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“Fascinating, suggestive, and even inspiring.”

– New York Times Book Review

“A transcendent, landmark work . . . An extraordinarily rich and strange, mind-expanding book.”

– Boston Herald

“[Abduction] raises questions about the nature of reality; of time, space, energy, and the true nature of humanness. It opens the door to a very serious redefinition of life as we know it.”

– Los Angeles Times Book Review

“Strange and disturbing . . . Something is powering this rash of abduction claims, making it worth the kind of serious investigation Mack presents here.”

– San Francisco Chronicle

“Only once in a great while does a scientist encounter evidence that challenges our fundamental understanding of the cosmos and humankind’s place in it. Dr. Mack’s extraordinary research with alien abductions represents just such a phenomenon, and he has engaged that challenge with singular courage and integrity. Abduction is a landmark work.”

– Richard Tarnas, Ph.D., author of The Passion of the Western Mind

“A gripping and fascinating book. As with Frazer’s The Golden Bough, as with William James’s Varieties of Religious Experience, and perhaps as with the Brothers Grimm, Abduction is a book that repeatedly leads the reader to psychologically important sources of wonder about worlds beyond our ken.”

– George E. Vaillant, M.D.,

author of Spiritual Evolution

“John Mack’s chronicle of how a remarkable body of data forced him to question his most deeply rooted beliefs is inspiring and is a powerful illustration of the fact that true science and true spirituality are not at odds. As a story of one man’s determination to bear witness to cosmic mysteries with extraordinary implications for the human future, Abduction is bound to become a modern classic.”

– Keith Thompson,

author of Angels and Aliens
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Preface

When I first heard of people who reported being taken by humanoid beings into spacecraft, my initial reaction was that they must be suffering from some kind of delusion, or at least a culturally or media-driven distortion of reality. Given my view of reality at that time (1989), what they were speaking about was simply not possible. But when I began to meet with these individuals – I have now spoken with literally hundreds – I was quickly impressed with the fact that they were discriminating individuals, largely of sound mind, who were as inclined to doubt their experiences as was I.

Furthermore, their experiences, which they related with intense and appropriate emotion, were consistent with those of other “abductees” or “experiencers” whom they did not know, including details not presented in the media. They were reluctant to talk about what seemed to have happened to them, and, with rare exceptions, had nothing to gain and a good deal to lose. Clinically speaking, these individuals were talking about something that had really taken place. The only problem was that what they were telling me about was not, from the standpoint of my view of reality, possible.

Faced with a phenomenon that does not fit one’s ontological perspective, the choices are to ignore it, to force it somehow into the old mold (this, I believe, is what leads to so many foolish conventional explanations of the abduction phenomenon), or to modify or expand the worldview itself. Compelled by the power of the clinical evidence, I have felt that I must follow this last course: to believe that the experiences are in some way real, even though they challenge my notions of reality. Having said that, the next questions – ones with which I continue to wrestle – are, how do we decide what is real, and, if domains of the real can be distinguished, what are the methodologies or ways of knowing appropriate to each domain?

In the mainstream Western worldview, sometimes characterized as scientific materialism or the Newtonian/Cartesian paradigm, reality falls into objective and subjective domains, outer and inner, which tend to be held as distinct and separate. The objective realm contains the material world, and we explore it through the methods of the natural sciences, by observation, generation of hypotheses, experimentation, and replication. The subjective domain is the world of the psyche or spirit, and we learn about this with the use of consciousness itself – employing introspection, intuition, and communication through language and art.

But there are phenomena, such as near-death experiences, telepathy, and religious visions, that are not clearly in either domain, and appear to possess properties of both. These matters are sometimes called “paranormal” or “supernatural,” words which reflect mystery and anxiety as well as rejection and denial of their reality. Mythologist Patrick Harpur calls this “daimonic reality” (not “demonic”), a world of unseen agency “neither spiritual nor physical, but both” (Harpur 1994, p. 35).

The UFO abduction phenomenon appears to be a powerful example of a “daimonic” reality. It affects experiencers profoundly (subjective), but at the same time manifests in the material world (objective). It appears to originate from an unseen reality, but “crosses over” into the physical world. It presents us with severe methodological problems, for we do not know just how to study a matter which shows up in the material world but does not seem to be of that world. We use clinical approaches to explore the subjective experiences of abductees, paying particular attention to their authenticity, power, and consistency and to the reliability and honesty of the witnesses. At the same time, we gather objective evidence, such as small lesions on experiencers’ bodies, “implants” removed from under the skin, correlating multiple witness abduction accounts and concurrent reports of UFOs and their traces observed independently in the experiencer’s community.

Yet all this leaves us strangely dissatisfied. The physical evidence, though real and even sometimes dramatic, is usually too thin or elusive to satisfy the criteria of the natural sciences and thus often does little more than corroborate the reported experiences. Harpur even suggests that this elusiveness is characteristic of daimonic reality. “No matter how many links are posited [between the material and spirit worlds]”, writes Harpur, “there will always be a point of discontinuity at which the spiritual ceases to be spiritual and becomes material, and vice versa” (Harpur, p. 152).

What, then, is the most useful way to explore a reality such as the alien abduction phenomenon? The odd combination of conscientious clinical (intersubjective) and empirical study which has taken place so far has yielded a great deal of information and has caught the public, if not the scientific, imagination.

But something else is called for, I think, which could, over time, exponentially increase our understanding of this subject, namely the recognition of a deep-seated resistance in mainstream Western culture to even considering that there could be phenomena that originate in the unseen or spirit world and cross over and manifest in the material world. For our so-called materialist paradigm, like any worldview, determines what it is possible for us to see. We need to understand much more fully the source of this resistance, which derives from a deep and intense attachment to our dominant worldview, and honor its presence when we address audiences that are not open to the reality of the phenomenon.

Unless we recognize and dialogue with the ontological dissonance that exists between the abduction investigators and the audiences we hope to reach, the marginality of this field is likely to persist.

*  *  *

The publication of the hardcover edition of this book in April 1994 met with a strong response, both supportive and critical. I would like to express my appreciation to those who were open to what I have been learning. But I also feel that it is important to address some of the criticisms I have received, especially the charge that the work is an example of a kind of cult of irrationality, an exercise in anti-science and unreason.

