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Abstract 
The paper addresses recent advances in memory manipulation from the 
perspective of the four key pillars of neuroethics: the self, social policy, 
neurotechnology, and education and outreach. We provide examples for 
each pillar, assess their neuroethical implications, and conclude with a 
call for an ethics framework that is specifically tailored for the ethical 
challenges of memory manipulation. 

 
Introduction 
Understanding the basis of memory and treating memory disorders has been a focus of 
neuroscientists, physicians, and philosophers alike for over 2,000 years, starting with 
Aristotle’s early comparison of memories with impressions in wax [1]. Advances using 
cutting-edge techniques such as optogenetics (a technique that involves the use of light 
to control brain cells) [2] and neural network analysis (programs and data structures 
patterned after the operation of the human brain) [3] reveal that memory is indeed like a 
wax impression: able to be formed and re-formed in surprising ways. Memory research 
now extends beyond questions about the consolidation and retrieval of past memories 
to explorations of the selective removal and addition of memories through 
pharmacological means, such as drugs, and technological means, such as direct or 
indirect brain stimulation [4], and in a range of organisms, from the microscopic worm C. 
elegans to humans. 
 
Science fiction and other cinematographic genres have exploited the imagined potential 
of memory manipulation for half a century. In 1962, the Cold War suspense thriller, The 
Manchurian Candidate, told the story of a Korean War soldier who is brainwashed and 
reprogrammed to be an assassin. The story line includes the implantation of false 
memories during the mind-control process, a neuroscience-inspired phenomenon 
associated with the work of Pavlov and others in classical conditioning [5]. It is thus not 
surprising that in The Manchurian Candidate, the physician responsible for the 
brainwashing operations is affiliated with a fictional Pavlov Institute. The mystery and 
suspense of implanting thoughts and ideas into the human subconscious retains its wide 
appeal today. The 2010 drama, Inception, tells a tale of dream invasion and idea 
implantation inspired by lucid dreaming. 
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Cinema productions have also tackled the selective erasure of memories. For example, in 
the 2004 movie, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, the protagonist undergoes a 
memory-erasing procedure to ease the pain of heartbreak. The movie also brings to the 
fore critical neuroethical challenges of memory manipulation, such as the 
interconnectedness of memory with learning, moral behavior, social harms, privacy, 
commercialization, and conflict of interest. 
 
Since these films were released, neuroscientists have made great strides in 
understanding memory, with both clinical and social goals in mind. For example, they 
have investigated how emotional content can become dissociated from memories of 
specific events [6], which may play an important role in the treatment of post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD), and the unreliable nature of eyewitness memory, which has 
significant implications for the justice system [7]. In animal models, the selective erasure 
of fear memories has been achieved through the ablation of specific groups of brain cells 
[8]. These investigations raise profound ethical questions. 
 
Can Altered Memory Change the Notion of Self? 
Philosopher John Locke suggested that memory provides the basis for personal identity 
[9]. Indeed, many scientists and philosophers today argue that identity is closely linked 
to autobiographical memory (a combination of episodic and semantic memories about a 
person’s life) [10, 11]. Evidence supports that an integral component of the relationship 
between memory and identity is awareness: studies of people with dementia-related 
memory loss show that low levels of awareness about the extent of a person’s memory 
loss are associated with poorer autobiographical recall and a more positive, sharper 
sense of identity [12]. Thus, it is hypothesized that a lack of awareness of memory loss 
may be protective against dementia’s threat to identity. 
 
