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' RE-VIEWING
THE MEMORY
WARS

Some Feminist
Philosophical
Reflections

Shelley Park

Qm_'wliunh‘ concerning the accuracy
of memory are hoth frustrating and important to consider, They are frustrating
because it 1s often difficult 1 determine when memory can and cannol be
trusted. They are important because ofien our accumulsied memories are
fundamental to our sense of who we are. As individuals, our personal
memaries are integral o our sense of personal idemtity. As members of EIos
our collective memorics help define our shared identities. for crample as
members of a paricular family, profession, culture or gender.

Because memory is fallible, discrepancies in our sccounts of the Pt
frequently arise. In some cases, differing perceplions of past events can be
overlooked. When the stakes are higher and serious disagreemenis arise
concerning our accounts of the past — as they do concerning wamen's
incest recillections — such disagreements symbolize a deeper conflict. At
shiake here is owr conceplion of ourselves, nod merely us truth-tellers, bun as
persons who have expericnced certain events or as communities shaped by
a shared history
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Current debates over the accuracy of women's delayed recollections
of childhood sexual abuse are not simply disagreements over whose
estmony 1% 4 more accurite rendering of the past, Being sccepled as a
reliable witness to the past is very important for the abuse survivor, Indeed,
seeing ourselves as reliable witnesses o the past is important for all women
in o society that has too often depicted us as less credible than men. But
more than our seaius as witnesses is also at stake here, Debates between
those who believe and those who do not believe women's memories of
abuse alzo signify conflicis over core identity beliefs. In particular, accu-
sations of widespread abuse of female children by fathers (and other adults
entrusted o protect them) threaten core beliefs about the safety of the
nuclear family, the equality of women and men, and the protection of
human rights. The allegations of false memaories prodect these core belicfs
by threatening women's wentities as survivors and as healers, while
maintaining sterectypes of women as gullible and manipulative.

Alzo at stake in these debates are notions concerning the objectivity
and truth of science. Indeed, the personal and political significance of
current debates over the accuracy of memory ofien involves questions of
cmpirical evidence and scientific theory. The first section of this amicle
“The Memory Wars” provides a brief overview of the current scientific
debates in which science has become an ideological tool for helding core
patriarchal beliefs and praciices in place. The second section ouwtlines
femimst comsiderations that anse from current debates about sbuse and
memiry. The third section describes some of the vanous ways that
definitions of ruth are utilized in these dehates. Here | suggest that we need
a more flexible defimition of truth than that vhhzed by the empimcal
psychologists who have argued that abuse memories are false, Finally, in
the last section, [ describe what | see as the cultural truth revealed by
women s collective memanes of childhood abuse, namely, that they have
been individually and culiurally victimized by patriarchy. Ironically, as |
suggest here, patriarchy itself has contributed to revealing this truth,

The Memory Wars

False memory syndrome, a phrase coined by the False Memory Syndrome
Foundation (FMSF), is not (yet) an officially recognized diagnostic cate-
gory, {10 is not listed in the mest recent edition of the American Psychiatric
Association’s Diagnestic and Statistical Manual (DSM-IV).) However,
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the FMSF has drawn so much publicity that political rhetoric has become
confused with medical diagnosis. Both the FMSF and its supporters nsserl
that many adult memories of childhood abuse are fabricated imaginary
experiences. This contention is based on a series of experiments conducied
by experimental psychologists, including Elizabeth Lofius, Jean-Roch
Laurence and others. These experiments aim 1o demonstrate that “false™
memaries — o, less oxymoronically, pseudomemories — can be created
when experimental subjects are given misleading information COnCErning
an allegedly witnessed event or episode that did not, in fact, occur. For
example, a subject may be misled, by erroneous narrative, into belie ving
that he saw a yield sign instzad of a stop sign in a series of slides depicting
a traffic accadent. In all of these experiments, misled subjects performed
more poory than control subjects on test questions concerning the critical
items. Lofius et al. have interpreted this as evidence of the malleability of
My,

A series of studies conducted by experimental psychologists Camp-
bell Perry and his colleagues provides another interpretation of false
trauma memaories retrieved in therapy, especially when such memories are
retrieved under hyprosis.” In a typical study, highly hypnotizable subjects
chose a recent night during which they did not recall wakening or dream-
ing, were age-regressed to the night in question, and given the suggestion
that they were awakened by loud neises, Post-hypnotically, nearly half the
subjects responded that they had been awakened that night and many
remained certain even after the details of the experiment were revealed 1o
Lheem.

According o the FMSF, these and related experiments sugges! that
peeudomemory creation is relatively easy. Experimental peychologists
have further suggested that such experiments reveal a host of variables that
iy be related to memory creation, The profile of subjects most likely (o
exhibit pseudomemories that can be gleaned from these experiments
includes subjects who are highly hypnaotizable, imaginative, task-moti-
vated and confident about their ability to retreve memories,

Whether these research results lend credence to the claims of the false
memory movement has become a subject of heated academic debate.
According 1o the FMSF, overzealous therapists have encouraged clients’
false memories by suggesting that childhood sexual abuse may be the
cause of their present psychological difficulties and by emphasizing the
need o recover their memaories of these evenis if they are 1o be cured,
According o Richard Ofshe, an academic member of the organization’ s
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advisory board, “in effect, therapists prep these victims-in-training for key
trning points of the therapy drama”* Therapisis take a depressed or
anxiety-ridden client and educate her about the prevalence of child abuse,
thi profability of repression of such episndes, and the comrelation between
past vichmization and present svmptoms. They spend numerous sessions
encouraging her to try o remember childhood episodes. According to
cribes of recovered memory therapy, this approach 1o treatment tokes
advantage of clients who fit the profile of subjects most likely o exhibi
psewdomemones, Moreover, these critics clam that s vanety of suggestive
techniques are used in helping the client to remember, including hypnosis,
free association tasks, puesswork, guided [antasy, growp therapy with
other survivors, and reading of popular self-help books. According to
sociologist Richard Ofshe and journalist Ethan Watters, the net resuli of

all of this 15 that:

