Letters to the
Editor &y

APS OBSERVER

Repressed Objectivity

Dear Bditor:

We, a group of researchers from
diverse areas, share & common concem for
the responsibility of psychology as »
science, Jn that regard, we are writing in
respouse o the APS Observer's recent
coverage of repressed memories of sexual
abuse, The primary focus has been an the
dubious natwre of memories recovered
later it adulthood and possible mecha-
nisms for the incorporation of nonexistent
evens into awobiographical memory.

While we strongly support research
aimed at enderstanding the veracity of
MEMOry, Wt urge a more even-handsd
approach w this topic. In particular, we
object to the tetm “false memory syn-
drome” a non-psychological term origi-
nated by a private foundation whose stated
purpese is 1o support accused parents.

As behavioral scientists, we have great
appreciation for the fact that memories can
be distortéd. We readily acknowledge the
work of scientists who find that manufac-
tured memories can be insinuaped into the
straam of Lonsciousness.

However, many children are sexually
abused. And, unlike laboratory scientists
who carefully construct events and
measure the degree of distortion in
memories of the events, few cases of child
sexual abuse remembered in adulthood are
verifisble-one way or the other, In the
vast majority of cases, we will mever know
whether the adbuse ocourred or not.
Individuals who claim thar memeries of
abuse are always rue or always false are
taking a political or legal stand. At the
very least, their claims are scicntifically
unwarranted, ‘

When it begame evident that Vietnam

veterans sometimes experience [lashbacks
to wartime events, it provoked thoughtiul
debate about the aature of memory and the
terms that should be used to desoribe the
distress veterans face. We urge the
scientific community to approach adults’
recollection of childhood abuse ina
similarly considered manner,

It would be fascinating to understand
the mechanisms involved in memoties for
trauraatic events that never occurred. But
1 necessary precondition is unequivocal
knowledge that the event did not occur.
For the sake of intellectual hotesty, let's
leave the term “false memory syndrome”
to the popular press.
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