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proof pentagon in the mid-1990s, a pentagon astrophysicist named jerry ostriker
took up teaching at columbia university. at a departmental function at columbia,
he ran into his old princeton colleague, herbert levine, who had been recently
fired from the department of energy for his anti-vietnam protest activities.
ostriker invited levine to his apartment, where he gave him a tour of his
collection of ufo paraphernalia. one of ostriker’s visitors, a physics student
named david disalle, recalls hearing about the anecdote: ostriker, like many
other academics, “had [his] own files of ufo stuff,” disalle recalls, “including a
book called the encyclopedia of ufo sightings”—*“the first edition was published in
1969.” “ostriker,” disalle says, “listened to the whole story of this flying saucer.”
In the “right environment,” ostriker said, “by some strange happenstance,” the
“ufo phenomenon might take off.” ostriker, who is now at ucla, believes that the
u.s. military is capable of creating antimatter and antigravity devices, “which is
why we have this long-standing secret aviation program.” perhaps
understandably, washington’s secrecy about its ufos keeps the subject in the
realm of paranoia. but the fact that the discipline is even an academic discipline
at all is in a way a triumph for the “conventional wisdom.” for the fact that it
happens to be the case that some people believe in the phenomena is quite
interesting, but certainly not a justification for trying to debunk it. like the belief
of other educated people about the existence of santa claus, the existence of
ufos can be taken as emblematic of people’s previous beliefs. in his book on
science and popular culture, the amateur scientist, biologist and journalist david




K. Ingraham writes about his visit, as a teenager, to a new jersey state
correctional facility for teenage delinquents, where he was struck by the fact that
“about half the kids had seen or heard [of] flying saucers.” many of them would
talk about it nonchalantly, ingraham quotes one as saying, “they don’t exist. “the
other half”"—the one that ingraham talked to—"said, ‘i don’t believe in them, but
it's great to hear these kids talking about it.”” one cannot help wondering about
the relationship of that attitude to the way that washington perceives the ufo
phenomenon. addendum: some of my own college days are reflected in the
footnote to this post. when i was in my early twenties, | worked at a newspaper
where we were part of a chain owned by hearst, and | remember that the hearst
chain was one of several that had a huge ufo section on their front page—as an
entry in the big circulation contest. 5ec8ef588b
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