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We are all capable of believing things which we know to be untrue, 

and then, when we are fmally proved wrong, impudently twisting 

the facts so as to show that we were right. Intellectually, it is possible 

to carry on this process for an indefinite time: the only check on it is 

that sooner or later a false belief bumps up against solid reality , usu

ally on a battlefield. 

A great nation is like a great man: 

When he makes a mistake, he realizes it. 

Having realized it, he admits it. 

Having admiued it, he correas it. 

-George Orwell (1946) 

He considers those who point out his faults as his most benevolent 

reachers. 

-Lao Tzu 
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Mistakes Were Made 

(bur not by me) 



INTRODUCTION 

o o o 

Knaves, Fools, Villains, and Hypocrites: 

How Do They Live with Themselves? 

Mistakes were quite possibly made by the administrations in which I 

served. 

-Henry Kissinger, responding to charges [hat he committed 

war crimes in his role in the United Stares' actions in 

Vietnam, Cambodia, and Sourh America in the 1970$ 

If, in hindsight, we also discover that mistakes may have been 

made . . .  I am deeply sorry. 

-Cardinal Edward Egan of New York, referring to the bishops 

who failed to deal with child molesrers among the Catholic clergy 

Mistakes were made in communicating to the public and CUS[Qrners 

about the ingredients in our French fries and hash browns. 

-McDonald's, apologizing to Hindus and other vegetarians 

for failing to inform them that the �natural flavoring� 

in their potatoes contained beefbyproducrs 
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This week's question: How can YOLI rell when.a presidential scandal is 

serious? 
A. The president's poll numbers drop. 
B. The press goes after him. 
C. The opposition calls for his impeachmem. 
D. His own parry members turn on him. 

E. Or the White House says, "mistakes were made." 
-Bill Schneider on CNN's Inside Politics 

AS FALLWLE HUMAN BEINGS. all of us share the impulse to 
justify ourselves and avoid taking responsibility for any actions that 
turn our to be harmful. immoral, or stupid. Most of us will never be 
in a position (0 make decisions affecting the lives and deaths of mil� 
lions of people, but whether the consequences of our mistakes are 
trivial or tragic, on a small scaJe or a national canvas, most of us find 
it difficult, if not impossible, to say, "I was wrong; I made a terrible 
mistake." The higher the stakes-emotional. financial, moral-the 
greater the difficulty. 

It goes further man that: Most people. when direCtly confronted. 
by evidence that they are wrong. do not change their point of view 
or course of action but justify it even more tenaciowly. Even irre
futable evidence is rarely enough to pierce the mental armor of self
justification. When we began working on this book. the poster boy 
for "tenacious dinging to a discredited belief" was George W Bush. 
Bush was wrong in his claim mat Saddam Hussein had weapons of 

mass destruction, he was wrong in daiming mat Saddam was linked 
wim AJ Qaeda. he was wrong in predicting that Iraqis would be 
dancing joyfully in the streets to receive the American soldiers, he 
was wrong in predicting that the conflict would be over quickly. he 
was wrong in his gross underestimate of the financial COSt of the war, 
and he was most famously wrong in his photo-op speech six weeks 
after the invasion began. when he announced {under a banner read-
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ing MISSION ACCOMPUSHED) that "major combat operations in Iraq 
have ended." 

At mat time, the [\'/0 of us warched wim fascination as commenfa

tors from the right and left began fantasizing in prim about what it 

would be like to have a presidem who admitted mistakes. The conser
vative columnist George Will and the liberal columnist Paul Krugman 
both called for Bush to admit he had been wrong, bur the presidem 
remained intransigent. In 2006, with Iraq sliding into civil war and 
sixteen American intelligence agencies having issued a report that rhe 

occuparion ofiraq had increased islamic radicalism and the risk of ter
rorism, Bush said to a delegation of conservative columnists, "I've 
never been more convinced mar the decisions I made are the right 
decisions.'" Of course, Bush had to justify the war his administration 
pursued in Iraq; he had too much invested in that course of action 
to do otherwise-thousands of deaths and, according to a conserva
tive estimate from me American Enterprise Instirute in 2006, at leasr 
a trillion dollars. Accordingly, when he was proved wrong in his orig

inal reasons for the war, he found new ones: getting rid of a "very 
bad guy," fighting rerroris[S, promoting peace in the MiddJe East, 
bringing democracy to Iraq, increasing the security of the United 
Srates, and finishing "the task [our troops] gave their lives for." In 
ocher words, we must continue the war because we began the war. 

Politicians are the most visible of self-justifiers, which is why they 
provide such juicy examples. They have refined the art of speaking 
in the passive voice; when their backs are to the wall they will reluc
tandy acknowledge error, bur not responsibility. Oh all right, mis
takes were made, but not by me; by someone else, who shall remain 
nameless.l When Henry Kissinger said that the "administration" may 
have made mistakes, he was sidestepping the facr that as national se
curity adviser and secretary of state (simulraneously) he, in effect, was 
the adminisrtarion. This self-jusrification allowed him to accept the 
Nobel Peace Prize with a straight face and a dear conscience. 

We look at the behavior of politicians with amusement or alarm 
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or horror, bU[, psychologically, what they do is no different in kind, 

though certainly in consequence, from what most of us have done at 
one time or another in our private lives. We stay in an unhappy rela� 
cionship or merely one that is going nowhere because, after all, we in� 
vested so much time in making it work. We sray in a deadening job 
way [00 long because we look for all the reasons [0 juS[ify staying and 
are unable to dearly assess the benefits of leaving. We buy a lemon of 
a car because it looks gorgeous, spend thousands of dollars to keep the 
damn thing funning, and then we spend even more to justify that in� 
vestment. We self· righteously create a rift with a friend or relative over 
some real or imagined slight, yet see ourselves as me pursuers of 
peace-if only the other side would apologize and make amends. 

Self-justification is not the same thing as lying or making excuses. 
Obviously, people will lie or invent fanciful stories to duck the fury 
of a lover. pacem. or employer; to keep from being sued or sem to 
prison; to avoid losing face; to avoid losing a job; to stay in power. 
Bur mere is a big difference between what a guilty man says to the 

public to convince chern of something he knows is untrue ("I did not 
have sex with mat woman"; "I am not a crook"). and the process of 

persuading himself [har he did a good thing. In the former situation, 
he is lying and knows he is lying to save his own skin. In rhe larter, 
he is lying to himself. That is why self-jusrificarion is more powerful 
and more dangerous than the explicit lie. It allows people to con
vince themselves that what they did was the best thing mey could 
have done. In fact. come to think of it. it was the right thing. "There 
was nothing else I could have done." "Actually. it was a brilliant so
lution to the problem." "} was doing the best for the nation. n uThose 
bastards deserved what they gOt." ''I'm entitled." 

Self-justification not only minimizes our mistakes and bad deci
sions; it is also the reason that everyone can see a hypocrite in action 

except me hypocrite. It allows us to create a distinction between our 
moral lapses and someone else's, and to blur me discrepancy between 
our actions and our moral convictions. Aldous Huxley was right when 
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he said, "There is probably no such thing as a conscious hypocrite." Ie 

seems unlikely that Newt Gingrich said {Q himself, "My, what a hyp� 
ocrite I am. There I was, all riled. up about Bill Clinton's sexual affair, 

while I was having an extramarital affair of my own right here in 
town." Similarly, the prominent evangelist Ted. Haggard seemed obliv� 
ious to the hypocrisy of publicly fulminating against homosexuaIiry 

while enjoying his own sexual relationship with a male prostitute. 
In the same way, we each draw our own moral lines and justify 

mem. For example, have you ever done a litcle finessing of expenses 
on income taxes? That probably compensates for the legitimate ex

penses you forgot about, and besides, you'd be a fool not to, consid
ering that everybody else does. Did you fail to report some extra cash 
income? You're entitled, given all the money mat me government 
wastes on pork-barrel projects and programs you detest. Have you 
been writing personal e-mails and surfing the Net at your office when 
you should have been tending to business? Those are perks of the job, 
and besides, it's your own prmcst against mose stupid company rules, 

and besides, your boss doesn't appreciate all me extra work you do. 
Gordon Marino, a professor of philosophy and ethics, was staying 

in a hotel when his pen slipped out of his jacket and left an ink spot 

on me silk bedspread. He decided he would teli me manager, but he 
was tired and did nm want to pay for the damage. That evening he 
went out with some friends and asked meir advice. "One of them told 
me to stop with the moral fanaticism," Marino said. "He argued, 
The management expectS such accidentS and builds their COSt into 

the price of the rooms.' It did not take long to persuade me that there 
was no need to trouble me manager. I reasoned that if I had spilled 
this ink in a family-owned bed-and-breakfast, then I would have im

mediately reported the accident, but that (his was a chain hotel, and 
yadda yadda yadda went the hoodwinking process. I did leave a note 
at me front desk about the spot when I checked out."3 

But, you say, all chose justifications are true! Hotel room charges do 
include the costs of repairs caused. by clumsy guests! The government 
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does waste money! My company probably wouldn't mind if I spend 
a lin:le time on e-mail and I do get my work done (eventually)! 
Whether those daims are true or false is irrelevant. When we cross 
these lines, we are juscifying behavior that we know is wrong pre
cisely so that we can continue (0 see ourselves as honest people and 
not criminals or thieves. Whether the behavior in question is a small 
thing like spilling ink on a hotel bedspread, or a big thing like em
bezuemem, the mechanism of self-justification is the same. 

Now, berween the conscious lie ro fool others and unconscious self
justification to fool ourselves lies a fascinating gray area, patrolled by 
that unreliable, self-serving historian-memory. Memories are often 
pruned and shaped by an ego-enhancing bias that blurs the edges of 
past events, softens culpability. and distorts what really happened. 
When researchers ask husbands and wives what percentage of the 
housework they do. the wives say, "Are you kidding? I do almost every� 
thing, at least 90 percent." And the husbands say, "I do a lot, actually, 
about 40 percent." Although the specific numbers differ from couple 
to couple. the total always exceeds 100 percent by a large margin.4 It's 
tempting [Q conclude that one spouse is lying, but it is more likely that 
each is remembering in a way (hat enhances his or her contribution. 

Over time, as the self-serving distortions of memory kick in and we 
forget or disrort past events, we may come ro believe our own lies, little 
by litcle. We know we did something wrong. bue gradually we begin 
to think it wasn't all our fault, and after all the situation was complex. 

We start underestimating our own responsibility, whittling away at it 
until it is a mere shadow of its former hulking self Before long, we 
have persuaded ourselves, believing privately what we originally said 
publicly. John Dean, Richard Nixon's White House counsel, the man 
who blew the whiscle on the conspiracy to cover up the iUega] activi� 
ties of the Watergate scandal, explained how this process works: 

Interviewer: You mean those who made up the srories were 
believing their own lies? 
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Dean: That's right. If you said it often enough, it would be� 
come rrue. When the press learned of the wire taps on news
men and White House staffers, for example, and Aat denials 
failed. it was claimed that this was a national-security matter. 
I'm sure many people believed that me taps were for national 
security; they weren't. That was concocted as a justification 
after [he fact. But when they said it, you understand. they 
really beliroedir,s 

Like Nixon, Lyndon Johnson was a master of self-jusdfication. 
According to his biographer Roben Caro, when Johnson came to be
lieve in something, he would believe in it "totally, with absolute con

viction, regardless of previous beliefs, or of the facts in the matter." 
George Reedy. one of Johnson's aides, said that he "had a remarkable 
capacity to convince himself that he held the principles he should 
hold at any given time, and there was something charming about the 
air of injured innocence with which he would treat anyone who 

brought forth evidence that he had held other views in the past. It 

was not an act .... He had a fantastic capacity [0 persuade himself 
thar me 'truth' which was convenient for the present was the truth 
and anything that conflicted with it was the prevarication of ene
mies. He literally willed what was in his mind to become reality. "6 
Although Johnson's supporters found this to be a ramet charming as
pect of the man's character, it might well have been one of the major 
reasons that Johnson could not extricate the coumry from the quag
mire of Vietnam. A president who justifies his actions only to the 
public might be induced to change them. A president who has jus
tified his actions to himself, believing mat he has the troth, becomes 
impervious to self-correction. 

o o o 

The Dinka and Nuer tribes of the Sudan have a curious tradition. 
They extract (he permanenr from teeth of their children-as many 
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as six bottom teem and two top teeth-which produces a sunken 

chin, a collapsed lower lip. and speech impediments. This practice 

apparently began during a period when tetanus (lockjaw, which 

causes me jaws [0 clench together) was widespread. Villagers began 

pulling oU[ their front teeth and those of their children to make it 

possible to drink liquids through the gap. The lockjaw epidemic is 

long past, yet the Dinka and Nuee are still pulling our their children's 
front teeth.7 How come? 

In 1847. Igoac Semmelweiss famously exhoned his fellow physi� 

cians to wash their hands before delivering babies. He realized that 

they must have acquired some kind of "morbid poison" on their 

hands from doing autopsies on women who had died of childbed 
fever. then transferred the poison to women in labor. (He didn't know 

the exact mechanism, but he had the right idea.) Semmelweiss or· 
dered his own medical students to wash their hands in a chlorine an

tiseptic solution, and death rates from childbed fever dropped rapidly 

thereafter. Yet his colleagues refused to accep{ Semmelweiss's conctete 

evidence, the lower death rate among his own patients.' Why didn't 

they embrace Semmelweiss's discovery immediately, thanking him ef

fusively for finding the reason for so many unnecessary deaths? 
After World War II. Ferdinand Lundberg and Marynia Farnham 

published the bestseller Madan WOman: The Lost Sa. in which mey 

claimed that a woman who achieves in "male spheres of action" may 
seem to be successful in the "big league," but she pays a big price: 

"sacrifice of her most fundamental instinctual strivings. She is not. 

in sober reality, temperamentally suited to this sort of rough and 
tumble competition, and it damages her, particularly in her own 

feelings." And it makes her frigid. besides: "ChaHenging men on 
every hand. refusing any longer to play even a rdatively submissive 

role, multitudes of women found their capacity for sexual gratifica

tion dwindling."9 In the ensuing decade, Dr. Farnham. who earned 

her MD from the University of Minnesota and did postgraduate 

work at Harvard Medical School. made a career OUt of telling women 
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noc ro have careers. Wasn'c she worried about becoming frigid and 
damaging her fundamental instinctual strivings? 

The sheriff's department in Kern County, California, arrested a 
retired high-school principal, Patrick Dunn, on suspicion of the 
murder of his wife. They interviewed twO people who raid conflict
ing stories. One was a woman who had no criminal record and no 
personal incentive to lie about the suspect, and who had calendars 
and her boss ro back up her account of events. The other was a ca
reer criminal facing six years in prison, who had offered ro incrim
inate Dunn as part of a deal with prosecutors, and who offered 
nothing ro suppon his srory except his word for it. The detectives 
had to choose between believing the woman (and in Dunn's inno
cence), or the criminal (and in Dunn's guilt). They chose ro believe 
the criminal.1O Why? 

By understanding the inner workings of self-justification, we can 
answer these questions and make sense of dozens of other things that 
people do that would ocherwise seem unfathomable or crazy. We can 

answer the question so many people ask when mey look at ruthless 
dictators, greedy corporate CEOs, religious zealots who murder in 
the name of God, priests who molest children, or people who cheat 
their siblings out of a family inheritance: How in the world can they 
Iiv�with themselves? The answer is: exactly the way the rest of us do. 

Self-justification has COStS and benefits. By itself, it's not necessar
ily a bad thing. It lets us sleep at night. Withom it, we would pro
long the awful pangs of embarrassment. We would tonure ourselves 
wirh regret over the road not taken or over how badly we navigated 
the road we did take. We would agonize in the aftermath of almost 
every decision: Did we do the right rhing, marry the right person, 
buy the right house, choose the best car, enter the right career? Yet 
mindless self-justificarion, like quicksand, can draw us deeper into 
disaster. It blocks our abiHty ro even see our errors, let alone correct 
them. It distorts reality, keeping us from getting all the information we 
need and assessing issues clearly. It prolongs and widens rifts between 
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lovers, friends, and nations. It keeps us from letting go of unhealthy 
habits. It permits the guilty to avoid taking responsibility for their 

deeds. And it keeps many professionals from changing ourdated at

titudes and procedures that can be harmful to the public. 
None of us can live without making blunders. But we do have the 

ability (0 say: "This is not working Out here. This is not making 
sense." To err is human, but humans then have a choice between cov
ering up or fessi ng up. The choice we make is crucial to what we do 

next. We are forever being told that we should learn from OUf mis

takes. but how can we learn unless we nrSt admit thar we made any? 

To do that, we have co recognize the siren song of self-justification. 
In the next chapter, we will discuss cognitive dissonance, the hard

wired psychological mechanism that creates self-justification and pro
tects our certainties, self-esteem, and tribal affiliations. tn the chapters 

that follow. we will elaborate on the most harmful consequences of 
self-justification: how it exacerbates prejudice and corruption, dis

tortS memory. turns professional confidence into arrogance. creates 

and perpetuates injustice, warps love, and generates feuds and rifts. 

The good news is that by understanding how this mechanism 
works, we can defeat me wiring. Accordingly. in the final chapter. we 
will step back and see what solutions emerge for ourselves as individ

uals. for our relationships, for society. Understanding is the first step 

toward finding solutions that will lead to change and redemption. 

That is why we wrote this book. 



C H APTER 1 

o o o 

Cognitive Dissonance: 

The Engine of Self-justification 

Press release dare: November " 1993 

WE DIDN'T MAKE A MISTAKE when we wrote in our previous releases 

that New York would be destroyed on September 4 and October 14, 

1993. We didn't make a mistake, not even a teeny eeny one! 

Press release date: April 4, 1994 

All the dates we have given in our past releases arc correct dares 

given by God as contained in Holy Scriptures. Nor one of these dates 

was wrong ... Ezekiel gives a total of 430 days for the siege of the 

city . . . rwhichl brings us exactly to May2, 1994. By now, all rhe people 

have been forewarned. We have done our job. ... 

We are rhe only ones in the entire world guiding the people to 

their safety, security, and salvation! 

We have a 100 percent track record!' 
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ITS FASCINATING. A"ID SOMeTIMES funny, to read dooms
day predictions. but it's even more fascinating to watch what hap
pens to the reasoning of true believers when the prediction Rops and 
the world keeps muddling along. Notice that hardly anyone ever 
says, "1 blew it! I can't believe how stupid I was to believe mat non
sense"? On the contrary, mOSt of the time they become even morc 
deeply convinced of their powers of prediction. The people who 
believe mat the Bible's hook of Revelation or the writings of the 
sixteenth-century self-proclaimed prophet Nostradamus have pre
dicted every disaster from the bubonic plague to 9/11 cling to their 
convictions, unfazed by me small problem that their vague and 
murky pre<iicrions were intelligible only after the event occurred. 

Half a century ago, a young social psychologiS[ named Leon Fes
tinget and twO associates infiluared a group of people who believed 
the world would end on December 21.1 They wanted to know what 
would happen to the group when (they hoped!) the propheey failed. 
The group's leader, whom the researchers called Marian Keech, prom
ised that the Faithful would be picked up by a Hying saucer and ele
vated to safety at midnight on December 20. Many of her followers 
quit their jobs, gave away their homes, and dispersed their savings, 
waiting for the end. Who needs money in outer space? Others waited 
in fear or resignation in their homes. (Mrs. Keech's own husband, a 
nonbeliever, went [Q bed early and slept soundly through the night as 
his wife and her followers prayed in the living room.) Festinger made 
his own prediction: The believers who had not made a strong com
mitment [Q the prophecy-who awaited the end of the world by 
memselves at home, hoping they weren't going to die at midnight
would quiedy lose their faith in Mrs. Keech. But those who had given 
away their possessions and were waiting with the others for the space
ship would increase their belief in her mystical abilities. In Fact, they 
would now do everything they could to get others to join them. 

At midnight, with no sign of a spaceship in the yard, the group 
felt a little nervous. By 2 A.M., they were getting seriously worried. 
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Ar 4:45 A.M., Mrs. Keech had a new vision: The world had been 
spared, she said, because of the impressive faith of her lircie band. 

"And mighty is the word of God," she told her followers, "and by his 
word have ye been saved-for from the mouth of death have ye 
been delivered and at no time has there been such a force loosed 
upon [he Earth. Not since the beginning of rime upon this Earth has 
there been such a force of Good and light as now floods this room." 

The group's mood shifted from despair to exhilararion. Many of 
(he group's members, who had nor felt the need to proselytize before 
December 21, began calling rhe press to report the miracle, and soon 
they were ou( on the streets. buttonholing passersby, trying to convert 
them. Mrs. Keech's prediction had failed, but nor Leon Fesringer's . 

• • • 

The engine rhar drives self-jusrificarion. the energy rhat produces the 
need {Q justify our actions and decisions-especially me wrong 
ones-is an unpleasant feeling thar Festinger called "cognitive disso
nance." Cognitive dissonance is a stare of tension that occurs when
ever a person holds two cognitions (ideas, attitudes, beliefs, opinions) 
[har are psychologically inconsistent, such as "Smoking is a dumb 
thing to do because it could kil1 me" and "I smoke two packs a day." 
Dissonance produces mental discomfort, ranging from minor pangs 
{o deep anguish; people don't rest easy until they find a way to re

duce it. In this example. the moS( direct way for a smoker to reduce 
dissonance is by quitting. But if she has cried to quit and failed, now 
she must reduce dissonance by convincing herself that smoking isn't 
really so harmful. or that smoking is worth the risk because it helps 
her relax or prevents her from gaining weight (and after all, obesity 
is a health risk, too), and so on. Most smokers manage to reduce 
dissonance in many such ingenious. if self-deluding, ways. 

Dissonance is disquieting because to hold twO ideas that con
tradict each other is to flirt wirh absurdity and, as Albert Camus 
observed. we humans are creatures who spend our lives crying to 
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convince ourselves that our existence is nO{ absurd. At the hean of 
it, Festinger's theory is about how people strive to make sense our of 

contradictory ideas and lead lives that are, at least in their own 

minds, consistent and meaningful. The theory inspired more man 
3,000 experiments that, taken together. have transformed psycholo
gists' understanding of how the human mind works. Cognitive dis
sonance has even escaped academia and entered popular culcure. The 
term is everywhere. The twO of us have heard it in TV newscasts, po
litical columns, magazine articles, bumper srickers, even on a soap 
opera. AJex Trebek used it on Jeopardy, Jon Stewart on The Daily 
Show, and President Bartlet on The west Wlng. Almough the expres

sion has been thrown around a lot, few people fully understand its 
meaning or appreciate its enormous motivational power. 

In 1956, one of us (Elliot) arrived at Stanford University as a 
graduate student in psychology. Festinger had arrived that same year 
as a young professor, and they immediately began working together, 

designing experiments to test and expand dissonance theory.3 T heir 

thinking challenged many notions that were gospel in psychology 
and among the general public. such as the behaviorist's view that 
people do things primarily for the rewards they bring, the econo
mist's view that human beings generally make rational decisions. 
and me psychoanalyst's view that acting aggressively gets rid of ag

gressive impulses. 
Consider how dissonance theory challenged behaviorism. At the 

time, most scientific psychologists were convinced that people's ac
tions are governed by reward and punishment. It is cerrainiy true 
that if you feed a rat at the end of a maze, he will learn the maze 
faster than if you don't feed him; if you give your dog a biscuit when 
she gives you her paw. she will learn that nick faster than if you sit 
around hoping she wiU do it on her own. Conversely, if you punish 

your pup when you carch her peeing on the carpet, she will soon 
stop doing it. Behaviorists funher argued that anything that was 

merely associared with reward would become more attractive-your 
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puppy will like you because you give her biscuits-and anything as
sociated with pain would become noxious and undesirable. 

Behavioral laws do apply to human beings. too, of course; no one 

would stay in a boring job wimout pay, and if you give your toddler 
a cookie to stop him from having a rantrum, you have taught him 
ro have another tantrum when he wants a cookie. Bm, for better or 
worse, the human mind is more complex than the brain of a rat or a 
puppy. A dog may appear conttite for having been caught peeing on 
the carpet, but she will not try to think up justifications for her mis
behavior. Humans think; and because we think, dissonance theory 
demonstrated that our behavior transcends the effects of rewards and 
punishments and often contradicts memo 

For example, Elliot predicted that if people go through a great 
deal of pain, discomfort, effort, or embarrassment to get something, 
they will be happier with that "something" than if it came to them 
easily. For behaviorists, (his was a preposterous prediction. Why 
would people like anything associated with pain? But for Elliot, the 

answer was obvious: self-justification. The cognition that I am a sen
sible, competent person is dissonant with the cognition that I went 
through a painful procedure [0 achieve something-say, joining a 
group that curned om to be boring and worthless. Therefore. I 
would distort my perceptions of the group in a positive direction, 
rrying to find good things about them and ignoring the downside. 

It might seem that the easiest way to test this hypothesis would be 
to rate a number of college fraternities on the basis of how severe their 
initiations are, and then interview members and ask them how much 
they like their fraternity. If the members of severe-initiation fraterni
ties like their frat brmhers more than do members of mild-initiation 

fraternities, does this prove that severity produces the liking? It does 
not. It may be just (he reverse. If the members of a fraternity regard 
themselves as being a highly desirable, elite group, they may require 

a severe initiation to prevent the riffraff from joining. Only those 
who are highly attracted to the severe-initiation group to begin with 
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would be willing to go through the iniriation to get into it. Those 
who are not excited by a particular fraternity but just want to be in 
one, any one, will choose fraternities that require mild initiacions. 

That is why if is essential to conduct a controlled experiment. 
The beauty of an experiment is the random assignment of people to 
conditions. Regardless of a person's degree of inreresr ar the outset in 
joining the group. each participant would be randomly assigned (0 

either the severe-initiation or the mild·iniriarion condition. If people 
who go through a cough rime [Q get ima a group later find that group 
to he more atcracrive than those who get in with no effort, then we 

know that it was the effof[ that caused it, not differences in initial 
levels of interest. 

And so Elliot and his colleague Judson Mills conducted just such 
an experiment.· Stanford students were invited to join a group that 
would be discussing the psychology of sex, bur before they could 
qualify for admission. they would first have to pass an entrance re

quirement. Some of me students were randomly assigned to a severely 

embarrassing initiation procedure: They had to recite. out loud to the 
experimenter. lurid, sexually explicit passages from Lady Chatlerlty} 
Lover and other racy novels. (For conventional 19505 students. this 
was a painfully embarrassing thing to do.) Others were randomly as
signed to a mildly embarrassing initiation procedure: reading aloud 
sexual words from the dictionary. 

After the initiation. each of the students listened to an identical rape 

recording of a discussion allegedly being held by the group of people 
they had just joined. Actually. the audiotape was prepared in advance 
so that the discussion was as boring and worthless as it could be. The 
ruscussants talked haltingly, with long pauses, about the secondary sex 
characteristics of birds-changes in plumage during courtship, that 
sort of thing. The taped discussants hemmed and hawed. frequently 
interrupted one another, and left sentences unfinished. 

Finally, the students rated the discussion on a number of dimen
sions. Those who had undergone only a mild initiation saw the dis-



MISTAKES WERE MADE (bul AO( by me) 17 

cussion for what it was, worthless and dull, and they correctly rated me 
group members as being unappealing and boring. One guy on the tape, 
stammering and mutrering, admitted that he hadn't done the required 
reading on the courtship practices of some rare bird, and the mild
iniciation listeners were annoyed by him. What an irresponsible idiot! 
He rudn'[ even do the basic reading! He let the group down! Who'd 
wane to be in a group wim him? But those who had gone through a 
severe initiation rated the discussion as imeresting and exciting and 
me group members as attractive and sharp. They forgave the irrespon
sible idiot. His candor was refreshing! Who wouldn't want to be in a 
group with such an honest guy? It was hard to believe that they were 
listening to the same rape recording. Such is the power of dissonance. 

This experimenc has been replicated several times by other scien
tists who have used a variety of initiation techniques, from electric 
shock to excessive physical exertion.' The results are always me same: 
Severe initiations increase a member's liking for the group. These 
findings do not mean that people enjoy painful experiences, such as 
filling Out their income-tax forms, or that people enjoy things be
cause they are associated with pain. Whar they do show is mat if a 
person voluntarily goes through a difficult or a painful experience in 
order to attain some goal or object, that goal or object becomes more 
amacrive. If, on your way to join a discussion group, a flowerpot fell 
from the open window of an apartment building and hit you on the 
head, you would not like thar discussion group any better. But if you 
volunteered to get hit on the head by a flowerpot to become a mem
ber of the group, you would definitely like the group more. 

Believing Is Seeing 

I will look at any additional evidence to confirm the opinion to which 
I have already come. 

-Lord Molson, British politidan (1903-199\) 
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Dissonance clteory also exploded the self-fl.atrering idea that we 
humans, being Homo sapims, process information logically. On the 
contrary: If the new information is consonant with our beliefs, we 
think it is well founded and useful: "Just what I always said!" But if 
the new information is dissonant, then we consider it biased or fool
ish: "What a dumb argumend" So powerful is the need for conso
nance that when people are forced [0 look at disconfirming evidence, 
they will find a way to criticize. distort. or dismiss it so chat they can 
maintain or even strengthen their existing belief. This men[3] con
tortion is called the "confirmation bias. "6 Lenny Bruce, the legendary 
American humorist and social commentator, described it vividly as 
he watched the famous 1960 confrontation between Richard Nixon 
and John Kennedy, in the nation's very first televised presidential 
debate: 

I would be with a bunch of Kennedy fans watching the debate and 

their comment would be. "He's really slaughtering Nixon." Then 

we would all go to another apartment, and the Nixon fans would 

say, "How do you like the shellacking he gave Kennedy?" And then 

I reaJized that each group loved their candidate so that a guy would 

have to be this blatant-he would have (0 look into the camera and 

say: "I am a thief, a crook, do you hear me, I am the worst choice 

you could ever make for the Presidency!" And even men his follow

ing would say. "Now there's an honest man for you. It takes a big 
guy to admit that. There's the kind of guy we need for President."1 

In 2003, after it had become abundantly clear that there were no 
weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. Americans who had suppOrted 
the war and President Bush's reason for launching it were thrown into 
dissonance: We believed the president, and we (and he) were wrong. 
How to resolve this? For Democrats who had thought Saddam Hus
sein had WMDs, the resolution was relatively easy: The Republicans 
were wrong again; the president lied. or at least was too eager to lis-
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ten [Q faulty information; how foolish of me to believe him. For Re
publicans, however, the dissonance was sharper. More than haJf of 
them resolved it by refusing to accept the evidence, telling a Knowlp 

edge Networks poll that they believed the weapons had been found. 
The survey's director said, "For some Americans, their desire to sup
port the war may be leading them to screen out information that 
weapons of mass destruction have not been found. Given the inren
sive news coverage and high levels of public attention to the (opic, 
this level of misinformation suggests that some Americans may be 
avoiding having an experience of cognitive dissonance." You ber.' 

Neuroscienrists have recently shown that these biases in thinking 
are built into the very way the brain processes information-all 
brains, regardless of their owners' political affiliation. For example, in 
a study of people who were being monitored by magnetic resonance 
imaging (MRI) while they were trying to process dissonant or con
sonant information about George Bush or John Kerry, Drew Westen 
and his colleagues found that the reasoning areas of the brain virtu

ally shut down when participanrs were confronred with dissonant in
formation, and the emotion circuits of the brain lit up happily when 
consonance was restored.' These mechanisms provide a neurological 
basis for the observation that once our minds are made up, it is hard 
to change them. 

Indeed, even reading information that goes against your point of 
view can make you aJl the more convinced you are right. In one ex
periment, researchers selected people who either favored or opposed 
capital punishment and asked them [Q read twO scholarly, well
documented articles on the emotionaJly charged issue of whether the 
death penaJty deters violent crimes. One article concluded that it 
did; {he other that it didn't. If the readers were processing informa
tion rationally, they would ac least realize thac me issue is more com
plex than they had previously believed and would therefore move a 
bit closer to each other in their beliefs about capical punishment as 

a deterrence. But dissonance theory predicts that the readers would 
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find a way ro distort the twO anicles. They would find reasons to 
clasp the confirming article fO their bosoms, hailing it as a higWy 
competent piece of work. And they would be supercritical of the dis
confirming mide. finding minor Raws and magnifying them into 
major reasons why they need. not be influenced by it. This is precisely 
what happened. Not only did each side discredit me other's argu
ments; each side became even more committed to its own.1Q 

The confirmation bias even sees to it that no evidence-the ab
sence of evidence-is evidence for what we believe. When the FBI 
and orner investigators Failed to find any evidence whatsoever for the 
belief that the nation had been infiirrared by Satanic cults that were 
ritually slaughtering babies. believers in these cults were unfazed. 
The absence of evidence. they said, was confirmation of how clever 
and evil the cult leaders were: They were eating those babies, bones 
and all. Ir's not JUSt fringe cultists and proponents of pop psychology 
who fall prey to this reasoning. When Franklin D. Roosevelt made 
the terrible decision to uproot thousands of Japanese Americans and 
put them in incarceration camps for the duration of World War II, 
he did so emirely on the basis of rumors that Japanese Americans 
were planning to sabotage the war effort. There was no proof then 
or later to suppOrt this rumor. Indeed. the Army's West Coast com
mander, General John DeWitt, admitted that they had no evidence 
of sabotage or treason against a single Japanese-American citizen. 
"The very fact that no sabotage has taken place," he said, "is a dis
turbing and confirming indication mat such action wi/l be taken."u 

Ingrid's Choice. N ick's Mercedes, 
and El l iot's Canoe 

Dissonance theory came to explain far more than the reasonable no
tion that people are unreasonable at processing information. It also 
showed why they cominue to be biased after they have made impor-
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tant decisions.12 Social psychologist Dan Gilbert, in his illuminating 
book Stumbling on Happintss, asks us to consider what would have 
happened at the end of Casablanca if Ingrid Bergman did not patri
otically rejoin her Nazi-fighting husband but instead remained with 

Humphrey Bogart in Morocco. L.I Would she, as Bogan tells her in 
a hean-wrenching speech, have regretted it-"maybe not today, 
maybe not tomorrow, but soon, and for the rest of your life"? Or did 
she forever regret leaving Bogart? Gilber[ marshals a wealth of data 
to show chat the answer to both questions is no, that either decision 

would have made her happy in the long run. Bogart was eloquent 
bur wrong, and dissonance theory telis us why: lngrid would have 
found reasons to justify eicher choice, along with reasons to be glad 
she did not make the orher. 

Once we make a decision, we have all kinds of tools at our dis� 
posal to bolster it. When our frugal, unflashy friend Nick traded in 
his eight�year�old Honda Civic on a sudden impulse and bought a 
new. fully loaded Mercedes. he began behaving oddly (for Nick). He 

started criticizing his friends' cars, saying things like "Isn't it about 
time you traded in that wreck? Don't you think you deserve the plea� 
sure of driving a well�engineered machine?" and "You know, it's 

really unsafe to drive little cars. If you got in an accident, you could 
be killed. Isn't your life worth an extra few thousand dollars? You 
have no idea how much peace of mind it brings me to know that my 
family is safe because I'm driving a solid automobile." 

It's possible chat Nick simply got bitten by the safety bug and 
decided, coolly and rationally, char it would be wonderful if every
one drove a great car like the Mercedes. But we don't think so. His 
behavior. both in spending all that money on a luxury car and in 
nagging his friends to do the same, was so uncharacteristic that we 
suspected that he was reducing me dissonance he must have felt over 
impulsively spending a big chunk of his life's savings on what he 
would once have referred ro as "just a car." Besides, he was doing this 
JUSt when his kids were about to go ro college, an event mat would 
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pur a strain on his hank accounr. So Nick began marshalling argu� 
menrs to justify his decision: "The Mercedes is a wonderful ma
chine; I've worked hard all my life and I deserve it; besides. it's so 
safe." And if he could persuade his cheapskate friends to buy one 
toO, he would feel doubly justified. Like Mrs. Keech's converts, he 
began to proselytize. 

Nick's need to reduce dissonance (like Ingrid's) was increased by 
me irrevocability of his decision; he could not unmake that decision 
without losing a lot of money. Some scientific evidence for che power 
of irrevocability comes from a clever study of the mental maneuvec
ings of gamblers at a racetrack. The racetrack is an ideal place to 
study irrevocability because once you've placed your bet, you can't go 
back and tell the nice man behind the window you've changed your 
mind. In this srudy, the researchers simply imercepted people who 
were standing in line to place two-dollar bets and other people who 
had just left the window. The investigacors asked everyone how cer
tain they were that their horses would win. The bettors who had 
placed their betS were far more certain about their choice than were 
the folks waiting in line.14 But, of course, nothing had changed ex

cept the finality of placing the bet. People become more certain they 
are right about something they just did if they can't undo it. 

You can see one immediate benefit of understanding how disso* 
oance works: Don't listen co Nick. The more costly a decision, in 
terms of time, money, effort, or inconvenience, and the more irrev* 
ocable its consequences, the greater the dissonance and the greater 
the need co reduce it by overemphasiz.ing the good things about the 
choice made. Therefore, when you are about to make a big purchase 
or an importam decision-which car or computer to buy. whether 
to undergo plastic surgery, or whether to sign up for a cosdy self-help 
program-don't ask someone who has just done it. That person will 
be highly motivated to convince you that it is the right thing to do. 
Ask people who have spem twelve years and $50,000 00 a particu* 
lar therapy if it helped, and most will say, "Dr. Weltschmerz. is won* 
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derful! J would nroer have found true love [got a new job 1 [lost 
weight] ifit hadn't been for him." After all mat time and money, they 
aren't likely to say, "Yeah, J saw Dr. Weltschmen for twelve years, 
and boy, was it ever a waste." If you want advice on what product to 
buy, ask someone who is still garhering information and is srill open
minded. And if you want to know whether a program will help you, 
don't rely on testimonials: Get the data from controlled experiments. 

Self-justification is complicated enough when jt follows our con
scious choices; at least we know we can expeCt it. But it also occurs 

in the aftermath of things we do for unconscious reasons, when we 
haven't a due about why we hold some belief or cling to some cus
tom but are (00 proud to admit it. For example, in the introduction 
we described the custom of the Dinka and Nuer tribes of the Sudan. 
who exuact several of the permanent front teeth of their children
a painful procedure, done with a fish hook. Anthropologists suggest 
that this tradition originated during an epidemic of lockjaw; missing 
front teeth would enable sufferers to get some nourishment. But if 

that were the reason, why in the world would the villagers continue 

this custom once the danger had passed? 
A practice that makes no sense at all to outsiders makes perfect 

sense when seen through the lens of dissonance theory. During the 
epidemic, the villagers would have begun extracting the front teeth 
of all meir children, so that if any later contracted tetanus, the adults 
would be able to feed them. But this is a painful thing to do to chil
dren, especially since only some would become affiicted. To further 
justify their actions, to themselves and their children, the villagers 
would need to bolster the decision by adding benefits to the proce
dure after the fact. For example, they might convince themselves that 
pulling teeth has aesthetic value-say, that sunken-chin look is really 
quite attractive-and they might even turn the surgical ordeal into 
a rite of passage into adulthood. And. indeed, that is just what hap
pened. "The [Qorhless look is beautiful," the villagers say. "People 
who have all their teeth are ugly: They look like cannibals who 
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would eat a person. A full set of teeth makes a man look like a don
key." The toothless look has other aesthetic advantages: "We like the 
hissing sound it creates when we speak." And adults reassure fright

ened children by saying, "This ritual is a sign of maturity."'s The 
original medical justification for the practice is long gone. The psy
chological self-justification remains. 

People wane (0 believe that, as smart and rational individuals. 
they know why they made the choices they did, so they are not al

ways happy when you tell chern the actual reason for their actions. 
ElI.ior learned this firsthand after that initiation experiment. "After 

each participam had finished, It he recalls, "I explained [he scudy in 

detail and went over the theory carefully. Although everyone who 
went through the severe initiation said that they found the hypoth
esis intriguing and that they could see how mOSt people would be af
fected in the way I predicted, they all took pains to assure me that 
their preference for the group had nothing to do with the severity of 

the inidation. They each claimed that they liked the group because 

mat's the way they really felt. Yet almost all of them liked the group 
more than any of the people in the mild-initiation condition did." 

No one is immune to the need to reduce dissonance, even those 
who know the theory inside out. Elliot cells this story: "When I was 

a young professor at the University of Minnesota, my wife and I 
tired of renting apartments; so, in December, we set out £0 buy our 

first home. We could find only twO reasonable houses in our price 
range. One was older, charming, and within walking distance from 

the campus. I liked it a lot, primarily because it meant that I could 
have my students over for research meetings, serve beer, and play the 
role of the hip professor. But that house was in an industrial area, 
without a lor of space for our children to play. The other choice was 
a tract house, newer but £Otally without distinction. It was in the 

suburbs, a thiny-minute drive from campus but only a mile from a 
lake. After goi ng back and forth on mat decision for a few weeks, we 

decided on the house in the suburbs. 



MISTAKES WERE MADE (but not by me) 25 

"Shortly after moving in, I noeiced an ad in [he newspaper for a 

used canoe and immediareiy boughr ir as a surprise for my wife and 

kids. When I drove home on a freezing, bleak January day with the 
canoe lashed to rhe roof of my car, my wife took one look and burst 
into laughter. 'What's so funny?' I asked. She said, 'Ask Leon Fes
tinger!' Of course! I had felr so much dissonance abour buying the 
house in me suburbs mat I needed to do something righr away to 
justify mat purchase. I somehow managed to forget that it was the 
middJe of winter and mat, in Minneapolis, i[ would be months be
fore the frozen lake would thaw am enough for rhe canoe to be us
able. But, in a sense, without my quire realizing it, I used that canoe 
anyway. All wimer, even as it sar in the garage, its presence made me 
feel bener abom our decision." 

Spirals of Violence -and Vi rUie 

Feeling Stressed? One Internet source teaches you how to make your 
own little Damn It Doll, which "can be rhrown. jabbed, sromped 
and even strangled rill all the frusrration leaves you." A little poem 

goes wim it: 

When you want to kick the desk or rhrow the phone and 
shout 

Here's a little damnir doll you cannot do witham. 
JUSt grasp it firmly by the legs. and find a place to slam it. 
And as you whack its stuffing out, yell, "damnit, damnir, 

damnit!" 

The Damn Ir Doll reflects one of rhe most entrenched convictions 

in our culture. fostered by the psychoanalytic belief in the benefirs 
of catharsis: rhat expressing anger or behaving aggressively gets rid of 
anger. Throw that doll, hit a punching bag, shout at your spouse; 
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you'll feel bettcr afterward. Actually, decades of experimental re
search have found exacdy the opposite: that when people vent their 
feelings aggressively they often fed worse, pump up their blood pres
sure, and make themselves even angrier.16 

Venting is especially likely to backfire if a person commies an 
aggressive act against anomer person directly, which is exactly what 
cognitive dissonance theory would predict. When you do anything 
that harms someone else-get them in trouble. verbaHy abuse them, 
or punch them our-a powerful new factor comes into play: the 
need to justify what you did. Take a boy who goes aJong with a 
group of his fellow seventh graders who are taunting and bullying 
a weaker kid who did them no harm. The hoy likes being part of 
the gang but his heart really isn't in me bullying. Later, he feels some 
dissonance about what he did. "How can a decent kid like me," he 
wonders, "have done such a cruel thing to a nice, in nocent little kid 
like him?" To reduce dissonance, he will try to convince himself that 
the victim is neither nice nor innocem: "He is such a nerd and cry� 

baby. Besides, he would have done the same to me if he had the 
chance.» Once the boy starts down the path of blaming the victim, 
he becomes more likely (0 beat up on the victim with even greater 
ferocity (he next chance he gets. Justifying his first hurrful act sets 
the stage for more aggression. That's why the catharsis hypothesis is 
wrong. 

The first experiment that demonstrated this actually came as a 
complete surprise to the investigawr. Michael Kahn, then a graduate 
student in clinical psychology at Harvard, designed an ingenious 
experiment that he was sure would demonstrate the benefits of 
catharsis. Posing as a medical technician, Kahn took polygraph and 
blood pressure measurements from college students, one at a time, 
allegedly as parr of a medical experiment. As he was taking these 
measurements, Kahn feigned annoyance and made some insulting 
remarks to the students (having to do with their mothers). The Stu� 
dents got angry; their blood pressure soared. In the experimental 
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condition, the students were allowed to vent their anger by inform� 
ing Kahn's supervisor of his insules; thus, they believed they were get
ting him into big trouble. In the control condition, ehe students did 

nOt get a chance [0 express their anger. 
Kahn, a good Freudian, was astonished by the results: Catharsis 

was a [Otal Aop. The people who were allowed to express their anger 
about Kahn fele far greater animosity toward him than did those 
who were not given that opportunity. In addition, expressing their 
anger increased their already heightened blood pressure; ehe high 
blood pressure of those who were not allowed to express their anger 
soon returned to normal.17 Seeking an explanation for this unex

pecred pacrern, Kahn discovered dissonance theory, which was JUSt 
gening attention at the time, and realized it could beautifully ac
count for his results, Because the students thought they had gorren 

him into serious trouble, they had to justify their action by convinc
ing themselves that he deserved it, thus increasing their anger against 
him-and their blood pressure. 

Children learn to justify their aggressive actions early: They hit a 
younger sibling, who starts [0 cry, and immediately claim, "But he 
started it! He deserved it!" Most parents find these childish self
justifications to be of no great consequence, and usually they aren't. 
But ie is sobering (0 realize that the same mechanism underlies the 
behavior of gangs who bully weaker children, employers who mis
treat workers, lovers who abuse each other, police officers who con
tinue beating a suspeCt who has surrendered, tyrancs who imprison 
and torture ethnic minorities, and soldiers who commit atrocities 
against civilians. In all these cases, a vicious circle is created: Aggres
sion begets self-justification, which begets more aggression. Fyodor 
Doseoevsky understood perfectly how this process works. In The 
Brothers Karamazov, he has Fyodor Paviovitch, the brothers' 
scoundrel of a father, recall "how he had once in the past been asked, 
'Why do you hate so and so, so much?' And he had answered them, 
with his shameless impudence, 'I'll tell you. He has done me no 
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harm. But I played him a dirty trick, and ever since I have hated 
him.'" 

Fortunately, dissonance theory also shows us how a person's gen

erous actions can create a spiral of benevolence and compassion, a 

"virruous cirde." When people do a good deed, panicularly when 

they do it on a whim or by chance. they will come to see the benefi
ciary of their generosity in a warmer light. Their cognition mar they 
wem out of cheir way to do a favor for this person is dissonant with 
any negative feelings they might have had about him. In effect, after 
doing the favor, they ask themselves: "Why would I do something 
nice for a jerk? Therefore. he's not as big a jerk as r thought he was

as a manee of fact. he is a pretty nice guy who deserves a break." 
Several experiments have supported this prediction. In one, col

lege scudents participated in a contest where they won a substantial 

sum of money. Afterward, the experimenter approached one third of 
them and explained that he was using his own funds for the experi
ment and was running shan, which meant he might be forced to 

close down the experiment prematurely. He asked, "As a special favor 
to me, would you mind returning the money you won?" (They all 
agreed.) A second group was also asked to return the money, but this 
rime it was the departmental secretary who made the request, ex
plaining that the psychology department's research fund was run

ning low. (They still all agreed.) The remaining participants were not 
asked to return their winnings at all. Finally, everyone filled out a 

questionnaire thar included an opportunity to rate the experimenter. 
Participants who had been cajoled into doing a special favor for him 
liked him the best; they convinced themselves he was a particularly 

nne, deserving fellow. The others thought he was preay nice but not 
anywhere near as wonderful as the people who had done him a per
sonal favor believed. II 

Although scientific research on the virtuous circle is new, the 
general idea may have been discovered in the eighteenth century by 

Benjamin Franklin, a serious student of human nature as well as 
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science and politics. While serving in the Pennsylvania legislamre, 

Franklin was disturbed by the opposition and animosity of a fellow 
legislator. So he set out to win him over. He didn't do it, he wrote, 

by "paying any servile respect to him"-that is, by doing the other 

man a favor-but by inducing his target to do a favor for him
loaning him a rare book from his library: 

He sem it immediately and I relUrned it in about a week with an· 

other nOtc, expressing strongly my sense of the favor. When we next 

met in the House, he spoke to me (which he had never done be· 

fore), and with great civility; and he ever after manifested a readi· 

ness to serve me on all occasions, SO that we became great friends, 

and our friendship continued to his death. This is another instance 

of the truth of an old maxim I had learned, which says, "He that 

has once done you a kindness will be more ready to do you another 

(han he whom you yoursdfhave obliged."" 

o o o 

Dissonance is bothersome under any circumstance, but it is most 

painful to people when an important element of their self-concept is 
threatened-typicaJly when they do something that is inconsistent 
with their view of themselves,lO If an athlete or celebrity you admire 

is accused of rape, child molestation, or murder. you will feel a pang 
of dissonance. The more you identify with this person, the greater 

the dissonance. because more of yourself would be involved. Bur you 

would feel a much more devastating rush of dissonance if you re· 

garded yourself as a person of high integrity and you did something 

criminaL After all, you can always change your allegiance to a celebrity 

and find another hero. But if you violated your own values, you 

would feel much greater dissonance because. at the end of the day, 

you have to go on living with yourself. 

Because most people have a reasonably positive self·concept. be· 
lieving themselves to be competent, moral, and smart, their efforts 
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at reducing dissonance will be designed to preserve their positive 
self_irnages.21 When Mrs. Keech's doomsday predictions failed, for 
example, imagine the excruciating dissonance her commined follow
ers felt: "I am a smart person" clashed with '" just did an incredibly 
stupid thing: I gave away my house and possessions and quit my job 
because I believed a crazy woman," To reduce that dissonance, her 
followers could either have modified their opinion of their intelli
gence or justified the "incredibly stupid" thing they did. It's nOt a 
close COntest; i['s justification by three lengths. Mrs. Keech's true be
lievers saved their self-esteem by deciding they hadn't done anything 
stupid; in fact, they had been really smart to join this group because 
their faith saved the world from descruction. In fact, if everyone else 
were smarr, they would join, (00. Where's that busy streer corner? 

None of us is off the hook on this one. We might feel amused at 
them, those foolish people who believe fervently in doomsday pre
dictions; bur, as political scientist Philip Tetlock shows in his book 
Expert Political Judgmmt: How Good Is It? How Can W( Know? even 
professional "experts" who are in the business of economic and po
litical forecasting are usually no more accurate than us umrained 
folks-or than Mrs. Keech, for that matter.12 Hundreds of studies 
have shown that predictions based on an experr's "personal experi
ence" or "years of training" are rarely better than chance. in comraS[ 
to predictions based on actuarial data. But when experrs are wrong, 
the cemerpiece of their professional idemiry is threatened. There
fore, as dissonance theory would predict. rhe more self-confident 
and famous they are, the less likely they will be to admit mistakes. 
And that is just what Tetlock found. Experrs reduce the dissonance 
caused by their failed forecascs by coming up with explanations of 
why they would have been right "if only"-if only that improbable 
calamity had not imervened; if only the timing of events had been 
different; if only blah blah blah. 

Dissonance reduction operates like a thermostat, keeping our 
self-esteem bubbling along on high. That is why we are usually obliv-



MIST .... KES WERE M .... D E  (but not by me) 31 

ious to the self�justifications, the little lies [0 ourselves that prevem 

us from even acknowledging that we made mistakes or foolish deci� 
sions. But dissonance theory applies to people with low self�esteem, 

too, to people who consider themselves (Q be schnooks. crooks. or 

incompetems. They are not surprised when their behavior confirms 
their negative self�image. When they make a wrongheaded predic� 
tion or go through a severe initiation (Q get into a dull group. they 
merely say, "Yup. I screwed up again; that's just like me." A used�car 
salesman who knows that he is dishonest does not feel dissonance 
when he conceals the dismal repair record of the car he is trying CO 

unload; a woman who believes she is unlovable does not feel disso
nance when men reject her; a con man does not experience disso
nance when he cheats an old man out of his life's savings. 

Our convictions about who we are carry us through che day, and 
we are constantly imerpreting the things that happen to us through 

the filter of those core beliefs. When they are violated. even by a 
good experience, it causes us discomfort. An appreciation of the 

power of self-justificarjon helps us understand, therefore, why people 
who have low self-esteem, or who simply believe chat they are in

competem in some domain, are not totally overjoyed when they do 
something well; why, on the contrary, they often feel like frauds. If 
the woman who believes she is unlovable meets a terrific guy who 

starts pursuing her seriously, she will feel momemarily pleased, but 
that pleasure is likely to be tarnished by a rush of dissonance: "What 
does he see in me?" Her resolution is unlikely to be "How nice; I 
must be more appealing than I thought I was." More likely, it will be 
"As soon as he discovers the real me, he'll dump me." She will pay a 
high psychological price to have that consonance restored. 

Indeed, several experiments find that mOSt people who have low 
self-esteem or a low estimate of their abilities do feel uncomfortable 

with their dissonant successes and dismiss them as accidents or anom� 
a1ies.:tl This is why they seem so stubborn to friends and family 
members who try to cheer them up. "Look, you JUSt won the Pulitzer 
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Prize for literature! Doesn't that mean you're good?" "Yeah, ie's nice, 
but just a Auke. I'll never be able to write another word, you'll see." 
Self-justification, therefore. is nO[ only about protecting high self
esteem; it's also about protecting low self-esteem if that is how a per
son sees himself. 

The Pyramid of Choice 

Imagine two young men who are identical in terms of attitudes, abil
ities, and psychological heaJrh. They are reasonably honest and have 
the same middling attitude toward. say, cheating: They think it is not 
a good thing to do, but there are worse crimes in the world. Now 
they are both in the midst of taking an exam that will determine 
whether they will get into graduate school. They each draw a blank 
on a crucial essay question. Failure looms . . .  at which point each 

one gets an easy opportunity [Q cheat, by reading another studem's 
answers. The two young men struggle with the temptation. After a 
long momem of anguish, one yields and the other resists. Their de
cisions are a hair's breadth apart; it could easily have gone {he other 
way for each of them. Each gains something importam. but at a cOSt: 
One gives up imegrity for a good grade, the other gives up a good 
grade to preserve his integrity. 

Now me question is: How do they feel about cheating a week 

later? Each student has had ample time to justify the course of action 
he [Ook. The one who yielded to temptation will decide that chear
ing is nor so great a crime. He will say to himself: "Hey, everyone 
cheats. It's no big deal. And I really needed [0 do this for my furure 
career." But the one who resisted rhe remprarion will decide rhat 
cheating is far more immoral man he originally rhought: "In fact. 
people who chear are disgracefuL In faa. people who cheat should 
be permanendy expelled from school. We have [Q make an example 

of them." 
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By the time the srudems are mrough wim their increasingly in
cense levels of self-justification, two mings have happened: One, mey 
are now very far apart from one another; and twO, they have inter
nalized their beliefs and are convinced mat mey have always felt that 
way.l4 It is as if mey had started off at the tOP of a pyramid, a mil
limeter apart; but by the time they have finished justifying their 
individual actions, they have slid to the bottom and now stand at op
posite corners of its base. The one who didn't cheat considers the 
other to be totally immoral, and che one who cheated thinks the 
other is hopelessly puritanical. This process illustrates how people 
who have been sorely tempted, hattled temptation, and almost given 
in [0 it-hut resisted at the eleventh how-come to dislike, even 
despise. those who did not succeed in the same effort. It's the people 
who almost decide to live in glass houses who throw the first stones. 

The metaphor of the pyramid applies to most important deci
sions involving moral choices or life options. Instead of cheating on 
an exam, for example. now substitute: deciding to begin a casual af
fair (or nor), sample an illegal drug (or not), take steroids [0 improve 
your athletic ability (or not), stay in a troubled marriage (or not). 
name names ro the Howe Un-American Activities Committee (or 
not), lie to prorect your employer and job (or not), have children (or 
not), pursue a demanding career (or stay home wich me kids). When 
the person ar the top of the pyramid is uncertain, when there are 
benefits and costs of bath choices, then he or she will feel a particu
lar urgency to jwtify the choice made. But by the time the person is 
at rhe bottom of me pyramid, ambivalence will have morphed into 
certainty. and he or she will be miles away from anyone who took a 
diffetent route. 

This process blurs the distinction mar people like to draw be
tween "us good guys" and "chose bad guys." Often. standing at the 
top of the pyramid, we are faced not with a black-and-white, gol 
no-go decision. but with a gray choice whose consequences are 
shrouded. The first steps along the path are morally ambiguous. and 
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the right decision is not always clear. We make an early, apparently 
inconsequencial decision, and then we justify it to reduce the ambi· 
guity of the choice. This stares a process of entrapment-action, 
justification, further action-that increases our intensity and com· 
mitmenr, and may end up taking us far from our original intentions 
or principles. 

It certainly worked that way for Jeb Stuart Magruder, Richard 
Nixon's special assistant, who was a key player in the plot to burglar· 
ize the Democratic National Committee headquarters in the Water
gate complex, concealed the White House's involvement, and lied 
under oath to protect himself and others responsible. When Ma
gruder was first hired, Nixon's adviser Bob Haldeman did not tell 
him that perjury, cheating. and breaking the law were pan of the job 
description. If he had, Magruder almost certainly would have re
fused. How, then, did he end up as a central player in the Watergate 
scandal? It is easy, in hindsight, to say "He should have known" or 
"He should have drawn me line the first time they asked him to do 
something illegal." 

In his autobiography, Magruder describes his first meeting with 
Bob Haldeman at San Clemente. Haldeman flattered and charmed 
him. "Here you're working for something more than just to make 
money for your company," Haldeman told him. "You're working to 
solve the problems of the country and the world. Jeb, I sat with the 
President on the night the first astronauts stepped onto the moon . . .  
I'm pan of hisrory being made." At the end of a day of meetings, 
Haldeman and Magruder left the compound to go to the president's 
house. Haldeman was enraged that his golf cart was not right there 
awaiting him, and he gave his assistant a "brmal chewing out," 
threatening to fire the guy if he couldn't do his job. Magruder 
couldn't believe what he was hearing, especially since it was a beau
tiful evening and a short walk to their destination. At first Magruder 
thought Haldeman's tirade was rude and excessive. But before long, 
wanting the job as much as he did, Magruder was justifying Halde-
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man's behavior: "In JUSt a few hours at San Clemente I had been 
struck by the sheer perfection of life there . . .  Afrer you have been 
spoiled like that for a while, something as minor as a missing golf 
cart can seem a major affront. "lS 

And so, before dinner and even before having been offered a job, 
Magruder is hooked. Ie is a tiny first step, but he is on the road to 
Watergate. Once in the White House, he went along with all of the 
small ethical compromises that just about all politicians justify in the 
goal of serving their party. Then, when Magruder and others were 
working to reelect Nixon, G. Gordon Liddy entered the picture, 
hired by Attorney General John Mitchell to be Magruder's general 
counsel. Liddy was a wild card, a James Bond wannabe. His first plan 
to ensure Nixon's reelection was to spend one million dollars to hire 
"mugging squads" that would rough up demonstrators; kidnap ac
tivists who might disrupt the Republican convention; sabotage the 
Democratic convention; use "high-class" prostitutes to entice and 
then blackmail leading Democrats; break into Democratic offices; 

and use electronic surveillance and wiretapping on their perceived 
enemies. 

Mitchell disapproved of the more extreme aspects of this plan; 
besides, he said, it was too expensive. So Liddy returned with a pro
posal merely to break into the DNC offices at the Watergate com
plex and install wiretaps. This time Mitchell approved, and everyone 
went along. How did they juStify bteaking the law? "If [Liddy] had 
come to us at the outset and said, 'I have a plan to burglarize and 
wiretap Larry O'Brien's office,' we might have rejected the idea out 
of hand," wrote Magruder. "Instead. he came to us with his elab
orate call girllkidnappinglmugging/sabotage/wiretapping scheme, 
and we began to tone it down. always with a feeling that we should 
leave Liddy a little something-we felt we needed him. and we were 
reiucrant to send him away with nothing." Finally, Magruder added, 
Liddy's plan was approved because of the paranoid climate in the 
White House: "Decisions that now seem insane seemed at the time 
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(0 be rational . . . .  We were past the point of halfway measures or 
gendemanly tacriCS,"!6 

When Magruder first entered the White House, he was a decent 
man. But. one small step at a time. he went along with dishonest ac
tions, justifying each one as he did. He was entrapped in pretty 
much the same way as were the 3,000 people who took part in the 
famous experiment created by social psychologist Stanley Milgram,l1 
In Milgram's original version, cwo-chirds of the parcicipants admin
is[ered what they thought were life-threatening levels of electric 
shock to another person, simply because the experimenter kept say
ing, "The experiment requires that you continue.» This experiment 
is almost always described as a study of obedience [0 authority. In
deed it is. But it is more than that: It is also a demonsrration of long
rerm resulrs of self-jusrificarion.2& 

Imagine thar a distinguished-looking man in a whire lab coar 
walks up CO you and offers you twenty dollars to participate in a sci
entific experiment. He says, "I want you to inflict 500 volrs of in
credibly painful shock to anomer person to help us understand the 
role of punishment in learning." Chances are you would refuse; the 
money isn'r worth it to harm another person, even for science. Of 
course, a few people would do it for twenty bucks and some would 
not do it for twenty thousand, but most would tell the scientist 
where he could stick his money. 

