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whether these memories are accurate? .

Consider the case.of Donald Thomp-
son, an Australian psychologist who, in
the 1980s was accused of rape. The evi-
dence against him was. very simple: the

:he 1990 movie “Total Recall,”
based on the Philip K. Dick novel-
‘ette “We Can Remember it for
.~ K& You Wholesale,” envisions a fu-
‘ture in which memories can be implant-
“-ed well enough for you to “remember” a

* . «vacation (in the story, a trip to-Mars)
““without actually taking it. As'with other
; . tales of hypnosis, brainwashing, and
- dream worlds, the 'story’s power comes
.. from the questions it raises about truth,
- fantasy, and the reliability of memory.

. These stories all ask the same chilling
- question: What would it be like if we
“couldn’t distinguish true memories from

attacker and could easily have picked

bad to be distorted, because Thompson
had an ironclad alibi. ‘At the time of the

ory distortion. The victim had been

The answer isn’t'as deeply in the event.'
. realm of science fiction as we might like
"“to believe. Memory'is notoriously slip-
pery,-and events we’'d swear we wit-
nessed might not have happened the
" ‘way we remember. They might not have
-~ happened at.all. This is a particular
= problem for childhood memories—even

important ones which, when recovered
< in adulthood, may form the basis of
“+ long-afterthe-fact accusations for crimes
such as child abuse. How do we know

as

book, The Seven Sins of Memory, Schac:

tence, absentmindedness, blo¢kin
bias, misattribution, and suggestibility:

ness. Of these, transience is the sim:
plest. When I was in grade school,

-victim vividly remembered bim as her
him out of a lineup. But her memory
attack, he was on live television—talk-
_ing, ironically, about memory and mem-
watching the program when she was at
tacked, and had merged Tompson’s face
into her traumatized memory of the

-According to Daniel L. Schacter, chair
of the Deparctment of Psychology at Har-
vard University, there are seven basic

" types of memory imperfections. In his

ter catalogs them as transience, persis-

The first four are related to forgetful-
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could recite the capitals of all 50 st
ia‘nga listI zllbI(J)S presidents, with d::tee:
oday, I'd botch up quite a few.:
did that infomlatioxp; go? cEEL Where
‘Even relatively recent memories
from transience. Try the following ex-
periment; engage a friend in conversa-
ton, taping the discussion for later ref-
erence. Whenever your friend says i
something pithy, write it down, trying -
for a direct quote. If you're like most
people, youw'll be lucky to.get beyond
the fifteenth word before you start dj.
verging from what's on the tape: Even
trained reporters usually veer into para-
phrase by word twenty-five; and with -
each successive word, the paraphrase
. ets worse.” Putting this to the test is'a
- humbling experience: you know what
- was said—you can almost hear it echo-
 Ing around your brain, but it slips away.
faster than you can scribble it down.
Worse, it slips away faster than you think
it does, which is why it's easy for welkin-
tentioned reporters to misquote people. .
The opposite of transience is persis-
tence: the inability to forget things you'd
really prefer not to remember. It:could
be as innocuous as the tune you can’t
‘get out of your head, or as severe as
Pposttraumatic stress disorder, ; & i<
Absentmindedness and blockihg

- ored by my knowledge
dowell?2:

whether it.was.in-Analog o
American:Misattribution is a bj
when it leads to:erroneous’cr

are

- and you really

‘ curate,:eve
blocking, you - nk

they’re frankly impossible

know something and know that you *  There are. veral.wa
know it—it's on the tip of your memory; Schacter.
ongue—but you just can’t quite find it - with this via'simpl

cause the memory is tempoiarily inac- method dating

essible. Blocking is disconcerting be-  Volunteers ae aske
From Dfmicl L. Schacter, “The chcnSms of Mén.xai');.,Aﬂ Cogn:
Perspective,” presentation at the 2003 annual meeting of
g;i Advancement of Science. See also, Steve Grant,:“How.
an Help Keep Thoughts
poz, P oueh From ipping py." Tve Haryy
:as 2 journalst,  myselfhave done this “experiment”
¥ back an interview tape against my written notes, The reciits -make
) ; r cs. The results:
using extended direct quotes unless I'm transcribing them from 3 tap
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- bumbling but kind, presented as stories

occasions. ;. . ©

of funny things Sam had done on other
Five weeks lat ;’-,f_v  child W

“ asked to recall Sam's visit. When asked

- ut: i y will
_ . veet:-was on the list, when
actually it 'wasn't, The:reaso i
the theme word around whi

veetness, and misattribute your
ughts:to.the actu contents;of

so:a very simple form- .