“Clients become sufficiently knowledgeable of the therapy's plot-
lime that they can improvise their way through the nexl scene |,

Clients discover that playing the sexual abuose vicim is both &
demanding and engaging role ... they will eventually becoms: com-
mitted tor the mle of victim and will emote. Whatever doubts they
miay have are subordinated to the therapist®s judgement, the images
they have fantasized, the stones they have confabulated, and the
identity they have develboped throwgh panticipation in ... this proc-

i

[

The use of the phrase “false memory symdrome” accurately deprets
three scepiical views: first, that false memories of childhoeod abuse are
commaon; second, that false memories of childhood abuse have a typical
cause or reason; and third, that 18 15 possible to provide a profile of the
character type most likely to manifest pseudome mories,

In response o these conclusions, climical psychologists and therapasts
have argued that the experimental and therapeutic sitwations do nol closely
correspond, Most notably, the two situations differ in the amount and
importance of material forgotten and subsequently reconstrucied. For
example, & cntcs have noted, the Lofes subjects erred regarding a
simgular detail of a witnessed event that was otherwise recalled accurately.
Thus, the terminology “false memory™ in Loftus and others’ siudies may
itsell be misleading.

While it 15 plausible that an experimental subject could be led 1o
misremember a stop sign as a yield sign or to misremember having slept
through the night, it seems less plausible that a person would systematically

:
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misremember a happy and uneventful childhood as & traumatic one
characterized by ongoing abuse. In the former case, the error concerns o
momentary incident of little personal consequence, while in the lalter case,
the alleged error typically concerns a long-term patiern of immense
personal significance. As Swiss psychoanalyst Alice Miller? and others
have suggested, it seems unreasonable 1o suggesl that irauma memories
could be implanted with the ease that the FMSF supporters claim, OF
course, the terms of this debate blur a range of iraumatic experiences,
“Sexual abuse” covers a wide Fange of viclations, some of which are
one-time events and some of which do not involve family members. The
differences from the experimental situations will he gréster in cases of
lomg-term incestuows phuse.

In response to criticisms of her work, Lofius has more recently
a_lb::m[:ned 1o butiress the arguments of the FMSF by experiments de-
signed to implant a trauma memory that is enlirely false. In these more
recent expenments, parents of experimental subjects asked their adult
children to “remember the tme" they were lost in a shopping mall (no
such event, in fact, sccurred). When their children initially claimed o be
ungh]u 1o recall this, the parents prompled the recall by "recollecting™
their own fright at losing the children — and their subsequent relief when
a stranger reunited them. The results of this experiment paralleled those
ol earlier studies: a significant portion of the subjects, although initially
having no memory for the fictional episode. eventually began 10 (mis ire-
'.-'1'I||.il. expamding on the fabricated incident by adding details of physical
environment and emotional state not offered in the original parental
'l"'l'-'l'ﬁll.'ll'l.5

Although these results provide additional support for the false mem-
ory movement's claims, further differences between the experimental and
therapeutic contexts remain, including duration, resolution, severity and
personal significance of the respective raumas. Clearly, there is an impor-
tant difference between temporarily losing a loved one — even when the
loss is through that person’s neglect — and being subjected by a loved one
1o systematic, long term and willful violation of personal integnity, These
differences between experimental and therapeutic conlexts are unavoid-
able, insofar as ethical considerations make it impossible (o inflict trauma
on experimental subjects.

There is also an important distinction to be made between experimen-
tal and therapeutic sims. While Lofius and her colleagues were deliber-
alely attempling to confuse their subjects, clinical therapists hope 1o
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enlighten their clients, This difference largely explains the two-sided
nature of these current debates. Expenimental psychologists and others
who seek recall errors — and devise methods and strategies to produce
such — are apt (o find memory malleable, On the other hand, clinical
therapists and others who seek autobiographical truths — and devise
methods and strategies for producing such — are apt to find memory
reliakble,

Research concerning child abuse suggests that 12 to 38 percent of girls
in the LIS, {and 3 to 16 percent of boys) are the victims of sexual abuse.
Yet less than one-half of these abuses are reported to police.® Reasons for
nol reporting abuse include sympathy for the abuser, a desire to forget the
incident, fear concerning disruption of the family. and dowbt that the abuse
actually occurred. These rationales indicate that many unreporied cases
may involve perpeirators in the family.” One might also speculate that
these same reasons might cause the incest victims themselves to repress
their memories of abusc.

While experimental psychologisis bave interpreted studies con-
cerning the malleability of memory as evidence against the theory of
repression, recent clinical studies indicate that a significant portion of
abuse survivors may be unable consciously 1o recall their abuse. Re-
searchers utilizing clinical samples of women in treatment report that
18 1o 59 percent of survivors fail to remember their childhood abuse at
some time during their lives.® And a longitudinal study of 200 women,
who reporied sexual abuse as children in the early 19705, found that
micre than one-third of these women failed to remember the abuse, the
report and the (documented) hospital visit.” That experimental re-
searchers studying memory have largely ignored such findings strongly
suggests motivations stemming from “personal biases, such as distrust
of therapists, desire to support male perpetrators, denial that “nice’ men
can molest children, enjoyment of the recognition provided by groups
that rally around men who are allegedly falsely accused, prior experi-
ence with one or more unfounded (not untrue, but unprovable legally)
cases, and need to stand by a previously expressed position.” " This
suggestion contradicts our culturally received notion of & scientist as a
completely impartial observer, Monetheless, given conflicting bodies
of scientific research, the belief that “science proves™ the possibility (or
even probability) of widespread and systematically false memories of
childhood zexual abuse strongly indicates o predisposition to disbe-

lieve sexual abuse reports.
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From a Feminist Perspective

The publicizing of false memory syndrome should alarm feminists for a
number of reasons. First and most obviously, the notion that false memo-
ries of abuse are commonplace casts suspicion on afl women's and
children’s testimonials of abuse, thus silencing voices that have only
recently begun to be heard. Prior to the 1980s, both therapists and the lay
public discounted claims of child sexual abuse and “concluded that it
rarely, if ever occurred.” ™ This prevalent disbelief negatively impacted
abused children’s ability 1o heal from the abuse. Most adult survivors
claim they “gave up trying 1o gel someone to help them and instead
adopted coping strategies to protect themselves "

The growing belief in children's reports of abuse was undoubiedly
responsible for the starp increase in reported child abuse inthe mid- o laie
19805, Yet, many victims still fear that no one will believe them and that
their testimony will be dismissed as a fabrication or exaggeration.™
Current publicity surmounding false suspicions, reports, and even memao-
rics of abuse threatens once again 1o silence abuse victims by further
encouraging this distrust of others and even promoting self-doubt, More-
over, such publicity has effectively shifted public atention from the
prevalence of child abuse and its under-reporting 1o the alleged prevalence
of false accusations and the alleged over-reporting of abuse.

