence of their uppo ed abduction. "A 
psychiatrist is supposed to deal with patients 
in a therapeutic setting, not go out in the 
field and gather forensic evidence," he says. 

Miller also says that "at times, it may be 
more responsible to let patients hold onto 
their beliefs - even if they are based on a 
delusion - than to shatter those beliefs 
entirely". He also criticizes the fact that no 
members of the committee appear to have 
met anyone claiming to have been abducted. 
"I was taught at medical school that you can 
learn a lot from people just by listening to 
them carefully," says Miller. 

"Although the origins of the syndrome are 
unknown, and uncertainties abound, one 
thing can be said for sure: these people, who 
consider themselves 'abductees,' do exist," 
he says. "They can be studied, and something 
can be learned from this process, even if the 
whole phenomenon turns out to be a prod­
uct of the human mind." Steve Nadis 