Now suppose the scientist lures you along more gradually. Sup
pose he offers you twenty dollars to administer a minuscule amount 
of shock, say 10 volts, to a fellow in the adjoining room, to see if this 
zap will improve rhe man's ability to learn. The experimenter even 
tries the 10 volrs on you, and you can barely feel ie So you agree. It's 
harmless and the study seems pretty interesting. (Besides, you've al
ways wanted to know wherner spanking your kids will get them to 
shape up.) You go along for the moment, and now the experimenter 
tdls you that if the learner ge[S the wrong answer, you must move 
to the next toggle switch, which delivers a shock of 20 volts. Again, 
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it's a small and harmless jolt. Because you JUSt gave the learner to, 

you see no reason why you shouldn't give him 20. And because you 
just gave him 20, you say to yourself, 30 isn't much more than 20. 
so I'll go to 30. He makes another mistake, and the scientist says, 

"Please administer the next level-40 volts." 
Where do you draw the line? When do you decide enough is 

enough? Will you keep going [Q 450 volts. or even beyond that, to a 

switch marked XXX DANGER? When people are asked in advance how 
far (hey imagine they would go, almost no one says they would go 

to 450. But when they are actually in the situation, two-thirds of 

them go all the way to the maximum level they believe is dangerous. 
They do this by justifying each step as they went along: This small 
shock doesn't hurt; 20 isn't much worse than 10; if I've given 20, why 
not 3D? As (hey justified each step, they committed themselves fur

ther. By the time people were administering what they believed were 

strong shocks, most found it difficult to justify a sudden decision to 
quit. Participants who resisted early in the study, questioning the 

very validity of the procedure, were less likely to become entrapped 
by it and more likely to walk out. 

The Milgram experiment shows us how ordinary people can end 
up doing immoral and harmful things through a chain reaction of 
beha\'ior and subsequent self-justification. When we, as observers, 
look at them in puzz.lement or dismay, we fail to realiz.e that we are 

often looking at the end of a long, slow process down that pyramid. 
At his sentencing, Magruder said to Judge John Sirica: "I know what 
I have done, and Your Honor knows what I have done. Somewhere 
between my ambition and my ideals, I lost my ethical compass." 
How do you get an honest man [0 lose his ethical compass? You get 
him to take one step at a time, and self-justification will do the rest . 

• • • 

Knowing how dissonance works won't make any of us automatically 
immune to the allure of self-justification, as Elliot learned when he 
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bought chat canoe in January. You can't JUSt say to people. as he did 
after the initiation experiments, "See how you reduced dissonance? 

Isn't that interesting?" and expect chern to reply, "Oh, thank you for 
showing me the real reason I like the group. That sure makes me feel 
smart!" All of us, to preserve our belief that we are smart, will occa
sionally do dumb things. We can't help it. We are wired that way. 

But trus does not mean that we are doomed to keep striving to 

justify our actions after the fact-like Sisyphus. never r�ching the 

(OP of the hill of self-acceptance. A richer undersranding of how and 

why our minds work as they do is the first step toward breaking the 
self-justification habit. And char, in turn, requires us to be more 

mindful of our behavior and the reasons for our choices. It takes 
time, sdf-reflection, and willingness. 

The conservative columnist William Saflre once described the 

"psychopolitical challenge" that voters face: "how to deal with cog
nitive dissonance."� He began with a story of his own such chal

lenge. During the Clinton administration, Safire recounted, he had 

criticized Hillary Clinton for trying to conceaJ the identity of the 
members of her health-care task force. He wrote a column castigat
ing her effores at secrecy, which he said were toxic to democracy. No 
dissonance there; those bad Democrats are always doing bad things. 
Six years later, however, he found that he was "afflicted" by cognitive 
dissonance when Vice President Dick Cheney, a fellow conservative 
Republican whom Safire admires, insisted on keeping the identity of 
his energy-policy task force a secret. What did Safire do? Because of 
his awareness of dissonance and how it works. he took a deep breath, 
hitched up his trousers, and did the tough but virtuous thing: He 
wrote a column publicly criticizing Cheney's actions. The irony is 
that because of his criticism of Cheney, Safire received several lauda

tory leners from liberals-which, he admitted, produced enormous 
dissonance. Oh, Lord, he did something those people approved of? 

Saflre's ability to recognjze his own dissonance, and resolve it by 
doing the fait thing, is rare. As we will see, his willingness to concede 
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that his own side made a miscake is something that few are prepared 
co share. Instead. people will bend over backward to reduce disso
nance in a way that is favorable to them and their team. The specific 
ways vary. but our efforts at self-justification are all designed to serve 
our need to feel good about what we have done, what we believe. 
and who we are. 



CHAPTE R  2 

o o o 

Pride and Prejudice . . .  and Orher Blind Spots 

And why do you look at the speck in your brother's eye, bur do nor 
consider the plank in your own eye? 

-Matthew 7:3 (New King James version) 

WI-lEN THE PUBLIC LEARNED that Supreme Court Justice An
(onin Scalia was Hying to Louisiana on a government plane to go 
duck hunting with Vice President Dick Cheney. despite Cheney's 
having a pending case before the Supreme Coun. there was a Rurry 
of protest at Scalia's apparent conAicr of interest. Scalia himself was 
indignant at the suggestion that his ability ro assess the constitution
ality of Cheney's claim-that the vice president was legally entitled 
to keep the details of his energy task force secret-would be tainted 
by the ducks and the perks. In a letter ro the Los Angeles Timts ex

plaining why he would not recuse himself, Scalia wrote, "I do not 
think my impartiality could reasonably be questioned." 
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Neuropsychologist Stanley Berent and neurologist James Albers were 
hired by CSX Transportation Inc. and Dow Chemical to investigate 
railroad workers' claims mat chemical exposure had caused perma
nent brain damage and other medical problems. More than 600 rail
road workers in fifteen states had been diagnosed with a form of 
brain damage following heavy exposure to cWorinared hydrocarbon 
solvents. CSX paid more man $170,000 to Berent and Albers' con
sulting firm for research that eventually disputed a link berween ex
posure ro the company's industrial solvents and brain damage. While 
conducting their study, which involved reviewing the workers' med
ical files without the workers' informed consent, the rwo scientists 
served as expert wi messes for law firms representing CSX in lawsuits 
filed by workers. Berent saw nothing improper in his research, which 
he claimed "yielded importam information about solvent exposure." 
Berent and Albers were subsequently reprimanded by the federal Of
fice of Human Research Protections for their conflict of interest in 
chis case.l 

• • • 

When you enter the Museum of Tolerance in Los Angeles, you nnd 
yourself in a room of interactive exhibits designed to identify the 
people you can't tolerate. The familiar targets are there (blacks, 
women, Jews. gays), but also short people, fat people, blond-female 
people, disabled people, . . .  You watch a video on the vast variety 
of prejudices, designed to convince you thar everyone has at least a 
few, and then you are invited to enter the museum proper through 
one of rwo doors: one marked PREJUDICED, the other marked UN
PREJUDICED. The latter door is locked, in case anyone misses the 
poim, but occasionally some people do. When we were visiting the 
museum one afternoon, we were treated to the sight of four Hasidic 
Jews pounding angrily on the Unprejudiced door, demanding to be 
let in. 
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The brain is designed with blind spots, optical and psychologica1, 
and one of its cleverest tricks is to confer on us the comforting de
lusion that we, personally, do not have any. In a sense. dissonance 
meory is a theory of blind spots-of how and why people unimen
tionally blind themselves so that they fail to notice vital events and 
information that might make them question their behavior or their 
convictions. Along with the confirmation bias, the brain comes 
packaged with other self-serving habits that allow us ro justify our 

own perceptions and beliefs as being accurate, realistic, and un
biased. Social psychologist � Ross calls this phenomenon "naive 

realism," the inescapable conviction that we perceive objects and 
events clearly, "as they really are."2 We assume that ocher reasonable 
people see things the same way we do. If they disagree with us, they 
obviously aren't seeing clearly. NaiVe realism creates a logical labyrinth 
because it presupposes two things: One, people who are open
minded and fair ought to agree with a reasonable opinion. And 
two, any opinion I hold must be reasonable; if it weren't, I wouldn't 

hold it. Therefore, if I can just get my opponents to sit down here 

and listen to me, so I can tell them how things really are, they 
will agree with me. And if they don't, it must be because they are 
biased. 

Ross knows whereof he speaks, from his laboratory experimems 

and from his efforts to reduce the bitter conRict between Israelis and 
Palestinians. Even when each side recognizes that the other side per
ceives the issues differently, each thinks that the other side is biased 
while they themselves are objective, and that their own perceptions 
of reality should provide the basis for settlement. In one experiment, 
Ross took peace proposals created by Israeli negotiators, labeled 
them as Palestinian proposals, and asked Israeli citizens to judge 
them. "The Israelis liked the Palestinian proposal attributed (0 Israel 
more than they liked the Israeli proposal attributed to the Palestini
ans," he says. "If your own proposal isn't going to be attractive to you 
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when it comes from the other side, what chance is there that the 
other side's proposal is going co be attractive when it actually comes 
from the other side?"j Closer to home, social psychologist Geoffrey 
Cohen found that Democrats will endorse an extremely restrictive 
welfare proposaJ, one usually associated with Republicans, if they 
think it has been proposed by the Democratic Party, and Republi
cans will suppon a generous welfare policy if they think it comes 
from the Republican Party.4 Label the same proposal as coming from 
the orner side, and you might as well be asking people if they will 

favor a policy proposed by Osama bin Laden. No one in Cohen's 
study was aware of theif blind spot-that they were being influ

enced by their parry's posicion. Insread, they all claimed thar their 
beliefs followed logically from their own careful study of the policy 
at hand, guided by their general philosophy of government. 

Ross and his colleagues have found thar we believe our own judg
ments are less biased and more independent than those of others 
pardy because we rely on introspection to tell us what we are think

ing and feeling, but we have no way of knowing what others are 
really thinking.s And when we introspect, looking into OUf souls and 
hearts, the need to avoid dissonance assures us that we have only the 
best and most honorable of motives. We rake our own involvement 
in an issue as a source of accuracy and enlightenment-"l've felt 
strongly about gun control for years; therefore, I know what I'm talk
ing about"-but we regard such personal feelings on the parr of oth
ers who hold different views as a source of bias-"She can't possibly 
be imparrial about gun control because she's felt strongly about it for 
years." 

AU of us are as unaware of our blind SpOts as fish are unaware 
of the water they swim in, but those who swim in the waters of 
privilege have a parcicuiar motivation ro remain oblivious. When 
Marynia Farnham achieved fame and forrune during the late 1940s 

and 1950s by advising women co stay at home and raise children, 
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otherwise risking frigidity, neurosis, and a loss of femininity, she 
saw no inconsistency (or irony) in the fact thar she was privileged 
to be a physician who was nor staying at home raising children, in
cluding her own two. When amuent people speak of the underpriv
ileged, they rarely bless their lucky stars that they are privileged, let 
alone consider that they might be overprivileged. Privilege is their 
blind spot.' It is invisible; they don't think twice about it; they jus
tify their social position as something they are emided to. In one 
way or another, all of us are blind to whatever privileges life has 
handed us, even if those privileges are temporary. Most people who 
normally By in what is euphemistically called the "main cabin" re
gard me privileged people in business and firsc class as wasteful snobs, 
if enviable ones. Imagine paying all that extra money for a shorr, 
six-hour Right! But as soon as they are the ones paying for a busi
ness seat or are upgraded, mat attitude vanishes, replaced by a self
justifying mixture of piey and disdain for meir fellow passengers, 
forlornly trooping pase them inca steerage. 

Drivers cannot avoid having blind spots in their field of vision, 
but good drivers are aware of them; they know they had better be 
careful backing up and changing lanes if they don't want to crash 
imo fire hydrants and other cars. Our innate biases are, as two legal 
scholars put it, "like optical illusions in twO important respects
they lead us to wrong conclusions from data, and meir apparent 
rightness persists even when we have been shown the trick. "7 We 
cannot avoid our psychological blind spots, but if we are unaware 
of them we may become unwittingly reckless, crossing ethical lines 
and making foolish decisions. Introspection alone will not help 
our vision, because it will simply confirm our self-justifying beliefs 
that we, personally, cannm be coopted or corrupted, and that our 
dislikes or hatreds of orner groups are not irrational but reasoned 
and legitimate. Blind spots enhance our pride and activate our 
prejudices. 
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The Road to Sr.  Andrews 

The greatest of faules, I should say, is to be conscious of none. 

-historian and essayist Thomas Carlyle 

The New York Times edirorial writer Dorothy Samuels summarized 

[he thinking of most of us in the aftermath of learning that Con
gressman Toni Delay, former leader of the House Republicans, had 

accepted a trip to the legendary St. Andrews golf course in Scotland 

with Jack Abramoff, the corrupt lobbyist-tumed-informer in the 
congressional corruption scandal that ensued. "I've been writing 

abom the foibles of powerful public officials for more years man I 
care to reveal without a subpoena," she wrote, "'and I still don't get 

it: why wouJd someone risk his or her reputation and career for a 

lobbyist-bestowed freebie like a vacation at a deluxe resort?"8 
Dissonance theory gives us the answer: one step at a time. Al

though there are plenty of unashamedly corrupt politicians who sell 

their votes to the largest campaign contributor, most politicians, 

thanks to their blind sPOtS, believe they are incorruptible. When they 

first enter politics, they accept lunch with a lobbyist, because, after 
all, that's how politics works and it's an efficient way to get infor

mation about a pending bill, isn't it? "Besides," the politician says. 

"lobbyists, like any mher citizens. are exercising their right to free 

speech. 1 only have to listen; I'll decide how to vote on the basis of 

whether my parry and constituents support [his bill and on whether 

it is the right thing to do for the American people." 

Once you accept the first small inducement and justify it that way, 
however, you have started your slide down the pyramid. If you had 
lunch wim a lobbyist to talk about that pending legislation, why not 

calk things over on the local golf course? What's the difference? It's a 

nicer place to have a conversation. And if you talked things over on 
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the local course, why nor accept a friendly oWer (0 go to a better 
course to play golf with him or her-say. to St, Andrews in Scodand? 
What's wrong with that? By the time the politician is at the bonom 
of the pyramid, having accepted and justified ever.larger induce
men[S, the public is screaming, "What's wrong with mat? AIe you 
kidding?" At one level, the policician is not kidding. Dorothy Samuels 
is fight: Who would jeopardize a career and reputation for a trip to 

Scotland? The answer is: no one, if that were the ficse offer he got; but 
many of us would, if it were an offer preceded by many smaller ones 
mat we had accepted. Pride, followed by self-justification, paves the 
road to Scotland. 

Conflict of interest and politics are synonymous. and everyone 
understands the cozy collaborations that politicians forge to preserve 
their own power at the expense of the common welfare. It's harder to 
see that exactly the same process affects judges, scientists, and physi
cians, professionals who pride themselves on their ability to be intel
lectually independent for the sake of justice, scientific advancement, 
or public health. These are professionals whose training and culture 
promote the core value of impartiality, so most become indignant at 
the mere suggestion mar financial or personal inreresrs could con
taminate their work. Their professional pride makes them see them
selves as being above such maners. No doubr, some are; just as, at 
me other c:xrreme, some judges and scienrists are Rar-our dishonesr, 
corrupted by ambition or money. (The South Korean scienrisr 

Hwang Woo-Suk, who admirrcd mar he had faked his data on 
cloning. was the scientific equivalent of former congressman Randy 
"Duke" Cunningham, who wenr [0 prison for taking millions in 
bribes and evading taxes.) In berween rhe extremes of rare integrity 
and blatant dishonesty are the grear majoriry who, being human, 
have all [he blind spots the rest of us have. Unfortunately, mey are 

also more likely to mink rhey don't, which makes rhem even more 
vulnerable to being hooked. 
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Once upon a time, not so long ago, most scientists ignored the 
lure of commerce. When Jonas Salk was questioned about patenting 
his polio vaccine in 1954, he replied, "Could you patent the sun?" 

How charming, yet how naive, his remark seems today; imagine, 
handing over your discovery to the public interest without keeping a 
few million bucks for yourself. The culture of science valued the sep
aration of research and commerce, and universities maintained a fire
wall between them. Scientists got their money from the government 
or independent funding institutions, and were more or less free [0 

spend years investigating a problem that might or might nOt pay off, 

either intellectually or practically. A scientist who went public, prof
iting from his or her discoveries, was regarded with suspicion, even 

disdain. "It was once considered unseemly for a biologist to be think
ing abom some kind of commercial enterprise while at the same time 

doing basic research," says bioethicist and scientist Sheldon Krimsky.9 
'The two didn't seem [0 mix. But as the leading figures of the field of 
biology began intensively finding commercial ourlets and get-rich

quick schemes, they helped to change the ethos of the field. Now it is 
the mwtivested scientists who have the prestige." 

The critical event occurred in 1980, when the Supreme Couer 

rwed that patents could be issued on genetically modified bacteria, 
independent of its process of development. That meant that you 
could get a patent for discovering a virus, altering a plant, isolating 
a gene, or modifying any orner living organism as a "product of 
manufacture." The gold rush was on-the scientists' road to St. An

drews. Before long, many professors of molecular biology were serv
ing on the advisory boards of biotechnology corporations and owned 
stock in companies selling products based on their research. Univer
sities, seeking new sources of revenue, began establishing intellectual 

property offices and providing incendves for faculty who patented 
their discoveries. Throughout the 1980s, the ideological climate 
shifted from one in which science was valued for its own sake, or for 
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the public interest, to one in which science was valued for the prof
its it could generate in the private interest. Major changes in tax and 
parem laws were enacted; federaJ funding of research declined sharply; 

and tax benefits created a steep rise in funding from industry. The 
pharmaceutical industry was deregulated, and within a decade it had 
become one of the most profitable businesses in the United States.1O 

And then scandals involving conflicts of interest on the part of re
searchers and physicians began to erupt. Big Pharma was producing 

new, lifesaving drugs bur also drugs that were unnecessary at best 
and risky at worst: More chan three-fourths of all drugs approved be
tween 1989 and 2000 were no more than minor improvements over 

existing medications. cost nearly twice as much. and had higher 
risks. II By 1999, seven major drugs. including Rez.ulin and Lotronex. 
had been removed from the market for safety reasons. None had 

been necessary to save lives (one was for hearrburn. one a diet pill. 
one a painkiller. one an antibiotic) and none was better than older, 

safer drugs. Yet mese seven drugs were responsible for 1,002 deaths 

and mousands of troubling complications.12 
The public has reacted to such news not only with the anger they 

are accustomed ro feeling toward dishonest politicians. but also with 
dismay and surprise: How can sciemists and physicians possibly pro
mote a drug they know is harmful? Can't they see that they are seil
ing out? How can they justify what they are doing? Cerrainly some 
investigarofS, like corrupt politicians, know exactly whar they are 
doing. They are doing what they were hired to do-get results mat 
their employers wam and suppress results that their employers don't 
want to hear, as tobacco-company researchers did for decades. But 
at least public-interest groups. watchdog agencies. and independent 
scientists can eventually blow the whistle on bad or deceptive research. 
The greater danger to the public comes from the self-justifications of 
well-intentioned scientists and physicians who. because of their need 
to reduce dissonance, truly believe themselves to be above the influ
ence of their corporate funders. Yet, like a plant turning toward the 
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sun, they turn coward the interests of their sponsors without even 

being aware that they are doing so. 
How do we know this? One way is by comparing the results of 

studies funded independently and those funded by industry, which 
consistently reveal a funding bias. 

• Two investigators selected 161 studies, aU published during 
me same six-year span, of the possible risks co human health 
of four chemicals. Of the srudies funded by industry, only 

14 percent found harmful effects on health; of those funded 
independenrly, fully 60 percent found harmful effects.u 

• A researcher examined more than 100 controlled clinical tri
als designed to determine the effectiveness of a new medica
tion over older ones. Of those favoring the traditional drug, 

13 percent had been funded by drug companies and 87 per
cent by nonprofit instiruoons. W 

• Two Danish investigators examined 159 clinical trials that 

had been published between 1997 and 2001 in [he British 
Medical Journal where authors are required co declare po

rential conRicts of interest. The researchers could therefore 
compare studies in which me investigators had declared a 
conRict of interest with those in which there was none. The 

findings were "significandy more positive tOward the exper
imental imervention" (i.e., the new drug compared to an 
older one) when the study had been funded by a for-profit 

organization. IS 

If most of the scientists funded by industry are not consciously 

cheating, what is causing the funding bias? Clinical trials of new 
drugs are complicated by many factors, including length of treat
ment, severity of the patients' disease, side effects, dosage of new 
drug, and variability in the patients being treated. The interpretation 
of results is rarely clear and unambiguous; that is why all scientific 
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studies require replication and refinement and why most findings are 
open co legitimate differences of interpretation. If you are an im
partial scientist and your research turns up an ambiguous but wor
risome finding about your new drug, perhaps what seems like a 
slightly increased risk of heart attack or stroke. you might say, "This 
is troubling; let's investigate: further. Is this increased risk a fluke, was 
it due (0 the drug, or were the pariems unusually vulnerable?" 

However, if you are motivated (0 show that your new drug is ef
fective and benee than older drugs. you will be inclined to downplay 
your misgivings and resolve me ambiguity in the company's favor. 
"Ie's nothing. There's no need to look further." "Those patients were 
already quite sick, anyway." "Let's assume the drug is safe until 
proven otherwise." This was the reasoning of the Merck-funded in
vestigators who had been studying the company's multibillion-dollar 
painkiller drug Vioxx before evidence of the drug's risks was pro
duced by independent scientists. w; 

You will also be motivated to seek only confirming evidence for 

your hypothesis and your sponsor's wishes. In 1998, a team of scien
tists reported in the distinguished medical journal the Lancet thar 
they had found a positive correlation between autism and childhood 
vaccines. Naturally, this study generated enormous alarm among 
parents and caused many to StOP vaccinating their children. Six years 
later, ten of the thirteen scientists involved in this study retracted 
that particular result and revealed that the lead author, Andrew 
Wakefield, had had a conflict of interest he had £ailed to disclose to 
the journal: He was conducting research on behalf of lawyers repre
senting parents of auristic children. Wakefield had been paid more 
than $800,000 to determine whether there were grounds for pursu
ing legal action, and he gave the study's "yes" answer to the lawyers 
before publication. "We judge that all this information would have 
been material to our decision-making about the paper's suitability, 
credibility, and validity for publication," wrote Richard Horton, ed
iror of the Lancet.17 
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Wakefield, however, did not sign the retraction and could not see 
a problem. "Conflict of interest," he wrote in his defense, " is created 
when involvement in one project potentially could, or actively does, 
interfere with the objective and dispassionate assessment of the 
processes or outcomes of anomer project. We cannot accept that the 
knowledge that affected children were later to pursue litigation, fol
lowing their clinical referral and investigation, inRuenced the con
tent or tone of [our earlier] paper . . . .  We emphasise mat this was 
nOt a scientific paper but a clinical report."1B Oh. It wasn't a scientific 
paper, anyway. 

Of course we do not know Andrew Wakefield's real motives or 
thoughts about his research. But we suspecr that he, like Stanley 
Berem in our opening story, convinced himself that he was acting 
honorably, that he was doing good work, and that he was uninflu
enced by having been paid $800,000 by the lawyers. Unlike truly 
independent sciemists, however, he had no incemive to look for dis
confirming evidence of a correlation between vaccines and autism, 
and every incentive to overlook other explanations. In fact, five 
major studies have found no causal relationship between autism and 
the preservative in the vaccines (which was discontinued in 2001, 
with no anend:mt decrease in amism rates), The correlation is co

incidental, a result of the fact that aucism is typically diagnosed in 
children at the same age they are vaccinated.19 

The Gift rhJt Keeps on Giving 

Physicians, like scientists, want to believe their imegrity cannot be 
compromised. Yet every time physicians accept a fee or other incen
tive for performing certain testS and procedures, for channeling 
some of their patiems into clinical trials, or for prescribing a new, ex
pensive drug that is not better or safer than an older one, dtey are 
balancing their patients' welfare against their own financial concerns. 
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Their blind SpOt helps them tip the balance in their own favor. and 
then justify it: "If a pharmaceutical company wants to give us pens, 

norepads. calendars, lunches. honoraria, or small consulting fees, 
why not? We can't he bought by rrinkecs and pizzas." According to 
surveys, physicians regard small gifts as being ethically more accept
able than large gifts. The American Medical Association agrees, ap
proving of gift-taking from pharmaceutical representatives as long as 
no single gifr is worth much more man $100. The evidence shows, 

however. that most physicians are influenced even more by small 
gifts than by hig ones.lO Drug companies know this, which might 
have something {O do with their increased spending on marketing to 
physicians, from $12.1  billion in 1999 to $22 billion in 2003. That's 
a lot of trinkecs. 

The reason Big Pharma spends so much on small gifts is well 
known [Q marketers, iobbyiscs, and social psychologists: Being given 
a gift evokes an implicit desire to reciprocate. The Fuller Brush sales

people understood this principle decades ago, when they pioneered 
the foot-in-the-door technique: Give a housewife a little brush as a 
gift, and she won't slam the door in your face. And once she hasn't 
slammed the door in your face, she will be more inclined to invite 
you in, and eventually to buy your expensive brushes. Robert Cial
dini, who has spent many years studying influence and persuasion 
techniques, systematically observed Hare Krishna advocates raise 
money at airports.21 Asking weary travelers for a donation wasn't 
working; the Krishnas just made the travelers mad at them. And so 
the Krishnas came up with a better idea: They would approach tar
get travelers and press a Rower into their hands or pin the flower to 

their jackets. If the target refused the flower and tried to give it back, 
the Krishna would demur and say, "It is our gift to you." Only then 
did the Krishna ask for a donation. This time the request was likely 

to be accepted, because the gift of the flower had established a feel
ing of indebtedness and obligation in the traveler. How to repay the 
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gift? With a small donation . . .  and perhaps the purchase of a 
charming, overpriced edition of the Bhagavad Gita. 

Were the travelers aware of the power of reciprocity to affect their 
behavior? Nor at all. But once reciprocity kicks in, self-justification 

wiIJ follow: "I've always wanted a copy of the Bhagavad Gita; what 
is it, exactly?" The power of the Rower is unconscious. "Ie's only a 
Hower," the traveler says. "It's only a pizza," the medical resident says. 
"It's only a small donation that we need to have this educational 
symposium," the physician says. Yet the power of the Hower is one 
reason that the amount of contact doctors have with pharmaceutical 
representatives is positively correlated with the cost of rhe drugs the 

doctors later prescribe. "That rep has been awfully persuasive about 
that new drug; I might as well try it; my patients might do well on 
it." Once you take the gift, no matter how small, the process starts. 
You will feel the urge to give something back, even if it's only, at first, 
your attemion, your willingness to lisren, your sympathy for the 
giver. Eventually, you will become more willing to give your pre

scription, your ruling, your vote, Your behavior changes, but, thanks 
to blind SPOtS and self-justification, your view of your intellectual 
and professional integrity remains the same. 

Carl Elliott, a bioethicist and philosopher who also has an MD. 
has written extensively about the ways that small gifts entrap their re
cipients. His brother Hal, a psychiatrist, told him how he ended up 
on the speakers bureau of a large pharmaceutical company: First they 

asked him to give a talk about depression to a community group. 
Why not, he thought; it wouJd be a public service. Next they asked 
him to speak on the same subject at a hospital. Next they began 
making suggestions about the contenr of his talk, urging rum to 
speak not about depression, but about antidepressams. Then they 
told him they could get him on a national speaking circuit, "where 
the real money is." Then they asked him to lecture about their own 

new antidepressant. Looking back, Hal told his brother: 
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It's kind of like you're a woman at a party, and your boss says to 

you, "Look, do me a favor: be nice (0 this guy over there." And you 

see the guy is nOt bad-looking, and you're unattached. so you say, 

"Why noc? r can be nice." Soon you find yourself on the way to a 

Bangkok brothel in the cargo hold of an unmarked plane. And you 

say, "Whoa, this is not what I agreed to." But then you have to ask 

yourself: "When did the prostitution actually stan? Wasn't it at 

that parcy?"U 

Nowadays. even professional ethicists are going (0 the party: The 
watchdogs are being tamed by the foxes they were trained to catch. 
Pharmaceutical and biotechnology industries are offering consulting 
fees. comracts, and honoraria to bioerhicists. the very people who 
write about. among orner things. (he dangers of conflicts of interest 
between physicians and drug companies. Carl Elliott has described 
his colleagues' justifications for taking the money. "Defenders of 
corporate consultation often bristle at the suggestion that accepting 

money from industry compromises their impartiality or makes them 
any less objective a moral critic," he writes. " 'Objectivity is a myth: 
[bioethicist Evan} DeRenzo told me, marshaling arguments from 
feminist philosophy to bolster her cause. 'I don't think mere is a per
son alive who is engaged in an activity who has absolutely no inter
est in how it wil1 (Urn Out.' n There's a clever dissonance-reducing 
claim for you-"perfect objectivity is impossible anyway, so I might 

as well accept that consulting fee.n 
Thomas Donaldson, director of the ethics program at the Whar

ton School, justified this practice by comparing ethics consultants 

to independent accounting firms that a company might hire to 
audit their finances. Why not audit their ethics? This stab at self
justification didn't get past Carl Elliot[ eimer. "Ethical analysis does 

not look anything like a financial audit,n he says. An accounram's 
transgression can be detected and verified, but how do you detect the 
transgressions of an ethics consuham? "How do you tell the differ-
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ence between an ethics consuhant who has changed her mind for le
gitimate reasons and one who has changed her mind for money? 
How do you disdnguish between a consultant who has been hired 
for his imegrity and one who has been hired because he suppons 
what the company plans to do?".u Still, Elliott says wryly, perhaps we 
can be grateful that the AMA's Council on Ethical and Judicial Af
fairs designed an initiative to educate doctors about the ethical prob
lems involved in accepting gifts from the drug industry. That 
iniciacive was funded by $590,000 in gifts from Eli Lilly and Com
pany; GlaxoSmirhKline, Inc.; Pfizer, Inc.; U. S. Pharmaceutical 
Group; AstraZeneca Pharmaceuticals; Bayer Corporation; Procter & 

Gamble; and Wyeth-Ayerst Pharmaceutical. 

A Sl ip of the Brain 

AI C3mpanis was a very nice man, even a sweet man, bur also a 

flawed man who made one colossal mistake in his 81 years on 
earth-a mistake that would come to define him forevermore. 

-sports writer Mike Linwin, on Campanis's death in 1998 

On April 6, 1987, Mghtlint devoted its whole show to the fortieth 
anniversary of Jackie Robinson's Major League dehut. Ted Koppel 
interviewed N Campanis, general manager of the Los Angeles 
Dodgers, who had been part of the Dodger organization since 1943 
and who had been Robinson's teammate on the Montreal Royals in 
1946. That year, he punched a bigoted player who had insulted 
Robinson and, subsequently, championed the admission of black 
players into Major League BasebaJl. And then, in talking with Kop
pel, Campanis put his brain on automatic drive. Koppel asked him, 
as an old friend of Jackie Robinson's, why there wert no black man
agers, general managers. at owners in baseball. Campanis was, at 
first, evasive-you have to pay your dues by working in the minors; 
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there's not much pay while you're working your way up-but Kop
pel pressed him: 

Koppel- Yeah, hut you know in your heart ofhearrs . . .  you 
know that that's a lot of baloney. I mean, there are a lot of 
black players, there are a lor of great black baseball men who 
would dearly love to be in managerial positions, and 1 guess 
what I'm really asking you is to, you know, peel it away a little 

bit. JUSt tell me why you mink it is. Is there sdll that much 
prejudice in baseball today? 

Campanis: No, I don't believe it's prejudice. I truly believe 
that they may not have some of the necessities to be, let's say, 
a field manager, or perhaps a general manager. 

Koppel, Do you really believe that? 
Campanis: Well, I don't say that all of (hem, but they cer

tainly are shorr. How many quarterbacks do you have? How 

many pitchers do you have that are black? 

Two days after this interview and the public uproar it caused, the 
Dodgers fired Campanis. A year later, he said he had been "wiped 
out" when the interview took place and dlerefore not emirely 
himself. 

Who was the real AI Campanis? A bigot or a victim of political 
correctness? Neither. He was a man who liked and respected the 
black players he knew, who defended Jackie Robinson when doing 
so was neither fashionable nor expected, and who had a blind SpOt: 
He thought that blacks were perfecdy able ro be great players, merely 
not smart enough ro be managers. And in his heart of hearts, he rold 
Koppel, he didn't see what was wrong with that attitude; "{ don't be
lieve it's prejudice," he said. Campanis was not lying or being coy. 
But, as general manager, he was in a position to recommend the hir
ing of a black manager, and his blind spot kept him from even con
sidering that possibility. 
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Just as we can identify hypocrisy in everyone bur ourselves. just 
as ir's obvious that others can be inRuenced by money bur nor our
selves. so we can see prejudices in everyone else but ourselves. Thanks 
ro our ego-preserving blind SpOts, we cannot possibly have a preju
dice, which is an irrational or mean-spirited feeling about all mem
bers of another group. Because we are not irrational or mean 
spirited, any negative feelings we have about anomer group are jus
tified; our dislikes are rational and well founded. It's theirs we need 
to suppress. Like the Hasids pounding on the Unprejudiced door at 
the Museum of Tolerance, we are blind to our own prejudices. 

Prejudices emerge from {he disposition of the human mind to 
perceive and process information in caregories. "Categories" is a 
nicer. more neutral word than "stereotypes." bur ie's the same thing. 
Cognitive psychologists consider stereotypes to be energy-saving de
vices thar allow us to make efficiem decisions on the basis of past 
experience; help us quickly process new information and retrieve 
memories; make sense of real differences be[Ween groups; and pre
dict, often with considerable accuracy, how others will behave or 
how they think.24 We wisely rely on stereotypes and the quick infor
mation they give us to avoid danger, approach possible new friends, 
choose one school or job over another, or decide that that person 
across this crowded room will be the love of our lives. 

That's the upside. The downside is that stereotypes Ranen out 
differences within the category we are looking at and exaggerate dif
ferences he[Ween categories. Red Seaters and Blue Staters often see 
each other as nonoverlapping categories, but plenty of Kansans do 
want evolution taught in their schools, and plenty of Californians 
disapprove of gay marriage. All of us recognize variation within our 
own gender. parry. ethnicity, or nation. bur we are inclined to gen
eralize from a few encounters with people of other caregories and 
lump them all together as thmz. This habit starts awfully early. Social 
psychologist Marilynn Brewer, who has been studying the nature of 
stereotypes for many years, once reported that her daughter returned 
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from kindergarten complaining that "boys are crybabies. "IS The 
child's evidence was thac she had seen cwo boys crying on their first 
day away from home. Brewer, ever the scientist, asked whether there 

hadn't also been little girls who cried. "Oh yes," said her daughter. 
"But only somegiris cry. I didn't cry." 

Brewer's litde girl was already dividing the world, as everyone 
does. inco us and them. Us is the most fundamemal social category 
in [he brain's organizing system, and it's hardwired. Even the collec
tive pronouns us and them are powerful emotional signals. In one 
experimenc, in which participants believed their verbal skills were 
being tested, nonsense syllables such as xeh, yof. fa), or wuh were ran
domly paired with either an in-group word (us, we, or ours), an out
group word {them, they, or theirs}, or, for a control measure, another 
pronoun (such as he, hers, or yours). Everyone then had to rate the 
syllables on how pleasant or unpleasant they were. You might won
der why anyone would have an emorional feeling toward a nonsense 
word like yofor mink wuh is cuter than laj. Yet participants liked me 

nonsense syUables more when they had been linked with in-group 
words man with any ocher word.Ui Not one of rhem guessed why; 
not one was aware of how the words had been paired. 

As soon as people have created a category called us, however. they 
invariably perceive everybody else as not-us. The specific con rent of 
us can change in a flash: It's us sensible midwesterners against you 
Rashy coastal types; ie's us Prius owners against the rest of you gas 
guzzlers; it's us Boston Red Sox fans against you Los Angeles Angels 
fans (ro pick a random example mar happens ro describe me twO 

of us during baseball season). "Us-ness" can be manufactured in 
a minure in rhe laborarory. as Henri Tajfel and his colleagues dem
onstrared in a classic experiment with British schoolboysY Tajfel 
showed the boys slides with varying numbers of dots on them and 
asked me boys to guess how many dots mere were. He arbitrarily 
told some of them that they were overestimators and others that they 
were underestimators, and then asked all the boys ro work on an-



MISTAKES WERE MADE (but no[ by me) 59 

other task. In this phase. they had a chance to give points to other 
boys identified as overestimators or underestimators. AJthough each 
boy worked alone in his cubicle, almost every single one assigned 
more points to boys he thought were like him, an overestimator or 

an underestimaror. As the boys emerged from their rooms, the other 
kids asked them "Which were you?" The answers received cheers 
from those like them and boos from the others. 

Obviously, certain categories of us are more crucial to our identi� 
ties than the kind of car we drive or the number of dots we can guess 
on a slide-gender, sexuality, religion, politics, ethnicity, and nation� 
aliry, for starters. Without feeling attached ro groups that give our 
lives meaning, identity, and purpose, we would suffer the intolerable 
sensation mat we were loose marbles floating in a random universe. 
Therefore, we will do what it takes to preserve these attachments. 
Evolutionary psychologists argue that ethnocemrism-the belief that 
our own culture, nation, or religion is superior to all others-aids 
survival by suengrhening our bonds ro our primary social groups and 
thus increasing our willingness to work. fight. and occasionally die for 
them. When things are going well, people feel pretty toleram of other 

cultures and religions-they even feel pretty tolerant of the other 
sex!-but when they are angry. anxious. or threatened. the default 
position is to activate their blind spocs. W( have the human qualities 
of intelligence and deep emotions, but they are dumb, they are cryba
bies, they don't know the meaning of love, shame, grief, or remorse.28 

The very act of thinking that they are not as smart or reasonable 
as we are makes us feel closer ro others who are like us. But, JUSt as 
crucially, it allows us to justify how we treat thmz. The usual way of 
thinking is that stereotyping causes discrimination: AJ Campanis, 
believing that blacks lack the "necessities" to be managers, refuses ro 
hire one. But the theory of cognitive dissonance shows that the path 
becween attitudes and action runs in both directions. Often it is dis
crimination that evokes the self-justifying stereotype: AJ Campanis. 
lacking the will or guts to make the case to the Dodger organization 
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for being the first ro hire a black manager, justifies his Failure to act 
by convincing himself that blacks couldn't do the job anyway. In the 
same way, if we have enslaved members of another group, deprived 
them of decem educations or jobs, kept them from encroaching on 
our professional turfs, or denied chern their human rights. then we 
evoke stereotypes about them to justify OUf actions. By convincing 
ourselves that they are unworthy. umeachable, incompetent. inher
ently math-challenged, immoral, sinful, scupid, or even subhuman, 
we avoid feeling guilty Of unethicaJ abour how we treat them. And 
we certainly avoid feeling that we are prejudiced. "Why. we even like 
some of those people. as long as they know their place. which, by the 

way. is not here, in our club. our university, our job. our neighbor
hood. In shon, we invoke stereotypes to justify behavior that would 
otherwise make us feel bad about the kind of person we are or the 
kind of country we live in. 

Why, though. given that everyone thinks in categories. do only 

some people hold bitter. passionate prejudices toward other groups? 
Al Campanis was nOt prejudiced in terms of having a strong emo
tional amipathy toward blacks; we suspect he could have been ar
gued out of his notion that black players could not be good 
managers. A stereotype might bend or even shatter under the weight 
of disconfirming information. bur the hallmark of prejudice is that 
it is impervious to reason. experience. and counterexample. In his 
brilliam book The Nature of Prejudiu, written more man fifty years 
ago, social psychologist Gordon Allport described me responses 
characteristic of a prejudiced man when confromed with evidence 
contradicting his beliefs: 

Mr. X: The trouble with Jews is mat they only take care of 
their own group. 

Mr. Y: But me record of the Community Chest campaign 
shows that they give more generously. in proportion to their 
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numbers, to me general charities of me community, than do 
non-Jews. 

Mr. X: That shows mey are always trying to buy favor and 
intrude into Christian affairs. They mink of nothing but 
money; that is why there are so many Jewish bankers. 

Mr. 1: Bur a recent study shows that the percentage of Jews 
in the banking business is negligible, far smaller than me per
centage of non-Jews. 

Mr. X: Thar's just it; they don't go in for respectable busi

ness; they are only in me movie business or run night dubs.l� 

Allport nailed Mr. X's reasoning perfectly: Mr. X doesn't even try 
to respond to Mr. Y's evidence; he just slides along to another reason 
for his dislike of Jews. Once people have a prejudice, JUSt as once 
they have a political ideology, mey do not easily drop it, even if me 
evidence indisputably comradiC[s a core juscification for it. Rather, 
they come up with anomer justification [0 preserve meir belief or 
course of action. Suppose our reasonable Mr. Y told you mat insects 
were a gtear source of protein and that the sensational new chef at 
the Slugs & Bugs Diner is offering delicious entrees involving pureed 
caterpillars. Will you rush our to try chis culinary adventure? If you 
have a prejudice against eating insects, probably not, even if this chef 
has made the front page of me Nnv York Tim�s Dining Our section. 
You will, like the bigoted Mr. X, find another reason to jusrify it. 
"Ugh," you would telJ Mr. Y. "insects are ugly and squishy." "Sure," 
he says. 'Tell me agajn why you eat lobster and raw oysters?" 

Once people acquire a prejudice, therefore, it's hard to dislodge. 
As the great jurist Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. said, "Trying to edu
cate a bigot is like shining light into the pupil of an eye-it con
stricts." Most people will put a lot of mencaJ energy into preserving 
their prejudice rather than having to change it, often by waving away 
disconfirming evidence as "exceptions thac prove che rule." {What 
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would disprove the rule, we wonder?) The line "Bur some of my best 
friends are . . .  ," well deserving of the taunts it now gets, has per· 
sisred because it is such an efficient way of resolving the dissonance 

created when a prejudice runs headlong into an exception. When 
Elliot moved to Minneapolis years ago to reach at the University of 
Minnesota, a neighbor said to him, "You're Jewish? But you're so 
much nicer chan . . .  n She Stopped. "Than what?" he asked. "Than 
what I expected," she finished lamely. By admirting that Elliot didn't 
fit her stereotype. she was able to feel open-minded and generous, 
while maintaining her basic prejudice toward the whole category of 
Jews. In her mind she was even paying him a compliment; he's so 
much nicer than all (hose others of his . . .  race. 

Jeffrey Sherman and his colleagues have done a series of experi
menes that demonstrate the effort that highly prejudiced people are 
prepared to PUt into maintaining consonance becween their preju
dice and information that is inconsistent with it. They actually pay 
more attention to this inconsistent information than to consistent 

information, because, like Mr. X and the Minnesota neighbor, they 
need to figure ou{ how to explain away the dissonant evidence. In 
one experiment, (straighc) students were asked. to evaluate a gay 
man, "Roben," who was described as doing eight things that were 
consistent with the gay stereotype (e.g., he had studied interpretive 
dance) and eight things that were inconsistent (e.g., he had watched 
a football game one Sunday). Anti-gay participants twisted the 
evidence about Robert and later described him as being far more 
"feminine" than unbiased students did, thereby maintaining their 
prejudice. To resolve the dissonance caused by the inconsistent faces, 
they explained them away as being an artifact of the situation. Sure, 
Robert watched a football game, but only because his cousin Fred 
was visiting.)O 

These days, mOSt Americans who are unashamedly prejudiced 
know better chan ro say so, except to a secure, like-minded audience, 
given that many people live and work in environments where they 
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can be slapped on the wrist, publicly humiliated, or sacked for say· 
ing anything that smacks of an "ism." However, JUSt as it takes men

tal effort [0 maintain a prejudice despite conflicting informacion, it 

takes mental effort ro suppress those negative feelings. Social psy. 

chologists Chris Crandall and Amy Eshelman, reviewing the huge 
research literacure on prejudice, found thar whenever people are 

emotionally depleted-when they are sleepy, frustrated, angry, anx
ious, drunk, or stressed-they become more willing co express their 
real prejudices toward another group. When Mel Gibson was ar

rested for drunk driving and launched into an anti-Semitic tirade, he 

claimed, in his inevitable statement of apology the nexr day, thar " I 
said things thar I do nor believe to be true and which are despicable. 

I am deeply ashamed of everything I said . . . .  I apologize for any be
havior unbecoming of me in my inebriated state." Translation: It 
wasn'r me, if was the booze. Nice try. bur the evidence shows clearly 

that while inebriation makes it easier for people to reveal their prej
udices, it doesn't pur those attitudes in their minds in the firsr place. 

Therefore. when people apologize by saying. "I don't really believe 
what I said; 1 was cired/worried/angry/drunk"-or, as AI Campanis 

pur ie, "wiped our"-we can be pretty sure they really do believe it. 
But most people are unhappy about believing it, and thar creates 

dissonance: "I dislike those people" collides with an equally strong 

conviction chat it is morally or socially wrong to say so. People who 
feel this dissonance. Crandall and Eshelman suggest, will eagerly 

reach for any self-justification thar allows rhem to express rheir [Cue 

beliefs yer continue co feel that [hey are moral and good. "Justin.· 
euion," they explain, "undoes suppression. it provides cover. and ir 
protects a sense of egalitarianism and a nonprejudiced self-image.")1 
No wonder ir is such a popular dissonance reducer. 

For example, in one typical experiment, white students were cold 
they would be inflicting e1ecuic shock on another student. the 

"learner," whom they knew was white or African American, as part 
of an apparent study of biofeedback. The students initially gave a 
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lower intensity of shock to black learners than to white ones-reflect
ing a desire, perhaps, to show they were not prejudiced. Then the stu
dents overheard the learner making derogacory comments about 
them, which, naturally. made them angry. Now. given another oppor
tunity [0 inflict electric shock. the students who were working with a 
black learner administered higher levels of shock than did students 
who were working with a white learner. The same result appears in 
scudies of how English-speaking Canadians behave coward French
speaking Canadians, straights toward homosexuals. non-Jewish stu
dents toward Jews, and men toward women.ll Parcicipants successfully 
control their negative fee lings under normal conditions, but as soon as 

they become angry or frustrated, or meie self-esteem wobbles. they ex
press their prejudice directly because now they can justify it: "I'm not 
a bad or prejudiced person, but hey-he inswted me!" 

In this way, ptejudice is the energy of ethnocentrism. It lurks 
there, napping, until ethnocentrism summons it to do its direy work. 

justifying the occasional bad things we good people want to do. For 
example. in the nineteenth-century American Wesc, Chinese immi
grants were hired to work in the gold mines. potentially raking jobs 
from white laborers. The white·run newspapers fomented prejudice 
against them, describing the Chinese as "depraved and vicious." 
"gross glu({ons." "bloodrhirscy and inhuman." Yet only a decade later. 
when the Chinese were willing to accept the dangerous, arduous work 
of building the transcontinental railroad-work that white laborers 
were unwilling to undertake-public prejudice toward them sub
sided, replaced by the opinion that the Chinese were sober, indusrri· 
ous, and law-abiding. "They are equal (Q the best white men." said 
the railroad tycoon Charles Crocker. "They are very crusty. very in
telligent and they live up to their contracts." After the completion of 
the railroad. jobs again became scarce, and the end of the Civil War 
brought an influx of war veterans into an already tight job market. 
Anri·Chinese prejudice returned. with the press now describing the 
Chinese as "criminal," "conniving," "crafty," and "stupid."j.l 



MISTAKES WERE MADE (b(lt not by me) 65 

Prejudice justifies the ill treatment we want to inflict on others, 
and we want to inflicr ill treatment on others because we don't like 
rhem. And why don't we like them? Because they are competing with 
us for jobs in a scarce job marker. Because their presence makes us 
doubt that we have the one [Cue religion. Because we want to pre
serve our positions of status, power, and privilege. Because we need 
to feel we are bener than somebody. Because our country is waging 
war against them. Because we are uncomfortable with their customs, 
especially their sexual cUStoms, those promiscuous pervertS. Because 

they refuse to assimilate into our culture. Because they are trying too 
hard to assimilate into our culture. 

By understanding prejudice as our self-justifying servant, we can 
bener see why some prejudices are so hard to eradicate: They allow 
people to justify and defend their most important social identities
their race, their religion, their sexuality-while reducing the disso
nance between "I am a good person" and "I really don't like those 
people." Fortunately, we can also better understand the conditions 

under which prejudices diminish: when the economic competition 

subsides, when the truce is signed, when the profession is integrated, 
when they become more familiar and comfortable, when we are in a 
position to realize that they aren't so different from us. 

o o o 

"In normal circumstances," wrote Hider's henchman AJbert Speer in 
his memoirs, "people who turn their backs on reality are soon set 
straight by the mockery and criticism of those around them, which 
makes mem aware they have lost credibility. In the Third Reich there 
were no such correctives, especially for those who belonged to the 
upper Stratum. On the contrary, every self-deception was multiplied 
as in a hall of distorting mirrors, becoming a repeatedly confirmed 
picture of a fantastical dream world which no longer bore any rela

tionship to the grim outside world. In those mirrors I could see 

norhing bur my own face reproduced many times over.":M 
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Given [hat everyone has some blind SpOts, our greaten hope of 
self�correc[ion lies in making sure we are not operating in a haJl of 
mirrors, in which all we see are distorted reflections of our own de
sires and convictions. We need a few trusted naysayers in our lives, 
critics who are willing ro puncture our protective bubble of self
justifications and yank us back to reality if we veer too far off. This 
is especially important for people in positions of power. 

According (0 historian Doris Kearns Goodwin, Abraham Lincoln 
was one of the rare presidentS who understood the imporrance of 
surrounding himself with people willing to disagree with him. Lin
coln created a cabinet that included four of his political opponents, 
three of whom had run against him for the Republican nomination 
in 1860 and who felt humiliated, shaken, and angry to have lose to 
a relatively unknown backwoods lawyer: WiJliam H. Seward (whom 
Lincoln made secretary of state), Salmon P. Chase (secretary of the 
treasury), and Edward Bates (anorney general). Although all shared 
Lincoln's goal of preserving the Union and ending slavery, this "team 
of rivals" (as Goodwin calls them) disagreed with one another furi
ously on how to do it. Early in the Civil War, Lincoln was in deep 
trouble politically. He had to placate not only the Northern aboli
tionists who wanted escaped slaves emancipated, but also the slave 
owners from border states like Missouri and Kentucky who could 
have joined the Confederacy at any time, which would have been a 
disaster for the Union. As a result of the ensuing debates with his ad
visers, who had differing ideas about how to keep both sides in line, 
Lincoln avoided the illusion that he had group consensus on every 
decision. He was able to consider alternatives and eventually enlise 
the respect and support of his erstwhile competitors.)) 

As long as we are convinced that we are completely objective, 
above corruption, and immune to prejudice, most of us from time 

to time will find ourselves on our own personal road to St. An
drews-and some of us will be on that plane to Bangkok. Jeb Stu
art Magruder, whose entrapment into the political corruption of the 
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Watergate scandal we described in me previous chapter, was blinded 
by his beliefin the importance of doing whatever it took, even if that 
involved illegal actions, to defeat "them," Nixon's political enemies. 
But, when caught, Magruder had me guts to face himself. It's a 
shoclcing, excruciating moment for anyone. like catching sight of 
yourself in the mirror and suddenly realizing that a huge purple 
growth has appeared on your forehead. Magruder could have done 
what most of us would be inclined to do: Get some heavy makeup 
and say. "What purple growth?" But he resisted me impulse. In me 
final analysis, Magruder said, no one forced him or me others to 
break the law. "We could have objected to what was happening or 
resigned in protest," he wrote.X> "Instead, we convinced ourselves 
that wrong was right, and plunged ahead. 

'There is no way to justify burglary, wiretapping, perjury, and all 
the other elements of me cover-up . . . .  I and others rationalized ille
gal actions on the grounds of 'politics as usual' or 'intelligence gath
ering' or 'national security.' We were completely wrong. and only 

when we have admitted that and paid the public price of our mis
rakes can we expect the public at large to have much faith in our gov
ernment or our political system." 
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o o o 

Memory, the Self-justifying Historian 

What we . . .  refer to confidently as memory . . .  is really a form of 

storytelling that goes on continually in the mind and often changes 

with [he telling. 

-memoirist and editor William Maxwell 

MANY YEAf�S AGO, DURING the Jimmy Carter administration, 
Gore Vidal was on the Today show being interviewed by Tom 

Brokaw, the host. According to Vidal, Brokaw started by saying. 
"You've written a lor about bisexuality . . .  " bur Vidal Cut him off, say
ing. "Tom, let me rell you abom these morning shows. h's (00 early 
to talk about sex. Nobody wantS to hear about it at this hour, or if 
they do, they are doing it. Don't bring it up." "Yeah, uh, but Gore, 
uh, you have wrinen a lot about bisex . . .  " Vidal interrupted, saying 
that his new book had nothing to do with bisexuality and he'd rather 
talk about politics. Brokaw tried once more, and VidaJ again de· 
dined, saying, "Now lee's taJk about Carter . . . .  What is he doing 
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with these Brazilian diccawrs pretending they are freedom-loving, 
democratic leaders?" And so the conversation mmed to Carter for the 
rest of (he interview. Several years later, when Brokaw had become 
anchor of the Nightly Nws, Time did a feature on him, asking him 
about any especially difficult interviews he had conducted. Brokaw 
singled Out the conversation with Gore Vidal: "'I wanced to talk poli
tics," Brokaw recalled, "and he wanted (0 talk about bisexuality." 

It was a "(Otal reversal.» Vidal said, "(0 make me the villain of the 
S(Ory.»1 

Was it Tom Brokaw's intencion to rum Gore Vidal inco the vil
lain of the story? Was Brokaw lying. as Vidal implied? That is un
likely. After all, Brokaw chose the s(Ory to tell the Time reporter; he 
could have selected any difficult interview in his long career (0 talk 
aboUl, rather than one that required him to embellish or lie; indeed, 
for all he knew, the reporter would check the original transcript. 
Brokaw made the reversal of who-said-what unconsciously, not to 
make Vidal look bad, but to make himselflook good. As the new an
chor of the Nightly Nws, it would have been unseemly for him to 

have been asking questions about bisexuality; better to believe (and 
remember) rhar he had always chosen rhe intcllecrual high road of 
politics. 

When [Wo people produce entirely different memories of the 
same evenr, observers usually assume that one of them is lying. Of 
course, some people do invent or embellish stories to manipulate or 
deceive their audiences, as James Frey norably did with his bestseller 
A Million Little Pieces. But most of us, most of the time, are neither 
telling the whole truth nor intentionally deceiving. We aren't lying; 
we are self-justifying. All of us, as we tell our stories, add details and 
omit inconvenient facts; we give the tale a small, self-enhancing spin; 
that spin goes over so well that the next time we add a slightly more 
dramatic embellishment; we justify that little white lie as making the 
story better and clearer-until what we remember may not have 
happened that way. or even may not have happened at all. 
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in chis way, memory becomes QUf personal, live-in, self-justifying 

historian. Social psychologist Anthony Greenwald once described 
the self as being ruled by a "tOtalitarian ego" that ruthlessly destroys 

informadon it doesn't wanr to hear and. like all fascist leaders, 
rewrites hismry from the standpoint of the victor.2 But whereas a to
raIicarian ruler rewrites hinory co put one over on future generations, 
the rotalitarian ego rewrites history to put one over on itself. History 

is wrinen by the vicmcs, and when we write our own histories, we do 
so just as the conquerors of nations do: to justify our actions and 

make us look and feel good about ourselves and what we did or what 
we failed to do. If misrakes were made. memory helps us remember 

that they were made by someone else. If we were there. we were JUSt 

innocent bystanders. 
At me simplest level. memory smoothes out the wrinkles of dis

sonance by enabling the confirmation bias to hum along. selectively 

causing us to forger discrepant. disconfirming information about be

liefs we hold dear. For example. if we were perfectly rational beings, 

we would try to remember smarr. sensible ideas and not bother tax

ing our minds by remembering foolish ones. But dissonance theory 
predicts that we will conveniently forget good arguments made by an 
opponent just as we forget foolish arguments made by our own side. 

A silly argument in fuvor of our own position arouses dissonance 
because it raises doubts about the wisdom of mat position or the in
tell.igence of the people who agree with it. Likewise. a sensible argu

ment by an opponent also arouses dissonance because it raises the 

possibility thar the other side, God forbid. may be right or have a 
point to take seriously. Because a silly argument on our side and a 
good argument on the orner guy's side both arouse dissonance. the 
theory predicts that we will either not learn these arguments very 

well or will forget them quickly. And that is JUSt what Edward Jones 

and RH(a Kohler showed in a classic experiment on attitudes toward 
desegregation in North Carolina in 1958.J Each side tended to re
member the plausible arguments agreeing with their own position 
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and the implausible arguments agreeing with the opposing position; 

each side forgot the implausible arguments for their view and the 
plausible arguments for me opposition. 

Of course, our memories can be remarkably detailed and accurate, 
too. We remember first kisses and favorite teachers. We remember 
family stories, movies, dates, baseball stats, childhood humiliations 
and triumphs. We remember the central events of our life stories. 
But when we do misremember, our mistakes aren't random. The 
everyday, dissonance-reducing distortions of memory help us make 
sense of the world and our place in it, protecting our decisions and 
beliefs. The distortion is even more powerful when it is motivated by 
the need to keep our self-concept consistent; by the wish to be right; 
by the need to preserve self-esteem; by the need to excuse failures or 
bad decisions; or by the need to find an explanation, preferably one 
safely in the past, of current problems.· Confabulation, distortion, 
and plain forgetting are the foot soldiers of memory, and they are 
summoned to the front lines when the totalitarian ego wants to pro

tect US from the pain and embarrassment of actions we took that are 
dissonant with our core self-images: "I did that?" That is why mem
ory researchers love to quote Nietzsche: "'I have done that,' says my 
memory. 'I cannot have done that,' says my pride, and remains in
exorable. Eventually-memory yields." 

The Biases of Memory 

One of us (Carol) had a favorite children's book, James Thurber's 
The Wontkrful O, which she remembers her father giving her when 
she was a child. "A band of pirates takes over an island and forbids 
the locaJs to speak any word or use any object containing the letter 
0," Carol recalls. "I have a vivid memory of my father reading The 
Wontkrfol 0 and our laughing together at the thought of shy Ophe
lia Oliver saying her name without its a's. I remember trying valiantly, 
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along with (he invaded islanders, to guess the fourth 0 word that 
must never be lost (after love. hope. and valor), and my farner's teas· 
ing guesses: Oregon? Orangutan? Ophthalmologisr? And then, not 
long ago, I found my first edition of The Wonderfol O. ft had been 
published in 1957. one year after my father's death. I stared at that 
date in disbelief and shock. Obviously, someone else gave me that 
book, someone else read it to me, someone else laughed with me 
about Phelia Liver, someone else wamed me [0 understand that the 
fourth a was freedom. Someone lost CO my recoileccion." 

This small story illustrates [hree important things about memory: 
how disorieming if is to realize that a vivid memory, one full of emo
tion and derail, is indisputably wrong; that even being absolutely, 
positively sure a memory is accurate does not mean that it is; and 
how errors in memory support our current feelings and beliefs. "I 
have a set of beliefs about my father," Carol observes. "the warm 
man he was, me funny and devoted dad who loved to read to me and 
take me rummaging through libraries, the lover of wordplay. So it 

was logical for me to assume-no, [Q remember-that he was me 
one who read me The Wondafol 0." 

The metaphors of memory fit our times and technology. Cen
turies ago, philosophers compared memory to a soft wax tablet that 
would preserve anything imprinted on it. With the advent of the 
priming press, people began to think of memory as a library that 
stores events and facts for later reuievaJ. (Those of us of a certain age 
still think of it mat way, muttering about where we "filed" infor
mation i n  our cluttered memal cabinets.) With the inventions of 
movies and tape recorders, people started thinking of memory as a 
video camera, clicking on at the momem of birth and automatically 
recording every momem thereafter. Nowadays we think of memory 
in computer terms, and although some of us wish for more RAM, 

we assume that just about everything that happens to us is "saved." 
Your brain might not choose to screen all those memories. but they 
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are in rhere, jusr wairing for you co retrieve them, bring our the pop
corn, and watch. 