Clearly, the primary purpose of false memory allegations is (o protec
men accused of sexunl abuse by devaluing children's and women's
lestimony. False memory allegations uphold patriarchy’s core beliefs
about the nature of men as proteciors of women and children, The
discounting of victims” memories of abuse often proceeds by utilizing
well-known stereotypes of women as “evil” or “sick.” Women who repori
ahuse where (allegedly) no abuse occurred may be depicted as active and
malicious — in shorl, as liars.

This is a common depiction of mothers who file false reports of abuse
aguinst their children in order, it s often suggested, to exact revenge upon
a spouse or lover, Fathers accused of abuse by their minor children and
threatened with losing custody may accuse mothers of poisoning the
child"s mind as some sort of revenge, While this accousation is nothing new,
it hias now received scientific credibility through the invention of the label
“parental alienation syndrome.” While no credible body of research sup-
ports the claim that such a syndrome exists, many psychologists and judges
appear ready 10 accept the idea that children's reluctance to visit their
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fathers is caused by undue maternal influence. Mot surprisingly. some of
the people promoting the existence of parental alienation syndrome are
also invalved in the F['f'lSF.w

Alternatively, women may be depicted as well-intentionsd, but pas-

sive and gullible. This is the stereotype of the victim of false memaory
syndrome. Her false reports of abuse, and the subsequent tearing apart of
her family, are not viewed as her fault She is, according to prevident
scholarly and public opinion, mercly the wnwitting pawn of her therapist,
who has “brainwashed” her with therapeutic “propaganda.” This is cer

tainly the image of recovered memory clients pat forth by Richard Ofshe
and Fithan Watters, who depict clients as “blank canvasses on which the
therapists paint.” Those who seek therapy, they suggest, are “completely
ignorant” and hence “exceedingly vulnerable 1o influence.” "

The notion that therapists (wittingly or unwittingly) implant false
memaories of abuse is yel another indicator of anti-feminist backlash.
Current discussions of false memory serve to devalue “women's work,™ in
addition to devaluing women's testimony. Psychotherapy, and in particu-
lar recowvered rremory therapy, 15 women's work in two senses. First, itis
one of the few places within the fields of psychology and psychiatry where
femnale practitioners are w:ll-r:prtmnird.” Secondly, the style and funda-
mental presuppositions of such therapy exemplify methods and values
commonly perceived as feminine. The therapeutic process relies heavily
on establishing a relationship of trust between the client and practitioner,
since it is only within the safety of such a caring relationship that the clien
will be able 1o find her voice, share her secrets and get in touch with her
feelings.

The publicity surrounding false memory syndrome has cast SUSpICion
om this therapeutic practice and its practitioners. Outside observers refer o
recovered memory therapy as “guackery,” its practitioners as “reckless”
and its consequences as “dangerous,” 8 In response 1o these charges,
insiders have responded by attempting to distinguish between competen
therapists (themselves) and “others,” arguing for higher sdmission stand-
ards 1o professional organizations." This advice o raise admission stand-
ards to exclude those who are contaminating the profession is both cause
and consequence of devaluing women and other therapists who adopt a

feminine style, Indeed, this movement 1o “professionalize™ clinical psy-
chology is reminiscent of the movement that professionalized physiologi-
cal medicine o century ago. Just as the earlier movement led 1o the rise of
{male} ohstetricians and the demise of (female)} midwives, this movement
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secks to raise the status of (male) psychologists and devalue the work of
(female) therapists.

The blurring of the lines between professional and personal relation-
ships. that characterizes psychotherapy is characteristic of much of
women's work. For psychotherapists, just as for secretaries, teachers,
Arge, stewardesses, social workers and prostitutes, personal care-giving
15 inexincably intertwined with carrying out one's professional duties.
Simply put, one cannol take care of business without caring for — and al
least successfully pretending 1o care about — individual people. Yet, it is
this appearance of emotional involvement (whether real or ilusory) that
coddes these tasks as unprofessional.

Elizabeth Loftus sums up her (and the scientific community's) code
of professional ethics succinctly: “I've trained myself 1o be wary of
emotions, which can distort and twist reality, and to be as objective as
possible ., [one must stay] detached and dispassionaie.” * In light of
Ihese professional and widely shared (masculing) nonns, feminists showld
be wary of proposals o “regulate better” therapeutic practice and to
"n.:.slnl.:l aceess” o scientific programs. The subtext of these proposals is
an .ll'l_jIJJ'Iﬁ..'ll'l-'rl'l 1o draw professional boundaries that will — intentionally or
unintentionally — exclude the feminine,

Finally, feminists need to respond to the allegations of false memaory
syndrome because these allegations directly affect the public image and
villuation of feminism itself. First, consider the demographic profile of a
typical victim of “false memory syndrome": a single, white, middle-class,
college educated, aged 2510 45, economically independent, professionally
employed female.®' This is the poster child for (bourgeois, while) femi-
mism. Women who fit this descniption are women who have *made ("
according to our culture's concept of suceess, The notion, disseminated by
the false memory movement, that these women are also those most apt (o

confuse fantasy with reality strongly suggests a conservaiive backlash
against feminism. This backlash is further indicated by the recurrent and
familiar refrain that such women are responsible for the breakdown of their
families, ™