Upon reviewing the text of the book with the help of colleagues, it is apparent that my growing conviction about the authenticity of these reports, together with a sense of their great potential significance, resulted in a tendency to write as if the fact or reality of the experiences was established before the case had been made. In so doing, I may have denied some readers, especially those who would be naturally skeptical, the opportunity to make up their own minds. In this edition, I have altered the language in specific places to make clear that I am reporting the experiences of the abductees as told to me and not presuming that everything they say is literally true. Whether or not each of their communications is recorded with qualifying words like “reported that” or “according to,” the objective distance between me and the experiences implicit in such phrases should be understood throughout the text. Basic clinical scientific questions that have been raised, such as the status of physical evidence, the role of subject expectation or investigator influence, the reliability of memory, the accuracy of hypnosis, and the possibility of alternative explanations have been addressed in Appendix A. Finally, in order to improve the book’s readability, the historical and cross-cultural sections have been moved to the back (Appendix B), and the opening sections that contain my introduction and first reactions to learning about the abduction phenomenon have been streamlined.

The most archetypal expression of the cry of anti-science came from science writer James Gleick in a review in the New Republic magazine (Gleick 1994). Gleick called the “alien-abduction mythology” a “leading case of the anti-rational, anti-science cults that are flourishing with dismaying vigor in the United States.” He lumps the alien abduction phenomenon together with “paranormal who bend spoons, parapsychologists who sense spiritual auras, crystal healers, believers in reincarnation” and “psychic crime-solvers” as well as “tarot readers and crystal ball gazers.”

In a similar vein psychoanalyst Sanford Gifford, in a review of my book for a psychoanalytic journal (Gifford 1994), called it a “subversive assault on psychoanalysis as a science” (he assumes that the phenomenon must be some sort of product of the unconscious mind), and wrote of the abduction experiencers as individuals “holding irrational beliefs that are not shared by the ‘compact majority.’ “In that sense,” he continued, “they are ‘crazy’ in the same way as believers in Creationism, faith healing, thought transference, or the end of the world on a specific date.” Music critic (!) Milo Miles, reviewing Abduction in The Boston Globe worried that “the secular world and the spirit world must be kept as separate as church and state.” He concludes that “Mack should beware that if rationality and objective truth are thrown out the door, no one can predict what will rush in through the opening (Miles 1994).”

I believe these critiques reflect a misunderstanding of the nature of rationality and reason, and even of science itself. For what the worldview implicit in these statements requires is the a priori exclusion of vast amounts of data simply because that information is in conflict with that point of view. This, I believe, is a far more irrational, and even dangerous, approach to knowledge than to allow information from every possible legitimate source to come into our minds before applying rationality and reason in assessing this information once we have “let it in.” To exclude data because it does not fit a particular view of reality can only, in the end, arrest the progress of science and keep us ignorant.

The worldview that Gleick, Gifford, and Miles espouse is what is usually called the “materialist paradigm.” According to this view, which until recently has dominated mainstream science (although now it is increasingly being questioned, even in contemporary physics), there is only one hard reality, namely that which is observable through the sensory/empirical mode. This dualistic approach would separate cleanly the observer from the observed, subject from object. In so doing, all of the information about other or “unseen” realities that has become available to us through anthropology, comparative religion, parapsychology, consciousness research, and various uses of nonordinary states inside and outside the laboratory – to name but a few sources of data – would, of necessity, have to be excluded. This worldview and its accompanying restrictive epistemology would, in short, eliminate human consciousness and experience as legitimate ways of knowing about reality.

Of the many responses which were more open to my material, Kathryn Robinson’s reaction to Gleick’s review (Robinson 1994) was one of the most telling. Addressing the restrictiveness of the worldview that Gleick’s assault reflected she wrote, “scientific discovery is not a matter of jamming data into existing categories; it’s about supporting new ones. It’s about admitting how much we don’t know – in marked contrast to the hubris of a rationalist such as Gleick, who argues that any phenomenon that’s not available to his senses must therefore be a sham. Gleick’s arrogance,” she notes, “would perhaps approach respectability if there were no mysteries left to science.” Psychologist William James made the same point a hundred years ago. “The ideal of every science,” James wrote, “is that of a closed and completed system of truth. . . . Phenomena unclassifiable within a system are therefore paradoxical absurdities and must be held untrue (James 1896).”

As I discuss throughout this book, our knowledge of the abduction phenomenon depends, fundamentally, upon human experience – i.e., the reports of the abductees themselves and the recording, sifting, and evaluating of these reports by the investigator. That is, of necessity, a participatory process in which the person exploring the experiences – in this case myself – must enter fully and empathically into the experiencer’s world in order to create the context of trust that will bring forth the relevant information. My reasons for taking these experiences seriously are discussed throughout the book, including Appendix A. They have to do essentially with the consistency of reports conveyed with extreme intensity of feeling by sincere individuals of sound mind in the United States and now, increasingly, from around the world, who may themselves doubt profoundly – or would wish to forget – the reality of what they have undergone. No plausible alternative explanation for the reports of abduction experiences, which are sometimes corroborated by physical evidence, has been discovered.

This book provides the most detailed accounts we have to date from people who report abduction experiences. These reports, I believe, raise profound questions about how we experience the world around us and the very nature of that world. The information that I obtained during the several years of this investigation has been communicated in case after case with such power and consistency that a body of data formed which seemed to point clearly to the experiential truth of the abduction phenomenon, whatever its ultimate source might prove to be. The fact that what the experiencers are describing simply cannot be possible according to our traditional scientific view would, it seems to me, more sensibly, yes rationally, call for a change in that perspective, an expansion of our notions of reality, rather than the “jamming” of “data into existing categories” that some critics would have us do. It was in the hope of serving a misunderstood population by making sense of their experiences, and, above all, of provoking my readers to reconsider their views of the universe in which we live, that I undertook to write this book.


1

UFO Abductions: An Introduction

Nothing in my nearly forty years in the field of psychiatry prepared me for what I have encountered in working with individuals reporting abduction experiences. I have always felt that my strong suit during many years of training in adult and child psychiatry and psychoanalysis, and in the clinical work as a teacher and practitioner that followed, has been the discrimination of mental states, the assessment of the nature and meaning of patients’ communications. Yet here were individuals, reporting with appropriate feeling and self-doubt, experiences which – according to generally accepted notions of reality – simply could not be. This book is a documentation of my investigation of “abductees,” or “experiencers” as they are sometimes called. When the term “abductee” appears, I am not presuming the physical reality of the person’s experience. Rather, I am following a conventional usage which I do not feel ready to abandon until more useful language is available.

