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This article analyzes the demarcations made within psychology as a feature of the “mem-
ory wars”—the current controversy around “recovered” or “false” memory. As it is
played out inside professional psychology, the dispute features clinical practitioners act-
ing largely as proponents of recovered memory and experimentalists as proponents of
false memory. Tracing a genealogy of this dispute back to a pair of original sites
(Mesmer’s salon and Wundt’s laboratory), we show how the traditions’ engagement in
three modes of scientific demonstration varies systematically in terms of the modes of
social relation inherent in their epistemic practices and the kinds of “reliable witness”
these practices produce. We conclude that whereas the experimentalist tradition is able
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engage in a variety of compensatory demonstrative strategies.

Keywords: psychology; recovered/false memory; demarcation; demonstration;
controversy

And the demonstration of all these things is so certain that, though experience
apparently contradicts them we will have more faith in our reason than in our
senses.

—René Descartes, Principles of Philosophy1
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“Can we recognize science when we see it?” “That depends on who is
doing the looking,” we feel tempted to answer. By relativizing this issue in
this neat if perhaps glib way, we can proceed to dismiss the question entirely,
or rather abdicate responsibility for addressing it ourselves, by arguing that
making demarcations between “science” and “pseudoscience” or “nonscience”
is a participant’s concern. It is not a matter for us to decide.

This argument, which stems from professional and principled difficulties
with the business of making global judgments about local practices, has been
a powerful one in science and technology studies (STS). Indeed, as the edi-
tors of this special issue have noted, one aim of the sociology of scientific
knowledge has been to make the task of demarcating what counts as “sci-
ence” much more difficult by showing how similar science is to other modes
of cultural production. Nevertheless, for reasons we hope will become clear,
in this article we will be trying a different angle. While retaining the vital
notion that demarcation as it exists in practice is always an outcome of nego-
tiation between relevant actors, we will be getting our hands dirty by making
a few demarcations of our own. Or rather, we will show how several different
kinds of demarcation can be produced by tracing a genealogy of a recent
scientific controversy.

The matter in question is the current, highly charged controversy over the
reality of what is called recovered memory (RM) by one side of the debate
and false memory syndrome (FMS) by the other. The more usual partici-
pant’s term for the controversy is the “memory wars.”2 The basis of the dis-
pute is as follows: on the RM side the claim is that the trauma of sexual abuse
in childhood can result in psychologically dangerous repressed (or dissoci-
ated) memories. In therapy, these old memories are recovered through tech-
niques such as hypnotic age regression, guided imagery, and incest-survivor
group therapy. Recovered memories have been theorized as more reliable
than ordinary memories; having been buried and inaccessible, they remain
pristine (van der Kolk 1995). In addition, the fact that they are memories of
traumatic events is said to change their character, “traumatic memory” not
obeying the rules of the ordinary variety (Terr 1994; Stoler et al. 2001).

The opposing view, promoted since the early 1990s, most effectively by
an organization called the False Memory Syndrome Foundation (FMSF), is
that memories recovered in such a way are probably false and the result of
implanted suggestions (whether motivated or inept) from therapists at a time
when their clients are psychologically fragile and vulnerable to suggestion.
The argument that such memories are not reliable draws on two sources: a
general skepticism about the existence of the mechanisms of repression or
dissociation said to produce them (Holmes 1990) and studies in experimental
psychology that argue that “memories” of fictional events can be implanted
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and then falsely remembered. The best known of these studies is the “lost in
the mall” (hereafter, LIM) study, conducted by Elizabeth Loftus and
colleagues (Loftus and Pickrell 1995), which we discuss below.

There is then an extreme polarization in how the two sides conceive the
nature of memory as it is revealed in therapeutic settings. This polarization
engenders the making of professional demarcations. Yet what is striking here
is how the gulf separating the opposing parties masks a deep similarity. Both
sides recognize science when they see it. Science is what their own experts
do, with science providing the evidence to validate their own positions. Both
sides profess an unshakeable faith in the ability of rigorously conducted stud-
ies to supply compelling evidence and a commitment to communicating such
findings in both scholarly and “popular” ways to mass audiences. Both sides
have participated in public hearings and legal trials as “experts,” and more
importantly, they see themselves in very real terms as bearing witness to a
new and devastating social problem.

In examining the way that the memory wars have been conducted, we
shall show how both sides depend not only on a psychological vocabulary but
also on techniques for demonstrating and stabilizing memory phenomena
that have been honed in the “psy” disciplines (i.e., psychology in its experi-
mental and clinical modes). Demonstration is a key term here. All scientific
work involves an act of pointing out, of showing—that is, an act of
“ostension” (Barnes, Bloor, and Henry 1996). To demonstrate is then to ren-
der something visible and remarkable, to make that thing an object of discus-
sion and concern. But to demonstrate also means to re-enact, to make some-
thing appear again, to exercise some control over the phenomenon. In this
sense, demonstration is a re-presentation, a translation of the object into a dif-
ferent frame of reference (Stengers 1997). This second sense carries with it
connotations of the theatrical, of the staging that is involved in taming and
exhibiting, or simply “showing off” the object of concern. Finally, to demon-
strate is to take up a stand, to publicly align oneself with something or some-
one, perhaps to make demands on their behalf. In any case, this last sense of
demonstration involves the speaker acting as the representative of the phe-
nomenon (Latour 1993). The speaker then claims to be authorized by the
phenomenon, to be its (self-)appointed interpreter and delegate in matters of
import.

We argue that both sides in the memory wars are engaged in all three
forms of demonstration across a range of domains, including the private
domain of the laboratory or therapy room, the sphere of public and media
debate, and the legal proceedings of the courtroom. However, what lends the
controversy its particular character is the problematic nature of demonstra-
tion within the psy disciplines. We must recall that psychology, as a science,
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developed initially from philosophy of mind and epistemology. The promise
of this new discipline was to overcome the perceived “dead end” of Kantian
critical philosophy, with its apparent foreclosure on questioning mind
beyond the bedrock of a priori epistemic categories. Drawing on the tech-
niques of physiology and psychophysics, a scientific psychology aimed to
drill into this bedrock and reveal fundamental matters of ontology to be ques-
tions of the functioning of basic mental mechanisms. As we aim to show, this
ambition remains common to both experimental and clinical forms of
psychology, insofar as they self-consciously aspire to a scientific status.

But this attempt to tame the mind as the object of scrutiny must overcome
a number of obstacles. Mind is not directly observable: its existence and
workings have to be inferred indirectly, as the cause of observed behavioral
performances. Mind is ubiquitous, always already present in everything that
everybody does, including psychologists themselves. And knowledge of the
mind, partly because of the ubiquity of the phenomenon, has a distinctive
problem of in/significance, seeming either entirely irrelevant (nobody needs
such knowledge to do what they do) or utterly foundational (this is what
humans are made of). We can understand the experimentalist and clinical tra-
ditions to be two distinct methods for dealing with these problems. The
experimentalist tradition directly confronts and attempts to solve them in
ways we detail later. The clinical tradition, however, sidesteps them by focus-
ing on a different phenomenon: instead of examining the general and normal
and interchangeable mind, clinicians investigate the particular, the abnormal,
the unique mind of this person. Ordinary mental life shows up as the back-
ground against which the examined phenomenon is figured as a contrast. The
ubiquity of normal mind is of course not a problem for this approach either;
indeed, as we will show, many of the problems of demonstration in clinical
psychology stem from the difficulty in generalizing from individual clinical
cases. The clinical strategy also finesses the in/significance problem: by defi-
nition, the out-of-the-ordinary is already interesting. In addition, clinical
knowledge is designed to be directly applicable in and as the process of
healing.

Our argument in this article, then, is as follows: To demarcate the fiercely
contested knowledge claims that make up the memory wars, we must under-
stand how psychological knowledge is produced through three interdepen-
dent modes of demonstration. Once we have fully articulated these modes,
we will go on to show how they are put to work in two very different ways,
which constitute two “solutions” to the problems of finding out, staging
and speaking for mental phenomena. These differences broadly map onto
the kind of experimental psychology associated with Elizabeth Loftus
and the clinical work associated with the recovered memory movement.
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We will then discuss two very distinctive characters in the history of psychol-
ogy—Wilhelm Wundt and Anton Mesmer—as exemplifying the historical
origins of each strategy. Finally, we will show how the Mesmer-Wundt opposi-
tion allows us, at last, to make some demarcations in contemporary work around
false and/or recovered memory. But first, some further clarification of what we
mean by demonstration.