Scholars and journalists also more explicitly scapegoat feminism,
claiming that “[bjroad concerns about child protection and feminist
thought have contributed to* and “provide the muscle behind” the institu-
tionalization of recovered memory therapy.® In an interesting — b
disturbing — reversal, the false memory movement has depicted feminists
and child advocates as creating a "hysterical” cultural climate akin 1o the
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Salem witch hunts.® The import of this analogy is clear: feminism is a
dogmatic religion, psychotherapy is brainwashing, children’s and adulis’
testimony of abuse is made up, and the accused are innocent victims of a
mexbern-day inquisition,

The dissemination of the ideas of the FMSF among the general
populace simuliancously marginalizes the biologically female, the cultur-
ally feminine and the politically feminist. Those ideas, thercfore, clearly
require a feminist response. Among the issues that need 1o be addressed
are the selective interpretation and use of experimental research results.
One wonders why, for example, research demonstrating the malleability
of human memory has not been used o explain the less than credible -
indeed, often inconsistent — memaory reports of agents invelved in events
surrounding the Kennedy assassination, Watergate or the Iran-Contra
affair ™ For that matter, one wonders why research demonstrating the
malleshility of human memory is not used, in the debates under considera-
tion and in courts of law, to explain, and render Jess credible, the apparently
sincere testimony of some men who deny accusations of sexual abuse and
those who comroborate their denials.

If memory is 8 fluman phenomenon, then how does false memory
syndrome become a women 's disease? Clearly we need a political analysis
of patriarchy in order to understand the prevailing applications and inter-
pretations, as well as origins, of the present scientific rescarch on memaory.
In addition, we need an analysis of the ways in which ageism, racism,
classism, heteroscxism and other forms of oppression intersect with patri-
archy. False memeories of childhood abuse are not, afier all, depicted
simply as a {any) woman's problem, but are more specifically depicied as
a widespread problem for voung, white, middle-class wowmen. In a society
characterized by multiple Torms of oppression, methods of suppressing
abuse testimony will vary.

To see this, we need only consider the ways in which age, race, class
and other variables intersect the therapeutic, psychiatric, social service and
legal communities, To begin with, few women can afford o avail them-
selves of these services, Cultural differences may also render these serv-
ices less than beneficial 1o many women whose needs, expectations and
stybes of communication diverge from those that professionals are wrained
to anticipate. Moreover, both within and outside of these professional
communifies, stereotypes pertaining to age, ethnicity and poverty serve
devalue some women's testimony independently of invoking false mem-
ory explanations. Women of colour, poor women, elderly women and
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lesbian women — familiar with the cultural biases and stereotypes ena-
bling a hasty dismissal of their testimony — may be reluctant o offer
public testimony to the media, a jury, a social service agency or even a
private therapist.

Of course, factors such as race, ethnicity and poverty may — despile
a variety of cultural mechanisms for devaluing the testimony of marginal-
ized women — lead to reduced scepticism regarding their sexual abuse
accusations. Yet, women of colour, poor women, rural women and others
may also harbour concerns that their testimony, if believed, could be used
to strengthen already prevalent negative stereotvpes of families of colour,
poor families and rural families. Thus, in the current debates over the
eredibility of women's abuse testimony, the erasure of many women's
voices is already ensured,

These considerations suggest that while sexual abuse is not culturally
confined, it is largely the abuse testimony of young, educated, profies-
sional, white women that threatens patriarchy. Such women have the
financial and social resources 1o make themselves heard, Related to this,
they are the women most likely 1o be deemed credible in public forums.
And they do not risk racist, classist and other forms of backlash in going
public.

Privileged women do risk anti-feminist backlash, however, and this is
precisely what women who have spoken about their childhood abuse, their
therapists and other supporters have encountered. The FMSF has filed
lawsuits against therapists und authors whose actions, they contend, lead
people falsely to believe they were sexually abused. They have picketed
therapists’ offices; they have advocated following children to therapists®
offices, prying information from children's confidanis, hiring private
detectives, and pretending (o be an abuse survivor in order to expose
therapists” incompetency. They have, moreover, stereotyped women whi
claim to be abuse survivors as gullible, angry. hostile, and parancid, and
ridiculed them as “whiners.” * These techniques are fairly crude, how-
ever, and have the disadvantage — especially when applied 1o educated,
professional, white women — of appearing reactionary and coercive. It is
o surprise, therefore, that science has become the primary tool for
silencing privileged women's reports of incest. In its guise of objectivity,
science perpeluales sceplicism regarding women's memory itself, thus
maintaining the patriarchal status quo while enjoying the presumption of
political innocence.
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What is a Valid Memory?

How can we, as feminists, respond effectively to the backlash against
women's testimony of abuse? One way is (o attempt to “prove” the truth
of individual abuse claims by providing evidence (o support survivor's
testimany. Relevant evidence here, suggested by some therapists them-
selves, includes three 1ypes: evidence anising from the client’s westimony
in court, evidence about the client (her childhood, her behaviour and her
current psychological profile), and evidence pertaining o the event(s)
remembered. Unfortunately, none of these types of evidence is likely to be
conclusiva, In effect, the trruthfulness of a rauma memory may ofien be
bess than proven by avalable evidence.

In addition, the FMSF has been successful at undermining any abuse
survivor's iestimony. To the extent that a woman's memory fails to match
the public record, on the one hand, the content of that memary 15 suspect.
To the extent that her memory does match the public record, on the other
hand, the stsus of her beliefs as memory is suspect. Compounding the
difficulties faced by survivors, sexual abuse almost always eccurs in the
ahsence of withesses. Therefore, holding women up to the public standards
of evidence will effectively silence them about abuse in the private sphere.

Given the difficulties involved in providing clear and unambiguous
evidence for women's abuse claims, feminists might simply accept
wormen's abuse testimony on faith, Some might argue that those whao listen
1o testimony have a general responsibility 1o believe survivor's claims
about the past. Indeed, it seems odd 10 suggest that a third party might be
in a better position (o validate autobiographical events than the first-person
nureator. I seems easier (o believe that the bearer of abuse memories would
be in the best position to validate her own autobiographical past. Hence, it
seems presumpiuous 10 challenge her memaories of her own experience.