I was introduced to the abduction phenomenon in January 1990 by Budd Hopkins, a New York artist who had worked with abductees for more than a decade. What struck me initially about the cases I saw with Hopkins, and then on my own, was the consistency of the stories told by individuals who had not been in communication with each other, had come forth reluctantly, and feared the discrediting of their accounts or outright ridicule that they had encountered in the past. Furthermore, most of the specific information that the abductees provided about the means of transport to and from spaceships, the descriptions of the insides of the ships themselves, and the procedures carried out by the aliens during the reported abductions had not been written about or shown in the media. Finally, none of the experiencers seemed psychiatrically disturbed except in a secondary sense, that is they were troubled as a consequence of something that had apparently happened to them. There was little to suggest that their stories were delusional, a misinterpretation of dreams, or the product of fantasy. None of those I saw initially and in the coming months seemed like people who would concoct a strange story for some personal gain or purpose. In short, the experiences reported had the characteristics of real events: highly detailed narratives that seemed to have no obvious symbolic pattern; intense emotional and physical traumatic impact, sometimes leaving small lesions on the experiencers’ bodies; and consistency of stories down to the most minute details. But if these experiences were in some sense “real,” then all sorts of new questions opened up. How often was this occurring? If there were large numbers of these cases, who was helping these individuals deal with their experiences and what sort of support or treatment was called for? What was the response of the mental health profession? And, most basic of all, what was the source of these encounters? These and many other questions will be addressed in this book.

In the more than three and a half years I have been working with abductees through the end of 1992, I have seen more than a hundred individuals referred for evaluation of abductions or other “anomalous” experiences. Of these, seventy-six (ranging in age from two to fifty-seven; forty-seven females and twenty-nine males, including three boys eight and under) fulfill my quite strict criteria for an abduction case: conscious reports or reports with the help of hypnosis, of being taken by alien beings into a strange craft, recounted with emotion appropriate to the experience being described and no apparent mental condition that could account for the story. I have done between one and eight several-hour modified hypnosis, or relaxation, sessions with forty-nine of these individuals, and have evolved a therapeutic approach I will describe shortly.

Although I have a great debt and profound respect for the pioneers in this field, like Budd Hopkins, who have had the courage to investigate and report information that runs in the face of our culture’s consensus reality, this book is based largely on my own clinical experience. For this is a subject which is so controversial that virtually no accepted scientific authority has evolved that I might use to bolster my arguments or conclusions. I will report, therefore, what I have learned primarily from my own cases and will make interpretations and draw conclusions on the basis of this information.

The intensity of the energies and emotions involved as abductees relive their experiences is unlike anything I have encountered in other clinical work. The immediacy of presence, support, and understanding that is required has influenced the way I regard the psychotherapeutic task in general. Furthermore, I have come to see that the abduction phenomenon has important philosophical, spiritual, and social implications. Above all, more than any other research I have undertaken, this work has led me to challenge the prevailing worldview or consensus reality which I had grown up believing and had always applied in my clinical/scientific endeavors.

There are, of course, other phenomena that have led to the challenging of the prevailing materialist/dualistic worldview. These include near-death experiences, meditation practices, the use of psychedelic substances, shamanic journeys, ecstatic dancing, religious rituals, and other practices that open our being to what we call in the West non-ordinary states of consciousness. But none of these, I believe, speaks to us so powerfully in the language that we know best, the language of the physical world. For the abduction phenomenon reaches us, so to speak, where we live. It enters harshly into the physical world, whether or not it is of this world. Its power, therefore, to reach and alter our consciousness is potentially immense. All of these matters will be discussed more fully in the clinical case examples that constitute the bulk of this book, and, especially, in the concluding chapter.

One of the important questions in abduction research has been whether the phenomenon is fundamentally new – related to the sightings of “flying saucers” and other unidentified flying objects (UFOs) in the 1940s and the discovery in the 1960s that these craft had “occupants” – or is but a modern chapter in a long story of humankind’s relationship to vehicles and creatures appearing from the heavens that goes back to antiquity. Many have also speculated that, given the deeply technological nature of these reports, it may be a distinctly modern, Western phenomenon that is unknown to native cultures. These questions will be addressed in Appendix B.

Who Are the Abductees?

None of the efforts to characterize abductees as a group have been successful. They seem to come, as if at random, from all parts of society (Bullard 1987; Hopkins 1981, 1987; Jacobs 1992, pp. 327-28). My own sample includes students, homemakers, secretaries, writers, business people, computer industry professionals, musicians, psychologists, a nightclub receptionist, a prison guard, an acupuncturist, a social worker, and a gas station attendant. At first I thought that working class people predominated, but that appears to be an artifact related to the fact that those with less of an economic and social stake in the society seem less reluctant to come forward. Conversely, more professionally and politically prominent abductees fear the humiliation, rejection, and threat to their position that public revelation of their experiences might bring. One of the men with whom I have worked left me a note with a telephone number and a post office box in a town in which he did not live. He did not tell me his real name until some trust had been established between us. A highly renowned political figure who is well known in UFO circles to be an abduction witness has applied the skills of his profession to the fullest to avoid public identification and embarrassment (Hopkins 1992).

Efforts to establish a pattern of psychopathology other than disturbances associated with a traumatic event have been unsuccessful. Psychological testing of abductees has not revealed evidence of mental or emotional disturbance that could account for their reported experiences (Bloecher, Clamar, and Hopkins 1985; Parnell 1986; Parnell and Sprinkle 1990; Rodeghier, Goodpaster, and Blatterbauer 1991; Slater 1985; Spanos et al. 1993; Stone-Carmen 1995). My own sample demonstrates a broad range of mental health and emotional adaptation. Some experiencers are highly functioning individuals who seem mainly to need support in integrating their abduction experiences with the rest of their lives. Others verge on being overwhelmed by the traumatic impact and philosophical implications of their experiences and need a great deal of counseling and emotional support.