Three Forms of Demonstration

In Pandora’s Hope (1999), Bruno Latour offers a novel account of the ori-
gins of the “science wars.” He traces this dispute between supposed critics of
science and its practitioners to Plato’s Gorgias, usually attributed with being
the source of the famous dictum of “might versus right.” The demarcation
between the two terms occurs as part of the dialogue between Socrates,
champion of natural law, and Callicles the sophist, with his faith in public
oratory. However, Latour notes, a simple demarcation of science from poli-
tics is not to be found in the text. What occurs instead is a debate over the best
technique for dominating the agora, for silencing and convincing the crowd.
Should this be done by appealing to the hearts and minds of the people
through Callicles’s rhetorical dazzle or by the Socratic demonstration of
what is transcendent and necessary? A matter of style rather than substance,
however, is what distinguishes these two strategies: despite their different
means, both are oriented to the same end of winning the assent of the crowd.

However, there is a difficulty here. To argue that rhetoric and reason—the
two great Greek inventions—are two methods for silencing the masses by
force of argument is to risk the collapse of political categories as described by
Pels (1996). The term politics becomes ubiquitous and, thus, useless as an
analytical category when scientific argument is treated merely as a variant of
a set of generalized techniques for ordering actors and entities. At a cruder
level, this even runs the risk of repeating the empty observation that science is
essentially “ideological.”

Latour (1999) circumvents this problem by pointing to another kind of
activity characteristic of science—that of “gaining access, through experi-
ments and calculations, to entities that at first do not have the same character-
istics as humans do” (p. 259). Making visible and socializing such entities is
distinct from the business of argumentation and demonstration through
proof, although the interdependency of the two activities must be self-evident
in all those practices we usually consider to be “scientific.” For Isabelle
Stengers (2000), entities accessed in this way have the characteristics of a
witness. In the case of the great events of Western science, these witnesses
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force the scientific community in which they appear to “bow down.” They are
irresistible in that the witness comes to insinuate itself between the different
projects of the community as a common object.

Not all witnesses have this power. Some witnesses appear “unreliable,”
untrustworthy, requiring careful investigation, with their apparent testimony
itself put to the test.3 The laboratory is transformed into a strange, “closed”
courtroom, with limited access from outside. It is the private space where
entities are summoned as witnesses and are subjected to close questioning on
the validity of their testimony. As Kant prescribed it, “Reason . . . must
approach nature in order to be taught by it. It must not, however, do so in the
character of a pupil who listens to everything that the teacher chooses to say,
but of an appointed judge who compels the witnesses to answer questions
which he himself has formulated” (Kant 1958, 20; cited in Chertok and
Stengers 1992, 7).

This process constitutes another form of demonstration distinct from pub-
lic displays of rhetoric or reason in that it is a predominantly private act. The
relationship between the two forms of demonstration is one of strict interde-
pendence. Bringing forth reliable witnesses requires all the skill and techni-
cal resources of the laboratory (or other private sites for the productive opera-
tion of specialized expertise, such as the clinic or the observatory). Such
spaces then serve to resource public argument. Speech is free in the agora of
modern scientific debate, but without a crucial link to the private space of the
laboratory, arguments are empty of substantive testimony.

When the relation between the private and public forms of demonstration
is called into question, we see a third form of demonstration coming to light.
This happens when science, or more usually a given scientist, comes before
the law. In examining the intimate relationship between science and law,
Michel Serres (1995) notes that what are often taken to be the great founding
moments in Western science involve legal trials: “The sciences . . . enter his-
tory through the courtroom door. . . . Individuals or associations appear
before a given court, and fragile truth is thereby reinforced, for the decision
handed down casts it into an officially sanctioned time. . . . Science never
again leaves the courtroom” (Serres 1995, 62).

A more subtle variation on this practice is when the laboratory is itself
made into a courtroom. The notorious case of Jacques Benveniste—whose
laboratory was more or less invaded by an ad hoc review team from Nature,
intent on the public exposure of fraud—serves as a good archetype here.4

This is our third form of demonstration, one which has a legal basis and
which involves the questioning and inspection not of an entity but of a scien-
tist, albeit usually a scientist who is claiming to represent and speak with the
authorization of some other “reliable witness.”
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Expert witness testimony is a species of this demonstration.5 Here, what is
at stake is the act of “speaking for” a phenomenon. The expert witness then
adopts the position of privileged interpreter (whereas in the Benveniste case,
what is at issue is the supposedly “fraudulent” assumption of this privilege).
To be able to assume such a position, the expert must already be engaged in
the two other forms of demonstration—the private and the public, the
laboratory/clinic and the media. For without a relationship to these other
two modes, this third, legal mode is easily discredited. Together, these modes
constitute three moments or positions that must necessarily occur for science
to be what it is, at once private, public, and legally adjudicated. In the follow-
ing discussion, we examine how these terms enable us to understand the work
of Elizabeth Loftus.

Loftus in the Mall

It is a fine line I walk as a psychologist in a court of law. While the debate about
guilt and innocence is waged with passion and partisan zeal, it is my task to
deal with the facts. (Loftus and Ketcham 1991, 241)

Elizabeth F. Loftus holds a recent (2002) appointment as Distinguished Pro-
fessor of Psychology at the University of California, Irvine, following many
years at the University of Washington in Seattle. She has an M.A. and a Ph.D.
in psychology from Stanford University. In 1974, three years into her career
as a “research psychologist,”6 Loftus published a paper about the fallibility of
eyewitness testimony in Psychology Today (Loftus 1974), which attracted
much attention from lawyers. and thus “began to appear in courtrooms as an
expert witness on the subject of the fallibility of memory” (Loftus and
Ketcham 1991, 7).

Elected to the National Academy of Sciences in 2004, Loftus is the 2001
recipient of the William James Fellow Award for scientific achievement from
the American Psychological Society, of which she is also its past president
(1998-1999). She served as a member of the American Psychological Asso-
ciation’s Working Group on Investigation of Memories of Childhood Abuse
before resigning from the association in 1996.7 She is also perhaps the most
prominent member of the FMSF’s Scientific and Professional Advisory
Board, which she joined as a founding member in 1992, and has presented
her work at all three major conferences of this organization. She is also a fel-
low of the Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the
Paranormal (CSICOP).
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A report of her gift of an endowed chair to the Psychology Department at
UCLA (where she was an undergraduate) has this to say about her
achievements:

Motivated by a desire to “make a difference in people’s lives,” in the early sev-
enties she almost single-handedly established the field of eyewitness testi-
mony. Her book on that subject won a National Media Award from the Ameri-
can Psychological Association in 1980. Eyewitness Testimony (Loftus and
Doyle 1997), followed by her landmark study, “Lost in the Shopping Mall,”
and her more recent volume, The Myth of Repressed Memory (co-authored
with Katherine Ketcham 1994), catapulted Loftus to the center of heated con-
troversy about repressed memory and the complex practice and policy implica-
tions it raises.

As one of the foremost spokespersons on false memories, Loftus has
appeared on numerous news and talk shows and served as an expert witness or
consultant in more than 200 court cases, including the trials of Ted Bundy, the
Hillside Strangler, Michael Jackson, the Menendez brothers, and Oliver North.
She also testified in the McMartin Preschool molestation case, and in scores
of cases involving allegations of recovered memories of child abuse.8 A self-
proclaimed workaholic, she has more than 250 journal articles and eighteen
books to her credit. (UCLA Psychology Alumni Association 1998)

This encomium neatly encapsulates how a figure like Loftus emerges via
her management of our three forms of demonstration. Her work in science—
her production of knowledge and establishment of “fields”—is the implicit
substrate of other, more visible, more public activities. The writing of books
and articles is remarkable in terms of their unusual quantity and their occa-
sional prize-winning fame. In relation to the recovered memory/false mem-
ory controversy, Loftus is pictured as the neutral bystander, “catapulted” into
the maelstrom through the innocent and disinterested production of texts. Yet
she is also pictured as an advocate, a “spokesperson on false memories.” In
this connection, it is her public, out-of-the-lab activities that are relevant;
there are two distinct kinds of these: first is her presence on television—our
primary modern agora—and second is her prominent role in legal settings,
indeed, her role in prominent legal settings.

It is in the role of expert witness that we can see most clearly how a scien-
tific “star” like Loftus requires skill in all three forms of demonstration. What
does Loftus-in-court bear witness to? First, to a certain set of memory-facts:
that memory is not like a videotape, that it is malleable, that people (can be
got to) remember “things that ain’t so.” Second, to the fallaciousness of
other memory-theories: in particular, that memories can be repressed and
later recovered, whole and intact. Third, to herself as an appropriate spokes-
person for these things. Finally, to her concern for those victimized by the false
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memory-theories—not only those suffering from FMS (those who claim to
have recovered memories) but also, and especially, those suffering from the
actions of FMS sufferers (the falsely accused).

It is important to note that most of Loftus’s appearances as an expert wit-
ness (in cases that bear on the RM/FM dispute) have been for the defense in
cases where the defendent is accused of abuse on the evidence of recovered
memories. Thus, her role has been to cast doubt on the adequacy of this evi-
dence. And because of the asymmetry in the burden of proof built into the
Anglo-American adversarial legal system, providing grounds for a jury’s
“reasonable doubt” is all that is necessary. The procedure involved in sug-
gesting to a jury that skepticism about the evidence is in order coheres
remarkably well with the laboratory procedures of the experimental psychol-
ogy of memory. Let us then examine these procedures more closely through
their instantiation in one particular piece of work: Loftus’s “landmark study,
‘Lost in the Shopping Mall’” (UCLA Psychology Alumni Association
1998).