There are two ways to suppor therapy clients regarding their accounts
of the past — and those retrieving memories of an abusive past outside of
therapy, One is to uphold women's memories as subjectively true (an
accurate depiction of her internal psychic reality); the other is to uphold
women' s memories as objectively true (an accurate depiction of external,
historical realiny),

For many therapists interested il psychodynamics, the only reality of
therapeutic interest and utility is the client's subjective reality. With this
approach, a client’s memones are always (subjectively) true, insofar as the
reality she remembers is her own reality and nobody else’s. Unforunately,
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this subjective definition of knowledge secures the truth of women's
individual narratives al the price of accepting a belief that wruth is relmtive;
i beliel that goes against feminist purposes. This strategy shields women's
testimony of abuse from criticism, but simultaneously trivializes it and
renders 1t politically ineffective. If feminists want to criticize certain
patriarchal beliefs (such as the belief that recovered memories are always
false) and have these criticisms regarded legitimane, we cannot simply
abandon the notion of objective truth, Moreover, as feminist philosopher
Lorraine Code argues, a more robust form of realism is necessary if we are
tor be responsible knowers. “An intelleciually virtuous person.” according
o Code, “would value knowing and understanding how things ‘really’ are,
Lo the extent that this is possible, rencuncing both the temptation to live
with partial explanations when fuller ones are attainable, and the tempia-
tion 1o live in fantasy or illusion.” ¥

For many therapists who treat sbuse survivors, the reality of therapen-
tic inerest is the client’s actual, historical past. In this approach, a client’s
abuse memories are interpreted as mimroring objective reality. Indeed, the
goal of survivor therapies that focus on retrieving abuse memories is o
enable the client to understand how things “really” were, renouncing her
tempiation 1o forget, repress, deny, gloss over, of otherwise avoid painful
truths about her pasi. Unfortunately, some therapists — and feminists -
who wiork with survivors refuse to acknowledge that feminist therapeutic
communities, like the consciousness-raising groups of the 1970s on which
they are modelled, participate in the creation and not merely the discovery
of knowledge. Thus, they also fail w acknowledge the possibility tha
therapeutic communities may be implicated in memory creation, This is
ultirmstely unpersuasive.

Despite the conservative thetonc of the false memory movement,
experimental evidence suggests that pseudomemories (including memo-
nes of limited traumas) can be created when subjects are exposed o
misinformation by a trusted authority figure, Anecdotal evidence of fered
by therwpists themselves, moreover, supports this contention. The malle-
ability of human memory raises serious philosophical questions with
which feminists must be prepared o grapple.

Feminist reluctance 1o acknowledge the possibility of false memaories
stlems from multiple sources. On a‘jﬁ_l.-'chﬂlﬂgical level, nome of us waniy
o belicve that we u:-llhl be so easily and dangerously manipulaied. Even
less do we want to believe that we might 50 easily and dangerously
manipulate others, Therapy clients may have invesied a significant amount
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of time, energy and money to therapy and may be emotionally attached o
even dependent on — their therapiss.

Therapists who treat abuse survivors have a professional invesiment
1o protect and a public image to uphold. Voicing any doubts publicly could
well result in professional ostracism by their colleagues and legal charges
bry their enemies, Nonethelzss as clinical psychologists Kenneth Pope and
Laura Brown note, “the reality of abusive paychotherapy makes it doubly
important that complaints about improper handling of recovered memo-
rics be taken seriously by individual therapists and mental health profies-
sions & a whole,” *® In keeping with Code's injunction 1o renounce the
tempiation to live with partial answers, Pope and Brown suggest thal even
where therapists have meant well and done their best, they should “repeat-
edly and seriously” ask themselves the following question:

““Digspite all other factors, 15 it possible that 1 kave done something
wrang for which 1 should be honest and responsible? The answer thag
comes from within may be the moat difficult news that the therapis
has ever had o endure. Templations o shunt it aside are likely
numerous {2, g, Mo one will ever really know,” T can prove il never
happened,” "The client doesn't know how 1o tell that what T did was
wrong,” “I'll never get any more referrals if T admit | did something
like this,” “I'll lose my job” ) Todisclose such an answer to others can
b all but imiposaible, but canin foct have quate pogilive CONSCQUENCEE
in the kong mum, preserving the therapist's self-image as a healer,” =

Similar considerations pertain to feminists who are not professional
therapists. We must frequently examine our beliefs and practices and ask
difficult questions of ourselves, if we are to preserve our self-image as
persons who support, empower and liberate other women.

Such honest self-examination would, of course, be easier were we, as
abuse victims, therapisis, activists and scholars, accorded the social
authority 10 make knowledge claims, In the case of survivors” testimony
of abuse, abuse survivors are held 1o high standards of legal evidence and
listeners are encouraged to act s if they were adjudicating a criminal
proceeding. In the case of clinical theory and practice, therapists and other
mental health practitioners are held 1o high siandards of empirical evi-
dence and listeners are encouraged 1o act as scientific critics. In both cases,
the burden of proof imposed 15 considerably higher than that typically
required outside of courts of law and scholarly journals, And, in both cases,
the burden of proof is placed solely on the shoulders of survivors and
witnesses of abuse.
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Here, as elsewhere, feminist theories of knowledge, as marginalized
discourses, develop in a context in which they are constantly threatened by the
forces of epistemological imperialism. The epistemological imperalist, as
defined by Code, 1akes litthe responsibility for his own knowledge claims,
believing that “a person or situation is summed up” by a stereotype or
conjecture.™ Clearly this is the position of Ofshe and Wanters, who sleneolype
winen in positions of authority as pushy and manipulative and women in
positions of need as passive and gullible, thus “summing up™ the therapist-cli-
ent relationship and “proving™ the probability of false memories of sexual
abuse.™ Epistemic imperialism is also manifiested by experimental payclhlo-
gists who would label clinical psychology as a psesdoscience and therehy
clam to have shown its potential danger, Similarly, epistemic imperialism is
mianifested by scodemic scholars who harbour stereotypes of femindsts as
dogmatic, thus dismissing the possibility of feminist objectivity.

