
Throughout the past decade or 
so, a shock wave has been 

sweeping across North American 
psychotherapy, and in the process 
causing major repercussions within 
our families, courts, and hospitals. 
A single diagnosis for miscella
neous complaints— that cf uncon
sciously repressed sexual abuse in 
childhood— has grown in this brief 
span from virtual nonexistence to 
epidemic frequency. As Mark Pen- 
dergrast shows in Victims o f  
Memory; if we put together the 
number of licensed American psy
chotherapists (roughly 255,000) 
with survey results about their be
liefs and practices, it appears that 
well over 50,000 of them are now 
willing to help their clients realize 
that they must have endured early 
molestation. Those professionals
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The Revenge 
O f the Repressed
Repressed (or recovered) memories— a medical 

condition, or a fading sociopolitical movement?

have been joined by countless un
trained operators who use the yel
low pages and flea market ads to 
solicit “incest work.” It is hard to 
form even a rough idea of the 
number of persuaded clients, be
cause most of them take no pub
licly recorded action against the 
accused, but a conservative guess 
would be a million persons since 
1988 alone. The number affected is 
of course vastly higher, since, as all 
parties acknowledge, virtually ev
ery case sows dissension and sor
row throughout a family.

When one explanation for men
tal distress rockets to prominence 
so quickly, we ought to ask whether 
we are looking at a medical break
through or a fad. However, the 
choice between those alternatives 
is not always simple. As its main 
proponents insist, “recovered mem
ory” is by now not just a diag-nosis 
but a formidable sociopolitical 
movement. In the words of one of 
that movement’s founders, the 
Harvard psychiatrist Judith Lewis 
Herman,

The study of trauma in sexual
and domestic life becomes legiti
mate only in a context that chal

lenges the subordination of 
women and children. Advances 
in the field occur only when they 
are supported by a political move
ment powerful enough to legiti
mate an alliance between investi
gators and patients and to coun
teract the ordinary social proc
esses of silencing and denial.

The larger movement in ques
tion is, of course, women’s libera
tion, including what Herman calls 
“a collective feminist project of 
reinventing the basic concepts of 
normal development and abnor
mal psychology . . .”!

However uneasy one may feel 
about an ideologically driven “re- 
invention” of scientific notions, it is 
possible that the feminist critique 
of received psychological lore is 
substantially right. Feminists were 
certainly warranted, in the 1970s 
and 1980s, in declaring that the 
sexual abuse of children was being 
scandalously underreported. If they 
now go on to claim that untold 
millions of victims, mostly female, 
have forgotten what was done to 
them, their claim cannot be dis
credited by the mere fact that it 
sprang from an activist commit
ment. Obviously, it needs to be



assessed on independent grounds.
Yet such grounds are hard to 

come by. How can one count au
thentic cases of repressed memory 
when the very concept of repres
sion stands in doubt? And what, for 
that matter, do the champions of 
recovered memory mean by re
pression? It is fruitless to press them 
very hard on this point, since most 
of them show an impatience with 
or outright ignorance of conceptual 
subtleties. Thus in the movement’s 
most influential document, The 
Courage to Heal, first published in 
1988, Ellen Bass and Laura Davis 
proclaim that “none of what is 
presented here is based on psycho
logical theories.” Instead, Bass and 
Davis appeal directly to “the expe
riences of survivors”—who, how
ever, may or may not be survivors 
of abuse, depending on whether 
they have actually learned the pre
viously repressed truth or suc
cumbed to therapeutically induced 
delusion.

Although it is no secret that the 
idea of repression derives from 

Sigmund Freud, few of the move
ment’s practitioners have actually 
studied his texts. Consequently, 
they are unrestrained by certain 
ambiguities and outright contra
dictions implicit in the Freudian 
theory of repression.2 Freud’s un
certainty, for example, whether 
events or fantasies make up the 
typical content of the repressed 
gets resolved in favor of events; as 
Herman puts it in the opening 
sentence of Trauma and  Recov
ery , “the ordinary response to 
atrocities is to banish them from 
consciousness.” Again, whereas 
Freud confusingly treated repres
sion as both a conscious and an 
unconscious mechanism, his ac
tivist successors think of it as strictly 
unconscious— so much so, indeed, 
that they can routinely regard a 
young incest victim as leading two 
parallel but wholly independent

lives, one in the warm daylight of 
normal family affection and the 
other in continually repressed hor
ror. And while Freud only occa
sionally portrayed the undoing of 
repression as yielding undisguised, 
accurate information about a 
patient’s early past, contemporary 
“retrievers” entertain no doubts 
on the point; with the right coax
ing, their patients can allegedly 
reproduce the exact details of their 
long-repressed traumas.

By today, recovered memory 
has enlisted the enthusiasm of many 
psychotherapists who lack the ex
plicit feminist agenda of Herman, 
Bass and Davis, and other advo
cates whose views we will exam
ine later. But all parties do share 
the core tenet of repression—  
namely, that the mind can shield 
itself from ugly experiences, 
thoughts, or feelings by relegating 
them to a special “timeless” region 
where they indefinitely retain a 
symptom producing virulence. 
Clinical experience, the therapists 
agree, has proven the cogency of 
this tenet in numberless success
fully resolved cases.