LIM started out as an extension of work that Loftus and many other
“memory scientists” had been doing for years: studies of misinformation
effects. Subjects are given lists of words to recall, for example, and are found
to fail to do so accurately; indeed, they are found to “remember” words that
were not in the original list or details of a video recording of a scene that were
not present in the original. Work of this kind can be said to demonstrate that
FM is possible and that it can be induced. However, RM proponents find it
easy to reject such work:

[Loftus] has demonstrated that memories can be influenced by suggestion.
However, most of Loftus’ research concerns the memories of adults who
viewed videos of simulated traffic accidents, not the memories of adults who
were sexually abused as children. Despite Loftus’ attempt to discredit the
validity of recovered memories with her laboratory studies, her research
showed that while the details of memories could be changed by a researcher’s
questions and suggestions, the fact that a traffic accident occurred was never
disputed. The substance of the memory remained intact. (Robbins, n.d.)

According to the critics then, this work neither demonstrates the appropri-
ate phenomenon (a false memory of child sexual abuse) nor does it show that
a false memory for a whole event, rather than just its details, could be
implanted. The LIM study, according to Loftus, was designed to deal with the
second criticism while going some way to dealing with the first.

Originated as a fleeting thought during a car ride to Atlanta airport in
October 1991, an informal “instant experiment” at a party two weeks later,
and as a classroom exercise for undergraduate students implemented one
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week after that (Loftus and Ketcham 1994, 93-96), LIM goes something like
this: The researcher (Loftus) recruits a confederate (Jim9) who has a younger
sibling (Chris). Jim interacts with Chris in the course of which he asks Chris,
“Do you remember the time when you got lost in that shopping mall?”; an
event that, according to Jim (and Jim’s and Chris’s mother and, thus, Loftus)
never occurred.10 Eventually, after more interactions, Chris agrees that he did
indeed get lost in the mall; moreover, he elaborates on the details and is disap-
pointed and doubtful when later debriefed. This basic design was subse-
quently modified and formalized, Human Subjects Committee permission
was sought and gained, a “proper” experiment was run, and its results were
published as “The Formation of False Memories” (Loftus and Pickrell 1995).
Meanwhile, replications appeared, which were both positive (e.g., Hyman,
Husband, and Billings 1995) and negative (e.g., Pezdek, Finger, and Hodge
1997).

This experiment, then, appears to go some way to defeat the criticisms of
its predecessors; it shows the implantation of a false memory for a complete
event, and it does so with at least some kind of arguable analogue of traumatic
abuse—that is, the mildly traumatic event of getting lost in a public place.11

However, this latter part of the argument has not impressed Loftus’s critics
who, accordingly, emphasize the difference between the traumatic character
of getting lost and of suffering sexual abuse. Here is the most forceful expres-
sion of the difference we have found:

The nature of trauma, the reason why it causes memory disturbances, is that it
is so overwhelming it can’t be taken in. We’re not talking lost in a shopping
mall here. We’re talking about the agony of anal rape on a little boy, about the
weight of a father’s body on a small girl, the tearing pain of penetration, and the
fear evoked by the words, “If you tell, I’ll kill you.” (Mason 1995)

The thrust of the argument is as follows: what goes on in a laboratory is of no
consequence, because with regard to recovered memory, the trauma in ques-
tion is so extreme, so violent in character, so utterly corrosive of normative
social relations that it cannot be adequately modeled (nor perhaps under-
stood) in the usual “disinterested” manner of experimental psychology. In
this sense, recovered memory as a phenomenon becomes for some of its pro-
ponents a challenge to the very authority of experimental psychology as an
epistemic practice. “Trauma sets up new rules for memory. You can’t repli-
cate trauma in an experimental lab” (Terr 1994, 51-52).

Now, we have no desire to pursue that claim any further, but what is of
interest to us is the question of modeling that is raised here, or more precisely,
knowing exactly just what is being modeled in the LIM study. It is self-
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evident that the study works not with recovered memory directly but rather
with an artificial version of the phenomenon, an experimental analogue. For
Loftus, the very fact that such an artificial version can be created is proof
enough of the questionable character of recovered memories. For her critics,
however, the use of an analogue is sufficient to discount whatever findings
Loftus may generate since she is quite simply not studying the phenomenon
in question. The following quotation from Harrison Pope (though made in a
different context12) neatly sums up the argument:

The logical flaw here is the assumption that one can take a series of scientific
findings, link them together, and safely extrapolate to conclusions about some
other phenomenon which one has not studied directly. (Pope 1997)

So we appear to end up with a split between those who are prepared to
allow the study of analogues within psychological research as a reasonable
form of enquiry, thus providing the basis for logical extrapolation, and those
who are not. But does this not, broadly speaking, precisely replicate a
science/nonscience division, since modeling and the manipulation of puri-
fied or artificially created analogues is the very basis of core Western exact
sciences like chemistry, physics, and molecular biology (see, e.g., Bensaude-
Vincent and Stengers’[1997] account of the transformation of modern chem-
istry along these lines)? Plausible as this seems, this is not the case here. We
are instead dealing with a split within scientific practice, which revolves
around the nature of experimental analogues and their relation to broader sets
of social relations. For instance, Kenneth Pope (1996) observes that what is
being modeled in LIM is a set of social relations, where a powerful experi-
menter creates a setting that systematically influences the experimental sub-
ject. While Loftus clearly intends these relations to be taken as analogues for
the therapist/client relationship, they might be better understood as a precise
analogue of the family dynamics that surround child sexual abuse:

Is it possible that older family members can rewrite younger relatives’ memo-
ries in regard to traumatic events at which they were present? Might this occur
in the context of sexual abuse when the repeated suggestion is made by a perpe-
trator that “nothing happened” and that any subsequent awareness of the abuse
constitutes a false memory? (Pope 1996, 963)

LIM, Pope argues, is an experimental demonstration of the way in which
adults who have control over a social setting can influence and intervene in
the memory processes of children.13 In this sense, the study is “rescued” for
the RM side—Loftus has indeed demonstrated something important, but she
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has not adequately grasped just what that is. But what this “rescue” also dis-
plays for us is the very basis of the demarcation between the disputants.

In experimental psychology, social relations between the experimenter
and the experimental subject are almost without interest, save in terms of bias
or undue influence.14 In fact, they are deliberately “purified” by procedures
such as restriction on communication, the use of standardized instructions or
scripts, an experimental scene of complete surveillance, and so on. To under-
stand why this is so important, we need to amplify an earlier point: experi-
mental psychology deals in highly ubiquitous, and thus reflexive, phenom-
ena. “Memory,” for example, is the property of the experimenter and the
experimental subject. Both parties have to draw on this same faculty to
complete the mutually agreed on task that will provide data wherein this
faculty can be modeled. If we now claim, like Loftus, that memory is plas-
tic and this plasticity makes it prone to bias and error, it logically follows
that such a tendency must be shared across the experimental setting. Thus,
not only is the subject an “unreliable witness,” according to the same logic,
the experimenter should also stand charged as an unreliable judge of this
witness.

This reflexive dilemma places additional demands on how experimental
psychology is to be conducted.15 Loftus must demonstrate the reliability of
her witnesses by showing that the errors in their processing of memories are
“interesting” rather than “mundane” errors and, moreover, ones that might be
predicted in advance. This is, indeed, a peculiar practice since it is based
entirely around the management of several species of error rather than the
clarification of some positive fact or necessary truth.16 For example, a subject
who “correctly” recalls “in error” some specific events that have previously
been suggested is doing something “interesting.” They have made the right
kind of error (of course, we do not at this stage know why). But a subject who
again “in error” recalls a slightly different set of events is “uninteresting.”
The experiment stands or falls around the experimenter’s ability to demon-
strate that these differences in error can be successfully demarcated and have
some meaning in relation to a wider phenomenon, such as “imagination
inflation” (Garry et al. 1996). The unreliable witness of the memory experi-
ment cannot speak for themselves—how would we know what form of error
they commit were they to do so? Their acts of remembering must be orches-
trated and mediated by the experimenter, who notes and points out at every
turn the degrees and kinds of error that we must recognize to understand what
is occurring.17

The ubiquitous character of mind and its attendant reflexivity also affects
the way the second public sort of demonstration may be done. If memory is a
ubiquitous feature of all human functioning, it follows that the psychologist
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has no special claim to speak for memory as a phenomenon. Anyone might
speak of memory with equal authority. Contrast this situation with, say, high-
energy physics, where it is simply not the case that anyone might speak for
Uranium 235. Indeed, we properly consider it laughable for anyone to sug-
gest such a thing.18 But in experimental psychology, this is a genuine risk—
everyone has equal access to the phenomenon in its raw state. Hence, again,
the need for psychologists to suggest that only the right kind of access, one
which can adequately recognize and demonstrate the differences amongst
species of error, will result in adequate knowledge. But having secured
this special access, psychologists must then be able to show how, once
these phenomena are known in a certain way, lay persons can then demon-
strate “for themselves” what previously has been adequately demonstrated
by experimentation.

