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sed memory: (1) child sexual abuse happens
Thor, 1979; Timnick, 1985; Russell, 1986) and

, 1995; Briere and Conte, 1993; Loftus,
id Fullilove, 1994).
from this empzrlcal base, the * repressed mem-

nted in even one case . . . we are no longer in the
of debating whether this kind of forgetting can hap-
pe _ai;'_all” (p. 9). Not only is it documented in one case,
~ however, it is documented in a number of individual cases
utler, 1996), and many systematic studies provide support
or the existence of essentially accurate recovered memories
of _abuse (Scheflin & Brown, 1996).
‘So what is the dispute about? The debate sometimes
~ looks like it is about whether people can and do sometimes
- forget (and later remember) abuse. But, as stated above, we
know they can and do forget (and later remember) abuse.
ther times, the debate looks like it centers around whether
MEmOry is sometimes incorrect or even sometimes essen-
ally false. All sides must invoke the concept of memory
distortion. Either the putative memory was essentially inac-
te before “memory recovery” or after “memory recov-
Most will also invoke some notion of human sug-
stibility. For example, either the abuse perpetrator and/or
imate suggested the abuse that did happen, did not
n; or the therapist and/or social climate suggested that
that did not happen, did happen.

The question of whether false memories can be im-
planted differs fundamentally from the question of sexual
abuse memories being unavailable and later recalled. In
fact, these are independent issues. Memory may be largely
true or largely false for either continuous or recovered
memories. We are aware of no scientific research showing
that memory is more fallible for recovered memories than
for continuous memories. Unfortunately, in the rhetoric and
media coverage of this “debate,” the questions have been
blurred. For instance, anecdotes of people claiming to re-
cover memories for events most of us will consider unlikely
to have ever occurred (e.g., space alien abductions) have
been used to inspire skepticism about recovered memories
generally. However, we know that some people claim to
have continuous memory for space alien abductions, too; in-
deed, is there any evidence at all that the former case is
more prevalent than the latter?

The rhetoric of these arguments may be creating much
ado about nonissues. The real question is not whether mem-
ories can be lost and found (they can), nor whether people
can believe fundamentally false things (they can), but rather
whether a given allegation of abuse is essentially true or
not. This is a tough question. It cannot be answered in the
abstract; it must be considered on a case-by-case basis.

Some individual cases of recovered memories enter the
judicial system. We have already argued in support of Bow-
man and Mertz that there is nothing about the state of scien-
tific knowledge in this area that should exclude a priori such
cases from being considered. However, once they are in the
courts, can and should science play a role? Bowman and
Mertz address this crucial issue and provide a necessary
framework for the further exploration of scientific and legal
issues in the domain of repressed memories. As they note, a
“balanced approached” is important. Too often, a balanced
approach has been interpreted as one that provides equal
time to the proponents of the false memory hypothesis and
those who argue people can forget (and later remember)
abuse. Discussing trauma in these terms creates an unrealis-
tic dichotomy between false and repressed memories. That
people make errors in aspects of memory does not negate
the essential truth to their memories, and yet over and over
the debate confuses these two issues. A better approach, dis-
cussed below, is to seek balance by asking what science can
and cannot tell us about memory for traumatic events.

Scientists must play the critical role of educators for
courts and juries as to what research shows about errors in
memory, as well as what is known about memories that
have been unavailable and later remembered. Such educa-
tion is critical because of common misconceptions about
memory. For instance, it would be a mistake for courts to
believe that memories are necessarily true. It would also be
a mistake to assume that because memories were unavail-
able to conscious recall and then remembered, they are nec-
essarily false.

What can science tell us about trauma and memory?
First and foremost, both prospective and retrospective stud-
ies indicate that memories for child sexual abuse can be un-
available to conscious memory and later remembered. Sci-



entific research is beginning to address the question of how
trauma may influence memory.