_ allof the =
otgg_crs;ﬁ,cqx)}t\ered,:@anq._mC list is'designed

with that expectation..> =

ther children, including some who'd -

been prepped to expect clumsiness an
some. who weren’t, were guide
through their memories of Sam’s visi
with inaccurate, leading questions,. such

 25:.“Da you remember when Sam acci-,
- dentally. tore a page out of the book?

What was he wearing when he did|
that?” A few of the control-group chil
dren fell for this trick. But among those
who'd been told to expect clumsiness,
so many remembered such false inc
dents that Leichtman calls the implic
tions “alarming” for the use of poorly re-:
covered:: childhood :memories. :as,

:testimony in sex abuse cases. Overall,

she says, Jeading questions, when com-
bined with misleading suggestions p: '

.- viously implanted by adults,.can pow

. fully distort children's memories. Worse,
' the children’s reports of their. now-false

memories can be compelling, detailed,
andrcmarkably:_dgtablc,. : R

Take Me td.Yoﬁr Lwder

..., Children aren’t the only ones who can

Sam’s vis ightforward. -
ms; looked -

He walked _
; ‘ aying or-do-

“Memory.in Childre

of tii(;' American Assocla

. suffer from this. Richard McNaily, a pro-
- fessor of psychology-at Harvard Univer-
“sity, argues that UFO.abductees have ex:
" perienced something very similar in

. adulthood.? The process is more com

plex;, he says, but the end resuits are

abductees may even appear to suffe;

post-traumatic Stress symptoms similar
:'to those cxpcr;mced by.Vietnam veter

Advancement of Science. .

ans or sex-abuse victims.. - - - .
McNally began his study by running
an ad in the Boston Globe asking, *Have

you been abducted by aliens?” After
screening out the. jokesters and those:

who thought he was talking about for-

dangerous 1t
they're extre

eigners; he wound up with six-women "
and four men, average age 48, who con:* - reis

¢ed -him that thcy truly.believed

they’d been abducted.” o
On psychological profiles, these peo-- -
e looked perfectly ordinary, except for -

few-signs of post-traumatic stress.
They weren’t depressed, anxious,.or in
any way psychologically abnormal,

1 Hoey. o
did, however, test high in.*absorption,”

1ary world of a good novel. (In other
words, these people sounded a lot like

Analog readers.®) They also showed “a | 5

whiff” of magical ideation, which Mc-/
Nally describes as “belief in unconven-
tional modes of causation,” and’th'éj;
tended to be interested in New, Age top--

ics such as tarot, astrology, ghosts, and 1
unusual forms of alternative medicine—, .- &

collection of interests that McNally

umps together as reflecting a preexist- _my fri

ing belief in the paranormal. - ;¢

McNally believes that his apd;;gt’cgg,‘ e

experiences all began with a phenome-

on called sleep paralysis, combined

with bypnopompic ballucinations—a . qui

from sleeping to waking. Both are actu-
ally quite normal, he says—no more.

abductions or not.

myself would probably test high o

$ Richard McNally, “Remembering Trauma,” presentatio
of the American Association for the Advancemer

mels




~some with thé Mommy message, he
ries from their childhoods. The goal
ren’t lirited to W stern cultures. In China,

called guf ya, while in Japani the term was
““ghost pressure,” while the Japanese one

r chest. See K. Perina, Psychology Today, supra,,

Unconscious Elements in Remembering,” presenta-
éeting of the American Association for the Advancement of
2 th survey was still'posted on the Internet at
1. R nses are no longer being compiled, but Weinberger
iting th Sitz,gt this time enter their ages as 111 so there'is no pos-
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‘wasn’t to have them write complex es-
ays, but simply to produce lists, such ,
as;-“ got a puppy for my birthday,” “T  nal messages appeat to be quite limited
went to summer camp,” “We moved in scope. In'the MOMMY AND] test, the