In this way, experimental psychology makes a laboratory out of everyday
life.19 “We are all psychologists,” as the slogan runs.20 What was demon-
strated in the laboratory may now be demonstrated outside the laboratory and
by anyone who can follow simple procedures (embedded within a regime of
error types such as “interesting” or “uninteresting”). Thus, anyone can reen-
act LIM—this is its beauty, its rhetorical fluorescence. It is this, we argue,
that accounts for an otherwise puzzling feature of its career: that it is in its ear-
lier manifestation as an informal classroom exercise that LIM has become
famous; and its fame is not lost on its critics. Pope (1995), for example, in his
highly critical review of The Myth of Repressed Memory (Loftus and
Ketcham 1994), comments that “the story of ‘Chris’ has appeared in Ameri-
can Psychologist, The New Yorker, newsmagazines, newspapers, books,
scholarly articles, television shows, courtroom testimony, lectures, work-
shops, and countless informal discussions.” It is a “critical,” “pivotal,” “his-
toric” experiment in which the subject, Chris, “will likely become as well
known as Anna O” (Pope 1995). Responses such as these, however ironically
intended, only serve to increase the visibility and the status of this work, as do
more recent attacks.21 LIM’s combination of high renown, critical resistance,
and relatively low “surface scientificity” fits the pattern described in
Brannigan’s analysis of the mythic character of famous social psychological
experiments: “Many landmark experiments survive otherwise fatal question-
ing of their validity because of their moral, ontological or pedagogical rele-
vance. . . . As a result, the history of the discipline tends to comprise studies
that are morally pertinent but scientifically ephemeral” (Brannigan 1997,
abstract).

The point we want to stress is that this study transcends any one particular
source or location. It is spread across all three modes of demonstration in a
way that is difficult to disentangle. In contrast to our usual sense of a process

88 Science, Technology, & Human Values



whereby a piece of scientific work is evolved in the laboratory before being
publicized, and then, perhaps, entering into a legal domain, we have an
“event” here that is distributed equally across the private, public, and legal
settings from its very inception. As such, LIM is a perfect analogue to Loftus
herself. Both figures (“Lost in the Mall” and “Loftus”) are unusually “suc-
cessful,” and both are hybrids, composed of and in the laboratory, the public
forum, and the courtroom.

Wundt in the Laboratory

We have been arguing that the kind of experimental psychology per-
formed by Elizabeth Loftus is based around the interdependency of three
kinds of “demonstration”: stabilizing the memory processes in the labora-
tory, publicizing a model of memory that is based on error in redescriptions
of everyday events, and bearing witness or “speaking for” the problems of
human memory, which serves as the basis for Loftus’ expert witness appear-
ances. What we have neglected to do so far, however, is display how the work
of Loftus exemplifies experimental psychology as a whole, as a modern sci-
entific project built around the complexities of demonstration.

We can trace this interdependence of demonstration to the very founding
scene of experimental psychology in Wilhelm Wundt’s Leipzig laboratory.
Wundt is traditionally regarded as the first “proper” experimental psycholo-
gist, a chair holder in philosophy who founded a dedicated “psychological
laboratory” for the empirical study of natural philosophy of mind. As
Danziger (1990) notes, the historical importance of this laboratory is that it is
the first instance where a research and training infrastructure was set in place
for dealing with the systematic experimental psychological work. The act—
and even the date (1879)—of setting up the laboratory is often taken as the
precise moment when a fledgling discipline of experimental psychology
emerged from the nest of mental philosophy.

The break with philosophy required a great many conceptual maneuvers,
particularly in relation to the overcoming of Kant’s famous proscription of a
science of the mental. These moves are well described elsewhere (Leahy
2000) and need not detain us here beyond the key point that experimental
psychology was deliberately fashioned after extant practices in physiology.
These practices included the measurement of reactions under carefully con-
trolled conditions, the use of time as a variable, and the adoption of a func-
tionalist framework. This became the basis for a “psychophysical” approach,
as pioneered by Fechner and Helmholtz and subsequently adopted in the
Leipzig laboratory. Psychophysics is predominantly concerned with the
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relationship between sensation and thought, between the act of perception
and subsequent mental processing. Investigations in this framework typi-
cally use a limited number of participants who are asked to repeat the same
experimental procedure numerous times. This is usually an extremely
tedious business, involving, for instance, viewing roughly the same simple
stimuli (e.g., lights of varying intensity) and making some response (e.g.,
judging comparative brightness) over 200 or 300 trials. Danziger (1990)
claims that Wundt and his graduate experimenters spontaneously adopted a
division of labor in which some served as “subjects” and others as
experimenters to manage the practical difficulties of organizing such work.

The Leipzig researchers had no prior theoretical reason for the distinction
of experimenter and subject. It was adopted purely to accomplish the techni-
cal task where the subject’s reactions must immediately be recorded and
measured. Danziger (1990) also notes that these terms themselves, which are
overloaded with significance in modern experimental psychology, tended
not to be used, with reference instead made to particular kinds of roles like
“the discriminator” and “the manipulator” or “the reactor” and “the reader.”
Furthermore, no ostensible scale of values was conferred on the role a given
individual might play in an experiment—the reactor (i.e., subject) was
regarded as just as much a producer of knowledge as the reader (i.e.,
experimenter).

So here is the rub. In Wundt’s laboratory, we see both the private and the
public forms of demonstration at work: first, the making manifest of a phe-
nomenon or, as we have been terming it, the production of a reliable witness;
and second, the reporting and amplifying of the phenomenon through its ade-
quate recording and subsequent publication. What we also see is that these
forms of demonstration become distinct and become performed by different
individuals or at different times purely as a result of the practical difficulties
of experimentation. But at the same time, this practical arrangement also cre-
ates a division in the way in which access is granted to psychological phe-
nomena. Yes, we are all privy to what goes on in our minds—the ancient
practice of introspection had shown as much. But this access is limited and
fleeting; it is inadequate. To rectify this failing, we need to demarcate roles in
the laboratory. And it is this demarcation that makes experimental psychol-
ogy possible. What was then a division of labor designed to overcome the
sheer tedium of the technical practice becomes reified as an epistemic divi-
sion. Henceforth, the experimenter will be hailed as having “proper” access
to the functioning of mind on the basis of their prolonged exposure to the
multiple experimental trials from which normative standards can be
extracted. It is the everyday experience of psychological functioning that
becomes designated as fleeting, unsystematic, and changeable.
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But how does this division between what goes on in the laboratory and
everyday experience become reified? To do this, it is necessary that the world
itself be made over into a laboratory. In other words, and following the blue-
print left by Wundt, in communicating psychological knowledge, research-
ers recontextualize laboratory findings in everyday terms and encourage the
possible consumers of such knowledge to structure the observation of their
own actions in such a way that they become both subject and experimenter
(or “reactor” and “reader”). Consumers will then be invited to notice in them-
selves what has first been discovered in the laboratory. The world is made
over into the Leipzig laboratory, and the private and public forms of
demonstration are further refined.

But what of the third form of demonstration— the authorization to speak
publicly on behalf of some phenomenon? We can see this arising in the role
that Wundt and the Leipzig laboratory played in the rise of psychology across
Western Europe and the United States. Most of the founding figures of U.S.
psychology, such as Edward Titchener, served out an apprenticeship under
Wundt. The first U.S. psychological laboratories were established with
equipment gifted from Leipzig. Indeed, the major history of modern psy-
chology published by Edwin Boring in 1929 features on its inside cover a
map of central Europe centered on Leipzig, followed by the reproduction of
an engraving of Wundt. The proper name “Wundt” then comes to encapsu-
late a privileged access to the mental (this figure being really shorthand for a
nexus of equipment, techniques, and theories). With Wundt, we see one of
the first instances of the third form of demonstration. Who before Wundt had
claimed in this “scientific” manner the right to speak on behalf of the mental?
But these speaking rights were only granted on condition that the two other
forms of demonstration were in place. Or rather, the third form follows from
and is entirely dependent on the previous two forms.

Demonstration and Therapy

Thus far, we have made a set of demarcations within experimental psy-
chology. It is time for another epistemic demarcation, this one slightly more
provisional. If the proponents of false memory syndrome are informed in the
main by experimentalists, then by far the greatest support for the recovered
memory side comes from clinicians. It is the methods, concerns, and theory
base provided by psychology in its clinical and therapeutic mode that drive
the evidential work around recovered memory.