These metaphors of memory are popular, reassuring, and wrong. 
Memories are nor buried somewhere in the brain, as if they were 
bones at an archeologica1 sire; nor can we uproor rhem, as if they 
were radishes; nor, when they are dug up, are they perfecrly pre
served. We do not remember everything that happens to us; we se
leet only highlighcs. (If we didn'r forget, our minds could nor work 
efficiently, because they would be cluttered with mental junk-the 
temperature lasr Wednesday, a boring conversation on the bus, every 
phone number we ever dialed.) Moreover, recovering a memory is 
not at all like retrieving a file or replaying a tape; it is like watching 
a few unconnecred frames of a film and then figuring out whar the 
rest of rhe scene must have been like. We may reproduce poetry, 
jokes, and other kinds of informacion by rote, but when we remem
ber complex information we shape it co fit it into a story line. 

Because memory is reconsrructive, ir is subject to confabula

tion-confusing an evenr rhat happened to someone else with one 
that happened to you, or coming to believe that you remember 
something rhar never happened at all. In reconsuucring a memory, 
people draw on many sources. When you remember your fifth birth
day parry, you may have a direct recollection of your younger 
brother putting his finger in the cake and spoiling it for you, bur you 
will also incorporate information rhat you got later from family sto
ries, photographs, home videos, and birthday parties you've seen on 
television. You weave all these elemencs together inro one integrated 
accounr. If someone hypnotizes you and regresses you to your fifth 
birthday parry. you'll [ell a lively story about if that will feel terribly 
real (0 you, but it will include many of those postparry derails that 
never actually happened. Afrer a while, you won't be able to distin
guish your actual memory from subsequenr informacion thar crept 
in from elsewhere. Thar phenomenon is caJled "source confusion," 
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otherwise known as the: "where did I hear [har?" problem.' Did I 
read it, see it. or did someone (ell me about it? 

Mary McCarthy made brilliant use of her understanding of con
fabulation in Memories of a Catholic Girlhood, which is a rare ex
ception to the way most of us [ell our stories. At me end of every 
chapter, McCarthy subjected her memories to the evidence for or 
against them, even when the evidence killed a good story. In "A Tin 
ButrerRy," McCarthy vividly recalls the time her punitive Unde 
Myers and Aunt Margaret, the relatives who took her and her broth
ers in when their parenrs died, accused her of stealing her younger 
brother's Cracker Jack prize. a tin butterfly. She hadn't, and a thor
ough household search failed (0 uncover it. But one night after din
ner the butterfly was discovered under the tablecloth on the dining 

table, near Mary's place. Her uncle and aunt whipped Mary furi
ously for this alleged theft, he with a strop, she with a hairbrush, bue 
the question of what had happened to the toy remained a mystery. 
Years later, when the siblings were grown and reminiscing together, 

they got to talking about the dreaded Uncle Myers. "It was then my 

brocher Preston told me," McCarthy writes, "that on the famous 
night of the butterfly, he had seen Uncle Myers steal into the dining 
room from the den and lift the tablecloth, with the tin butterfly in 
his hand." 

End of chapter. Fabulous! A dramatic ending, brilliantly told. 
And then McCarthy adds a postscript. As she was writing the Story, 
she says, "I suddenly remembered that in college I had started writ
ing a play on the subject. Could the idea that Uncle Myers pur the 
bucterfly at my place have been suggested to me by my teacher? I can 
almost hear her voice saying to me, excitedly: 'Your uncle must have 
done it!'" McCarthy called her brothers, but none of them recalled 
her version of events, including Preston, who did not remember ei
ther seeing Uncle Myers with the bunerAy (he was only seven at the 
time) or claiming that he had said so the night of the family visit. 

"The most likely thing, I fear," McCarthy concludes. "is that I fused 
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[wo memories"-the taJe of the missing butterfly and the teacher's 
subsequent explanation of what might have happened.6 And it made 

psychological sense: Uncle Myers's planting of the butterAy under 
the tablecloth was consonant with McCarthy's feelings about his 

overall malevolence and funher justified her righteous indignation 
about being unfairly punished. 

When most people write their memoirs or describe their past ex
periences, however, they don't do it the way Mary McCarthy did. 
They do it the way they would tell their stories to a therapist: "Doc

tor, here's what happened." They count on the listener nor to say, 
"Oh, yeah? Are you sure it happened that way? Are you positive your 
mother hated you? Are you certain your father was such a brute? And 
while we're at it, let's examine those memories you have of your hor
rible ex. Any chance you have forgotten anything you did that might 
have been a tad annoying-say, that little affair YOll justified having 
with the lawyer from Bug Tussle, Oklahoma?" On the contrary, we 
rell our stories in the confidence mar the listener will not dispute 

them or ask for contradictory evidence, which means we rarely have 
an incentive to scrutinize them for accuracy. You have memories 

about your father that are salient to you and that represent the man 
he was and the relationship you had with him. What have you for
gonen? You remember that rime when you were disobedient and he 
swatted you, and you are still angry that he didn'r explain why he was 

disciplining you. But could you have been the kind of kid a farher 
couldn't explain things to, because you were impatient and impulsive 
and didn'r listen? When we [ell a stOry. we rend to leave ourselves 
out: My father did thus-and-such because of who he was, not be
cause of the kind of kid I was. That's the self-justification of mem
ory. And it is why, when we learn that a memory is wrong, we feel 
stunned, disoriented, as if the ground under us has shifted. In a 
sense, it has. Ie has made us rethink our own role in the story. 

Every parent has been an unwilling player in the you-can't-win 
game. Require your daughter to take piano lessons, and later she will 
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complain that you wrecked her love of the piano. Let your daughter 
give up lessons because she didn't want to practice, and later she will 
complain that you should have forced her to keep going-why, now 

she can't play the piano at aU. Require your son to go to Hebrew 
school in the afternoon, and he will blame you for having kept him 
from becoming another Hank Greenberg. Allow your son to skip 
Hebrew school, and he will iarer blame you for his nOt feeling more 
connecrcd to his heritage. Betsy Petersen produced a full-bodied 

whine in her memoir Dancing With Daddy. blaming her parems for 
only giving her swimming lessons, trampoline lessons, horseback
riding lessons, and tennis lessons, but not ballet lessons. "The only 
thing 1 wanted, they would not give me," she wrote. Parent blaming 
is a popular and convenient form of self-justification because it al
lows people to live less uncomforrably with their regrets and im
perfections. Mistakes were made, by them. Never mind that I raised 
hell about those lessons Ot stubbornly refused to take advantage of 
them. Memory thus minimizes our own responsibility and exagger

ates theirs. 
By far, (he most important distortions and confabulations of 

memory are those that serve to justify and explain our own lives. The 
mind, sense-making organ that it is, does not interpret our experi
ences as if they were shanered shards of glass; it assembles them into 
a mosaic. From the distance of years, we see the mosaic's pattern. h 

seems tangible, unchangeable; we can't imagine how we could recon

figure those pieces into another design. But it is a result of years of 
telling our Story, shaping it into a life narrative (hat is complete with 
heroes and villains, an account of how we came to be the way we are. 
Because that narrative is the way we understand the world and our 
place in it, it is bigger than the sum of its parts. If one part, one 
memory, is shown to be wrong, people have to reduce the resulting 
dissonance and even rethink the basic mental category: You mean 
Dad (Mom) wasn't such a bad (good) person after all? You mean 
Dad (Mom) was a complex human being? The life narrative may be 
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fundamentally true; your father or mother might really have been 

hateful, or saindy. The problem is that when the narrative becomes 
a major source of self-justification, one the storyteller relies on to ex

cuse mistakes and failings, memory becomes warped in its service. 

The storyteller remembers only the confirming examples of the par
ent's malevolence and forgets dissonant instances of the parent's 
good qualicies. Over time, as the story hardens, it becomes more 

diAiculr to see the whole parent-the mixture of good and bad, 
strengths and Raws, good intentions and unfortunate blunders. 

Memories create our stories, but our stories also create our mem
ories. Once we have a narrative, we shape our memories to fit into 

it. In a series of experiments, Barbara Tversky and Elizabeth Marsh 
showed how we "spin the stories of our lives." In one, people read a 
story about twO roommates, each of whom did an annoying thing 
and a sociable thing. Then they wrote a letter about one of them, ei
ther a letter of complaint to a housing authority or a letter of recom
mendation to a social club. As they wrote, the study participants 

added elaborations and details to their letters that had nOt been parr 
of the original story; for example, if they were writing a recommen

dation, they might add, "Rachel is bubbly." Later, when they were 
asked to recall the original story as accurately as possible, their mem
ories had become biased in the direction of the letter they had writ

ten/ They remembered the false details they had added and forgot 
the dissonant information they had not written about. 

To show how memory changes to fit our story. psychologists 

study how memories evolve over time: If your memories of the same 
people change, becoming positive or negative depending on what is 
happening in your life now, then it's all about you, not them, This 

process happens so gradually thar ir can be a jolr to realize you ever 
felt differently, "'A few years back I found a diary that I wrOte as a 
teen," a woman wrote to the advice columnist Dear Amy, "Ie was 

filled with insecurity and anger. I was shocked to read that I had ever 
felr that way. I consider my relationship with my mom to be very 
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dose, and I don'e remember any major problems, though the diary 
wouJd suggest otherwise." 

The reason chis letter writer doesn't "remember any major prob
lems" was identified in twO experiments by Brooke Feeney and Jude 
Cassidy, who showed how teenagers (mis)remember quarrels with 
each of their parents. Adolescents and their parents came into the lab 
and filled out forms listing rypicaJ topics of disagreement-personal 
appearance, curfews, fighting with siblings, the usuaJ. Next, each 
adolescent had a tcn-minute session with each parent separately to 
discuss and cry ro resolve their greatest areas of disagreement. Finally, 
the (cenagers rated how they felt about the conflict. how intense 
their emotions were, their attitudes toward their parents, and so on. 
Six weeks later, they were asked to recall and rate again the conflict 
and their reactions to it. The teenagers who felt close to their parents 
temembered. the quarrel as having been less intense and conAicted 
than they reporred at the time. The teenagers who felt ambivalent 
and remote from their parents remembered the conflict as having 
been angrier and more bitter than they rated it at the time.S 

Just as our current feelings about our parents shape our memories 
of how they treated us, our current self·concepts affect memories of 
our own lives. In 1962, Daniel Offer, then a young resident in psy· 
chiatry, and his colleagues interviewed 73 fourteen-year-old boys 
about their home lives, sexuality, religion, parents, parental disci· 
pline, and other emotionally charged topics. Offer and his colleagues 
were able to reinterview almost all these fellows thirty-four years 
later, when they were forty.eighr years old, to ask them what they 
remembered of their adolescence. "Remarkably," the researchers 
concluded, "the men's ability to guess what they had said about 
themselves in adolescence was no bener than chance." Most of those 
who remembered themselves as having been bold, outgoing teen

agers, had, at age fourteen, described themselves as shy. Having lived 
through the sexual revolution of the 1970s and 1980s, the men re
called themselves as having been much more liberal and adventurous 
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sexually as teenagers than they really had been. Nearly half remem
bered that as teenagers they believed that having sexual intercourse 
as high-school students was okay, but only 15 percent of them actu

ally felt that way when they were fourteen. The men's current self
concepts blurred their memories, bringing their past selves into 
harmony with their present ones.? 

Memories are distorted in a self-enhancing direction in all sorts 
of ways. Men and women alike remember having had fewer sexual 
partners than they really did, they remember having far more sex 

with those partners than they actually had, and they remember using 
condoms more often than they actually did. People also remember 
voting in elections they didn't vote in, they remember voting for the 
winning candidate rather than the politician they did vote for. they 
remember giving more to charity than they really did, they remem
ber that their children walked and talked at an earlier age than they 
really did . . .  You get the idea.1O 

If a memory is a central parr of your identity, a self-serving dis

tortion is even more likely. Ralph Haber, a distinguished cognitive 
psychologist, likes to tell the story of how he chose to go to graduate 
school at Stanford over his mother's objections. She wanted him to 
continue his education at the University of Michigan. he remem
bered, where he would be close to home; but he wanted to get far 
away and become more independent. "My memory has always been 
that when Stanford offered me admission and a fellowship, I leapt 
for joy, accepted with enthusiasm, and prepared to head west. A 
done deal!" Twenty-five years later, when Haber went back to 
Michigan for his mother's eightieth birthday, she handed him a 
shoebox of letters they had written to each other over the years. In 
the very first letters he pulled Out, he learned that he had clearly 
decided to stay at Michigan and reject all his other offers. "It was 
my mother," he told us, "who pleaded passionately for me to change 
my mind" and leave. "I must have rewritten the entire history of 
this conflicted choice so my memory came our consistent," Haber 
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now says, "consistent with what I actually did in leaving me shelter 
of home; consistent with how I wanted [Q see myself-being able (0 

leave home; and consistent wich my need for a loving mother who 

wanted me nearby." Haber's professional speciaJry, by the way. is au
tobiographical memory. 

In Ralph Haber's case, the distonions of memory preserved his 

self-concept of always having been an independent spirit. Bur for 
most people, the self-concept is based on a belief in change, improve

ment, and growth. For some of us, it's based on a belief that we 
have changed completely; indeed, the past self seems like an en
tirely different person. When people have had a religious conver

sion, survived a disasrcr, suffered through cancer, or recovered from 
an addiction, they often feel transformed; the former self, they say, 
is "not me." For people who have experienced such transformations, 
memory helps resolve the inconsistency between their past and cur
rent selves by literally changing their perspectives. When people re

call actions that are dissonant with their current view of themselves

for example, when religious people are asked (0 remember times 
they did not attend religious services when they fele they should 

have. or when antireligious people remember attending services
they visua1ize the memory from a third-person perspective, as if 
they were an impartia1 observer. Bur when they remember actions 
that are consonant with their current identities. they tell a nrst
person story, as if they were looking at their former selves through 
their own eyes. II 

What happens. though. if we only think we have improved but 
actua1ly haven't changed at a11? Again, memory to the rescue. In one 
experiment, Michael Conway and Michael Ross had 106 undergrad
uates take a study-skills improvement program that. like many such 

programs. promised more than ic delivered. At the start, the students 

rated their study skills and chen were randomly assigned to take the 
course or be pur on a waiting lise. The training had absolutely no ef-
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fec[ on [heir scudy habits or grades. How, then, did the scudents jus
tify the waste of time and effort? Three weeks later, when asked to 
recall as accurately as possible their own initial skills evaluation, they 

misremembered their skills as being far worse than they had stated at 

(he outset, which allowed them to believe they had improved when 
they actually had not changed at all. Six months later, when asked to 
recall their grades in that course, they misrcmembcred that, too, be
lieving their grades to have been higher than mey were. The students 

who stayed on the waiting lis( for rhe skills program, having ex

pended no effort, energy, or time, felt no cognitive dissonance and 
had nothing to jusrify. Having no need ro distort meir memories, 

they remembered their abiliries and recent grades accurarely.12 
Conway and Ross called this self-serving memory distortion "get

ting what you want by revising what you had." On the larger srage 

of (he life cycle, many of us do JUSt that: We misremember our his
tory as being worse than it was, thus distorting our perceprion of 
how much we have improved, to feel better about ourselves nowY 

Of course, all of us do grow and mature, but generally nor as much 
as we think we have. This bias in memory explains why each of us 

feels rhar we have changed profoundly, bur our friends, enemies, and 
loved ones are the same old friends, enemies, and loved ones they 

ever were. We run inco Harry ar the high-school reunion, and while 

Harry is describing how much he's learned and grown since gradua
rion, we're nodding and saying to ourselves, "Same old Harry; a lirtle 

fatter, a little balder." 
The self-justifying mechanisms of memory would be jusr another 

charming, and often exasperaring, aspect of human nature were it 
not for the fact that we live our lives, we make decisions about 
people, we form guiding philosophies, and we consrcuct entire nar
rarives on me basis of memories that are often right but also often 

dead wrong. It's frustrating enough rhar rhings happened thar we 

don't remember; ir is scary when we remember things that never 
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happened. Many of our mistaken memories are benign, on the level 
of who read us The Wontkrful 0, but sometimes they have more pro� 
found consequences. nor only for ourselves but for our families. our 

friends, and society at large. 

True Stories of False Memories 

In Germany in 1995, Binjamin Wilkomirski published Fragments. a 
memoir of his horrifying childhood experiences in the concentration 
camps of Majdanek and Birkenau. An account of a small child's ob
servations of Nazi atrocities and his eventual rescue and move to 
Switzerland, Fragments received extravagant praise. Reviewers com· 
pared if to the works of Primo Levi and Anne Frank. The New York 
Times said the hook was "stunning" and the Los Angeles Times called 
it a "classic first-hand account of the Holocaust." In the United 
States, Fragmtnts received the 1996 National Jewish Book Award for 
aucobiography and memoir, and the American Orrhopsychiatric As
sociation gave Wilkomirski its Hayman Award for Holocaust and 
genocide study. In Britain, the book won the Jewish Quanerly Lit
erary Prize; in France. it won the Prix Memoire de la Shoah. The 
Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington sent Wilkomirski on 
a six-city Unired States fund-raising tour. 

Then it turned ou{ that Fragmmts was a confabulation from start 
to finish. Irs author, whose real name was Bruno Grosjean, was not 
Jewish and had no Jewish ancestry. He was a Swiss musician who had 
been born in 1941 to an unmarried woman named Yvonne Grosjean 
and been adopted several years later by a childless Swiss couple, the 
Dossekkers. Nor had he ever stepped foot in a concentration camp. 
His story was drawn from hiscory books he had read, films he had 
seen, and Jerzy Kosinski's The Painted Bird, a surrealistic novel about 
a boy's brucal treatment during the Holocaust.'• (Ironically, Kosin-
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ski's daim mat his novel was autobiographical was later revealed to 

be fraudulent.) 
Let'S shift from Switzerland to a wealthy suburb of Boston, where 

Will Andrews lives. (This was the name given him by the psycholo
gist who interviewed him.) Wil1 is a handsome, arriculate man in his 
forries, happily married. Will believes mat he was abducted by aliens, 
and he has vivid memories of having been experimented on med
ically, psychologically, and sexually for at least ren years. I n fact, he 
says, his alien guide became pregnant by him, producing rwin boys, 
now eight years old, whom, he says sadly, he will never see but who 
play a large emotional role in his life. The abductions, he said, were 
rerrifying and painful, but overall he is happy mac he was "chosen."l� 

Are these twO men guilty of fraud? Did Bruno-Binjamin Grosjean
Dossekker-Wilkomirslci make up his srory ro become world famous. 
and did Will Andrews concoct memories of having been abducted by 
aliens to get on Oprah? We don't mink so, and we don't think that 
they were lying, either, any more man Tom Brokaw was lying, if on 

a smaller scale. Well, then, are these men mentally ill? Not at all. They 
have led perfectly reasonable lives, functioning normally, holding 
good jobs, having relationships. paying their bills. In faCt, they are 
representative of the many thousands of people who have come to re
member accounts of terrible suffering in their childhoods or adult
hoods, experiences that were later proved beyond reasonable doubt to 
have never happened to them. Psychologists who have tested many of 
these individuals report that they do not suffer from schizophrenia or 
other psychotic disorders. Their mental problems. if they have any, 
fall within the usual range of human miseries, such as depression, 
anxiety. eating disorders, loneliness, or existential anomie. 

So, no, Wilkomirski and Andrews are not crazy or deceitful, but 
their memories are false, and false for particular, self-justifying rea
sons. Their stories, so different on the face of it, are linked by com
mon psychological and neurological mechanisms that can create 
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false memories chat nonetheless feel vividly, emQ[ionally real. These 
memories do not develop overnight, in a blinding Rash. They take 

months, sometimes years, to develop, and the stages by which they 
emerge are now well known to psychological scientists. 

According to the Swiss historian Stefan Maechler, who inter

viewed Wilkomirski, his friends, his relatives, his ex-wife, and juSt 
about everyone else connected with the story, Bruno Grosjean's mo
tivation was not calculated self-interest but self-persuasion. Grosjean 

spent more than twenty years rr-ansforming himse/fimo Wilkomirski; 
writing Fragments was the last step of his metamorphosis into a new 

identity, not the first step of a calculated lie. "Videotapes and eyewit
ness reports of Wilkomirski's presentations give the impression of 
a man made euphoric by his own narrative," Maechler wrote. "He 
truly blossomed in his role as concentration-camp victim, (or it was 
in it that he finally found himself."lG Wilkomirski's new identity as a 
survivor of the Holocaust gave him a powerful sense of meaning and 

purpose, along with the adoration and support of countless others. 
How else was he going to get medals and speaking invitations? Nor 

as a second-rate clarinetist. 
Binjamin Wilkomirski, a.k.a. Bruno Grosjean, spent his first four 

years being bounced around from place EO place. His mother saw 
him only intermittently and finally abandoned him completely, plac
ing him in a children's home, where he lived until he was adopted 
by the Dossekkers. In adulthood, Wilkomirski decided that his early 
years were the source of his present problems, and perhaps they were. 
Apparently, however, an all-too-common story of being born ro a 

single mother who couldn't care for him, and being eventually 
adopted by a kindly but formal couple, couldn't explain his difficul
des dramatically enough. But what if he had not been adopted but 

rescued after the war, and exchanged for a child named Bruno Gros
jean in (he orphanage? "Why else," his biographer says Wilkomirski 
felt, "would he have the panic anacks that suddenly overwhelm him? 
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Or the misshapen bump at [he back of his head and the scar on his 
forehead? Or the nightmares that constantly plague him?"17 

Why else? Panic artacks are a normal response to stress by those 

vulnerable to them. JUSt abom everyone has bumps and scars of one 
kind or another; in fact, Wilkomirski's own son has the same mis
shapen bump in the same place. suggesting a genetic answer to that 
mystery. Nightmares are common in the general population and, 
surprisingly, they do not necessarily reRect actual experience. Many 
traumatized adults and children do nOt have nightmares, and many 

nomraumacized people do. 
But Wilkomirski was not interested in these explanations. On a 

quest for meaning in his life, he stepped off his pyramid by deciding 
he would find the true reason for his symptOms in his first four losr 
years. At first, he didn't actually remember any early traumatic ex
periences, and the more he obsessed about his memories, the more 
elusive his early years felt. He started reading abour the Holocaust, 
including survivors' accounts. He began to identify with Jews, pur

ting a mezuzah on his door and wearing a Star of David. At the age 
of thirty-eight, he met Elitsur Bernstein, an Israeli psychologist who 
was living in Zurich, a man who would become his closest friend 
and adviser on his journeys inco his past. 

Hunting down his memories, Wilkomirski traveled to Majdanek 
with a group of friends, including the Bernsteins. When they ar
rived, Wilkomirski wept: "This was my home! This was where the 
children were quarantined!" The group visited the historians at the 
camp's archive, but when Wilkomirski asked them about the chil
dren's quarantine, they laughed at him. Very young children died or 
were killed, they said; the Nazis didn't run a nursery for them in a 
special barracks. By this time, however, Wilkomirski was too far 
along on his idencity quest to turn back because of evidence that 

he was wrong, so his reaction was to reduce dissonance by dismiss
ing the historians: "They made me look really stupid. It was a very 
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rotten thing [Q do," he [old Maechler. "From mat mamen[ on, I 
knew that I could depend more on my memory chan on what is said 

by the so-called historians, who never gave a thought to children in 
their research."1I! 

The next step for Wilkomirski was to go into therapy to get help 
for his nightmares, fearfulness. and panic attacks. He found a psy
chodynamically orienced analyst named Monika Matta. who ana
lyzed his dreams and worked with nonverbal techniques. such as 
drawing and other methods of increasing "awareness of the body's 
emotions. n Mana urged him to write down his memories. For 
people who always have remembered a traumatic or secret experi
ence, writing can indeed be beneficial. often enabling sufferers to see 
their experience in a new light and to begin to put it behind them. I') 
But for those who are trying to remember something that never 
happened, writing, analyzing dreams, and drawing pictures-tech
niques that are the staples of many psychotherapists-are all meth
ods that quickly conRate imagination with reality. 

Elizabeth Loftus, a leading scientist in the field of memory, calls 
[his process "imaginacion inflation," because [he more you imagine 
something, the more likely you are to inflate it into an actual mem
ory, adding dewls as you gO.20 (Scientists have even tracked imagina
tion inRation into the brain, using functional MRl to show how it 

works at a neura1 level.21) For example, Giuliana Mazzoni and her 
coUeagues asked their study participants to tell them a dream, and in 
rerum gave them a (faJse) "personalized" dream analysis. They told 
half the participants the dream meant that they had been harassed by 
a bully before the age of three, been lost in a public place, or been 
through a similar upsetting early event. Compared with comrol sub
jectS who were given no such interpretations, the dream subjects 
were more likely to come to believe the dream explanation had really 
occurred, and about half of them eventually produced detailed 
memories of the experience. In another experimem, people were 

asked to remember when their school nurse took a skin sample from 
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their little finger to carry out a national health test. (No such tcst ex
isted.) Simply imagining this unlikely scenario caused the partici
pants (0 become more confident that it had happened (Q them. And 

the more confident they became, the mote sensory deuils they 
added to their false memories ("the place smelled horrible"). U Re
searchers have created imagination inflation indirectly, (00, merely 
by asking people (0 explain how an unlikely event might have hap
pened. Cognitive psychologist Maryanne Garry finds that as people 
tell you how an event might have happened, it Starts (0 feel real ro 

them. Children are especially vulnerable to this suggestion.2) 
Writing rums a fleeting rhought into a fact of hisrory, and for 

Wilkomirski, writing down his memories confirmed his memories. 
"My illness showed me that it was time for me ro write it all down 
for myself," said Wilkomirski, "just as it was held in my memory, ro 
trace every hint all the way back."lA Juse as he rejected the historians 
ar Majdanek who challenged his recall, he rejected the scientists who 
rold him memory doesn't work that way. 

While Fragmmts was in production, the publisher received a let
ter from a man alleging that Wilkomirski's story was untrue. The 
publisher, alarmed. comacred Wilkomirski for confirmation. Elitsur 
Bernstein and Monika Matta sent leners of support. "In reading 
Bruno's manuscript I never had any doubt as ro irs so-called 'auchen
ticity, ' '' Bernstein wrote to the publisher. "} shall take the liberty 
of saying that in my judgment only someone who has experienced 
such things can write about them in such a way." Monilca Mana, 
doing a iinie self-justification dance of her own, likewise had no 
doubts about the autheneicity ofWilkomirski's memories or ideneity. 
Wilkomirski, she wrote, was a gifted, honest man who had "an ex
traordinarily precisely functioning memory" and had been pro
foundly shaped by his childhood experience. She wrote that she 
hoped that any "absurd doubts can be dispelled," because the pub
lication of the book was very impoftanr for Wilkomirski's mcneal 
heaJth. It was her wish, she wrote, that fate not overtake him in such 
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a perfidious way, "demonstrating to him yet again that he is a 'no
body. "'lS The publisher, convinced by the testimonials and reassur
ances of the expects, brought the book Out on schedule. The 

"nobody" was somebody at last. 

o o o 

On August 8, 1983, while he was riding his bike across rural Ne
braska, Michael Shermer was abducted by aliens. A large spaceship 
landed, forcing Shermer to the side of the road. Aliens descended 

from the ship and abducted him for ninety minutes. after which he 
had no memory of what had happened. Shermer's experience was 
not unusual; millions of Americans believe they have had some kind 
of encounter with UFOs or aliens. For some it happens while they 
are driving long, boring miles with little change of scenery. usually 

at night; they "gray Out," losing track of time and distance, and then 
wonder what happened during the minutes or hours they were out 

of it. Some people, professional pilots among them, see mysterious 

lights they can't explain hovering in the sky. For most, the experience 
occurs in the weird mental haze between sleeping and waking, when 

they wake with a jolt to see ghosts, aliens, shadows, or spirits on their 
bed. Often they feel physically paralyzed, unable to move. 

The bicycle racer, the driver, and the sleeper are at the top of the 

pyramid: Something mysterious and alarming has happened, but 
what? You can live wirh not knowing why you woke up in a grumpy 

mood today, but you can't live with not knowing why you woke up 
with a goblin sitting on your bed. If you are a scientist or other stripe 
of skeptic, you will make some inquiries and learn that the explana. 

tion of this frightening event is reassuring: During the deepest stage 
of sleep, when dreaming is mOst likely to occur, a parr of the brain 
shuts down body movements, so you won't go hurling yourself 
around the bed as you dream of chasing rigers. If you awaken from 
this stage before your body does, you will actually be momentarily 
paraJyzed; if your brain is still generating dream images, you will, for 
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a few seconds, have a waking dream. That's why chose figures on the 

bed arc: dreamlike, nightmarish-you are dreaming, but with your 
eyes open. Sleep paralysis, says Richard J. McNally, a Harvard psy
chological scientist and clinician who studies memory and trauma, 
is "no more pathological than a hiccup." It is quite common, he says, 
"especially for people whose sleep patterns have been disrupted by jet 
lag. shift work, or facigue." About 30 percent of the population has 
had the sensation of sleep paralysis. but only about 5 percent have 
had the waking hallucinations as well. Just about everyone who has 
experienced sleep paralysis plus waking dreams reports that the feel
ing this combination evokes is terror.U> It is, dare we say. an alien 
sensation. 

Michael Shermer. a skeptic by disposition and profession, under
stood almost immediately what had happened to him: "My abduc
tion experience was rriggered by extreme sleep deprivation and 
physical exhaustion," he later wfOceY "I had juSt ridden a bicycle 83 
straight hours and 1,259 miles in the opening days of the 3, 100-mile 

nonstop transcontinental Race Across America. I was sleepily weav
ing down the road when my support motor home Hashed its high 
beams and pulled alongside, and my crew entreated me to take a sleep 
break. At that momeO[ a distant memory of the 1960s television se
ries The fnvadarwa5 inculcated into my waking dream . . . .  Suddenly 
the members of my support team were transmogrified into aliens." 

People like Shermer react to this otherworldly experience by say
ing, in effect, "My, what a weird and scary waking dream; isn't the 
brain fascinating?" But Will Andrews, and the more than three mil
lion other Americans who believe they have had some kind of en
counter with extraterrestrials, step off the pyramid in a different 
direction. Clinical psychologist Susan Clancy. who interviewed hun
dreds of believers, found that the process moves along steadily as the 
possibility of alien abduction comes to seem more and more believ

able. "All of the subjects I interviewed," she writes, "followed the 
same trajectory: once they started to suspect they'd been abducted by 
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aliens. there was no going back. . . .  Once the seed of belief was 

planted, once alien abduction was even suspected, the abductees 
began [0 search for confirmatory evidence. And once the search had 
begun, the evidence almost always turned Up."28 

The crigger is the frightening experience. "One night I woke up 
in the middle of the night and couldn't move," said one of her inter
viewees. "I was filled with rerror and thought there was an intruder 
in the house. I wanted to scream, but I couldn't gec any sound CO 

come out. The whole thing lasted only an inseam, hut that was 
enough for me to be afraid to go back {Q sleep. n Understandably, me 

person wants to make sense of what happened. and looks for an ex
planation mat might aJso account for other ongoing problems. "I've 
been depressed since as long as I can remember," said one of the 
people in Clancy's study. "Something is seriously wrong with me, 

and I want to know what it is." Omers reported sexual dysfunctions, 
battles with weight, and odd experiences or symptoms that baffled 

and worried mem: "I wondered why my pajamas were on the floor 

when I woke up"; ''I've been having so many nosebleeds-I never 
have nosebleeds"; "I wondered where I got these coin-shaped bruises 
on my back."251 

Why do these people choose alien abduction as an explanation 
for mese symptoms and concerns? Why don't they consider more 
reasonable explanations, such as "because 1 was hot in the middle of 
the night and took off my PJs" or ''I'm getting paunchy-I need 
more exercise" or "Maybe it's time for Prozac or couples counseling"? 
Given all the available explanations for sleep problems, depression, 
sexual dysfunction, and routine physical symptoms, Clancy won
dered, why would anyone choose the most implausible one, alien ab
duction? How can people claim to remember events that most of us 
would consider impossible, unless they really happened? The an
swers lie partly in American culture and pardy in the needs and per
sonalities of the "experiencers," the term that many who believe they 
have been abducted call themselves. 
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Experiencers come to believe that alien abduction is a reasonable 
explanation for their symptoms first by hearing and reading stories 
about it, along wim testimonials by believers. When a story is re

peated often enough, it becomes so familiar that it chips away at a 
person's initial skepticism, even a story as unlikely as persuading 
people chat they witnessed a demonic possession when they were 
children . .IO Certainly, the alien-abduction Story is everywhere in 
American popular culture, in books, in movies, on television, on talk 
shows. In turn, me story filS the needs of the experiencers. Clancy 

found thar most had grown up with, bue rejected, traditional reli
gious beliefs, replacing them with a New Age emphasis on channel
ing and alternative healing practices. They are more prone to fantasy 
and suggestion than other people, and they have more trouble with 
source confusion, tending to confuse things mat they have thought 
about or experienced direcdy wim stories they read or have heard on 
television. (Shermer, in COntrast, recognized his aliens as coming 
from a 1960s television series.) Perhaps mOSt importam, the ab

duction explanation captures me emotional intensity and dramatic 
importance of the experiencers' frightening waking dreams. The ex
planation feels real to mem, Clancy says, in a way that mundane old 
"sleep paralysis" doesn'c. 

The "eureka!" that experiencers feel at the fit between the alien
abduction explanation and their symptoms is exhilarating, as was the 
fit Wilkomirski found between (he Holocaust-survivor explanation 
and his own difficulties. The abduction story helps experiencers ex
plain their psychological distress and also avoid responsibility for 
their misrakes, regrets, and problems. "I couldn't be touched," one 
woman told Clancy, "not even by my husband, who's a kind and 
gende man. Imagine being forty-five and not knowing what good 
sex was! Now I understand that it's related to what the beings did to 
me. I was a sexual experiment to them from an early age." Every one 
of Clancy's interviewees told her they felt changed because of their 
experiences, that they had become better people, that their lives had 
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improved. and, most of all, that their lives now had meaning. WiJl 
Andrews said, "I was ready to JUSt give up. I didn't know what was 
wrong. but I knew something was missing. Today, things acc differ

em. I feel great. I know there's something out there-much bigger, 
more important than we are-and for some reason they chose to 
make their presence known co me. I have a connection with 

them . . . .  The beings are learning from us and us from them and ul
timately a new world is being created. And I'll have a part in it, ei
ther directly or through the twins.» Will's wife (the one on this 
planet) gave us an additional motive for Will's invention of invisible 
alien progeny when she plaintively wondered to Clancy, "Would 

things have been different if we had been able to have kids?"3' 
At the final stage, once the experiencers have accepted the alien� 

abduction theory of their problems and retrieved their memories, 
they seek our other people like them and read only accounts mat 
confirm their new explanation. They firmly reject any dissonance

creating evidence or any other way of understanding what happened 

to them. One of Clancy's interviewees said, "I swear to God, if some� 
one brings up sleep paralysis to me one more time I'm going to puke. 
There was something in the room that night! I was spinning . . . . 

I wasn't sleeping. J was raken. "J2 Every one of the people Clancy in
terviewed was aware of the scientific explanation and had angrily 

rejected it. In Boston a few years ago, a debate was held between Mc
Nally and John Mack, a psychiatrist who had accepted the ab

ductees' stories as trueY Mack brought an experiencer with him. 
The woman listened co the debate, including McNally's evidence 
about how people who believe they were abducted are fantasy prone 
and have come to misinterpret a common sleep experience as one of 
seeing aliens. During the ensuing discussion, the woman said to Mc
Nally, "Don't you see, I wouldn't believe I'd been abducted if some

one could JUSt give me onc reasonable alternative explanation." 
McNally said, "We just did." 
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By the end of this process, standing at the bottom of the pyramid 
at a far distance from skeptics like Michael Shermer. experiencers 

have internalized their new false memories and cannot now distin� 
guish them from true ones. When they are brought into the labora

tory and asked to describe their traumatic abductions by aliens. their 
heightened physiological reactions (such as heart rate and blood 
pressure) are as great as those of patients who suffer from posrcrau
matic suess disorder.'" They have come to believe their own stories. 

o o o 

False memories allow us to forgive ourselves and justify our miscakes. 

bur sometimes at a high price: an inability to take responsibility for 

our lives. An appreciation of the distortions of memory. a realization 
that even deeply felt memories might be wrong. might encourage 

people to hold their memories more lightly, to drop the certainty 
that their memories are always accurate, and to let go of the appeal

ing impulse to use the past to justify problems of the present. If we 

are to be careful about what we wish for because it might come true, 
we must also be careful which memories we select to justify our lives, 

because then we will have to live by them. 

Certainly one of the most powerful stories that many people 
wish to live by is the victim narrative. Nobody has actually been 
abducted by aliens (though experiencers will argue fiercely with 
us), bur millions have survived cruelties as children: neglect. sexual 

abuse. parental alcoholism, violence. abandonment, the horrors of 

war. Many people have come forward to tell their stories: how they 
coped. how they endured. what they learned, how they moved on. 
Stories of trauma and transcendence are inspiring examples of 
human resilience.35 

It is precisely because these accounts are so emotionally power

ful that thousands of people have been drawn to construct "me. too" 
versions of them. A few have claimed to be Holocaust survivors; 
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thousands have claimed to be survivors of alien abduction; and 
tens of thousands have claimed to be survivors of incest and other 
sexual traumas that allegedly were repressed from memory until 

they entered therapy in aduhhood. Why would people claim to re
member mat they had suffered harrowing experiences if they 
hadn't, especially when that belief causes rifts with families or 
friends? By distorting their memories. these people can "get what 
they want by revising what they had," and what they want is to 
turn their present lives. no matter how bleak or mundane. into a 
dazzling victory over adversity. Memories of abuse also help them 
resolve the dissonance between "'I am a sman, capable person" and 
"My life sure is a mess right now" with an explanation mat makes 
them feci good and removes responsibility: "It's not my fault my 
life is a mess. Look at the horrible things chey did to me. n Ellen 
Bass and Laura Davis made this reasoning explicit in The Courage 
to Heal They tell readers who have no memory of childhood sex
ual abuse that "when you first remember your abuse or acknowl

edge its effects, you may feci tremendous rclief. Finally there is a 
reason for your problems. There is someone, and something. to 
blame."J6 

Ir is no wonder, then, that most of the people who have creared 
false memories of early suffering, like those who believe they were 

abducted by aliens, go to great lengths to justify and preserve their 
new explanations. Consider the Story of a young woman named 
Holly Ramona, who, after a year in college, went into therapy for 
treatment of depression and bulimia. The therapist told her that 
these common problems were usually symptoms of child sexual 
abuse, which Holly denied had ever happened to her. Yet over 
time. at the urging of the therapist and then at the hands of a psy
chiatrist who administered sodium amytai (popularly and mistak
enly called "truth serum"). Holly came to remember that between 
the ages of five and sixteen she had been repeatedly raped by her 
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father. who even forced her co have sex with the family dog. Holly's 
outraged father sued both therapisrs for malpractice. for "implant
ing or reinforcing false memories that [hel had molested her as a 
child." The jury agreed. exonerating the father and finding the 
therapists guilty.17 

This ruling put Holly in a state of dissonance that she could re
solve in one of two ways: She could accept the verdict, realize that 
her memories were false, beg her father's forgiveness. and attempt to 
reconcile the family that had been [Om apace over her accusations. 

Or she could rejec( (he verdict as a travesty of justice, become more 
convinced than ever that her father had abused her. and renew her 
commitment to recovered-memory therapy. By far, the latter was the 
easier choice because of her need to justify the harm she had caused 
her father and the rest of her family. To change her mind now would 
have been like turning a steamship around in a narrow river-not 
much room to maneuver and hazards in every direction; much eas
ier to stay the course. Indeed, Holly Ramona not only vehemently 

rejected the verdict; she bolstered that decision by going {Q graduate 
school to become a psychotherapist. The last we heard, she was en
couraging some of her own diems to recover memories of their 
childhood sexual abuse. 

Yet every once in a while someone steps forward {Q speak up for 
truth, even when the trU£h gets in the way of a good, self-justifying 
Story. It's not easy, because it means taking a fresh, skeptica1 look at 
the comforting memory we have lived by, scrutinizing it from every 
angle for its plausibiliry, and, no matter how greac the ensuing disso
nance, letting go of ic. For her emire adult life, for example, writer 
Mary Karr had harbored the memory of how, as an innocent teen
ager, she had been abandoned by her father. That memory allowed 
her {Q feel like a heroic survivor of her father's neglect. But when she 
sat down to write her memoirs, she faced the realization that the 

story could not have been true. 
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"Only by studying actual events and questioning your own mo� 
rives will (he complex inner truths ever emerge from the darkness," 
she wrote. 

Bm how could a memoiriSt even begin to unearth his life's truths 

with fake events? At one point, I wrote a goodbye scene (0 show 

how my hard.drinking, cowboy daddy had bailed out on me when 

I hit puberty. When I actually searched for the teenage reminis

cences to prove this, the facts told a different story: my daddy had 

continued to pick me up on time and make me breakfast. to invite 

me on hunting and fishing trips. I was the one who said no. I left 

him for Mexico and California with a posse of drug dealers, and 

then for college. 

This was far sadder than the cartoon ish self-portrait I'd started 

OUt with. If l'd hung on to my assumptions. believing my drama 

came from obstacles I'd never had to overcome-a portrait of my� 

self as scrappy survivor of unearned crud ties-l wouldn't have 

learned what really happened. Which is what I mean when I say 

God is in the truth.:IIl 



CHAPTER 4 

o o o 

Good Intentions, Bad Science: 

The Closed Loop of Clinical Judgment 

It doesn't matter how beautiful the guess is, or how smart the guesser 

is, or how famous the guesser is; if the experiment disagrees with the 

guess, then the guess is wrong. That's all there is [0 it. 

-physiosc Richard Feynman 

IF HOLLY RAMONA FELT dissonance at me verdict mar con
victed her therapists of implanting false memories in her, how do 
you imagine her therapists fdt? Would they be inclined to say. "Oh 

dear. Holly, we apologize for being so dreadfully mistaken in our 
tceatmenr of your depression and eating disorders. We had bener go 
back to school and learn a little more ahom memory"? The response 

of another psychotherapist is, we fear, more cypical, A woman we 
will call Grace went into therapy after having a panic anack. She was 

not gening along with her male employer, and for me first time 

in her life she felt she was in a situation she could nor COntrol. Bue 
instead of treating her for panic attacks or helping her solve the job 



98 CAROL TAVRIS lind ELLIOT ARONSON 

difficuiry. the psychotherapist decided that Grace's symptoms meant 
thar her father had sexually abused her when she was a child. At first, 
Grace embraced her therapist's imerprerarionj after all, the therapist 

was an expert on these matters. Over time. she, like HoUy, came to 
believe that her father had molested her. Grace accused her father di
reedy, cur off relations with her parents and sisters, and temporarily 

left her husband and son. Yet her new memories never felt right ro 
her, because they contradicted the overall history of her good and 

loving relationship with her farher. One day she told the therapist 

mat she no longer believed her farher had ever abused her. 

Grace's rnerapist might have accepted what her client told her and 
begun working with her on finding a bener explanation for her 
problems. She might have read up on the latest research showing 
which therapeutic approach is the method of choice for panic at· 
tacks. She might have talked over the case with her colleagues, to see 
if she was overlooking something. Grace's therapist, however, did 

none of these things. When Grace expressed douhes that her recov· 

ered memories were (rue, the therapist replied: "You're sicker than 

you ever were. "I  

• • • 

In the 1980s and 1990s, the newly emerging evidence of the sexual 

abuse of children and women set off (wo unintended hysterical epi. 
demics. One was the phenomenon of recovered-memory therapy, 

in which adults went imo therapy with no memory of childhood 
trauma and came out believing that they had been sexually molested 
by their parenes or [Qrtured in Satanic cules, sometimes for many 
years, without ever being aware of it at the rime and withom any cor

roboration by siblings, friends, or physicians. Under hypnosis, they 
said, their therapists enabled them to remember the horrifying expe· 

riences they had suffered as toddlers, as infants in the crib, and some· 
times even in previous lives. One woman recaJled that her mother put 

spiders in her vagina. Another said her father had molested her from 
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rhe ages of five ro rwemy-three, and even raped her just days before 
her wedding-memories she repressed umiJ therapy. Others said 
rhey had been burned, although their bodies bore no scars. Some said 
mey had been impregnated and forced to have abortions, although 
their bodies showed. no evidence. Those who went [Q coun to sue their 
alleged perpetrators were able to cali on expert witnesses, many with 
impressive credentials in clinical psychology and psychiatry, who tes
tified that these recovered memories were valid evidence of abuse.1 

The second major epidemic was a panic about the sexual abuse 
of children in daycare centers. In 1983, teachers at the McMartin 
Preschool in Manhanan Beach, California, were accused of commit
ring heinous acts on the toddlers in their care, such as torturing them 
in Satanic rituals in underground chambers, slaughtering pet rabbits 
in from of them, and forcing them to submit to sexual acts. S?me 
children said the teachers had taken them flying in an airplane. The 
prosecution was unable to convince the jury that the children had 
been abused, but me case produced copycat accusations against day
care teachers across the country: the Little Rascals Day Care case in 
North Carolina, Kelly Michaels in New Jersey, the Amirault family 
in Massachusetts, Dale Akiki in San Diego, and alleged molestation 
rings in Jordan, Minnesota; Wenatchee. Washington; Niles, Michi
gan; Miami, Florida; and dozens of other communities. Everywhere, 
the children told bizarre stories. Some said they had been attacked 
by a robot. molested by downs and lobsters. or forced to eat a frog. 
One boy said he had been tied naked to a tree in the school yard in 
from of all the teachers and children, although no passerby noticed 
it and no orner child verified it. Social workers and other psycho
therapists were called in to assess the children's stories, do therapy 
with the children, and help them disclose what had happened. Many 
later testified in court that, on the basis of their clinical judgmem. 
they were certain the day-care teachers were guilty,' 

Where do epidemics go when they die? How come celebrities have 
not been turning up on talk shows lately to reveal rheir recovered 
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memories of having been tortured as infants? Have all the sadistic 
pedophiles dosed down their day-care cemers? Most of the teachers 

who were convicted in the day-care cases have been freed on appeal, 
but many teachers and parents remain in prison, or are confined to 

house arrest, or must live out their lives as registered sex offenders. 
The heyday of the recovered-memory movement is past, although 
many lives were shanered and countless families have never been re
united. But cases still occasionally appear in the couns, in the news, 

in films. and in popular books.� Martha Beck's Leaving the Saints, 
which describes how her Mormon father had allegedly subjected her 
to ritual sexual abuse when she was a child, neglects to tell readers thar 
she had forgQ[ren all about it until she consulted a recovered-memory 
psychotherapist who taught her self-hypnosis. 

Thus while the epidemics have subsided, the assumptions that ig� 
nired them remain embedded in popular culture: If you were repeat� 
edly traumatized in childhood, you probably repressed the memory 
of it. If you repressed the memory of it, hypnosis can retrieve it 

for you. If you are utterly convinced that your memories are true, 
they are. If you have no memories but merely suspect that you were 
abused, you probably were. If you have sudden flashbacks or dreams 
of abuse, you are uncovering a true memory. Children almost never 
lie about sexual matters. If your child has nighanares, wets [he bed, 

wants to sleep with a night-light. or masturbates, those might be 
signs your child has been molested. 

These beliefs did not pop up in the cultural landscape overnight. 

like mushrooms. They came from mental·health professionals who 
disseminated them at conferences, in clinical journals, in the media, 
and in besrselling books. and who promoted themselves as expercs 
in diagnosing child sexual abuse and determining the validity of a 
recovered memory. Their claims were based largely on lingering 

Freudian (and pseudo-Freudian) ideas about repression. memory. 
sexual (rauma, and (he meaning of dreams, and on their own confi
dence in their clinical powers of insight and diagnosis. All the claims 
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these therapists made have since been scientifically studied. All of 
them are mistaken. 

• • • 

h is painful to admit this, but when the McMartin story first hit the 
news, the twO of us, independently, were inclined to believe that 
the preschool teachers were guilty. Not knowing me details of the 
allegations, we mindlessly accepted the "where there's smoke, there's 
fire" cliche; as scientiscs, we should have known better. When, 
months after the trial ended, the full Story came out-about the 
emotionally disturbed mother who made the first accusation and 
whose charges became crazier and crazier until even the prosecutors 
stopped paying attention to her; about how the children had been 
coerced over many months to "tell" by zealous social workers on a 
moral crusade; about how the children's stories became increasingly 
outlandish-we felt foolish and embarrassed that we had sacrificed 
our scientific skepticism on the altar of outrage. Our initial gullibil

icy caused us plenty of dissonance, and it still does. But our disso
nance is nothing compared to that of the people who were personally 
involved or who took a public stand, including the many psycho
therapists, psychiatrists, and social workers who considered them
selves skilled clinicians and advocates for children's rights. 

None of us likes learning that we were wrong, that our memories 
are distorted or confabulated, or that we made an embarrassing pro
fessional mistake. For people in any of the healing professions, the 
stakes are especially high. If you hold a set of beliefs that guide your 
practice and you learn that some of them are mistaken, you must ei
ther admit you were wrong and change your approach, or reject the 
new evidence. If the mistakes are not toO threatening to your view of 
your competence and if you have not taken a public stand defend
ing them, you will probably willingly change your approach, grate
ful to have a better one. But if some of those mistaken beliefs have 
made your c1iem's problems worse, rom up your diem's family, or 
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sene innocent people (Q prison, then you, like Grace's therapist. will 

have serious dissonance to resolve. 

Ie's the Semmelweiss dilemma (hat we described in the introduc

cion. Why didn't his colleagues rell him. "Say, Ignac. thank you so 

much for finding the reason for the tragic, unnecessary deams of OUf 

pariems"? For these physicians [0 have accepred his simple. life

saving intervention-wash your hands-they would have had to 

admit mat they had been me cause of the deaths of all those women 

in their care. This was an imolerable realization, for it went Straight 

to the heart of the physicians' view of themselves as medical experts 

and wise healers; and so, in essence, they mId Semmelweiss to get 

lost and take his stupid ideas with him. Because their stubborn re

fusal to accept Semmelweiss's evidence-me lower death rate among 
his own patients-happened long before the era of malpractice 5uics, 
we can say with assurance that they were acting out of a need to pro· 

tect their egos, not their income. Medicine has advanced since their 

day, but the need for self·justification hasn't budged. 

Most occupations are ultimately, if slowly, self.improving and 

self-correcting. If you are a physician today, you wash your hands 

and you wear latex gloves, and if you forget, your colleagues. nurses. 
or patients will remind you. If you run a toy company and make a 

mistake in predicting that your new doll will outsell Barbie, the mar

ket will let you know. If you are a scientist. you can't fake the data on 

your cloned sheep and then try to pull the wool over your colleagues' 

eyes; the first lab that cannot replicate your results will race to tell the 

world. If you are an experimental psychologist and make a mistake 
in the design of your experiment or analysis of results, your col· 
leagues and critics will be eager to inform you, the rest of the scien· 
rific community. and everyone on the ex-planer Pluto. Naturally, not 

all scientists are scientific, that is, open-minded and willing to give 

up their strong convictions or admit that conflicts of imerest might 

taint their research. But even when an individual sciemist is not self

correcting, science eventually is. 
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The mental�hea1th professions are different. People who work in 
these fields have an amalgam of credemials. training. and approaches 
that often bear little connection to one another. Imagine mat the 
profession of law consisted of people who anended law school, stud� 
ied every topic within the law, and passed the grueling bar exam; and 
of people who only paid $78 and took a weekend course in court
room etiquene. You will have a glimpse of the problem. 

[n the profession of psychotherapy, clinical psychologists are the 
closest equivalems of trained lawyers. Most have a Ph.D., and if they 
earned their degree from a major university rather than from an 

independent therapy mill, they have a knowledge of basic psycho
logical findings. Some do research themselves, for example on the 
ingredients of successful therapy or on the origins of emotional dis
orders. But whether or not they personally do research, they tend to 

be well versed in psychological science and in knowing which kind 
of therapy is demonstrably most effective for what problem. For 
example, cognitive and behavioral methods are the psychological 

treatmems of choice for panic attacks, depression, eating disorders, 
insomnia, chronic anger, and orner emotional disorders. These meth
ods are often as effective or more effective than medication.s 

In contrast, most psychiatrists, who have medical degrees, learn 
about medicine and medication, but they rarely learn much about 

the scientific method or even about basic research in psychology. 
Throughout the twentieth cemury. they were generally practitioners 

of Freudian psychoanalysis or one of its offshoots; you needed an MD 

to be admirted [0 a psychoanalytic training insrirute. fu the popular
ity of psychoanalysis declined and the biomedical model of disorder 
gained me upper hand. most psychiatrists began treating patients 
wirh medicarion rarher than any form of ralk mecapy. Yet while psy
chianisrs learn about me brain, many scill iearn alma$[ nothing about 
psychology or about the questioning, skeptical essence of science. An� 
duopologist Tanya Luhrmann spent four years studying residents in 
psychiatry, attending their classes and conventions, observing them in 
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clinics and emergency rooms. She found that residents are not ex· 

peered to read much; ramer, they are expected to absorb the lessons 
handed them without debate or question. The lectures they attend 

offer practical skills. not intellectual substance; a lecrurer will talk 
about what ro do in therapy rather than why me therapy helps or 
what kind of therapy might be best for a given problem.6 

Finally. chere are the many people who practice one of the many 
different forms of psychorherapy. Some have a master's degree in 
psychology, counseling, or clinical social work; they are licensed in 
their specialty, such as marriage and family therapy. Some, however, 
have no training in psychology at all, or even a college degree. The 

word "psychotherapist" is unreguJated; in many states, anyone can 
say char he or she is a therapist withom having any training in 
anything. 

In the past twO decades, as the numbet of mental-health prac
titioners of all kinds has soared, mos[ psychothetapy-training pro

grams have cut themselves off from their sciendfically trained 
cousins in university departments of psychology.1 "What do we need 
to know statistics and research fort' many graduates of these pro
grams ask. "All we need ro know is how to do therapy, and for that, 
I mostly need clinical experience." In some respects, they are right. 

Therapists are constantly making decisions about the course of treat
ment: What might be beneficial now? What direction should we go? 
Is this the right time to risk challenging my client's story, or will I 
challenge him right out of the room? Making these decisions re

quires experience with the infinite assortment of quirks and passions 
of the human psyche, thac heart of darkness and love. 

Moreover, by its very nature, psychotherapy is a private transac
tion between the therapist and the client. No one is looking over the 
therapist's shoulder in the intimacy of the consulting room, eager to 

pounce if he or she does something wrong. Yet the inherent privacy 
of the transaction means that therapists who lack training in science 
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and skepticism have no internal corrections to the self-protecting 
cognitive biases that afflict us all. What these therapists see confirms 
what they believe, and what they believe shapes what they see. It's a 
closed loop. Did my client improve? Excellent; what I did was effec

tive. Did my client remain unchanged or get worse? That's unfortu
nate, but she is resistant to therapy and deeply troubled; besides, 
sometimes the client has to get worse before she can get better. Do I 
believe {hat repressed rage causes sexual difficu1ties? My client's erec
tion problem must reflect his repressed rage at his mother or his wife. 
Do I believe that sexual abuse causes eating disorders? My client's bu
limia must mean she was molested as a child. 

We want to be clear that most therapists are effective, and that 
some clients are resistant to therapy and are deeply troubled. This 
chapter is not an indictment of therapy, any more than writing about 
the mistakes of memory means that aU memory is unreliable or that 
writing about the conflicts ofinteresr among scientists means that all 
scientists do tainted research. Our intention is to examine the kinds 

of misrakes chat can result from the closed loop of clinical practice, 
and show how self-justificarion perpetuates rhem. 

For anyone in private practice, skepticism and science are ways 
Out of the closed loop. Skepticism. for example. reaches rherapisrs to 
be cautious about taking whar their clients rell rhem at face value. If 
a woman says her mother put spiders in her vagina when she was 

three. the skeptical therapist can be empathic withom believing thar 
this event literally happened. If a child says his teachers took him fly

ing in a plane full of clowns and frogs. the skeptical therapist mighr 
be charmed by rhe story without believing that teachers actually 
chartered a private jet (on their salary. no less). Scientific research 
provides therapists with ways of improving their clinical practice and 
of avoiding misrakes. If you are going to use hypnosis, for example. 
you had better know that while hypnosis can help clients learn {Q 

relax. manage pain, and quit smoking, you shou1d never use it to 
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help your client retrieve memories, because your willing. vulnerable 
client will often make up a memory that is unreliable.8 

Yet today there ace many thousands of psychiatrists. social work
ers, counselors. and psychotherapists who go into private practice 
with neither skepticism nor evidence to guide them. Paul Meehl, 
who achieved great disrinccion as both a clinician and a scientific re
searcher, once observed that when he was a student, the common 
factor in the training of all psychologists was "the general scientific 
commitment not CO be fooled and not to fool anyone else. Some 
things have happened in me world of clinical practice that worry me 
in this respect. That skepsis. that passion not to be fooled and not to 

fool anyone else, does not seem to be as fundamental a part of all 
psychologists' mental equipment as it was a half century ago . . . .  I 
have heard of some psychological testimony in courtrooms locally in 
which chis critical mentality appears to be largely absent.'" 

An example of the problem Meehl feared can be seen in the dep
osition of a prominent psychiatrist, Bessel van der Kolk, who has tes
tined frequently on behalf of plaintiffs in repressed-memory cases. 
Van der Kolk explained that as a psychiatrist, he had had medical 
training and a psychiatric residency, but had never taken a course in 
experimental psychology. 

Q: Are you aware of any research on the reliability or the 
validity of clinical judgment or clinical predictions based on 
interview information? 

A: No. 
Q. What's your understanding of the current term "discon

firming evidence"? 
A: [ guess that means evidence that disconfirms treasured 

notions that people have. 
Q: What's the most powerful piece of disconfirming evi

dence that you're aware of for the theory that people can re
press memories or that they can block ou[ of their awareness a 
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series of traumatic events, store those in their memory, and re� 
cover those with some accuracy years larer? 

A: What's the strongest thing against thar? 
Q: Yes. What's the strongest piece of disconfirming evidence? 

A: I really can't think of any good evidence against that . . .  
Q: Have you read any literature on the concept of fa1se 

memories using hypnosis? 
A, No. 
Q; Is there research on whether clinicians over a period of 

years develop more accurate clinical judgment? 

A: I don't know if there is, actually . . .  
Q: Is [there] a technique that you use to distinguish true 

and false memories? 
A: We all, we all as human beings are continuously faced 

with whether we believe whar somebody feeds us or not, and 
we all make judgments all the time. And there is such a thing 
as internal consistency, and if people tell you something with 

internal consistency and with appropriate affect, you tend to 
believe that the stories are true.1O 

At the time of this deposition, van der Kolk had not read any of 
the voluminous research literature on false memories or how hypno
sis can create them. nor was he aware of the documented unreliabil
ity of "dinical predictions based on interview information." He had 
not read any of the research disconfirming his belief that traumatic 

memories are commonly repressed. Yet he has testified frequently 
and confidently on behalf of plaintiffs in repressed-memory cases. 
Like many clinicians, he is confident that he knows when a client 
is telling the truth, and whether a memory is true or false, based on 
his clinical experience; the clues are whether the client's Story has 
"internal consistency" and whether the client recounts the memory 
with appropriate emotion-that is, whether the client really feels the 
memory is (rue. The problem with this reasoning, however, is that, 
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as we saw In me previous chapter. thousands of mencally healthy 
people believe they were abducted by aliens, reiling, with all the ap
propriate feeling, imernally consistent stories of the bizarre experi

mems they believe they endured. As research psychologist John 
Kihlstrom has observed. "The weakness of the relationship between 
accuracy and confidence is one of the best-documemed phenomena 
in the lOO-year hiscocy of eyewitness memory research,"11 but van dec 
Kolk was unaware of a finding that just ahout every undergraduate 
who has taken psychology 101 would know. 

No one is suggesting that U.N. observers disturb the privacy of 
the therapeutic encounter, or that all therapists should start doing 
their own research. An understanding of how ro think scientifically 
may not aid therapists in the subjective process of helping a cliem 
who is searching for answers co existemial questions. But it matters 
profoundly when therapists claim experrise and certainty in domains 
in which unverified clinical opinion can ruin lives. The sciemific 
method consists of the use of procedures designed to show noc that 
our predictions and hypotheses are right. but that they might be wrong. 
Sciemific reasoning is useful to anyone in any job because it makes 
us face the possibility, even the dire reality. that we were mistaken. It 
forces us to confront our self-justifications and put them on public 
display for others CO puncture. At its core, therefore, science is a form 
of arrogance concrol. 