Science can also address the question of why someone
would forget a traumatic experience. “Betrayal trauma the-
ory” (Freyd, 1996) posits that there is social utility in being
unaware of trauma. In the case of a child being abused by a
caregiver, the child depends on her or his attachment to the
caregiver for survival. Awareness of harm caused by the
caregiver threatens that attachment, and thereby threatens
the child’s survival. Remaining unaware of the abuse allows
a child to maintain an attachment. In addition to providing
an explanation for the utility of forgetting, betrayal trauma
theory sets out a series of testable hypotheses that focus on
the cognitive mechanisms underlying information blockage,
as well as the role of betrayal in forgetting (Freyd, 1996).
Analyses of extant data sets are consistent with one of the
key predicts made by betrayal trauma theory: that periods of
forgetting are more likely if the perpetrator of sexual abuse
is a relative versus a nonrelative or a parent versus a non-
parent of the victim (Freyd, 1996).

We must beware of misusing science in the courts. It is
inappropriate to exaggerate the relevance of research to the
domain of repressed memory cases. For example, the fa-
mous “shopping mall” experiment (Loftus and Ketcham,
1994) has been used to argue that whole narratives can be
implanted into memory that never occurred; this notion is
then used to argue against the validity of repressed memo-
ries. The study itself involved family members telling a par-
ticipant that he or she had been lost in a mall as a child, and
that the family member had actually witnessed the incident;
a minority of participants reportedly then “remember” being
lost in the shopping mall. This study has been questioned on
a number of grounds. Arguably, every child has had an ex-
perience of being lost, or nearly lost, in a store. If so, the
memories recalled by participants are not wholly false.
Pezed (1995) attempted to plant false memories of events
from childhood that were either familiar (lost in a shopping
mall) or unfamiliar (a rectal enema). Pezdek found that
three of the 20 participants “remembered” the false event
involving being lost; none “remembered” the false event in-
volving the enema. Furthermore, to the extent that memory
can be manipulated by suggestion, this experiment may
speak as much (or even more directly) to the influence that
older family members may have in influencing dependent
younger family members (Freyd, 1996) than on the influ-
ence therapists have on clients. Finally, Leavitt (1997)
found no evidence that people with recovered memories of
childhood sexual abuse are more suggestjble than compari-
son people According to Leavitt, “patients who recover
memories were remarkably less suggestible than the climcal
field has been led to believe by advocates of false memory”
(p. 265).

It is also inappropriate to exaggerate evidence for non-
traumatic false memories. For example, Roediger and Mc-
Dermott (1995) argued that falsely reporting remembered
words as part of an experimental list made up of related
words is evidence for the existence of false memories. Sci-
entists and the courts must be extremely careful in how this

type of research is discussed and applied. There are critical
differences between memory for word lists in an experimen-
tal setting and memories for childhood trauma (Freyd and
Gleaves, 1996). If people can be led to misremember a rela-
tively banal event that does not conflict with one’s under-
standing of one’s self, this is not evidence that people can
be lead to misremember a relatively traumatic event that
causes someone to dramatically reevaluate essential rela—
tionships and understandings of self.
Currently there is much science cannot tell us. Some
questions may be answered in time. For instance, we will
likely be able to learn whether memories for traumatic :
events are somehow qualitatively different than memories
for nontraumatic events, as some preliminary research sug-
gests. We will gain further knowledge about the role of talk-
ing about the trauma and the cognitive mechanisms that are
involved in forgetting and remembering (see Freyd 1996).
However, there are likely to be some limits in what science
can tell us even after more research. Most likely, psycholOg—'
ical science will not ever definitively tell us whether an in-
dividual allegation of child sexual abuse is true. .
A balanced approach to memories of sexual abuse re-
quires an awareness of what science can and cannot tell 1
A balance also requires that we be aware of the questions
we ask and the scope of the conclusions we draw. Bowm
and Mertz provide a foundation from which both legal and
mental health professionals can further explore these issu
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vered memories about being molested a num-
after entering therapy. Her father has responded
it by denying the allegations and by filing a
ainst the therapist, claiming that the therapist im-
alse memories about the alleged abuse. HOW

ive questions involving science and pohcy are involved

n :tesaivmg this factual and legal dispute.