But has it, really? When arbi
trary assumptions leak into “clini
cal experience,” confirming re
sults can be pumped out as easily 
as bilge water. That is why re
search psychologists would insist 
that the concept of repression be 
required to pass tests in which 
variables are controlled and rival 
explanations for the gathered data 
are ruled out. Yet while psycho
analytic loyalists have repeatedly 
attempted to conduct just such 
experiments, their positive results 
have at best shown a compatibil
ity with repression, not a demon
stration of its existence. As David 
S. Holmes recently concluded af
ter reviewing a sixty-year history 
of such efforts, “there is no 
controlled laboratory evidence 
supporting the concept of repres
sion. ”3

O f course, repression cannot 
be experimentally disproved, 

either. Since the concept entails no 
agreed-upon behavioral markers, 
we are free to posit its operation 
whenever we please— just as we 
are free to invoke orgone energy or 
chakras or the life force. Indeed, as 
Elizabeth Loftus and Katherine 
Ketcham remark in their lively new 
book, The Myth o f R epressed  
M emoryf belief in repression has 
the same standing as belief in God. 
The idea may be true, but it is 
consistent with too many eventuali
ties to be falsifiable— that is, ame
nable to scientific assessment.

It is possible, however, to mount 
experimental challenges to corol
lary tenets that are crucial to re
covered memory therapy. That is 
just what Loftus, a highly regarded 
researcher and a professor of 
psychology at the University of 
Washington, has done in her own 
experimental work— and that is 
also why she has been pilloried by 
the recovery movement as an en
emy to incest survivors. The Myth 
o f Repressed M emory recounts 
some of that vilification and tries 
to head off more of it by taking a 
conciliatory tone wherever pos
sible. But there is simply nothing 
to negotiate over. The burden of 
Loftus’s argument is that memory 
does not function in anything like 
the way that the recovery move
ment presupposes.

Loftus offers no encouragement 
to the retrievers’ notion that “vid
eotaped” records of events are 
stored in a special part of the brain 
and then suddenly yielded up to 
near-perfect recall. Empirical sci
ence, she reports, has established 
that memory is inherently sketchy, 
reconstructive, and unrealizable. 
Whether pleasant or unpleasant, it 
decays drastically over time, though 
less so if the experience in question 
gets periodically “rehearsed”— just 
the opposite of what the retrievers’ 
theory would predict. Furthermore,



memory is easily corrupted, if not 
with an experimenter’s deliberate 
intervention or a therapist’s unwit
ting one, then with a normal “retro
spective bias” that accommodates 
one’s sense of the past to one’s 
present values. Flashbacks to an 
early age, then, are highly unreli
able sources of information about 
any event. All in all, Loftus finds no 
basis for thinking that repression, 
as opposed to a gradual avoidance 
and atrophy of painful recollec
tions, has figured in a single moles
tation case to date.

Once we have recognized that a 
memory can disappear because of 
factors other than repression, even 
the best anecdotal evidence for 
that mechanism loses its punch. 
Consider, for example, the closely 
watched case of Ross Cheit, a Brown 
University professor who has re
cently proved beyond question that 
his suddenly recalled 1968 moles
tation by a music camp administra
tor was real.5 But had that abuse 
been repressed in the first place? In 
a phone conversation with me on 
September 7, 1994, Cheit declared 
that while he takes no position on 
the existence of repression,.he is 
inclined to doubt that he abruptly 
and completely consigned his ex
perience to oblivion. A more likely 
account is that the adult Cheit refo
cused  his faded but unrepressed 
experiences after he had read a 
book about pedophilia (as he did) 
and became morally exercised 
about it. While this, too, is guess
work, the fact that it can’t be ruled 
out renders Cheit’s case useless as 
a demonstration.

Useless, that is, from the stand
point of logic. For another purpose, 
that of inducing popular belief in 
the theory of repression, anecdotes 
can be powerfully effective. The 
very idea of repression and its un
raveling is an embryonic romance 
about a hidden mystery, an ardu
ous journey, and a gratifyingly neat 
denouement that can ascribe our

otherwise drab shortcomings and 
pains to deep necessity. When that 
romance is fleshed out by a gifted 
storyteller who also bears impres
sive credentials as an expert on the 
mind, most readers in our culture 
will be disinclined to put up intel
lectual resistance.

One such narrator, of course, 
was Freud, whose shifting views 
about the content of the repressed 
will prove pivotal to an under
standing of the recovery move
ment’s intellectual ancestry. But 
Freud’s stories purportedly explain
ing tics, obsessions, and inhibi
tions among the tum-of-the-century 
Austrian bourgeoisie are beginning 
to seem not just remote but eccen
tric. Not so the case histories re
counted by the memory retrievers’ 
most distinguished and fluent ally, 
Lenore Terr, who is not only a 
practicing therapist but also a pro
fessor of psychiatry at the Univer
sity of California at San Francisco. 
Terr’s deftly written book Un
chained Memories: True Stories o f 
Traum atic M emories, Lost a n d  
Found, has already been welcomed

Although the idea 
o f repression de
rives from  Freud, 
few  o f the move
m en t’s practitio
ners have actually 
studied his texts. 
Consequently, they 
are unrestrained by 
ambiguities andcon- 
tradictions implicit in 
the Freudian theory 
of repression.

both by the Book-of-the-Month 
Club and by early reviewers who 
perceived it as a balanced and 
learned brief for repression.

