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Beware of false prophets peddling false-memory hype 

R
ECOVERED MEMORIES 
of incest - and the charge 
that those memories are 
false - may seem to be an 
obscure topic. But judging 

by a torrent of letters to The St'ir, for 
and against my two recent columns, 
this subject is dynamite. And, just as I 
predicted a couple of wee <Sago, it's 
beginning to explode right in the face 
of its inventors. 

The accused pa.rents wt-o created the 
False Memory Syndrome Foundation 
argue that unscrupulous therapists are 
implanting completely false recollec­
tions of incest in the malleable minds 
of previously happy young wcn1en. 

The reception given to this rickety 
idea t.y tho: media - hundreds of un­
critical articles, radio broadcasts, 1V 
specials, documentaries and news re­
ports - should give us pause. 

That the public might be conned by a 
highly aggressive medla campaign is 
not unprecedented. But that journalists 
themselves should so unquestioningly 
peddle inflammatory, often luridly 
worded, attacks on incest survivors is 
very distwbing. News repC1rts, echoing 
the foundation's propaganda, frequent­
ly mention "aliens, witches, fairy talcs, 

MICHELE 
LAl~SBERG 

UFOs" in the same breath as the agcr 
nizing memories of people who were 
raped in childhood. 

True, some therapists may be inept 
and some accusations are surely mis­
taken or false. Researchers estimate 
that about 5 per cent of any criminal 
allegations are false. That small num­
ber, however, can't justify the huge 
publicity given to the proponents of 
"false memo s drome." 

r. 12a et IS ano er case 
in point. She is a prolific research psy­
chologist - with no clinical experience 
and no expertise in child sexual abuse 
or traumatic memory - who criss­
crosses the continent as a highly paid 

witness for the acrused. A current Psy­
chology Today profile practically 
drools with admiration, not least over 
her cream-colored Mercedes and fancy 
home. Some observers estimate that, 
according tv her own boasts, Dr. Loftus 
must have (timed between $3 million 
and $5 million as an expert witness -
for hire - she even testified on behalf 
of mass murderer Ted Bundy. 

She's also a much-quoted and ad­
mired researcher into ordinary meme>­
ry. Why, then, after 20 years of active 
commitment to the American Psycho­
logical Association (AP~ - most re­
cently as a member of the task force on 
recovered memories of childhood 
abuse - did Dr. Loftus suddenly~it 
the APA in January? Her res1gna on 
teeter accusmoctation of mov­
ing "far from scientific thinking and 
more toward therapeutic and profes­
sional guild interests." 

Only weeks earlier - in November 
and December of 1995 - two se\Vffif e 
ethics complaints had been filed WI 
the APA against Dr. C:Oltus. Jennifer 
Hoult. a concert harp1St and former 
software engineer from New York, and 
Lynn Crook, n Wac;hington state educa­
tion consultant, had recovered meme>-

ries of s~re childhood sexual abuse, 
found corroborating evidence, sued 
their fathers, and won. Hoult's father 
appealed the case as far as possible, 
losing each time. She was awarded 
$500,000 in damages and her father is 
now an active member of the False 
Memory Syndrome FOWtdation. 

Both women challenge the way Dr. 
Loftus wrote about their court cases. 

The rule of the AP A is that no mem­
ber is allowed to resign while an ethics 
complamt IS be109111~tea: 

Now the APA a.uns t OT. Loftus 
did not know about the complaints 
when she coincidentally resigned soon 
after they were filed. Therefore, the 
AP A has accepted her resignation and 
will not investigate the allegations. The 
senior ethics investi tor admitted to 

o an 1111 enti etters 
that 1 s unusual" or a mem to .re-
sign m ''the wmdow of time" between 
a complhl11t and its resolution. 

"Unusual" is haraly the word. Many 
members have voiced astonisbment 
and anger over the association's con­
duct. 
-utlast Sunday's column, l also re­
ferred to The Amazing Randi, a magi· 
cian, and a member of the False Mem-

ory Syndrome Foundation's scientific 
advisory board. A couple of readers 
took me to task for apparently sneering 
at someone because he is a magician. 

No. What I had hesitated to mention 
is that the colorful Randi has been in­
volved in a number of lawsuits. Part of 
the evidence brought against Randi 
was a tape of his telephone conversa­
tions, of fue.licit sexual content, with 
teenage ys. Randi has at different 
times clahned that the tape was a hoax 
made by his enemies to blackmail him, 
that he made the tape himself; and that 
the oolioe asked him to make it 

WhichP.ver version IS h'Ue, iFS amaz· 
~ indeed that such a person could be 

en seriously as a scientific adViSer 
Ill an ornanization dedicated to deny-
10 chums of cl'iild sexual abuse. 

Are ese a omUtem argumen . 
so, I'll accept the blame. It strikes me 
as urgent and necessary to talk about 
the character and motives of those who 
a.re causing so much harm to people 
who have already been grievously 
wounded. 

Michele Landsberg's column regularly 
appears in The Star Saturday and 
Sunday. 