The Problem of rhe Benevolent Dolphin 

Every so often, a heartwarming news scory tells of a shipwrecked 
sailor who was on the verge of drowning in a turbulenr sea. Sud
denly, a dolphin popped up at his side and. gencly but firmly, nudged 
{he swimmer safely ro shore. It is tempting to conclude that dolphins 
must really like human beings, enough to save us from drowning. 
But wait-are dolphins aware mat humans don't swim as well as 
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they do? Are they actually intending to be helpful? To answer that 
question, we would need to know how many shipwrecked sailors 
have been gendy nudged further out to sea by dolphins, there to 

drown and never be heard from again. We don't know about those 
cases, because the swimmers don't live to tell us abour rheir evil· 
dolphin expetiences. If we had that information, we might conclude 
that dolphins are neither benevolent nor evil; they are just being 
playful. 

Sigmund Freud himself fell victim to the flawed reasoning of the 

benevolent·dolphin problem. When his fellow analysts questioned 
his notion rhar all men suffer from castration anxiery, he was 

amused. He wrote: "One hears of analysts who boast that, though 
they have worked for dozens of years, they have never found a sign 
of the existence of the castration complex. We must bow our heads 
in recognition of . . .  [this) piece of virtuosity in the art of overlook· 
ing and mistaking. "12 So if analysts see castration anxiery in their 
patients, Freud was right; and if they fail to see it, they are "overlook· 

ing" it, and Freud is stiU right. Men themselves cannot tell you if 

they feel castration anxiety, because it's unconscious, but if they deny 
that they feel it, they are, of course, in denial. 

What a terrific theory! No way for it to be wrong. But rhat is the 
very reason that Freud, for all his illuminating observarions about 
civilization and its discontents, was not doing science. For any the· 
ory to be scientific, it must be stated in such a way thar ir can be 
shown to be false as well as true. If every outcome confirms your hy. 

potheses that all men unconsciously suffer from castration anxiety; 
or that intelligent design, rather than evolution, accounrs for the di
versity of species; or that your favorite psychic would accurately have 
predicted 9/11 if only she hadn't been taking a shower that morning; 
or thar aU dolphins are kind to humans, your beliefs are a marter of 

faith, not science. Freud, however, saw himself as the consummate 
scienrist. In 1934, the American psychologisr Saul Rosenzweig wrote 
to him, suggesting that Freud subject his psychoanalytic assertions to 
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experimemal testing. "The wealth of dependable observations on 
which these assertions rest make (hem independenr of experimemai 
verificadon,n Freud replied loftily. "Still, [experimenrs] can do no 
harm,"!) 

Because of the confirmation bias. however, the "dependable ob
servation" is not dependable. Clinical inruition-"I know it when I 
see jt"-is the end of the conversarion (0 many psychiatrists and psy
chotherapists. hue the start of the conversation (0 the sciemisr-"a 
good observation; but what exacdy have you seen, and how do you 
know you arc right?" Observation and intuition, without indepen
dent verification, are unreliable guides; like roguish locals misdirect
ing the tourists, they occasionally send everyone off in {he wrong 
direction. 

Some of Freud's ideas have been empirically supported (the oper
ation of nonconscious processes and defense mechanisms); others. 
like the bustle and bloomers. simply wenc out of Fashion (penis envy). 
Although there are few orthodox Freudians anymore, there are many 
psychodynamic schools of therapy, so called because they derive from 
Freud's emphasis on unconscious mental dynamics. And then there 
are the many unlicensed therapists who don't know much about psy
chodynamic theories but nonetheless have uncritically absorbed the 
Freudian language that permeates the cuhure-notions of regres
sion, denial, and repression. What unites these clinical practitioners 
is their misplaced reliance on their own powers of observation and 

the closed loop it creates. Everything they see confirms what they 
believe. 

One danger of the closed loop is that it makes practitioners vul
nerable to logical fallacies. Consider the famous syllogism "All men 
are mortal; Socrates is a man; therefore Socrates is morral." So far, so 
good. But just because all men are morral, it does not follow (hat all 
mortals are men, and it certainly does not follow that all men are 
Socrates. Yet the recovered-memory movement was based from the 

very beginning on the logical faJiacy that if some women who have 
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been sexually abused later develop depressIOn. eating disorders. and 

panic anacks. then all women who suffer from depression, eating 
disorders. and panic attacks must have been sexually abused. Accord� 

ingly, many psychodynamic clinicians began pushing their unhappy 
clients to rummage around in their pastS to find supporting evidence 
for their theory. Bur their clients, when first asked, denied that they 
had been abused. What to do with this dissonant response? The an
swer came in Freud's idea that the unconscious actively represses trau
matic experiences, particularly those of a sexual nature. That explains 

it! That explains how Holly Ramona could forget that her father 
raped her for eleven years. 

Once these clinicians had latched on to repression to explain why 

their clients were nO[ remembering traumatic sexual abuse, you can 
see why some felt justified, indeed professionally obligated, to do 
whatever it rook to pry that repressed memory out of there. Because 

the dient's denials are all the more evidence of repression, strong 
methods are called for. If hypnosis won't do it, let's try sodium amy

tal ("truth serum"), another intervention that simply relaxes a person 
and increases the chances of false memories. I� 

Of course, many of us intentionally avoid a painful memory by 

distracting ourselves or trying not to think about it; and many of us 
have had the experience of suddenly recalling a painful memory, one 
we thought long gone, when we are in a situation that evokes it. The 

situation provides what memory scientists call retrieval cues, famLliar 
signals that reawaken the memory.15 

Psychodynamic therapists, however, claim that repression is en� 

tirely differem from the normal mechanisms of forgetting and recall. 
They think it explains why a person can forget years and years of 
traumatic experiences, such as repeated rape. Yet in his meticulous 
review of the experimemal research and the clinical evidence, pre

sented in his book Remembering Trauma, clinical psychologist 

Richard McNally concluded: "The notion that the mind protects it
self by repressing or dissociating memories of trauma, rendering them 
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inaccessible ro awareness, is a piece of psychiatric folklore devoid of 
convincing empirical support. "16 Overwhelmingly, the evidence 
shows just the opposite. The problem for most people who have suf

fered uaumaric experiences is nOt that they forget them but that they 
cannOt forget them: The memories keep intruding. 

Thus, people do nor repress the memory of being tortured, being 
in combat, or being the victim of a natural disasccr (unless they 
suffered brain damage at the time), ruthough details of even these 

horrible experiences are subject [Q distortion over orne, as are all 
memories. "Truly traumatic events-terrifying, life-threatening ex
periences-are never forgotten, let alone if they are repeated,» says 
McNally. "The basic principle is: if the abuse was traumatic at the 
time it occurred, it is unlikely to be forgonen. If it was forgonen, 
then it was unlikely to have been traumatic. And even if it was for
gotten, there is no evidence that it was blocked, repressed, sealed 
behind a mentaJ barrier, inaccessible." 

This is obviously disconfirming information for clinicians com

mined to the belief that people who have been brutaJized for years 
will repress the memory. If they are right, surely Holocaust survivors 
would be leading candidates for repression. But as far as anyone 
knows, and as McNaJly documents, no survivors of the Holocaust 
have forgonen or repressed what happened to them. Recovered

memory advocates have a response to that evidence, too-they dis
tort it. In one study conducted fony years after {he war, survivors of 

Camp Erika. a Naz.i concentration camp. were asked to recall what 
they had endured there. When their current recollections were com
pared with depositions they had provided when they were first re

leased, it turned Out that the survivors remembered what happened 
to them with remarkable accuracy. Any neutral observer would read 
this research and say, "How incredible! They were able to recall all 

those details after forty years." Yet one team of recovered-memory 
advocates cited this study as evidence that "amnesia for Nazi Holo

caust camp experiences has also been reported." What was reported 
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was nothing remotely like amnesia. Some survivors failed to recall a 

few violent events, among a great many similar ones, or had forgot

ten a few details, such as the name of a sadistic guard. This is not re

pression; it is the normal forgening of details that all of us experience 

over the years.17 
Clinicians who believe in repression, therefore, see it everywhere, 

even where no one else does. But if everything you observe in your 

clinical experience is evidence to support your beliefs, what would 

you consider counterevidence? What if your client has no memory 

of abuse not because she is repressing, but because it never hap

pened? What could ever break you out of the closed loop? To guard 

against the bias of our own direct observations, scientists invented 

the control group: the group that isn't gening the new therapeutic 
method, the people who aren't gening the new drug. Most people 

understand the importance of control groups in the study of a new 

drug's effectiveness, because without a control group, you can't say if 

people's positive response is due [Q the drug or to a placebo effect, 

the general expectation that the drug will help them. For instance, 

one study of women who had complained of sexual problems found 

that 41 percent said that their libido returned when they took Via
gm. So, however, did 43 percent of the control group who took a 
sugar pill. \8 (This study showed conclusively that the organ most in

volved in sexual excitement is the brain.) 

Obviously, if you are a psychotherapist, you can't randomly put 

some of your clients on a waiting list and give others your serious at

tention; the former will find another therapist pronto. But if you are 
not trained to be aware of the benevolent-dolphin problem, and if 

you are absolutely, positively convinced that your views are right and 

your clinical skills unassailable, you can make serious errors. A clin
ical social worker explained why she had decided to remove a child 

from her mother's custody: The mother had been physically abused 

as a child, and "we all know," the social worker said [Q the judge, that 

that is a major risk factor for the mother's abuse of her own child one 
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day. This assumpdon of me cycle of abuse came from observations 
of confirming cases: abusive parents, in jail or in therapy, reporting 
iliat they were severely beaten or sexually abused by their own par
ents. What is missing are the disconfirming cases: the abused chil
dren who do not grow up to become abusive parents. They are 
invisible to social workers and other mental-healch professionals be
cause, by definicion. they don't end up in prison or treatment. Re
search psychologists who have done longitudinal studies. following 

children over time, have found that while being physicaJly abused 
as a child is associated with an increased chance of becoming an 
abusive parent, the great majority of abused children-nearly 70 
percem-do not repeat their parents' cruelties.19 If you are doing 
dterapy with a victim of parema.l abuse or with an abusive parem, 
this information may not be relevam to you. But if you are in a po. 
sition to make predictions that will affect whether, say, a parem 
should lose custody, it most surely is. 

Similarly, suppose you are doing therapy with children who have 

been sexually molested. They touch your heart, and you take careful 
note of their symptoms: They are fearful. wet the bed, wam to sleep 

with a night.light, have nightmares. masturbate, or expose their gen
itals to other children. After a while. you will probably become 
pretty confidem of your ability to determine whether a child has 
been abused, using those symptoms as a checklist to guide you. You 
may give a very young child anatomically correct dolls to play with, 
on the grounds that what he or she cannot reveal in words may be 
revealed in play. One of your young cliems pounds a stick inco a 
doll's vagina. Another scrutinizes a doll's penis with alarming con
cemracion for a four-year-old. 

TherapistS who have not been trained to think scientifically will 
probably not wonder about the invisible cases-the children they 

don't see as c1iems. They probably will not think to ask how com
mon the symptoms of bedwetting, sex play, and fearfulness are in 

the general population of children. When researchers did ask, they 
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found that children who have not been molested are aho likely to 

masturbate and be sexually curious; temperamentally fearful chil
dren are also likely ro wet the bed and be scared of the dark.2t1 Even 
children who have been molested show no predictable set of symp
roms, something scientists learned only by observing children's re
actions over time instead of by assessing them once or twice in a 
clinical interview. A review of forry-five studies that followed sexu
ally abused children for up to eighteen months found that although 
these children at first had more symptoms of fearfulness and sexual 

acting-out than nonabused children, "no one symptom characterized 
a majority of sexually abused children [and] approximately one third 
of victims had no symptoms . . . .  The findings suggest the absence of 

any specific syndrome in sexually abused children. "21 

Moreover, children who have not been abused do not appreciably 
differ from abused children in how they play with anatOmically de
tailed dolls; those prominent genitals are preuy interesting. Some 
children do bizarre things and it doesn't mean anything at all, except 

that the dolls are unreliable as diagnostic tests.U In one study headed 
by two eminent developmental psychologists, Maggie Bruck and 
Stephen Ceci, a child pounded a stick into the doll's vagina to show 
her parents what supposedly had happened to her during a doctor's 
exam that day . .u The (videotaped) doctor had done no such thing, 
but you can imagine how you would feel if you watched your daugh
ter playing so violently with the doll, and a psychiatrist told you 
solemnly it meant she had been molested. You would want that doc

tor's hide. 
Many therapists who began to specialize in child abuse in the 

1980s often feel extremely confident of their ability to determine 

whether a child has been molested; after all, they say, they have years 
of clinical experience to back up their judgments. Yet study after 
srudy shows that their confidence is mistaken. For example, clinical 

psychologist Thomas Horner and his colleagues examined the eval
uations provided by a team of expert clinicians in a case in which a 
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father was accused of molesting his rhree-year-old daughter. The 
ex pens reviewed cranscriprs, watched interviews of the child and 
videotapes of parent-child exchanges, and reviewed clinical findings. 

They had identical information, but some were convinced the abuse 
had occurred while others were just as convinced it had never hap
pened. The researchers (hen recruited 129 other mental-hea1th spe
cialists and asked them to assess the evidence in this case, estimate 
the likelihood that the little girl had been molested by her father, 
and make a recommendation regarding custody. Again, the results 
ranged from certainty that the child had been molested to cenainry 
that she had nor. Some wamed to forbid the father [Q see his daugh
ter ever again; others wanted to give him full custody. Those experts 
who were prone to believe that sexual abuse is rampant in families 
were quick to interpret ambiguous evidence in ways that supponed 

that belief; those who were skeptical did not. For the unskeptical ex
perts, the researchers said, "believing is seeing."24 

Other studies of the unreliability of clinical predictions, and there 

are hundreds of them, are dissonance-creating news to the mental
health professionals whose self-confidence rests on the belief that 
meir expert assessments are extremely accurate.21 When we said that 
science is :l form of :lrrogance control, th:lt's what we mean. 

o o o 

"Believing is seeing" was the principle that created every one of the 

day-care scandals of the 1980s and 1990s. JUSt as in the McMartin 
case, each began with an accusation from a disturbed parent or the 
whimsical comments of a child, which provoked an investigation, 
which provoked panic. At the Wee Care Nursery School in New Jer
sey, for example, a four-year-old child was having his temperature 
taken rectally at his doctor's office when he said, "That's what my 

teacher [KeUy Michaels] does to me at school."26 The child's mother 
notified the state's child protection agency. The agency brought the 

child to a prosecutor's office and gave him an anatomical doll to play 
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wim. The boy inserted his finger imo me rectum of me doll and said 

that two omer boys had had meir temperature taken that way, too. 
Parenes of children in me preschool were told to look for signs of 
abuse in meir own children. Professionals were called in to imerview 
me children. Before long, me children were claiming mat Kelly 
Michaels had, among other things, licked peanm burter off their gen
itals, made them drink her urine and eat her feces, and raped them 
with knives, forks, and (DYS. These aces were said to have occurred 
during school hours over a period of seven months, although parents 

could come and go as they pleased, no child had complained, and 
none of the parenes had noticed any problems in their children. 

Kelly Michaels was convicted of 115 counts of sexual abuse and 
sentenced to forty-seven years in prison. She was released after five 
years, when an appeals coun ruled that the children's testimony had 

been tainted by how they had been interviewed. And how was that? 
With the confirmation bias going at fuji speed and no reins of scien
tific camion (D restrain it, a deadly combination that was the hall

mark of the interviews of children conducted in all the day-care 

cases. For example. here is how Susan Kelley, a pediatric nurse who 
interviewed children in a number of these cases, used Bert and Ernie 
puppets to "aid" the children's recall: 

Kelky .. Would you tell Ernie? 
Chiltt No. 
K(lky: Ah. come on [pleading tone]. Please tell Ernie. 

Please tell me. Please tell me. So we could help you. Please . . .  
You whisper it (D Ernie . . .  Did anybody ever touch you right 
there? (pointing to th( vagina of a girl doD] 

Child.· No. 
Kelky .. [pointing to the doll, postmor] Did anybody touch 

your bum? 
Child.· No. 
Kelky .. Would you tell Bert? 
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Child: They didn't touch me! 
Kelley: Who didn't touch you? 
Child: Not my teacher. Nobody. 
Keilty: Did any big people, any adult, [ouch your bum 

mere? 
Child: No.U 

"Who didn't touch you?" We are entering the realm of Catch·22, 
Joseph Heller's great novel. in which the colonel with the fat mus
tache says to Clevinger: "What did you mean when you said we 
couldn't punish you?" Clevinger replies: "I didn't say you couldn't 
punish me, sir." Colonel: "When didn't you say thar we couldn't 
punish you?" Clevinger: "I always didn't say that you couldn'r pun
ish me, sir. n 

At the time, the psychotherapists and social workers who were 
called on [0 interview children believed that molested children won't 
tell you what happened to them until you press them by persistently 
asking leading questions, because they are scared or ashamed. In the 
absence of research, this was a reasonable assumption. and clearly it 
is sometimes true. But when does pressing slide inco coercion? Psy
chologica.l scientists have conducted experimencs to investigate every 
aspect of children's memory and testimony: How do children under
stand what adults ask them? Do their responses depend on their age, 
verbal abilities, and the kinds of questions (hey are asked? Under 
what conditions are children likely to be telling the truth, and when 
are they likely to be suggestible. to say that someming happened 
when it did not?28 

For example. in an experimenr with preschool children. Sena 
Garven and her colleagues used inrerview techniques that were based 
on the actual transcripts of interrogations of children in the Mc
Martin case. A young man visited children at meir preschool, read 
them a Story. and handed Out trears. He did nothing aggressive, in
appropriate, or surprising. A week later an experimenter questioned 
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[he children about the man's visit. She asked one group leading ques

tions, such as "Did he shove the teacher? Did he throw a crayon at a 
kid who was talking?" She asked a second group the same questions 

along with influence techniques used by the McMartin interroga
tOrs: for example, reUing rhe children what other kids had suppos
edly said, expressing disappointmem if answers were negative, and 

praising children for making allegations. In the first group, children 

said "yes, it happened" to about 15 percent of the false allegations 
about the man's visit; not a high percemage, but not a trivial num

ber, either. In the second group, however, the three-year-olds said 
"yes, it happened" w over 80 percent of the false allegations sug
gested to them, and the four- w six-year-olds said yes to about half 
the allegations. And those results occurred after interviews lasting 

only five to ten minutes; in actual criminal investigations. interview

ers often question children repeatedly over weeks and months. In a 

similar study. this time with five- to seven-year-olds, the investigators 

found they could easily influence the children to agree with prepos

terous questions. such as "Did Paco rake you flying in an airplane?" 

What was more troubling was that within a short time. many of the 

children's inaccurate statements had crystallized into stable. but false, 
memories.19 

Research like this has enabled psychologists to improve their 

methods of interviewing children, so that they can help children 

who have been abused disclose what happened to them, but without 
increasing the suggestibility of children who have not been abused. 

The scientists have shown that very young children, under age five, 
often cannor tell the difference between something they were wid 

and something that acrually happened to them. If preschoolers over
hear adults exchanging rumors about some event, for example, many 
of the children will later come to believe they actually experienced 

the event themseives.}O J n all these studies, the most powerful find
ing is that adults are highly likely to taint an interview when they go 
into it already convinced that a child has been molested. When that 
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is SQ, mere is only one "trum" they are prepared CO accept when they 
ask the child to (ell the truch. Like Susan Kelley, they never accept 
the child's "no"; "no" means the child is denying or repressing or 
afraid to tell. The child can do nothing to convince the adult she has 
not been molested. 

We can understand why so many Susan Kelleys, prosecutors, and 
parents have been quick to assume the worst; no one wants to let a 
child molester go free:. But no one should want ro contribute [0 the 
conviction of an innocent adult, either. Today, informed by years of 
experimental research with children, the National Institute of Child 
Health and Human Development and some individual stares, no
tably Michigan, have drafted new model protocols for social work
ers, police investigarofS. and others who conduct child imerviews.31 
These pro[Qcols emphasize the hazards of the confirmation bias, in
structing interviewers [0 test the hypothesis of possible abuse. and 
not assume they know what happened. The guidelines recognize that 
mos{ children will readily disclose actual abuse. and some need prod
ding; the guidelines also caution against the use of techniques known 
to produce false reports. 

This change, from the uncritical "believe the children" [0 "under
stand the children," reRects a recognirion that mental-health pro
fessionals need [0 think more like scientists and less like advocates, 
weighing all the evidence fairly and considering the possibility that 
their suspicions are unfounded. If they do nOt, it will not be justice 
that is served, but self-justification. 

Science, Skepticism, and Self-j ustitication 

When Judith Herman. an eminent psychiatrist. published Fath,,
Daughter 11lcert in 1981, the patienrs she described remembered what 
had happened to them all too clearly. At the time. feminist clinicians 
like Herman were doing imponanr work in raising public awareness 
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of rape, child abuse, incest, and domestic violence. They were not 
claiming that their c1iems had repressed their memories; rather, these 
women said they had chosen to remain silem because they felt fright
ened and ashamed, and that no one would believe them. There is no 
entry for "repression" in the index of Father-Daughter Incest. Yet within 
ten years Herman had become a recovered-memory advocate: The 
very first sentence of her 1992 book Trauma and Recovery is "The or
dinary response to a(focities is to banish them from consciousness." 
How did Herman and other highly experienced clinicians move from 
believing that traumatic experiences are rarely or never forgotten to 
believing that this response was "ordinary"? One step at a time. 

Imagine that you are a therapist who cares deeply about the rights 
and safety of women and children. You see yourself as a skillful, com
passionate practitioner. You know how hard it has been to get poli
ticians and the public to pay serious attention to the problems of 
women and children. You know how difficult it has been for battered 
women to speak up. Now you stan hearing about a new phenome

non: In therapy, women are suddenly recovering memories that had 
been repressed all their lives, memories of horrific events. These cases 
are turning up on talk shows, ar the conferences you go to, and in a 
Aurry of books, notably the hugely popular The Courage to Heal. It's 
(fue that the book's authors, Ellen Bass and Laura Davis, have had 
no uaining in any kind of psychotherapy, let alone science, which 
they freely admitted. "None of whae is presented here is based on 
psychological theories," Bass explained in the preface, bue this igno
rance of psychology did not prevent them from defining themselves 
as healers and expens on sexual abuse, based on the workshops they 
had Jed.J1 They provided a list of symptoms, any of which, they said, 
suggest that a woman may be a victim of incest, including these: She 
feels powerless and unmotivated; she has an eating disorder or sexual 
problems; she feels there is something wrong with her deep down in
side; she feels she has to be perfect; she feels bad, direy, or ashamed. 
You are a therapist working with women who have some of these 
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problems. Shou1d you assume that years of incest, repressed from 

memory. are the primary cause? 
There you are, at the top of the pyramid, with a decision to make: 

Leap onto the recovered-memory bandwagon or scay on the sidewalk. 
The majoriry of mental-health professionals were skeptical and did 
not go along. But a large number of therapists-between one-founh 
and one-third, according to several surveys31-cook that first step in 
the direction of belief, and, given the closed loop of clinical practice, 
we can see how easy it was for them to do so. Most had not been 

trained in the show-me-the-data spirit of skepticism. They did not 
know about the confirmation bias. so it did not occur [0 them that 

Bass and Davis were seeing evidence of incest in any symptom a 
woman has, and even in the faCt that she has no symptoms. They 
lacked a deep appreciation of the importance of control groups, so 

they were unlikely to wonder how many women who were nor mo
lested nonetheless have eating disorders or feel powerless and unmo
tivated.H They did not pause to consider what reasons other than 

incest might cause their female clients to have sexual problems. 
Even some skeptical practitioners were reluctant to slow the 

bandwagon by saying anything critical of their colleagues or of the 
women telling their stories. It's uncomfortable-dissonant-to re
alize that some of your colleagues are tainting your profession with 

silly or dangerous ideas. It's embarrassing-dissonant-to realize 
that not everything women and children say is true, especially after 

all your efforts to persuade viccimized. women to speak up and to get 
the world to recognize the problem of child abuse. Some rherapiscs 
feared that to publicly question the likelihood of recovered memo
ries was to undermine the credibiliry of the women who really had 
been molested or raped. Some feared that criticism of the recovered
memory movement would give ammunition and moral support to 

sexual predators and antifeminists. In the beginning, they could not 
have anticipated that a national panic about sexual abuse would 
erupt, and that innocent people would be swept up in the pursuit of 
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the guilry. Yet by remaining silent as this happened, they funhered 
their own slide down the pyramid. 

Today, some of the psychotherapists who joined the recovered
memory movement continue to do what they have been doing for 

years, helping dients uncover "repressed" memories. (Most have 
become cautious, however, fearing lawsuits.) Others have quietly 
dropped their focus on repressed memories of incest as the leading 
explanation of their clients' problems; it has gone out of fashion, juSt 
as penis envy, frigidicy, and masturbatory insanity did decades ago. 

They drop one fad when it loses steam and sign on for the next, 
rarely pausing to question where all the repressed incest cases went. 
They might hear vaguely that there is controversy, but it's easier to 

stay with what they have always done, and maybe add a newer tech
nique to go along with it. 

But, undoubtedly, the practitioners who would have the greatest 
dissonance to resolve are me clinical psychologists and psychiatrists 
who spearheaded the recovered-memory movement (Q begin with. 

Many have impressive credentials. The movement gave them great 
fame and success. They were star lecturers at professional conferences. 
They were and still are called on to testify in court about whether a 
child has been abused or whether a plaintiff's recovered memory is re
liable, and, as we saw, they usually made their judgments with a high 
degree of confidence. As the scientific evidence that they were wrong 
began (Q accumulate, how likely was it that they would have em
braced it readily, being grateful for the studies of memory and chil

dren's testimony that would improve rneir practice? To do so would 
have been to realize that they had harmed the very women and chil
dren they were trying to help. It was much easier to preserve their 
commitments by rejecting the scientific research as being irrelevant 
to clinical praccice. And as soon as they took that self-justifying step, 

they could not go back without enormous psychological difficulty. 
Today, standing at the bottom of the pyramid, miles away profes

sionally from their scientific colleagues, having devoted two decades 
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to promoting a form of therapy that Richard McNally calls "the 
worst catastrophe to befa11 the mental-health field since the lobm
amy era, "31 most recovered-memory clinicians remain as committed 

as ever to weir beliefs. How have they reduced eheir dissonance? 
One popular method is by minimizing the extent of the problem 

and the damage it caused. Clinical psychologist John Briere, one of 
the earliest supporters of recovered-memory therapy, finally admit
ted at a conference that the numbers of memories recovered in the 
19805 may have been caused, at least in pan, by "over-enthusiastic" 
cherapists who had inappropriately tried ro "liposuction memories 
out of their [clients'] brains." Mistakes were made. by them. 8U[ 

only a few of mem, he hastened to add. Recovered false memories 
are rare, he said; repressed true memories are fur more common.36 

Others reduce dissonance by blaming the victim. Colin Ross, a 
psychiatrist who rose to fame and fortune by claiming that repressed 
memories of abuse cause multiple personality disorder, eventually 
agreed that "suggestible individuals can have memories elaborated 
within their minds because of poor therapeutic technique. n Bur be
cause "normal human memory is highly error-prone,n he concluded 

that "Wse memories are biologically normal and, therefore, not nec
essarily the therapist's fault." Therapists don't create false memories 
in their clients. because therapists are merely "consultants,"}7 If a 
client comes up with a mistaken memory, therefore, it's the client's 
fault. 

The most ideologically committed clinicians reduce dissonance 
by killing the messenger. In the late 1990s, when psychiatrists and 
psychomerapisrs were being convicted of malpractice for their use of 
coercive methods, and courts were ruling againsc them in cases of al
leged recovered memories, D. Corydon Hammond advised his clin
ical colleagues at a convention thus: "I chink it's time somebody 

called for an open season on academicians and researchers. In the 
United States and Canada in particular. things have become so ex
creme with academics supporting extreme false memory positions, so 
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1 chink it's time for clinicians to begin bringing ethics charges for sci
entific malpractice against researchers, and journal editors-most of 

whom, 1 would point OUt, don't have malpractice coverage. "36 Some 
psychiatrists and clinical psychologists took Hammond's advice. send

ing harassing letters to researchers and journal edhors. making spu
rious claims of ethics violations against scientists studying memory 
and children's testimony, and filing nuisance lawsuits aimed at block
ing publication of critical articles and books. None of these efforts 
have been successful at silencing the scientists.:» 

There is one final way of reducing dissonance: Dismiss all the sci
entific research as being part of a backlash against child victims and 
incest survivors. The concluding section of the third edition of The 
Courage to Heal is called "Honoring the Truth: A Response to the 
Backlash." There is no section called "Honoring the Truth: We Made 
Some Big Mistakes. "40 

• • • 

There are almost no psychotherapists who practiced recovered
memory therapy who have admitted that they were wrong. Of course, 
they may fear lawsuits. But from the few who have publicly admitted 
their errors, we can see what it took to shake them OUt of their pro
tective cocoons of self-justification. For Linda Ross, it was taking 
herself out of the closed loop of private therapy sessions and forcing 
herself to confront, in person, parents whose lives had been destroyed 
by their daughters' accusations. One of her dients brought her [0 a 

meeting of accused parents. Ross suddenly realized that a story that 
had seemed bizarre but possible when her diem [Old it in therapy 
now seemed fantastical when multiplied by a roomful of similar 
tales. "I had been so supportive of women and their repressed mem
ories," she said, "but I had never once considered what that experi
ence was like for the parents. Now I heard how absolutely ludicrous 
it sounded. One elderly couple introduced themselves, and the wife 
told me that their daughter had accused her husband of murdering 
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duee people . . . .  The pain in these parents' FAces was so obvious. 
And the unique thread was that their daughters had gone to 
[recovered-memory] therapy. I didn't feel very proud of myself or my 
profession that day." 

After mat meeting. Ross said, she would frequently wake up in 
the middle of the night "in terror and anguish" as the cocoon began 
ro crack open. She worried about being sued. but mose of the time 
she "just thought about those mothers and fathers who wanted their 

children back." She called her former clients. trying to undo [he 
damage she had caused. and she changed the way she practices ther
apy. In an interview on National Public Radio's This American Lifo 
with Alix Spiegel, Ross wid of accompanying one of her clients to 

a meeting with the woman's parents, whose home had been dis
mantled by police trying to find evidence of a dead body that meir 
daughter had claimed CO remember in therapy.41 There was no dead 
body, any more than there were underground torture chambers at 
the McMartin Preschool. "So 1 had a chance to tell (hem me parr 
that I played." said Ross. "And to tell them that I completely under
stood that they would find it difficult for me rest of their lives to be 
able to find a place to forgive me. but that 1 was certainly aware that 
I was in need of their forgiveness." 

At the end of the interview, AJix Spiegel said: "There are almosr 
no people like Linda Ross. practicing therapists who have come for
ward to calk publicly about their experience. to admit culpability. or 
try to figure out how this happened. The experts, for once, are 
strangely silent." 



C H A PTER 5 

o o o 

Law and Disorder 

I guess it's really difficult for any prosecutor [[0 acknowledge errors 

and] to say, "Gee, we had 25 years of this guy's life. That's enough." 

-Dale M. Rubin, lawyer for Thomas Lee Goldstein 

THOMAS LEE GOLDSTEIN, a college student and ex-Marine, 
was convicted in 1980 of a murder he did not commit, and spent the 
next rwenty-four years in prison. His only crime was being in the 
wrong place at the wrong time. Although he lived near the murder 
victim, the police found no physicaJ evidence linking Goldstein (0 

the crime: no gun, no fingerprints, no blood. He had no motive. He 
was convicted on the testimony of a jailhouse informant. improb
ably named Edward Fink, who had been arrested thirty-five rimes. 
had three felony convictions and a heroin habit, and had testified in 
{en different cases that the defendant had confessed to him while 
sharing a jail cell. (A prison counselor had described Fink as "a con 
man who rends to handle me facts as if mey were elastic. ") Fink lied 
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under oath, denying that he had been given a reduced sentence in 
exchange for his testimony. The prosecution's only orner suppOrt for 
its case was an eyewitness. Loran Campbell, who identified Gold

stein as the killer after the police falsely assured him that Goldstein 
had failed a lie-detector rest. None of the other five eyewitnesses 

identified Goldstein, and four of them said the killer was "black or 
Mexican." Campbell recanted his testimony later, saying he had 
been "a little overanxious" [0 hdp the police by telling them what 

they wanted [Q hear. It was (00 late. Goldstein was sentenced (0 

twenty-seven years to life for the murder. 
Over the years, five federal judges agreed mat prosecutors had de

nied Goldstein his right to a fair trial by failing to tell the defense 
about their deal with Fink, but Goldstein remained in prison. Fi
nally, in February 2004, a California Superior Coure judge dismissed 
the case "in furtherance of justice," citing its lack of evidence and its 
"cancerous nature"-jts reliance on a professional informer who per

jured himself. Even then, the Los Angeles District Attorney's office 
refused to acknowledge that they might have made a mistake. Within 
hours, they filed new charges against Goldstein, set bail at $1 mil
lion, and announced they would retry him for the murder. "I am 

very confident we have the right guy," Deputy District Attorney 

Patrick Connolly said. Two months later, the DA's office conceded it 
had no case against Goldstein and released him . 

• • • 

On the night of April 19, 1989, the woman who came to be known 
as the Central Park Jogger was brurally raped and bludgeoned. The 

police quickly arrested five black and Hispanic teenagers from 
Harlem who had been in the park "wilding," randomly attacking 
and roughing up passersby. The police, not unreasonably, saw them 

as likely suspeC[s for the attack on the jogger. They kept the teenagers 
in custody and interrogated them intensively for fourteen to thirey 
hours. The boys, ages fourteen to sixteen, finally confessed to the 
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crime, bue mey did more than admit guilt: They reponed lurid de
mils of what they had done. One boy demonstrated how he had 
pulled off me jogger's pants. One mid how her shirt was Cll[ off with 

a knife, and how one of the gang repeatedly struck her head with a 
rock. Anomer expressed remorse for his "fifS[ rape," saying he had felt 
pressured by the other guys to do it, and promising he would never 
do it again. Although mere was no physical evidence linking the teen
agers m the crime-no matching semen, blood, or DNA-their 
confessions persuaded the police, the jury, forensic expens, and the 

public mat the perpetrators had been caught. Donald Trump spent 
$80,000 on newspaper ads calling for them m get the death penalty. ' 

And yet the teenagers were innocent. Thineen years later, a felon 
named Matias Reyes, in prison for three rape-robberies and one 
rape-murder, admitted that he, and he alone, had committed the 
crime. He revealed details that no one else knew, and his DNA 
matched the DNA taken from semen found in the victim and on her 
sock. The Manhattan District Atmrney's office, headed by Roben 

M. Morgenthau, investigated for nearly a year and could find no 

connection between Reyes and the boys who had been convicted. 
The DA's office supporred the defense motion m vacate the boys' 
convictions, and in 2002 the modon was granted. But Morgenthau's 
decision was angrily denounced by former prosecutors in his office 
and by the police officers who had been involved in the original in
vestigation, who refused to believe that the boys were innocent,l 
After all, (hey had confessed. 

• • • 

In 1932, Yale law professor Edwin Borchard published Convicting the 
Innocent: Sixty-five Actulli £"01'$ ofCriminlli justice. Of those sixty-five 
cases that Borchard had investigated, eight involved defendants con
vicred of murder, even though the supposed victim turned up later, 
very much alive. You'd think that might be fairly convincing proof 
that police and pcosecumrs had made some serious mistakes, yet one 
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prosecutor told Borchard, "Innocent men are never convicted. Don'r 
worry about it, it never happens . . .  It is a physical impossihiliry." 

Then came DNA. Ever since 1989. the first year in which DNA 
testing resulted in the release of an innocent prisoner, the public has 
been repeated.1y confronted with evidence that far from being an im
possibility, convicting the innocent is much more common than we 
feared. The Innocence Project, founded by Barry Scheck and Peter J. 
Neufeld, keeps a running record on its Web site of the hundreds of 
men and women imprisoned for murder or rape who have been 
cleared, most often by DNA rcsring but also by other kinds of evi
dence, such as mistaken eyewitness idemificarions.) Death-row exon

erations. of course, get the greatest public anention, but rhe number 
of wrongful convicrions for lesser crimes is also alarming. Afrer a 
comprehensive study of criminal cases in which the convicred per
son was indispmably exonerared, law professor Samuel R. Gross and 
his associares concluded that "if we reviewed prison sentences with 

the same level of care that we devote to death sentences, there would 

have been OV" 28,500 non-tkath-row exonerations in the past 15 years 
rather than the 255 that have in fact occurred."4 

This is uncomfortably dissonant information for anyone who 
wants to believe that the system works. Resolving it is hard enough 
for the average citizen, but if you are a panicipam in the justice sys
tem, your motivation to justify its mistakes, let alone yours. will be 
immense. Social psychologist Richard Ofshe. an expert on the psy

chology of false confessions. once observed that convicting the wrong 
person is "one of the worst professional errors you can make-like a 
physician amputating the wrong arm."s 

Suppose that you are presented with evidence that you did ampu
tate the wrong arm: that you helped send the wrong person to 
prison. Wha[ do you do? Your firs[ impulse will be [0 deny your mis
take for the obvious reason of protecting your job, repuracion. and 
colleagues. Besides, if you release someone who later commits a seri-
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ous crime, or free someone who is innocent bue who was erroneously 

imprisoned for a heinous crime such as child molesting, an outraged 
public may nail you for it; you have been "sofr on crime.'" You have 
plenty of such external incentives for denying that you made a mis
take, but you have a greater internal one: You want to think of your
self as an honorable, competent person who would never convict the 
wrong guy. Bur how can you possibly think you gOt the right guy in 
the face of the new evidence to the contrary? Because, you convince 
yourself. the evidence is lousy, and look, he's a bad guy; even if he 

didn't commit this particular crime, he undoubtedly committed an
orher one. The alternative. (har you sent an innocent man [Q prison 
for fifteen years, is so amithetical ro your view of your competence 

that you will go through mental hoops to convince yourself that you 
couldn't possibly have made such a blunder. 

With every innocem person freed from years in prison through 
DNA testing, the public can almost hear the mental machinations 
of prosecutors, police, and judges who are busy resolving dissonance. 

One strategy is to claim that most of those cases don't reflect wrong
ful convictiom but wrongful pardom: JUSt because a prisoner is exon
erated doesn't mean he or she is innocent. And if the person really 
is innocent, well, that's a shame, but wrongful convictions are ex
tremely rare, a reasonable price to pay for the superb system we al
ready have in place. The real problem is that too many criminals get 
off on technicalities or escape justice because they are rich enough 
(0 buy a high-priced defense rearn. k Joshua Marquis, an Oregon 
district anorney and something of a professional defender of the 
criminal-justice system. put it, "Americans should be far more wor
ried about the wrongfully freed than (he wrongfully convicted."7 
When the nonpartisan Center for Public Inregriry published its re
POrt of 2,012 cases of documented prosecutorial misconduct that 

had led to wrongful convictions, Marquis dismissed the numbers 
and report's implication that the problem might be "epidemic." 
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"The truth is that such misconduct is better described as episodic," 
he wrote, "those few cases being rare enough to merit considerable 
anemion by both the courts and the media," 

When mistakes or misconduct occur, Marquis added, the system 
has many self-correcting procedures in place to fix them immediately. 
In fact, he worries, if we start tinkering with the system to make cor
rections designed [0 reduce the rate of wrongful convictions, we will 
end up freeing tOO many guilty people. This claim reRects the per
verted logic of self-justification. When an innocent person is falsely 
convicted, the real guilty parry remains on the streets. ''None among 
the legal profession, It Marquis claims. "a prosecutor's sole allegiance is 
to the trum-even if that means torpedoing the prosecutor's own 
case."8 That is an admirable. dissonance-reducing sentiment, one that 
reveals {he underlying problem more man Marquis realizes. It is pre
cisely because prosecutors believe mey are pursuing the truth that 
they do not torpedo meir own cases when mey need to; because, 
thanks to self-justification, they rarely think they need to. 

You do not have to he a scurrilous, corrupt DA to think this way. 
Rob Warden, executive director of me Center on Wrongful Convic
tions at Normwestern University's law school, has observed disso
nance at work among prosecutors whom he considers "fundamentally 
good" and honorable people who want to do me right thing. When 
one exoneration took place. Jack O'Malley. me prosecutor on the 
case, kept saying to Warden, "How could chis be? How could this 
happen?" Warden said, "He didn't get it. He didn't understand. He 
really didn't. And Jack O'Malley was a good man." Yet prosecutors 
cannot get beyond seeing themselves and the cops as good guys. and 
defendants as bad guys. "You get in me system," Warden says, "and 
you become very cynical. People are lying to you all over the place. 
Then you develop a theory of the crime. and it leads to what we call 
tunnel vision. Years later overwhelming evidence comes our mat me 
guy was innocent. And you're sitting there thinking, 'Wait a minute. 
Either this overwhelming evidence is wrong or I was wrong-and I 
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couldn't have been wrong because I'm a good guy.' Thac's a psycho

logical phenomenon I have seen ovec and over. � 

That phenomenon is self-justification. Over and over, as the two 

of us read the research on wrongful convictions in American history, 
we saw how self-justification can escalate the likelihood of injustice 
at every step of the process from capture to conviction. The police 
and prosecutors use methods gleaned from a lifedme of experience 
to identify a suspect and build a case for conviction. Usually, they are 
right. Unfortunately, those same methods increase their risks of pur
suing the wrong suspect, ignoring evidence that might implicate an
other, increasing their commitmem to a wrong decision, and, later, 

refusing to admit their error. As the process rolls along, those who 
are caught up in the effon to convict the original suspect often be
come more cenain that they have the perpetrator and more commit
ted to getting a conviction. Once that person goes to jail, that foct 
alont justifitS what wt did to put him thut. Besides, the judge and jury 
agreed with us, didn't they? Self-justification nOt only putS innocem 

people in prison, but sees to it that they stay there. 

The Invesrigators 

On the morning of January 21,  1998, in Escondido, California, 

twelve-year-old Stephanie Crowe was found in her bedroom, 
stabbed to death. The night before. neighbors had called 911 to re

port their fears about a vagrant in the neighborhood who was be
having srrangely-a man named Richard Tuite, who suffered from 
schizophrenia and had a history of stalking young women and 

breaking into their houses. But Escondido detectives and a team 
from the FBI's Behavioral Analysis Unit concluded almost immedi
arely that the killing was an inside job. They knew that most mur
der victims are killed by someone related to them, not by crazy 
intruders. 
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Accordingly, the detectives, primarily Ralph Claytor and Chris 
McDonough. turned their attention to Stephanie's brother. Michael, 
then age fourteen. Michael. who was sick with a fever, was imerro
gated. withom his parents' knowledge. for three hours at one sitting 
and then for another six hours, without a break. The detectives lied 
to him: They said they found Stephanie's blood in his room, that she 
had strands of his hair in her hand. mat someone inside the house 
had to have killed her because all the doors and windows were 
locked, that Stephanie's blood was all over his clothes, and that he 
had failed the computerized Voice Stress Analyzer. (This is a pseudo
scientific technique that allegedly identifies liars by measuring "mi
cfQrcemors" in their voices. No one has scientifically demonstrared 
me existence of microtremors or the validity of this method. III) Al
though Michael repeatedly cold them he had no memory of the 

I crime and provided no details, such as where he put the murder 
" 

weapon, he finally confessed that he had kiUed her in a jealous rage. 
Within days, the police also arrested Michael's friends Joshua Tread-
way and Aaron Houser, both fifteen. Joshua Treadway, afrer two in
terrogations that lasted twenty-two hours, produced an elaborate 
StOry of how the three of them had conspired to murder Stephanie. 

On the eve of the trial, in a dramatic turn of events, Stephanie's 
blood was discovered on the sweatshirt that the vagrant, Richard 
Tuite, had been wearing the night of her murder. This evidence 
forced then-District Attorney Paul Pfingst to dismiss the charges 
against the teenagers, although. he said, he remained convinced of 
their guilt because of their confessions and would therefore nor indict 
Tuite. The detectives who had pursued the boys, Claytor and Mc
Donough, never gave up their cenainty that they had nabbed the real 
kiUers. They self-published a book to jusrify their procedures and be
liefs. In it. they claimed thar Richard Tuite was just a faU guy, a scape
goar, a drifter who had been used as a pawn by politicians, the press, 
celebrities, and the criminal and civil lawyers hired by the boys' fam
ilies to "'shift blame from their clients and transfer it to him instead. "u 
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The teenagers were released and the case was handed over to an
other detective in the depanment. Vic Ca1oca. to dispose of Despite 
opposition by the police and the district attorneys, Caloca reopened 
the investigarion on his own. Other cops Stopped talking to him; a 
judge scolded him for making waves; the prosecutors ignored his re
quests for assistance. He had to get a court order to get evidence he 
soughr from a crime lab. Caloca persisted. eventually compiling a 
300-page report listing the "speculations, misjudgments and incon
clusive evidence" used in the case against Michael Crowe and his 
friends. Because Caloca was nor pan of the original investigating 
team, and had not jumped {o the wrong conclusion, the evidence 
implicating Tuire was not dissonant for him. It was simply evidence. 

Caloca bypassed the local DA's office and took that evidence to 
the California State Attorney General's office in Sacramento. There. 
Assistant Attorney General David Druliner agreed to prosecute 
Tuite. In May 2004, six years afrer he had been ruled our by the in
vestigating detectives as being nothing moce than a bungling prowler, 

Richard Tuire was convicted of the murder of Stephanie Crowe. 
Druliner was highly critical of the initial investigation by the Escon
dido detectives. "They went off completely in the wrong direction to 
everyone's detriment," he said. "The lack of focus on Mr. Tuite-we 
could not understand that. "u 

Yet by now the rest of us can. It does seem ludicrous that the de
tecrives did nOt change their minds, or at least entertain a moment 
of doubt, when Stephanie's blood turned up on Tuite's sweater. But 
once the derectives had convinced themselves that Michael and his 
friends were guilty, they started down the decision pyramid, self
justifying every bump to the bottom. 

Let's begin at the top, with the initial process of identifying a sus
pect. Many detectives do just whar rhe rest of US are inclined to do 
when we first hear about a crime: impulsively decide we know what 
happened and then fit the evidence to support our conclusion, ignor
ing or discounting evidence that contradicts it. Social psychologists 
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have scudied this phenomenon extensively by putting people in the 
role of jurors and seeing what factors influence their decisions. In 
one experiment, jurors listened ro an audioraped reenactment of an 
actual murder trial and men said how they would have voted and 
why. Instead of considering and weighing possible verdicrs in light of 
(he evidence, most people immediately constructed a Story about 
what had happened and then, as evidence was presented during the 
mock trial, they accepted only the evidence that supponed their pre
conceived version of what had happened. Those who jumped to a 
conclusion early on were also the most confident in their decision 
and were most likely to justify it by voting for an extreme verdict. U 
This is normal; it's also alarming. 

In their first interview with a suspect, detectives rend to make a 
snap decision: Is this guy guilty or innocent? Over time and with ex� 
perience, the police learn to pursue certain leads and reject others, 
eventually becoming certain of their accuracy. Their confidence is 

partly a result of experience and parcly a result of training techniques 
that reward speed and certainty over caution and doubt. Jack JGrsch, 
a former chief of the FBI's Behavioral Science Unit, told an inter� 
viewer that visiting police officers would come up to his team mem� 
bees with difficult cases and ask for advice. "As impromptu as it was, 

we weren't afraid to shoot from the hip and we usually hit our tar� 
gets," he said. "We did this thousands of times. "14 

This confidence is often well placed, because usually the police 
are dealing wi(h confirming cases, (he people who are guilty. Yet it 
also raises the risk of mislabeling the innocent as being guilty and of 
shutting the door on other possible suspects too soon. Once that 
door closes, so does (he mind. Thus, the detectives didn't even try 
using their fancy voice analyzer on Tuite, as they had on Crowe. De
tective McDonough explained mat "since Tuite had a history of 
mental illness and drug use, and might still be both mentally iU and 
using drugs currently. the voice stress testing might not be vaJid."1S 
In other words, let's use our unreliable gizmo only on suspeCtS we al� 
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ready believe are guilty, because whatever they do, it will confirm our 

belief; we won't use it on suspects we believe are innocent, because it 
won't work on them anyway. 

The initial decision about a suspect's guilt or innocence appears 

obvious and rational at first: The suspect may fit a description given 
by the victim or an eyewitness, or the suspect fits a statistically likely 
category. Follow the trail of love and money, and the force is with 
you. Thus, in the case of most murders, the most probable killer is 

the victim's lover. spouse, ex·spouse. relative, or beneficiary. 'When a 
young woman is murdered, said Lieutenant Ralph M. Lacer, "the 
number one person you're going to look for is her significant other. 
You're noc going to be looking for some dude ou[ in a van." Laar 
was justifying his certainty that a Chinese·American college student 
named Bibi Lee had been killed by her boyfriend. Bradley Page. 
which was why he did nor follow up on testimony from eyewitnesses 
who had seen a man near the crime scene push a young "Oriental" 
woman into a van and drive away. Ii However, as attorney Steven 

Drizin observes. "Family members may be a legitimace scarring point 
for an investigation but that's all chey are. Instead of trying co prove 

the murder was intra· family, police need to explore all possible alter· 
nacives. All too orren they do not. "17 

Once a detective decides that he or she has found the killer, the 

confirmation bias sees to it that the prime suspect becomes the only 
suspect. And once that happens. an innocent defendant is on the 
ropes. In the case of Patrick Dunn of Bakersfield, California, which 

we mentioned. in the introduction. the police chose to believe the 

uncorroborated account of a career criminal, which supported their 
theory {hat Dunn was guilty, rather than corroborated statements by 
an impartial wimess, which would have exonerated. him. This deci· 
sion was unbelievable to che defendant. who asked his lawyer, Scan 

Simrin. "But don't {hey want the truth?" "Yes," Simrin said, "and 
they are convinced. they have found it. They believe the truth is you 

are guilty. And now they will do whatever it takes to convict yoU."18 
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Doing whatever it takes to convict leads to ignoring or discount
ing evidence that would require officers to change their minds abom 
a suspect. In extreme cases, it can tempt individual officers and even 
entire departments to cross the line from legal to illegal actions. The 
Rampart Division of the Los Angeles Police Department set up an 
anti gang unit in which dozens of officers were eventually charged 
with making false arrests, giving perjured testimony, and framing 
innocent people; nearly one hundred convictions that had been ac
rained using these illegal methods were eventually overturned. And 
in New York, a state investigation in 1989 found that the Suffolk 
County Police Department had botched a number of major cases by 
brutalizing suspects, illegally rapping phones, and losing or faking 
crucial evidence. 

Corrupt officers like these are made, not born. They are led 
down the slope of the pyramid by the culture of the police depan� 
ment and by their own loyalty to its goals. Law professor Andrew 
McClurg has traced the process thar leads many officers to eventu
ally behave in ways they never would have imagined when they 
started out as idealistic roolcies. Being called on to lie in the course 
of their official duties at first creates dissonance: "I'm here to uphold 
the law" versus "And here I am, I'm brealcing jt myself." Over time, 
observes McClurg, they "learn to smother their dissonance under a 
protective mattress of self�juscification." Once officers believe that 
lying is defensible and even an essential aspect of the job, he adds, 
"dissonant feelings of hypocrisy no longer arise. The officer learns 
to rationalize lying as a moral act or at least as not an immoral act. 
Thus, his self�concept as a decent, moral person is not substantially 
compromised. "19 

ut's say you're a cop serving a search warrant on a rock house, 
where crack cocaine is sold. You chase one guy to the bathroom, 
hoping to catch him before he Rushes the dope, and your case, down 
the drain. You're toO late. There you are, revved up. adrenaline Row� 
ing, you've put yourself in harm's way-and this bastard is going to 
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get away? Here you are in a rock house, everyone knows what is 
going on, and these scumbags are going to walk? They are going [0 

get a slick lawyer, and they will be our in a heartbeat. All that work, 

all that risk, all that danger, for nothing? Why not take a little co
caine out of your pocket and drop it on the floor of that bathroom, 
and nail [he perp with it. All you'd have [0 say is, "Some of that crack 
fell our of his pocket before he could Rush ir all."10 

It's easy [0 understand why you would do this, under the circum
stances. It's because you want [0 do your job. You know it's illegal to 

plant evidence, but it seems so justifiable. The first time you do it, 
you tell yourself, "The guy is guilty!" This experience will make it 
easier for you to do the same thing again; in fact, you will be strongly 

motivated [0 repeat the behavior, because [0 do otherwise is [0 

admit, if only to yourself, that it was wrong the first time you did it, 
Before long, you are breaking the rules in more ambiguous situa
tions. Because police culture generally supports these justifications, 
it becomes even harder for an individual officer [0 resisr breaking (or 

bending) the rules. Eventually, many cops will take the next steps, 

proselytizing other officers, persuading them to behave as they have, 
and shunning or sabotaging officers who do not go along. They are 
a reminder of the moral road nor taken. 

And, in fact, the 1992 Mollen Commission, reporting on patterns 
of corruption in the New York Police Department, concluded that 
the practice of police falsification of evidence is "so common in cer
tain precincts that it has spawned its own word: 'testilying.' "21 In such 

police cultures, police routinely lie to justify searching anyone they 
suspect of having drugs or guns, swearing in court that they stopped 
a suspect because his car ran a red light, because they saw drugs 
changing hands, or because the suspect dropped the drugs as the of
ficet approached, giving him probable cause to arrest and search the 
guy. Norm Stamper, a police officer for thirry-four years and former 

chief of the Seattle Police Department, has written that there isn't 
a major police force in the country that has escaped the problem of 



/40 CAROL TAVRIS lind ELLIOT ARONSON 

officers who convert drugs to their own use, planting them on sus
peers or robbing and extorting pushers.22 The mose common justi
fication for lying and planting evidence is that the end justifies the 
means. One officer told the Mollen Commission investigators that he 
was "doing God's work." Anomer said. "If we're going to catch these 
guys. fuck the Constitution." When one officer was arrested on 
charges of perjury, he asked in disbelief, "What's wrong with that? 
They're guilty."� 

What's "wrong with that" is that there is nothing [0 prevent the 
police from planting evidence and committing perjury to convict 
someone they believe is guilty-someone who is innocent. Corrupt 
cops are certainly a danger to the public. hut so are many of the well
intenrioned ones who would never dream of railroading an innocent 
person into prison. In a sense, honest cops are even more dangerous 
than corrupt cops. because they are far more numerous and harder 
to detect. The problem is that once they have decided on a likely sus
pecc, they don't think it's possible that he or she is innocent. And 
then they behave in ways ro confirm that initial judgment. justifying 
the techniques they use in the belief that only guilty people will be 
vulnerable to them. 

The Interrogators 

The most powerful piece of evidence a detective can produce in an 
investigation is a confession, because it is the one thing most likely 
to convince a prosecutor. jury, and judge of a person's guilt. Accord
ingly, police interrogators are trained to get it, even if that means 
lying to the suspect and using, as one detective proudly admirted to 

a reporter, "trickery and deceit."M Most people are surprised to learn 
that chis is entirely legal. Detectives are proud of rneir ability ro trick 
a suspect into confessing; it's a mark of how well they have learned 
their trade. The greater their confidence. the greater the dissonance 



MISTAKES WERE MADE (bOl nOI by me) 141 

they will feel if confronted with evidence that they were wrong, and 
the greater the need to reject that evidence. 

Inducing an innocent person to confess is obviously one of the 
most dangerous mistakes that can occur in police interrogation, but 
most detectives. prosecutors. and judges don't think it is possible. 
"The idea that somebody can be induced to falsely confess is ludi· 
crous,n says Joshua Marquis. "It's the Twinlcie defense of [our time]. 
It's junk science at its worst. "2� Most people agree, because we can't 
imagine ourselves admitting to a crime if we were innocent. We'd 
protest. We'd stand firm. We'd call for our la'WYer . . . wouldn't we? 
Yet studies of unequivocally exonerated prisoners have found mar 
becween 15 to 25 percent of them had confessed to a crime they had 
nor committed. Social scientists and criminologists have analyzed 
these cases and conducred experimenral research to demonstrare how 
this can happen. 

The bible of interrogation memods is CriminaL Interrogation and 
Confessions, wrirten by Fred E. Inbau. John E. Reid, Joseph P. Buck
ley, and Brian C. Jayne. John E. Reid and Associates offers training 
programs, seminars, and videotapes on the 9-Step Reid Technique, 
and on meir Web sire mey claim thar they have trained more (han 
300,000 law-enforcemenr workers in the mOSt effective ways of elic
icing confessions. The manual srans right off reassuring readers that 
"none of the steps is apt to make an innocent person confess, and 
mar all the sreps are legally as well as morally justifiablen16: 

Ie is our clear position that merely introducing fictitious evidence 

during an imerrogation would not cause an innocem person to 

confess. It is absurd to believe that a suspect who knows he did not 

commit a crime would place greater weight and credibility on al

leged evidence chan his own knowledge of his innocence. Under 

this circumstance, the natural human rtaction would be one of 

anger and mistrust toward the investigawc. The net effect would be 

(he suspect's further resolution to maintain his innocenceY 
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Wrong. The "natural human reaction" is usually nor anger and 

mistrust but confusion and hopelessness-dissonance-because 

most innocent suspectS tfUSt the inve5rigaroc nO( to lie [Q them. The 

inrerrogamc, however, is biased from the start. Whereas an interview 

is a conversation designed to gee general information from a person, 
an interrogation is designed to get a suspect CO admit guilt. (The sus

pect is often unaware of the difference.) The manual states this ex

plicitly: ''An interrogation is conducted only when me investigator is 

reasonably certain of the suspect's guilt." The danger of thar attitude 

is that once the investigator is "reasonably certain," the suspect can

not dislodge that certainty. On the contrary, anything the suspect 

does will be interpreted as evidence of lying, denial, and evading the 

[curh, including repeated claims of innocence. Interrogarors are ex
plicitly insrfUcred to rhink this way. They are raught to adopt rhe ar

titude "Don't lie; we know you are guilty," and to reject the suspect's 
denials. We've seen this self-justifying loop before, in the way some 

therapists and social workers imerview children they believe have 

been molested. Once an interrogation like this has begun, there is no 

such thing as disconfirming evidence.la 

Promulgators of the Reid Technique have an inruitive under

standing of how dissonance works (at least in other people). They 
realize that if a suspect is given the chance to prmest his innocence, 

he will have made a public commirment and it will be harder for 
him ro back down and later admit guilr. ''The more the suspect de

nies his involvement," wrires Louis Senese, vice president of Reid 
and Associates, "the more difficuJr it  becomes for him to admit thal 
he committed the crime"-precisely, because of dissonance. There

fore, Senese advises interrogators to be prepared for the suspect's de

nials and head them off at the pass. lnterrogarors. he says, should 
watch for nonverbal signs that the suspect is about to deny culpa

bility ("holding his hand up or shaking his head no or making eye 
contact"), and if the suspect says, scraight out, "Could I say some-
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thing?," incerrogators should respond with a command, using the 

suspect'S first name ("Jim, hold on for JUSt a minute") and then re
tum to their quesrioning.29 

The interrogacor's presumption of guilt creates a self-fulfilling 

prophecy. It makes the interrogator more aggressive, which in turn 
makes innocent suspects behave more suspiciously. In one experi
ment, social psychologist Saul Kassin and his colleagues paired indi
viduals who were either guilty or innocent of theft with interrogators 

who were cold they were guilty or innocent. There were therefore 

four possible combinations of suspeCt and interrogator: You're inno
cent and he thinks you're innocent; you're innocent and he thinks 

you're guilty; you're guilty and he thinks you're innocent: or you're 

guilty and he thinks you're guilty. The deadliest combination, the 
one mat produced the greatest degree of pressure and coercion by the 

interviewer, was the one that paired an interrogator convinced of a 

suspect'S guilt with a suspect who was actually innocenc. In such cir
cumstances, the more the suspect denied guilr, the more certain the 

interrogator became that the suspect was lying, and he upped the 
pressure accordingly. 