The publication of Unchained 
M emories has been especially 
cheering to recovery advocates 
because Terr is not afraid to chal
lenge their bete noire, Elizabeth 
Loftus. “[Plsychologicalexperiments 
on university students, ” Terr writes, 
taking dead aim at Loftus’s work,

do not duplicate in any way the 
clinician’s observations. What 
comes from the memory lab does 
not apply well to the percep
tions, storage, and retrieval of 
such things as childhood mur
ders, rapes, or kidnappings. 
Trauma sets up new rules for 
memory.

From Loftus’s vantage, of course, 
such a passage begs the question 
of how these new rules are to be 
validated without succumbing to 
the notorious circularity of “clinical 
experience.” Isn’t Terr simply hand
ing herself a conceptual blank 
check? Nevertheless, she scores a 
strong rhetorical point with her 
animadversion against hothouse 
science. If Terr is right about the 
special character of real-world 
trauma, we may have to fall back 
on sheer stories after all.

The Lipsker Case: 
Dad As Murderer 

In Redwood, Calif.

Among Terr’s own stories, none 
carries more weight than the 

George Franklin/Eileen Lipsker case, 
which occupies the first two chap
ters of her book. The case, in which 
Terr herself served as an expert 
witness “to explain,” as she says, 
“‘repression’ and ‘the return of the 
repressed,’” came to national atten
tion in 1989 with newspaper and 
television reports of Eileen Franklin



Lipsker’s long-buried but amazingly 
lucid recollection of the way her 
father, in her terrified presence in 
1969, had raped her eight-year-old 
best friend in the back of his 
Volkswagen bus and then shattered 
the girl’s skull with a rock and 
covered the body on a wooded 
hillside south of San Francisco. In 
Terr’s rendering, this story has about 
it a ring of unanswerable truth, 
backed up by the soberest of cor- 
roborators, a jury in a murder trial.

But Terr’s account is not the only 
one available. It was preceded by 
Harry N. MacLean’s scrupulous 
booklength retelling of the murder 
story, Once Upon a Time, and now 
It has been scrutinized by MacLean 
himself, by Elizabeth Loftus and 
Katherine Ketcham in The Myth o f 
Repressed Memory, and by Richard 
Ofshe, professor of sociology at the 
University of California, Berkeley, 
and Ethan Watters in an even more 
trenchant new book, Making Mon
sters In view of their findings, the 
Franklin matter may come to serve 
as a very different object lesson 
from the one that Terr intended. If 
so, a man’s freedom hangs in the 
balance— not a good man. surely, 
but a man who may have been 
wrongly convicted.

During the 1990 murder trial in 
Redwood City, California, it 

turned out that no concrete evi
dence implicated Franklin in Susan 
Nason’s death. On the contrary, 
Franklin’s junked van from 1969, 
located and microscopically stud
ied by police investigators, bore no 
trace of the twenty-year-old crime. 
Until a recollection on the part of 
Eileen’s vindictive sister Janice was 
conveniently revised under therapy, 
Franklin had a solid alibi for his 
whereabouts at the time of the 
abduction. The jury, however, de
termined with little difficulty that 
Eileen Lipsker’s recovered memory 
too closely matched the known 
facts of the unsolved murder to be

considered specious. As a result, 
Franklin is now serving a life sen
tence in state prison, and the theory 
of recovered memory has acquired 
an imposing trophy.

Lenore Terr appears to have as
sumed from the outset that Franklin 
was guilty as charged, and she was 
eager to make herself useful to the 
prosecution. Awkwardly, however, 
her research interest in actual cases 
of repressed memory was quite 
new; it seems to have postdated 
the writing of her 1990 book, Too 
Scared to Cry, which contains no 
index entry for “repression” and 
which reports on cases of continu
ously remembered rather than for
gotten trauma.7 Terr’s expertise on 
sudden recall, moreover, dated 
from her first interview with Eileen 
Lipsker herself—and was then 
swelled by a flood of highly dubi
ous anecdotes about other women’s 
therapeutically prompted visions 
of incest. But Terr is a thoroughly 
trained Freudian, and as such she 
felt qualified, after all, to offer the 
Franklin jury what she calls “an 
education” in the reality of re-

Tests have shown 
conclusively, Loftus 
told the court, not 
only that memory 
fades with time but 
that it readily in
corporates “post
event information ” 
(w hether true or 

false) that becomes 
indistinguishable 

fro m  the a ctu a l 
event.

pressed memory and its retrieval. 
Coordinating strategy with the pros
ecutor and tailoring her testimony, 
as she now relates, to the job of 
rendering Eileen Lipsker a wholly 
credible witness, Terr exceeded 
the expectations of her temporary 
employers.

Of course, Terr testified, an ex
pert such as herself can verify the 
authenticity of a recovered memory 
through careful interpretation of 
the subject’s symptoms. In some 
cases, she continued, the expert 
can even reliably infer the nature of 
an unknown trauma. Indeed, she 
herself had recently done exactly 
that, deducing from Stephen King’s 
novels and films the certain knowl
edge that in his childhood King 
had watched a playmate die under 
the wheels of a railroad train.

