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& Implanting false
memories is clearly
now possible

Hackers "\

| ' Remember scifi films like Total Recall, Inception and
Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, where memory can be

the era of memory manipulation is not very far off at all.

1

! An amazing new documentary, Memory Hackers, takes us
through the scientific breakthroughs over the last seventy vears
that have led to our current understanding of what memory

is — where and how long-term memories are formed, stored and

recalled. And it's really quite scary.

| ® However, new research shows that this notion of memory is

flawed. To start with, there is no central memory bank; elements ' Merel, a professor from the University of Amsterdam, succeeded

~ of memories are stored separately from each other so that
" everything associated with a particular memory - the smells,
I sounds, emotions, physical touch, pictures, etc. —are held in

~ different areas of the brain, and it is only in the act of recalling
* that they are all brought together. It now appears that every time

we recall a memory, aspects of that memory can change slightly.

| Memories are flexible. The parallel would be more like bringing
| upafile on the computer, modifying it slightly and then saving
it to the hard drive.

3

" Progress driven by such advanced and specialised devices is also
helping us to glimpse the future with cutting-edge research
such as optogenetics, which allows researchers to trace specific

- memories in rodents that have been genetically modified for this
- purpose, and manipulate them with lasers.

| manipulated at the touch of a switch? Perhaps you wondered how soon the
events portrayed might ever really happen. Ineredibly, according to recent research,

4

¥ The biggest challenge to the producers was to build a narrative,

viImplanting false memories is clearly now possible and results

and not simply present interesting facts about memory.

They found the best way into the project was to focus on the
people behind some of the most provocative discoveries, both
researchers and subjects, and this gives the documentary a very
human touch and feel.

in erasing spider phobias in patients by manipulating the

fear memory the subject had associated with spiders. Since
childhood, every time the man saw a spider, he would freeze and
his heart would race. Within a very short time he was actually
touching and stroking a tarantula. That fear had gone.
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like these will have a wide-ranging ripple effect, from causing
police to question the reliability of eyewitness testimony to
opening up discussions on the ethics of memory manipulation.
However, the documentary concludes that the role of forgetting
is still vital to our survival. We need to be able to forget the
unpleasant events in our lives in order to move forward - unlike
Jake who remembers everything — from the happiest times to the

worst times, the memorieﬂ;BLWR KS H E ETS