Kassin leccures widely to detectives and police officers to show 
them how their techniques of interrogation can backfire. They al
ways nod knowingly, he says, and agree with him that false confes

sions are to be avoided; but then they immediately add that they 
themselves have never coerced anyone into a false confession. "How 

do you know?" Kassin asked one cop. "Because I never interrogate 

innocent people," he said. Kassin found that chis certainty of infal
libility starts at the top. "I was at an International Police Interview

ing conference in Quebec, on a debate panel with Joe Buckley, 
president of the Reid School," he told us. "After his presentation, 
someone from the audience asked whether he was concerned that 

innocent people might confess in response to his techniques. Son of 

a gun if he didn't say it, word for word; I was so surprised at his 
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overt display of such arrogance that I weore down the quote and the 
date on which he said it: 'No, because we don'c interrogate innocent 
people.' ")0 

In the next phase of training. detectives learn to become confi
dem of their ability to read the suspeCt'S nonverbal cues: eye contact, 
body language. posture, hand gestures, and vehemence of denials. If 
the person won't look you in the eye, the manual explains. that's a 
sign of lying. If the person slouches (or sirs rigidly), those are signs 

of lying. If the person denies guilt. that's a sign of lying. Yet the Reid 
Technique advises interrogators to "deny suspect eye contact," Deny 
a suspect the direct eye contact that they themselves regard as evi

dence of innocence? 
The Reid Technique is thus a closed loop: How do r know a sus

pect is guilty? Because he's nervous and sweating (or [00 controlled) 

and because he won't look me in the eye (and I wouldn't let him if 
he wanted to). So my parmers and 1 interrogate him for twelve 

hours using the Reid Technique, and he confesses. Therefore, be

cause innocent people never confess, his confession confirms my 

belief that his being nervous and sweating (or too controlled), or 
looking me in the eye (or not) is a sign of guilt. By the logic of 
this system, the only error the detective can make is failing to get a 
confession. 

The manual is written in an authoritative tone as if it were the 
voice of God revealing indisputable truths, but in fact it fails to teach 
its readers a core principle of scientific thinking: the importance of 
examining and ruling out other possible explanations for a person's 
behavior before deciding which one is the most likely. Saul Kassin, 
for example, was involved in a milirary case in which investigarors 
had relentlessly interrogated a defendant against whom there was no 
hard evidence. (Kassin believed the man to be innocent, and indeed 
he was acquitted.) When one of the investigarors was asked why he 

pursued the defendant so aggressively. he said: "We gathered that he 
was nOt telling us the whole truth. Some examples of body language 
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is that he tried [Q remain calm, but you could tell that he was ner

vous and every time we tried to ask him a question his eyes would 

roam and he would not make direct contact, and at times he would 

act pretty sporadic and he started to cry at one time." 

"What he described," says Kassin, "is a person under stress." Stu
dents of the Reid Technique generally do not learn that being ner
vous, fidgeting, avoiding eye contact, and slouching uncomfonably 

might be signs of something other than guilt. They might be signs 

of netvousness, adolescence, cultural norms, deference to author

ity-or anxiety about being falsely accused. 
Promoters of the manual claim that their method trains investi

gators to determine whether someone is telling the truth or lying 

with an 80 to 85 percent level of accuracy. There is simply no scien
tific suppon for this claim. As with the psychotherapists we dis

cussed in chapter 4, training does not increase accuracy; it increases 
people's confidence in their accuracy. In one of numerous studies 
that have documented the false-confidence phenomenon. Kassin 

and his colleague Christina Fong trained a group of students in the 
Reid Technique. They watched the Reid training videos, read the 

manual, and were tested on what they had learned to make sure they 
got it. Then they were asked to watch videotapes of people being in

terviewed by an experienced police officer. The taped suspects were 
either guilty of a crime bm denying it, or were denying it because 

they were innocent. The training did not improve the students' ac
curacy by an iota. They did no better than chance, but it did make 

them feel more confident of their abilities. Still, they were only col
lege students, not professionals. So Kassin and Fong asked forty

four professional detectives in Florida and Ontario, Canada, to 
watch the tapes. These professionals averaged nearly founeen years 
of experience each, and two-thirds had had special training, many 

in the Reid Technique. Like the students, they did no better than 
chance, yet they were convinced that their accuracy rate was close 

to 100 percent. Their experience and training did not improve their 
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performance. Their experience and training simply increased their 
belief that it did . .J' 

Nonetheless. why doesn't an innocent suspect JUSt keep denying 
guilt? Why doesn't the target get angry at the interrogator, as the 
manual says any innocent person would do? Ler's say you are an in� 
Docent person who is called in for questioning, perhaps to "help the 
police in their invesrigation." You have no idea mat you are a prime 
suspect. You trust the police and want to be helpful. Yet here is a dep 
receive telling you that your fingerprints are on the murder weapon. 
That you failed a lie detection rest. That your blood was found on 
me victim. or the victim's blood was on your clothes. These claims 
will create considerable cognitive dissonance: 

Cognition 1 :  I was nor mere. I didn't commit the crime. I have 

no memory of it. 
Cognition 2: Reliable and trustworthy people in authority tell 

me that my fingerprints are on the murder weapon, the vic
tim's blood was on my shirt, and an eyewitness saw me in a 
place where I am sure I've never been. 

How will you resolve this dissonance? If you are suong enough. 
wealthy enough. or have had enough experience with the police to 
know that you are being set up, you will say the four magic words: 
"I want a lawyer." But many people believe they don't need a lawyer 
if they are innocent.'! Believing as they do that the police are not 
allowed to lie to them, they are astonished to hear that there is evi

dence against them that they cannot explain. And what damning 
evidence at that-their fingerprints! The manual claims that (he 
"self-preservation instincts of an innocent person during an interro
gation" will override anything an interrogator does, but for vulner
able people, the need to make sense of what is happening to them 
even trumps the need for self-preservation. 
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Bradley Pag�: Is it possible mat I could have done this ter
rible thing and blanked it Out? 

Liruunant Laur: Oh, yes. It happens all the time. 

And now the police offer you an explanation mat makes sense, a 
way to resolve your dissonance: You don't remember because you 
blanked it Out; you were drunk and lost consciousness; you repressed 
the memory; you didn't know that you have multiple personality dis
order, and one of your other personalities did it. This is what me de
tectives did in their interrogations of Michael Crowe. They told him 
mat there might have been "two Michaels." a good one and a bad 
one, and me bad Michael committed the crime without the good 
Michael even being aware of it. 

Sure. you might say, Michael was founeen; no wonder the police 
could scare him into confessing. It is true that juveniles and the men
tally ill are panicularly vulnerable to mese tactics, bur so are healthy 
adults. In a dose examination of 125 cases in which prisoners were 

later exonerated despite having given false confessions, Steven Drizin 
and Richard Leo found mat forty were minors. twency-eight were 
mencally retarded, and fifty-seven were competent adults. Of me 
cases in which length of interrogation could be determined. more 
than 80 percent of me false confessors had been grilled for more than 
six hours straight. half for more man twelve hours, and some almost 
nonstop for two days. Jl 

That was what happened to the teenagers arrested on the night 
the Central Park Jogger was attacked. When social scientists and 
legal scholars were able to examine the videotapes of four of the five 
teenagers (the fifth was not taped), and when District Attorney 
Robert Morgenthau's office reexamined mis evidence starting from 
me assumption that the boys might be innocent rather man guilty, 
the dramatic persuasiveness of their confessions melted in the light. 
Their statements turned out to be full of contradictions. factual 
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errors, guesses, and information planted by the interrogator's biased 
questions.}.4 And contrary to the public impression that all of them 
confessed, in fact none of the defendants ever admined that he per
sonally raped the jogger. One said he "grabbed at" her. Another 
stated that he "felt her tits." One said he "held and fondled her leg." 

The district attorney's motion to vacate their convictions observed 
that "the accounts given by the five defendants differed from one an
omer on the specific details of virtually every major aspect of the 

crime-who initiated the attack, who knocked the victim down, 
who undressed her, who struck her, who held her, who raped her, 
what weapons were used in the course of the assault, and when in {he 
sequence of events the attack took place."3$ 

After long hours of interrogation, wanting nothing more than to 

be allowed to go home, the exhausted suspect accepts the explana
tion the interrogators offer as rhe only one possible, rhe only one rhar 
makes sense. And confesses. Usually, the moment the pressure is over 
and rhe target gets a night's sleep, he or she immediately retracts the 
confession. It will be too late. 

The Proseclitors 

In that splendid film The Bridge on the River Kwai, A1ec Guinness and 
his soldiers, prisoners of the Japanese in World War II, build a railway 
bridge that will aid the enemy's war effort. Guinness agrees to this de
mand by his captors as a way of building unity and restoring morale 
among his men, but once he builds it, it becomes his-a source of 
pride and satisfaction. When, at the end of the film. Guinness finds 
the wires revealing that the bridge has been mined and realizes that 

Allied commandoes are planning to blow it up, his first reaction is. in 
effect: "You can't! It's mybridge. How dare you destroy itl" To the hor
ror of the watching commandoes, he tries to cur the wires to protect 
the bridge. Only at the very last moment does Guinness cry, "What 
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have I done?," reaJi1.ing that he was abom to sabotage his own side's 
goal of victory to preserve his magnificem creation. 

In the same way, many prosecutors end up being prepared to sab

otage their own side's goal of justice to preserve their convictions, in 

both meanings of the word. By the time prosecutors go to trial, they 
often find themselves in the real-world equivalent of a justification
of-effort experiment. They have selected this case out of many be
cause they are convinced the suspect is guilty and that they have the 
evidence to convict. They often have invested many months on a 
case. They have worked intensely with police, witnesses, and the vic

tim's shanered, often vengeful family. In the case of crimes that have 
roused public emotions, they are under enormous pressure to get a 
conviction quickly. Any doubts they might have are drowned in the 
satisfaction of feeling that they are representing the forces of good 

against a vile criminal. And so, with a clear conscience, prosecutors 
end up saying to a jury: 'This defendant is subhuman, a monster. 

Do the right thing. Convict." Occasionally they have so thoroughly 

convinced themselves that they have a monster that they. like the 
police, go too far: coaching witnesses. offering deals to jailhouse in
formants, or failing to give the defense all the information they are 
legally obliged to hand over. 

How. then. will most prosecutors react when, years later, the con
victed rapist or murderer, still maintaining innocence (as. let's keep 
in mind. plenty of guilty felons do), demands a DNA test? Or claims 
that his or her confession was coerced? Or produces evidence sug
gesting that the eyewitness testimony that led to conviction was 
wrong? What if the defendant might not be a monster. after all that 
hard work to convince themselves and everyone else that he is? The 
response of prosecutors in Florida is typical. After more than 130 
prisoners had been freed by DNA testing in the space of fifteen years, 
prosecutors decided they would respond by mounting a vigorous 

challenge (Q similar new cases. Wilton Dedge had to sue the state to 
have the evidence in his case retested. over [he fierce objections of 
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prosecutors who said that the state's imeresr in finalicy and the vic
tim's feelings should supersede concerns about Dedge's possible in
nocence.}!; Dedge was finally exonerated and released. 

That finality and the victim's feelings should preclude justice 
seems an appalling argument by those we entrust to provide justice, 
but that's the power of self-justification. (Besides, wouldn't me vic
tims feel better if the real murderer of their loved one had been 
caught and punished?) Across the country, as DNA testing has freed 

hundreds of prisoners, news accounts orren include a quote or two 
from the prosecutors who originally (tied them. For example, in 
Philadelphia, District AttOrney Bruce L. Castor Jr. was asked by re
porters what scientific basis he had for rejecting a DNA test that ex
onerated a man who had been in prison for 20 years. He replied. "J 

have no scientific basis. I know because I (rust my detective and my 
tape-recorded confession."l7 

How do we know that this casual dismissal of DNA testing, 
which is persuasive to just about everyone else on the planet, is a sign 

of self-justification and not simply an honest assessment of the evi
dence? It's like the horse-race study we described in chapter 1 :  Once 
we have placed our bets, we don't want to entertain any information 
that casts doubt on that decision. That is why ptosecutors wiU inter

pret the same evidence in two ways. depending on when it is discov
ered. Early in an investigation, the police use DNA to confirm a 
suspect's guilt or rule the person out. But when DNA testS are con

ducted after a defendant has been indicted and convicted. the pros
ecutors typically dismiss it as being irrelevant. not important enough 
to reopen the case. Texas prosecutor Michael McDougal said that the 
fact that the DNA found in a young rape-murder victim did not 
match that of Roy Criner. the man convicted of the crime, did not 
mean Criner was innocent. "Ie means that the sperm found in her 
was not his," he said. "It doesn't mean he didn't rape her, doesn't 
mean he didn't kill her."3! 
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Technically, of course, McDougal is right; Criner could have 

raped the woman in Texas and ejacuJated somewhere else-Arkansas, 
perhaps. But DNA evidence should be used the same way whenever 

ir turns up; it is the need for self-justification that prevents most 

prosecutors from being able to do thar. Defense anomey Peter ]. 
Neufeld says that in his experience, reinterpreting the evidence to 

justify the original verdict is exrremely common among prosecutors 
and judges. During the uiaJ, the prosecutor's theory is that one per
son alone, the defendanr, seized and raped the victim. If, after the 

defendant is convicted, DNA testing excludes him as the perpetra
tor, prosecutors miraculously come up with ocher rheories. Our own 

favorite is what Neufeld calls the "unindicted co-ejacuJator" theory: 

The convicted defendant held the woman down while a mysterious 

second man acrually commined the rape. Or the victim was lying 

there helpless, and a male predator "comes along and sees an oppor
tunity and takes it," as one prosecutor claimed.J'J Or the defendant 

wore a condom, and the victim had consensual sex with someone 

else shorrly before she was raped. (When Roy Criner's case was sem 

to the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals, Chief Judge Sharon Keller 

ruled that DNA "showing the sperm was not that of a man convicted 

of rape was nor determinative because he might have worn a con
dom. It) If the victim protests that she has nOt had intercourse in the 

previous three days, prosecu[Ors advance the theory-again, after the 

nial-thar she is lying: She doesn'r want [0 admit that she had illicit 
sex because her husband or boyfriend wiU be angry. 

Self-justifications like these create a double tragedy: They keep 

innocent people in prison and allow the guilty [0 remain free. The 

same DNA that exonerates an innocent person can he used to iden
£ify the guilty one, bur rhis rarely happens.<60 Of a11 the convictions 
the Innocence Project has succeeded in overturning so far, [here is 

not a single instance in which the police later tried to find the actual 

perpetrator of the crime. The police and prosecu[Ocs juse close the 
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books on the case completely, as if to obliterate its silent accusation 
of the mistake they made. 

Jumping [Q Convictions 

If the system can't function fairly, if the system can't correct its own 
mistakes and admit that it makes mistakes and give people an oppor
tunity [0 [correct] them, then the system is broken. 

-appdla[e lawyer Michael Charlton, who represented Roy Criner 

All citizens have a right to expect that our criminal-justice system 
will have procedures in place not only to convict the guilty, but also 
(0 protect the innocent. and when mistakes are made, to remedy 
them with alacrity. Legal scholars and social scientists have suggested 
various constitutional remedies and imponanr piecemeal improve
ments to reduce the risk of False confessions, unreliable eyewitness 

testimony, police "testilying," and so fonh.41 But from our vantage 
poine, the greatest impediment [0 admitting and correcting mistakes 

in the criminal-justice system is that most of its members reduce dis
sonance by denying that there is a problem. "Our system has to cre
ate this aura of close to perfection, of certainty that we don't convict 
innocent people,» says former prosecutor Bennett GershmanY The 
benefit of this cenainry to police officers, detectives, and prosecutors 

is that they do not have sleepless nights, worrying that they might 
have put an innocent person in prison. But a few sleepless nights are 
called for. Doubt is not the enemy of justice; overconfidence is. 

Currently. the professional training of most police officers, detec
tives, judges, and attorneys includes almost no information about 
their own cognitive biases; how (0 correct for them, as much as pos

sible; and how to manage the dissonance they will feel when their be
liefs meet disconfirming evidence. On the contrary, much of what 
they learn about psychology comes from self-proclaimed experts 
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wim no training in psychological science and who, as we saw, do not 
teach mem (Q be more accurate in their judgments, merely more 
confident that they are accurate: "An innocent person would never 
confess." "I saw it with my own eyes; therefore I'm right." "I can tell 
when someone is lying; I've been doing this for years." Yet that kind 
of certainty is the hallmark of pseudoscience. True scientists speak in 
the careful language of probability-"Innocent people most cer
tainly can be induced to confess, under particular conditions; let me 
explain why I think mis individual's confession is likely to have been 

coerced"-which is why scientists' testimony is often exasperating. 
Many judges, jurors, and police officers prefer certainties co science. 
Law professor D. Michael Risinger and attorney Jeffrey L. Loop have 
lamented "the general failure of the law to reflect virrually any of me 
insights of modern research on me characteristics of human percep
tion, cognition, memory, inference or decision under uncertainty, ei
ther in me structure of the rwes of evidence memselves, or the ways 

in which judges are trained or instructed to administer them. "�) 

Yet training that promotes the certainties of pseudoscience, rather 
than a humbling appreciation of our cognitive biases and blind 
SpOts. increases the chances of wrongful convictions in two ways. 
First, it encourages law-enforcement officials to jump to conclusions 
tOO quickly. A police officer decides that a suspect is the guilty party, 
and then closes the door to other possibilities. A district attorney 
decides impulsively to prosecute a case, especially a sensational one, 
without having all the evidence; she announces her decision to me 
media; and then finds it difficult to back down when subsequent 
evidence proves shaky. Second, once a case is prosecuted and a con-' 
vicrion won, officials will be motivated ro reject any subsequent evi
dence of the defendant's innocence. 

The antidote to these all-too-human mistakes is to ensure [hat in 
police academies and law schools, students learn about their own 
vulnerability to self-justification. They must learn to look for me sta
tistically likely suspect (a jealous boyfriend) without closing meir 
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minds to the statistically less likely suspect, if chat is where some ev
idence leads. They need to learn that even if they are confidem that 
they can tell if a suspect is iying, they could be wrong. They need to 

learn how and why innocent people can he induced to confess [Q a 
crime they did not commit, and how to distinguish confessions mat 
are likely to be true from those that have been coerced." They need 
to learn that the popular method of profiling, (hac beloved staple of 
the FBI and TV shows. carries significant risks of error because of the 
confirmation bias: When investigators start looking for elements of 
a crime that match a suspecc's profile, they also start overlooking el
ements that do not match. In short, investigamcs need to learn co 

change trees once they realize they are barking up the wrong one. 
Law professor Andrew McClurg would go further in [he (raining 

of police. He has long advocated (he application of cognitive
dissonance principles to keep highly motivated rookies from taking 
that first step down the pyramid in a dishones( direction, by calling 
on their own self-concept as good guys fighting crime and violence. 

He proposes a program of integrity training in dealing with ethical 
dilemmas, in which caders would be instilled with the values of 
telling the (ruth and doing the right thing as a central pan of their 
emerging professional identity. (Currently, in most jurisdictions, po
lice trainees get one evening or a couple of hours on dealing with 
ethical problems.) Because such values are quickly trumped on [he 
job by competing moral codes-"You don't rat on a fellow officer"; 
"In the real world, the only sure way to get a conviction is to fudge 

the truth"-McClurg proposes that rookies be partnered with expe
rienced, ethical mentors who, in the manner of Alcoholics Anonymous 
sponsors, would help rookies maintain their honesty commitment. 
"The only hope of substantially reducing police lying is a preven
tative approach aimed ar keeping good cops from turning bad," he 
argues. Cognitive dissonance (heory offers "a pocent, inexpensive, 
and inexhaustible tool for accomplishing this goal: (he officer's own 
self-concept. "�j 
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Because no one, no matter how well trained or wel1 intentioned, 
is completely immune to the confirmacion bias and to his or her 
own cognitive blind Spots, the leading social scientists who have 
studied wrongful conviction are unanimous in recommending safe
guards, such as the videoraping of all inrerviews. Currently, only a 
handful of states require the police to electronically record their in
terrogations.46 Police and prosecutors have long resisted this require
ment, fearing. we suspect, the embarrassing, dissonance-generating 
revelations it mighr create. Ralph Lacer, one of the interrogators of 
Bradley Page, justified this position on the grounds that "a tape is 
inhibiting" and makes it "hard to get at the truth. "41 Suppose. he 
complained, the interview goes on for ten hours. The defense attor
ney will make the jury listen to all ten hours, instead of just the 
fifteen-minute confession, and the jury will be confused and over
whelmed. Yet in the Page case, the prosecution's argument rested 
heavily on a segmem of the audiotaped interview that was missing. 
Lacer admitted that he had turned off the cassette player JUSt before 

he said the words that convinced Page to confess. According to 
Page, during that missing segment, Lacer had asked him to imagine 
how he might have killed his girlfriend. (This is another maneuver 
recommended by the creators of the Reid Technique.) Page thought 
he was being asked to construct an imaginary scenario to help the 
police; he was stunned when Lacer used jt as a legitimate confession. 
The jury did not hear the full context-the question that elicited 
the alleged confession. 

In fact, in jurisdictions that do videotape interrogations, law en
forcement has come to favor it. The Center on Wrongful Convic
tions surveyed 238 law enforcement agencies that currendy record 
all interrogations of felony suspects, and found chat virtually every 
officer with whom they spoke was enthusiastic about the practice. 
Videotaping eliminates the problem of suspects changing their sto
ries, and it satisfies jurors that the confession was obtained honestly. 
And of course it permits independent experts and jurors to assess the 
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techniques that were used and determine whether any of them were 
deceptive or coercive.�8 

Reforms like these are slowly being implemented in Canada and 
Great Britain, which are instituting procedures to minimize the 
chances of wrongful convictions. But according to legal scholars and 
social scientiscs Deborah Davis and Richard Leo. American law en
forcement remains steeped in its tradicions, including adherence to 
the Reid Technique and similar procedures, maintaining "near ab
solute denial" that these techniques can and do produce false con
fessions and wrongful convictions.�9 The American criminai-jusrice 
system's unwillingness to admir fallibility compounds the injusrices 
it creates. MoS[ scates do absolutely norhing for people who have 
been exonerated. They provide no compensation for the many years 
of life and earnings lost. They do not even offer an official apology. 
Cruelly. they often do not expunge the exonerated person's record, 
making it difficult for the person to get an apartment or a job. 

From the viewpoim of dissonance theory, we can see why the vic
tims of wrongful convictions are treated so harshly. That harshness is 
in direct proportion to the system's inflexibility. If you know that er
rors are inevitable, you will not be surprised when they happen and 
you will have comingencies in place [0 remedy them. Bue if you re
fuse to admit to yourself or the world that mistakes do happen, then 
every wrongfully imprisoned person is stark, humiliating evidence of 
how wrong you are. Apologize to them? Give them money? Don't 
be absurd. They gOt off on a technicality. Oh, the technicality was 
DNA? Well, they were guilty of something else. 

And yet. every so often, a man or woman of integrity rises 
above the common impulse to sacrifice truth in the service of self
justification: A police officer blows the whistle on corruption; a de
tective reopens a case that was apparently solved; a districr anomey 
owns up to a miscarriage of justice. Thomas Vanes. now an attorney 
in Merrillville, Indiana. was a prosecutor for thirteen years. "I was 

not bashful then in seeking the death penalty," he wrore.)O "When 
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criminals are guilry, they deserve to be punished." But Vanes learned 
that mistakes are made, and he had made them, too. 

I learned that a man named Larry Mayes, whom I had prosecuted 

and convicted, had served more than 20 years for a rape he did not 

commit. How do we know? DNA testing . . . .  Two decades later, 

when he requested a DNA retest on that rape kit, I assisted in track

ing down the old evidence, convinced that the current teses would 

put to rest his long-standing claim of innocence. But he was right, 

and J was wrong. 

Hard faces ttumped opinion and belief, as they should. It was a 

sobering lesson, and none of the easy-to-reach rationalizations GuSt 

doing my job, it was the jurors who convicted him, the appellate 

courts had upheld the conviction} completely Jessen the sense of re

sponsibility-moral, if not legal-that comes with the conviction 

of an innocent man. 



CHAPTER 6 

o o o 

Love's Assassin: 

Self-justification in Marriage 

Love . . .  is the extremely difficult realization that something other 

than oneself is real. 

-novelist Iris Murdoch 

WHEN WII .LlAM BUTLER YfilTS got married in 1917, his fa
ther wrote him a warm iener of congratulations. "} think it will help 
you in your poetic development," he said. "No one really knows 
human narure, men as well as women," who has noc lived in mar· 
riage-"the enforced study of a fellow creature. " I  Married partners 
are forced to learn more about each other than they ever expected 
(or perhaps wanted) to know. Wich no one else, not even with our 
children or parents, do we learn so much about another human 
being's adorable and irritating habits. ways of handling frustrations 
and crises. and private, passionate desires. Yet, as John Buder Yeats 
knew. marriage also forces couples to face themselves. ro learn more 
about themselves and how they behave with an intimate partner 

I 
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than they ever expected (or perhaps wanted) [0 know. No other re
lationship so profoundly tests the extent of our own willingness to 
be flexible and forgiving, [0 learn and change-if we can resist me 
allure of self-justification. 

Benjamin Franklin, who advised, "Keep your eyes wide open be
fore marriage, and half shut afterward," understood the power of 
dissonance in relationships. Couples first justify meir decision [0 be 
together, and then to stay together. When you buy a house, you wil1 
start reducing dissonance immediately. You will tell your friends the 
wonderful things you love about it-the view of the trees, the space, 
the original old windows-and minimize the things that are wrong 
with it-the view of the parking lot, the cramped guest room, the 
drafty old windows. In this case, self-justification will keep you feel
ing happy about your beautiful new home. If before you fell in love 
with it, a geologist had told you that the cliff above you was unstable 
and might give way at any moment, you would welcome the infor
mation and walk away, sad but not heartbroken. But once you have 

fallen in love with your house, spent more than you could afford [0 

buy ie, and moved in with your unwilling cat, you have tOO much in
vested, emotionally and financially, [0 walk away easily. If after you 
are in the house, someone tells you that the cliff above you is precar
ious, that same impulse to justify your decision may keep you there 
fur too long. The people who live in houses along the beach in La 
Conchita, California, in the shadow of cliffs that have a habit of 
crashing down on them during heavy winter rains, live with constant 
dissonance, which they resolve by saying: "It won't happen again." 
This allows them to remain until it does happen again. 

A relationship with a house is simpler than a relationship with an
other human being. For one thing, it's only one-way. The house can't 
blame you for being a bad owner or for not keeping it clean, though 
it also can't give you a nice back rub after a hard day. Marriage, 
though, is the greatest rwo-way decision of most people's lives, and 
couples are enormously invested in making it work. A moderate 
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amount of posrwedding, eyes· half-shut dissonance reduction, in 
which partners emphasize the positive and overlook the negative, al
lows things to hum along in harmony. But the identical mechanism 

allows some people to remain in marriages that are the psychological 
equivalenr of La Conchita, on the brink of constant disaster. What 
do ddiriously happy newlyweds have in common with unhappy 
couples who have remained together, in bitterness or weariness, for 
many years? An unwillingness (Q take heed of dissonant informacion. 
Many newlyweds, seeking confirming signs mat they have married 

the perfect person. overlook or dismiss any discrepant evidence that 
might be a warning sign of trouble or conflict ahead: "He goes into 
a sulk if I even chat with another man; how cute, it means he loves 
me. J> "She's so casual and relaxed about household matters; how 
charming, it means she'll make me less compulsive." Unhappy spouses 
who have long tolerated one another's cruelty, jealousy, or hum ilia
rion are also busy reducing dissonance. To avoid facing the devastat
ing possibility rhar rhey invested so many years, so much energy. so 

many argumenrs, in a failed efforr to achieve even peaceful coexis
tence, they say something like "All marriages are like this. Nothing 
can be done about it, anyway. There are enough good things about 
it. Bener to stay in a difficult marriage than to be alone." 

Self-justification doesn't care whether it reaps benefits or wreaks 

havoc. It keeps many marriages together (for better or worse) and ir 
tears others asunder (for better or worse). Couples sran off blissfully 

optimistic, and over the years some will move in the direction of 
greater closeness and affecrion, others in the direction of greater dis
tance and hostility. Some couples find in marriage a source of solace 
and joy, a place to replenish the soul, a relationship that allows them 
to flourish as individuals and as a couple. For others, marriage be
comes a source of bickering and discord, a place of stagnation, a re
lationship that squashes their individuality and dissipates their bond. 
Our goal in this chapter is not to imply that all relationships can and 
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should be saved, but rather to show how self-justification concributes 
to these two different outcomes. 

Of course, some couples separate because of a cataclysmic revela
tion, an act of betrayal, or violence that one partner can no longer 

tolerate or ignore. Bue the vast majority of couples who drift apart 
do so slowly, over time, in a snowballing pattern of blame and self
justification. Each parmer focuses on what the other one is doing 
wrong, while justifying his or her own preferences, attitUdes, and 
ways of doing things. Each side's intransigence, in turn, makes the 
other side even more determined not to budge. Before the couple 
realizes it, they have taken up polarized positions, each feeling right 
and righteous. Self-juStification will then cause their heans to harden 
against the entreaties of empathy. 

o o o 

To show how this process works, let's consider the marriage of Debra 
and Frank, taken from Andrew Christensen and Neil Jacobson's 

insightful book Reconcilable Diffirmca.1 Most people enjoy her
version/his-version accounts of a marriage (except when it's their 

own), shrugging their shoulders and concluding that there are two 
sides to every Story. We think there's more to it than that. Let'S start 
with Debra's version of their marital problems: 

[Frankl JUSt plods through life. always taking care of business. pre

occupied with getting his work done but never showing much 0-

citemem or pain. He says his style shows how emotionally 5[able he 

is. I say it just shows he's passive and bored. In many ways I'm just 

the opposite: I have a lot of ups and downs. But most of the time 

I'm energetic. optimistic. spontaneous. Of course J get upset. angry. 

and frustrated sometimes. He says this range of feeling shows I'm 

emotionally immature. that "I have a lot of growing up to do." I 

think it JUSt shows I'm human. 
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remember one incident that kind of sums up the way I � 

Frank. We went out to dinner with a charming couple who had just 

moved co town. As [he evening wore on, I became more and more 

aware of how wonderful their life was. They seemed genuinely in 

love: with one anomer, even though they had been married longer 

than we have. No matcer how much the man talked to us, he always 

kept in contact with his wife: touching her, or making eye contact 

with her. or including her in the conversation. And he used "wen a 

lot to rtfer to them. Watching them made me realize how little 

Frank and I touch, how rarely we look at each other, and how sep

arately we participate in conversation. Anyway, , admit it. I was en

vious of this other couple. They seemed to have it all: loving family. 

beautiful home, leisure, luxury. What a contrast to Frank and me: 

struggling along, both working full�time jobs, trying to save money. 

I wouJdn't mind that so much, if only we worked at it together. But 

we're so distant. 

When we gOt home, I started expressing those feelings. I wanted 

to reevaluate our life-as a way of getting doser. Maybe we couldn't 

be as wealthy as these people, but there was no reason we couldn't 

have the closeness and warmth they had. As usual, Frank didn't 

want to talk about it. When he said he was tired and wanted to go 

to bed, I got angry. It was Friday night, and neither of us had (0 get 

up early the next day; the only thing keeping us from being together 

was his stubbornness. It made me mad. I was fed up with giving in 

to his need to sleep whenever I brought up an issue to discuss. I 

thought, Why can't he stay awake just for me sometimes? 

1 wouldn't let him sleep. When he turned off the lights, I turned 

them back on. When he rolled over to go to sleep, I kept talking. 

When he put a pillow over his head. I talked louder. He told me I 

was a baby. I told him he was insensitive. It escalated from there and 

gOt ugly. No violence but lots of words. He finally went to the guest 

bedroom, locked the door, and went to sleep. The next morning we 

were both worn out and distant. He criticized me for being so irra� 
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tional. Which was probably true. I do get irrational when I get des� 

perate. But I think he uses that accusation as a way of justifying 

himself. It's son of like "If you're irrational, then I can dismiss all 

your complaints and I am blameless." 

This is Frank's version: 

Debra never seems to be satisfied. I'm never doing enough, never giv

ing enough, never loving enough, never sharing enough. You name il, 

I don't do enough of it. Sometimes she gets me believing I rcally am 

a bad husband. I stan feeling as though I've let her down, disap

pointed her, nOt met my obligations as a loving, supportive husband. 

Bm then I give myself a dose of reality. What have J done that's 

wrong? I'm an okay human being. People usually like me, respect me. 

I hold down a responsible job. J don't cheat on her or lie to her. I'm 

not a drunk or a gambler. I'm moderately awactive, and I'm a sensj� 

rive lover. I even make her laugh a 10[. Yet I don't get an ounce of ap

preciation from her-just complaints that I'm not doing enough. 

I'm not thrown by events the way Debra is. Her feelings are like 

a roller coaster: sometimes up, sometimes down. I can't live that 

way. A nice steady cruising speed is morc my style. But I don't put 

Debra down for being the way she is. I'm basically a tolerant pcr� 

son. People, including spouses, come in all shapes and sizes. They 

aren't tailored to fit your particular needs. So J don't take offense at 

little annoyances; I don't feel compelled to talk about every diffet� 

enee or dislike; I don't feel every potential area of disagreement has 

to be explored in detail. I just let things ride. When I show that kind 

of tolerance, I expect my parmer to do the same for me. When she 

doesn't, I get furious. When Debra picks at me about every detail 

that doesn't fit with her idea of what's right, J do rcact strongly. My 

cool disappears, and I explode. 

I remember driving home wich Debra after a night out with an 

attractive, impressive couple we had just met. On the way home I 
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was wondering what kind of impression I'd made on them. I was 

tired that evening and not at my best. Sometimes I can be clever 

and funny in a small group, but nOt that night. Maybe I was trying 

tOO hard. Sometimes I have high standards for myself and get down 

on myself when I can't come up [0 them. 

Debra interrupted my ruminations with a seemingly innocent 

question: "Did you notice how much in tune those two were with 

each other?" Now I know what's behind that kind of question-or 

at least where that kind of question will lead. h always leads right 

back to us, specifically to me. Eventually the point becomes "We 

aren't in tune with each other," which is code for "You're not in tune 

with me," I dread these conversations mar chew over what's wrong 

with us as a couple. because the real question, which goes unstated 

in the civil conversations, but gets stated bluntly in the uncivil ones, 

is "What's wrong with FrankY So I sidestepped the issue on this oc· 

casion by answering that they were a nice couple. 

But Debra pushed it. She insisted on evaluating them in com

parison to us. They had money and imimacy. We had neither. 

Maybe we couldn't be wealthy, but we could at least be intimate. 

Why couldn't we be imimate? Meaning: Why couldn't I be inti

mate? When we gOt home, I tried to defUse the tension by saying I 

was tired and suggesting that we go to bed. I was tired, and the last 

thing I wanted was one of these conversations. But Debra was re

lentless. She argued that there was no reason we couldn't stay up 

and discuss this. I proceeded with my bedtime routine, giving her 

the most minimal of responses. If she won't respect my feelings, why 

should I respect hers? She talked at me while I put on my pajamas 

and brushed my teeth; she wouldn't even let me alone in the bath

room. When I finally gOt into bed and turned off the light, she 

turned it back on. I rolled over to go to sleep, but she kept talking. 

You'd think she'd have gotten the message when I put the pillow 

over my head-but no, she pulled it of[ At that point I lost it. I 
told her she was a baby, a crazy person-I don't remember every· 
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thing I said. Finally, in desperation, I went to the guest bedroom 
and locked the door. I was too upset to go to sleep right away, and 
I didn't sleep at all. In the morning, I was still angry at her. I raid 

her she was irrational. for once, she didn't have much to say. 

Have you taken sides yet? Do you think this couple would be fine 
if she only stopped trying to get him to talk or if he would only Stop 
hiding under the pillow. literally and figuratively? And what is their 
major problem-that they are temperamentally incompatible, that 
they don't understand each other, that they are angry? 

Every couple has differences. Even identical twins have differ
ences. For Frank and Debra, like most couples, the differences are 

precisely why (hey fel l  in love: He thought she was terrific because 
she was sociable and outgoing, a perfect antidote to his reserve; she 
was drawn to his calmness and unflappability in a srorm. All couples 
have conflicts, too: small irritants that are amusing to everyone but 
the participants-she wantS dirty dishes washed immediately, and 

he lets them pile up for only one cleanup a day {or week)-or larger 
disagreemems about money, sex, in-laws, or any of countless other 
issues. Differences need not cause rifts. But once there is a rift, the 

couple explains it as being an inevitable result of their differences. 
Moreover, Frank and Debra actually understand their situation 

very well. They agree on everything that happened the night of their 

great blowup: on what set it off, on how they both behaved, on what 
each wanted from the other. They both agree that comparing them
selves to the new couple made them feel unhappy and self-critical. 
They agree that she is more roller-coastery and he more placid, a 
gender complaint as common as ragweed in summer. They are clear 
about what they want from the relationship and what they feel they 
aren't getting. They even are very good, perhaps better than most, at 

undemanding (he other person's point of view. 
Nor is chis marriage deteriorating because Frank and Debra get 

angry at one another. SuccessfuJ couples have conRicts and get angry. 
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just as unhappy couples do. But happy couples know how to man� 
age their conRicrs. If a problem is annoying them, they either talk 
and fix the problem, let it go, or learn to live with ic.' Unhappy 
couples are pulled further apart by angry confrontations. When 
Frank and Debra get into a quarrel. they retreat co their familiar po· 
sitions, brood, and Stop listening to each other. If they do listen. they 
don't hear. Their attirude is: "Yeah, yeah, I know how you feel abom 
this. hut I'm not going (0 change because I'm right." 

To show what we think Frank and Debra's underlying problem is, 
let's rewrite the story of their trip home. Suppose that Frank had an· 
ticipared Debra's fears and concerns, which he knows very well by 
now, and expressed his genuine admiration for her sociability and 
ease with new people. Suppose he anticipated that she would com
pare theit mattiage unfavorably with this appealing couple's relation
ship and said something like "You know, tonight I realized that even 
though we don't live in the luxury they do, I am awfully lucky to 
have you." Suppose that Frank had admitted candidly to Debra that 
being with this new couple made him fed "down on himself" abom 
his participation mat evening, a revelation that would have evoked 
her concern and sympathy. For her pan, suppose that Debra had 
short-circuited her own self-pitying ruminations and paid anemion 
to her husband's low mood. saying something like "Honey. you 
didn't seem to be up to par tonight. Are you feeling okay? Was if 
something about that couple you didn't like? Or were you just tired?" 
Suppose she, tOO, had been honest in expressing what she dislikes 
about herself. such as her envy of the other couple's affiuence, instead 
of expressing what she dislikes about Frank. Suppose she had turned 
her anemion to the qualities she does love about Frank. Hmmm, 
come to think of it, he's right about being a "sensitive lover." 

From our standpoint. therefore. misunderstandings, conflicts. 
personality differences, and even angry quarrels are not the assassins 
of love; self-justification is. Frank and Debra's evening with the new 
couple might have ended very differently if each of them had not 
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been so busy spinning their own self-justifications and blaming the 

orner, and had thought about the other's feelings first. Each of them 

understands the other's point of view perfectly, but their need for 

self-justification is preventing them from accepting their partner's 

position as being as legitimate as their own. It is motivating them to 
see their own way as the better way, indeed the only reasonable way. 

We are not referring here to the garden-variety kind of self
justification that we are all inclined to use when we make a mistake 

or disagree about relatively trivial matters, like who left the top 

off the salad dressing or who forgot to pay the water bill or whose 

memoty of a favorite scene in an old movie is correct. In those cir

cumstances, self-justification momentarily protects us from feeling 
clumsy, incompetent, or forgetful. The kind that can erode a mar
riage, however, reflects a more serious effort to protect not what � 
did but who wt art, and it comes in two versions: ''I'm right and 
you're wrong" and "Even if I'm wrong, toO bad; that's the way I am." 

Frank and Debra are in trouble because they have begun to justify 

their fUndamental self-concepts, the qualities about themselves that 
they value and do not wish to alter or that they believe ace inherent 

in their nature. They are not saying to each other, ''I'm right and 
you're wrong about that memory." They are saying, "I am the right 

kind of person and you are the wrong kind of person. And because 
you are the wtong kind of person, you cannot appreciate my virtues; 

foolishly, you even think some of my virtues are Raws." 

Thus, Frank justifies himself by seeing his actions as those of a 

good, loyal, steady husband-that's who he is-and so he thinks 
everything would be fine if Debra quit pestering him to talk, if she 
would forgive his imperfections as he forgives hers. Notice his lan
guage: "What have I done that's wrong?" asks Frank. "I'm an okay 
human being." Frank justifies his unwillingness to discuss difficult or 

painful topics in the name of his "tolerance" and ability to "jUSt let 

things ride." For her part, Debra thinks her emotional expressiveness 

"just shows I'm human"-that's who she is-and that everything 
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would be fine if Frank weren't so "passive and bored." Debra got jt 
right when she observed mat Frank justifies ignoring her demands to 

communicate by attributing (hem to her irrational nacure. But she 
doesn't see that she is doing the same thing. that she justifies ignor. 
ing his wishes not to talk by attributing them CO his stubborn nature. 

Every marriage is a story, and like all stories, it is subject to its par· 
ticipanrs' dis[Qrted percepcions and memories that preserve the narea· 
ave as each side sees it. Frank and Debra are at a crucial decision point 

on the pyramid of their marriage, and the steps they take to resolve the 
dissonance between "I love this person" and "This person is doing 
some things that are driving me crazy" will enhance meit love story or 
desuoy it. They are going to have to decide how to answer some key 
questions about those crazy things their partner does: AIe they due (0 

an unchangeable personality Raw? Can I live with them? Are they 
grounds for divorce? Can we find a compromise? CouJd I-horror of 
horrors-learn something from my partner, maybe improve my own 
way of doing things? And they are going to have to decide how to 

think about their own way of doing things, Seeing as how they have 
lived with themselves their whole lives, "their own way" feels natural, 
inevitable. Self-justification is blocking each partner from asking: 
Could I be wrong? Could I be making a mistake? Could I change? 

As Debra and Frank's problems accumulated, each developed an 
implicit theory of how the other person was wrecking the marriage. 
(These theories are called "implicit" because people are often un
aware that they hold them,) Debra's implicit theory is that Frank is 
socially awkward and passive; his theory is that Debra is insecure and 
cannot accept herself, or him, as they are. The trouble is that once 
people develop an implicit theory, the confirmation bias kicks in and 
they stop seeing evidence that doesn't fit it. A5 Frank and Debra's 
therapist observed, Debra now ignores or plays down all the times 
that Frank isn't awkward and passive with her or others-the times 
he's been funny and charming, the many times he has gone out of 
his way {o be helpful. For his part, Frank now ignores or plays down 
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evidence of Debra's psychological security, such as her persistence 
and optimism in the face of disappointment. "They each think the 
other is at fault," their therapists observed, "and thus they selectively 
remember parts of their life, focusing on those parts that support 

their own points of view ... • 
Our implicit theories of why we and other people behave as we 

do come in one of two versions. We can say it's because of something 
in the situation or environment: "The bank teller snapped at me be
cause she is overworked today; mere aren't enough tellers to handle 
these: lines." Or we can say it's because something is wrong with the 
person: "That teller snapped at me because she is plain rude." When 
we explain our own behavior, self-justification allows us (Q Raner 

ourselves: We give: ourselves credit for our good actions but let the 
simarion excuse the bad ones. When we do something that hurts an
other, for example, we rarely say, "I behaved this way because I am a 
cruel and heartless human being." We say, "I was provoked; anyone 
would do what I did"; or "I had no choice"; or "Yes, I said some 

awful things, but that wasn't me--it's because 1 was drunk." Yet 
when we do something generous, helpful, or brave, we don't say we 
did it because we were provoked or drunk or had no choice, or be
cause the guy on the phone guilt-induced us into donating to char
ity. We did it because we are generous and open-hearted. 

Successful partners extend to each other the same self-forgiving 
ways of thinking we extend to ourselves: They forgive each other's 
missteps as being due to the simarion, but give each orner credit for 

the thoughtful and loving things they do. If one partner does some
thing thoughtless or is in a crabby mood, the other tends to write it 
off as a result of events mat aren't the partner's fault: "Poor guy, he is 
under a lot of stress"; "I can understand why she snapped at me: she's 
been living with back pain for days." But if one does something 
especially nice, the other credits the partner's inherem good nature 
and sweet personality: "My honey brought me flowers for no reason 

at all," a wife might say; "he is the dearest guy." 
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While happy partners are giving each orner the benefit of the 
doubt, unhappy partners are doing just the opposire.s If the panner 
does something nice. jt'S because of a temporary Auke or situational 

demands: "Yeah, he brought me Rowers. but only because aU the 
orner guys in his office were buying Rowers for meir wives. n If the 
partner does something thoughtless or annoying. though, it's be
cause of the partner's personality Raws: "She snapped at me because 
she's a bitch." Frank doesn't say £hat Debra did a crazy thing, follow
ing him around the house demanding [hat he talk to her, and he 
doesn't say she acted that way because she was feeling frustrated that 
he would not talk to her; he calls her a crazy person. Debra doesn't 
say that Frank avoided talking after the dinner party because he was 
weary and didn't want to have a confrontation last thing at night; she 
says he is a passive person. 

Implicit theories have powerful consequences because they affect, 
among other things, how couples argue, and even the very purpose 
of an argument. If a couple is arguing from the premise that each is 
a good person who did something wrong but fixable. or who did 

something blunderheaded because of momentary situationaJ pres
sures, there is hope of correction and compromise. But, once again, 
unhappy couples invert this premise. Because each partner is expert 
at self-justification, they each blame the other's unwillingness to 

change on personality flaws, but excuse their own unwillingness to 
change on the basis of their personality virtues. If they don't want 
CO admit they were wrong or modify a habit that annoys or distresses 
rheir partner, they say, "I can't help it. It's natural co raise your voice 
when you're angry. Thac's the way I am." You can hear the self
justification in these words because, of course, they can help it. They 
help it every time they don't raise their voice with a police officer. 
their employer. or a 300-pound irritating stranger on the street. 

The shouter who protests, "That's the way I am!" is, however. 
rarely inclined to extena (he same self-forgiving justification to the 
partner. On the COntrary, he or she is likely to [Urn it into an infuri-
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ating insult: "Thac's the way you are-you're just like your mother!" 

Generally, the remark does not refer to your mother's sublime bak

ing skills or her talent at dancing the tango. It means that you are like 

your mother genetically and irredeemably; there's nothing you can 

do about it. And when people feel they can't do anything about it, 

they feel unjustly accused, as if (hey were being criticized for being 
tOO short or roo freckled. Social psychologist June Tangney has 
found that being criticized for who you are rather than for what you 
did evokes a deep sense of shame and helplessness; it  makes a person 

want to hide. disappear.' Because the shamed person has nowhere to 
go to escape the desolate feeling of humiliation, Tangney found, 

shamed spouses tend ro strike back in anger: "You make me feel that 

I did an awful thing because I'm reprehensible and incompetent. 
Since I don't think I am reprehensible and incompetent, you must 
be reprehensible to humiliate me trus way." 

By the time a couple's style of argument has escalated into sham
ing and blaming each other, the very purpose of their quarrels has 

shifted. It is no longer an effort to solve a problem or even to get the 
other person to modify his or her behavior; it's just to wound, to in

sult, to score. That is why shaming leads to fierce. renewed efforts at 
self-justification, a refusal to compromise. and the most destructive 
emotion a relationship can evoke: contempt. In his groundbreaking 

study of more than 700 couples, whom he foUowed over a period of 
years. psychologist John Gottman found that contempt-criticism 

laced with sarcasm, name calling, and mockery-is one of the 

strongest signs that a relationship is in free fall.' Gottman offered this 
example: 

Fred: Did you pick up my dry cleaning? 
Ingrid (mocking): "Did you pick up my dry cleaning?" Pick 

up your own damn dry cleaning. What am I, your maid? 

Ffrd· Hardly. If you were a maid, at least you'd know how 
to clean. 
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Contemptuous exchanges like this one are devastating because 
they destroy the one thing that self-justification is designed [0 pro
tect: our feelings of self-worth. of being loved, of being a good and 
respected person. Contempt is the final revelation to the partner mat 
"I don't value the 'who' that you are." We believe that contempt is a 
prediccoc of divorce nor because it causes the wish to separate. but 
because it reflects the couple's feelings of psychological separation. 
Contempt emerges only mer years of squabbles and quarrels that 
keep resulting, as for Frank and Debra. in yet another unsuccessful 
effort to get the other person [0 behave differently. It is an indication 
that the parmer is throwing in the towel, thinking, "There's no point 
hoping that you will ever change; you are JUSt like your mother after 
all. n Anger reRects the hope mat a problem can be corrected. When 
it burns Out, it leaves the ashes of resentment and conrempc. And 
contempt is the handmaiden of hopelessness . 

• • • 

Which comes first, a couple's unhappiness with each other, or their 
negative ways of thinking about each other? Am I unhappy with you 
because of your personality Aaws, or does my belief chat you have 
personalicy flaws (ramer than forgivable quirks or excernal pressures) 
eventually make me unhappy with you? Obviously it works in both 
directions. But because mosc new partners do not start our in a 
mood of complaining and blaming, psychologists have been able to 
follow couples over time to see what sets some of them, but noc och
ers, on a downward spiral, They have learned that negative ways of 
thinking and blaming usually come first and are unrelated to the 
couple's frequency of anger, either party's feelings of depression, or 
other negative emotional states.' Happy and unhappy partners 
simply think differently about each other's behavior, even when they 
are responding to identical situations and actions. 

That is why we think that self-justification is the prime suspect 
in the murder of a marriage. Each partner resolves the dissonance 
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caused by conflicts and irritations by explaining the spouse's be
havior in a particular way. That explanation, in mrn, sets chern on 

a pam down me pyramid. Those who navel the rome of shame and 
blame will evemually begin rewriting the story of their marriage. As 
they do, they seek further evidence to justify their growing pes
simistic or comempmous views of each other. They shift from min
imizing negative aspects of the marriage to overemphasizing them, 
seeking every bit of supporting evidence to fit their new story. As 
the new Story rakes shape, with husband and wife rehearsing it pri

vately or with sympathetic friends, the partners become blind to 
each other's good qualities. the very ones that initially caused them 
to fall in love. 

The tipping point at which a couple starts rewriting cheir love 
story. Gottman finds, is when the "magic ratio" dips below five-to
one: Successful couples have a ratio of five times as many positive 

interactions (such as expressions of love, affection, and humor) to 
negative ones (such as expressions of annoyance and complaims). It 

doesn't matter if the couple is emotionally volatile, quarreling eleven 

times a day, or emotionally placid, quarreling once a decade; it is the 
ratio that matters. "Volatile couples may yell and scream a lot, but 
(hey spend five times as much of their marriage being loving and 
making up," Gottman found. "Quieter. avoidant couples may nO{ 
display as much passion as the other types. but they display far less 

criticism and contempt as well-the ratio is still 5 to 1."? When the 
ratio is five to one or better, any dissonance that arises is generally re

duced in a positive direction. For example, social psychologist Ayala 
Pines. in a study of burnout in marriage. reported how a happily 
married woman she called Ellen reduced the dissonance caused by 
her husband's failure to give her a birthday present. "I wish he would 
have given me something-anything-I told him mat, like I am 

telling him all of my thoughts and feelings," Ellen said to Pines. 
"And as I was doing that I was thinking to myself how wonderful it 
is mat I can express openly all of my feelings, even the negative 
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ones . . .  The left over negative feelings 1 juSt sem down with the 
water under the bridge."10 

When the positive-negative ratio has shifted in favor of those neg

ative feelings. however, couples resolve dissonance caused by the same 
events in a way that increases their alienation from one another. Pines 
reported how an unhappily married woman, Donna, reacted to the 
same problem that upset Ellen: no binhday presem from her hus
band. Bur whereas Ellen decided to accept that her husband was 
never going to become the Bill Gates of domestic giving, Donna in
terpreted her husband's behavior quite differently: 

One of the things that actually cemented my decision [0 divorce 

was my birthday, which is a symbolic day for me. I got a phone call 

at six o'clock in the morning from Europe, from a cousin, to wish 

me a happy birthday. Here is someone miles away who's taken the 

trouble. And he was sitting there listening, and didn't wish me a 

happy birthday . . . .  And I suddenly realized, you know, that here 

arc all these people who do love me, and here's a person who doesn't 

appreciate me. He doesn't value me, he doesn't love me. If he did he 

wouldn't treat me the way he did. He would want to do something 

special for me. 

It is entirely possible, of course, that Donna's husband doesn't 
love and appreciate her. And of course we don't have his side of [he 
story about the birthday gift; perhaps he had tried giving her gifts for 
years but she never liked any of them. Presumably, mough, most 
people don't decide to divorce because of a missing binhday present. 
Because Donna has decided mat her husband's behavior is not only 
unmodifiable but intolerable, she now interprets everyming he does 
as unmistakable evidence that "he doesn't va1ue me, he doesn't love 

me." Donna acruaJly took [he confirmation bias further than most 
spouses do: She told Pines mat whenever her husband made her feel 
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depressed and upset, she wrote it down in a "hate book." Her hate 

book gave her all the evidence she needed to justify her decision to 
divorce. 

When the couple has hit this low point, they Start revising their 
memories, [00. Now the incentive for boch sides is not to send down 
(he negative things "with the water under the bridge," bur to encour
age every negative thing co bubble up to the surface. Distortions of 
past events-or complete amnesia-kick in to confirm the couple's 
suspicion that they married a complete stranger, and not a partic
ularly appealing one, eicher. ClinicaJ psychologist Julie Gortman 
worked with an angry couple in therapy. When she asked, "How did 
the cwo of you meec?" the wife said. contemptuously. "At school. 
where I mistakenly thought he was smart. "n In this twist of memory. 
she announces that she didn't make a mistake in choosing him; he 
made the mistake, by deceiving her about his intelligence. 

"I have found that nothing foretells a marriage's future as accu
rately as how a couple retells their past," John Gottman observes.ll 

Rewriting history begins even before a couple is aware their marriage 
is in danger. Gottman and his team conducted in-depth interviews 
of fifty-six couples, and were able ro follow up on forry-seven of 
them three years later. At the time of the first interview. none of the 
couples had planned to separate. but the researchers were able to pre
dict wich 100 percent accuracy the seven couples who divorced. (Of 
the remaining forry couples. me researchers predicted that thirty
seven would still be together, scill an asconishing accuracy rate.) Dur
ing the first interview, those seven couples had already begun 
recasting their history, telling a despondent Story with confirming 
details co fit. For example. they told Gottman they had married not 
because they were in love and couldn't bear to be apart. bur because 
marriage seemed "natural, the next step." The first year. the ruvorced 
couples now recalled, was full of letdowns and disappointments. "A 

lot of things went wrong but I don't remember what they were," said 
one soon-to-be-ex-husband. Happy couples, however. called the 
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same difficulties "rough Spots" and saw them as challenges that they 
proudly had survived. with humor and affection. 

Thanks to the revisionist power of memory co justify our deci

sions, by the time many couples divorce. they can't remember why 
they married. It's as if they have had a nonsurgical lobotomy that ex
cised the happy memories of how each parmer once felt toward {he 
other. Over and over we have heard people say, "I knew the week 

after the wedding I'd made a terrible mistake." "But why did you 

have three children and Stay rogether for the next twenty-seven 
years?" u�h, I don't know; I just felt obligated, I guess." 

Of course, some people do make the decision to separate as a re
sult of a clear-eyed weighing of current benefits and problems; bur 
for most, it's a decision fraught with historical revisionism and dis
sonance reduction. How do we know? Because even when the prob

lems remain the same. the justifications change as soon as one or 

both parties decides ro leave. As long as couples have decided to stay 

in a relationship that is far from their ideal, they reduce dissonance 

in ways mat support their decision: "It's not really that bad." "Most 
marriages are worse than mine-or certainly no better." "He forgot 

my birthday, but he does many other things that show me he loves 
me." "We have problems. but overall I love her." When one or both 
partners starts thinking of divorce. however, their effortS to reduce 

dissonance will now justify the decision [Q leave: "This marriage 
really is that bad." "Most marriages are better than mine." "He for

gOt my birthday, and it means he doesn't love me." And the pitiless 
remark said by many a departing spouse afrer twenty or thirty years, 

" I  never loved you." 
The cruelty of that last panicuJar lie is commensurate with the 

teUer's need to justify his or her behavior. Couples who part because of 
clear external reasons-say, because one spouse is physically or emo

tionally abusive-will feel no need for additional self-justification. 
Nor will those rare couples who part in complete amicability, or who 

evemually restore warm feelings of friendship after the initial pain of 
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separation. They feel no urgency co vilify their former parmer or for
get happier times, because they are able co say, "It didn't work Out," 
"We just grew apart," or "We were so young when we married and 

didn't know better." Bur when the divorce is wrenching, momen
tous, and costiy. and especially when one partner wams the separa
tion and the other does nOt, both sides will feel an amalgam of 
painful emotions. In addition to the anger, anguish, hurt, and grief 
that almost invariably accompany divorce, these couples will also feel 

the pain of dissonance. That dissonance, and the way many people 
choose to resolve it, is one of the major reasons for postdivorce 

vindictiveness. 
If you are the one being left, you may suffer the ego-crushing dis

sonance of "I'm a good person and I've been a terrific partner" and 
"My parmer is leaving me. How could this be?" You could conclude 
that you're not as good a person as you thought, or that you are a 
good person but you were a pretty bad parmer, but few of us choose 
to reduce dissonance by plunging darts into our self-esteem. It's far 
easier to reduce dissonance by plunging darts imo me parmer, so to 
speak-say, by concluding (hat your partner is a difficult, selfish per
son, only you hadn't realized it fully umil now. 

If you ace the one who is leaving, you also have dissonance to re

duce, to justify the pain you are inflicting on someone you once 
loved. Because you are a good person, and a good person doesn't hurt 

another, your partner mUSt have deserved your rejection, perhaps 
even more than you realized. Observers of divorcing couples are 

often baffied by what seems like unreasonable vindictiveness on the 
part of the person who initiared me separation; what they are observ
ing is dissonance reduction in action. A friend of ours, lamenting her 

son's divorce, said: "I don't understand my daughter-in-law. She left 
my son for another man who adores her, but she won't marry him or 
work full-time just so that my son has to keep paying her alimony. 
My son has had to take a job he doesn't like to afford her demands. 
Given that she's the one who left, and that she has anomer relation-
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ship, (he way she treacs my son seems inexplicably cruel and venge
ful." From the daughter-in-Iaw's standpoint, however, her behavior 
toward her ex is perfectly justifiable. Ifhe were such a good guy. she'd 
still be with him, wouldn't she? 

Divorce mediators. and anyone else who has tried CO be helpful 
to warring friends in the throes of divorce. have seen this process up 
close. Mediators Donald Saposnek and Chip Rose describe the "ten
dency of one spouse to cast the other in a vilified image, for example, 
'He's a weak. violent drunk,' or, 'She's a two-faced, selfish, parholog
ical liar who can't ever be trusted.' These intensely negative. polarized 
characterizations that high conRict divorcing couples make of each 
other become reified and immutable over time. "u The reason they 
do is that once a couple starts reducing dissonance by taking the ego
preserving route of vilifying the former partner, they need to keep 
justifying their position. Thus they fight over every nickel and dime 
that one party is "entirled to" and the other "doesn't deserve," furi
ously denying or controlling custody matters and the ex's visitation 
rights because, look, the ex is a terrible person. Neither party pauses 
in mid-rant to consider that the terribleness might be a result of the 
terrible situation, let alone a response to their own behavior. Each ac
tion that one partner takes evokes a self-justified retaliation from the 
other, and voila, they are on a course of reciprocal, escalating ani
mosity. Each partner, having induced the other to behave badly, uses 
that bad behavior both to justify his or her own retaliation and to 
marshal support for the ex's inherently "evil" qualities. 

By the time these couples seek mediation, they have slid pretty far 
down the pyramid. Don Saposnek told us that in the more than 
4,000 custody mediations he has done. "I have never had one in 
which a parent has said, 'You know. 1 really think that she should get 
custody, since she really is the better parent and the kids are closer to 
her.' Ie is virtually always a bilateral stand-off of 'why I am the better 
and morc deserving parent.' Not a single point of acknowledgment 
is ever given [Q the other parent, and even when they freely admit 
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rheir own acrs of retaliacion, they always justify it: 'He deserved ie, 
after whar he's done-breaking up our family!' The agreemems they 
reach are invariably some kind of compromise which each experi
ences as 'giving up my position because I felt coerced, I'm exhausted 
fighring, or I ran our of money for mediation . . .  even rhough I 
know mat I'm the bener parem.'" 