However, there are important complexities to take account of here. The
two psychologies do not line up all that neatly behind each side in the
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controversy.22 When the American Psychological Association set up a work-
ing party in 1993 to examine the issues around memories of childhood sexual
abuse, with a membership of three experimentalists and three clinicians, they
were deeply split on exactly those lines and unable to produce a single joint
consensus report.23 However, when the British Royal College of Psychiatrists
did the same thing in 1996, they also experienced a split; but this time, the
split was within the clinical community. A revised version of the majority
report (known as the Brandon Report; Brandon et al. 1998) of their working
party is by far the most outspoken of all the many official reports produced by
professional organizations worldwide in response to the crisis. And it is out-
spokenly against recovered memory therapy, which is not what one would
expect given the standard clinical versus experimentalist ordering of the par-
ties to the dispute.24

So we cannot make a straightforward distinction between the clinical and
the experimental in institutional terms. But what we can distinguish is the dif-
ferential manner in which reliable witnesses are produced by demonstration
in these two disciplines both going by the name of psychology. The key to
this difference is in how social relations are managed in the two traditions.
We have argued above that the social relations of the experimental psychol-
ogy laboratory are officially irrelevant and/or procedurally purified. In clini-
cal or therapeutic work, social relations are very different. The relation
between therapist and client is the very precondition by means of which the
phenomenon can become visible at all.

If we can place the origin of experimentalism and its modes of demonstra-
tion and witnessing in Wundt’s laboratory, what is the equivalent original site
for clinical practice? We place it not in Freud’s late nineteenth century Vien-
nese consulting rooms but rather in the eighteenth century salon of Franz
Anton Mesmer. Although such a genealogy is fairly familiar (at least with
reference to what has come to be known as hypnotism), the scene of the Mes-
meric salon looks, at first sight, to have little in common with the contempo-
rary therapist’s office. The former is public, noisy, theatrical, teeming with
life’s extreme performances, while the latter is, in every sense, a private place
and a place for the exchange of secrets. As in Foucault’s (1979) suggestive
genealogy of modern sexual discourse, the Catholic confessional seems a
more appropriate precursor. Yet, what Mesmer’s salon shares with the mod-
ern therapeutic space is the common instrumentality of “healing” and thus
the indispensability of the social relation between healer and healee. More-
over, in the confrontation between two modes of epistemic practice, as dra-
matized in the investigatory tactics of the French Royal Commission(s), we
can detect a suggestive precursor to the current controversy over memory.
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Mesmer in the Salon

Mesmer has been described both as the person responsible for laying “the
foundation for modern dynamic psychiatry” (Erickson, Hershman, and
Secter 1990, 6) and as a “faith healer” who used “a combination of the ancient
procedures of laying-on-of-hands with a disguised version of medieval
demonic exorcism” (Shor 1972, 20). This striking polarity of descriptions
can be understood in part by the rise and fall of Mesmerism and an uneasy
struggle between scientific validation and its position within popular culture.
In a powerful account of mesmeric practices in Victorian Britain, Alison
Winter (1998) contrasts its popularity at that time, where “most Victorians
would have had some idea of what went on in a mesmeric séance” (p. 2), with
its “relative obscurity” in the late twentieth century, encouraging “the idea
that it has always been a ‘fringe’or ‘pseudo-’science” (p. 4). Our interest here
is in how the theater of demonstrations, both public and private, that were
enacted in the name of science, removed Mesmerism from science and into
pseudology, with descriptions of mesmeric performances reinforcing this
version.

In his theory of animal magnetism, Mesmer (1779) proposed the human
body to be diffused with magnetic fluid and, as such, sensitive to gravita-
tional changes in the universe. He suggested that maladies could be cured by
restoring harmony through an artificial restructuring of “magnetic tides”
within the body, using mineral magnets and hand movements (which later
became known as “mesmeric passes” and synonymous with the popular
image of what hypnotists do).25

While Mesmer’s purpose was to approach animal magnetism “in a strictly
scientific manner” (Buranelli 1975, 35), descriptions of his practice tend to
focus on his theatricality (MacMillan 1996). This is done by lingering on dra-
matic details—for example, that he played a glass harmonica and dressed in
lilac robes or breeches of silk (see Binet and Féré 1901; Buranelli 1975;
Rowley 1986; Sarbin and Coe 1972; Wagstaff 1981). Accounts are so vivid
that we can almost see the dimly lit, mirrored room, laid out “as if he
[Mesmer] were stage managing a play” (Buranelli 1975, 125). The patients
(mainly women) are attached to a magnetized vat, and Mesmer moves
amongst them making mesmeric passes, while the women faint, scream, fit,
or demonstrate other such signs of cathartic “crisis” (Sheehan and Perry
1976).

The “witnesses” are witnesses from another time, scientists who bring
Mesmer’s showmanship solidly into existence, with the text’s historical
accuracy bolstered by a graphic and narrative detail displaying the events of
the past as beyond question. Not only does the attention to detail give a
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credible sense of factuality, it also rhetorically conveys the kind of person
Mesmer was. Who else but a showman would wear such clothes (robes and
gowns, a display of pomp and vanity) in such a color (the gaudy color of
kings, for those with regal aspirations) and in such a material (the cloth of
gentry, the dress of a dandy)—“a navy blue serge suit” would convey a very
different sense not only of Mesmer’s appearance but of the kinds of activities
he was up to.

Descriptions of Mesmer’s technical theory of magnetism as false imply a
perspective that can differentiate pseudology from true science, and it
reflects a familiar story—scientific investigation uncovers false beliefs and
replaces them with facts.26 Mesmer’s fall from grace, as a historical event,
reinforces the primacy of science and the way that any practice needs to with-
stand the rigors of testing to be recognized as scientific. Thus, although
Mesmer may have contributed to the “spirit” of scientific investigation and
could, as such, be regarded as the founder of scientific hypnotism, the official
“debunking” of animal magnetism revealed his method and theory to have
been “untenable from the standpoint of objective, scientific truth” (Shor
1972, 20).

The drama of the private space, the “laboratory,” is created when the Royal
Commission puts Mesmer’s theory of animal magnetism to the test. Within
this is the drama of the witness and the act of witnessing for science and for
healing. Witnesses speak both for and against Mesmer’s theory of animal
magnetism. As with Loftus, our interest is in the status of reliable witnessing
and that which can be discounted.

In discussing the pseudology of mesmerism, Shor (1972) claims that the
reports of the Royal Commissioners “disaffirmed the existence and value of
Animal Magnetism” (p. 21). However, although the Royal Commissioners
reports are cited as evidencing Mesmer’s lack of theoretical credibility (see
also Colman 1987) and his subsequent fall from favor, the reports them-
selves, it has been suggested, were (not surprisingly) influenced by govern-
mental pressure. Gauld (1992, 9) suggests that the French government of the
time was “alarmed by the spread of animal magnetism.” This alarm was not
lessened by the fact that mesmerism had been linked with ideas of democ-
racy, harmony, and the production of a new physical and moral world.

Two Royal Commissions, one in March 1784 and one in April 1784, were
set up to investigate mesmerism as practiced by Deslon, a former “disciple”
(Chertok and Stengers 1992, 4) of Mesmer. The nature of the enquiry, as
agreed by Deslon, was to establish the existence of animal magnetism and to
prove that it worked in treating illness. The commissioners, however, could
not agree on the method of investigation. The one naturalist in the commis-
sion, Antoine Laurent de Jussieu, argued that it was important to study
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animal magnetism in the setting in which it was used, to observe the patients
in the treatment rooms, and to learn exactly how the treatments were used.

For the other commissioners, however, the natural setting got in the way of
investigating the phenomenon in a systematic and controlled fashion. Fur-
thermore, the witnesses, the patients who had come for treatment, were not
suitable as subjects, since these “cultivated people” (Chertok and Stengers
1992, 7) were likely to be annoyed by the scientists’ scrutiny of their treat-
ments. Rather than observing the showman on his own (therapy) stage, with
his own (patient) witnesses, with their own genuine ailments, the commis-
sioners decided to set up an experimental situation where they tested this
method of healing on people in good health: themselves. Thus, the experi-
menters elected themselves as witness, judge, and jury in the trial of
mesmerism.

The commissioners also guarded against paying too close attention to any
physical sensations in case the attention itself produced the effects through
suggestion. Thus, the sensations the commissioners “undeniably felt”
(Chertok and Stengers 1992, 13) were interpreted as normal reactions to the
situation in the treatment rooms rather than anything to do with the treatment
itself. Having established that animal magnetism did not work on them-
selves, the commissioners then began to test magnetism on sick people. They
did this by choosing people from the lower classes in society (Chertok and
Stengers 1992, 15). When a number of the subjects stated that they had felt
the effects of the treatment, the commissioners refused to treat them as reli-
able witnesses, arguing that such people, because of their lack of intelligence,
could be made to believe anything (cf. Westrum 1978). Animal magnetism
was “disproved” by being examined in a controlled environment in which the
only reliable witnesses were the men of science who were also investigating
it. Theirs was a demonstration in which any sensations experienced served
only to prove that suggestibility was at work. The commissioners were their
own best witnesses, whereas those who claimed they felt something
happening as a result of the magnetic fluids were deemed unreliable.