Given these and other all-too-familiar stereotypes, it is no surprise that
we, a5 clients, therapisis, activists and scholars, may be reluctant to admit
the potential shortcomings of our theories or practices. Yet if we are 1o
uphaold our private and public image, we must acknowled e and attempd o
remedy such shomcomings where they truly exist. This means, with regard
to the present isswe, that we should not close ourselves off 1o the possibility
of some false memories.

Fart of the dilficulty in sorting out true from false memones 15 tht:

“The use of the twrms “false memory” amd “true memory” [is]
problematic in light of research and theory about memory, Most
parachgms seem fo suggest that ‘tree® and ‘Talse” are naive or
misleading labels when applied o memory, which iends toward a
mixture of the accurate and the inaccurate.” **

Indeed, Lofius” own paradigm of memory as socially reconstracted
itsell suggests that memory is a mixture of truth and falsity. As we have
seen, many of the experiments performed by Loftus and others demon-
strate Uhe possibility of partially (aot entirely) false memories. The excep-
tion is the “lostin the mall” experiment. But even there, closer examinalion
of the differences between those who were and those who were not misled
by their parents” false stories, might reveal an element of truth in these
imiplanited memories, Perhaps, for example, the misled subjects hnd expe-
rienced being lost on other occasions, or perhaps their childhood experi.
ences contmned elements of minor parental oversights that rendered this
story plausible and hence internalizable for them.
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Lofs uses her expeniments (o disparage the theory of repression,
claiming it absurd to believe thm memories, inaccessible i consciousness
foe many years, could be later retrieved in their original form, In response,
some psychologists have sugpested that memories of traumatic experi-
ences, especially when these experiences involve betrayal by a trusted
caregiver, can be rendered inaccessible 1o consciousness until such time as
it is zafe to remember. ™ Discussions of “false memonies” often make i
sound us if these theories are incompatible. But they need not be. Expen-
ments demonstrating the malleability of memory show that it is implausi-
ble 1o suggest that memories can be replayed o their ongimal,
unadulterated form, but they have litthe bearing on the claim that certain
memories may be isolaied from consciousness for some penod of time
Conversely, although some advocates of repression theory may imply that
memary flashbacks are accurate inevery detail, this 15 not o necessary pirt
of this model of memory,

Loftus and others criticize all models of memory that inclede a
repression mechanism by calling those models a “videotape theory of
memory.” Ironically, this phrase may suggest precisely the richness that is
needed o explain why memories can rarcly be termed either “true”™ or
“false.” Indeed, the metaphor of & videotape captures historian Donna
Haraway's notion of situated knowledge,™ suggesting new concepts for
ohjectivity. Acconding o Haraway, altaining objectivity is not a matter of
achieving a disembodied {“pure science™) point of view, but of accepting
partial perspectives and being accountable for how and what we leamn
The responsible knower here is one who, in Haraway's terms, does not
cchipse the perspectives of cihers bul instead beams tosee in muliiple ways,
like a travelling lens rather than a stationary, passive mairmor, The videotape
theory of memory invites us 1 acknowledge the fallibility of memory by
allowing for its fading, editing and perspective distortions, At the same
ume, il masdstes that we continee to listen to, and sympathize with,
sUrvivars's narratives because autobiographical memory originates in
perceptions of real events and thus contains partial, but nonetheless
historical, truth.

A Cultural Analysis of Incest Memories

Unfortunately. the videotape metaphor of memory may fail to offer much
help 1o the individuals (the victim, the sccused, the therapist, the juror, the
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friend} who want to know what actually happened in a particular case,
Here, the lines between historcal (matenal) and narmative {psychic) truth
begin 1o blur, As one feminist philosopher, Stephanie Melson, has sug-
gested, perhaps the current phenomenon of women remembering child-
hood abuse should simply be read as a “collective cultural spitting-up of
patriarchy.” *

Om Dirst encountering this interpretation, [ {like Nelson herself) wor-
ried that such a suggestion risked typing women as both the victims amd
the perpeirators of yel another “hystena.” These are, of course, precisely
the sterestypes of women perpetuated by members of the false memory
moverment, Neverheless, if we are 10 take responsibality for our knowl-
cdge claims, such private musings must finally be voiced — although we
may want i be cautious concerning how, where, when and 10 whom we
voice these concerns.

We might want to begin, in the feminist community itself, o develop
a cultural critigue of false memories similar to feminist philosopher and
cultural theorist Susan Bordo's inferprefation of anorexia nervosay Such
an ascount of the recovered memory phenomenon has, 1 think, several
advantages. Among them are its potential to explain why recovened trawima
memories seem most prevalent among young, white, educated, middle-
class single women. Like the anorexic — also young, single and middle-
class — the bearer of false memornies might be viewed as rebelling against
cultural expectations for her to become wife and mother.*® While we might
anticipate that a woman' s profest against adult domesticity would manifest
itsell most clearly when her childhood experience of family was raumatic,
ceonomically privileged, educated women might protest this expectation
independently of such o history,

A second advaniage of this account is s potential to explain the
basdily symploms preceding and accompanying recovered memaories of
abuse. Like the anorexic’s protest, the recovered memory client’s protest
against the patriarchal Famaly may be “written on [her] body ... nod
embraced as a conscious politics.” ** Indeed. the hysterical symptoms of
the woman who 13 recovering traumatic memories are oflen interpreted as
alien and beyond her control: memories flood over her, abdominal pains
dizrupt her sexual relations, panic attacks overwhelm her while shopping
This phenomenology of the abwse survivor closely parallels that of the
anorexic who experiences her body and itz appetiles as an enemy, an “alien
invader, marching to the tune of its own scemingly arbitrary whims,
disconnected from any normal self-regulating mechanisms,” %



300 Shelley Park

The most prevalent example of this is the phenomenon of dissociation
in which rape and incest victims “other” their body in order to insulate the
“eell™ rom violation or [|1'|1$.:r|:.|¢|:\-:.:|:iw|:|. cmll]]lil.‘il:r’ i moeal vice. Decades
laver, woomen subjected o childhood incest or rape may continue o
experience sexual appetite and fantasies as “alien” and disconnected from
the self ™ They may likewise be numbed to their other physical and
emolional desires and needs. Survivors may also consciously or uncon-
sciously punish their bodies by self-starvation, binging and purging, drug
or alcohol abuse, or skin-carving.