Dissonance theory would lead us to predicr rhat ir is rhe very 
people wirh the greares( initial ambivalence about their decision to 

divorce, or who feel the greatest guilt over meir unilateral decision, 

who have (he greatest urgency to jusrify their decision to leave. In 
turn, me bereft parmer feels a desperate urgency CO jusrify any reral

iadon as payback for having been treated so cruelly and unfairly. As 
both parties come up with confirming memories and all mose hor
rible recent examples of the ex's bad behavior co support meir new 
accounts, the ex turns completely villainous. Self-justification is me 
rome by which ambivalence morphs into cerrainry, guilt inro rage. 
The love story has become a hate book. 

o o o 

Our colleague Leonore Tiefer, a clinical psychologist, told us about 
a couple in their late thirties, married ten years, whom she saw in 

rherapy. They could nO{ make a decision abom having children be
cause each wanted to be sure before even raising the issue wim me 

orher. They could not make a decision about how ro balance her de
manding business career with rheir activities together, because she 

felr justified in working as much as she wanted. They could nor re
solve their quarrels over his drinking, because he felt jusrified in 
drinking as much as he wanted. Each had had an affair, which mey 

jusrified as being a response ro rhe other's. 
Yet their normal, if difficult, problems were not what doomed 

this marriage; rheir obstinate self-jusrifications were. "They do nor 
know whar ro give up in order to be a couple," says Tiefer. "They 
each want to do what they feel entitled ro do, and they can't discuss 
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the important issues that affect them as a pair. And as long as they 
sray mad at each orner. they don't have to discuss those maners, be
cause discussion might actually require them to compromise or con
sider the parmer's point of vi�. They have a very difficult time with 
empamy, each one feeling completely confident that the other's be
havior is less reasonable than their own. So they bring up old resem
mems to justify their current position and their unwil1ingness co 
change. or forgive." 

In comrasr, the couples who grow together over the years have 
figured oU[ a way to live with a minimwn of self-justification. which 
is another way of saying that they are able to put empathy for the 
parmer ahead of defending their own territory. Successful. stable 
couples are able to listen to the partner's criticisms, concerns, and 
suggestions undefensively. In our (erms, they are able to yield. just 
enough. on the self-justifying excuse "That's the kind of person I 
am." They reduce the dissonance caused by small irritations by over

looking [hem, and they reduce the dissonance caused by their mis
takes and major problems by solving them. 

We interviewed several couples who have been together for many 
years, the kind of couples Frank and Debra admired. who by their 
own accounts have an unusually tight and affectionate marriage. We 
didn't ask them, "What is the secret of your long marriage?" because 
people rarely know the answer; they wiU say something bana1 or un
helpful, such as "We never went to bed angry" or "We share a love 

of golf." (Plenty of happy couples do go to bed angry because they 
would rather not have an argument when they are dead tired, and 
plenty of happy couples do nor share hobbies and interests.) Instead, 
we asked these couples. in effect, how, over the years. they reduced 
the dissonance between "I love this person" and "This person is 

doing something that is driving me crazy." 
One especially illuminating answer came from a couple we will 

call Charlie and Maxine, who have been married more than forty 

years. Like all couples. they have many small differences that could 
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easily Rare inco irritation, but they have come [Q accept most of them 
as faCts of life. not worth sulking about. Charlie says. "I like to eat 
dinner at five; my wife likes to eat at eight; we compromise-we eat 
at five to eight." The important thing about this couple is how they 
handle the big problems. When they first fell in love. in their early 
cwenties. Charlie was attracted to a quality of serenity in Maxine's 
soul that he found irresistible; she was, he said, an oasis in a tumul
tuous wocld. She was anracted to his passionate energy, which he 
brought to everything from finding the perfect peach to writing the 

perfect sentence. But the passionate quality she enjoyed in him when 
it was attached to love, sex, ttavel, music, and movies was alarming 
to her when it was atrnched to anger. When he was angry, he would 
yell and pound the table, something no one in her family had ever 
done. Within a few months of their marriage, she told him, tearfully, 
[hat his anger was frightening her. 

Charlie's first impulse was to justify himsel£ He didn't think that 
raising his voice was a desirable trait, exacdy, but he saw it as one that 

was part of who he was, an aspect of his authenticity. "My father 
yelled and pounded tables," he said to her. "My grandfuther yelled 
and pounded rnbles! It's my right! I can't do anything about it. It's 
what a man does. You want me to be like those wimpy guys who are 
always calking about their 'feelings'?" Once he stopped yelling and 

considered how his behavior was affecting Maxine, he realized that of 
course he could modify his behavior, and, slowly and steadily, he re
duced the frequency and intensity of his Rare-ups. But Maxine, too, 
had [Q change; she had to stOp justifying her belief that aU forms of 
anger are dangerous and bad. ("In my family no one ever expressed 
anger. Therefore, that's the only right way to be. ") When she did, she 
was able to learn to distinguish legitimate feelings of anger from un
acceprnble ways of expressing chern, such as pounding rabies, and for 
that maner from unconstructive ways of not expressing them, such as 
crying and recreating-her own "unchangeable" habit. 

Over the years, a different problem emerged. one that had deve!-
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oped slowly, as it does for many couples who divide up taSks on the 
initial basis of who's better at them. The down side of Maxine's 

serenity was unassertiveness and a fear of confrontation; she would 
never dream of complaining about a bad meal or flawed merchan· 
dise. And so it always fell to Charlie to return the coffeepot that 
didn't work, call customer service with complaints, or deal face-co
face with me landlord who wouldn't fix the plumbing. "You're so 
much better at this than l am," she would say, and because he was, 
he would do it. Over time, however, Charlie grew tired of shoulder
ing this responsibility and was becoming irritated by what he was 
now seeing as Maxine's passiviry. "Why am I always the one 
handling these unpleasant confrontations?" he said to himself. 

He was at a choice poim. He could have let it slide, saying that's 
just the way she is, and cominued to do all the dirty work. Instead, 
Charlie suggested that perhaps ir was time for Maxine to learn how 
to be more assertive, a skill that would be useful to her in many con
texts, not only in their marriage. Initially, Maxine responded by say

ing, "That's rhe way I am, and you knew it when you married me. 
Besides, no fair changing the rules after all these years." As they 
talked more, she was able to hear his concern without letting the 
jangle of self-justification get in the way. As soon as that happened, 
she could empathize with his feelings and understand why he 

thought the division of labor had become unfair. She realized that 
her oprions were nOt as limited as she had always assumed. She 
took an assertiveness-training course, diligently practiced what she 
learned there, gOt bener at standing up for her rights, and before 
long was enjoying the satisfaction of speaking her mind in a way that 
usually got results. Charlie and Maxine made it dear that he did nOt 
rurn imo a lamb nor did she rum into a tiger; personality, hiscory, 

genetics, and temperamem do pur limitations on how much anyone 
can change. I. But each of them moved. In this marriage, assertiveness 
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and the constructive expression of anger are no longer polarized 
skilJs, his and hers. 

In good marriages, a confrontation, difference of opinion, clash
ing habits, and even angry quarrels can bring the couple closer, by 
helping each partner learn something new and by forcing them to 
examine their assumptions about their abilities or limitations. It 
isn't always easy to do this. Lening go of the self-justifications that 
cover up OUf mistakes, that protect OUf desires to do things just the 
way we want [0, and [hat minimize the hurrs we inflict on those we 
love can be embarrassing and painful. Without self-justification, we 
might be left standing emotionally naked, unprotected, in a pool of 
regrets and losses. 

Yet, in the final analysis, we believe it is worth it, because no mat
ter how painful it can be to let go of self-justification, the result teaches 
us something deeply imponant about ourselves and can bring the 
peace of insight and self-acceptance. At the age of sixty-five, the femi
nist writer and activist Vivian Gornick wrote a dazzlingly honest essay 

about her lifelong efforts to balance work and love, and to lead a life 
based on exemplary egalitarian principles in both arenas. ''I'd written 
orren about living alone because I couldn't figure out why I was living 
alone," she wrote. For years her answer, me answer of so many in her 
generation, was sexism: Patriarchal men were forcing strong. indepen
dent women to choose between their careers and rneir relationships. 
That answer isn't wrong; sexism has sunk many marriages and shot 
holes through countless others that are barely afloat. But today Gor
nick realizes that it was not me full answer. Looking back, without the 
comfort of her familiar self-justifications, she was able to see her own 
role in determining the course of her relationships, realizing "mat 
much of my loneliness was self-inflicted. having more to do wich my 
angry, self-divided personality than with sexism."1S 

"The reality was," she wrote, "that I was alone not because of my 
politics but because I did not know how to live in a decent way with 
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another human being. In (he name of equality 1 tormemed every 
man who'd ever loved me umil he left me: I called them on every

thing, never let anything go, held them up to accountability in ways 

[hat wearied us bmh. There was, of course, more than a grain of 
truth in everything I said, but those grains, no manee how numer
ous, need not have become the sandpile that crushed the life our of 
love." 



CHAPTER 7 

o o o 

Wounds, Rifts, and Wars 

High-sromached are they both, and full of ire, 

In rage deaf as the sea, hasty as fire. 
-William Shakespeare, Richard If 

ONE YEAR AFTER HE had confessed his affair, Jim felt there was 
no letup in Diane's anger. Every conversation eventually turned [0 

the affair. She watched him like a hawk, and when he caught her 
gaze her expression was full of suspicion and pain. Couldn't she real

ize that it had JUSt been a small mistake on his part? He was hardly 
the first person on the planet to make such a mistake. He had been 
honest enough [0 admit the affair, after all, and strong enough to 
end it. He had apologized, and told her a thousand times that he 
loved her and wanted the marriage to continue. Couldn't she under
stand that? Couldn't she just focus on the good pans of their mar
riage and get over this setback? 
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Diane found Jim's attitude incredible. He seemed to want com
pliments for confessing me affair and ending it, rather than criticism 
for having had the affair to begin with. Couldn't he understand that? 
Couldn't he JUSt focus on her pain and distress and quit trying to jus. 
tify himself? He never even apologized. either. Well, he said he was 
sorry, but that was pamerk. Why couldn't he give her a genuine, 
heanfelt apology? She didn't need him to prosrr3re himself; she juSt 
wanted him to know how she felt and make amends. 

But Jim was finding it difficult to make the amends Diane wanted 
because of her intense anger. which made him feel like retaliating. 
The message he heard in her anger was "You have commirred a hor
rible crime" and "You are less than human for doing what you did to 
me." He was deeply sorry that he had hurt her, of course, and he 
would give the world if he could only make her feel better, but he 
didn't think that he had commined a horrible crime or that he was 

inhuman, and the kind of groveling apology she seemed to want was 
nOt [he kind he was prepared to give. So instead, he tried to convince 

her that the affair was nO[ serious and that the other woman meant 

littie CO him. Diane, however, interpreted Jim's attempts co explain 
the affair as an effort to invalidate her feelings. The message she 
heard in his reaction was "You shouldn't be so upset; I didn't do any
thing bad." His efforts to explain himself made her angrier, and her 
anger made it more difficult for him to empathize with her suffering 
and respond to it. I 

• • • 

In 2005 the country was mf".smerized by the last battie in the terrible 
family war over the life and death of Terri Schiavo, in which her par
ents, Robert and Mary Schindler, fought her husband, Michael Schi
avo, over control of her life, or what remained of it. "It is almost 
beyond belief. given the sea of distance between them now, that Terri 
Schiavo's husband and parents once shared a home, a life, a goal," 
wrote one reporter. Of course, it is nO[ at all beyond belief to Stu-
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dents of self-justification. At the start of Terri and Michael's marriage, 
che couple and her parents stood close rogether at me {Op of the pyra
mid. Michael called his in-laws Mom and Dad. The Schindlers paid 
(he couple's rem in their early srruggling years. When Terri Schiavo 
suffered massive brain damage in 1990, me Schindlers moved in 
wirh rheir daughter and son-in-law {O jointly take care of her, and 
thar is what they did for nearly three years. And then, me root of 
many rifes-money-was planted. In 1993, Michael Schiavo won a 
malpractice case against one of Terri's physicians, and was awarded 
$750,000 for her care and $300,000 for rhe loss of his wife's com
panionship. A momh larer, husband and parenes quarreled over the 
award. Michael Schiavo said ir began when his father-in-law asked 
how much money he, Robert, would receive from the malpractice 
settlement, The Schindlers said the fight was about what kind of 
treatment rhe money should be spent on; the parenes wanted inten
sive, experimental therapy and me husband wanted to give her only 
basic care. 

The senlemenr was the nrSt straw, forcing parents and husband 
ro make a decision abour how it should be spent and who deserved 
the money. because each side legitimately felt entitled to make the 
ultimate decisions about Terri's life and dearh. Accordingly, Michael 
Schiavo brieRy blocked me Schindlers' access {O his wife's medical 
records; mey tried for a time to have him removed as her guardian. 
He was offended by what he saw as a crass effort by his father-in-law 
ro claim some of me seulement money; they were offended by what 

they saw as his selfish mmives (0 get rid of his wife.2 By the time the 
country wi messed chis family's final, furious confrontation. one in
Hamed by the media and opportunistic politicians, their reciprocally 
intransigent positions seemed utterly irrational and insoluble. 

o o o 

[n January 1979, rhe shah of [ran, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, faced 
with a growing public insurrection against him, fled Iran for safety 
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in Egypt, and twO weeks later the country welcomed. the return of its 

new Islamic fundamentalist leader, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. 
whom the shah had sem into erile more than a decade earlier. In Oc

tober, the Carter administracion reluctantly permitted the shah [0 

make a brief stopover in the United States on humanitarian grounds, 

for medical treatment for his cancer. Khomeini denounced the 
American government as the "Great Satan," urging Iranians [0 

demonstrate against the United States and Israel, the "enemies of 

Islam. n Thousands of them heeded his caIl and gathered outside the 

American embassy in Tehran. On November 4, several hundred 

Iranian students seized the main embassy building and took most of 
its occupants captive, of whom fifty-two remained as hostages for the 
next 444 days. The captors demanded that the shah be returned to 
Iran for trial. along with the billions of dollars they claimed the shah 

had stolen from me lranian people. The Iran hostage crisis was the 
9/11 of its day; according to one historian. ic received more coverage 

on television and in the press than any orner event since World War 

II. Ted Koppel informed the nation of each day's (non)events in a 

new late-night show, America Held Hostage, which was so popular 
rnat when me crisis was over it continued as Nightline. Americans 
were riveted to the Story. furious at me Iranians' actions and de

mands. So they were mad at the shah; what the hell were they angry 
ac us about? 

o o o 

Thus far in chis book we have been talking about siruations in which 
mistakes were definitely made-memory distortions. wrongful con
victions, misguided therapeutic practices. We move now co the far 
more brambly territory of betrayals, rifts. and violent hostilities. Our 
examples will range from family quarrels co the Crusades, from rou

tine meanness to systematic torture, from misdemeanors in marriage 
to the escalations of war. These conflicts between friends. cousins. 

and countries may differ profoundly in cause and form, but they are 
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woven together with the single. tenacious thread of self-justification. 
In pulling out mat common thread, we do nor mean to overlook the 
complexity of the fabric or to imply that all garments are the same. 

Sometimes both sides agree on who is to blame. as Jim and 
Diane did; Jim did not cry to shift the blame, as he might have 
done, by claiming, for example, that Diane drove him co have an af
fair by being a bad wife. And sometimes it is all too certain who the 
guilty parry is even when the guilty party is busy denying it with 
a litany of excuses and self-justifications. Enslaved people are not 

partly to blame for slavery, children do not provoke pedophiles, 
women do not ask to be raped, {he Jews did not bring the Holo
cauS[ on themselves. 

We want ro stan, though, with a more common problem: the 
many situations in which it isn't clear who is to blame, "who started 
this," or even when this started. Every family has tales to teU of in
sults, unforgivable slights and wounds, and never-ending feuds: "She 
didn't come to my wedding, and she didn't even send a gift." "He 

stole my inheritance. n "When my father was sick, my brother totally 
disappeared and I had to take care of him myself." In a rift. no one 
is going ro admit that they lied or stole or cheated without provoca
tion; only a bad person would do that, just as only a heardess child 
would abandon a parent in need. Therefore, each side justifies its 
own position by claiming that the other side is to blame; each is 
simply responding to the offense or provocation as any reasonable. 
moral person would do. "Yeah, you bet I didn't come to your wed
ding, and where were you seven years ago when I was going through 
that bad breakup and you vanished?" "Sure, I took some money 
and possessions from our parents' esrate, but it wasn't stealing-you 
starred this forry years ago when you gOt to go to college and I 
didn't." "Dad likes you better than me anyway, he was always so 
hypercritical of me, so it's right that you take care of him now." 

In most rifts each side accuses the other of being inherently self
ish, stubborn, mean, and aggressive, but the need for self-justification 
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trumps personality traits. In all Ukdihood, the SchindJers and Michael 
Schiavo are not characteristica1ly obstinate or irrational. Rather, their 
obstinate and irrational behavior in relation to each other was the 
result of twelve years of decisions (fight or yield on this one? resist 
or compromise?), subsequent self-justifications, and further actions 
designed to reduce dissonance and ambivalence. Once they became 
more and more entrapped by their choices, they could not find a way 
back. To justify their initial, undemandable decision ro keep their 
daughter alive, Terri's parents found themselves needing to justify 
their next decisions to keep her alive at all costs. Unable to accept the 
evidence that she was brain dead. Terri's parents juscified their actions 
by accusing Michael of being a controlling husband, an adulterer. 
possibly a murderer, who wanted Terri ro die because she had become 
a burden. To jusdfy his equally understandable decision to let his wife 
die naturally. Michael, roo, found himself on a course of acrion from 
which he could not turn back. To justify those actions. he accused 
Terri's parents of being opportunistic media manipulators who were 
denying him me right to keep his promise to Terri that he would nO[ 
let her live mis way. The Schindlers were angry mat Michael Schiavo 

would not listen to mem or respect their religious beliefs. Michael 
Schiavo was angry that the SchindJers rook the case ro the courts and 
me public. Each side felt the other was behaving offensively; each felr 
profoundly betrayed by rhe other. Who started. the final confronta
cion over conuol of Terri's death? Each says rhe orher. What made ir 
intractable? Self-justification. 

When the Iranian students took those Americans hostage in 
1979, the event seemed a meaningless act of aggression, a bolt thar 
came ou{ of the blue as far as the Americans were concerned; Amer
icans saw themselves as having been artacked without provocation by 
a bunch of crazy Iranians. But to the Iranians, it was the Americans 
who started it, because American intelligence forces had aided in a 
coup in 1953 thac unseated their charismatic, democratically elected 
leader, Mohammed Mossadegh, and installed the shah. Within a 



MISTAKES WERE. MADE (but not by me) 191 

decade, many Iranians were growing resentful of the shah's accumu
lation of wealth and the westernizing influence of the United States. 
In 1963, the shah PUt down an Islamic fundamentalist uprising led 

by Khomeini and sem the cleric inco exile. As opposition [0 the 

shah's government mounted, he allowed his secret police, SAVAK, to 
crack down on dissemers, fueling even greater anger. 

When did the hostage crisis begin? When the United States sup
ported the coup against Mossadegh? When it kept supplying the 
shah with arms? When it mrned a blind eye to the cruelties commit

ted by SAVAK? When it admitted the shah for medical treatment? 
Did it begin when the shah exiled Khomeini, or when the ayatollah, 
after his triumpham return, saw a chance to consolidate his power 
by focusing the nation's frustrations on America? Did it begin dur
ing the protests at the embassy, when Iranian students allowed them
selves to be Khomeini's political pawns? Most Iranians chose answers 
that justified their anger at the United States, and most Americans 
chose answers that justified their anger at Iran. Each side convinced 

itself that it was the injured party, and consequently was encitled to 
retaliate. Who starred the hostage crisis? Each says the other. What 
made it inuactable? Self-justification. 

Of all the stories that people construct [Q justify their lives, loves, 
and losses, the ones they weave to account for being the instigator or 
recipient of injustice or harm are the most compelling and have the 
most far-reaching consequences. In such cases, the hallmarks of self
justification transcend the specific antagonists (lovers, parents and 

children, friends, neighbors, or nations) and their specific quarrels (a 
sexual infidelity, a family inheritance, a property line, a betrayal of a 
confidence, or a military invasion). We have all done something that 

made others angry at us, and we have all been spurred to anger by 
what others have done to us. We all have, intentionally or uninten

tionally, hurt another person who will forever regard us as the villain, 

the betrayer, the scoundrel. And we have all felt the sting of being on 
the receiving end of an act of injustice, nursing a wound that never 
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seems ro fully heal. The remarkable thing about se1f.juscificarion is 

that it allows us to shift from one role to the other and back again in 
the blink of an eye, without applying what we have learned from one 
role to the other. Feeling like a victim of injuscice in one situation 
does not make us less likely to commit an injuS[ice against someone 
else. nor does it make us more sympathetic to victims. It's as if there 
is a brick wall between those two sees of experiences, blocking our 

ability to see the orner side. 
One of the reasons for mat brick wall is mat pain felt is always 

more imense than pain inflicted, even when the actual amount of 
pain is idemica1. The old joke-the other guy's broken leg is trivial; 
our broken fingernail is serious-turns out to � an accurate descrip
tion of our neurological wiring. English neurologists paired people in 

a cit-for-tat experiment. Each pair was hooked up co a mechanism 
mat exerted pressure on meir index fingers, and each participant was 

instructed co apply me same force on their parmer's finger that they 
had just felt. They could not do it fairly, although they tried hard to 
do so. Every time one parmer felt the pressure, he retaliated with con

siderably greater force, thinking he was giving what he had gotten. 
The researchers concluded that the escalation of pain is "a natural by
product of neural processing."3 Ie helps explain why cwo boys who 
start out exchanging punches on the arm as a game soon find them
selves in a furious fisdight, and why [wo nations find themselves in a 

spiral of reraliation: "They didn't take an eye for an eye, they took an 
eye for a tooth. We muse gee even-let's take a leg." Each side justi
fies what it does as merely evening the score. 

Social psychologist Roy Baumeister and his colleagues showed 
how smoomly self-justification works to minimize any bad feelings 

we might have as doers of harm, and to maximize any righteous feel
ings we might have as vicrims.' They asked sixty-three people to pro

vide aurohiographicaJ accounts of a "victim story," when they had 
been angered or hurr by someone else, and a "perpetrator scory," a 
time when they had made someone else angry. They did not use the 
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term p"petrator in ilS common criminal sense. to describe someone 

actually guihy of a crime or other wrongdoing, and in this section 

neither will we; we will use the word, as they do. to mean anyone 

who perpetrated an action that harmed or offended another. 
From both perspectives, accounts involved the familiar litany of 

broken promises and commitments; violated rules, obligations, or 

expectations; sexual infidelity; betrayal of secrelS; unfujr treatment; 

lies; and conflicts over money and possessions. Notice that this was 
nOt a he-said/she-said study, the kind that marriage counselors and 

mediators present when they describe theit cases; rather, it was a 
he-said-this-and-he-said-that study. in which everyone reported an 

experience of being on each side. The benefit of this method, the re

searchers explained, is that "it rules out explanations that treat vic

tims and perpetrators as different kinds of people. Our procedures 

indicate how ordinary people define themselves as victims or as per

petrators-that is, how they construct narratives to make sense of 

their experiences in each of those roles." Again, personality differ

ences have nothing to do with it. Sweet, kind people are as likely as 

crabby ones to be victims or perpeuators, and to justify themselves 

accordingly. 

When we construct narratives that "make sense," however, we do 
so in a self-serving way. Perpetrators are motivated to reduce their 
moral culpability; victims are motivated to maximize their moral 

blamelessness. Depending on which side of the wall we are on, we 

systematically distort our memories and account of the event to pro

duce the maximum consonance between what happened and how 

we see ourselves. By identifying these systematic distortions. the re
searchers showed how the two antagonists misperceive and misun

detstand each other's actions. 
In their narratives, perpetrators drew on different ways to reduce 

the dissonance caused by realizing they did something wrong. The 

first, naturally, was to say they did nothing wrong at all: "I lied to 
him, but it was only to protect his feelings." "Yeah, I took that 
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bracelet from my sister, but it was originally mine, anyway." Only a 
few perpetrators admitted that their behavior was immoral or delib
erately hurtful or malicious. Most said their offending behavior was 

justifiable. and some of them, the researchers added mildJy, "were 
quite insistent about this," Most of the perpetrators reported, at least 
in retrospect, that what they did was reasonable; their actions might 
have been regrenable, but they were understandable, given the 

Circumstances. 
The second strategy was [0 admit wrongdoing but excuse or min

imize it. "I know I shouldn't have had that one-night stand, but in 
the great cosmos of things, what harm did it do?" "It might have 
been wrong to take Mom's diamond bracelet when she was ill, bur 
she would have wanted me to have it. And besides, my sisters gOt so 
much more than I did." More than rwo-mirds of the perpetratOrs 
claimed external or mitigating circumstances for whac they did-"I 
was abused as a child myself"; ''I've been under a loc of Stress 

lacely"-buc victims were disinclined to grant their perpetrators 

these forgiving explanations. Nearly half the perpetrators said they 
"couJdn't help" what happened; they had simply acted impulsively. 
mindlessly. Omers passed the buck, maintaining that the victim had 
provoked them or was omerwise pardy responsible. 

The third strategy. when the perpetrators' backs were to the wall 
and they could not deny or minimize responsibility, was to admit 
they had done something wrong and hurtful, and men try to get rid 

of the episode as fast as possible. Whether they accepted the blame 
or not, most perpetrators, eager to exorcise their dissonant feelings of 
guilt. bracketed the event off in time. They were far more likely than 
victims to describe the episode as an isolated incident mat was now 
over and done with, that was not typical of them, that had no last
ing negative consequences, and that certainly had no implications 
for the present. Many even told srories with happy endings that pro
vided a reassuring sense of closure, along the lines of "everything is 
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fine now, there was no damage to the relationship; in FaCt, today we 
are good friends." 

For their part, the victims had a rather differem take on the per
petrators' justifications. which might be summarized as "Oh. yeah? 
No damage? Good friends? Tell it to the marines." Perpetrators may 
be motivated to get over the episode quiddy and give it closure, but 
victims have long memories; an event that is trivial and forgettable 
ro the former may be a source oflifelong rage to the latter. Only one 
of the sixty-three victim stories described the perpetrator as having 
been justified in behaving as he did, and none thought the perpe
trators' actions "could not be helped." Accordingly, mosr vicrims 
reponed lasting negative consequences of the rift or quarrel. More 
than half said it had seriously damaged the relationship. They re
ported continuing hostility, loss of tfusr, unresolved negative feel
ings, or even the end of the former friendship, which they apparently 
neglected to tell the perpetrator. 

Moreover. whereas the perperrators thought their behavior made 

sense at the time, many victims said they were unable to make sense 
of the perpetrarors' intentions, even long after the event. "Why did 
he do that?" "What was she thinking?" The incomprehensibility of 
the perpetraror's motives is a central aspect of the victim identity and 
the victim story. "Not only did he do that terrible thing; he doesn't 
even understand that it is a terrible thing!" "Why can't she admit 
how cruelly she treated me?" 

One reason he doesn't understand and she can't admit it is that 
perpetrators are preoccupied with justifying what they did, but an
other reason is that they really do not know how the victim feels. 
Many vicdms initially stiRe their anger. nursing their wounds and 
brooding about what to do. They ruminate about their pain or griev
ances for months, sometimes for years, and sometimes for decades. 
One man we know told us that after eighteen years of marriage, his 
wife announced "our of the blue, at breakfast," that she wanted a 
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divorce. "I tried co find our what I'd done wrong," he said, "and I 

raid her I wamed to make amends, but there were eighteen years of 
dustballs under the bed.» That wife brooded for eighteen years; the 
Iranians brooded for twenry-six years. By the time many victims get 
around (0 expressing their pain and anger, especially over events that 
the perpetrators have wrapped up and forgotten, perpetrators are 
hafHed. No wonder most thought their victims' anger was an over
reaccian, though few victims felt that way. The victims are thinking, 
"Overreacted? But I thought about it for months before I spoke. I 
consider that an underreaccion!" 

Some victims justify their cominued feelings of anger and their 
unwillingness CO let it go because rage itself is retribution, a way to 
punish the offender, even when the offender wants to make peace, is 
long gone from the scene, or has died. [n Great Expectations, Charles 
Dickens gave us the haunting figure of Miss Havisham, who, having 
been jilted on her wedding day, sacrifices the rest of her life to be
come a professional victim, clothed in self-righteous wrath and her 

yellowing bridal gown, raising her ward Estella to exact her revenge 
on men. Many victims are unable to resolve their feelings because 
they keep picking at the scab on their wound, asking themselves re
peatedly, "How could such a bad thing have happened to me, a good 
person?" This is perhaps the most painful dissonance-arousing ques
tion that we confront in our lives. [t is the reason for the countless 
books offering spirirual or psychological advice ro help victims find 
closure-and consonance. 

Whether it is Jim and Diane, the Schiavo and Schindler families, 
or the Iran hostage crisis, the gulf berween perpetrators and victims, 
and the habits of self-justification that create it, can be seen in the 
way each side tells the same story. Perpetrators, whether individuals 
or nations, write versions of history in which their behavior was jus

tified and provoked by the other side; their behavior was sensible and 
meaningful; if they made mistakes or went too far, at least everything 
turned out for the best in the long run; and it's all in the past now 
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anyway. Victims tend to write accouncs of the same history in which 
they describe the perpetrator's actions as arbitrary and meaningless, 
or else intencionally malicious and brmal; in which their own retali
ation was impeccably appropriate and morally justified; and in 

which nothing turned out for the best. In fact, everything turned out 
for the worst, and we are still irritated about it. 

Thus, Americans who live in the Nonh and West learn about the 
Civil War as a matter of ancient hisrory, in which our brave Union 
troops forced the South (a abandon the ugly insriturion of slavery, 

we defeated the traitor Jefferson Davis, and the coumry remained 
united. (We'll just draw a veil over our own complicity as perpetra
tors and abeners of slavery; that was then.) But most white South
erners tell a different story, one in which the Civil War is alive and 
kicking; then is now. Our brave Confederate troops were victims of 
greedy, crude Northerners who defeated our noble leader, Jefferson 
Davis, destroyed our cities and traditions, and are still trying to de
stroy our states' rights. There is nothing united about us Southern

ers and you damned Yankees; we'lJ keep Hying our Confederate Rag, 
thank you, that's our history. Slavery may be gone with the wind, but 
grudges aren't. That is why hinory is written by the victors, but it's 
victims who write the memoirs. 

Perperrarors of Evil 

The first shot I saw [from Abu Ghraibl, ofSpecialis[ Charles A. Graner 
and Pfe. Lynndie R. England nashing thumbs up behind a pile of their 
naked vicrims, was SO jarring that for a few seconds I took it for a 
montage . . . .  There was something familiar about that jaunty insou
dance, rhat unabashed triumph at having inniaed misery upon other 
humans. And then I remembered: the last time I had seen that con

junaion of elements was in photographs of lynchings. � 

-writer Luc Sante 
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[t may sometimes be hard to define good, but evil has its unmistak

able odor: Every child knows what pain is. Therefore, each time we 
deliberately inflict pain on another, we know what we are doing. We 

are doing evil.' 
-Israeli novelist and social critic Amos Oz 

Did Charles Graner and Lynndie England know what they were 
doing, let alone believe they were "doing evil" while they were delib

erately inflicting pain and humiliacion on their Iraqi prisoners and 
then laughing at them? No, they didn't. and that is why Amos Oz. is 

wrong. Oz didn't reckon with the power of self-justification: We are 
good people. Therefore, if we deliberately inflict pain on another, (he 
other must have deserved it. Therefore, we are not doing evil, quite 
the contrary. We are doing good. The relatively small percentage of 

people who cannO{ or will not reduce dissonance this way pay a large 
psychological price in guilt, anguish, anxiety, nightmares, and sleep
less nights. The pain of living wim horrors mey have committed, but 

cannot morally accept. would be searing. which is why most people 
will reach for any justification available to assuage me dissonance. In 
the previous chapter, we saw on a smaller scale why many divorcing 
couples justify me hurt they inflict on each orher. In the horrifying 

ca1cuJus of self-deception, the greater me pain we inflict on others, 
the greater the need to justify it to maintain our feelings of decency 
and self-worth. Because our victims deserved what they gOt, we hate 

them even more than we did before we harmed them, which in {urn 
makes us inflict even more pain on them. 

Experiments have confirmed this mechanism many times. In one 

experiment by Keith Davis and Edward Jones, students watched an
other student being interviewed and then, on instruction by the ex
perimenters. had to reporr to the target student that they found him 

to be shallow, untrustworthy. and dull. As a result of making this 
rather nasty assessment. the participants succeeded in convincing 

themselves that the victim actually deserved their criticism, and they 
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found him less appealing than they had before they hurt his feelings. 
Their change of heart occurred even though they knew that the 
other student had done nothing to merit their criticism, and that 
mey were simply following the experimemer's insrrucrions.7 

Are all perpcrcam(s alike? No; not everyone feels the need [0 re
duce dissonance by denigrating the viccim. Who do you imagine 
would be most likely to blame rhe victim: perpetrators who think 
highly of memselves and have strong feelings of self-worth, or those 
who are insecure and have low self-worth? Dissonance theory makes 
the nonohvious prediction chat it will he the former. For people who 
have low self-esteem, treating others badly or going along mindlessly 

with what others tell them to do is not terribly dissonant with their 
self·concept. Moreover, they are more likely [0 be self-deprecating 
and modest, because they don't think they are especially wonderful. 

It is the people who think the most of themselves who, if they cause 
someone pain, must convince themselves the other guy is a rat. Be
cause terrific guys like me don't hurr innocent people, that guy must 
deserve every nasty dung I did [0 him. An experiment by David 
Glass confirmed chis prediction: The higher the perpetra[Ors' self
esteem, the greater their denigration of their victims.8 

Art an victims alike in the eyes of the perpetra[Or? No; they dif
fer in their degree of helplessness. Suppose you are a marine in a 

hand-to-hand struggle with an armed enemy soldier. You kill him. 
Do you feel much dissonance? Probably not. The experience may be 

unpleasanr. but it does not generate dissonance and needs no addi
tional justification: "It was him or me . . .  I killed an enemy . . .  We 
are in this to win . . .  I have no choice here." But now suppose [hat 
you are on a mission [0 firebomb a house that you were told conrains 
enemy trOOps. You and your team destroy [he place, and [hen dis
cover you have blown up a household of old men, children, and 

women. Under these circumstances. most soldiers will try to find ad· 
ditional self-justifications to reduce the dissonance they feel about 
killing innocenr civilians. and the leading one will be to denigrate 



200 CAROL TAVRIS and ELLIOT ARONSON 

and dehumanize their victims: "Stupid jerks, they shouldn't have 
been there . . .  they were probably aiding the enemy . . . All those 
people are vermin. gocks. subhuman." Or, as General William West

moreland famously said of the high number of civilian casualties 
during the Viemam War, "The Oriemal doesn't put the same high 
price on life as does a Westerner. Life is plemiful. Life is cheap in the 
Orienc."9 

Dissonance theory would therefore predict that when victims are 
armed and able to strike back, perperracocs will feel less need to 
reduce dissonance by belittling them than when their victims are 
helpless. In an experiment by Ellen Berscheid and her associates, par
ticipants were led to believe that they would be delivering a painful 
electric shock to another person as pan of a test of learning. Half 
were wid mat later they would be reversing roles, so the victim 
would be in position co retaliate. As, predicted, the only panicipams 
who denigrated their victims were those who believed the victims 

were helpless and would not be able ro respond in kind. KI This was 

precisely the situation of the people who rook part in Stanley Mil
gram's 1963 obedience experiment. Many of those who obeyed the 
experimenter's orders to deliver what they thought were dangerous 
amounts of shock to a "learner" justified their actions by blaming the 
victim. As, Milgram himself put it, "Many subjects 'harshly devalue 
the victim as a comequence of acting against him. Such comments as, 
'He was so stupid and stubborn he deserved to get shocked,' were 
common. Once having acted against the victim, these subjects found 
it necessary to view him as an unworthy individual, whose punish
ment was made inevitable by his own deficiencies of intellect and 
character."l1 

The implications of these studies are ominous: Combine perpe
trators who have high self-esteem and victims who are helpless, and 
you have a recipe for the escalation of brutality. This brutality is not 
confined ro brutes-sadists or psychopaths. It can be, and usually is, 
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committed by ordinary individuals, people who have children and 
lovers, "civilized" people who enjoy music and food and making love 
and gossiping as much as anyone else. This is one of the most thor
oughly documemed findings in social psychology, but it is also the 
most difficult for many people to accept because of the enormous 
dissonance it produces: "What can I possibly have in common with 
perperra(Ors of murder and torture?" It is much more reassuring (0 

believe that they are evil and be done with them.12 We dare not let a 
glimmer of their humanity in the door, because it might force us to 
face the hauming truth of Pogo's great line, "We have met the enemy 
and he is us." 

On the other hand, if the perpetrators are one of us, many people 
will reduce dissonance by coming to their defense or minimizing the 
seriousness or illegality of their actions, anything that makes their ac
tions seem fundamentally different from what the enemy does. For 
example, torture is something that only villains like Idi Amin or 
Saddam Hussein do. But as John Conroy showed in Unspeakable 
Acts, Ordinary People, it is not only interrogators in undemocratic 
countries who have violated the Geneva Convention's prohibitions 

against "violence to life and person, in particular murder of all kinds, 
mutilation, crud treatment and torture . . .  [and] outrages upon per

sonal dignity. in particular, humiliating and degrading treatmem." 
In his investigation of documented cases of abuse of prisoners, Con
toy found that almost every military or police official he interviewed, 
whether British, South African, Israeli, or American, justified their 
practices by saying, in effect, our torture is never as sevete and deadly 
as their tonure: 

Bruce Moore-King [of South Africa] told me mat when he admin

istered e1ectricaJ torture he never attacked the genitals, as torturers 

elsewhere are WOnt to do . . .  Hugo Garcia told me the Argentine 

torturers were far worse man the Uruguayan. Omri Kochva assured 
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me char che men of the Natal banalion had nOt descended to the 

level of the Americans in Vietnam . .  , .  The British comforted 

themselves with the rationalization mat their methods were nothing 
compared to the suffering created by the IRA The Israelis regularly 
argue that their methods pale in comparison to the forture em
ployed by Arab scates. IJ 

In the afrermath of Abu Ghraib, impanial investigations revealed 
that American interrogators and their allies have been using sleep 
deprivation. prolonged isolation, waterboarding. sexuaJ humiliation, 
induced hypothermia, beacings, and orner harsh methods on terror
ist suspects, not only at Abu Ghraib hue also at Guantanaffio Bay 
and "black sites" in other coumries. How to reduce the dissonance 

caused by the information that America, coo, has been systematically 
violating (he Geneva Convention? One way is to say thac if we do it, 
it isn'c torture. "We do noc torture," said George Bush, when he was 
confronted with evidence that we do. "We use an alternative set of 
procedures. n A second way to reduce dissonance is to say that if we 
do torture anyone, it's justified. The prisoners at Abu Ghraib de
served everything they gOt, said Senator James lnhofe (R-OK), be
cause "they're murderers, they're terrorists, they're insurgents. Many 
of chern probably have American blood on cheir hands." He seemed 
unaware that most of the prisoners had been picked up for arbitrary 
reasons or minor crimes, and were never formally accused. Indeed, 
several military intelligence officers told the International Commit
cee of the Red Cross chac between 70 and 90 percent of the Iraqi de
cainees had been arresced by miscake.14 

The universal justification for torture is the ticking-rime-bomb 
excuse. As the columnist Charles Krauthammer put it, "A terrorist 
has planted a nuclear bomb in New York City. Ic will go off in one 
hour. A million people will die. You capture the terrorist. He knows 
where it is. He's nor talking. Question: If you have the slightest be
lief that hanging this man by his thumbs will get you the informa-
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rion to save a million people. are you permitted to do it?" Yes, says 
Kramhammer. and nor only are you permitted to, it's your moral 
duty. l� You don't have rime to call the Geneva Convention people 
and ask them if it's okay; you will do whatever you can to get the ter
rorist [0 tell you the bomb's location. 

Few deny that the dcking-rime-bomb justification for tonure 
would be reasonable under those circumstances. The trouble is that 
mose circumstances are very rare, so the "saving lives" excuse scans 
being used even when there is no ticking and there is no bomb. Sec
retary of State Condoleezza Rice, on a visit to Germany where she 
was bombarded by protests from European leaders about the Amer
iean use of tOrture on terrorist suspects held in secret jails. denied 
thar any torture was being used. Then she added that her critics 
should realize that imerrogations of these suspects have produced in
formation that "scopped terrorist anacks and saved innocent lives
in Europe as well as in the United States."" She seemed unconcerned 
that these interrogations have also ruined innocent lives. Rice ad

mined that "mistakes were made" when the United States abducted 
an innocent German citizen on suspicions of terrorism and subjected 
him to harsh and demeaning treatment for five months. 

Once corture is justified in rare cases, it is easier to juStify it in 
others: Let's torture not only this bastard we are sure knows where 
the bomb is, but this other bastard who might know where the bomb 
is, and also this bastard who might have some general information 
rhat could be useful in five years, and also this other guy who might 
be a bastard only we aren't sure. William Schulz, director of Amnesty 
International, observed that according to credible Israeli, inter
narional, and Palestinian human-rights organizations, Israelis used 
methods of interrogation from 1987 to 1993 that constituted tor
ture. "While originally justified on the grounds of finding 'ticking 
bombs,'" he said, "the use of such methods of [Qrture became rou
rine."" A sergeant in the U.S. Army's 82nd Airborne Division de
scribed how this process happens in treating Iraqi detainees: 
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The "Murderous Maniacs" was what they called us at our camp . . . .  

When [the detainees] came in, it was like a game. You know, how 

fur could you make this guy go before he passes OUt or just collapses 

on you. From srres..� positions to keeping them up (wo days straight, 

depriving them of food, water, whatever . . . .  We were (old by intd 

that these guys were bad, but sometimes they were wrong.· 

"Sometimes they were wrong." the sergeam says. bur nonetheless 
we treared them all me same way. 

The debate about torture has properly focused on its legality, its 
morality, and its utility. As social psychologists, we want to add one 
additional concern: what torture does to the individual perpetrator 
and co the ordinary cirizens who go along with it. Most people wane 
(0 believe that their government is working in their behalf, that it 
knows what it's doing, and mat it's doing the right thing. Therefore, 
if our government decides that torture is necessary in the war against 
terrorism, most citizens, [Q avoid dissonance, will agree. Yet, over 
time, that is how the moral conscience of a nation deteriorates. Once 
people take that first small step off the pyramid in the direction of 
justifying abuse and torture, they are on their way to hardening their 
hearts and minds in ways that might never be undone. Uncritical 
patriotism, the kind that reduces the dissonance caused by informa
tion that their government has done something immoral and illegal, 
greases the slide down the pyramid. 

Once a perpetrator has decided on a course of action, he or she 
will justify mat decision in ways that avoid any conflict bet\'leen "We 

are the good guys" and "We are doing some awful things." Even the 
most awful guys think they are good guys. During his four-year trial 
for war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide, Slobodan 
Milosevic. the "Butcher of the Balkans." justified his policy of ethnic 
cleansing that caused the deaths of more than 200.000 Croats, Bos
nian Muslims. and Albanians. He was not responsible for those 
deaths. he kept repeating at his trial; Serbs had been victims of Mus-



MISTAKES WERE MADE (but nOI by me) 205 

lim propaganda. War is war; he was only responding to the aggres
sion they perpetrated against the innocent Serbians. Riccardo Orizio 
interviewed seven other diaators, including ldi Amin, Jean-Claude 

"Baby Doc" Duvalier, Mira Markovic (the "Red Witch," Milosevic's 

wife), and Jean-Bedel Bokassa of the Central African Republic 
(known to his people as the Ogre of Berengo). Every one of them 
claimed that everything they did-torturing or murdering their op
ponents, blocking free elections, starving their citizens, looting their 
nation's wealth, launching genocidal wars-was done for the good 

of their couorry. The alternative, they said, was chaos, anarchy, and 
bloodshed. Far from seeing themselves as despots, they saw them
selves as self-sacriflcing patriots." "The degree of cognitive disso

nance involved in being a person who oppresses people Out of love 
for them," wrote Louis Menand, "is swnmed up in a poster that 
Baby Doc Duvalier had put up in Haiti. It read, 'I should like to 

srand before the tribunal of history as the person who irreversibly 
founded democracy in Haiti.' And it was signed, 'Jean-Claude Du-

al· · d ' ,., "'" v ler, pres! eot-ror- Ire. -
If the good-of-the-coumry juscification isn't enough, there is al

ways that eternally popular dissonance reducer: "They started it." 
Even Hider said they started it, "they" being the victorious nations of 
World War I who humiliated Germany with the Treaty of Versailles, 
and Jewish "vermin" who were undermining Germany from within. 
The problem is, how far back do you want to go to show that the 
other guy started it? As our opening example of the Iran hostage cri
sis suggests, victims have long memories, and they can call on real or 
imagined episodes from the receor or distant past to justify their de
sire to retaliate now. For example, in the ceoruries of war berween 
Muslims and Christians, sometimes simmering and sometimes erupt
ing, who are the perpetrators and who the victims? There is no simple 
answer, but let's examine how each side has juscified its actions. 

When, after 9/11, George Bush announced that he was launching 
a crusade against terrorism, most Americans welcomed the metaphor. 
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In the West, crusade has positive connotations, associated with the 
good guys-think of the Billy Graham Crusades; Holy Cross's foot
ball team, the Crusaders; and, of course, Batman and Robin, the 

Caped Crusaders. The actual hiscocical Crusades in the Middle East 
began more than a rhousand years ago and ended in rhe late [hic

reemh cemury; could anything be more "over" than that? Nor to 
most Muslims, who were angered and alarmed by Bush's use of rhe 
term. For them, the Crusades created feelings of persecurion and vic

timization that persist to rhe presem. The First Crusade of 1095, 
during which Christians captured Muslim-controUed Jerusalem and 
mercilessly slaughtered almost all its inhabitants, might just as well 
have occurred last month, ie's that vivid in the collective memory. 

The Crusades indeed gave European Christians license co mas
sacre hundreds of thousands of Muslim "infidels." (Thousands of 
Jews were also slaughtered as the pilgrims marched through Europe 
co Jerusalem, which is why some Jewish hiscorians call the Crusades 
"the first Holocaust. ") From the West's currem standpoint. the Cru

sades were unfortunate, bur, like all wars, they produced benehts all 
around; for instance, the Crwades opened the door to cui rural and 
trade agreements be(Ween the Christian West and the Muslim Eas£. 
Some books have gone so far as to argue that Christians were merely 

defending themselves and their interests from (he holy wars that had 
motivated the Muslim invasion of formerly Christian countries. For 
example. the cover of Robert Spencer's book, The Politicaily Incomct 
Guide to Islam (and the CrustUks), states boldly: "The Crusades were 
defensive conAicts." So we actually were not the perpetrators that so 
many Mwlims think we were. We were the victims. 

Who were the victims? It depends on how many years, decades, 
and centuries you take into account. By the middle of the tenth cen
tury, morc than a century before the Crusades began. half the Chris

tian world had been conquered by Muslim Arab armies: the city of 

Jerwalem and countries in which Christianity had been established 
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for centuries, including Egypt, Sicily. Spain, and Turkey. In 1095. 
Pope Urban II called on the French aristocracy to wage holy war 
against all Muslims. A pilgrimage CO regain Jerusalem would give Eu
ropean towns an opportunity to extend their trade routes; it would 
organize the newly affiuent warrior ariscocracy and mobilize the 
peasants into a unified force; and it would unite the Christian world. 
which had been split into Eastern and Roman factions. The Pope 
assured his forces that killing a Muslim was an act of Christian 
penance. Anyone killed in barrIe. the Pope promised. would bypass 
thousands of years of torture in purgatory and go direcdy to heaven. 
Does this incentive to generate martyrs who will die for your cause 
sound familiar? It has everything but the virgins. 

The First Crusade was enormously successful in economic terms 
for European Christians; inevitably, it provoked the Muslims to or
ganize a response. By the end of the cwelfth century, the Muslim 
general Saladin had recaptured Jerusalem and retaken almost every 
state the Crusaders had won. (Saladin signed a peace treaty with 

King Richard I of England in 1 192,) So the Crusades, brutal and 
bloody as they were, were preceded and followed by Muslim con
quests. Who starred it? 

Likewise. the intractable batdes becween Israelis and Arabs have 
their own litany of original causes. On July 12. 2006. Hezbollah 
milirants kidnapped cwo Israeli reservisrs, Ehud Goldwasser and 
Eldad Regev. Israel retaliated, sending rockers into HezboUah
controlled areas of Lebanon, killing many civilians. Historian Tim
othy Garton Ash, observing [he subsequent retaliations of both 
sides, wtote, "When and where did this war begin?" On July 12, or 
a month earlier, when Israeli shells killed seven Palestinian civilians? 
The preceding January, when Hamas won the Palesrinian elections? 
In 1982. when Israel invaded Lebanon? In 1979, with the funda
mentalist revolution in Iran? In 1948, with the creation of the state 
of Israel? Ash's own answer to "What started this?" is the virulent 
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European anti-Semitism of the nineteemh and twentieth centuries, 

which included Russian pogroms. French mobs screaming "Down 
with Jews!" at the trial of Captain Alfred Dreyfus, and the Holo

caust. The "radical European rejection" of the Jews, he writes, pro
duced the driving forces of Zionism, Jewish emigration to Palestine. 
and creation of the state of Israel: 

Even as we criticize the way the Israeli military is killing Lebanese 

civilians and U.N. monitors in the name of recovering Gold

wasser . . .  , we must remember that all of this almost certainly 

would not be happening jf some Europeans had not attempted, a 
few decades back. to remove everyone named Goldwasser from [he 

face of Europe-if not the Earth.� 

And Ash is only moving the stan date back a couple of centuries. 
Others would move it back a couple of millennia. 

Once people commit themselves (0 an opinion about "Who 
started this?," whatever the "this" may be-a family quarrel or an in
ternational conRict-they become less able to accept information that 
is dissonant with their position. Once they have decided who the per

petrator is and who the victim is, their ability to empathize with the 
other side is weakened, even destroyed. How many arguments have 

you been in that sputtered out with unanswerable "but what about?"s? 
As soon as you describe the atrocities that one side has committed, 
someone will protest: "But what about the other side's atrocities?" 

We can all understand why victims would want to retaliate. But 
retaliation often makes the original perpetraror minimize me sever
ity and harm of its side's actions and also claim the mantle of victim, 
thereby setting in motion a cycle of oppression and revenge. "Every 
successful revolution," observed the historian Barbara Tuchman, 

"puts on in time the robes of the tyrant it has deposed." Why nor? 
The victors, former victims, feel justified. 
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Twrh and Reconciliarion 

In our favorite version of an ancient Buddhist parable, a group of 
monks is returning to their monastery from a long pilgrimage. Over 
high mountains and across low vaHeys they trek, until one day they 
come to a raging river, where a beautiful young woman stands. She 
approaches the eldest monk and says, "Forgive me, Roshi, bue would 
you be so kind as ro carry me across the river? I cannot swim, and if 

I remain here or attempt to cross on my own I shall surely perish." 

The monk smiles at her warmly and says, "Of course I will help 

you." With thar he picks her up and carries her across the river. On 
the other side, he gencly sets her down. She thanks him, departs, and 
the monks continue their journey. 

After five more days of arduous travel, the monks arrive at their 
monastery. and the moment they do, they turn on [he elder in a fury. 
"How could you do that?" they admonish him. "You broke your 

vow-you touched that woman!" 
The elder replies, "I only carried her across the river. You have 

been carrying her for five days." 
The monks carried the woman in their hearts for days; some per

petrarors and victims carry their burdens of guilt, grief, anger, and 
revenge for years. What does it take to set those burdens down? Any
one who has tried to intervene between warring couples or nations 
knows how painfully difficult it is for both sides to let go of self
justification, especially after years of fighting, defending their posi
cion, and moving farther down the pyramid away from compromise 
and common ground. Mediators and negotiators therefore have two 
challenging tasks: to require perpetrators to acknowledge and atone 
for the harm they caused; and to require victims to relinquish the 
impulse for revenge while helping them feel validated in the harm 
[hey have suffered. 
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For example. in their work with married couples in which one 
partner had deeply hurt or betrayed the ocher, clinical psychologists 
Andrew Christensen and Neil Jacobson described three possible 
ways out of the emotional impasse. In the 6rst, the perperracoc uni
lareraily puts aside his or her own feelings and, realizing that the vic
tim's anger masks enormous suffering, responds to that suffering 
with genuine remorse and apology. In the second, the victim unilat
erally lets go of his or her repeated, angry accusations-after all, the 
point has been made-and expresses pain rather than anger. a re
sponse that may make the perperram( more empathic and caring 
rather than defensive. "'Either one of these actions, if taken unilater
ally, is difficult and for many people impossible." Christensen and 
Jacobson say.u The mird way, they suggest, is the hardest but most 
hopeful for a long-term resolution of me conflict: Both sides drop 

their self-justifications and agree on neps they can take together to 

move forward. If it is only the perpetraror who apologizes and tries 
to atone. it may not be done honestly or in a way that assuages and 

gives closure ro the victim's suffering. But if it is only the victim who 
lets go and forgives, the perpetrator may have no incentive to 

change. and merefore may continue behaving unfairly or callously.2l 
Christensen and Jacobson were speaking of cwo individuals in 

conRict. But their analysis, in our view, applies to group conflicts as 
well. where the third way is not merely the best way; it is the only 
way. In South Africa, the end of apartheid could easily have left a 
legacy of self-justifying rage on the part of the whites who supported 
the status quo and the privileges it conferred on them. and of self
justified fury on the part of the blacks who had been its victims. It 
took the courage of a white man, Frederik de Klerk, and a black 
man, Nelson Mandela. to avert me bloodbath that has followed in 
the wake of most revolutions, and to create the conditions that made 
it possible for their country to move forward as a democracy. 

De Klerk, who had been elected president in 1989, knew that a 

violent revolmion was all but inevitable. The fight against apartheid 
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was escalating; sanctions imposed by orner countries were having 

a significant impact on the nation's economy; supporters of the 
banned African National Congress were becoming increasingly vio

lent, killing and torturing people whom they believed were collabo
rating with the white regime. De Klerk could have tightened me 
noose by instituting even more repressive policies in the desperate 
hope of preserving white power. Instead, he revoked the ban on me 
ANC and freed Mandela from the prison in which he had spent 
twenty-seven years. For his part, Mandela could have allowed his 

anger to consume him; he could have emetged from that prison with 
a determination to take revenge that many would have found en

tirely legitimate. Instead. he relinquished anger for the sake of me 
goal to which he had devoted his life. "If you want to make peace 
with your enemy. you have to work wim your enemy," said Mandela. 
"Then he becomes your partner." In 1993, both men shared the 
Nobel Peace Prize, and the following year Mandela was elected pres
ident of Soum Africa. 

Virrually me first act of the new democracy was me establishment 
of the Trum and Reconciliation Commission, chaired by Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu. (Three other commissions. on human rights viola
tions, amnesty. and reparation and rehabiliration, were also created.) 
The goal of the TRC was to give victims of brutality a forum where 
their accounts would be heard and vindicated, where their rugnity and 
sense of justice would be restored. and where they could express their 
grievances in front of the perpetrators themselves. In exchange for 

amnesty, the perpetrators had to drop their deniak, evasions. and self
justifications and admit the harm they had done, including torture and 
murder. The commission emphasized the "need for understanding but 
nor for vengeance. a need for reparation but not for retaliacion, a need 
for ubuntu [humanity toward others] bue nOt for victimization." 

The goals of the TRC were inspiring, if not entirely honored in 
practice. The commission produced grumbling. mockery, protests, 
and anger. Many black victims of apartheid, such as me family of 
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activist Stephen Biko, who had been murdered in prison. were furi
ous at the provisions of amnesty to the perpecrarors. Many white 
perpetrators did not apologiu with anything remorely like (rue fed· 
iogs of remorse, and many white supporters of apartheid were not 
interested in listening to the broadcast confessions of their peers. 
South Africa has hardly become a paradise; it is still suffering from 
poverty and high crime rates. Yet it averred a bloodbath. When psy
chologist Solomon Schimmel traveled there, incerviewing people 
across the political and cuimral spectrum for his book on victims of 
injustice and atrocities, he expected to hear them describe their rage 

and desire for revenge. "What most impressed me overall," he re
ported. "was the remarkable lack of overt rancor and hatred becween 
blacks and whites, and the concerred effore to create a society in 
which racial harmony and economic justice will prevail. "14 

Understanding without vengeance. reparation without retalia
tion, are possible only if we are willing [0 stop justifying our own po

sition. Many years after the Vietnam War, veteran William Broyles 

Jr. traveled back to Vietnam to try to resolve his feelings about the 
horrors he had seen [here and those he had committed. He went be
cause, he said, he wanted to meet his former enemies "as people, not 
abstractions." In a small village that had been a Marine base camp. 
he met a woman who had been with the Viet Cong. As they talked, 

Broyles realized that her husband had been killed at exactly the time 
that he and his men had been patrolling. "My men and I might have 
killed your husband," he said. She looked at him steadily and said, 
"But that was during (he war. The war is over now. Life goes on. "2) 
Later, Broyles reSected on his healing visir to Vietnam: 

I used to have nightmares. Since rve been back from that trip, I 

haven't had any. Maybe that sounds tOO personal to support any 
larger conclusions, but it tdls me that to end a war you have to re
turn to the same personal relationships you would have had with 
people before it. You do make peace. Nothing is constant in history. 



CHAPTER 8 

a o o 

Letting Go and Owning Up 

A man travels many miles to consult the wisest guru in the land. 

When he arrives, he asks the wise man: "Oh, wise guru, what is the 

secret of a happy life?" 

"Good judgment," says the guru. 

"But oh, wise guru," says the man, "how do 1 achieve good 

judgment?" 

"Bad judgment," says the guru. 

O:-..i JANUARY 26, 2006. an astonishing cultural event occurred: 
Oprah Winfrey devoted an entire show to apologizing for making a 
misrake. Oprah had endorsed James Frey and his self· proclaimed 
memoir of drug addiction and recovery. A Million Little Piects, an en
dorsement that had boosted Frey's sales into the millions. On January 
8, The Smoking Gun. an investigative Web site, had shown that Frey 

had fabricated many parts of his story and greatly embellished others. 

Oprah's first reaction, faced with chis dissonanr information-or 
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5upponcd and praised this guy, and now it turns ou{ he lied and de
ceived me"-was to do what most of us would be inclined to do: 

Keep supporting the guy. [0 smother the feeling that you have been 

duped. Accordingly, when Larry King interviewed Frey after The 

Smoking Gun report had appeared, Oprah called in to the show 

and jusrified her suppen of Frey: "The underlying message of re
demption in James Frey's memoir still resonates with me," she said, 
"and I know that it resonates with millions of other people." Be

sides, she added. if misrakes were made. they were the publisher's; 
she and her producers had relied on the publisher's claim thar this 

was a work of nonfiction. 

There Oprah was, at the top of the moral pyramid. having taken 
a first step in the direction of maincaining her original commitment 

[0 Frey. Yet instead of continuing to justify thac decision, sliding fur· 

ther down the pyramid claiming "the publisher did it" or "my pro

ducers were [0 blame" or "che emotional truth of this book is truer 

than the true truth," and other buck-passing maneuvers so common 

in our culture these days, Oprah stopped in her cracks. Perhaps she 
personally had a change of heart; perhaps her producers yanked her 

back from the ledge, advising her that her defense of Frey was not 
helping her reputation. But regardless of whether Oprah was heed· 

iog her conscience or her producers, the next decision was surely 
hers. And thac decision made her the poster girl for caking responsi

biliry for a mistake and correcting jc in a scraighHalking. nonmealy· 

mouthed way. She brought Frey onto her show and started right off 

with an apology for her call to Larry King: "I regret that phone call," 

she said to her audience. "J made a mistake and I left the impression 
that the truth does not matter. And I am deeply sorry about that, be

cause that is not what I believe. I called in because I Jove the message 
of this book and-at the time, and every day I was reading e·mail 

after e-mail from so many people who have been inspired by ir. And 

I have to say that I allowed that to cloud my judgment. And so to 
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everyone who has challenged me on rhis issue of rruth. you are ab
solurely righr. "I 

She rumed to Frey and cominued: "}r is difficult for me to talk to 
you. because I really feel duped . . . .  I have been really embarrassed. 
bur now I feel mar you conned us all." Later in rhe show. she (Old 
Richard Cohen. a Washington Post columnist who had called Frey a 
liar and said of Oprah mar she was "not only wrong. but deluded," 
that she was impressed wiili what he said. because "sometimes criti
cism can be very helpful. so thank you very much. You were righr, I 

was wrong," You wer( right. I was wrong? How often have Americans 
heard mar euphonious sentence from their spouses and parenrs, let 
alone from television personalities, pundits, and politicians? Cohen 
practically had to go lie down to recover. "The year is very new," he 
told Oprah, "but I still name you Mensch of the Year, fat standing 
up and saying you were wrong. [That] rakes a lot of courage. all 
right? I've never done that," 

Throughout rhe show, Oprah did not let James Frey off the hook. 

Frey kept trying to justify his actions. saying. "I think I made a lot 
of mistakes in writing me book and. you know, promoting me 
book." Oprah went ballistic. She was the one who made mistakes, 
she reminded him. by calling Larry King and "leaving the impres
sion that the truth doesn't matter"; but he lied. "Do you think you 
lied, or do you think you made a mistake?" she asked. Frey said, hes
itantly, "J-J think probably both." 