Learning from Mesmer

What we can learn from this often-retold episode is that attempts to purify
the social relation between healer and healee, in the manner of the commis-
sioners, makes it impossible for the phenomenon to manifest itself. Of
course, two antithetical conclusions are possible here as to the status of such
phenomena put to such a trial. The first conclusion is that of the commission-
ers (and the current opponents of recovered memory therapy), which is that
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phenomena that cannot “live” in the absence of a unique social relation are,
for that very reason, “false.”27 The second is that because these are essentially
interpersonal phenomena, their nonmanifestation under the “purified” con-
ditions of experimental practice is no evidence against their reality.

And so it is for therapeutic practice generally. While the social relations of
the experimental psychology laboratory are officially irrelevant, and/or pro-
cedurally purified, in clinical or therapeutic work, the relation between thera-
pist and client is the very precondition by means of which the phenomenon
can become visible at all. The clinical social relation cannot be entirely puri-
fied or entirely scripted in advance and remains a live and to some extent
unprogrammed (and unprogrammable) element that is necessarily open to
the contingencies and interactional dynamics of the therapeutic setting. Or to
put this in our earlier terms, the reliable witness that emerges in therapy only
becomes such through the constant intervention of the therapist. This creates
a puzzle—how can what is demonstrated in the therapeutic setting then
become amplified in and by the two other forms of demonstration (public and
legal) when, by definition, the contingent social relation between therapist
and client cannot be transported?

One way in which this can be done is to make a virtue of the “personal”
character of clinical knowledge. Patients’ biographies and confessions, their
narratives of past pain and present recovery, are allowed to “speak for them-
selves.”28 Such performances are saved from suspicions of arbitrariness (or
invention) by the effects of others’ recognition of similarity (“I am like that
too”), leading to the coalescing of solidarity groups—in the context of recov-
ered memory, such groups call themselves “survivors.”29 It is noticeable that
memoirs of survivors (though also of retractors; see note 29) are one of the
most visible of all the many genres of text contributing to the memory wars
and are targeted especially at the nonprofessional market.

A further strategy, which is undertaken by therapists themselves, is to treat
any particular therapeutic relation (and its outcomes) as an example of some-
thing else—that is, as a case. Individual cases count as evidence for the ade-
quacy and reality of the theorized entity or event. Moreover, once a unique
event becomes a case, it can be aggregated with others, thus upgrading its
epistemic status to that of a statistic. Aggregated cases form the main plank of
the evidential structure of recovered memory. However, because they are all
derived from individual encounters, they are vulnerable, at least in principle,
to being deconstructed by opponents who only need to trace each number
back to its origins to show its shaky determination.30

Finally, proponents of recovered memory have taken to relying on what
we will call “mediating studies.” These are kinds of study that effectively
insert themselves between the clinical setting and the public or legal agora.
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Not themselves reports of clinical cases, nor even interpretations of aggre-
gates of such cases, the evidence they produce can be understood as free from
the “contamination” of the effect of the therapist-client social relation. Fre-
quently taking the methodological form of the social survey, “mediating
studies” have proved an effective device in the evidencing of recovered
memory.

Perhaps the most efficacious of these studies, rivaling LIM in renown,31 is
Linda Meyer Williams’s “Recall of Childhood Trauma: A Prospective Study
of Women’s Memories of Child Sexual Abuse” (Williams 1994). This type of
“prospective trauma study” has been defined as involving “a research meth-
odology in which participants are identified on the basis of their known his-
tory of trauma and are then contacted in order to determine their subsequent
memory of their trauma” (Sivers, Schooler, and Freyd 2002, 169). It is, then,
a questionnaire/structured interview study, stemming more from the socio-
logical tradition than the clinical psychological; Williams herself is some-
times described as a sociologist (Gorman 1995) and sometimes as a psychol-
ogist (Hopper 1996-2003). And this design appears to be more credible than
alternative “retrospective” (or traditional/clinical) studies, in part, we sug-
gest, because the reality of the past event (whether remembered or not) is not
itself in question.

Williams’ study has been summarized as follows: “One hundred and
twenty-nine women with hospital-chart documentation of their childhood
sexual abuses 17 years earlier were interviewed. Thirty-eight percent of the
women had no recollection at all of the childhood abuses to which they had
been subjected. The women ranged in age from 10 months to 12 years at the
time of the original hospital recording of their abuses and 18-31 years of age
at the time of the follow-up study of their recall” (Gardner 1994). The find-
ings are often summarized as a simple statistic: that “38% of her sample of
women with documented childhood sexual abuse were unable or unwilling
to report the abuse as young adults” (Freyd 1996, 147). Critical responses
(Gardner 1994; Mak, n.d.; Ofshe and Watters 1994, 305-7) have mainly
seized on this number and endeavored to reduce it. Loftus, Garry, and
Feldman (1994), in the first critical response published in the same issue of
the Journal of Consulting & Clinical Psychology as the original study, initi-
ated this focus, asking “What does it mean when 38% forget?”

Another kind of “mediated study” is that which attempts to outflank the
opposition by upgrading the scientificity of its methodology to a level
beyond that claimable by the experimental psychology of memory practiced
by Loftus and colleagues. It thus avoids the reach of the standard global cri-
tiques of recovered memory evidence. Studies of “traumatic amnesia” that
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proceed by investigations of persons’ brains (“psychobiology”) are a case in
point (e.g. van der Kolk 1995, Freyd and de Prince 2001).

De-Monstering the Debate

Despite the radical opposition between the experimental and clinical psy-
chologies of memory with respect to the recovered/false memory contro-
versy, they share much in common. Both sides utilize all three forms of dem-
onstration—private, public, and legal. Both depend on a controlled, private
site—the laboratory or therapist’s office—where events can be generated
through a systematic manipulation of human behavior. Such events are then
amplified in public demonstrations, where access to the phenomenon is
potentially granted to any person prepared to follow the procedures as laid
down by the expert who, authorized by the prior private demonstration, now
seeks to speak for either recovered or false memories. And it is this authoriza-
tion that is finally put to the test in the third demonstration, when the expert
provides their testimony as to the reality of their version of the phenomenon
in court.32

Nevertheless, the two psychologies may be demarcated on the basis of the
peculiar lineage we have sketched out. Here, one appears to be related to
Wundt, the other to Mesmer. Or rather, the two sides in the debate operate
within traditions structured by a different utilization of demonstration in the
production of their particular expert knowledge. The Wundtian tradition
emphasizes the continuity of procedures between different sites. Public dem-
onstration is, in principle, the replication of experimental phenomena by any
person prepared to follow procedures established in the laboratory. So what
travels between and links the two forms of demonstration is a set of proce-
dures, or more accurately, a structured way of controlling and manipulating
human behavior along with instructions on what resulting effects should be
attended to.

By contrast, the Mesmerian tradition does not allow for the transmission
of procedures directly. This is for good reason since those procedures are
considered a matter of training and apprenticeship (Mesmer’s reluctance to
allow the Royal Commission access to his clinic was premised on exactly this
point). Anyone can bring about psychological phenomena through the appli-
cation of therapeutic method, but only those who are properly trained will be
able to control the effects that are thereby generated. This notion of a respon-
sibility for the effects of the application of procedures provides a clear point
of demarcation between the two psychologies. If this is the case, then what
links the two forms of demonstration is not the transmission of procedures
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but rather the therapists themselves who must necessarily engage in both
kinds of demonstration. They are the emissaries, if you like, of the therapeu-
tic setting and can offer only their testimony of particulars. The amplification
of recovered memories is done not by reproducing them outside the
therapeutic settings but by publicizing this private demonstration.

To put this in slightly different terms, we have a demarcation based on the
relationship of setting and phenomenon. For the recovered memory side,
operating in a clinical or therapeutic tradition, setting is all-important.
Recovered memories can only come to be through the mediation of the thera-
peutic alliance between therapist and client. They are entirely dependent on
the control of the therapeutic setting, which means that the figure of the indi-
vidual clinician also takes on great importance since they will have to act as
the representative of that setting who will amplify and publicize that phe-
nomenon elsewhere. In this sense, the ad hominem attacks on particular ther-
apists are understandable, even justifiable as a form of epistemological cri-
tique, since everything stands or falls on the credibility of the individual
therapist. This is Mesmer’s legacy. But for the false memory side, drawing on
experimental psychology, setting and practitioner are relatively unimportant.
False memories can be produced anywhere—a party is as good as a labora-
tory—and by anyone. The figure of the individual experimenter is also rela-
tively unimportant. But this lack of dependence on setting is the result of an
absolute dependence on the transmission of procedures. Without this
continuity, the links between the forms of demonstration collapse, as the
critiques of false memory clearly establish.