The administration of a full battery of psychometric tests is time-consuming and expensive. I have undertaken to have four of my cases tested by Ph.D. psychologists. One twenty-one-year-old man, who I knew was quite troubled – one of two of my seventy-six cases who had to be hospitalized for psychiatric reasons – revealed a complex picture of emotional disturbance and troubled thinking in which cause and effect in relation to the abduction experiences could not be sorted out. The other three tested in the normal range with no obvious psychopathology found.

The effort to discover a personality type associated with abductions has also not been successful (Basterfield and Bartholomew 1988; Basterfield 1995; Mack 1995; Rodeghier, Goodpaster, and Blatterbauer 1991). Psychologist Kenneth Ring has posited the notion of an encounter-prone personality (Ring 1992; Ring and Rosing 1990), a tendency of an individual who has been affected by unusual experiences to be more open to them in the future. But in this, as in any hypothesis concerning the personalities of abductees, it is important to keep in mind that the encounters may in many instances be found to have begun in early infancy, and children as young as two years old have talked of their abduction experiences. I have two boys under three in my own sample. Cause and effect in the relationship of abduction experiences to building of personality are thus virtually impossible to sort out.

Similarly, there is no obvious pattern of family structure and interaction in the case of abductees. When I began this work I was struck by how many abductees came from broken homes or had one or more alcoholic parents. But some of my cases come from intact, well-functioning families. There also seems to be a “poor fit” between some individual experiencers and their parents, and a number of my cases complain about coldness and emotional deprivation within the family (for example, Joe, chapter 8). Some abductees experience having been told by an alien female that she was their true mother, and they even feel in some vague but deep way that this is actually true, i.e., that they are not “from here” and that their human mother and father are not their true parents. I have several cases in which the abduction-affected sibling seems to have fared better in life than the other siblings and attributes this to the warmth and love received during their life from the aliens themselves. It appears, as in the case of sexual abuse (see below), that the abductees experience that the alien beings seem interested in human woundedness and may play some sort of healing or restorative role. Careful research to document this possibility is needed.

I have the impression that abductees as a group are usually open and intuitive individuals, less tolerant than usual of societal authoritarianism, and more flexible in accepting diversity and the unusual experiences of other people. Some of my cases report a variety of psychic experiences, which has been noted by other researchers (Basterfield 1995). But here too, biases related to the effects of their abduction experiences, the particular segment of the abductee population that came to me in the first place, and the results, in some instances, of our work together must be considered. Subtle measures, such as tests of openness, intuition, and psychic ability, that might distinguish abductees as a group from a matched sample of nonexperiencers, have yet to be developed or applied in the field of abduction research.

An association with sexual abuse has also been suggested in the abduction literature (Laibow 1989; Ring and Rosing 1990). But here too errors related to the misremembering of traumatic experiences, or the reverse – traumatic experiences of one kind (abduction) opening the psyche to the recollection of traumas of another kind (sexual abuse) – can lead to falsely overstressing the association. I have worked with one woman, for example, who went to a capable psychotherapist for presumed sexual abuse and incest-related problems. Several hypnosis sessions failed to reveal evidence of such events. But during one of her sessions she recalled a UFO that landed near her home when she was a six-year-old girl from which emerged typical alien beings who took her aboard the craft. For the first time, she experienced powerful emotions, especially fear, in the therapy hour. The therapist who referred the woman to me told me that he was “clean,” i.e., was not directly familiar with the abduction phenomenon and did not suspect that she had such a history. There is not a single abduction case in my experience or that of other investigators (for example, Jacobs 1992, p. 285) that has turned out to have masked a history of sexual abuse or any other traumatic cause. But the reverse has frequently occurred – that an abduction history has been revealed in cases investigated for sexual or other traumatic abuse.

Sexual abuse appears to be one of the forms of human woundedness that, from the experiencer’s standpoint, has led the aliens to intervene in a protective or healing manner. A thirty-five-year-old woman, for example, remembered consciously being sexually abused by her father at age four and weeping in the cellar afterwards. Several familiar alien beings – she recalled encounters from fourteen months old – “checked me to see if I was hurt, ‘cause I did hurt,” found underwear for her (not the “right ones”) and “did up my sandals,” she told me.

There have also been efforts to relate the abduction phenomenon to Satanic ritual abuse (Dean 1995; Wright 1993) and multiple personality disorders which, like sexual abuse, are related to psychological traumas in which the mechanism of dissociation is employed (Frankel 1993; Ganaway 1989; Spiegel and Cardena 1991). But it is important to realize that dissociation is a means whereby the personality copes with a traumatic experience by splitting off part of itself to keep disturbing emotions out of consciousness, thus allowing the rest of the psyche to function as well as it can. “Dissociation” per se tells us nothing about the source or content of the original disturbing experience. Abductees will use dissociation as a way of dealing with their threatening experiences, i.e., to keep them out of consciousness, and it may even be a prevalent coping device among abductees (Jacobson 1995). But the fact that they employ this defense mechanism does not tell us anything about the nature of the original traumatic experience. I feel sometimes that in the mental health profession we are like the generals who are accused of always fighting the last war, invoking the diagnoses and mental mechanisms with which we are familiar when confronted with a new and mysterious phenomenon, especially if it is one that challenges our way of thinking.

The first cases that were referred to me in the spring of 1990 confirmed what Hopkins, David Jacobs, Leo Sprinkle, John Carpenter, and other pioneers who were investigating the abduction phenomenon had already discovered. These individuals reported being taken against their wills by alien beings, sometimes through the walls of their houses, and subjected to elaborate intrusive procedures which appeared to have a reproductive purpose. In a few cases they were actually observed by independent witnesses to be physically absent during the time of the abduction. These people suffered from no obvious psychiatric disorder, except the effects of traumatic experience, and were reporting with powerful emotion what to them were utterly real experiences. Furthermore, these experiences were sometimes associated with UFO sightings by friends, family members, or others in the community, including media reporters and journalists, and frequently left physical traces on the individuals’ bodies, such as cuts and small ulcers that would tend to heal rapidly and followed no apparent psychodynamically identifiable pattern as do, for example, religious stigmata. In short, I was dealing with a phenomenon that I felt could not be explained psychiatrically, yet was simply not possible within the framework of the Western scientific worldview.