As Terr now recounts, she men
tioned that feat of detection in 
order to create a helpful analogy in 
the jurors’ minds.8 She hoped they 
would see that, like Stephen King 
in his violence-ridden fiction, Eileen 
Franklin, for five years after the 
murder, had symptomatically acted 
out the awful scene that she had 
observed but almost immediately 
repressed. According to prosecu
tors, between the ages of nine and 
fourteen Eileen had continually 
pulled out all the hair from one 
segment of her crown, leaving what 
Terr calls “a big, bleeding bald 
spot.” That spot uncannily corre
sponded to the part of Susan 
Nason’s head that had allegedly 
been smashed by George Franklin. 
Eileen, then, had apparently turned 
herself into a living hieroglyph of a 
crime that Terr could have inferred 
all by herself, simply by translating 
the language of Eileen’s symptom
atic behavior into its mnemonic 
source within her repressed un
conscious.

In an ordinary trial, caught up in 
claims and counterclaims about 

the purport of submitted evidence,



the mesmerizing quality of Terr’s 
self-depiction as a Freudian Sher
lock Holmes could scarcely have 
assumed much importance. But 
this was no ordinary trial. Factually 
impoverished, it came down to 
little more than a twelve-person 
referendum on the photographic 
return of the repressed. According 
to the later word of several jurors, 
and to Terr’s great present satisfac
tion, her testimony was decisive in 
obtaining George Franklin’s con
viction.

What most impressed both Terr 
and the jury about Eileen Lipsker’s 
recovered memory was its extraor
dinary vividness and precision. The 
brands of beer and cigarettes con
sumed by George Franklin at the 
murder scene; Susan Nason’s rais
ing her right hand to ward off the 
fatal blow; the glint of the sun in 
her clear blue eyes as George 
brought the rock down on her 
head; “a crushed, stoneless, silver 
child’s ring” on the now lifeless 
hand— all of these details and more 
were as fresh to Eileen in 1989, Terr

says, as they had allegedly been 
twenty years before. How, then, 
could they not be authentic and 
conclusively damning?

One answer to that question 
was provided at the trial by none 
other than Elizabeth Loftus herself, 
an expert witness on the other side. 
Tests on thousands of subjects have 
shown conclusively, Loftus told the 
court, not only that memory always 
fades with the passage of time but 
that it readily incorporates “post
event information” (whether true 
or false) that becomes indistin
guishable from the actual event. 
Those two facts together suggest 
that the sharpness of Eileen Lipsker’s 
“memory” must have been caused 
by recent \mages— and, as we will 
see, there was no shortage of such 
potential contaminants at hand.9 
With coaching from Terr, however, 
the prosecution was ready to re
move the sting from Loftus’s re
ported findings. Did any of her 
experiments, she was asked in 
cross-exam ination, deal with 
memories that were two decades

old? Wasn’t it the case that her 
experimentally induced distortions 
of memory affected only some de
tails and not loss of the brute fact 
that an event had occurred? And 
had she ever studied a repressed 
memory? No, she hadn’t, for two 
excellent reasons: she wasn’t sure 
that such memories exist, and even 
if they do, she couldn’t imagine 
how one could get at them for 
controlled study.

Regrettably, however, this an
swer occurred to Loftus after she 
had left the stand. What she replied 
instead was that post-event infor
mation would probably corrupt a 
repressed memory in just the way 
that it assuredly corrupts a non- 
repressed one. The concept of re
pression was thus left unchallenged, 
and the befuddled jury had no 
recourse but to side with the rival 
expert witness— the one who 
boasted intimacy with the dark and 
subtle workings of the unconscious.

B ut Lenore Terr first needed to 
tiptoe across a theoretical
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minefield of her own. Her studios 
of children who had lived through 
the notorious Chowchilla bus kid
napping and the Challengerexplo- 
sion had shown unambiguously 
that such experiences do not get 
repressed. Why, then, should the 
jury believe that Eileen Lipsker had 
repressed her harrowing ordeal? 
Just in time for the trial, but too late 
for prior publication, Terr came up 
with a face-saving theory.10 True, 
she granted, one-time trauma vic
tims always remember the event, 
but victims of multiple trauma like 
Eileen Lipsker, whose father had 
been a bullying drunk and a sexual 
abuser of two of his other daugh
ters, turn repression into a daily 
routine. By the time of the murder, 
according to Terr, Eileen had be
come an old hand at stuffing bad 
memories into the mental freezer.

Terr’s brainstorm was remark
able in several respects. For one 
thing, it overlooked the fact, later 
acknowledged in Unchained Mem
ories, that Eileen had always re
membered her father’s violence 
around the house. Second, it con
tradicted universal human experi
ence of protracted duress. Has any
one past the age of, say, six who 
has survived racial persecution, a 
famine, a bombing campaign, or a 
brutal enemy occupation ever for
gotten that it occurred? Terr had 
evidently confused the normal fad
ing of individual instances of re
peated, patterned mistreatment with 
willed unawareness of that mis
treatment. And third, Terr was re
fusing to grant any distinction in 
memorability between George 
Franklin’s usual brutality and the 
witnessed rape and murder of 
Eileen’s best girlhood friend.

