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VIEWPOINT

NOTICE: This material may be protected by
Copyright Law (Title 17, U.S. Code)

Repressed Memories Are
Questionable

ELiZABETH F. LOFTUS

Elizabeth E Loftus is one of the nation’s foremost authorities
on memory. The veteran expert witness testifies on human
memory, and is best known for her research implicating the
inaccuracy of eyewitness testimony. Here, she discusses re-
pressed memories in the context of their legal implication for
delayed child sexual abuse claims. Loftus points to the paucity
of research substantiating repressed memories and outlines
the rescarch on suggestibility and the creation of false memo-
ries. She ends her discussion with some suggestions and cau-
tions for professionals working with repressed memorics.

QUESTIONS

1. Does Loftus deny the existence of repressed memories?

2. According to Loftus what are some of the sources of false
memoties?

3. According to Loftus how do real memories differ from false
memories?

Reprinted from Blizabeth Loftus, “The Reality of Repressed Memorics,” Amer-
ican Psycholngist, May 1993. Copyright 1993 by the American Psychological As-
sociation, Adapted by permission.
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implanted childhood sexual abuse? If the memories are ulti-
mately shown to be false, therapists may then become the tar-
gets of future ethics violations and lawsuits. They will be
charged with a grave form of mind abuse—charges that have
already been initiated in several states.

What should therapists do instead? As a first step, it is
worth recognizing that we do not yet have the tools for reliably
distinguishing the signal of true repressed memories from the
noise of false ones. Until we gain these tools, it seems prudent
to consider some combination of Herman'’s advice about prob-
ing for traumatic memories and Ganaway’s advice about SRA
memories. Zealous conviction is a dangerous substitute for an
- open mind. Psychotherapists, counselors, social service agen-
cies, and law enforcement personnel would be wise to be care-
ful how they probe for horrors on the other side of some pre-
sumed amnesic barrier. They need to be circumspect regarding
uncorroborated repressed memories that return. Techniques
that are less potentially dangerous would involve clarification,
compassion, and gentle confrontation along with a demonstra-
tion of empathy for the painful struggles these patients must
endure as they come to terms with their personal truths.

There is one last tragic risk of suggestive probing and un-
critical acceptance of all allegations made by clients, no matter
how dubious. These activities are bound to lead to an in-
creased likelihood that society in general will disbelieve the
genuine cases of childhood sexual abuse that truly deserve our -
sustained attention.
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