The phenomenon of “othering”™ the body 15 not, however, unigue (o
the incest survivor. As Bordo suggests, there is a peculiarly contemporary
obsession with control over the body linked 10 a need for “sell mastery in
an increasingly unmanageable culture.” ** Viewed in this light. the incest
survivor's focus on controlling her body through self-starvation, sexwal
abstinence, body carving and other measures may simply be the extrems
end of 8 continuem characterized by the beauty ribuals, diet regimens and
Exercise routines that precccupy most contemporary women (and increas-
ingly many mend in conlemporary posi-indusirialized cultures.

For women recollecting childhood abuse, however, the body 1s not the
only locus of attempis at self-conirol. Centrally imporiant here is the
attempd to control memory and, hence, self-definition iself, That the incest
victiny will exert control over her memories via repression — a pushing
Away of s.uﬂ'.al.'.ing M EE] TS 1% @ common presumption of masch
psychotherapeutic work. Less noted, bui just as imporiant, however, s the
need for control signified by the deliberate undenaking of memory work.
Although the sexual abuse survivor undertakes memory recovery work in
order 1o consciously reconsiruct ber history and hence herself, she retains
aview of memory as alien to self and thus attempts w subject it wo her wall,

Spontaneous memories (flashbacks) are unwelcome. She does not
wish o have memories “Tood over her,” but instead 1o “retrieve”™ memo-
ries ab will via learmed technigues., Such techmiques may include such
things as imagining that one is walching a video-tape of one’s past, so that
one may view it in slow-motion, fast-forward it, reverse it, adjust the
volume and clarity, or shut it off when needed® That a woman wishes
asmurances of safety in exploring a traumatic past 15 hardly surprising. The
nodion, however, that we can so readily control our memories — turning
them on and off at will like a TV program — signifies a desire not only for
safety, but a desire 10 micromanage the self that is endemic to modern
culture.
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As critics of incest survivor therapies are quick 1o point oul, mast
conlemporary women and men can find themselves in the symptomatic
profile of the incest victim, Who, for example, hasn’i been afraid of being
alone, had nightmares, or failed 1o take proper care of her body? Whao
hasn't had headaches, feared losing control, felt the need o be perfect,
taken wo many or loo few risks, felt nervous about being watched or felt
differeni? This is a viriual profile of the ordinary citizen — or morg
accurately the ordinary middbe-class citizen — in contemporary post-in-
dustnalized society. We all too typically feel overworked, micromanaged,
dislocated from our Families, isolated within our communities and gener-
ally “'stressed oul.™

It is women, however, who are most likely o discover themselves in
the symptomatic profile of the incest victim. There are several reasons for
this, First, and most obviously, women are more likely 1o be incest victims,
[t 1z important 1o nobe, however, that although incest is a crime typically
perpetrated against girls and voung women by male family memibers, boys
and young men may also be the victims of childhood sexual abuse.
Cultural norms of masculinity, however, mitigate against male admissions
to feeling oul of control. Moreover, 1o the extent thal men can admit such
feelings 1o themselves or to others, they are much more likely to attribute
their stress to workplace issues than 1o a history of sexual abuse, Patriarchy
cunnol countenance an image of men as sexual victims.

For women, however, guite the opposite is the case, Pairiarchal norms
of femininity easily encompass o portrait of women as weak, nervous,
frghtened and powerless, making it relatively easy for women o find
themselves suffering the above listed symploms, They may also experi-
ence fear of entrapment, Feelings of suffocation, poor body image, gyns-
cological disorders, the need for privacy, ealing disorders, depression,
inablity to express anger, humourlessness, the need for security, bust
issues, boundary isswes, guilt, shame, low self-esteem and an inability 1o
say “no.” H These symiptoms of an incestusus past are all “witerly contin-
ous with a dominant element of the experience of being fernale in ihis
culture.” * They are also fairdy consistent with dominant stereotypes of
femininity under patriarchy.

Ironically, it appears that patriarchal expectations themselves muy
coniribute to increased reporting of incest and other sexual crimes agains
women, Despite the fact that patnarchy cannod countenance the notion of
widespread incest, it can uscfully depict a social reality that includes
isolated cases of incest and other forms of sexual abuse, This is especially



102 Lthelley Park

&0 within a context of feminist consciousness-raising. As some women
become increasingly dizcontent with their societal position, it becomes
imperative for patriarchy 1o insist that their negative reactions are patholo-
gies arbuable 1w unfortunate, but (allegedly ) anomalous, personal cir-
cumsiances. Both implicit resistance 1o patriarchy {depression} and
exphon resistance o pariarchy (fear of, or hostility wwards, men are thus
uscfully explained as pathologics resulting from carly betrwyal by one’s
Father (or ancther trusted male figure).

For this explanation to be serviceable 10 patnarchy, however, it is
imperative that such dysfunctional (abnormal) families be starkly con-
trasted with “normal™ childhood creumstances, This technigque (or staba-
lizing patriarchy in the face of feminist resistance thus backfires, as
women's distress becomes more widespread and increasingly more
women find themselves depicted in the medical profile of the incest
survivor, At this point, patriarchal science has 1o invent a new explanalion
that discounts the possibility of widespread incest. Diagnoses of false
memary syndrome provide just such an explanation.

In labelling women as suffering from “false memory syndrome,” the
FMSF amd ils supporters perpetuate the notion of middle-class women as
prome to hystena, My own analysis runs a similar nsk. Unlike raditional
analvses of hysteria, however, an analysis of women as regurgitating
patriarchy avoids labelling individual women as “sick,” and instead inter-
prets their behaviours as intelligible manifestations of cultural sickness. At
the same time, unlike accounts of women suffering (solely) from “recovs
ered memory syndrome,” it does not subscribe to the hypothesis that the
negalive circumsiances in question must be circumstances of childhood
sexual abuse.