Beyond the already mentioned 
dubieties in Terr’s version of the 
Franklin case lie a good number of 
others emphasized by MacLean, 
Loftus, and Ketcham, and Ofshe 
and Watters, and more briefly by 
Mark Pendergrast as well. The car

dinal point is that Eileen Lipsker’s 
certainty that she had attended the 
murder of Susan Nason did not 
overwhelm her in a single un
prompted flash on what Terr calls 
“a quiet winter afternoon in 1989.” 
That was the least plausible of five 
distinct stories that Lipsker kept 
changing to forestall objections. As 
the trial record shows, Lipsker, 
whom Terr characterizes as having 
known “nothing at all” about re
pression, had already been con
sulting two therapists who were 
helping her probe her childhood 
“memories” and her conscious, 
long-standingsuspicions about the 
murder. Both practitioners em
ployed the theory of repression 
and had discussed it with her. 
Moreover, Eileen was aided in pro
ducing increasingly bizarre visions 
of George Franklin committing an
other murder— this one not just 
unsolved but completely unknown 
to police or anyone else— with 
herself as a witness and of his 
raping or otherwise sexually abus
ing her, sometimes in the presence 
of oblivious family members, from 
the ages of three through fourteen. 
She even came to believe that 
George had physically assisted her 
godfather in raping her. Incred
ibly, though, none of these bar
barities had left a glint of longterm 
memory in her conscious mind.

Terr omits any mention of 
George’s second “murder” com
mitted in Eileen’s presence, but 
she does cite the equally implau
sible memories of incest scenes. In 
doing so, however, she offers no 
clue that all this knowledge ema
nated from a regimen of therapeu
tic dowsing and that some of it 
preceded  the original murder flash
back. This latter fact is important 
because Eileen’s newly formed 
belief that she had spent her child
hood being molested provided her 
with an extra motive for wanting to 
see George imprisoned. Terr as 
author is no more interested in

dwelling on such motives than the 
prosecution was. She uses Eileen’s 
sexual “memories” only in the par
tisan and highly effective way that 
they were used in the trial, to 
establish that a beast like George 
was just the sort of person who 
could have raped Susan Nason and 
then bludgeoned her to death.

The fact that memory therapy 
lay at he very heart of the 

Franklin case was manifested in 
little-noted testimony from one of 
Eileen’s therapists, Kirk Barrett. 
According to Barrett, as Ofshe and 
Watters report,

Eileen’s memories “developed” 
over the course of the therapy 
sessions and often during the 
encounter itself. With the relax
ation exercises and the free- 
association techniques, these 
memories often became more 
detailed during their hour- 
and-a-half meetings. . . .

Barrett remembers that from June 
[19891, when she initially visual
ized the first element of what 
was to become the crime scene, 
through July, Eileen worked both 
in and out of the sessions trying 
to sort out the meaning of her 
feelings, visualizations, and 
memories. He assured Eileen at 
the time that it “wasn’t important 
. . . whether her visualizations 
were real or not,” and that they 
could “sort that out later.” In and 
out of therapy the details slowly 
cohered into a narrative. One 
day she came in and reported to 
Barrett that she had seen a flash 
image of someone hitting Susan 
with a rock— but that she couldn’t 
make out who the person was. 
According to Barrett it was sev
eral sessions later, in a highly 
emotional moment, that Eileen 
revealed that she was finally able 
to see the face of the man who 
killed [Susan]. It was her father’s.

Eileen Lipsker originally told her 
brother that the murder scene had 
revealed itself to her in hypnosis



during her therapy. Later, she told a 
sister that she had dream ed the 
crucial knowledge— an equally sug
gestive fact, since recovered memory 
therapy often employs either hyp
nosis or dream analysis or both. 
Lenore Terr wants us to regard these 
statements as forgivable “lies” and 
to put our trust in the more enchant
ing image of Eileen’s single flash
back to the murder scene. It makes 
a good deal more sense to suppose 
that Eileen only belatedly learned 
that evidence from hypnosis had 
recently been deemed inadmissible 
in California courts.

Kirk Barrett’s neglected testi
mony does exculpate Eileen Lipsker 
in one respect: she had sincerely 
come to believe that her father was 
the murderer. Once committed to 
having him put away, however, 
she allowed her “memories” to 
evolve as expediency required pick
ing up new details and dropping 
others as newspaper reports dis
closed the content of old police 
records. As Ofshe and Watters re
mark, virtually the only correct 
details in her original report were 
“that Susan had been killed with a 
rock and that her ring had been 
crushed— facts that she had told 
Barrett she had known all her life. ”11

There remains, however, the one 
striking detail that captivated both 
the jurors and, I am sure, the early 
readers of Terr’s book: the bleeding 
bald spot that was said to have 
marred Eileen Franklin’s pate for 
five straight years after the murder. 
Quite simply, it turns out to be a 
figment of Eileen’s adult imagina
tion. As Ofshe and Watters discov
ered, more than forty photographs 
of her in the relevant period— po
tential exhibits that the prosecution 
wrongly withheld from the de
fense— show no trace of missing 
hair. Eileen’s mother, Leah, who has 
changed her mind about George’s 
guilt after finding the narrative in 
Unchained Memories so erroneous, 
has told Ofshe and Watters that she 
couldn’t have failed to notice any 
such disfiguration if it had occurred 
even once. An older and a younger 
sister have also refuted this claim. If, 
as Terr believes, every symptom 
tells a stoiy, in this instance the story 
is a fairy tale.