Working with Experiencers

With this dilemma in mind I approached Thomas Kuhn, author of the 1962 classic The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, which analyzes how scientific paradigms change, to get his advice about my investigations. I knew Thomas Kuhn since childhood, for his parents and mine were friends in New York and I often attended eggnog parties at Christmastime in the Kuhns’ home. I found the advice that he and his wife, Jehane, who is highly knowledgeable in the fields of mythology and folklore, gave me to be very useful. What I found most helpful was Kuhn’s observation that the Western scientific paradigm had come to assume the rigidity of a theology, and that this belief system was held in place by the structures, categories, and polarities of language, such as real/unreal, exists/does not exist, objective/subjective, intrapsychic/external world, and happened/did not happen. He suggested that in pursuing my investigations I suspend to the degree that I was able all of these language forms and simply collect raw information, putting aside whether or not what I was learning fit any particular worldview. Later I would see what I had found and whether any coherent theoretical formulation would be possible. This, by and large, has been the approach that I have tried to follow.

When a possible abductee comes to see me, either referred through the UFO network, by another mental health professional, or self-referred upon learning of my work through the media, I explain that I regard him or her as a co-investigator. Although abductees understand that I am engaged in research about the phenomenon, I explain that my first responsibility is to their health and well-being. The overall investigative and therapeutic approach I use has evolved over the past three and a half years and is still changing (Mack 1992). I do an initial screening interview, which generally lasts about one and a half to two hours. During this session I obtain a history of possible abduction-related phenomena and learn as much about the person and his or her family as I can. Sometimes additional family members, who may or may not be experiencers themselves, will be interviewed.

Abductees may have a great deal of conscious recall of their experiences without hypnosis. One nineteen-year-old man remembered the details of an abduction at age four in our first interview. He told anxiously of being “picked up” from a clearing behind his home by gray aliens at midday, and taken into a spaceship. He was able to describe the saucer-like UFO and the beings themselves in great detail. On the ship he was unable to move and was forced to lie down in a cubicle where he was bathed in laser-like light and a skin sample was taken with a cylindrical instrument. After this he was returned and told to “run along now” down a path to the apartment complex where he was living.

But often abductees say that there are vast areas of their lives that they strongly feel are outside of conscious recall and yet powerfully affect them on a day-to-day basis. Although they generally know that these experiences may have been traumatic and that recollecting them will be disturbing, the majority of abductees I have seen elect to investigate their experiences further. It is far more difficult, they have felt, to have major episodes of their mental lives and experiences unavailable to them than it is to confront what they sense has happened, however disturbing the events may prove to be.

The inducement of a nonordinary state, using even the simplest of relaxation techniques, seems to be highly effective in bringing abductees’ walled off experiences into consciousness and in discharging their traumatic impact. I do not understand why this is so dramatically true. Most of the abductees I have worked with seem to move readily into a non-ordinary state of consciousness, although previous studies have shown that they are no more hypnotizable than the norm (Spanos et al. 1993; Rodeghier, Goodpaster, and Blatterbauer 1991). It is as if the changed state of consciousness, in a kind of reverse mirror-imaging of the original altering of the psyche’s consciousness, undoes the forces of repression that were imposed at the time of the abduction experience.

These repressing forces are felt by the abductees to be much more than their own self-protective defenses. They may feel that as much as ninety percent of the energy that kept them from remembering was the result of an outside turning or switching off of memory by something the aliens themselves do. According to the abductees, the aliens will frequently communicate to them that they will not, or should not, remember what has occurred. Sometimes it is explained that this is for their own protection, and indeed, especially as in the case of small children, ongoing conscious recall of painful or traumatic experiences could interfere with daily life (for example, Jerry, chapter 6). The experiencers may feel that they are specifically disobeying the admonitions of the alien beings, with whom they often feel connected or allied on a very deep level, when they cooperate with me in recalling their abductions. This requires reassurance on my part that no harm, to my knowledge, has ever come from recalling these experiences when done in an appropriately supportive context.

While the accounts often begin as deeply traumatic, in the end the experiencer often reports a profound connection with the beings. It has been suggested that this alliance with the alien beings is a manifestation of the “Stockholm syndrome,” or identification with the perpetrator, whereby victims sympathize with the aggressor in order to maintain a sense of agency in a helpless situation. While this remains a valid hypothesis, in my experience, and in the following case materials, abductees seem to come to feel a more authentic identification with the purpose of the whole phenomenon.

The economy and history of remembering in the abduction phenomenon is one of its most interesting aspects. Detailed recall of experiences that were never in conscious awareness may be triggered years, even several decades, after the event by something seen or heard which may bear only a minimal relationship to the actual abduction. What combination of abductee/alien factors determines the timing of recall, including when the experiencers elect to investigate their histories and who comes to tell their stories, remains to be understood further.

In my work with experiencers, I encourage them in a safe and quiet setting to maintain a focus on the breath as a tool for centering and integration. I have found it invaluable in working with abductees. This is related to the extraordinary intensity of the energies involved – connected apparently with the power of the original experience – manifested in bodily sensations and movements and strong emotions, especially terror, rage, and sadness, that come up as the abduction material emerges.

After a simple induction that includes soothing imagery, a systematic relaxation of the parts of the body, and frequent return of attention to the breath, I encourage the experiencer to envision a comforting and relaxing place, to which the experiencer may automatically return at any time during the session. This enables the individual to mediate the pace of accessing the material, and reinforces the priority I place on his or her well-being.

As is often true of survivors of other traumatic events who seek to bring the events into full consciousness, abductees want to remember. Sometimes there is a danger that the unfolding of the narrative, the recall of apparent abduction events, will run ahead of the abductees’ defenses once again, resulting in their becoming overwhelmed and traumatized. Through focusing on the breath during the induction process and the relaxation session itself the experiencer is able to be grounded and to approach these experiences with greater strength. I explain to the abductee at the beginning of the session that I am more interested in the integration of the recalled experiences as we go along than in “getting the story.” The story, I explain, will take care of itself in due time.

Having achieved together a relaxed (if often somewhat apprehensive) state of being and established skills for pacing and grounding the recall, we proceed to the process of further exploration of the abduction experience. Numerous examples of this part of the session are detailed in the following chapters. It is useful in reading these accounts to note the way in which a return to focus on the breath in difficult moments often reduces fear by grounding the experience in raw perception and quieting the interpretive mind. In addition, at moments of special distress during the session, I may place my hand gently on the abductee’s shoulder to assure him or her of my presence. But in providing this reassurance one must be careful not to create a confusing replication of the original intrusion, which any physical contact with an experiencer who is in the depths of traumatic recall may create.