In many cases, it may be impossible to defermine the complete
historical truth of a woman’s or child’s specific memones of childhood
phuse, The current analysis, however, invites usio overcome our obsession
with this guestion. As Bordo notes, the problem for the anorexic 15 nod
merely that she incosrectly believes that she is too fat, but that she is 50
obsessed with staying thin that it “render(s] any other ileas or life projects
meaningless,” 4 Similarly, the problem for the bearer of abuse memories
occurs not merely — perhaps not even — when her memaories are false,
but when she becomes so obsessed with those memories that she cannot
enjoy the present or plan for the fulure.

Certain forms of therapy may disempower women even when the
recovered memonies are true, This happens when questions concerning the
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validity of m woman’s memories are reduced to guestions concerning the
factual accuracy of those memories without eritical reflection concerning
how her present circumstances may shape her interprefations of the past
and its relevance o her future. To focus exclusively on whether the content
of memories accurstely captures the historical facts, as the current delbaie
cncourages us o do, risks perpetuating a woman's obsession with discov-
ering the details of her past 1o the detriment of the client’s present and
future well-being. To counteract the client's tendency to subordinate all
other esdeavours to the purseit of discovenng histoneal truth, those who
care aboul her may need. ultimately, to shift their oan focus.

I am nol suggesting that we abandon truth, What | am suggesting is
that we may necd to broaden our honzons on this issue to include a focws
on metaphorical, as well as factual, truth, and on practical, as well as
nszeriable, knowledge. ™ While the literal truth of a woman’s beliefs (when
this can be discovered) may be relevant to her well-being, questions
comerning the validity of a woman's memories cannot be reduced to
questions conceming the factwal accuracy of those memories and her
reluctance o lake responsibility for the ways she re-gnacts them in her
present-day life.

A primary difficulty with both sides of the false memory debae, as
currently constructed, s the assumption of client passivity and the sub-
sequent failure 1o hold the client responsible for her beliels, feelings or
behavicurs, As we have seen, the false memory movement by pically depicis
the bearer of false memories as simply the passive, ignorant and gullible
victim of therapewiic interventions, While advocates of recovered memo-
rics deny that women are 5o casily brainwashed by their therapisis, they too
may risk depicting adult women as passive, ignorant victims, This occurs
when, in an effort to avoid “blaming the victim,” therapists and others
porray the present attifudes and behaviours of adult wamen as determined
by their past experiences, failing to acknowledge women's participation in
the recollection, interpretation and use of those experiences.

Conclusions

What is a responsible Feminist viewpoint on this issue? One simple
response might be to acknowledge that in some (but not ally cases,
women's experiences of “remembering” may be mizleading and therapisi-
induced, but that in other (but not all) cases, the expericnces are genuine
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memories coused by earlier life events — although the catalyst for now
recalling those previously repressed episodes is, in part, the therapeutic
technigue, Thus, memories must be considered on an individual basis,
paying close attention to the myriad details of a given case. Such aresponse
avouds the politically destructive effeciz of global scepticism concemning
women's testimony of abuse while acknowledging grounds for local
seeplicism in at least some cases.

A more promising approach, 1 believe, 15 1o view all memones as
containing clements of iruth and falsity. The guestion is not whether
wormen's Incest memories are tue; rather, i1 kow they are true. To
discern this, we must look t empirical evidence that pertains (o a woman's
pist and present. We must also be sensilive 1o 1ssues rsed by science
concerning the malleability of memory. But neither historical nor scien-
Ll evidence will be adequate for determining the overall significance and
truth of a woman's memornies. To determine the truthi{s} of women's
recollections of abuse, we will need 0 adopt also the interpretive tech-
miques of o cultural critic, examining these memories in their appropriaie
personal, social and political contexis.

Middle-closs white women living in post-industrial societies share a
cultural context that makes it plausible to view their incest memorics as
sigmiying o repection of contemporary patnarchal valees and prictices. [
do not mean (o imply that these memories are literally false; indeed, in
many cases these memories may also contain personally significant,
historical truth. Yet, even when recollections of incest contain elements of
historical inaccuracy, they may still reveal fundamental truths abour the
lives of women living under, and struggling against, patriarchy.

O course, if the curreni phenomenon of women recovering incest
memaories signifies a cultural regurgitation of patnarchy, then feminism,
as well as patriarchy, 15 implicated in this cultural phenomenon. One part
of the shared cultural contest of eduemed, middle-class women is feminist
Cconscipusness-raising regarding women's oppression and victimization,

Az feminists faced with backlash, we may be hesitant 1o acknowledge
this. Yet. as feminists, we must consider how this shared social context
shapes our own private and public responses 1o this izsue, In addition, we
musi consider how our sometimes diverse political and intellectual alle-
giances, as well as our personal positions, may affect how we perceive the
present 1ssue. For my own part, my reflections here are grounded in the
experiences of a white, middle-class feminist with traditional analytic
philesophical training. My openness to the complexities of memory has
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been influenced by a friend who engaged in the painful process of
retrieving abuse memories, but has since rejected these memories as
literally false. It might be difficult to accept ambiguity in accounts of a
traumatic pasi, except for my experiences with this friend. These and
numerous other factors (my own happy childhood, my trust in the father
of my own daughters, my never having been a therapy client myself, and
s om) mo doubt influence my perspective on the present issue, Therefore,
| o not claim 1o have offered the definitive approach to this issue. My aim
here has been merely 1o offer some tentative suggestions concerning how
we might approach questions concerning truth in women's incest memo-
ries. | hope these suggestions prove useful in our continued efforis 1o
reshape the public dialogue about abuse memories, with positive conse-
quences for the women directly and indirectly affected by this dialogue,
And 1 trust that athers occupying vantage points different from my 0wWn
will correct my vision where it has been unduly myopic.
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