O nce understood in its true 
lineaments, the Franklin/ 

Lipsker matter turns out to be highly 
typical of other recovered memory 
cases. There is, in the first place, 
the eerily dreamlike quality of the

“memories” themselves whose 
floating perspective, blow-up de
tails, and motivational anomalies 
point to the contribution of fantasy. 
There is the therapist’s reckless en
couragement of the client to in
dulge her visions and worry 
“later”— usually never—whether or 
not they are true along with his 
“supportive” absence of concern to 
check the emerging allegations 
against available knowledge. There 
is the interpretation of the 
“survivor’s” moral frailties as fur
ther evidence that she is a “trauma 
victim.”12 There is also, we can 
infer, the therapist’s false promise 
that excavation of the repressed 
past will lead to psychic mending 
instead of to the actual, nearly 
inevitable, result— disorientation, 
panic, vengefulness, and the sever
ing of family ties. And there is the 
flouting or overlooking of what is 
scientifically known about memory, 
leaving the field free for dubious 
theories exfoliating from the origi
nal dogma of repression.

One remaining feature of the 
Lipsker case turns out to be repro
duced in nearly every controversy 
over therapeutically assisted recall. 
The Franklin jury members, like 
many people who must weigh the 
credibility of “survivors,” felt that 
they had to accept Eileen’s story 
because she stood to gain nothing 
and lose everything by accusing 
her own father of murder. Of course, 
that was an oversimplification; 
Eileen felt that the pedophile 
George was a threat to her own 
child, and besides, as many ob
servers perceived, she had a dis
tinct taste for fame.13 In a deeper 
sense, however, the jury was right: 
Eileen had opened a Pandora’s box 
of bitterness and recrimination that 
will probably trouble her for the 
rest of her life. Nevertheless, the 
cardinal point about all this 
self-destructiveness went com
pletely unnoticed. Eileen Lipsker 
did not decide to send her mind



into a tailspin after making rational 
calculations about the opposing 
claims of justice and filial loyalty; 
she was progressively encouraged  
to do so by therapists who believed 
that full psychic health must wait 
upon a vomiting up of the re
pressed past.

Disastrously missed at the trial, 
this cardinal fact slipped away once 
again on a subsequent Faith Daniels 
talk show where, for the first time, 
Eileen Lipsker and Elizabeth Loftus 
sat down together. “Why would 
you want to suffer if you didn’t 
have to?” asked one member of the 
audience who, like nearly all the 
others, believed Eileen’s story and 
considered Loftus a heartless crank. 
“Why would you want to put your
self through it? There’s no logic 
behind it.” As Loftus now tells us in 
her book, she smiled stoically as 
the audience continued to berate 
her and rally to Lipsker’s cause. 
And then the program was over.

Reading about this episode, one 
experiences an extreme frustration. 
Couldn’t Loftus have pointed out 
that other parties besides Eileen 
had “put her through it”? That, 
however, was four years ago, when 
no one yet had an explanatory 
handle on the burgeoning plague 
that still besieges us. Now at last, 
thanks to the inquiries of Loftus and 
others, it is starting to make an eerie 
kind of sense.

The Ingram Family 
Case: Satanic 

Rituals in Olympia, 
Washington

The Franklin/Lipsker case, so 
attractive to Lenore Terr as Ex

hibit A of validated repression, ac
tually shows how a “memory” origi
nating in conscious hunches and 
resentments can be crystallized by 
protracted therapeutic suggestion,

or the subliminal contagion of ideas 
between a dominant and a subor
dinate party. That is what we regu
larly find when missing elements 
of recovered memory stories are 
filled in; where repression was, 
there shall suggestion be. Indeed, 
someone who reviews many such 
cases will eventually realize that 
the salient question isn’t whether 
or not a bona fide instance of 
repression can be found, but rather 
whether there are any limits at all 
to the malleability of the human 
mind. Therapists, it seems, are help
ful but not strictly necessary to the 
production of wildly fantastic 
memories. Given a facilitating'be- 
lief structure, the compliant sub
ject can use the merest hints as 
triggers to delusion.

To illustrate this fact, there is 
nothing quite like the sequence of 
events recounted in Lawrence 
Wright’s Remembering Satan, a 
short but gripping and brilliantly 
constructed book that will already 
be familiar to some readers from its 
serialization in The New Yorker in 
May 1993. Wright tells of Paul 
Ingram, an Olympia, Washington, 
sheriffs deputy, a born-again Chris
tian, and the chair of his county 
Republican committee, who was 
eventually thought to have raped 
both of his daughters as well as 
one of his sons innumerable times, 
to have passed the daughters 
around sexually as poker nights at 
home turned into gang rapes, to 
have hideously tortured the girls 
and forced them and his wife to 
have sex with goats and dogs, and 
to have murdered and cannibal
ized many babies at huge gather
ings of his Satanic cult—where, be 
it noted, long gowns, pitchforks, 
and “Viking hats” were de rigueur. 
The still greater novelty, however, 
is that Ingram, though he initially 
remembered none of those atroci
ties, succeeded in visualizing most 
of them through the exercise of 
prayerful introspection. Indeed, he

labored so hard to admit to new 
crimes that his tale-spinning daugh
ters sometimes fell behind his pace.