At the end of the session the experiencer may feel powerful tension or cramping in certain muscle groups, especially for some reason in the hands, and a tension-exaggerating approach, as developed by the Grofs, may be useful in discharging the remaining tightness or cramping. We also spend some time at this point discussing the material that has emerged. This conversation helps to bring the material more fully into normal consciousness and to further the process of integration. It is at this time that many experiencers begin to struggle deeply with questions of accuracy and meaning, and they often ask me how they should regard their hypnotically recovered material.

Questions related to the reliability of memory in hypnosis, the accuracy of incomplete or previously repressed memory, the potential biasing influence of the investigator, and the role of physical versus psychological evidence in assessing the reality of the abduction phenomenon will be examined in Appendix A.

Epistemological questions, especially those concerning consciousness as an instrument of knowing, will be with us throughout this book. In this work, as in any clinically sound investigation, the psyche of the investigator, or, more accurately, the interaction of the psyches of the client and the clinician, is the means of gaining knowledge. But it must then be noted that although we analyze and formulate as objectively as possible afterwards, the original information was obtained nondualistically, i.e., through the intersubjective unfolding of the investigator-abductee interaction. Thus experience, the reporting of that experience, and the receiving of that experience through the psyche of the investigator are, in the absence of physical verification sufficiently robust to satisfy scientific requirements of proof (there is physical evidence but not proof), the only ways that we can know about abductions.

When experiencers ask me about the status of their experience in the non-ordinary state, I can only say that the elements of their story have appeared again and again in the stories of other individuals who are not mentally disturbed. I note that the feelings and emotions they have shown me seem quite real to me, and I explore other possible explanations for feelings that intense. Finally, I tell them that I have no answers, and that we are investigating their experiences together.

At the end of the session I instruct the experiencers to call either me or my assistant, Pam Kasey, who is present during almost all the meetings, for a follow-up discussion. They usually do call, but if they do not we call them. We are interested in how the experiencer has dealt with the powerful feelings that came up during the session, additional memories that surfaced, and how they are managing what I call the “ontological shock” of the abduction events; for until the powerful reliving that has occurred during the hypnosis session, the abductees may have still clung to the possibility that these experiences are dreams or some sort of curable mental disorder. The denial never disappears altogether, and a shock may recur, even after several hypnosis sessions, especially if a second abductee reports independently witnessing or experiencing during a shared abduction precisely what the first one has reported.

Regular support group meetings, held in a friendly, private atmosphere where easy socializing is possible, are an important aspect of my work with abductees: for members of this population feel extremely isolated and unable to communicate, except with other experiencers, a central aspect of their lives without fear of rejection or outright ridicule. In the support group they find a community of individuals with similar experiences. In the group abductees can share what they have been through, or are still experiencing, can keep up with what is going on in the UFO/abduction field generally, and can explore the various possible meanings and implications of the experiences in their individual and collective lives.

Although one or more professional investigators are present during the support group, it is important that the abductees develop a self-help support network among themselves outside of the regular meeting times. Sometimes this involves small group meetings; at other times telephone contact is sufficient. As I have stressed, abductees are not, generally, mentally disturbed individuals. But they have undergone powerfully traumatic or confusing experiences, feel isolated from the mainstream belief structures of the society, and often need a great deal of support from people who know about or are familiar with the abduction phenomenon.

It is often useful for an abductee to have an ongoing relationship with a psychotherapist who is familiar with this phenomenon. When I began my work there were very few mental health professionals who involved themselves with this field, and some were doing potential harm by trying to fit the experiencers into a familiar diagnostic category, most often of some other form of traumatic abuse. But that is changing, and in the Boston area and some other metropolitan centers there are increasing numbers of clinicians who are open to the reality of the abduction phenomenon and able to work with this population, although few are prepared to take on the powerful reliving of the abductees’ experiences through hypnosis. Training programs, begun in 1992 with the leadership and support of Las Vegas businessman Robert Bigelow, and organized in various American cities by abduction investigators John Carpenter, Budd Hopkins, and David Jacobs, are familiarizing many mental health professionals with the abduction phenomenon.

In talking with people who work with experiencers, I have come to believe that what is most important during a regression and in all interactions with experiencers is the way of holding the energies of these experiences. This includes a degree of warmth and empathy, a belief in the ability of the individual to integrate these confusing experiences and make meaning of them for him or herself, and a willingness to enter into the co-investigative process and risk being changed by the information. These are, of course, qualities that are important in any relationship, and they become critical in this work, where we are all pushed to our edge, experiencer, investigator, and therapist alike.


2

Alien Abductions: An Overview

INDICATORS OF ABDUCTION EXPERIENCES

Although some abductees may recall only a single dramatic instance, when a case is carefully investigated it generally turns out that experiencers begin to recall encounters that have been occurring from early childhood and even infancy. Indications of childhood abductions include the memory of a “presence,” or “little men,” or other small beings in the bedroom; recollections of unexplained intense light in the bedroom or other rooms; a humming or vibratory sensation at the onset of the experience; instances of being floated down the hall or out of the house; close-up sightings of UFOs; vivid dreams of being taken into a strange room or enclosure where intrusive procedures were done; and time lapses of an hour or more (Hopkins 1981) in which the parents may have been unable to find the child. Awakening paralyzed, with a sense of dread, and experiencing strange beings or a presence in the room, are common indicators in both children and adults.

Sometimes the alien beings are remembered as friendly playmates, or even healers (in the case of Carlos, for example, the abductee felt he was literally cured of life threatening bouts of pneumonia by the alien beings). Often, the abductees feel that the aliens are protectors in early childhood, but the encounters become more serious and disturbing as the child approaches puberty. But even small children (as in the case of Colin, Jerry’s son, whose history is in chapter 6) may be terrified by the experience of being taken from their family up into the sky against their will and subjected to painful procedures. Frequently the child will tell the parents of these encounters, which the child knows to be real, and are told by the parents that they were dreaming. They learn eventually to go “underground,” and often resolve to tell no one until, as adults, they finally decide to investigate their experiences.