< stitute in Garden City, New York, decid- :
.-ed to test whether this actually worked
- by setting up-a website on which people
ated a hypothetical political candidate, °
after being flashed with one of four sub-
liminal messages. Those messages were
: RA'IS,” “STAR” (rats spelled backward),
' ARAB, and XXXX (a neutral control).>
-'The study proved that people really
on’t like rats. “STAR,” which could be
.. viewed as.praise, had little effect, as did
- YARAB"good news for'those con-
<+ cérned about anti-Arab bias), but RATS
_substantially lowered the viewers’ im-
“pression of thé hypothetical candidate.
<. A’‘more complex experiment; con-
- - ducted in the laboratory, examined the
[ reaction ‘of people to the subliminal
.. message’“MOMMY AND I ARE ONE:”

- Prior research had indicated that if peo-
< pleare given subliminal flashes of this
" message and then asked to recall their

’ childhoods, it often increases their ten- °
: den:cx to remember good events. But -
-~other studies had found that the same.
' message can promote bad memories. -
__““Weinberger hypothesized that the
“'subliminal message was actually re-
_ceived in both situations, but that the re-
.- sults' depended on whether people had
- good or bad childhood experiences
“with their mothers. To test this, he re-
cruited a new group of study subjects
and gavé them-a sociological test de-
signed to assess their relationships with .
their mothers. Then, after stimulating

and broke her collatbone,” “My parents - about theif childhoods, but‘did not -

was called, and the test subjects were  ories. Those who'd been flashed: with..
asked to rate each memory as good or.  MOMMY AND 1 ARE ONE did fiot have

revealed positive childhood experiences  ries. Thus, while subliminal' méssaging
with their mothers on the sociological might be used to make you want t0.g0 ..
exam responded positively to subliminal  to Mars, it's not a promising method for".
stimulation with “MOMMY:AND L ARE ~ caiising you to remember-a nt
ONE.” Those who had poor experi- trip. SR
ences in'childhood didn't'take comfort . Currently, in fact;'there does not. ap-’
from that message but were instead in~  pear to be-an casy way to implant de-. -
duced to recall 2 higher than normal lev-  tailed memoriés in people 'who:are”.
“elof bad miemories. . » ‘
“I¢'s not an earthshaking finding, but  ichtman has' proven that it's possible-to. ..
the Mommy tést does reveal some inter-  use leading questions confuse the mem-

On the most supetficial level it’s another  tus, 2 memory. researcher at the Univer-
confirmation that subliminal messages  sity of Waishingt’pn;}hasfde"'monstrated' 7
do indeed work—the mixed results of  that it is possible to implant some truly -
" earlier studies weré simply due to an  astounding memories in adults who are -
overlooked variable. But on a more'com¢ ~unaware that they are being manipulat- -
. plex level, it means that the effects of ed.!! These memories, she found ina’se-
 subliminal messages may vary, depend-  ries of studies reported in early 2003, .
. ing on what type of images they pro- can be extremely detailed, and while re-
_voke in each recipient. Folks like search ethics prevent the researchers
Willard, the ratdoving outcast in the hor-  from tinkering with anything but rela- -
“ ror movie of the same name, would  tively trivial memories, there’s no reason
_ probably yote for a candidate about  that similar techniques couldn’t be used
- whom théy’d been subliminally pro-  for considerably more sinistet purposes.
" grammed with messages about rats! An
interesting science fictional angle on  givena variety of objects, such as pink
~ this might involve 2 subliminal manipu-  scissors.or a toy frog. They wereen- -
lation program that is uncovered when couraged to play with these.objects in
- it backfires in exactly this manner, by in- -~ whatever innovative fashions came to -
ducing a subset of the population to do
the precise opposite of what the adver- 'of what they did. The following day;:and -
tisers intended. - - R

. asked everyone to write.down memo-

‘siderable length of time, might be a different matter, but that is beyond the scope of -