All this would be hilarious 
Thurberesque Americana if it 

were not also inexpressibly sad. 
Whereas the Franklin household, 
when Eileen Lipsker went public 
with her vision, no longer con
tained a married couple or any 
children, in the Ingram case a de
vout family of seven was shattered 
for good. Moreover, Ingram, who 
is now serving a twenty-year term 
in prison after having confessed to 
six counts of child molestation, 
came close to being joined there by 
others who were caught in a wid
ening net of lunacy— and at least 
two of them, who were in fact 
jailed briefly and then kept under 
house arrest for five months each, 
will never recover their reputa
tions. Even those men had to think 
long and hard about whether they 
might have unknowingly lived 
double lives; and Ingram’s wife. 
Sandy, did conclude that she must 
have been a secret Satanist. She has 
moved away now and lives under 
a different name, as does the only 
one of her five children who hasn’t 
fled Olympia.

What is most arresting about the 
Ingram calamity is how little sug
gestion— indeed, how little auto- 
suggestion—was required to set it 
in motion and then to keep it 
hurtling toward its climax. Ericka 
Ingram had a history of making 
unsubstantiated sexual charges 
prior to her “realization” at age 
twenty-two that her father had been 
raping her. That insight did not 
occur during therapy but at a Chris
tian retreat in August 1988 at which 
a visiting charismatic healer told 
Ericka the news, relayed to her by 
the Holy Spirit, that she had been 
molested as a child. Ericka immedi
ately accepted the diagnosis— and, 
six years later, she apparendy still 
does.14



Similarly, during the second day 
of his questioning Paul Ingram eas
ily allowed himself to be led into a 
trance, resulting in his confession 
to all of the crimes with which he 
was eventually charged after pros
ecutors had deleted the witches’ 
sabbath material, which could have 
raised awkward questions in ju
rors’ minds if the case had come to 
trial. Ingram’s prolific later admis
sions were facilitated not only by 
prayer but by “relaxation tech
niques,” one of which he had picked 
up from a magazine And two of his 
sons also developed a knack of 
instantly becoming “dissociated” in 
order to provide inquisitors with 
the required lurid reminiscences.

This is not to say that the Ingram 
family generated hallucinations 
entirely under its own steam. To 
begin with, Paul Ingram’s police 
colleagues exerted unscrupulous 
(though hardly unusual) pressure 
on him, extending the second in
terrogation over a mindbuckling 
eight hour period and using his 
piety as a wedge to confession. 
They lied to him about what others 
had revealed and assured him that 
if he would only begin by admit
ting his guilt, the relevant memo
ries would come flooding back.15 
By that second day, furthermore, 
Paul was being advised by a Tacoma 
psychologist whose recent prac
tice had included Satanic abuse 
cases, and who later helped Paul’s 
son Chad to conclude that his re
membered childhood dreams were 
proof of molestation. An assistant 
pastor in the Church of Li ving Water 
also helped both Paul and his wife 
to sustain the cleansing flow of 
visions. During five months of in
terrogation, no fewer than five psy
chologists and counselors kept the 
heat on Paul, preventing him from 
ever stepping back to test whether 
the grimmer yet more tentative of 
his two memory systems— his “hor
ror movie,” as he called it—was 
anchored to actual events.

When all this pressure has been 
duly weighed, however, the 

fact remains that the Ingram case 
displays a breathtaking readiness 
on the part of its major players to 
form lasting “memories” on very 
slight provocation. And this is im
portant for grasping the explosive 
potentiality of recovered memory 
allegations. There was nothing ex
ceptional about the Ingram family’s 
prelapsarian makeup or the Olym
pia scene in general. Apparently, a 
community steeped in Biblical lit
eralism on the one hand and 
Geraldo on the other needs only a 
triggering mechanism to set off a 
long chain reaction of paranoia.16 
Yet such a community epitomizes 
a good portion of North America. 
The potential for mass havoc from 
“memory” based accusations is thus 
no smaller today than it was in the 
seventeenth century. In fact, it is 
incomparably greater, thanks to 
the power of our sensation-seeking 
media to spread the illness instan
taneously from one town or region 
to another.

As Lawrence Wright properly 
stresses, one further ingredient acts 
as a multiplier of trouble. Not sur
prisingly, it is a shared belief in the 
theory of repression. Only a few 
hours into his first grilling, Paul 
Ingram was ready to state, “I did 
violate them and abuse them and 
probably for a long period of time. 
I’ve repressed it.” His questioners 
of course held the same view, which 
took on firmer contours as more 
psychologists were called in: be
fore long, the official version was 
that Paul had repressed each of his 
myriad offenses just as soon as he 
had finished committing it. A county 
under-sheriff (himself falsely ac
cused of Satanism, but still an en
thusiastic believer in its reality) 
became so enamored of this notion 
that he started moonlighting as a 
counselor to survivor groups and 
writing theoretical papers about 
the effects of repression. One can

only second Lawrence Wright’s 
conclusion: “[wlhatever the value 
of repression as a scientific concept 
or a therapeutic tool, unquestion
ing belief in it has become as 
dangerous as the belief in witches.”

