RESPONSE TO TORONTO STAR ARTICLE: PUBLISHED in ‘PROMISES’, Vol. 

1, No. 3, July/Aug. ’94, Entitled ‘FALSE MEMORY SYNDROME’
I would like to respond to the article entitled ‘Lawyers question sexual abuse memories’, published in the Toronto Star on November 7, 1993.  My response is not to refute the existence of ‘false’ memories but to expand on some of the points made in the article and to speak more from a therapeutic perspective than a legal one.
First of all, an expert was reported to have said that “therapists string bits and pieces of the stories along with making unscientific hunches and guesses to support theories of sexual abuse.”  Frequently sexual abuse victims present with a whole array of confusing feelings, beliefs and ideas about themselves, their perpetrators, and the abuse.  The temptation for the therapist, therefore, in order to decrease the client’s distress is to offer clarity to an issue which is fraught with confusion.  However, I believe that it is not the therapist’s job to inject a conclusion where confusion exists.  Sometimes we just have to stay with not knowing.

The implication of ‘false memories’ is that there is a truth that the therapist needs to find out in order to be therapeutic.  In many instances, the contrary is true.  That is, the more we try to establish the truth (the facts), the less therapeutic we become.  It is difficult, if not impossible, to be both the investigator and be therapeutic at the same time.
A potential conflict for the therapist is when the sexual abuse survivor asks the question, “Do you believe me?” This is an extremely crucial, clinical issue, since many survivors were not believed at the time of their initial disclosure as well as future disclosures.  As therapists, I believe we must operate under the assumption of truth, not as a legal issue, with evidence etc., but as a therapeutic one.  Belief of the client must rest on faith, not on facts and data.  In other words, truth unless proven otherwise, just as a parent operates under the assumption of truth of one’s child unless there are indications to the contrary.
Therapeutically, I am interested in the truth about the client’s experience and client’s reality of what happened.  For example, I recall telling people that when I was about 11 years old, that I lived in a 12 storey high apartment building.  After revisiting this location, and much to my surprise, this huge apartment building stood only 4 storeys high.  I was not lying when I initially told this story.  The truth was in my ‘experience’ of what happened.

It is essential to acknowledge an individual’s experience and reality without reaching a conclusion one step ahead of the individual.  It may suffice to say “It’s obvious to me that something awful has happened in order for you to be so scared.” Once again, if a client presents information which seems confusing and unclear, it is not the therapist’s job to fill in the blanks.  It is also important to note that the process of abuse is such that it leaves an individual with tremendous amounts of confusion and reactions which he/she does not understand.  With this all said, the memory belongs to the client.  It is not an equation where client’s memory plus therapist’s assumptions equals client’s reality.
It is my hope that the question of whose position is more valid, the legal one or the therapeutic one, need not be asked.  We need to appreciate the validity of both positions.  It is not helpful to put one segment of the community up against another segment of the community.  The obvious aims are different and we need to understand that.