Abduction experiences run in families, sometimes over three or more generations (Howe 1989). Here too the vagaries of memory – the peculiar mix of psychological defenses and an apparent control of recall by forces that the aliens command – make it difficult to develop meaningful statistics regarding the number or percentage of relatives involved. In the cases of Jerry and Arthur (chapters 6 and 15), for example, the experiencers contacted me after a conversation with an affected sibling triggered their memory. Parents who may eventually acknowledge close-up UFO sightings, or even actual abduction experiences, often initially deny their own experiences and even their children’s, not wanting to be reminded of their own abduction traumas. Sometimes children will report seeing a parent on the ship, but when the child confronts the parent with that experience the parent may not recall being abducted. Or the reverse may occur – a parent, as in Joe and Jerry’s cases, or an older sibling, may recall being abducted with a child or a younger sibling, and feel deeply troubled at being unable to protect the child. Or, conversely, a child may resent an older sibling or parent, who may or may not recall the abduction, for not protecting him or her.

Although abduction or abduction-related experiences may recur throughout the experiencer’s life, the pattern and timing of these encounters is not clear. Some abductees believe that they occur at times of stress or particular openness or vulnerability. But this is by no means certain. One of the most distressing aspects of the phenomenon to investigators and experiencers alike, although for different reasons, is the unpredictability of its recurrence.

There are other symptoms that are tied to unconscious association with particular elements of the abduction experiences. These may indicate a possible abduction history, but are not by themselves definitive. They include a general sense of vulnerability, especially at night; fear of hospitals (related to the intrusive procedures on the ships); fear of flying, elevators, animals, insects, and sexual contact. Particular sounds, smells, images, or activities that are disturbing for no apparent reason may later prove to be connected with the abduction experience. Insomnia, fear of the dark and of being alone at night, the covering of windows against intruders, sleeping with the light on (as an adult), and disturbing dreams and nightmares of being in strange flying craft or enclosures, are common among abductees.

Odd rashes, cuts, scoop marks, or other lesions may appear overnight, or unexplained bleeding may occur from the nose, ear, or rectum, which by itself might not draw attention, but attains significance in association with other abduction-related phenomena. Other symptoms, which later prove to be specifically related to aspects of the abduction experience, include sinus pain; urological-gynecological complaints, including unexplained difficulty during pregnancy; and persistent gastrointestinal symptoms.

For a clinician like myself, trained in the Western tradition, the investigation of abduction cases presents special challenges, since much of the information that is obtained does not fit within accepted notions of reality. The temptation is to accept some experiences, especially those that appear to make some sort of sense within our space/time paradigm, and reject others as too “far out,” i.e., too far from what we know as possible from a physical standpoint. I suspect such discriminations are not wise or useful. For the whole phenomenon is so bizarre from a Western ontological standpoint that to credit some experiences because they appear, at least superficially, familiar to us and reject others on the grounds of their strangeness seems quite illogical. Furthermore, this would prematurely limit the scope of study of a phenomenon about which we know so little. My criterion, therefore, for including or taking seriously an observation by an abductee is whether what has been reported was felt to be real by the experiencer and was communicated sincerely and with powerful affect appropriate to what is being reported. This does not mean that I have concluded that what the experiencer reports happened literally in our physical world.

THREE CLASSES OF INFORMATION

Applying the above framework I have found it useful to distinguish three classes or levels of information. First comes what might be called the apparently literal, physical level. This concerns phenomena such as the visual sighting or radar spotting of UFOs, light and sound phenomena associated with them, the burned patches of earth that they sometimes leave, aborted pregnancies, and lesions on the surface of or implants left in abductees’ bodies following their experiences. These are phenomena that appear to occur within the physical universe familiar to Western science and can be studied by its empirical methods. The field of ufology – the sighting of UFOs – was concerned primarily with directly observable phenomena until the discovery of the abduction syndrome.

Second are phenomena which look like they could be understood within our space/time universe if only we had the scientific and technological knowledge and ability to do so. These could be “extraterrestrial” phenomena which suggest technologies thousands of years ahead of us. These phenomena are, at least theoretically, not inconsistent with some sort of extension of the physical laws set forth by Western science. This category would include how the spacecraft get here (the “propulsion systems”); how they can accelerate at unbelievable speeds, virtually flicking across the sky or disappearing suddenly from a radar screen; the means by which the alien beings “float” people through doors, windows, and walls; the switching off of memory and consciousness of abductees and potential witnesses and other forms of mind control; the creation of alien/human hybrid fetuses, seen by or brought to the abductees on the ships; and the creation or staging of powerfully vivid images of landscapes, experienced by the abductee as real (for example, Catherine, chapter 7). Although we do not understand the mechanisms by which these effects are achieved, they do not, per se, require a fundamental change of paradigm. Spectacular advances in physics, biology, neuroscience, and psychology might, conceivably, shed light on them.

Finally, there are phenomena and experiences reported by abductees for which we can conceive of no explanation within a Newtonian/Cartesian or even Einsteinian space/time ontology. These include the apparent mastery of thought travel by the aliens and sometimes by the abductees themselves (as Paul describes in chapter 10); abductees’ sense that their experiences are not occurring in our space/time universe, or that space and time have “collapsed”; a consciousness abductees experience of vast other realities beyond the screen of this one, beyond the “veil” (a word they frequently use); the deeply felt sense of opening up to or returning to the source of being and creation or cosmic consciousness, experienced by abductees as an inexpressibly divine light or “Home” (another word they commonly use); the experience by abductees of a dual human/alien identity, i.e., that they are themselves of alien origins (for example, Peter, Joe, and Paul, in chapters 13, 8, and 10); and the powerful reliving of past life experiences, including great cycles of birth and death. In addition, the aliens appear to be consummate shape-shifters, often appearing initially to the abductees as animals – owls, eagles, raccoons, and deer are among the creatures the abductees have seen initially – while the ships themselves may be disguised as helicopters or, as in the case of one of my clients, as a too-tall kangaroo that appeared in a park when the abductee was seven. The connection with animal spirits is very powerful for many abductees (for example, Carlos and Dave, chapters 14 and 12). This shamanic dimension needs further study. These phenomena cannot be understood within the framework of the laws of Western science, although as I have indicated, they are fully consistent with the beliefs developed thousands of years ago by other non-Western cultures.