Frry: 1 mean, I feel like I came hete and I have been honest 
with you. I have, you know. essentially admirted [0 . . .  

Winft,,: Lying. 

Toward the end of the hour, rhe New York Times columnisr Frank 
Rich appeared on the show to echo Richard Cohen, giving kudos 
[a Oprah for speaking up. for taking a stand for books thar do nor 
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distort the truth in order (0 sell. "The hardest thing to do is admit a 

mistake," he said. Oprah cold him she didn't want praise. "It really 

wasn't thar hard," she said. 

o o o 

Sometimes, as we have seen throughout this book, it really is that 
hard. It was for Linda Ross. the psychotherapist who had practiced 
recovered-memory therapy until she realized how misguided she had 

been; for Grace. whose false recovered memories tore her family 

apart for years; for Thomas Vanes, the discricr anorney who learned 
that a man he had convicted of rape. who had spent twenty years in 

prison, was innocent; for the couples and politica1 leaders who man· 
age [Q break free from me spirals of rage and retaliation. And it is 

hardest of all for those whose miscakes cost lives. especially the lives 

of friends and coworkers they know and care about. 
Certainly, N. Wayne Hale Jr. knows what we mean. Hale had 

been launch imegrarion manager at NASA in 2003, when seven as

tronauts died in the explosion of the space shuttle Columbia. In a 
public e-mail to the space shuttle team, Hale took full responsibil

ity for the disaster: 

I had me opponunity and the information and r failed ro make use 

ofic I don't know what an inquest or a court oflaw would say, but 

I stand condemned in me coun of my own conscience ro be guilty 

of not preventing the Columbia disaster. We could discuss the par

ticulars: inattemion, incompetence. distraction, lack of conviction, 

lack of understanding, a lack of backbone. laziness. The bottom line 

is mat I failed to underscand what I was being told; I failed to Sfand 

up and be counted. Therefore look no furmer; I am guilty of allow

ing Columbia to crash.: 

These courageous individuals take us srraight imo the heart of 

dissonance and its innermost irony: The mind wanes eo proeect itself 
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from the pain of dissonance with the balm of self-justification; but 
the soul wants [0 confess. To reduce dissonance, most of us put an 
enormous amount of mental and physical energy into protecting 

ourselves and propping up our self-esteem when it sags under the 
realization that we have been foolish, gullible. mistaken, corrupted. 
or otherwise human. And yet, much of the time. all this investment 
of energy is surprisingly unnecessary. Linda Ross is still a psycho
therapist; a better one. Thomas Vanes is still a successful prosecutor. 
Grace gOt her parents back. Wayne Hale was promoted to manager 

of the Space Shuttle program for NASA at the Johnson Space 
Center. 

Imagine with us, for a moment, how you would feel if your part
ner. your grown child, or your parent said: "I want to take responsi
bility for that mistake I made; we have been quarreling about it all 
this time, and now I realize that you were right. and I was wrong." 

Or if your employer started a meeting by saying, "I want to hear 
every possible objection to trus proposal before we go ahead with 

it-every mistake we might be making." Or if a district attorney 
held a press conference and said, "I made a horrendous mistake. I 
failed to reopen a case in which new evidence showed that I and my 
office sent an innocent man to prison. I will apologize. but being 
sorry is not enough. I will also reassess our procedures to reduce the 
likelihood of ever convicting an innocent person again." 

How would you feel about these people? Would you lose respect 
for them? Chances are that if they are friends or relatives. you wil1 

feel relieved and delighted. "My God, Harry actually admitted he 
made a misrake! What a generous guy!" And jf they are profession
als or polirical leaders, you will probably feel reassured that you are 
in the capable hands of someone big enough to do me right thing. 
which is to learn from the wrong thing. The last American president 
to (ell the country he had made a terrible misrake was John F. 
Kennedy in 1961. He had believed the claims and faulty intelligence 
repons of his tOp military advisers. who assured him that once 
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Americans invaded Cuba ar the Bay of Pigs. the people would rise up 
in relief and joy and overthrow Castro. The invasion was a disaster, 
but Kennedy learned from it. He reorganized his intelligence system 
and determined mat he would no longer accept uncritically the 
claims of his military advisers, a change that helped him steer the 
country successfully through (he subsequent Cuhan missile crisis. 
After the Bay of Pigs fiasco, Kennedy spoke [0 newspaper publishers 
and said: "This administration intends to he candid about its errors. 
For as a wise man once said, 'An error does not become a mistake 
until you refuse [0 correct ie,' . . .  Without debate. without cricicism. 
no administration and no country can succeed-and no republic 
can survive." The final responsibility for the failure of the Bay of Pigs 
invasion was, he said, "mine. and mine alone." Kennedy's popularity 
soared. 

We want [0 hear, we Iongto hear. "I screwed up. 1 will do my besr 
[0 ensure mat it will not happen again." Most of us are not im· 
pressed when a leader offers me form of Kennedy's admission wirh· 
out its essence, as in Ronald Reagan's response to me Iran-Contra 
scandal. which may be summarized as "[ didn't do anything wrong 
myself, but it  happened on my watch, so, well, 1 guess I'll take re
sponsibility. "j That doesn't cur it. Daniel Yankelovich, the highly 
regarded survey researcher, reports thar although polls find that 
the public has an abiding mistrust of our major inscitutions, right 
below mat cynicism is a "genuine hunger" for honesty and integrity. 
"People want organizations to operate transparently," he says, "[0 

show a human face co the outside world. to live up co their own pro
fessed standards of behavior, and to demonstrate a commitment to 
rhe larger society. "4 

That longing to hear authorities own up, without weaseling or 
blowing smoke. underlies the recent movement in the health·care 
system to encourage doctors and hospitals to admit and correct their 
mistakes. (We are talking abour honest mistakes, human error, not 
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about repeated acts of incompetent malpractice.} Traditionally, of 

course, most doctors have been adamant in their refusal to admit 
mistakes in diagnosis, procedure, or treatment on the self-justifying 

grounds mat doing so would encourage malpractice suits. They are 
wrong. Studies of hospitals across me country have found that pa
tients are actually less likely to sue when doctors admit and apologize 
for mistakes, and when changes are implemented so char future pa
tients will not be harmed in the same way. "Being assured rhat it 
won't happen again is very important to patients, more so than many 

caregivers seem to appreciate," says Lucian Leape. a physician and 
professor of health policy at the Harvard School of Public Health. "1£ 

gives meaning to patients' suffering. ") 
Doctors' second self-justification for not disclosing mistakes is 

that doing so would puncture their aura of inFallibility and omnis

cience. which, they maintain, is essential to their patients' confidence 
in them and compliance. They are wrong about this, too. The image 
of infallibility that many physicians try to cultivate ofren backfires, 

coming across as arrogance and even heartlessness. "Why can't they 

JUSt tell me the truth, and apologize?" patients and meir families 
lament. In fact. when competent physicians come clean about their 

mistakes, they are still seen as competent, but also as human beings 
capable of error. In one of his essays on medicine for the New l1Jrk 
Times, physician Richard A. Friedman beautifully summarized the 

difficulties and benefits of owning up. "Like every doctor," he began, 
''I've made plenty of mistakes along the way." In one case, he failed 

to anticipate a potentially dangerous drug interaction, and his patient 

ended up in the intensive care unit. (She survived.) "Needless to say, 
I was distraughr about what had happened," he says. "I wasn't sure 
what went wrong, but I felt that it was my fault, so I apologized [0 

the patient and her family. They were shaken and angry, and they 

quite naturally blamed me and the hospital . . .  but in the end they 

decided this was an unfortunate but 'honest' medical error and took 
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no legal action." The disclosure of fallibility humanizes doctors and 
builds trust, Friedman concluded. "In me end. most patients will 
forgive their doctor for an error of the head, but rarely for one of the 
heart. "6 

Recipients of an honest admission of eCfOf are not the only ben
eficiaries. When we ourselves are forced to face our own mistakes 
and take responsibility for them, the result can be an exhilarating, 
liberating experience. Managemem consultant Bob Kardon told us 

ahom the time he led a seminar at the National Council of Non
profit Associations' conference. The seminar was emided, simply, 
"Mistakes," and twenty leaders of me statewide associations at
tended. Kardon told them that the only ground rules for the session 
were that participants had to tell about a mistake they had made as 
a leader, and not {O try {O clean it up by telling how they had cor
rected it-or dodged responsibility for it. He did noc allow chern (0 

justify what chey did. "In other words," he raid them, "stay wich the 

mistake": 

fu we went around the circle the magnitude of the mistakes bur

geoned. By the time we reached the halfway point these executives 

were copping to major errors, like failing to get a grant request in 

on time and costing their organization hundreds of thousands of 

dollars in lost revenue, Participants would often get uncomfortable 

hanging out there with the mistake, and try to tdl a redeeming an

ecdote about a success or recovery from the mistake. I enforced the 

ground rules and cut off the face-saving attempt. A half hour into 

(he session laughter filled the room, that nearly hysterical laughter 

of release of a great burden. It got so raucous that attendees at orner 

seminars came to our session to see what the commotion was all 

about. 

Kardon's exercise illuminates JUSt how difficult it is to say, 
"'Boy. did I mess up," without the protective postscript of self-
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justification-to say "1 dropped a routine fly ball with the bases 
loaded" rather than "I dropped the ball because the sun was in my 
eyes» or «because a bird flew by" or "because it was windy" or «be
cause a fan called me a jerk." A friend returning from a day in traf
fic school told us mat as participants went around the room, 
reporting me violations that had brought mem mere, a miraculous 
coincidence occurred: Not one of them was responsible for breaking 
the law. They all had justifications for why they were speeding. had 
ignored a Stop sign. ran a red light, or made an illegal U-turn. He be

came so dismayed by the litany of flimsy excuses that. when his turn 
came, he was embarrassed to give in to me same impulse. He said, 
«1 didn't stop at a stop sign. 1 was entirely wrong and 1 got caught." 
There was a moment's silence. and then the room erupted in cheers 
for his candor. 

There are plenty of good reasons for admitting mistakes, starting 
wim the simple likelihood mat you will probably be found our any
way-by your family. your company. your colleagues, your enemies, 

your biographer. Psychology professor Bob Abelson once had a grad
uate student who was persisting wim an idea he was testing experi
mentally, hoping against hope it would come our me way he wanted 
it to. Finally Abelson said to him gendy, "Would you ramer admit 
you're wrong now or wait until someone else proves it?" But there are 
more positive reasons for owning up. Other people will like you 
more. Someone else may be able to pick up your fumble and run 
with it; your error might inspire someone else's solution. Children 
will realize mat everyone sCtews up on occasion and mat even adults 
have [0 say "I'm sorry." And if you can admi( a mistake when it is 
the size of an acorn, it is easier to repair man when it has become the 
size of a tree. with deep, wide-ranging roots. 

If letting go of self-justification and admitting mistakes is so ben
eficial (0 the mind and relationships. why aren't more of us doing 
it? If we are so grateful to others when mey do it, why don't we do 
it more often? Firs(, we don't do it because. as we have seen. most 
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of the time we aren't even aware that we need to. Self-justification 
purrs along automatically, juSt beneath consciousness, protecting us 
from the dissonant realization that we did anything wrong. "Mis

take? Whar mistake? I didn't make a mistake . . .  The tree jumped 
i n  front of my car . . .  And what do I have to be sorry about, any-
way? She started it . . .  He stole it . . .  Not my fault.» Second, 
America is a mistake-phobic culture, one that links mistakes with 
incompetence and stupidity. So even when people are aware of hav

ing made a mistake, they are often reluctant to admit it, even to 

themselves, because they take it as evidence that they are a blither
ing idiO[. If we really want more people to take responsibility for 

their mistakes and then strive (0 correer them, we need to overcome 
these rwo impediments. 

Ai; we have tracked the trail of self-justification through the terri
tories of family, memory, therapy, law, prejudice, conflict, and war, 
twO lessons from dissonance theory emerge: First, the ability to re
duce dissonance helps us in countless ways, preserving our beliefs, 
confidence, decisions, self-esteem, and well-being. Second, this abil
ity can get us into big trouble. People will pursue self-destructive 
courses of action to protect the wisdom of their initial decisions. 
They will treat people they h::we hurr even more harshly, because 

they convince themsdves that their victims deserve it. They will 
ding to outdated and sometimes harmful procedures in their work. 
They will support torturers and tyrants who are on the right side
that is, theirs. People who are insecure in their religious beliefs may 
feel the impulse to silence and harass those who disagree with them, 
because their mere existence arouses the painful dissonance of doubt. 

The need to reduce dissonance is a universal mental mechanism, 
but that doesn't mean we are doomed to be controlled by it. Human 
beings may not be eager to change, but we have the ability to change, 
and the fact that many of our self-protective delusions and blind 
SpotS are built into the way rhe brain works is no justification for not 
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trying. Is the brain designed [Q defend our beliefs and convictions? 
Fine-the brain wants us [Q s[Qck up on sugar, toO, but most of w 
learn to enjoy vegetables. Is the brain designed [Q make us flare in 
anger when we think we are being attacked? Fine-bue most of us 

learn to count to ten and find alternatives to beating the other guy 
with a cudgel. An appreciation of how dissonance works, in our
selves and others, gives us some ways [Q override our wiring. And 
protect us from those who can't. 

Living wirh Dissonance 

Perhaps the greatest lesson of dissonance theory is that we can't wait 
around for people to have moral conversions, personality trans
plants, sudden changes of heart, or new insights that will cause them 
to sit up straight, admit error, and do the right thing. Most human 

beings and institueions are going to do everything in their power to 

reduce dissonance in ways mat are favorable to them, that allow 
them [Q justify their mistakes and maintain business as usual. They 
will nOt be grateful for the evidence that their methods of interroga
tion have put innocent people in prison for life. They arc not going 
to thank us for pointing oue to them why their study of some new 
drug, into whose development they have poured millions, is fatally 
Aawed. And no matter how deftly or gently we do it, even the people 
who love us dearly are not doing to be amused when we correct their 
fondest self-serving memory . . .  with the faCts. 

The ultimate correction for the mnnel vision chat affiicts all of w 
mortals is more light. Because most of w are not self-correcting and 
because our blind sPOtS keep us from knowing that we need to be, 
eX[ernal procedures mwt be in place (Q correct the errors that human 

beings will inevitably make and to reduce the chances of future ones. 
In the legal domain, we have seen that mandamty videotaping of all 
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forensic interviews is one ohvious and relatively inexpensive correc
tive (0 the confirmation bias; any bias or coercion that creeps in can 
be assessed later by independent observers. But it is not only poten� 

rial police bias we need co worry about; it is also prosecutorial bias. 
Unlike physicians, who can be sued for malpractice if they amputate 
the wrong arm, prosecutors generally have immunity from civil suits 
and are subject to almost no judicial review. Most of their decisions 
occur outside of public scrutiny. because fully 95 percent of the cases 

that the police hand over to a prosecutor's office never reach a jury. 

But power witham accountability is a recipe for disaster in any 
arena, and in the criminal justice system that combination permits 
individuals and even entire departments to do anything for a win, 
with self-justification to smooth the way.7 When district attorneys do 
actively seek to release an inmate found to be innocent (as opposed 
to grudgingly accepting a coun order to do so), it is usually because, 

like Robert Morgenthau, who reopened the Central Park Jogger 
case, and the Sacramento district attorneys who prosecuted Richard 
T uire, they were not the original prosecutors and have the power 

to withstand the heat that such a decision often produces. That is 
why independent commissions must often he empowered to inves
tigate charges of corruption in a department or determine whether 

to reopen a case. Their members must have no conflicts of interest, 
no decisions to justify, no cronies to protect, and no dissonance to 
reduce.8 

Few organizations, however, welcome outside supervision and 
correction. If those in power prefer to maintain their blind sPOtS at 
all costs, then impartial review hoards must improve their vision, 
against their will, if it comes to that. The scientific model of inde
pendent, external peer review is an excellent paradigm, although 
even it has required tinkering of late. Scientific and medical journals, 

aware of the taint on research when conflicts of interest are involved 
and having been deceived by a few investigators who faked their 
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data, are institucing stronger measures to reduce the chances of pub

lishing biased, corrupt, or fraudulent research. Many scientists are 
calling for greater nansparency in the review process, the same solu
tion that reformers of the criminal-justice system are seeking. If we 
human beings are inevitably affiicred with runnel vision, at least our 
errors are more likely to be reduced, or corrected, if the tunnel is 
made of glass. 

Organizational consultants Warren Bennis and Burt Nanus sug
gest mat institutions can be designed to reward admissions of mis
takes as part of me organizational culture, ramer than, as now, 
making it uncomfortable for people to own up. This is a change, na(
urally, that must come from the top. Bennis and Nanus offer a Story 
abouc the legendary Tom Watson Sr., IBM's founder and its guiding 
inspiration for over forty years. "A promising junior execurive of IBM 
was involved in a risky venture for the company and managed to lose 
over $10 million in the gamble," they wrote. "It was a disaster. When 
Watson called the nervous executive into his office, the young man 

blurted out, 'I guess you want my resignation?' Watson said, 'You 
can't be serious. We've JUSt spent $10 million educating you!'''� 

But what are we supposed to do in our everyday Iives� Call an ex
ternal review board of cousins and in-laws to adjudicate every fam
ily quarrel? Videotape all parema1 imerrogarions of their teenagers? 
In our private relationships, we are on our own, and that ca1ls for 
some self-awareness. Once we understand how and when we need to 

reduce dissonance. we can become more vigilant about (he process 
and often nip it in the bud; like Oprah, we can catch ourselves be
fore we slide too F.u down rhe pyramid. By looking at our actions 
critically and dispassionarely. as if we were observing someone else. 
we stand a chance of breaking Out of the cycle of action followed by 
self-justification. followed by more committed action. We can learn 
to put a little space between what we feel and how we respond. 
insert a moment of reflection, and think ahout whether we really 
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want to buy mat canoe in January, really wane (0 send good money 
after bad. really want to hold on (0 a belief that is unfettered by facts. 
We might even change our minds before our brains freeze our 
thoughts into consistent patterns. 

Becoming aware: mat we are in a scare of dissonance can help us 
make sharper. smarter, conscious choices instead of leeting amo
marie. self-protective mechanisms resolve our discomfort in our 
favor. Suppose your unpleasant. aggressive coworker has just made 
an innovative suggestion at a group meeting. You could say [0 your
self, "An ignorant jerk like her could not possibly have a good idea 
about anything," and shoot her suggestion down in flames because 
you dislike the woman so much (and, you admit it, you feel compet
jtive with her for your manager's approval). Or you could give your
self some breathing room and ask: "Could the idea be a smart one? 
How would I feel about it if it came from my ally on this project?" 
If it is a good idea, you might suppOrt your coworker's proposal even 
if you continue to dislike her as a person. You keep the message sep
arate from me messenger. 

The goal is to become aware of the twO dissonant cognitions that 
are causing distress and find a way (0 resolve them constructively, or, 
when we can't, learn to live with them. In 1985. Israeli prime minis
ter Shimon Peres was thrown into dissonance by an action taken by 
his ally and friend Ronald Reagan. Peres was angry because Reagan 
had accepted an invitation to pay a state visit to the Kolmeshohe 
Cemetery at Bitburg, Germany, to symbolize the two nations' post
war reconciliation. The announcement of me proposed visit en
raged Holocaust survivors and many orhers, because forty-nine Nazi 
Waffen-SS officers were buried mere. Reagan, however, did nor back 
down from his decision to visit the cemetery. When reporters asked 
Peres what he thought of Reagan's action, Peres neither condemned 
Reagan personally nor minimized the seriousness of the visit to Bit
burg. Instead, Peres took a third course. "When a friend makes a 
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mis(ake," he said, "the friend remains a friend, and the mistake 
remains a mistake."10 

Consider for a moment [he benefits of being able to separate dis

sonant thoughts as clearly as Peres did: Friendships that might o(h
erwise be terminated in a huff arc preserved; mistakes that might 
otherwise be dismissed as unimportant arc properly criticized and 
their perpetrator held accountable. People could remain passionately 
committed to their nation, religion, political party, spouse, and fam

ily, yet understand that it is not disloyal [0 disagree with actions or 
policies they find inappropriate, misguided, or immoral. 

In an online discussion for psychologists working in the field of 
trauma research and treatment, one young psychotherapist posted a 

note expressing his enthusiasm for a recent hot fad in psychother
apy. He was unprepared for the reaction from psychological scien
tists, who deluged him with the systematic research showing chat 
the therapy's gimmick was ineffective and the theory behind it was 
spurious. Their response put him in big-rime dissonance: "I've spent 

time, money, and effort on this new method and I'm getting excited 
about it" bumped into "but eminent scientists 1 admire tell me it's 
nonsense." The usual, knee-jerk dissonance-reducing strategy 
would be [0 dismiss the scientists as ivory-tower know-nothings. In
stead, the young man replied with (he open-mindedness of the sci
entist and the self-insight of the clinician, a model that might serve 
us all. 

"Thanks for your thoughts and comments on this topic, even 
though they were hard [0 accept at first," he wrOte. He read the re
search (hey recommended, and concluded that he had become so 
enamored of rhe new approach that he did not devote enough atten
tion to studies that had evaluated it and found it wanting. "I used 
my own practice as validation," he admiued, "and allowed my thrill 
(Q overtake my crirical thinking. It is part of the scientific attitude to 
change one's beliefs once they are discredited. Well, it's not an easy 
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thing to do. Combine invested time, invested money. high hopes, 
high expectations, and a relative amount of pride. and you're up for 
quite a challenge when confromed with contradicting evidence. Very 
humbling this experience has been. "11 

Humbling, yes, bur ultimately (hac's the point. Understanding 
how the mind yearns for consonance, and rejects information that 

questions our beliefs. decisions, or preferences. teaches us to be open 
to the possibility of error. Ie also helps us let go of the need [0 be 

right. Confidence is a fine and useful quality; none of us would want 
a physician who was forever wallowing in uncercaimy and couldn't 
decide how to treat our illness, bur we do want one who is open
minded and willing to learn. Nor would most of us wish to live with
out passions or convictions, which give our lives meaning and color, 
energy and hope. Bur the unbending need co be right inevitably pro
duces self-righteousness. When confidence and convictions are un
leavened by humility, by an acceptance of fallibility, people can easily 

cross the line from heaJthy self-assurance to arrogance. In this book, 
we have met many who crossed that line: the psychiatriscs who are 
certain that they can tell if a recovered memory is valid: the physi
cians and judges who are certain that they are above conflicts of in
terest; the police officers who are certain that they can tell if a suspect 

is lying; the prosecutors who are certain that they convicted the 
guilty party; the husbands and wives who are certain that their imer
pretation of events is the right one; the nations who are certain that 
their version of history is the only one. 

All of us have hard decisions to make at times in our lives; not all 
of them will be right, and not all of them will be wise. Some are 
complicated, with consequences we could never have foreseen. If we 
can resist the temptation to justify our actions in a rigid, overconfi
dem way, we can leave the door open to empathy and an apprecia

tion of life's complexity, including the possibility that what was right 
for us might not have been right for others. "I know what hard de
cisions look like," says a woman we will call Betty. 
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When I decided to leave my husband of twenty years, that decision 

was right for one of my daughters-who said, "What took you so 

longt -but a disaster for the other; she was angry at me for years. 

I worked hard in my mind and brain to resolve that conRicr and to 

justify what I did. I blamed my daughter for not accepting it and 

understanding my reasons. By the end of my mental gymnastics I 

had turned myself into Mother Teresa and my daughter into a self

ish, ungrateful brat. But over time, I couldn't keep it up. I missed 

her. I remembered her sweetness and understanding. and realized 

she wasn't a brat but a child who had been devastated by the di

vorce. And so finally I sat down with her. I told her that although I 

am still convinced that the divorce was the right decision for me, I 
understood now how much it had hurt her. I told her I was ready 

to listen. "Mom," she said. "let's go to Central Park for a picnic and 

talk, the way we did when I was a kid." And we did, and that was 

the beginning of our reconciliation. Nowadays, when I feel passion

ate that I am 100 percent right about a decision that others ques

tion, I look at it again; that's all. 

Betty did not have to admit that she made a mistake; she didn't make 

a mistake. But she did have to let go of her need to be right. 

Mistakes Were r.,'lade-by Me 

It is considered unhealthy in America to remember mistakes. neurotic 
to think about them, psychotic to dwell upon them. 

-playwright [lilian Hellman 

Dissonance may be hardwired, but how we think about mistakes is 
nor. After the rusastrous bloodbath of Pickert's Charge at me Battle: 
of Getrysburg. in which more than half of his 12,500 men were 
slaughtered by Union soldiers. Robert E. Lee said: "All this has been 
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my fault. I asked more of my men than should have been asked of 
them."12 Robert E. Lee was a great general who made a tragic miscal

culation, but mat mistake did nor make him an incompetent mili

tary leader. If Robert E. Lee could rake responsibility for an action 
that coS( thousands of lives, why can't all those people in traffic 
school even admit they ran a red light? 

Most Americans know they are supposed {Q say "we learn from 
our mistakes," bur deep down, they don't believe jt for a minute. 
They think that mistakes mean you are stupid. Combined with the 
cuI cure's famous amnesia for anything that happened more than a 
month ago, this ani rude means that people treat mistakes like hot 

potatoes, eager to get rid of chern as fast as possible, even if they have 
to toSS them in someone else's lap. 

One lamentable consequence of the belief mat mistakes equal 
stupidity is that when people do make a mistake, they don't learn 
from iI. They throw good money after bad, and the con artists are 

right there [0 catch it. Do you know anyone who has been victim� 

ized by a scam? About a fourth of the entire American adult popula
tion has been taken in by one scam or another, some silly, some 
serious: sweepstakes offers of having won a million dollars, if only 
you send us the tax on mat amount first; gold coins you can buy at 

a tenth of their market value; a miracle bed that will cure all your ail� 
ments, from headaches to arthritis. Every year, Americans lose more 

than $40 bi1lion to telemarketing frauds alone, and older people are 

especially susceptible to them. 
Con artists know all about dissonance and self-justification. They 

know [hat when people are caught berween "I am a smart and ca
pable person" and "I have spent thousands of dollars on magazine 
subscriptions I don't need and on bogus sweepstakes entries, n few 
will reduce dissonance by deciding they aren't smart and capable. In� 

stead, many will justify their spending that money by spending even 
more money to recoup meir losses. This way of resolving dissonance 
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protects their self-esteem but vircually guarantees their furcher vic
timization: "If only I subscribe to mor� magazines, I'll win the big 
prize," they say; or "That nice, thoughtful person who made me the 
investment offer would never cheat me, and besides, they advertise 

on Christian radio." Older people are especially vulnerable to reduc
ing dissonance in this direction because many of them are already 
worried that they are "losing it"-their competence as well as their 
money. And they don't want to give their grown children grounds for 
raking control of their lives. 

Understanding how dissonance operates helps us rethink our 
own muddles, but it is also a useful skill for helping friends and rel
atives get out of theirs. Too otten, out of the best of intentions, we 
do the very thing guaranteed to make matters worse: We hector, lec
ture. bully, plead. or threaten. Anthony Pratkanis. a social psycholo

gist who investigated how scammers prey on their elderly targets, 
collected heartbreaking stories of family members pleading with rel
atives who had been defrauded: "Can't you see the guy is a thief and 

the offer is a scam? You're being ripped off'!" "Ironically, this natural 
tendency to lecture may be one of the worst things a family member 

or friend can do," Pratkanis says. "A lecture JUSt makes (he victim feel 
more defensive and pushes rum or her further into the clutches of 
the fraud criminal." Anyone who understands dissonance knows 

why. Shouting "What were you thinking?" will backfire because it 
means "Boy, are you stupid." Such accusations cause already embar

rassed victims to withdraw further into themselves and clam up, re

fusing to tell anyone what they are doing. And what they are doing 
is investing more money. or buying more magazines. because now 
they really have an incentive to get the family savings back, show 
they are not stupid or senile. and prove that what they were think
ing was perfeccly sensible. L3 

Therefore, says Pratkanis, before a victim of a scam will inch back 

from the precipice, he or she needs to feel respected and supported. 
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Helpful relatives can encourage the person (0 calk about his or her 
values and how those values influenced what happened, while they 
listen uncritically. Instead of irritably asking "How could you pos
sibly have believed that creep?" you say ''Tell me what appealed co 
you about the guy that made you believe him. It Con artists take 
advantage of people's best qualities-weir kindness. politeness. and 
their desire [0 honor their commitments. reciprocate a gift, or help 
a friend. Praising the victim for having these worthy values, says 
Pratkanis, even if they got the person into hot water in this particu
lar situation, will offset feelings of insecurity and incompetence. It's 
another form of Peres's third way: Articulate the cognitions and keep 
them separate. "When I, a decent, smart person, make a mistake. I 
remain a decem. smart person and the mistake remains a mistake. 
Now, how do I remedy what I did?" 

So embedded is the link between mistakes and stupidity in Amer
ican culture that it can be shocking (0 learn thar not all cultures share 
the same phobia about them. In the 1970s, psychologists Harold 
Stevenson and James Stigler became imerested in the math gap in 
performance between Asian and American schoolchildren: By the 
fifth grade. the lowest-scoring Japanese classroom was outperform
ing the highest-scoring American classroom. To find out why, 
Stevenson and Stigler spent the nex( decade comparing elememary 
classrooms in the U.S., China. and Japan. Their epiphany occurred 
as they watched a Japanese boy struggle with the assignmem of 
drawing cubes in three dimensions on the blackboard. The boy kept 
a( i( for forty-five minutes, making repeated mistakes, as Stevenson 
and Stigler became increasingly anxious and embarrassed for him. 
Ye( the boy himself was unerly unselfconscious. and the American 
observers wondered why they felt worse than he did. "Our culture 
exaccs a great COSt psychologically for making a mistake," Sdgler re
called, "whereas in Japan, it doesn'( seem to be that way. In Japan, 
mistakes. error, confusion [are] all just a natural pan of the learning 
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process. "14 {The boy eventually mastered rhe problem, (0 the cheers 

of his classmates.) The researchers also found that American parents, 
teachers, and children were far more likely than their Japanese and 

Chinese counterparts to believe that mathematical abiliry is innate; 
if you have it, you don't have to work hard, and if you don't have it, 
there's no point in trying. In contrast, most Asians regard math suc
cess, like achievement in any other domain, as a matter of persistence 
and plain hard work. Of course you will make mistakes as you go 
along; that's how you learn and improve. It doesn't mean you are 
stupid. 

Making mistakes is central to the education of budding scientists 
and artists of all kinds, who must have the freedom to experiment, 

try this idea, Rop, try another idea, take a risk, be willing (0 get the 
wrong answer. One classic example, once taught to American 
schoolchildren and still on many inspirational Web sites in various 

versions, is Thomas Edison's reply to his assistant (or to a reponer), 
who was lamenting Edison's ten thousand experimental failures in 

his effort to create the first incandescent light bulb. "I have not 

failed," he told the assistant (or reponer). "I successfully discovered 
10,000 elements that don't work." Most American children, how
ever, arc denied the freedom to noodle around, experiment, and be 
wrong in ten ways, let alone ten thousand. The focus on constant 
testing, which grew out of the reasonable desire to measure and stan
dardize children's accomplishments, has intensified their fear of fail
ure. It is certainly important for children to learn to succeed; but it 

is just as important for them to learn not to fear failure. When chil
dren or adults fear failure, they fear risk. They can't afford to be 
wrong. 

There is another powerful reason that American children fear 
being wrong: They worry that making mistakes reflects on their in
herent abilities. In rvventy years of research with American school

children, psychologist Carol Dweck has pinpointed one of the major 
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reasons for the cultural differences that Stevenson and Stigler ob
served. In her experiments, some children are praised for cheif efforts 

in mastering a new challenge. Others are praised for their intelli
gence and ability, the kind of thing many parents say when their 
children do well: "You're a natural math whiz, Johnny." Yet these 

simple messages to children have profoundly different consequences. 
Children who. like their Asian counterparts. are praised for their ef

forts, even when they don't "get it" at first, eventually perform better 

and like what they are learning more than children praised for their 

natural abilities. They are a150 more likely to regard mistakes and 
criticism as useful information that will help them improve. In con

trast, children praised for their natural ability learn (0 care more 
about how competent they look to others than about what they are 
actually learning.l� They become defensive about nOt doing well or 

abom making mistakes. and this sets them up for a self-defeating 
cycle: If they don't do well, then (0 resolve the ensuing dissonance 

(''I'm smart and yet I screwed up"), they simply lose imerest in what 

they are learning or studying ("I could do it if I wanted to, but I 
don't want to"). When these kids grow up, they will be the kind of 

adults who are afraid of making mistakes or taking responsibility for 
them. because that would be evidence that they arc not naturally 
smart after all. 

Dweck has found that these different approaches toward learn

ing and the meaning of mistakes-are they evidence that you are 
stupid or evidence that you can improve?-are not ingrained per

sonality traits. They are attitudes, and, as such, they can change. 
Dweck has been changing her students' attitudes toward learning 
and error for years, and her intervention is surprisingly simple: She 
teaches elementary-school children and college students alike that 
intelligence is not a fixed, inborn trait, like eye color, but rather a 

skill, like bike riding, that can be honed by hard work. This lesson 
is often stunning to American kids who have been hearing for years 

that intelligence is innate. When they accept Dweck's message. 
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their motivation increases. they get bener grades. they enjoy their 
studies more. and they don't beat themselves up when they have 

setbacks. 
The moral of our story is easy to say. and difficult to execute. 

When you screw up. try saying this: "I made a mistake. I need to un
demand what wen[ wrong. 1 don't want to make the same mistake 

again." Dweck's research is heartening because it suggestS that at aU 
ages, people can learn to see mistakes not as terrible personal failings 
to be denied or justified. but as inevitable aspects of life that help us 

grow, and grow up. 

o o o 

Our national pastime of baseball differs from the sociery thar 
spawned it in one crucial way: The box score of every baseball game. 

from the Little League to the Major League. consists of three rallies: 
runs, hits. and errors. Errors are not desirable, of course. but every
one undersrands that they are unavoidable. Errors are inherent in 

baseball, as they are in medicine. business. science. law. love, and life. 
In the final analysis, the test of a nation's character, and of an indi
vidual's integrity, does not depend on being error free. It depends on 

what we do after making the error. 

The second presidential candidates' debate between George W. 
Bush and John Kerry took place on October 8, 2004. a year and a 

half after the invasion of Iraq had begun. With deaths mounting. 

costs running into the billions. an insurgency growing, and Ameri

can troops bogged down in a war that Bush had said would be over 
quiddy, this exchange occurred: 

Lindo. Grabel: President Bush, during the last four years, 
you have made rhousands of decisions that have affected mil

lions of lives. Please give three instances in which you came to 

realize you had made a wrong decision. and what you did to 
correct it. Thank you. 
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President Bush: [When people ask about mistakes] they're 
trying to say. "Did you make a mistake going into Iraq?" And 
the answer is "Absolurely nor." Ie was the right decision. On 

the tax cut, it's a big decision. I did the right decision. Now, 
you asked what mistakes. I made some mistakes in appointing 
people. but I'm not going to name them. I don't want to hurr 
their feelings on national TV. 

For me next two years, as the situation in Iraq deteriorated fur
ther, Presidenr Bush continued his self-justifying slide down the 
pyramid, confirming his certainry that he had made the right deci

sions. He kept asserting that the invasion was nor a mistake, that we 
were winning. and that all we needed to do was be patient and "stay 
the course." In the midterm e1ecrion of2006, which most expertS re
garded as a referendum on the war. the Republican party lost both 
houses of Congress. 

Most of the public sighed in rdief. Surely, now George Bush would 

have [0 change his course of action in Iraq, and he finally had a face
saving way to do so: He could say he would follow the advice of the 

lraq Study Group, or his generaJs, or even the will of the people. and 
gradually pull our forces out of Iraq. Bue anyone who understands the 
psychology of self-justification would have predicted mat Bush would 

do just the opposite: His "solmion" to the disaster he had created 
would be to do more of the same. Having gone as far as he could down 
that pyramid. becoming more and more entrapped by his own self
deceptions. Bush would have become blind to alternatives. 

In January 2007. as this book was going [0 press. George Bush ad
dressed the nation. "Where mistakes were made" in a few tactics used 
in conducting the war. he said. he was responsible for them. Bue he 
held firm to his belief that his initial decision [0 invade Iraq was cru

cial in the fight against terrorism. What. then, was the new strategy 
he proposed? More troops and more money. For him. any other op

tion was unthinkable. It would mean he had made a colossal mistake. 
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We decided the order of authorship of this book by Ripping a coin; 

it's that balanced a collaboration. However, from staf( to finish. each 
of us has firmly believed that he or she was working with the more 
talented coauthor. So, to begin with, we want to thank each other 
for making this project one of mutual encouragement and learn
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like to thank the following colleagues for their close evaluation of 
chapters in their fields of expercise, and for (he many excellem sug
gestions they gave us: Andrew Christensen, Deborah Davis, Gerald 
Davison, Maryanne Garry. Bruce Hay, Brad Heil. Richard Leo. Scott 
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comments. ideas. stories, research, and other information offered by 
j. j. Cohn, joseph de Rivera, Ralph Haber, Robert Kardon, Saul 
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ing. and Michael Zagar. OUf thanks also to Deborah Cady and 
Caryl McColly for their editorial help. 

OUf courtly agem and good friend Bob Leseher has been right 
there for us and with us from the first glimmer of a book proposa1 to 
the book's launch into the world. Bob's love of a good contract nearly 
matches his love of a good sentence, and we are grateful for his help 
with both. Moreover, Bob found our commissioning editor, Jane 
lsaYt who has been a joy to work with. Jane has the grace. skill, and 
humor needed to let writers know what is wrong with their first 
drafts in a way thar inspires us to revise-and revise, and revise-al

ways bolS[cring our morale and helping us improve our prose. She is 
that rariry. a hands-on editor, and her stories and ideas infuse this 
book. We also thank our talented and supportive editor at Harcourt. 
Jenna Johnson. who shepherded our book from completion through 
production and beyond. Finally. we would like to thank managing 
editor David Hough. a man who loves everything about books (in

cluding authors). for making the production phase remarkably pain
less and educational. and Margaret Jones. for her exceptional skill in 
copyedicing and fact checking. 

Most of all. we give our thanks and love to OUf spouses, Ronan 
o'Casey and Vera Aronson. Mistakes were made by us in our lives, 

but not in our choice of a life parmer. 

-Carol Tavris and Elliot Aronson 
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Long before we became writers, we were readers. & readers, we often found 

notes an unwelcome intrusion in the flow of the story. It was usually a pain in 
the neck lO be forever turning to me back of the book to learn what the au
thor's source was for some persuasive (or preposterous) idea or research find
ing, but every so often there was candy�a personal comment, an interesting 
digression, a good srory. We enjoyed assembling these notes, using the oppor
tunity to reference and sometimes expand the points we make in the chapters. 
And there's some candy in here, [QQ. 

INTRODUCTION 
Knaves, Fools, Villains, and Hypocriles: 
How Do They Live with Themselves? 

I "Spy Agencies Say Iraq War Worsens Terrorism Threat," Th� New York 
Times, September 24, 2006; the comment to conservative columnists was 
reponed by one of them, Max Boo[, in "No Room for Doubt in the Oval 

Office," the Los Angeles Times op-ed, September 20, 2006. For a detailed 
accounting of George Bush's claims to the public regarding the war in Iraq, � 
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Frank Rich (2006), Tilt G"atrst Story Ewr Sold: Th( D(c/in( and Fa/J ofTrurh 
from 911 J to IVltrina. New York: The Penguin Press. On May 25. 2006, with 

his ratings lx:low 30 percent. Bush finally admitted that he had been wrong 

about something, son of. Not about the war or any of the decisions related to 

it, but about his choice of words. When he used "tough talk" such as "bring 
it on" and "wanted, dead or alive," Bush said, "I think in certain partS of the 

world it was misinterpreted." In October 2006, shortly before the midterm 
elections. the White House announced Bush would no longer be using his 

F.uniliar "stay the course" line because it implied the administration was not 

"Aexible" about Iraq policy. Nonetheless. in a press conference on October 25, 
with violence: in Iraq at record highs, Bush said there: would be no major 
changes in his overall strategy and that he was committed to "gwing the job 

done." When asked whether the United States was winning the war, he said, 
"Absolutely, we're winning." 

1 The American Presidency Project (online), www.presidellcy.ucsb.edulws/ 
index.php, provides documented examples of every instance of "mistakes were 

made" said by American presidents. It's a long list. Bill Clinton said that "mis

takes were made" in the pursuit of Democratic campaign contributions, and 

later joked about the popularity of this phrase and its passive voice at a White 

House Press Correspondents dinner. Of all the presidents, Richard Nixon and 

Ronald Reagan used the phrase most, the former to minimize the illegal ac
tions of the Watergate scandaJ, the laner ro minimize the illegal actions of the 

Iran-Contra scandal. See also Charles Baxter's eloquent essay, �Dysfunctional 
Narratives: or: 'Mistakes were made,'" in Baxter (1997), Buming Down the 
House: &sa)! on Fiction. Saint Paul, MN: Graywolf Press. 

J Gordon Marino (2004, February 20), "Before Teaching Ethics, Stop Kidding 
Yourself," in The Chronicu ofHighrr Education. p. B5. 

� On the self-serving bias in memory (and the housework study in particular), 
see Michael Ross and Fiore Sicoly (1979), "Egocentric Biases in Availability 

and Attribution," Joumal of Pmonality and Social Psychology, 31. pp. 322-
336. See also Suzanne C. Thompson and Harold H. Kelley (1981), "Judg

ments of Responsibility for Activities in Close Relationships," Joumal of PeT
Jcmalicy and Socia! Psychology, 41, pp. 469-477. 
S John Dean, interviewed for Playboy by Barbara Cady, January 1975, pp. 65-
80. Quote is on p. 78 . 
• Robert A. CarD (2002), MmteT of the Senate The }'tan of Lyndon Johmon. 
New York: Knopf, p. 886. 
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7 Katherine S. Mangan (2005, April I). "A Brush With a New Life," The 
Chronicle of Higher Education, pp. Al8-A30. 

I See, for example, Sherwin Nuland (2003), The Doctors' Plague: Germs, Childbed 
Fever, and the Strange Story of Ignac Semmelweiss. New York: Norton! Atlas. 
, Ferdinand Lundberg and Marynia F. Farnham (1947), Modern Woman: The Lost 

Sex. New York: Harper and Brothers, p. 1 1  (first quote), p. 120 (second quote). 
10 Edward Humes (1999), Mean Justice. New York: Pocket Books. 

CHAPTER 1 

Cognicive Dissonance: The Engine of SeIf-ju5cificacion 

I Press releases from Neal Chase, representing the religious group Baha'is 
Under the Provisions of the Covenant, in "The End Is Nearish," Harper'J, 
February 1995, pp. 22, 24. 
1 Leon Festinger, Henry W. Riecken. and Sranley Schachter (1956), When 
Prophecy Fails. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
J Leon Festinger (957), A Theory o/Cognitive Dissonance. Stanford: Stanford 
University Press. See also Leon Festinger and Elliot Aronson (1960), "Arousal 

and Reduction of Dissonance in Social Contexts," in D. Cartwright and Z. 
Zander (cds.), Group Dynamics (third ed.), New York: Harper & Row, 1960-1; 

and Eddie Harmon-Jones and Judson Mills (cds.) (999), Cognitive DissolUlY/ce: 
Progress on a PillOtal Theory in Social Psychology, Washington, DC: American 
Psychological Association. 
� Elliot Aronson and Judson Mills (1959), "The Effect ofSeveriry of Initiation 
on Liking for a Group," Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 59, pp. 
177-181. 
I See, for example, Harold Gerard and Grover Mathewson (1966), "The Ef
fectS of Severity of Initiation on Liking for a Group: A Replication," Journal 
ofExpm'mentaL SociaL Psychology, 2, pp. 278-287. 
6 For a good review of the research on this bias and its many applications. see 
Raymond S. Nickerson (1998), "Confirmation Bias: A Ubiquitous Phenom
enon in Many Guises," Review of GeneraL Psychology, 2, pp. 175-220. 
7 Lenny Bruce (1966). How to Talk Dirty and Influence People. Chicago: Play
boy Press and New York: Pocket Books, pp. 232-233. 

I Steven Kull, director of the Program on International Policy Attitudes 
(PIPA) at the University of Maryland, commenting on the results of the 
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PlPAlKnowledge Networks poll. June 14, 2003, "Many Americans Unaware 
WM 0 Have Not Been Found." 
, Drew Westen, Clint Kilts, Pavel Blagov, et al. (2006), "The Neural Basis of 
Motivated Reasoning: An fMRI Study of EmOlional Constraints on Political 
Judgment During the U.S. Presidemial Election of 2004," Journtll ofCogni
tiv� Nroroscimce, 18, pp. 1947-1958. 
10 Charles Lord, Lee Ross. and Mark Lepper (1979), "Biased Assimilation 
and Attitude Polarization: The Effects of Prior Theories on Subsequently 
Considered Evidence," Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 37. pp. 
2098-2109. 
II Doris Kearns Goodwin ( 1994), No Ordinary Tim�. New York: Simon & 
Schusrerrrouchswne, p. 321. (Emphasis in original.) 
1l In one of the earliest demonstrations of posrdecision dissonance reduction, 
Jack Brehm, posing as a marketing researcher, showed a group of women 
eight different appliances (a toascer, a coffeemaker, a sandwich grill, and [he 
like) and asked them to rate each item for irs desirability. Brehm then told 
each woman that she could have one of the appliances as a gift, and gave her 
a choice between twO of the products she had rated as being equally appeal
ing. After she chose one, he wrapped it up and gave it to her. Later, (he 

women rated the appliances again. This time, they increased their rating of 
the appliance they had chosen and decreased [heir ming of (he appliance 
they had rejected. See Jack Brehm (1956), "Postdecision Changes in the De
sirability of Alternatives," journal of Abllonnal and Social Psychology, 52. pp. 
384-389. 
U Daniel Gilbert (2006). Stumbling on Happinro. New York: Alfred A. Knopf. 
" Roben E. Knox and James A Inkster (1968), "Postdecision Dissonance at 
Post Time," journal ofPmonality and Social Psychology. 8, pp. 319-323. 
� Katherine S. Mangan (2005, April 1), "A Brush With a New Life," Tht 
Chronick of High" Education, pp. A28-A30. 
r; For example, see Brad J. Bushman (2002). "Does Venting Anger Feed or Ex
tinguish the Flame? Catharsis, Rumination, Distraction, Anger, and Aggres
sive Responding," Pmonality and Social Aychology Bulktin, 28. pp. 724-731; 
Brad J. Bushman, Angelica M. Bonacci, William C. Pedersen. et aI. (2005), 
"Chewing on It Can Chew You Up: Effects of Rumination on Triggered 
Displaced Aggression," journal of Pmonality and Social PsychoUJgy. 88, pp. 
969-983. The history of research disputing the assumption of catharsis is 
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summarized in Carol Tavris (1989), Anger: The Misunderstood Emotion. New 

York: Simon & Schuster/Touchstone. 
11 Michael Kahn's original srudy was "The Physiology of Catharsis," published 

in the journal of Pmonality and SociaL I'rychowgy, 3. pp. 278-298, in 1966. 

For another early classic, see Leonard Berkowirz, James A. Green, and Jacque� 

line R. Macaulay (1962), "Hostility Catharsis as the Reduction of Emotional 

Tension," Psychiatry, 25, pp. 23-31. 
1\1 Jon Jecker and David Landy (1969), "Liking a Person as a Function of 

Doing Him a Favor," Human RelAtions, 22, pp. 371-378. 

19 Benjamin Franklin (2004), The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin (imro� 

ducrion by Lewis Leary). New York: Touchstone, pp. 83-84. 
20 Ruth Thibodeau and Elliot Aronson (1992), 'Taking a Closer Look: Re� 

asserting the Role of the Self-Concept in Dissonance Theory," Pmonality and 
Social Psychokgy Bulletin, 18, pp. 591-602. 
2, There is a large and lively research Literature on the "self�serving bias," the 

tendency to believe the best of ourselves and explain away the worst. It is a 

remarkably consistent bias in human cognition, though there are interesring 

variations across cultures, ages, and genders. See Amy Mezulis, Lyn Y. Abram

son, Janet S. Hyde, and Benjamin 1. Hankin (2004), �Is There a Universal 

Positivity Bias in Attributions? A Meta�Analytic Review ofTndividual, Devel� 

opmental, and Cultural Differences in the Self-serving Attributional Bias," 

Psychokgical Bulletin, 130, pp. 711-747. 
11 Philip E. Tedock (2005), Expert Political judgment: How Good Is It? How 
Can wto Know? Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. In clinical psychol� 

ogy, the picmre is the same; There is an extensive scientific literature showing 

that behavioral, statistical, and other objective measures of behavior are con

sistently superior to the clinical insight of expens and their clinical predictions 

and diagnoses. See Robin Dawes, David Faust, and Paul £. Meehl (1989), 

"Clinjcal Versus Acmarial Judgment," Science, 243, pp. 1668-1674; and 

W. M. Grove and Paul E. Meehl (1996), "Comparative Efficiency of Formal 
(Mechanical, Algorithmic) and Informal (Subjective, Impressionistic) Predic� 

tion Procedures; The Clinical/Statistical Controversy," Psychowgy, Public PoL� 
icy, and Law, 2, pp. 293-323. 
2J Elliot Aronson and J. Merrill Carlsmith (1962), "Performance Expectancy as 

a Determinant of Actual Performance," Journal of AbnonnaJ and Social Psychol
ogy, 65, pp. 178-182. See also William B. Swann Jr. (1990), "To Be Adored or 
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to Be Known? The Interplay of Sdf·Enhancemem and Sclf·Veriflcation," in 
R. M. Sorrentino & E. 1: Higgins (OOs.), Motilll1tion and Cognition. New York: 
Guilford Press; and William B. Swann Jr., J. Gregory Hixon, and Chris de la 

Ronde (1992), "Embracing me Binet 'Truth': Negative Self-Concepts and 
Marital Commitment," Psychological Science, 3. pp. 118-121. 
I. We are nor idly speculating here. In a classic experiment conducted half a 
century ago, social psychologist Judson Mills measured the attitudes of sixth
grade children toward cheating. He rhcn had [hem participate in a competitive 
exam with prizes offered. [0 the winners. He arranged the situation so that it 
was almost impossible for a child to win without cheating, and also so that it 
was easy for the children to cheat, thinking they would nO{ be detected. (He 
was secrerly k�ping an eye on rhem.) About half the kids cheated and half 
did nor. The next day, Mills asked the children again how they felt about cheat· 
ing and other misdemeanors. Those children who had cheated became more 
lenient toward cheating, and those who resisted the temptation adopted a 
harsher attitude. See Judson Mills (1958), "Changes in Moral Anitudes Fol
lowing Temptation," Journal ofPmonnljty, 26, pp. 517-531. 
ZJ Jeb Stuart Magruder (1974), An Ammcan Lift: Ont Man's Road to watagait'. 
New York: Atheneum. Haldeman's comments, p. 4; the golf.can Story, p. 7. 

26 Magruder, An Amtrican Lifo. Liddy's first proposal with the "mugging 
squads," p. 194 (the prostitutes would be "high-class," Liddy assured the 
group, "only the best," p. 195); "If [Liddy] had come ro us at the outset . . .  ," 
p. 214; "decisions that now s�m insane . . .  ," "We were past (he point of 
halfway measures," p. 215. 

1.1 The number of total participants is an informed estimate from psychologist 
Thomas Blass, who has written extensively about the original Milgram exper· 
imenr and its many successors. About 800 peoplc participated in Milgram's 
own expcrimenrs; the rest wcre in replications or variations of thc basic para· 
digm over a 2S·year span. 
18 The original study is dcscribed in Stanley Milgram (1963), "Bchavioral 
Study of Obedience," Journal of Abnonntll and Sodal Psychology, 67, pp. 371-
378. Milgram rcported his study in grearcr dctail and with additional support· 
ing research, including many replications, in his subsequent (1974) book, 
Obdimct w Authority: An Exrer;mmtai Vitw. Nev.r York: Harper & Row. 

:t William Satirc, "Acsop's Fabled Fox," The Ntw York Tjm�op-ed, December 
29. 2003. 
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CHAPTER 2 
Pride and Prejudice . . .  and Ocher Blind Spars 

I James Bruggers, "Brain Damage Blamed on Solvent Usc," Tb� (Louisville] 
Couri"-journal May 13, 2001 j Bruggers, "Researchers' Ties to CSX Raise 
Concerns," Couri"-journal October 20, 2001; Carol Tavris (2002. July/Au
gust), "The High Cost ofSkepticism,n Sk�ptical Inquim', pp. 42-44; Stanley 
Berent (2002, November/December), "Response to 'The High CoSt ofSkep
ticism,''' Sk�ptical Inquim; pp. 61, 63; his quote ("My research yidded impor
tant information . . .  ") is on p. 63; Carol Tavris's reply to Berent, same issue, 
pp. 64-65. On February 12, 2003, (he Office for Human Research Protec
tions wrme to the vice president for research at the University of Michigan, 
noting that the university's Institutional Review Board, of which Stanley 
Berent had been head, had "biled to document the specific criteria for waiver 
of informed consent" for Berent and Albers' research. The case of CSX, ilS 
arrangement with Stanley Berent and James Albers, and their conAicr of inter
CSt is also described in depth in Sheldon Krimsky (2003), Scimct in tht Pri
vatt lnttmt. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, pp. 152-153. 
l Joyce Ehrlinger, Thomas Gilovich, and Lee Ross (2005), "Peering inco the 

Bias Blind Spot: People's Assessments of Bias in Themselv« and Others," Ptr
sonl1lityand Social Prychoklgy Bulietin. 31, pp. 680-692; Emily Pronin, Daniel 
Y. Lin, and Lee Ross (2002), "The Bias Blind Spot: Perceptions of Bias in Self 
versus Others," Pmonl11iry I1nd Social Aychology Bulktin. 28. pp. 369-381. 
Our blind spotS also allow us to see ourselves as being smarter and more com
petent than most people, which is why all of us, apparently, feel we are above 
average. See David Dunning, Kerri Johnson, Joyce Ehrlinger, and Junin 
Kruger (2003), "Why People Fail [0 Recognize Their Own incompetence," 
CUrrtlll Dirwiom hI Psychologicl11 Scitnct. 12. pp. 83-87. 
J Quoted in Eric Jaffe (2004, October), "Peace in the Middle EaSI May Be im
possible: Lee D. Ross on Naive Realism and ConRicr Resolution," American 
Psychological Society ObstTvtT, 17, pp. 9-11. 
• Geoffrey L Cohen (2003), "Party over Policy: The Dominating Impact of 
Group InRuence on Political Beliefs," journal ofPmonaiity and Social Psychol
ogy. 85, pp. 808-822. See also Donald Green, Bradley Palmquist, and Eric 
Schickler (2002), Partiutn Htl1rts and Minds: Political Pl1rtiN and th� Socil11 
Itknfjtia ofVo:m. New Haven: Yale University Press. This book shows how 
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once people form a political identity, usually in young adulthood, the identity 

docs their thinking for them. That is, most people do not choose a party be
cause it reflects their views; rather, once they choose a party, irs policies be· 

come: their views. 

} Emily Pronin, Thomas Gilovich, and ue Ross (2004), "Objectivity in the 

Eye of the: Beholder: Divergent Perceptions of Bias in Self versus Others," Psy
chological Rroinu, 11 1, pp. 781-799. 
� W'hcn privilege is a result of birth or another fluke of fortune, rather [han 
merit, many of its possessors will justify it as providing benefirs they earned. 

John Jost and his colleagues have been studying the processes of system justifi

cation, a psychological motive to defend and justify the status quo; Stt, for ex

ample, John Jost and Orsolya Hunyady (2005), "Antecedents and Consequences 

of System-Justifying Ideologies," Currt1lt Directions in PsychobJgicai Scimct, 14, 
pp. 260-265. One such system-justifying ideology is that the poor may be 
poor, but they are happier and more honest [han the rich: Aaron C. Kay and 

John OJ: Jost (2003), "Complememary Justice: Effects of 'Poor But Happy' and 

'Poor But Honest' Stereotype Exemplars on System Justification and Implicit 
Activation of the Justice Motive," Journnl OfPmo1U1lity and Social PrychoWgy, 85, 
pp. 823-837. See also Stephanie M. Wildman (ed.) (1996), Privikge Rtwakd· 
How Invisiblt l>reftrmce UndmnintS Amtrica. New York University PI"C'SS. 
1 D. Michael Risinger and Jeffrey L. Loop (2002, November), "Three Card 

Monte, Monty Hall, Modus Operandi and 'Offender Profiling': Some Les

sons of Modern Cognitive Science for the law of Evidence. " Cardozo Law 1U
vinu, 24, p. 193. 

, Dorothy Samuels, "Tripping Up on Trips: Judges Love Junkets as Much as 
Tom Delay Does," The Nnu York Tima fourth editorial, January 20, 2006. 

� Melody Petersen, "A Conversation with Sheldon Krimsky: Uncoupling 

Campus and Company," The New York 7i'mtS, September 23, 2003. Krimsky 

also recounted che JOllas Salk remark. 
r> See Krimsky, Science in the Private Interest, note I ;  Sheila Slaughter and 

larry L. Leslie (1997), Academic Capilalism. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press; and Derek Sok (2003), Universities in tht Marketplace: The 
Commercializotion of Higher Education. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univcrsity 

Press; Marcia Angell (2004), Tbe Tnah about the Drog Companies, New York: 

Random House; and Jerome l� Kassirer (2005), On th� Tak�: How Medicine's 
Complicity with Big Bwinru Can Endanger Your Health. New York: Oxford 

Uniycrsity Press. 
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11 National InsritUles of Health Care Managemenr Research and Educational 
Foundation (2003), "Changing Patterns of Pharmaceutica1 Innovation." 
Cited in Jason Dana and George Loewenstein (2003), "A Social Science Per
spective on Gifts to Physicians from Industry," journal of rht American Mrd
ieal Association, 290, 252-255. 
II Investigative journalist David Willman won a Pulirzcr Prize for his series on 
conRicts of inlerest in bringing new drugs to market; fWO of them include 
"Scientists Who Judged Pill Safety Received Fee>," Los Angt/rs Timts. October 
29. 1999; and "The New FDA: How a New Policy Led to Seven Deadly 
Drugs," Los Angtln Timn, December 20, 2000. 
o Dan Fagin and Marianne Lavelle (1996), Toxic Dtctption. Secaucus, NJ: 
Carol Publishing. 
II Richard A. Davidson (1986, May-June), "Source of Funding and OUlcome 

of Clinica1 Trials, n journal of Gmmll lnta-nal Mtdicint, I, pp. 155-158. 
ft Lise L. Kjaergard and Bodil Als-Nielsen (2002, Augun 3), "Association be
[Ween competing interests and authors' conclusions: Epidemiologica1 srudy of 
randomised clinical uiais published in BM]." BririJh Mtdical jotlrnal, 325, pp. 
249-252. See also Krimsky, Scimct in Iht Privatt fnltmt (note I), chapter 9, 
"A Question of Bias," for a review of th� and orher similar srudies. 

" Alex Berenson, Gardiner Harris, Barry Meier, and Andrew Pollack, "Dan
gerous Data: Despite Warnings, Drug Giant Took Long Path to Vioxx Re
ca1I," Tiu NfflI York Timrs, November 14, 2004. 
17 Richard Horton (2004), "The lessons of MMR," Tht Lanm, 363, pp. 
747-749 . 
• Andrew J. Wakefield, Peter Harvey, and John Linnell (2004), "MMR
Responding to retraction," The Lancer. 363, pp. 1327-1328. 
" Wikipedia, under the entry "Thimerosal," has an excellent, balanced re
view of the entire conrroversy surrounding this chemica1 (variously spelled 
thimerosal and thimerserol), used commonly since the 1930s as a p�rvative 
in vaccines and many household products, such as cosmetics and eye drops. 
In recent years, some consumer groups became concerned about the possibly 
toxic effects of mercury contained in this preservative, claiming it causes 
autism and other diseases. The Wikipedia entry represents their concerns 
fairly, but shows that their arguments have largely been based on anecdotcs, 
exaggerated fears, unsupponed claims, and the antivaccine research conducted 
by Mark Geier and David Geier, presidenr of a company specializing in liti
gating on behalf of alleged vaccine injury claimants. 