Some secular-minded readers 
may feel that the Ingram case, 

in view of its fundamentalist soil 
and its resultant exotic blossom of 
Satanism, is too outlandish to tell 
us much about the prudent and 
responsible search for incest memo
ries. Yet the more one learns about 
the scare over “Satanic ritual abuse, ” 
the more porous its boundary with 
the larger recovered memory move
ment appears to be. According to 
surveys taken by the False Memory 
Syndrome Foundation, at least 15 
percent of all memory retrievers 
come to recall Satanic torture in 
childhood— this despite a lack of 
evidence to support the existence 
of any sadistic devil-worshipping 
cults in North America or any
where else.17 The fact is that “memo
ries” of baby barbecues and the 
like are usually evoked through the 
same techniques of psychic explo
ration commended by prestigious 
academics such as Judith Herman 
and Lenore Terr. Indeed, as she 
testified at the Franklin trial, Terr 
herself has treated “victims” who 
thought they recalled having been 
forced to watch ritual human sacri
fices.

Until the recovered memory 
movement got properly launched 
in the later 1980s, most Satanism 
charges were brought against 
child-care workers who were 
thought to have molested their little 
clients for the devil’s sake. In such 
prosecutions, which continue to
day, a vengeful or mentally un
hinged adult typically launches the 
accusations, which are immediately 
believed by police and social work
ers. These authorities then discon
cert the toddlers with rectal and 
vaginal prodding, with invitations



to act out naughtiness on “anatomi
cally correct” dolls with bloated 
genitals, and, of course, with lead
ing questions that persist until the 
child reverses an initial denial that 
anything happened and begins 
weaving the kind of tale that ap
pears to be demanded. As many 
studies have shown, small children 
can be readily induced to believe 
that they have experienced just 
about any fictitious occurrence. In 
this respect, however, they do not 
stand fundamentally apart from their 
elders. The only real difference is 
that the grown-ups, in order to 
becom e as gullible as three- 
year-olds, must first subscribe to a 
theory such as that of demonic 
possession or its scientific counter
part, Freudian repression. They then 
become putty in the hands of their 
would-be helpers.

As it happens, the most impres
sive controlled illustration of this 
fact to date came directly from the 
Paul Ingram case, after the pros
ecutors— not the defense!— had 
invited the social psychologist Ri
chard Ofshe to Olympia as an ex
pert on cults and mind control. 
Perhaps, they thought, Ofshe could 
cast some light into the murky 
Satanic comer of the affair. But 
Ofshe, immediately struck by the 
conditional quality of Ingram’s con
fessions and their suggestion that 
a scene was taking place in the 
mind’s eye (“I would’ve,” “I must 
have,” “I see it,” etc.), decided to

test Ingram’s suggestibility by pro
posing a false memory for him to 
accept or reject.

“I was talking to one of your 
sons and one of your daugh
ters. . . ,” Ofshe told Ingram. “It 
was about a time when you made 
them have sex with each other 
while you watched.” This was one 
charge that had not been levied 
and would never be, but one day 
later, Paul proudly submitted a 
new written confession:

. . .  I ask or tell Paul Jr. & Ericka 
to come upstairs,. . .  I tell Ericka 
to knell [sic] and to caress Paul’s 
genitals. When erect I tell her to 
put the penis into her mouth and 
to orally stimulate him. . . .  I may 
have told the children that they 
needed to leam the sex acts and 
how to do them right. . . .  I may 
have anal sex with Paul not real 
clear. . . . Someone may have 
told me to do this with the kids. 
This is a feeling I have.

When Ofshe then informed 
Ingram that this memory was spe
cious, Ingram refused to believe 
him. “It’s just as real to me as 
anything else,” he protested.

When, months later, Ofshe 
phoned Ingram in jail and begged 
him not to plead guilty, Ingram 
wavered but declined. Apart from 
consideration for the daughters who 
had so egregiously betrayed him, 
he cited the likelihood that he was 
still repressing material that would 
make the whole case clear. Pro

tected at last from the ministrations 
of his “counselors,” he did change 
his mind shortly thereafter, but his 
guilty plea had already been ac
cepted by the court, and two sub
sequent appeals have failed.

The criminal cases we have ex
amined suffice to show that the 
“return of the repressed,” however 
bland its uses within the amor
phous aims of Freudian therapy, 
can turn noxious when it is consid
ered by police, prosecutors, jurors, 
and even accused malefactors to 
be a source of unimpeachable truth. 
In the light of the actual recovery 
movement, however, the Franklin 
and Ingram examples can be seen 
to lack a baleful but typical ingre
dient. So far as we know, neither 
Eileen Lipsker nor Ericka Ingram 
(not to mention Paul Ingram him
self) was systematically recruited 
by self-help “recovery” books to 
believe that certain despicable 
deeds must have been committed 
and then wholly repressed.

Just such solicitation—we can 
think of it as suggestion-at-a-dis- 
tance— has by now been brought 
to bear on myriad vulnerable 
people, mostly women by advo
cates in search of ideological and/ 
or financial gain. The result has 
been a widespread tragedy that is 
still unfolding before our incredu
lous eyes. To lay bare not just its 
nature but also its causes, both 
proximate and remote, is a socially 
urgent task.
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