There is a final, subtler way of stating the demarcation. As we noted ear-
lier, experimental psychology is primarily the study of error. Its demonstra-
tions are ones where subjects lapse in their judgments or recall erroneously.
The expertise of the experimental psychologist is to adjudicate between the
various mistakes, to point out the types and degrees of error. If there is a
“truth” to be found here, it is that of a lawful relationship obtaining between
and presumably accounting for the tendency toward error. An experimental
psychologist such as Loftus is then eminently well disposed to participate in
the kind of legal and epistemic deconstruction that has been such a strong fea-
ture of the “memory wars.” By contrast, the clinical tradition is built on the
search for positive facts, such as the presence of a disease entity as indicated
by a symptom pattern. “Truth” is given by the concordance between the sign
observable to the clinical gaze and some underlying physical or psychologi-
cal reality.33 But this is not to say that truth is self-evident, even to the trained
eye. There are many potential errors to be made. There may also be much
resistance on the part of the client-patient. Both sides are then engaged in an
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intense struggle between truth and error. For experimental psychology, this is
sifting for the truth in error, while for the clinical tradition, it is a battle to
overcome the errors in truth. The philosopher Shelley M. Park finds in this
demarcation an account for the contending parties’ different understandings
of “memory”:

While Loftus and her colleagues were deliberately attempting to confuse their
subjects, clinical therapists hope to enlighten their clients. This difference
largely explains the bipolar nature of these current debates. Experimental psy-
chologists and others who seek recall errors—and devise methods and strate-
gies to produce such—are apt to 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 reliable.
(Park 1997)

So, as promised, it is a clear demarcation. Or is it? Can we separate the
contending parties so neatly? Two pieces of contradictory evidence remain.
First of all, there is the strange status of Elizabeth Loftus and “Lost in the
Mall.” As we have pointed out, LIM is a most peculiar study. Publicized
before it was complete, the idea of the study seems to have had more effect
than the actual data derived from the final experiments. There are numerous
examples in the history of science where this kind of premature report of
experimental findings has effectively killed off a line of research in its
infancy—for example, the “cold fusion” phenomenon.34 That this was not the
case with LIM is very suggestive. We offer two possible explanations: first,
that the informal character of the “Chris” experiment was able to catch the
public’s imagination precisely because it allowed easy identification with the
process of implanting false memories, or having them implanted—that is,
LIM successfully dramatized (and amplified) a powerful public concern (cf.
Brannigan 1997).35—and second, that the association of the study with Lof-
tus allowed commentators to take the study on trust. In other words, Loftus
was already taken to be a faithful representative of reliable phenomena. If this
is the case, then Loftus appears to have as much in common with Mesmer as
Wundt. Our genealogy becomes muddled, especially when we acknowledge
that Mesmer’s legatees on the recovered memory side have failed to furnish
themselves with an equivalently visible and credible spokesperson.

Books such as The Courage to Heal (Bass and Davis [1988] 1994) are
written in the tradition of self-help manuals. They are written in such a way as
to enable a diverse audience of readers to understand the nature and the
symptomatic appearance of recovered memories. Self-help books do this
through two related techniques (see Brown 1999): on one hand, the
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deployment of a range of narratives, tropes, and metaphors, which present
the phenomenon in a plausible manner using “experience-near” concepts
(e.g., stories of the passage through therapy will involve themes of disbelief,
betrayal, and the search for justice, which are familiar to readers as narrative
commonplaces); on the other hand, such texts also use technical procedures
such as checklists, tables of ill-specified symptom patterns, and “likely sce-
narios.” The purpose of these latter procedures is to provide readers with a
structured way of redescribing a life history, including potentially their own,
in terms which then render it fit to be accounted for in terms of the prior tropes
and narratives. It is in this sense that some critics have termed such texts “how
to” books since the reader is being provided with a reasonably powerful way
of observing and explaining the reality of recovered memories. John Frow
(1996) describes “the work performed by the manuals [as] that of producing
a recognition through the conduct of spiritual exercises directed to the
problem of disbelief.”

Two major epistemological tools underlie this process. The first is the principle
that to disbelieve is to be in a state of “denial,” and so complicit with the sys-
tematic concealment that characterizes abusive families. The second, inverse
principle is a “positive” conversion of disbelief into proof of its opposite: “The
existence of profound disbelief is an indication that memories are real,” and the
absence of memories of abuse doesn’t mean none took place. (Frow 1996)

If the transmission of procedures within the experimental psychological tra-
dition makes the world over into a laboratory, we have cause to suspect that
self-help books on recovered memories might well make the world over into
a therapy room.36

We want to add one final thought. We have written throughout about a
live, ongoing controversy. Yet it appears to us now that the memory wars are
(almost) over. False memory proponents appear triumphant. In many coun-
tries, false memory societies modeled on the FMSF are winding down for
lack of opposition. Many of the recovered memory Internet sites we have
used in our study (begun in 1997) of the controversy have disappeared. Some
of the more visible figures in the recovery movement, such as the multiple
personality disorder therapists Judith Peterson (see Ashmore, Brown, and
MacMillan 2004) and Bennett Braun, have been sued and/or have lost their
licenses to practice. This situation makes the task of symmetrical analysis
that much harder, especially when we are (writing about) making demarca-
tions. A plea, then, is in order. Do not read this text as an endorsement or even
an explanation of this outcome. It could have been otherwise. Even though it
wasn’t.
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Notes

1. This quotation is used as an epigraph on Jacques Benveniste’s Digital Biology Web site
(Benveniste 1998-2001). In the original, the word demonstration was footnoted, with the defini-
tion “springing from the mind, inspired by God.”

2. For the use of this term see, for example, Crews (1995). Possibly the best existing study of
(as opposed to contribution to) at least one aspect of this controversy (diagnoses of multiple per-
sonality disorder in “survivors”) is Hacking’s (1995), which we discuss at some length in another
paper (Ashmore, Brown, and MacMillan 2004).

3. For historical analyses of the role of witnesses to the production of early scientists’“mat-
ters of fact,” see Shapin (1984, 1995) and Westrum (1978).

4. For a very sympathetic treatment of “l’affaire Benveniste,” see Schiff (1995). For a very
unsympathetic one, see Rousseau (1992). On the laboratory invasion, see Vines (1988) and Col-
lins (1988). On its results according to the inquisitors, see Maddox, Randi, and Stewart (1988);
and for an account according to the accused, see Benveniste (1988). For a science studies analysis
of “scientific controversy as farce,” see Picart (1994).

5. For representative science studies treatments of science and law, see Edmond (2002);
Fuchs and Ward (1994); Jasanoff (1995); Lynch and Bogen (1996); Lynch and Jasanoff (1998);
Oteri, Weinberg, and Pinales (1982); and Smith and Wynne (1989).

6. “I began to think of myself for the first time as a research psychologist. Oh, those were
lovely words—I could design an experiment, set it up, and follow it through. I felt for the first
time that I was a scientist” (Loftus and Ketcham 1991, 6).

7. According to the journal Treating Abuse Today, Loftus “had been an active member of the
APA [American Psychological Association] since 1973, but she resigned in January 1996,
shortly after the filing of [two ethics] complaints” (Treating Abuse Today 1995-1996).The strong
implication in this report is that Loftus’s motivation in resigning from the APA was the occur-
rence of these complaints from child sex abuse survivors Jennifer Hoult and Lynn Crook (the
latter later becoming the final editor of the journal, which seems to have ceased publication in
1997). Loftus is quoted as resigning because of the APA’s drift “away from scientific and schol-
arly thinking and . . . towards therapeutic and professional guild interests” (Treating Abuse Today
1995-1996), a view that is sharpened in this comment on Loftus being elected president of the
American Psychological Society (APS) from the False Memory Syndrome Foundation (FMSF):
“The APS is the research-oriented alternative to the APA (the American Psychological Associa-
tion). If the APA now succeeds in electing Laura Brown to its presidency, the contrasting natures
of the two organizations will be sweetly clear to all” (False Memory Syndrome Foundation
1997). Laura Brown, a vocal opponent of Loftus, and recovered memory proponent, failed to win
this election.

8. These include many of the most prominent and significant cases, including the prosecu-
tions of George Franklin in 1990, Gary Ramona in 1994, Joel Hungerford in 1995, and Judith
Peterson in 1998.

9. Jim Coan, to be precise, who at this time was an undergraduate and was to soon move on
to graduate status by working on the first “semiformal,” “pilot” stage of “Lost in the Mall” in its
progress toward its final incarnation as the formal study published in Loftus and Pickrell (1995).
See Loftus, Coan, and Pickrell (1996) for an account of the earlier work and Coan (1997) for an
autobiographical account of his “experience with controversial research.”