~ First and foremost is the scientific issue of whether re-

~ pressed memories are real. (1) Are the memories real and

- not the product of suggestion and/or imagination? (2) Ac-

cording to the scientific literature, are these memories accu-

rate? (3) What does science say about the ease and fre-

‘quency of implanting false memories about severe and

_continuous traumatic events, such as childhood sexual mo-

lestation by family members” These three questions are fre-

quently the subject of a Frye® or Daubert® evidentiary

: hea:rmg

_. - Once the science is established, two policy questions re-
~main. (1) Should the statute of limitations be tolled during
the period during which the memories were unavailable? (2)

‘Should the concept of duty be extended to require a thera-

pist to be answerable to third-party nonpatients under cer-

tain conditions?

_ The Science and Reality of Repressed Memory. Are re-

‘pressed* memories scientifically valid? Following the Pope
d Hudson5 guidelines for determining what studies are

relevant to this issue, Scheflin and Brown® found 25 studies
directly on point. All 25 studies found repressed memory to
be real. In other words, in every study in which sexual
abuse can be proven, a subpopulation of the subjects re-
ported that there was a substantial period of time during
which they had no memory of continuous childhood sexual
abuse. Brown, Scheflin, and Hammond’ found an additional
five studies, all of which reach the same conclusion. Whit-
field® reported on two or three different studies, all of which
reach the same conclusion. Thus, every relevant scientific
study in the memory and trauma literature supports the real-
ity of repressed memory. False memory advocates have
been unable to cite a single study supporting their opinion
that repressed memory does not exist.

Most of the major mental health organizations—the
American Medical Association,’ the American Psychiatric
Association,!? the American Psychological Association,'!
and the British Psychological Society'>—have issued re-
ports accepting the validity of repressed memory. In addi-
tion, as Bowman and Mertz correctly note, the evolving
biochemical and neurological literatures on memory and the
brain also support the reality of repression.!?

The Pseudoscience. False memory proponents have ar-
gued that repressed memory is the psychiatric quackery of
the twentieth century, and have compared it to lobotomies,
to the Salem witch trials, and to Nazi extermination pro-
grams. What is their proof for such strong claims? As re-
flected in the False Memory Syndrome Foundation’s pre-
pared brief,'* which they advertise and sell for use as
amicus curiae in cases around the country, false memory
proponents rely on two documents: a book chapter by
Holmes'3 and two nearly identical papers by Pope and Hud-
son, mentioned above. Holmes wrote that he could find no
laboratory proof of repression despite 60 years of experi-
ments that had been conducted on the subject. Does this
opinion represent the prevailing scientific viewpoint? The
answer 1s clearly no. First, the other 17 chapters in the book
disagree with Holmes and accept the legitimacy of repres-
sion. Second, Holmes himself acknowledges that his view is
such a distinct minority that he wondered why he had been
invited to present his opinion in the first place. Third, labo-
ratory proof of repression would require traumatizing sub-
jects for experimental purposes. Our laws and ethical rules
do not permit sexually molesting children in the laboratory
to see whether they remember the traumatization later.
Fourth, Holmes’s viewpoint has been effectively demol-
ished in an important paper by Gleaves.'®

With regard to the Pope and Hudson papers, they exam-
ined four studies, all of which demonstrated the reality of
repression, and raised objections to the methodology em-
ployed in each study. Even assuming that their critique of
the four studies is valid, their paper can only be cited for the
proposition that repressed memory has not been proven.
Their paper cannot logically be cited for the proposition that
repressed memories do not exist. However, as noted above,
there are now more than 30 studies, reflecting several differ-
ent research designs or methods, and all of them reach the
conclusion that repression exists. Thus, the Pope and Hud-



