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MAKING MONSTERS: FALSE MEMORIES,
PSYCHOTHERAPY, AND SEXUAL HYSTERIA

By Richard Ofshe and Ethan Watters. 340 pp. New York,
Charies Seribner, 1994, $23. ISBN 0-684-19698-0.

One hundred years ago, psychotherapy was born of Breuer
and Freud’s attempt to cure mental iliness by recovering
memories of trauma that had, according to their theory, been
denied to conscious awareness. Today, classical psychoanaly-
sis has largely been replaced by other forms of treatment.
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Nevertheless, Breuer and Freud’s essential theory and tech-
nigue have been revived in the guise of “recovered-memory
therapy,” in which patients are encouraged to remember for-
gotten instances of incest, abuse (including ritual satanic
abuse), and trauma that are supposed to lic at the heart of
their problems. Through a proliferation of professional and
seif-help books, journal and magazine articles, training sem-
inars, and special clinics (including residential treatment cen-
ters), the movement has become an increasingly salient as-
pect of both professional practice and popular culture.

In this book, Richard Ofshe, a social psychologist at the
University of California, Berkeley, and an expert on cults who
shared the 1979 Pulitzer Prize for the exposé of Synanon,
a California drug rehabilitation program, and Ethan Watters,
a freelance journalist, argue that the contemporary propo-
nents of recovered-memory therapy are repeating the mis-
takes of the past. They show that the rationale of recovered-
memory therapy is based on a misunderstanding of the
nature of memory; that the clinical evidence on which the
technique is based is largely anecdotal and rarely meets sci-
entific standards of acceptability; and that its methods have
more to do with persuasive communication than with the re-
covery of memory. “Through the process of therapy,” Ofshe
and Watters argue, “patients often come to believe that
their childhoods were abusive wastelands and their parents
were the worst sort of monsters”; furthermore, “Patients
often re-create themselves in the mold of the [abuse] survi-
vor, their beliefs forming the basis of a new identity and
world view.”

In their book, Ofshe and Watters wisely aveid the terpta-
tion to give a body count. It does not really matter to them
whether the number of false and uncorrchorated memories
proves to be small or large {though they imply it is large).
Rather, their focus is on the scientific base for recovered-
memory therapy, which they find exceptionally thin, and on
the techniques of recovered-memory therapists, which they
find impermissibly suggestive and even coercive, Their cri-
tiques of the relevant clinical and experimental literature are
very compelling, and they iilustrate their points with system-
atic analyses of a number of famous cases in which memories
of abuse and trauma have ostensibly been recovered. Some-
times, however, they miss the mark. For example, they argue
that recovered-memory therapy is based on an unproved doc-
trine of “robust repression,” whereas much of the recovered-
memory literature invokes a mechanism of dissociation. In
fact, their criticisms of repression apply with equal force to
dissociation, but their focus on the historical connection to
Freud blurts the force of their critique somewhat, In the final
analysis, the mix of scientific analysis and investigative jour-
nalism provided by Ofshe and Watters makes for fascinating
reading. And the harsh conclusion is compelling: that recov-
ered-memory therapy is at best 2 Romantic effort, relying on
myth, metaphor, and inspiration, and at worst a pseudo-
science, built on unfounded consensus among its practitioners
and unconstrained by either systematic data or empirically
validated theory.

There is nothing dispassionate about this book. Ofshe and
Watters are angry, and for good reason: recovered memory is
not merely another therapeuntic fad. In their view, it is an un-
scientific and dangerous practice. People in distress have been
distracted from problems that are real and solvable, families
have been unnecessarily disrupted, insurance companies have
doled out miliions of dollars in reimbursements for treatments
that have not been proved safe or effective, and states have
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changed their laws to permit hearsay evidence. As the failings
and excesses of recovered-memory therapy have become
more widely known, its proponents and their employers are
increasingly being sued for malpractice, and they are losing.
In the process, the entire field of psychotherapy is in danger
of being discredited. Ofshe and Watters have written a jere-
miad, calling the field to police itself before the fall of recov-
ered-memory therapy takes legitimate psychotherapy down
with it.
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