10. “Jim’s question” bears some comparison to “Rose’s gloss,” as discussed by Garfinkel and
Sacks (1970). Any answer to the question assumes, and thereby produces, the sensible character
of what is formulated in and as the question.
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11. “We chose ‘getting lost’because it is clearly a universal fear of both parents and children”
(Garry and Loftus 1993, 13). As an aside, the infamous James Bulger case (which of course com-
bined getting lost in a shopping mall with abduction, possible sexual assault, and murder; see
Morrison 1998) may well increase the study’s relevance in this regard, at least to the British.

12. The context was a comment on the evidence for traumatic amnesia stemming from recent
brain research, made in the False Memory Syndrome Foundation Newsletter by Harrison Pope, a
regular critic of the other side’s science.

13. Michael Billig (1999) makes a similar point, though couched in terms of an implicit train-
ing in conversational skills, which include those of remembering and forgetting.

14. On which, see the classic discussions of Martin Orne (e.g., 1962). It should be noted that
Orne was a member of the False Memory Syndrome Foundation’s Scientific and Professional
Advisory Board.

15. On the reflexive dilemmas of other academic practices, notably science studies, see
Ashmore (1989).

16. This lack of positivity, or rather the thoroughly rhetorical demonstration of truth through
the judicious management of error, stands somewhat at odds with the dedication to The Myth of
Repressed Memory (Loftus and Ketcham 1994): “Dedicated to the principles of science, which
demand that any claim to ‘truth’ be accompanied by proof.”

17. One necessary feature of such experiments is the experimenter’s knowledge of the correct
“input” (e.g., that Chris did not get lost in a shopping mall) as the standard against which subjects’
“outputs” in the form of interesting errors are measured. This design is shared by “ecological”
studies of memory, such as Ulric Neisser’s (1981) study of “John Dean’s Memory,” where the
White House tapes provide the input against which to measure the adequacy of the output in the
form of Dean’s testimony in the Watergate hearings. That privileged knowledge of this kind is
necessary for the study of memory has been forcefully criticized by Edwards and Potter (1992,
34) and Edwards and Middleton (1987). One relevant effect of such a design is the way that dis-
crepancies between input and output are subject to judgments of significance (see Edwards and
Potter 1992, ch. 2, and Lynch and Bogen 1996, ch. 6).

18. Of course, psychology is hardly unique here. Some physicists, on some occasions, can
speak on behalf of commonsense notions such as “light” or “turbulence,” giving them a special,
technical sense. Our point is that psychology’s topics not only appear as terms in lay discourse
but also seek to describe the very stuff of common sense itself—the one thing that everyone is an
“expert” in, by definition.

19. According to Latour, psychology shares this characteristic with technoscience generally,
which makes the world over into a “worldwide lab” (Latour 2003).

20. The reverse claim that psychologists are as much a part of humanity as everyone else is
never made nor properly inspected.

21. See Crook and Dean (1999b), Loftus’s response (Loftus 1999), and the critics’ reply
(Crook and Dean 1999a).

22. Consider, for example, the membership of the False Memory Syndrome Foundation’s
Scientific and Professional Advisory Board. Though it certainly features many experimental,
cognitive psychologists of memory, there are even more clinical psychologists, psychiatrists, and
experts in hypnosis. For a full listing of the membership, see “The FMSF Scientific and Profes-
sional Advisory Board—Profiles,” online at http://fmsfonline.org/advboard.html.

23. The membership of the Working Party was Judith L. Alpert, Laura S. Brown, Christine A.
Courtois (clinicians), Peter A. Ornstein, Stephen J. Ceci, and Elizabeth F. Loftus (experimentalists).
A very brief “Interim Report” (American Psychological Association [1994] 1996) was followed in
1998 by a report consisting of eight separate texts: a jointly written “Preface;” the jointly written
“Final Conclusions” (which, after briefly summarizing five points of agreement, sets the stage
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for the rest by stating that “we differ markedly on a wide range of issues” [APA Working Group
1998, 933]); a clinicians’ paper, plus the experimentalists’ critique and the clinicians’ response;
and an experimentalists’ paper, plus the clinicians’ critique and the experimentalists’ response
(American Psychological Association 1998).

24. One explanation of such intraclinical splits stresses a difference in the credentials of the
parties, with high-credentialed clinicians (such as psychiatrists embedded in the medical estab-
lishment) tending to be critical of the recovered memory movement, with lesser lights, such as
clinical psychologists and social workers, tending to be its proponents.

25. The Oxford English Reference Dictionary defines mesmerism as “the practice of deliber-
ately inducing hypnosis in a person” and mesmerize as “exercise mesmerism on” and, secondly,
“fascinate, spellbind” (Pearsall and Trumble 1996, 906).

26. For an interesting inversion of this story, see Ashmore’s (1993) study of how N-rays were
discovered and eliminated in a brief historical episode, with the success of exposure being
achieved not as one might expect through the rigorous application of scientific method but
effected with showmanship and theatrical flourishes.

27. Some critics (e.g., Crews 1995) have translated this problem of demonstration into the
Popperian judgment that such practices are thereby unfalsifiable and thus inherently unscientific.
The cultural status of Mesmerism, from the spectacular and profound phenomenon of the eigh-
teenth century salon, through its period as a Victorian parlor game (Winter 1998), to the discred-
ited pseudoscience it is today, can be seen to rub off on any therapeutic science of mental life.

28. As many critics of recovered memory therapy have noted, there is a self-downgrading
dynamic at work here. In a context in which such stories are being told and heard, there is pres-
sure to make yours more hearable and credible by telling that bit more—and that bit worse—than
others’ (Pendergrast 1995; Ofshe and Watters 1994). Hacking (1995) treats the upshot of this
dynamic (the telling of ever more fantastic tales) as the major reason for the waning of the credi-
bility of the recovered memory movement.

29. It should be noted that those on the other side of the controversy also use this
hyperpersonal strategy on occasion. The FMSF, in particular, has used stories of “retraction” as a
powerful means of getting its message across (Goldstein and Farmer 1993); for an analysis of the
rhetorical structure of retractor stories, see Ashmore, MacMillan, and Edwards 1999.

30. Of course, it is a commonplace of the sociology of scientific knowledge that all scientific
and technical knowledge is subject, again in principle, to such “deconstruction by origin”; see
Latour (1987) and Mackenzie (1991).

31. This is evidenced by the following: (1) Prior to publication, it had “been given significant
publicity in the media” (Gardner 1994); (2) it is a very prominent piece in the pro–recovered
memory camp, being described as “ground-breaking” (Freyd 1996, 147) and as providing “the
best available scientific evidence that people experience amnesia and delayed recall for memo-
ries of abuse” on the influential Recovered Memory Web site maintained by Jim Hopper (Hopper
1996-2003); and (3) it has attracted a great deal of critical attention by the pro–false memory
camp (e.g. Pendergrast 1995, 65-67; Loftus, Garry, and Feldman 1994; Pope 1998; Mak, n.d.).

32. In another article, we examine one pivotal court case in some detail (Ashmore,
MacMillan, and Brown 2004).

33. Foucault’s (1973) classic archaeology of medical perception explores the transforma-
tions in how this concordance is thought at some length. It may seem odd to assert in the current
anti-Freudian climate that practices influenced by psychoanalysis are characterized by a search
for positive facts. But even when this search is understood as a matter of “lifting the veil” on an
unsuspected scene of psychic drama, the contrast between such a process and the aims of
experimentalism is striking.
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34. For book-length treatments of the cold fusion episode, see Close (1991), Huizenga
(1992), and Taubes (1993), all of whom treat it as pathological (see also Rousseau 1992); and
Mallove (1991), who takes a more sympathetic line. For science and technology studies (STS)
analyses, see Gieryn (1992), Pinch (1994), Sullivan (1994), and Simons (1999).

35. Of course, “it was no accident” that “Lost in the Mall” (LIM) gained a lot of mainstream
public exposure for the simple reason that it was actively publicized.

36. It is certainly the case that The Courage to Heal is taken (on both sides of the controversy)
to be an extraordinarily powerful text, often being described as the Bible of the recovery move-
ment. First published in 1988, it had sold 800,000 copies by 1994 (False Memory Syndrome
Foundation 1994). Endorsed by its readers as literally life-saving (Haaken 1998, 180), its critics
are equally extravagant in their condemnations. One review from the radical Christian right calls
it an “abomination of the intellect” (Sheaffer 1996). At one point, the book was even subject to
two separate lawsuits: see Dershovitz (1994). Defense funds set up by both sides in these suits
parodied each other: from The Courage to Heal Defense Committee: “Suppose you woke up and
found yourself summoned into court—your life thrown into turmoil, your livelihood threat-
ened—all because you believed what women told you and you dared to write it down?”; and from
The False Memory Family Defense Committee: “Suppose you woke up and found yourself sum-
moned into court, your life thrown into turmoil, your livelihood threatened—all because your
child entered therapy and is now accusing you of childhood sexual abuse, ‘repressed’for decades
only to be retrieved” (False Memory Syndrome Foundation 1994). Once again the parties to the
controversy inadvertently demonstrate their interrelatedness.
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