JUNE 2004
 Kissing the Frog .. L
However powerful they are, sublimi- =

cioss town,” “My sister fell off a horse ~ messages affected the subjects’ aftitudes

ot divorced.” ‘After a few minutes, time  strongly alter the content of their mem- -

ad on a multi-point scale. Those who'd . larger numbers of Motherrelated memo-

onexistent -

aware of the process:'*But just as Le:

ories of young children, Elizabeth Lof-

In one study, adult volunteers were

mind, while the researchers kept track -
on as many as four additional follow-up

tee .+ sessions, the subjects weredsked to .
10 pylkblown brainwashing of unwilling subjects, casried '(‘)'uti over the édﬁrsl: of acon-

this article. . R et
11 «Elizabeth F. Loftus, “Putting Memory Meat on the Bones of Belief,” presentation at -

the 2003 annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of .7y
Science. ' » e -
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ame'end \although in
¢ the:memories’ vere;long-ago

even tha ! makea

they remembered meeting Bugs on their

own.childhood visits to Disneyland Six
teen'percent’® said “yes.” . -

Then the’ ‘study was repeated by hav-
g the subjects examine not one; but’

three Bugs-containing ads. Now, 36 per-

' ;. -cent remembered meeting Bugs. When
- pressed:for-details, 62 percent of those

- said they shook his hand, 40 percent

hugged him; and at least one heard him

., say, Wha;.s up.doc?™ Again, singa
.. very simple ruse; Loftus and her éol-
; lcagues had:persuaded 2 startling per-

Centage of people that they'd had im-

possible experiences.

A third study took on the behef that

memories of traumatic impacts are so
strong that they’re immune to such ma-

.~ nipulation. To test this, Loftus inter-

viewed Russians about their memories

- of 2 1999 apartment complex bombing

in which 230 people died—an event
: . that shocked their country in much the

way that the World Trade Center attacks )

0f 2001 shocked Americans.
~The Russians were first interviewed in
March :2002, two-and-a-half years after

- the attack. Using non-eading questions,
. the researchers asked them to recall
* ‘what they remembered of that fatal day.
~ Six'months later, the subjects were re-

interviewed, but this time the interview
included a leading question regarding a

- detail that none of them had reported
‘the first time, and that had not appeared

on any of the news coverage of the

v - event. spcqﬁcally they were told: “Par-

child day There

-Her, you mentioned a wounded animat.
: Do you still remember it?” -

"“A full one-eight of these people re-

: ;i.sponded with some form of “Oh, yes.”
-"When asked to elaborate, they. pro-
_duced remarkably detailed memories of
- events that never occurred: “recalling”
~’ . images such as “a bleedmg cat, lying in

gining sessions. People who received |

v

ontro] sub;ects whose memorics had not been contaminat-
.‘Pe le simply have poor memories or are so anxious to please the
ey'll say just about anything :
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~did this in a different way, but in all of .

Overall Loftus says, there are three: '
basic steps to implanting false memo- .

1. Make the potential event plausible -

: It doesn’t have to be something that the

- person is predisposed to believe—as in',

McNally's alien abduction memories—

“but it does have to carry the ring of po-
¢ tential truth. People who couldn’t imag-

ine themselves being uninhibited”

- enough to crush a Hershey's Kiss in the
. stapler aren’t going to be easily faked »
“into believing they did it. :

yet exist \ ‘
hysteria, our collective memori mlly
_canbecreatedwholesal I S e

2. Create a belief that the event actu-'
ally happened. Each of her experiments

them that was one step in t.he proccss

¥ At the same time, I'm not all that surprlsed by this ﬂnding in 1979, Iwas on the

receiving end of what appeared to be an attempted munder, in which an armed robber

- marched a companion and mie into the woods with the probable intention’ of shooting L

us. My companion and I escaped by runnmg in dlfferent directions, where we were i

soon screened by heavy brush. . . ' : -
My memory of the event is full of vivid details Butin late 2002 I'had opportunity. .

- to'revisit the scene of the attack, and was startled to discover that I had trouble: recog- :

“nizing the terrain, In part, that was because the land had changed Wilderness- ‘had™

- turned into five-acre homie sites; vegetation had grown and changed; a nature trail ‘had. :
"been built where previously there had been none; roads had been paved and re- - .- 3
aligned. But the bottom line was that I remembered running a “very long”. distance o
““that way,” and “that way” led rather qulckly to'a hillside that'T knew-1'd.not dcsccnd- :

 ed. While I was running—expecting to be shot in the back at any moment—my time - -’
-sense had been totally warped, Seconds had felt like. minutes. and I’d runa lot less dl& Sy

tance than I'd thought. ’
If my memory of such a trauma can be sO difﬁcult 10 reconstruct With no extemal.

‘manipulation (other than the erasure of landmarks by that subdivision), then I have no
doubt that Loftus’ results are real—and pmbably on the conservative side of whnt is i

. possible.
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