PHENOMENOLOGY: WHAT DO EXPERIENCERS TELL US?

The summary of abduction phenomenology provided in what follows will be developed in more detail in the case examples.

How Do Abduction Experiences Begin?

Abduction encounters begin most commonly in homes or when abductees are driving automobiles. In some cases the experiencer may be walking in nature. One woman reported being taken from a snowmobile on a winter’s day. Children have experienced being taken from school yards. The first indication that an abduction is about to occur might be an unexplained intense blue or white light that floods the bedroom, an odd buzzing or humming sound, unexplained apprehension, the sense of an unusual presence or even the direct sighting of one or more humanoid beings in the room, and, of course, the close-up sighting of a strange craft.

When an abduction begins during the night, or, as is common, during the early hours of the morning, the experiencer may at first call what is happening a dream. But careful questioning will reveal that the experiencer had not fallen asleep at all, or that the experience began in a conscious state after awakening. As the abduction begins the abductee may experience a subtle shift of consciousness, but this state of being is just as real, or even more so, than the “normal” one. Sometimes there is a moment of shock and sadness when the abductee discovers in the initial interview, or during a hypnosis session, that what they had more comfortably held to be a dream was actually some sort of bizarre, threatening, and vivid experience which they may then recall has occurred repeatedly and for which they have no explanation.

After the initial contact, the abductee is commonly “floated” (the word most commonly used) down the hall, through the wall or windows of the house, or through the roof of the car. They are usually astounded to discover that they are passed through solid objects, experiencing only a slight vibratory sensation. In most cases the beam of light seems to serve as an energy source or “ramp” for transporting the abductee from the place where the abduction starts to a waiting vehicle. Usually the experiencer is accompanied by one, two, or more humanoid beings who guide them to the ship. At some point early in this process the experiencer discovers that he or she has been numbed or totally paralyzed by a touch of the hand or an instrument held by one of the beings. Abductees may still be able to move their heads, and usually can see what is going on, although frequently they will close their eyes so they can deny or avoid experiencing the reality of what is occurring. The terror associated with this helplessness blends with the frightening nature of the whole strange experience.

When abductions begin in the bedroom, the experiencer may not initially see the spacecraft, which is the source of the light and is outside the house. The UFOs vary in size from a few feet across to several hundred yards wide. They are described as silvery or metallic and cigar-, saucer-, or dome-shaped. Strong white, blue, orange, or red light emanates from the bottom of the craft, which is apparently related to the propulsion energy, and also from porthole-like openings that ring its outer edge. After they are taken from the house, abductees commonly see a small spacecraft which may be standing on long legs. They are initially taken into this craft, which then rises to a second larger or “mother” ship. At other times they experience being taken up through the night sky directly to the large ship and will see the house or ground below receding dramatically. Often the abductee will struggle at this and later points to stop the experience, but this does little good except to give the individual a vital sense that he or she is not simply a passive victim. There is a debate in abduction work as to whether abductions can be stopped, or even whether to do so is a good idea (Druffel 1995). There are small variations in what is experienced during this phase of the abduction. Arthur (chapter 15), for example, described ascending to a UFO on a kind of threadlike arc that extended to the craft from the car his mother had been driving when the abduction began.

Independent Witnessing

Independent witnessing of an abduction does occur, but is, in my experience, relatively rare and limited in nature. As in so many aspects of the phenomenon, the evidence may be compelling, yet at the same time maddeningly subtle and difficult to corroborate with as much supporting data as firm proof would require. Husbands and wives, for example, are commonly “switched off” while the spouse is being abducted and have “slept” through the whole event. The abductee is sometimes highly frustrated when loud screaming fails to rouse the sleeping partner, who may seem to be in a state of unconsciousness deeper than sleep, appearing as if dead.

Hopkins has documented a case, now being widely discussed, where a woman made an unsolicited report to him that from the Brooklyn Bridge she saw his client, Linda Cortile, being taken by alien beings from her twelfth story East River apartment into a waiting spacecraft that then plunged into the river below (Hopkins 1992, 1995). These observations corresponded precisely with what Mrs. Cortile had told Hopkins happened to her when he recovered information about a reported abduction that occurred in November 1989. This is, to my knowledge, the only documented case where an individual, who was not him or herself abducted, reported witnessing an abduction as it was actually taking place. The witnesses of an abduction, it seems, are often themselves abductees, who may be involved in the same event, raising questions about the “objectivity” of the observer. Sometimes, according to reports, the abductee may be noted to be missing for a half hour or more or, in rare cases, for days, as in the famous Travis Walton case (Walton 1978; Tormé 1993), by family members or others. But in these instances no one has seen them being taken into a spacecraft, and there is no firm proof that abduction was the cause of their absence.

One of my first cases, a young woman of twenty-four, told of being abducted as a teenager with a friend after midnight from the basement den of her friend’s home. The girls’ fathers were frantic when they could not find their daughters during the night. According to both girls (I have spoken with the other girl, who confirms my client’s account) the fathers checked the den during the early hours of the morning and found that the two teenagers were not there. By six o’clock they were both back in the den. In another case the eight-year-old daughter of one of my abductee-clients, who has herself spoken of abduction experiences, observed her mother to be missing from her room when she looked for her during the night. The mother told me that she had had an abduction experience at the exact time the daughter told her she was missing. In the morning the girl said to her mother, “Daddy was there and the covers on your side were turned down but you were gone.” Another client of mine reported an abduction with a college roommate from their dormitory. She said she actually saw her roommate being returned through the door through which she was taken. When the beings returned the roommate, my client observed, “her head was hanging and her hair was hanging down and I thought that she was dead.” But she herself then experienced an abduction, so that her credibility as an “independent” witness might therefore be questionable.

Independent observation of a UFO near where an experiencer reports that an abduction took place is another kind of corroborative evidence, especially if the abductee did not him or herself actually see the craft. We will see in Catherine’s case (chapter 7) that she was shocked to discover in the media the next morning that a UFO had been observed traveling the exact route north of Boston that she had felt compelled to drive during the night. Her drive culminated in an abduction, which took place in a wooded section of a suburb about fifteen miles northeast of Boston, but Catherine never saw the UFO itself, except in the air near her car as the abduction was actually taking place. Peter (chapter 13) reported being taken into a UFO from a Connecticut home while three of his friends who were walking outside
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