248 CAROL TAVRIS and ELLIOT ARONSON 

As for (he research, in a study of all children born in Denmark between 
1991 and 1998 (over half 3 million children), the incidence of autism in vac
cinated children was actually a bit lower than in unvaccinated children: See 

Krecsten M. Madsen, Anders Hviid, Magens Vestergaard, et al. (2002), "A 
Population-Based Study of Measles, Mumps, and Ru1x=lIa Vaccination and 
Autism," Ntw EnglandJounllI1 afMedicine, 347. pp. 1477-1482. Morrover, 
after vaccines containing chimcrserot were removed from the market in Den
mark, there was no subsequent decrease in me incidence of autism: See Kreesten 
M. Madsen et aI. (2003), 'Thimerserol and the Occurrence of Autism: Neg

ative Ecological Evidence from Danish Population-Based Data," Ptdiatrics, 
J 12, pp. 604-606. See also L. Smeem, C. Cook. E. Fombonne, et al. (2004, 
September ll-J7), "MMR vaccination and pervasive developmental disor· 
ders: A case·comrol study," The Lanett, 364, pp. 963-969. 

The reaccion of many parents of autistic children to this news is itself a story 
of dissonance. Having commined themselves to the belief that thimerserol is 
the agent responsible for their children's autism. they have rejected the conclu· 
sions of this research and statements in favor of vaccination from the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, the Food and Drug Administration. the 

Institute of Medicine, the World Health Organization, and the American 

Academy of Pediatrics. Interestingly, as the Wikipedia entry poinrs out, pub· 
lic resistance [Q vaccination programs began in 1853 and has remained active 
ever since, the thimcrserol controversy simply being the latest addition. 
lO Dana and Loewenstein, "A Social Science Perspective on Gifts to Physicians 
from Industry," note 11 .  

1) Roben B.  Cialdini (1984/1993), Influmu: Tht! PsychoWgy of Pmuasion (rev. 
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l6 Charles W. Perdue, John F. Dovidio, Michael B. Gunman, and Richard B. 
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11 Henri Tajfel, M. G. Billig, R. P. Bundy, and Claude Flament (971), "Social 
categorization and intergroup behavior," EuropeanJournal of Social Psychology. 
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sOMlity a'id Social Psychology, 81, pp. 33-43. In their experimenu, when 

people felt that their moral credentials as unprejudiced individuals were not 
in dispute-when tbey had been given a chance to disagree with blatantly sex
ist statements-mey felt more justified in their subsequent vote to hire a man 
for a stercotypically male job. 
II For the interracial experimenr, sec: Ronald W. Rogers and Steven Prentice
Dunn (1981), "Deindividuation and Anger-Mediated Interracial Aggression: 
Unmasking Regressive Racism," journal ofPmonaiity and Social Psychology, 4, 
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Steven J. Spencer (1997). "Prejudice as Self�lmage Maintenance: Affirming 
the Self through Derogating Others." journal of Pmonality and Social Psychol
ogy. 73. pp. 31-44. 

jJ Paul Jacobs. Saul Landau, and Eve Pel! (1971), To Serw th� Droil (Vol. 2: 
Co/Qnia/s and Sojournm). New York: Vintage Books. Quote by Charles 
Crocker, p. 81. 
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.1-1 Albert Speer (1970), inside tIN Third RLich: Mnnoin. New York: Simon & 
Schuster, p. 291. 
" Doris Kearns Goodwin (2005), "am of Rivals: The Political GmiUJ of Abm
ham Lincoln. New York: Simon & Schuster. 
'" Jeb Stuart Magruder (1974), An Amu;can Lift: One Mans Road to \.%tergate. 
New York: Atheneum, p. 348. 

CHAPTER 3 
Memory, the Self-justifying Historia/1 

! QUOted in George Plimpron (1997), TruTmln Capote. New York: Anchorl 
Doubleday, p. 306. We are taking VidaJ's version of this S(Qry on the: grounds 
that he has never had compunctions about talking about either subject-pol
itics or bisexuaJity-and therefore had no motivation to distort his memory. 
1 Anthony C. GreenwaJd (1980), "The Totalitarian Ego: Fabrication and Re
vision of Personal History,n Ammcan Psychologist, 35, pp. 603-618. 
, Edward Jones and Rika Kohler (\959), 'The Effects of Plausibility on the 
Learning of Controversial Statements," Journal of Abnormal and Social Pry
,hofqgy, 57, pp. 315-320 . 
• See, for example, Michael Ross (1989), "Relation of Implicit Theories to the 

Construction of Personal Histories," Psychological &view, 96. pp. 341-357; 
Anne E. Wilson and Michael Ross (2001), "From Chump to Champ: People's 
Appraisals of Their Earlier and Present Selves," Jounutl of Pmonality and So
cial Psychowgy, 80, pp. 572-584; and Michael Ross and Anne E. Wilson 
(2003), "Autobiographical Memory and Conceptions of Self: Gening Berter 
All rh(' Time," CUlnn! Di"ctions in Psychologicai Scimu, 12, pp. 66-69. 

, Marcia K. Johnson, Shahin Hashtroudi, and D. Stephen Lindsay (1993), 
"Source Monitoring," Psychological Bulletin, J 14. pp. 3-28; Karen J. Mitchell 
and Marcia K. Johnson (2000), "Source Monitoring: Attributing Mental Ex· 
periences," in E. Tulving & E I. M. Craik (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of 
Memory. New York: Oxford University Press. 

,. Mary McCarthy (1957), MemoriN of a Catholic Girlhood. San Diego: Har
Court Brace & Co. "With the tin butterRy in his hand," p. 80; "I suddenly re
membered," p. 82; "The most likely thing," p. 83. 
7 Barbara Tversky and Elizabeth J. Marsh (2000), "Biased Retellings of Events 

Yield Biased Memories," Coplitive Psychowgy. 40, pp. 1-38; see a150 Eli7..abeth 
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J. Marsh and Barbara T versky (2004), "Spinning the Srorics of Our Lives," 
Appli�d Cognjtiv� Psychology, 18, pp. 491-503 . 
• Brooke C. Feeney and Jude Cassidy (2003), '"Reconstructive Memory 

Related to Adolescent·Parcnt ConRier Interactions: The InAuenee of 

Artachment·Rclated Representations on Immediate Perceptions and Changes 
in Perceptions over Time," Jounlal of Pmonality and Social Psycholngy, 85. 
pp. 945-955. 
, Daniel Offer, Marjorie Kaiz., Kenneth I. Howard, and Emily S. Bennen 
(2000), "The Altering of Reporred Experiences," Journal of tb� AmniCltfi 
AcatUmy of Child and At:bJkswlI Psychiatry, 39, pp. 735-742. Several of the 

authors also wrote a book on this smdy. See Daniel Offer, Marjorie Kaiz 
Offer, and Eric Ostrav (2004), R�ular Guys: 34 Ytoan &yond AtkJ/�Jcmu. New 
York: Kluwer AcademidPlcnum. 

» On "mismemorics" of sex, see Maryanne Garry, Stefanie J. Sharman, Julie 
Feldman, Gary A. Marian, and Elizabeth F. Loftus (2002), "Examining 
Memory for Heterosexual College Students' Sexual Experiences Using an 
Electronic Mail Diary," H�a/th Prychowgy. 21, pp. 629-634. On [he over· 
reporting of voting, see R. P. Abelson, Elizabeth D. Loftus, and Anthony G. 

Greenwald (1992), "Attempts to Improve the Accuracy of Self.Repons of 

Voting," in J. M. Tanur (ed.), Qtmtiom About Quntiom: lnquin'n into th� 
Cognitive Bam of SurvtyJ. New York: Russell Sage. See also Robert E Belli, 
Michael W. Traugott, Margaret Young, and Katherine A. McGonagle (1999), 
"Reducing Vore Overreporting in Surveys: Social Desirability, Memory Fail· 
ure, and Source Monitoring," Public Opinion QUdrurly, 63, pp. 90-108. On 
misremembering donating money. see Christopher D. B. Burt and Jennifer 
S. Popple (1998), "Memorial Distortions in Donation Dua," Journal of So· 
cial Piyhology, 138, pp. 724-733. College studenrs' memories of their high. 
school grades are also distorted in a positive direction; see Harry P. Bahrick. 

Lynda K. Hall, and Stephanie A. Berger (1996), "Accuracy and Distorrion in 

Memory for High School Grades," Psychological Scimu, 7, pp. 265-271.  
" Lisa K. lJbby and Richard P. Eibach (2002), "Looking Back in Tim�: Self

Concept Change Affects Visual Perspective in Autobiographical Memory." 
Journal of Proona/ity and Social Psychology, 82, pp. 167-179. Sec also Lisa K. 
Libby. Richard P. Eibach. and Thomas Gilovich (2005), "Here's Looking at 

Me: The Effect of Memory Perspective on Assessments of Personal Change." 

Journal of Pmonality and Social Psychology, 88, pp. 50-62. The more eonsis
rent our memories are of ourselves in the presenr, the more accessible they are. 
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See Michael Ross (1989), "Relation of Implicit Theories to the Construction 
of Personal Histories," Psychological &view, 96, pp. 341 -357. 
II Michael Conway and Michael Ross (1984), "Getting What You Want by 
Revising What You Had,» Journal of Pn'JOnaJil] and Social Psychology, 47, pp. 
738-748. Memory disronions take many different paths, but most are in the 
service of pr�rving our self-concepts and feelings about ourselves as good 
and competent people. 
U Anne E. Wilson and Michael Ross have shown how the self-justifying biases 
of memory help us move psychologically, in their words. from "chump to 
champ." We distance ourselves from our earlier "chumpier" incarnations if 
doing so allows us to feel benet about how much we have grown, le.uned, and 
marured, bur, like Haber, � fed dose to earlier selves we thought were 
champs. Either 'Nay, we can't lose. S� Wilson and Ross, "From Chump to 
Champ," note 4. 
H The full text of FragmmtJ, along with the true story ofWilkomirski's life, is 
in Stefan Maechler (2001), Th� WiUromirski Affair: A Study in Biographical 
Truth (translated by John E. Woods). New York: Schocken. Maechler dis

cusses the ways in which Wilkomirski drew on Kosinski's novel. For another 
investigation into Wilkomirski's life and the cultural issues of real and imag

ined memories, see Blake Eskin (2002), A Lifo in Pi�((J.' Th� Making and Un
making of Binjamin Wilkomirski. New York: W. W. Norton. 
" The Will Andrews Story is in Susan Clancy (2005), Abducted: How P�oplt 
Com� to &liew Tht} wtn' Kuinapptd by AiimJ. Cambridge, MA Harvard 
University Press. On the psychology ofbc:liefin alien abduction, see also Don
ald P. Spence (1996), "Abduction Tales as Metaphors," Psychological Inquiry. 
7, pp. 177-179. Spence interprets abduction memories as metaphors that 
have two powerful psychological functions: They encapsulate a set of free
Aoating concerns and anxie£ies that are widespread in today's political and cul
tural climate, anxieties that have no ready or easy remedy; and. by providing 
a shared identity for believers, they reduce the bc:licvers' feelings of alienation 
and powerlessness . 
... Maechler, Th� Wilkomirski Affoir, p. 273. See note 14. 
17 Maechler, Th� Wilkomirski Affair, p. 27 . 
• Maechler, Tht Wj/kominki Affair, p. 71. Wjlkomirski accounted for having 
restless leg syndrome by telling a horrifying story: [hat when he was in Maj
danek, he learned to keep his legs moving while he slept or otherwise "the rats 
would gnaw on them." But according to Toman Kranz. head of the research 
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department at the Majdanek Museum, there were lice and fleas at the camp, 
but not rats (unlike orner camps, such as Birkenau). Maechler. p. 169. 

" On the physical and psychological benefits of writirg about previously un� 
disclosed secrets and traumas, see James W. Pennebaker (1990), Opming Up. 
New York: William Morrow. 
lO On imagination inflation, see Elizabeth F. Loftus (2004). "Memories of 
Things Unseen," Currml Diuctiom in Aychological Sdmu, 13, pp. 145-147; 

and Loftus (2001), "Imagining the Past," in Psychologist, 14 (British Psycho
logical Society), pp. 584-587; Maryanne Garry, Charles Manning, Elizabeth 
Loftus, and Steven J. Sherman (1996), "Imagination Inflation: Imagining a 
Childhood Event InRates Confidence That It Occurred," Psychonomjc Bulktin 
and Rn;jroJ, 3, pp. 208-214; Giuliana Mazzoni and Amina Memon (2003), 

"Imagination Can Create False Autobiographical Memories," Psychological Sd� 
mu, 14, pp. 186-188. On dreams, see Giuliana Mazzoni, Elizabtth F. Loftus, 
Aaron Sein, and Srevw J. Lynn (1999), "Changing Beliefs and Memories 
through Dream Interpretation," Applied CAgnitiw Psychology. 2, pp. 125-144. 

11 Brian Gonsalves, Paul J. Reber, Darren R. Girelman, et al. (2004), "Neural 
Evidence that Vivid Imagining Can Lead to False Remembering," Psycholog
ical Scimce, 15, pp. 655-660. They found that the process of visually imag
ining a common object generates brain activity in regions of the cerebral 
COrtex, which can lead to false memories of those imagined objeas. 
II Mazzoni and Memon, "Imagination Can Create False Autobiographical 
Memories," note 20. 

U The effect is called "explanation inflation", see Stefanie J. Sharman, Charles 
G. Manning, and Maryanne Garry (2005), "Explain This: Explaining Chi1d� 
hood Events Inflates Confidence for Those Events." Applied Cognitiv� Psychol
ogy, 19, pp. 67-74. Preverbal children do the visual equivalent of what adults 
do: They draw a picture of a completely implausible event, such as having a 
tea party in a hot-air balloon or swimming at the bottom of the ocean wirn a 
mermaid. After drawing these pictures, they often import them into their 
memories. A week later, they are far more likely [han children who did not 
draw the pictures [0 say yes, that fanciful event really happened. See Deryn 
Strange, Maryanne Garry, and Rachel Sutherland (2003), "Drawing Out 
Children's False Memories," Applied Cognitive Psychology, 17, pp. 607-619. 

j� Maechlcr, The Wilkomirski Affair, p. 104. Sec: note 14. 

:s Bernstein's letter: Maechler. Th� Wilkom;rskj Affair, p. 100; Matta's defense 
ofWilkomirski, p. 97; our emphasis. 
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16 Richard J. McNally (2003), Rnnmzbering Trauma. Cambridge, MA: Har
vard University Press, p. 233. 
II Michael Shermer (2005, February), "Abducted!" Sdmtijic Am�rican, pp. 
33-34. QUotes on p. 33. 
1I Clancy, Abducud. p. 51. S«" nOte 15. 
� "One night I woke up": Clancy, Ahducud, p. 34; ''rvc= been depressed,� p. 34. 
baffling symptoms such as missing pajamas and unexpected nosebleeds, p. 33. 
JO For example, Giuliana Mazzoni and her colleagues showed in their labora
tory how people can come to regard an impossible even[ (witnessing a demonic 
possession when they were children) as a plausible memory. One step in the 
process was reading about demonic possession, in passages that said it was 
much more common man most people realized, accompanied by tesdmonials. 
See Giuliana Mazwni, Elizabeth E Loftus, and Irving Kirsch (2001), "Chang
ing Beliefs About Implausible Autobiographical Events: A Little Plausibility 
Goes a Long Way," Journal ofExpuimentl11 I�howgy: Applied, 7. pp. 51-59. 
II "I couldn't be touched": Clancy, Abducted. p. 143. Will Andrews, "1 was 
ready ro JUSt give up," and his wife's quescion, p. 2. � nOle IS. 
11 Clancy, Abducted, p. 50. 

l] Richard McNally, personal communication. 
}oI Richard J. McNally, Natasha B. Lasko, Susan A. Ciancy, et al. (2004), "Psy
chophysiologic Responding During Script-Driven Imagery in People Repon
ing Abduction by Space Aliens," Psychowgicai Scirnce, 5, pp. 493-497. See 
also Clancy, Abducted (note IS), and McNally, Remembering Trauma (note 
26), for reviews of rnis and related research. 
» It is imeresting, nonetheless, rhat the autobiographies that once served as in
spiring examples of a person's struggle to overcome racism, violence, disabil
ity, exile, or poverty seem today so out of fashion. Modern memoirs Strive to 
outdo one another in the gruesome details of the writer's life. For an eloquent 
essay on this theme. see Francine Prose, "Outrageous Misfortune," her review 
of Jeannette Walls's The Glass Gutu: A Memoir for The N�w York Times Book 
&vi� March 13. 2005. Prose begins, "Memoirs are our modern fairy fales, 
the harrowing fables of the Brorners Grimm reimagined from the perspective 
of the plucky child who has. against all odds, evaded the fate of being chopped 
up, cooked and served to the family for dinner." 

J6 Ellen Bass and Laura Davis (1988), Th� Courag� to Heal: A Gu itk for Womm 
Survivors of Child Sexua/Abm�. New York: Harper & Row, p. 173. This state
ment remains in the revised and expanded third edition, 1994, on p. 183. 
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'7 For the best full account of this S(ory, sa Moira Johnston (1997), Spwral 
Evidoru: TJl( RAmona Cas�: inUit, Mnnory, and Truth on Trial in Napa Valky. 
Boston: Houghton Mimin. Quote describing the charges, p. 160. 

". Mary Karr, "His So-Called Life," Th� Nnu York Tim�s op-ed, January 15, 
2006. 

CHAPTER 4 
Good Intentions, BCld Science: The Closed Loop of Cliniall Judgmem 

I The Story of Grace was told to us by psychologist Joseph de Rivera, who in
terviewed her and others in his research on the psychology of recanters. See. 
for example, Joseph de Rivera (1997), "The Construction of False Memory 
Syndrome: The Experience of Retractors," Psychological lnqlliry, 8, pp. 271-
292; and de Rivera (2000), "Undemanding Persons Who Repudiate Memo
ries Recovered in Therapy," Professional Ptychology: Rn�arch and Praeticc, 31. 
pp. 378-386. 
I The most comprehensive history of the recovered-memory epidemic remains 
Mark Pendergrast's 1996 Victims of Memory (second ed.). Hinesburg, VT: 
Upper Access Press; revised and expanded for a HarperCollins British edition, 
1996. See also Richard J. O f she and Ethan Watters (1994), Making Monstn'S: 
Fals� Memory, Psychothaapy, and Sccual Hystnia, New York: Scribners; Eliza
beth Loftus and Katherine Ketcham (1994), TIN Myth of R�pms�d Mnnory. 
New York: St. Martin's Press; and Frederick Crews (ed.) (1998), Unauthoriud 
Frrod: Doubtn'1 Confront a Legmd. New York: Viking. For an excellent soci· 
ology of hysterical epidemics and moral panics, set: Philip Jenkins (1992). In· 
timat� Ennni(S: Moral Panics in Contnn/JOrary Grtat Bn'rain. Hawthorne. NY: 
Aldine de Gruyter. 

The specific example of the woman who claimed that her father molested 
her from the ages of five ro twcnty·three is known as Laura B .• who sued her 
father, Joel Hungerford, in the state of New Hampshire in 1995. She lost. 
, Two of the earliest and still best books on (he day-care scandals and claims of 
widespread cults (hat were promoting ritual Satanic sexual abuse art: Debbie 
Nathan and Michael Snedeker (1995). Satan's Sjlme�: Ritual Abll.5� and the 
Making of a Motinn Ammcan Witch Hunt, New York: Basic Books; and 
Stephen ). Ceci and Maggie Bruck (1995), Jeopardy in th� Courtroom: A Scim
tife Analysis of Children's TrJtimony, Washington, DC: American Psychological 
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Association, Dorothy Rabinowin, a Wall StT«t Journal edimrial writer, was 
the first to publicly question the conviction ofKdly Mkhaels and get her case:: 

reopened; see also Rabinowitz (2003). No erwin- 1jrannier: ACCUSlltion. Fo.Is� 
Witnm. and Oth" Turon of Our Timer. New York: Wall Street Press Booksl 
Free Press. 

A related epidemic was the ri� of alleged cases of multiple personality dis
order, now called "dissociative identity disorder." Befort 1980, there wert only 
a handful of such cases; by the mid-1990s, by one estimate. thert were some 
40,000. When the MPD clinics were dosed by successful lawsuits against psy
chiatrists who had been inducing the disorder in vulnerable patients, the dis
order began to fade away, though nor completely. Sc=e Joan Acocella (1999), 
C"ating Hyst"ia: WOmm and Multipk PmoruzJity Dirordn: San Francisco: 
Jossey·Bass. On hypnosis and other means of creating false memories of ab
duction, multiple personality disorder. and child abuse. see Nicholas P. Spanos 
(1996). Multipk ldentiti�s and Fais� M�mori�s: A Soriocognitiw Pmpectiw. 
Washington. DC: American Psychological Association. 
-I For example. in February. 2005, a Boston jury convicted a 74.year--old for
mer priest. Paul Shanley, of sexually molesting twenty·seven-year--old Paul 
Busa when Busa was six. This claim followed upon the Church scandals mat 

had revealed hundreds of documented cases of pedophile priests, so emotions 
understandably ran high against the priests and the Church's policy of cover
ing up the accusations. Yet me sok evidence in Shanley's case was Busa's mem
ories, which, Busa said, he recovered in vivid Aashbacks after r«=ading a Boston 
Glob� article on Shanley. There was no corroborating evidence presented at 
the [rial, and indeed much mat disputed Busa's claims. See Jonathan Rauch, 
"Is Paul Shanley Guilty? If Paul Shanley Is a Monster, the State Didn't Prove 
It," NationaiJouma4 March 12. 2005. pp. 746-747; and JoAnn Wypijewski, 
'The Passion of Father Paul Shanley." Ltgal Af!ain. September-October 
2004. Other skeptical reporters included Daniel Lyons of Forb�. Robin 
Washington of Th� Boston Hmtld, and Michad Miner of the Chicago Rratin. 
S Some studies find that combined approaches-medication plus cognitive
behavior therapy (CBT)-are most effective; others find that CBT does as 
well. For a review of [he issues and bibliography of research studies, see the 
American Psychological Association Presidential Task Force on Evidence
Based Practice (2006), "Evidence-Based Practice in Psychology," Ammcan 
PIychologist. 61, pp. 271-283. See also Dianne Chambless et a1. (1998), "Up. 
date on Empirically Validated Therapies," Th� Clinical Psychologist, 51, pp. 
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3-16, and Steven D. Hollon, Michael E. Thase, and John C. Markowitz 
(2002), "Treatment and Prevention of Depression," Aycho/qgicaL Science in th� 
Public Inurnt, 3, pp. 39-77. These articles contain excellent references regard
ing empirically validated forms of psychotherapy for different problems. 
'Tanya M. Luhrmann (2000), Of Two Minds: The Growing DiJorMr in Am�r
jean Pryehiatry. New York: Knopf. Her findings echo precisely what Jonas Ro
bitscher described about his profession in 1980, in The Powm of Psychiatry. 
80smn: Houghmn Mimin. 
7 For an excellent review of the issues and the rise of pseudoscientific methods 
and practices in psychotherapy-including unvalidated assessment [eS(S, 
treatments for autism and ADHD, and popular therapies-see Scott O. 
Lilienfeld, Steven Jay Lynn, and Jeffrey M. Lohr (eds.) (2003), Science and 
PJnHioscimce in Contemporary CLinicaL Psychology. New York: Guilford. And 
for the other side of the Story, articles on the most important contributions of 
clinical science, see Scott O. Lilienfeld and William 1: O'Donohue (eels.) 
(2007), Th� Grtat IMllJ o/CIinicaL Scienc�. New York: Routledge. 
� On evidence (hat hypnosis is effective for a large number of acute and 
chronic pain conditions, see David R. Patterson and Mark P. Jensen (2003), 
"Hypnosis and Clinical Pain," PsychologicaL BuLktin, 29, pp. 495-521. Hyp

nosis can also add to the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral techniques for 
losing weight, quitting smoking, and other behavior problems; see Irving 
Kirsch, Guy Montgomery, and Guy Sapirstein (1995), "Hypnosis as an Ad
junct co Cognitive-Behavioral Psychotherapy: A Meta-Analysis," journal 0/ 
Consulting and CbnicllI Psychokgy, 2, pp. 214-220. Bur the evidence is over
whelming that hypnosis is unreliable as a way of retrieving memories. which 
is why the American Psychological Association and the American Medical As
sociation oppose the use of "hypnotically refreshed" testimony in courts of 
law. See Steven Jay Lynn, Timothy Lock, Elizabeth Loftus, Elisa Krackow. and 
SCOtt O. Lilienfeld (2003). "The Remembrance of Things Past: Problematic 
Memory �overy Techniques in Psychotherapy," in Lilienfeld. Lohr. and 
Lynn, Scimct and Psnuwscimce in Cont�mporary CbnicaL Psychokgy (note 7); 
and John F. Kihlstrom (1994), "Hypnosis. Delayed Recall, and the Principles 
of Memory," Intn7ltltionaljournal ofExptrimmtaL HypnosiJ, 42. pp. 337-345. 
' Paul Meehl (1986, Summer), "Psychology: Does Our Heterogenous Subject 
Maner Have Any Unity?" Minntlota PsychologiJt, p. 4. 
10 Bessel van del Kolk's deposition was taken by attorney and psychologist R 
Christopher Barden in van der Kolk's office in Boston, MA, December 27 and 
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28, 1996. This deposition was available online at the Web site of anorney 
Timorhy Conlon. representing the plaintiffs. On Conlon's Web site, under 
"Deposition of Bessell [sic] van der Kolk," the psychiatrist is still described as 
"a leading aurhoriry on trauma and its effect on memory," and the dates of the 
deposition taken by Barden are noted; but the deposition itSelf has since been 
removed. hrrp:llwww.tjcesq.com/CM/OnlineDocwnents/OnlineDocuments 19 
.asp. 
II John E Kihlsuom (2004), "An Unbalanced BaiancingAcr: Blocked, Recovered, 
and False Memories in the Laboratory and Clinic," Clinical Psychology: Science 
and Practice, 11. He added that "if confidence were an adequate criterion for 
validity. Binjamin Wilkomirski might have gotten a Pulitzer Prize for history." 
Il Sigmund Freud (1924), "The Dissolution of the Oedipus Complex," in 
J. Strachey (ed.), The StIlndard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud (Vol. 19). London: Hogarth. 
IJ Rosenzweig wrote: "On tw"o separate occasions (1934 and 1937), first in 
gothic script and then in English, Freud made a similar negative response to 
any attempts to explore psychoanalytic theory by laboratory methods. This 
exchange dearly underscored Freud's diStrust of, if  not opposition to, experi
mental approaches to the validation of his clinicaHy derived concepts. Freud 

consistently believed that the clinical validation of his theories, which were 
based originally and continuously on his self-analysis, left little to be desired 
from other sources of support." In Saul Rosenzweig (1997), "Letters by Freud 
on Experimental Psychodynamics," American Psychowgist, 52. p. 571. Sce also 
Saul Rosenzweig (1985), "Freud and Experimental Psychology: The Emer
gence ofldio-Dynamics.n in S. Koch and D. E. Leary (eds.), A Century ofPsy
chology as Science. New York: McGraw-Hili. This book was reissued by thc 
American Psychological Association in 1992. 
,. See, for example, Lynn et aI., "The Remembrance of Things Past," note 8. 
� Michael Nash offers one example in his 1994 arricle, "Memory Distortion 
and Sexual Trauma: The Problem of False Negatives and False Positives," fn
tanationalJournal o/Clinical and Experimental Hypnosis, 42, pp. 346-362. 
II McNally, Remembering Trauma, p. 275. 
rI The recovered-memory advocates in question are Daniel Brown, Alan W. 
ScheAin, and D. Corydon Hammond (1998), authors of Memory, Trauma 
Treatment, and the Law, New York: W. W. Nonon; [heir rendering of the 
Camp Erika study. p. 156. For a review of this book that documents its au
thors' long association with the recovered-memory movement, their belief in 
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the prevalence of Satanic rirual�abuse cults, and their endorsement of the usc 
of hypnosis to "recover" memories of abuse and generate multiple personali� 
ties, see Frederick Crews's "The Trauma Trap," N�w York &view ofBoo/u, 51, 
March 11 ,  2004. This essay has been reprinted, with other writings exposing 
the fallacies of the recovered·memory movement, in Frederick Crews (2006), 
FoUin of th� WiSt'. Emeryville, CA: Shoemaker & Hoard. 
11 Rosemary Basson, Rosemary Mcinnes, Mike D. Smith, Gemma Hodgson, 
and Nandan Koppiker (2002, May), "Efficacy and Safety of Sildena61 Cit· 
rare in Women with Sexual Dysfunction Associated with Female Sexual 
Arousal Disorder," journal ofWommi H�alth & G�nda�Bm�d M�dicin�, II, 
pp. 367-377. 
" Joan Kaufman and Edward Zigler (1987), "Do Abused Children Become 
Abusive Parents?" Amaican journal of Orthopsychiatry, 57. pp. 186-192. Ever 
since Freud, of course, there has been a widespread cultural assumption mat 
childhood rrauma always, inevitably, produces adult psychopathology. Re� 
search has shattered this assumption, too. Psychologist Ann Masten has ob
served that most people assume there is something special and rare about the 
children who recover from adversity. But "the great surprise" of the research, 
she concluded, is how ordinary resilience is. Most children are remarkably re� 

silient, eventually overcoming even the effects of war, childhood illness, hav� 
ing abusive or alcoholic parents, early deprivation, or being sexually molested. 
See Ann Masten (2001), "Ordinary Magic: Resilience p� in Develop� 
ment," AmmCdll Psychologist, 56. pp. 227-238. 
20 For example, William Friedrich, Jennifer Fisher, Daniel Broughton, et al. 
(1988), "Normative Sexual Behavior in Children: A Contemporary Sample," 
P�diatrics, 101, pp. 1-8. See also www.pediarrics.org/cgilconrent/fulIl101/4/ 
e9. For an excellent review of the behavioral�genetics research on the stability 
of temperament regardless of a child's experiences, see Judith Rich Harris 
(1998), TIN Nurttlr( Assumption. New York: The Free Press. That nonabused 
children often have nighrmares and other symptoms of anxiety, see McNally, 
&mnllbmng Trauma, note 16. 
)1 Kathleen A. Kenda1l� Tackett, Linda M. Williams, and David Finkelhor 
(1993), "Impact of Sexual Abuse on Children: A Review and Synthesis of Re· 
cent Empirical Srudies," Prycl)Q/ogicai Buiktin, 113, pp. 164-180; quote is from 
the anicle's abstract on p. 164. The researchers also found, not surprisingly, that 
the children's symptoms were relared to the severity, duration, and frequency of 
the abuse, whether force had been used, the perpetrator's relationship to the 
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child. and degree: of mother's support. In contrast to the predictions of 
recovered�memory therapists, about two-thirds of [he victimized children re
covered during me first (Welve (Q eight«n months. 
U In reviewing the research, Glenn Walfoer. David Faust, and Robyn Dawes 
concluded, 'There is simply no scientific evidence available that would justify 
clinical or forensic diagnosis of abuse on me basis of doll play." Wolfner, FauS[, 
and Dawes (1993). "The Use of Anaromically Detailed Dolls in Sexual Abuse 
Evaluations: The State of the Science," Appli�d and Prnmuiw Psychology. 2. 
pp. 1-11 . 
2J When the little girl was asked if this really happened. she said, "Yes, it did." 
When her father and the experimenter both tried to assure her by saying, 
"Your doctOr doesn't do those things to litrle girls. You were just fooling. We 
know he didn't do those things," the child dung tenaciously to her claims. 
"Thus, repeated exposure to the doll, with minimal suggestions," the re· 
searchers cautioned, "resulted in highly sexualized play for this one child." 
Maggie Bruck, Stephen J. Ceci, Emmett Francoeur. and Ashley Renick 
(1995), "Anatomically Detailed Dolls Do Nor Facilitate Preschoolers' Repom 
of a Pediatric Examination Involving Genital Touching," Journal of Experi· 
mmtal [>,y<ho/ogy, Applid, I, pp. 95-109. 
1. Thomas M. Horner, Melvin J. Guyer, and Neil M. Kalter (1993). "Clinical 
Expertise and the Assessment of Child Sexual Abuse, n Journal of tht Ammcan 
Acatkmy of Child and Adokscmt Psychiatry, 32. pp. 925-931; and Thomas M. 
Horner, Melvin J. Guyer, and Neil M. Kaher (1993), "The Biases of Child 
Sexual Abuse Experts: Believing Is Seeing," Bulletin of tht Amn-ican Acadtmy 
of Psychiatry and tht Law. 21. pp. 281-292. 
2S More than fifty years ago, Paul Meehl showed that relatively simple mache· 
matical formulas outperformed clinicians' imuitive judgmems in predicting 
patients' outcomes; see Paul E. Meehl (1954), Clinical vmus Statistical fudic
tion: A Thtorttical AnalyJiJ and a Revitw oflht Evitknct. Minneapolis: Univer
sity of Minnesota Press; and Robyn Dawes, David Faust, and Paul E. Meehl 
(1989), "Clinical versus Actuarial Judgmem." Scimct. 243. pp. 1668-1674. 
Meehl's findings have been repeatedly reconfirmed. See Howard Grob (1998), 
Studying Iht Clinician: Judgmtnt Rntarch and Psychological krummt. Wash· 
ington, DC: American Psychological Association. 
K Our accoum of the Kelly Michaels case is based largely on Ceci and Bruck, 
Jtopardy in tht Courtroom (note 3); and Pendergrast, Victims ofM�mory (note 
2). See also Maggie Bruck and Stephen Ceci (1995), "Amicus Bricf for the 
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Case: of State of N� Jersey v. Margaret Kelly Michads, Prese:ntw by Com
mittee of Concerned Social Scientists," Psychology, Public Policy, 6-Law, J (2) 
[e:ntire issue:]. 

11 Quoted in Pe:nde:rgrast, Victims of M�mory, p. 423; note: 2. 
21 Jason J. Dickinson. Debra A. Poole, and R. L. Laimon (2005), "Children's 
Recall and Testimony," in N. Brewer & K. Williams (e:ds.), Psychology and 
Law: An Empirical Pmpmiw. N� York: Guilford. See also Debra A. Poole 
and D. Ste:phen Lindsay (1995), "Intervi�ing Preschoolers: Effects of Non
suggesdve Techniques, Parental Coaching, and Leading Questions on Reporu 
of Nonexperienced Events," journal of Exp"immtal Child Psychology, 60, pp. 
129-154. 

� Sena Garven, James M. Wood, Roy S. Malpass, and John S. Shaw, III 
(1998), "More Than Suggestion: The Effect of Interviewing Techniques from 
the McMartin Preschool Case," journal of Appli�d Psychology, 83. pp. 347-
359; and Se:na Garven, James M. Wood, and Roy S. Malpass (2000), "Allc=ga.
[ions of Wrongdoing: The Effe:Cts of Reinforcc:mem on Children's Mundane 
and Famasdc Claims," journal of Appli�d Psychow,;" 85. pp. 38-49 . 
.lO Gabrielle F. Principe, Tomoe Kanaya, Stc:phen J. Ceci, and Mona Singh 
(2006), "Believing Is Seeing: How Rumors Can Engender False Memories in 

Preschoolers." Psychn/Qgical Scimu. J 7. pp. 243-248 . 
.II Debra A. Poole and Michad E. Lamb ( 1998), Jnl/�stigatjv� Int"l/j�ws of 
Chi/drm. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. Their work 
was the: basis of the new protocols drafted by the Srare of Michigan Governor's 
Task Force on Children's Justice and Family Independence Agency (1998, 
2004); see hup:IIW'NW.michigan.govl documents/FlA-Pub 779 _13054_7. pdf. 
The National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) 
also has prepared an investigative imerview protocol mat is widely used in 
research and assessment. For a good review, Stt Debra A. Poole and Jason 
J. Dickinson (2005), "The Future of the Protocol Movement" (invju�d com
mentary), Chj/dAbus� 6- Nrgkcr, 29, pp. 1197-1202. 
)l Ellen Bass and Laura Davis (1998), Th� Courag� to H�al: A Guitk for WOmm 
SU1'llivors ofCh;/d Somal Abus�. New York: Harper & Row, p. 18. 
lJ In one study, researchers drew random samples of American clinical psy
chologists with Ph.D.s from names listw in me National Register of Health 

Service Providers in Psychology. They askw respondents how often they reg
ularly used certain techniques sp«ificaHy "[0 help clients recover memories of 

sexual abuse": hypnosis. age regression, dream interpretation, guided imagery 
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rdated to abuse situations, and interpreting physicaJ sympwms as evidence of 
abuse. Slightly more than 40 percent said they used dream interpretation; 

about 30 percent said they used hypnosis; the fewest. but still about 20 per

cent, used age regression. About the same percentages disapproved of using 
these techniques; those in the middle apparently had no opinion. Debra A. 
Poole, D. Stephen Lindsay, Amina Memon, and Ray Bull (1995), "Psy
chotherapy and the Recovery of Memories of Childhood Sexual Abuse: U.S. 
and British Practitioners' Opinions, Practices, and Experiences," Journal of 
Comu/ting and Clinical Prychofqgy. 63. pp. 426-437. More recent replications 
have found that the percentages have nO( changed appreciably. 
� The notion that childhood sexual abuse is a leading cause of eating dis
orders has not bttn supported by empirical evidence. according to a meta

analysis of the leading studies. See Eric Stice (2002), "Risk and Maintenance 
Factors for Eating Pathology: A Meta-Analytic Review. n Psychological Bulutin. 
128, pp. 825-848. 

JS Richard J. McNally (2005), "Troubles in Traumatology," Th� Canadian 
Journal of Psychiatry. 50. pp. SI5-816. His quote is on p. SIS . 
.II> John Briere made this statement at the 12th International Congress on 
Child Abuse and Neglect in 1995, in Auckland. New Zealand. These remarks 

were reported by the Nnu Zealand Hua/d, September 9, 1995. The paper 
quored Briere as saying that "missing memories of abuse are reasonably com

mon, but evidence suggests thar false memories of abuse are quite uncommon." 
Stt hnp:llwww.menz..org.nzlCasualtieslI99S%20newslettersl0a%209S.htm. 
J7 Quoted in Pendergrast, Victim; of Monory. p. 567j note 2. 

38 Hammond made these remarks in his presentation, "Investigating False 
Memory for the Unmemorable: A Critique of Experimental Hypnosis and 
Memory Research," at the 14th International Congress of Hypnosis and Psy

chosomatic Medicine, San Diego, June 1997. Tapes of Hammond's talk have 
bttn offered by The Sound of Knowledge, Inc. 
» For example, one group of psychiatriStS and other clinical experts asked the 
United States Department of Justice to pass a law making it illegal to publish 
excerpu of children's testimony in the actual day-care cases. The DOJ refused. 
Basic Books was threatened with an injunction ifit published Debbie Nathan 
and Michael Snedeker's Sarans Siunu, an expose of the day-cart hysteria; 
Basic Books did not comply with {heir demands. The American Psychologi
cal Association was threatened with a lawsuit if it published Stephen Ceci and 
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Maggie Bruck's l�opardJ in th� Courtroom; the APA delayed publication for 
several months. Our source is personal communications from the investiga
tors involved. 
00 In the preface to the third edition of Th� Courag� to H�aL (p. 14), Bass and 
Davis �ponded [0 the scientific criticism directed at their book and at
tempted to justify their lack of professional training: "As authors. we have 
been criticized for our lack of academic credentials. But you do not have to 
have a Ph.D. to listen carefully and compassionately to another human 
being." That is true, bur as we hope we have shown in this chapter, some 
training in science might prevent aJl those well-meaning. empathic listeners 
from leaping to unwarrmted. implausible conclusions-especially when 
those conclusions can have mgic consequences. The authors did not attempt 
to correct any of the mistakes they made in the first edition, apart from mak
ing a few brief modifications and adding a self-protective caution that if your 
therapist pressures you ro remember abuse, find another therapist. And oh. 
yes, for the third edition they talked with a "small number" of women who 
originally thought they might have been sexually molested but who instead 
found their pain stemmed from "emotional abuse" or other early trauma. 

To our knowledge. neither Bass nor Davis has ever acknowledged that they 
were wrong in any of their basic claims about memory and trauma. According 
to her Web site, Laura Davis has moved on to the next trend, advocating recon
ciliation for families that have been broken apart by allegations of sexual abuse . 
• , National Public Radio's This Ammcan Lift. episode 215, aired June 16, 
2002. 

CHAPTER S 
Law and Disorder 

1 Timothy Sullivan (1992). U1l�quaL Vm:licts: T« CmtraL Park lOU" Trials. 
New York: American Lawyer Books/Simon & Schuster. 
! Reyes confessed because. entirely by chance. he met one of the convicted de
fendants, Kharey Wise, in prison and apparently came to feel guilry about 
Wise's wrongful incarceration. Later he began telling prison officials that he 
had committed a crime for which others had been wrongly convicted. and 
a reinvestigation began. Steven A Drizin and Richard A. Leo (2004). "The 
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Problem of False Confessions in the Post·DNA World," North Caro/ina Law 
&Vj� 82, pp. 891-1008; see p. 899. 
J � www.innocenceproject.org and Barry Scheck. Peter Neufeld, and Jim 
Dwyer (2000), Actual lnnocmu. New York: Doubleday . 
• Emphasis in original. Samuel R. Gross e[ aI. (2004), "Exonerations in the 
United States, 1989 through 2003. n http://www.mindfully.orglReformI2004/ 
Prison.Exonerations·Gross19apr04.htm. This research was subsequently pub
lished. in a taw journal: Samuel R Gross, Kristen Jacoby, Daniel J. Mameson, Nich
olas Montgomery, and Sujata Pati! (2005), "Exonerations in the United Srates, 
1989 through 2003," Journal o/Criminal Law and Criminology, 95. pp. 523ff. 

S QUOted in Richard Jerome, "Suspect Confessions,n The Nrw York Timts 
Magnzine, August 13. 1995, pp. 28-31; quote is on p. 31. 
6 Daniel S. Medwed (2004), "The Zeal Deal: Prosecll(oriaJ Resistance to Post
Conviction Claims of Innocence," Bos/on Uniwrsiry Law &view. 84, p. 125. 
Medwed analyzes the institutionaJ culrure of many prosecutors' offices that 
makes it difficult for prosccu[Qrs to admit mjstakes and correct them. 
1 Joshua Marquis, "The Innocent and the Shammed," Th� N� York Tim�s 
op-ed, ).nw.ry 26, 2006. 
I HarmfoL Error: Inwstigaring Ammcaj Local Proucu/orr, published by the 
Cenrer for Public Imegrity, Summer 2003, reports on their anaJysis of 1 1 ,452 
cases across the nation in which appellate court judges reviewed charges of 
prosccu[QriaJ misconduct. The center gave Marquis a chance [Q respond; "Those 
few cases," "The uuth is that . . .  ," p. 110. hnp:llwww.publicintegriry.org. 
, Quoted in Mike Miner, "Why Can'r They Admit They Were Wrong?" 
CIJicago &adn; August 1 ,  2003. 
II The main problem with the Voice Stress Analyzer is mat the confirmation 
bias gets in the way. If you think the suspect is guilty, you interpret me mi· 
crouemors as signs oflying, and if you think the suspect is innocent, you pay 
them no aHention. For a bibliography and review of some of this research, see 
hup:llwww.polygraph.orglvoicestress.htm. 
II QUOted in Paul E. Tracy (with me collaboration of Ralph Claytor and Chris 
McDonough) (2003), Who Kilkd Stephanie Crowt'?Dallas, TX: Brown Books, 
p. 334. 
11 The account of Vic CaJoca's involvemem in the case, including the quotes 
by him. comes from a story wrinen by investigative reporters John Wilkens 
and Mark Sauer. "A Badge of Courage: In the Crowe Case, This Cop Ignored 
the Politics while Pursuing Justice," TIH San Diego Union-1Tibtln�, July 11 ,  



MISTAKES WERE M A D E  (but IIO! by me) 265 

2004. Druliner's quote is in Mark Sauer and John Wilkens, "Tuite Found 
Guilty of Manslaughter," Th� San Dj�o Union· Tribzm�, May 27. 2004. 
U Deanna Kuhn, Michael Weinstock, and Robin F1aton (1994), "How Well 
Do Jurors Ikason? Competence Dimensions of Individual Variation in aJuror 
Reasoning Task," Psychological Sci�nu, 5. pp. 289-296. 
14 Don DeNevi and John H. Campbell (2004), Into Ih� Minds of Madmm: 
How tht FBll &havioral Scimu Unit Rroolutioniud Crimt In�tigation. 
Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, p. 33. This book is, unintentionally, a case 
study of (he unsciemific (raining of (he FBI's Behavioral Science Unit. 
IS Quoted in Tracy, Who Ki/kd Sttphani� Crowe? p. 184; note I I .  

w; Quoted on CBS's Ep 10 E�with Connie Chung (1994). 

17 Introductory comments by Steven Drizin, "Prosecutors Won't Oppose Tan· 
k1eff's Hearing," Tlu N�w York Tinm on tht Web, May 13, 2004 . 
• Edward Humes (1999), Mean }ustict. New York: Pocket Books. p. 181. 
" Andrew ]. McClurg (1999), "Good Cop. Bad Cop: Using Cognitive Disso· 
nance Theory to Reduce Police Lying," U. C Davis Law Rrview, 32, pp. 389-
453. First quote, p. 394; second, p. 429. 
10 This excuse is so common that it. too. has spawned a new term: "dropsy" 
testimony. David Heilbroner, a former New York assistant dimict attorney. 
wrote: "In dropsy cases, officers justify a search by the oldest of means: they 
lie about the faCts. As I WaJ coming around the comer I saw the defmdanl drop 
the drog1 on the sidewalk, so ! arrested him. It was an old line known to every· 
one in the justice system. One renowned federal judge many years ago com· 
plained that he had rcad the same testimony in too many cases for ir (0 be 
believed any longer as a maner of law," David Heilbroner (1990). Rough }us
tiu: DaJl and Nights of a Young D.A. New York: Pantheon. p, 29. 

:II McClurg, "Good Cop. Bad Cop," note 19, p. 391, quoting from the City 
of New York Commission to Investigate Allegations of Police Corruption and 
the Anti�Corruption Procedures of the Police Department: Commission Re· 
port 36 (1994). referred ro as the Mollen Commission Report. 
11 Norm Stamper (2005). Brtaking Rank: A Top Cops Exposl of the Dark Side 
of American Policing, New York: Nation Books. See also "Let Those Dopers 
Be," Stamper's op�d essay for the Los Angeks Timn, October 16, 2005. 

13 Quoted in McClurg, uGood Cop. Bad Cop." note 19. pp. 413, 415. 

l' In Suffolk County, New York, in September 1988, homicide detective K 
James McCready was summoned to a home where he found the body of 
AIlene Tankldf. who had been stabbed and beaten ro death. and her husband. 
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Seymour. who also had been brutally attacked. (He died a few weeks latcr.) 
Within hours. McCready declared that he had solved the case: The:: killer was 
the couple's son, Manin, age seventeen. During the interrogation. McCready 
repeatedly told Martin that he knew he had kil led his parents because: his fa
ther had brieRy come out of his coma before dying and told police: that Marty 
was his attacker. This was a lie. "J used trickery and deceit," McCready said. "I 

don't think he did it, I Imow he did it," The teenager finally confessed that he 
must have killed his parents while in a blackoU[. When the family lawyer ar
rived on the scene, Martin Tankleff immediately disavowed the confession and 
never signed it, but it was enough [0 convict him. Manin was sentenced to fifty 
years to life in prison. Bruce Lambert. "Convicted of Killing His Parenes, but 
Calling a Derective: the Real Bad Guy,'" TIN Nnu York Time. April 4, 2004. 
l' QUOted in Tracy, Who Kilkd Suphani� Cro�? p. 175; note I I .  
:. Fred E. Inbau. John E. Reid. Joseph P. Buckley. and Brian C. Jayne (2001). 
CriminaL Inttrrogation and Confissiom (fourth ed.). Gaithersburg. MD: Aspen 
Publishers. p. 212. 
71 Inbau et aI., p. 429. 
I' One of the most thorough dissections of the Reid Technique and the Inbau 
et al. manual is Deborah Davis and William T. O'Donohue (2004), "The 

Road to Perdition: 'Extreme InRuencc:' Tactics in the Interrogation Room, n in 
W. T. O'Donohue and E. Levensky (eds.), Handbook of Forensic Psychology, 
pp. 897-996. New York: Elsevier Academic Press. 
� Louis C. Senese: (2005), Anatomy of Inurrogation Throw: Tht Reid 'kch
niqu� of Inurviro/ing. Chicago: John E. Reid & Associates, p. 32. 
Jf.l Quoted also in Saul Kassin (2005), "On the Psychology of Confessions; Does 
Innocmu Put bmocmtJ at Risk?" Ammcan PsychologiJt. 60. pp. 215-228 . 
.w Saul M. Kassin and Christina 1: Fong (1999), 'Tm Innocent! Effects of 
Training on Judgments of Truth and Deception in the Interrogation Room." 
Law and Human &havior. 23, pp. 499-516. In anorher study, Kassin and his 
coUeagues recruited prison inmates who were instructed to give a full confes
sion of their own crime and a made-up confession of a crime committed by 
another inmate. College students and police: investigators judged the video
taped confessions. The overall accuracy rate did not exceed chance. but the 
police were more conndent in their judgments. See Saul M. Kassin, Christian 
A. Meissner, and Rebecca J. Norwick (2005), "'I'd know a false confession if 
I saw one'; A Comparative Study of College Students and Police Investiga

mrs," Law and Human Bthavior. 29. pp. 211-227. 



MISTAKES WERE MADE (but nOt by me) 267 

}.ZThis is why innocent people are more likely than guilty people to waive their 

Miranda rights [Q silence and to having a lawyer. In one of Saul Kassin's ex

periments, sevenry-two participants who were guilty or innocent of stealing 

$100 were interrogated by a maJe detective whose demeanor was neutral. sym

pathetic, or hostile. and who then tried to get them to give up their Miranda 
rights. Those who were innocem were far mOTe likely [Q sign a waiver than 
mose who were guilty, and by a large margin-81 percent to 36 percent. Two 

thirds of the innocent suspects even signed the waiver when the detective 
adopted a hostile pose, shouting at them, "I know you did this and I don't 
want to hear any lies!" The teason they signed, they later said, was they 
thought that only guilty people need a lawyer, whereas they had done noth. 

ing wrong and had naming to hide. "1£ appears," the experimenters concluded 
mournfully, "that people have a na·ive faith in the power of meir own inno

cence to set them free." Saul M. Kassin and Rebecca j. Norwick (2004), 
"Why People Waive Their Miranda Rights: The Power of Innocence," Law 
and Human Behavior, 28, pp. 21 1-221. 
Jj Drizin and Leo, "The Problem of False Confessions in me Post-DNA 

World," p. 948; note 2. 
JO For example, one teenager, Kharey Wise, was raid that the jogger was hit 

wim a "very heavy object" and then was asked, "Was she hit with a stone or 

brick?" Wise said first that it was a rock; momentS later, that it was a brick. 
He said one of me others had pulled out a knife and cur me jogger's shirr off, 

which wasn't true; there were no knife cuts. Saul Kassin. "False Confessions 
and the Jogger Case," Th� N� York Timn op-ed, November I ,  2002. 

,� New York v. Kharey Wise, Kevin Richardson, Antron McCray, Yusef 
Salaam, and Raymond Santana: Affirmation in response to motion to vacate 
judgment of conviction, Indictmem No. 4762/89, by Assistant District Attor

ney Nancy Ryan, December 5, 2002. Quote on page 46. 

J6 Adam Liptak, �Prosccutors Fight DNA Use for Exoneration,» Tht N� York 
Timrs, August 29, 2003. See also Daniel Medwed, "The Zeal Deal," for a review 
of the evidence of prosecutorial resistance to reopening DNA cases; note 6. 
J7 QUOted in Sara Rimer, "Convict's DNA Sways Labs, Not a Determined 
Prosecutor," Tiu N�w York Tjm�, February 6, 2002. 
,. "The Case for Innocence," a Frontlin£ special for PBS by Ofta Bike!, first 
aired October 31, 2000. Transcripts and information available from the PBS 
From'ill� Web site at http://www.pbs.orglwgbhlpages/frondine/showslcasc/ 

etcltapes.html. 
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YI Drizin and Leo, 'The Problem of Fal� Confessions in the Post-DNA 
World," p. 928, nOte 200 on that page; note 2. 
* In a famous case in North Carolina, where a victim iden£ified the wrong 

man as the man who raped her, DNA was eventually traced to the true per
peuator; Stt James M. Doyle (2005), Tru� Witnt!'H: Cops, Courts, Scienct, and 
the &ttlr Against Misidentification. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. Some
times. too, a "cold case" is solved with DNA evidence. In Los Angeles in 2004, 
detectives working in the newly formed cold case unit gOt samples of semen 
from the body of a woman who had been raped and murdered years earlier, 
and checked them against the state's database of DNA from convicted violenl 
felons. They gOt a match to Chester Turner, who was already in prison for 
rape. The detectives kept submitting DNA samples from orhe::r unsolvc=d mur
ders to the lab. and e::ve::ry month the::y got anome::r match with Turne::r. Be::foll: 
long. they had linke::d him to twdve:: slayings of poor black prostitutes. Amidst 
the general exhilaration of catching a seria] kille::r. District Attornc=y Ste::ve:: Coo
ley quie::t1y rele::ased David Jones. a marded janitor with the:: menta] age of a 
child, who had spent nine years in prison for thrc=e of the murders. IfTurne::r 
had murdered only those thrc=e wome::n, he:: would still be at large and Jones 
would still be in prison. But because Turner lUlled nine other women whose 
cases were unsolved, Jones was the lucky beneficiary of the effons of the cold 
case unit. Justice. for him, was a byproduct of another investigation. No one. 
not even the cold case investigators, had any motivation to check Jones's DNA 
against the:: samples from the victims during those long nine years. But the 
new tc=am of detectives had every motivation to solve old unsolved crimes. and 
that is the:: only reason that justice:: was se::rve::d and Jones was released . 
... Deborah Davis and Richard Leo (2006), "Strategies for Preventing False 
Confessions and (he::if Consequences," in M. R. Kebbell and G. M. Davies 
(eds.), Practical Psychology for Forensic InlJmigatiom and ProstcUtionJ. Chich
c=sre::r, England: Wiley, pp. 121-149. See:: also the:: essays in Saundra D. Wcste::r
velr and John A. Humphrey (cds.) (2001), Wrong(y Convicud: Pmpmitm on 
FaikdJustic�. Ne::w Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Unive::rsity Press . 
• 1 QUOted on the PBS show Frontlin�, "The Case for Innocence::." October 31, 
2000. 

4, D. Michael Risinge::r and Jeffrey L. Loop (2002, November), "Three Card 

Monte::. Monty Hall. Modus Operandi and 'Offender Profiling': Some 
Lessons of Modern Cognitive Science for the Law ofEvide::nce," eardnZIJ Law 
Rrvi�w. 24. p. 193. 
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+I Davis and Leo, "Strategies for Preventing False Confessions . . .  ," p. 145; 

note 41 . 
,,� McClurg, "Good Cop, Bad Cop"; note 19. McClurg's own suggestions for 

using cognitive dissonance to reduce the risk of police lying arc in this essay. 

46 Saul M. Kassin and Gisli H. Gudjonsson (2004), "The Psychology of Con

fession Evidence: A Review of the Literature and Issues," especially the section 
on "Videotaping Interrogations: A Policy Whose Time Has Come," Psycholog
iCIlI Scimu in the Public inlnr5t, 5. pp. 33-67. See also Drizin and Leo. "The 

Problem of False Confessions . . .  ," note 2; Davis and O'Donohue, "The Road 
to Perdition," note 28 . 
• 7 Quoted in Jerome, "SuspCCt Confessions," p. 3 1 ;  note S . 
•• Thomas P. Sullivan (2004), "Police Experiences with Recording Custodial 

Interrogations." This study, with extensive references on the benefits of 

recordings, is posted on the Internet at http://www.law.nonhwestern.edu/ 
wrongfuloonvictions/Causes/custodiallnterrogarions.htm. However, further 

research has shown that the camera angle can bias observers' judgments, espe
cially if the camera is focused exclusively on the suspect and does not include 
the interviewer(s}. G. Daniel Lassiter, Andrew L Ge<=rs, Ian M. Handley, Paul 

E. Weiland, and Patrick J. Munhall (2002), "Videmaped Interrogations and 

Confessions: A Simple Change in Camera Perspective Alters Verdicts in Sim

ulated Trials,n Journal of Applied Psychology, 87. pp. 867-874 . 
• 9 Davis and Leo, "Strategies for Preveming False Confessions _ . . •  " p. 145; 
note 41. I n Canada, the Federai/Provincialrrerritoriai Heads of Prosecu
tions Committee established a Working Group on the Prevention of Mis� 
carriages of Justice. Their Report on the Prevention of Miscarriages of 

Justice, released January 2005, is available at http://canada.justice.gc.calen/ 
dept/pub/hop/. 

� Thomas Vanes, "Let DNA Close Door on Doubt in Murder Cases," the Los 
Angeln Times op-cd. July 28, 2003. 

CHAPTER 6 

Loue's Assassin: Self-justifiauiol1 in Marriage 

1 John Butler Yeats to his son William, November 5, \917. In Richard }. 
Finneran, George M. Harper, and William M. Murphy (cds.), Lmm to 
W. B. �ats, \.ill. 2. New York: Columbia University Press, p. 338. 
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IS Remarks of Condoleezza Rice at Andrews Air Force Base, December 5, 

2005, as she was departing for a state visit to Europe. 
rl' William Schulz, "An Israeli Interrogator, and a Tale ofTorrure," letter to The 
Nnu }'t)rk Tima, December 27, 2004. A year later, the Times reported the case 
of Ibn al·Shaykh al·Libi, a formet AI Qaeda leader, who was captured in Pak· 
istan by American forces and sem for "questioning" to Egypt. The Egyptians 
sem him back to the American authorities when he finally confessed that AI 
Qaeda members had received chemical weapons training in Iraq-informa� 
tion the Americans wanted to hear. Later, Libi said he made the srory up to 

appease the Egyptians. who were torturing him (with American approval). A 
Timf"Jeditorial in the aftermath of [his srory (December 10, 2005) noted that 
"torture is a terrible way to do the very thing that the administration uses to 
excuse ir-gening accurate information. Centuries of experience show that 
people will tell their rormenters what they wam ro hear, whether it's confess· 
ing to witchcraft in Salem, admitting to counterrevolutionary tendencies in 
Soviet Russia or concocting stories about Iraq and AI Qaeda." 
• An anonymous sergeant describing me handling of detainees in Iraq in a 
Human Rights Watch report, September 2005; reprinted with other com· 
menwy in "Under Control," Harper's, December 2005, pp. 23-24. 
It Riccardo Orizio (2003), Talk of the Devil' Encoumtn with Sellm Dictl/tors. 
New York: Walker & Company. 

10 Louis Menand, "The Devil's Disciples: Can You Force: People to Love Free
dom?," New YOrker. July 28, 2003. 
11 Timothy Garton Ash, "Europe's Bloody Hands," the Los Angr/n Times, July 
27. 2006. 
U Christensen and Jacobson, Reconcilable Differences, p. 291; note 1 .  
lJ For a thoughtful analysis of the social and personal costs of forgiveness that 



274 CAROL TAVRIS tHld elLIOT ARONSON 

is uncritical and premature, letting perpetrators off the hook of responsibility 

and accountability for the harm they caused, see Sharon Lamb (1996), Th� 
Trouble with Blame: Victims, Perpetrators, and Rfipomibility. Cambridge, MA: 
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Advance Praise for 

Mistakes Were Made (but not by me) 

"This book is charming and delightful. Bur mainly it's just damn smart. 

Tavris and Aronson explain how politicians, pundits, doctors, lawyers, 

psychothcrapisrs-and,oh yes, the rest of us--come to believe that 

we are right and reasonable ... and why we maintain that dangerous 

self-deception in the face of glaring evidence to the contrary. It 

-DANIEL GILBERT, author of Slumblingon Happinm 

"To err is human, to rarionalize even more so. MilIa/us Wert Made 

will not turn us into angels, but it is hard to think of a better

or more readable-guide to the mind's most devi.lish tricks." 

-DAVID CALLAIIAN, author of The Cheatillg CuI/lIre 

"Please, somebody, get a copy of this book to the president 

and his cabinet right away. Read it aloud into the 

Congressional Record. If this book doesn't change the way 

we think about our mistakes, then we're all doomed." 

-J\IICHAEL SHERMER, author of Why P�op/� B�liew Weird7hings 

·Combining far-ranging scholarship with lucid, witty prose, Tavris and 

Aronson iUuminare many of the mysteries of human behavior. 

A delight to read, with surprising revelarions in every chapter'

-ELIZABETH F. LOFTUS, author of Eyewi/ntss Tts/imony 

"Tavris and Aronson don't let any of us off the hook but they do teach us how 
to avoid hanging ourselves on that hook again and again. 

One of the most needed and important books for our time." 

-WARREN BENNIS, author of On Becoming a uader 
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