However, the idea that memory is integral to identity is not uniformly supported by the 
evidence or universally accepted. The German philosopher Martin Heidegger, among 
others, argued that who we are is not limited to our self-reflective abilities but 
encompasses our relationships with others and how we are situated in the world [13]. 
Scientists have explored this hypothesis empirically, with sometimes surprising results 
[14]. Others argue that identity can be more closely tied to other personal 
characteristics. For example, Strohminger and Nichols studied 248 patients with 
frontotemporal dementia, Alzheimer’s disease, or amyotrophic lateral sclerosis and 
found that changes in the patients’ moral behavior, not memory loss, had the greatest 
impact on perceived identity [15]. More recent work based on the principles of affect 
control theory, which proposes that people maintain culturally based, emotional 
meanings in their interactions with others, suggests that affective identities (e.g., family, 
social, or professional roles) of older adult residents in long-term care facilities are 
preserved to some extent despite memory loss [16]. 
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Given these findings, we can still ask, are the effects of selective memory erasure akin to 
the effects of dementia-related memory loss? In many ways, they are: in both cases, 
memory loss can lead to different experiences and different emotions in response to an 
environmental stimulus, and in both cases, other aspects of identity, such as 
relationships and affect, can be preserved [8, 16]. However, memory manipulation that is 
selective, desired (i.e., consented to), and static (i.e., not dynamic or degenerative) has 
different implications for the notion of self than dementia-related memory loss. For 
example, despite memory loss, people with Alzheimer’s disease maintain social relations, 
personal preferences and character, the ability to value, and other facets of identity [17, 
18], but they have no control over which autobiographical memories are lost or at what 
rate. Conversely, the selective manipulation of good and bad memories and of the 
emotions associated with them has implications for how people consciously construct 
their notion of self, and how they adhere to social norms. 
 
Are Social and Public Policies Needed to Complement Clinical Guidelines? 
Central to social and public policy concerns are questions about the role of memory 
manipulation, particularly in coercion. For example, should invasive memory erasure 
techniques involving surgical procedures like deep brain stimulation be used to prevent 
recidivism in criminals despite the potential risks of the procedure [19]? Would it be 
ethical to modify the emotional valence of a memory to alleviate the symptoms of a child 
suffering from PTSD if the long-term consequences of such a treatment are unknown? 
As the understanding of memory is deepened through science and medicine and 
selective manipulation of memories is investigated, it is imperative to consider these 
repercussions and develop relevant social policies [20]. To ensure that potential societal 
harms are limited, the upstream engagement of key stakeholders (e.g., researchers, 
members of the legal profession, patient advocacy representatives, and policymakers) in 
the research process is vital. While laws do not exist to regulate memory manipulation 
specifically, the importance of these issues is recognized by national and international 
initiatives such as the Presidential Commission on the Study of Bioethical Issues and the 
newly created ethics research area of the National Institutes of Health Brain Research 
through Advancing Innovative Neurotechnologies® (BRAIN) Initiative. 
 
How Should Ethics Inquiry and Practice Respond to the Potential for Memory 
Manipulation? 
Psychiatric neurosurgery is responding to intractable diseases of mental well-being 
through neurotechnological innovations such as deep brain stimulation, which is under 
investigation for treatment-resistant depression [21] and obsessive-compulsive 
disorder [22], for example. Some techniques are precise and irreversible (e.g., deep brain 
stimulation). Other interventions are reversible but less precise (e.g., transcranial direct 
current stimulation). The trade-offs for neurosurgical treatments of psychiatric illness, 
like the trade-offs for memory manipulations, must be measured in terms of both 

http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2008/11/jdsc1-0811.html
http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2015/01/oped2-1501.html
https://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/article/advancing-ethical-neuroscience-research/2016-12
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professional responsibility for appropriate use of invasive interventions that directly 
modulate brain function and fair allocation of resources among the most vulnerable 
people in society [23]. These trade-offs will need to be managed through consultation 
with relevant stakeholders using a clinical ethics framework that takes into account 
medical indications, patient preferences, quality of life, and contextual features [24]. 
What lies in the future—human stem cells to restore or even enhance memory? Gene 
editing to record analog memories in the DNA of human cells? Extraordinary new 
capabilities in neurosurgery and emerging biotechnologies are giving rise to an ever-
greater need for ethics frameworks that proactively consider and protect potential 
recipients of these treatments. The science fiction of yesterday may well be tomorrow’s 
reality. 
 
How Should Advances in Memory Manipulation Be Disseminated to the Public? 
Advances in research and technology have accelerated the pace of discoveries about 
memory manipulation, but the processes underlying memory storage and consolidation 
still remain poorly understood. Communicating about memory manipulation thus 
presents challenges distinct from other areas of neuroscience in that the connections 
between brain and mind, mind and personality, personality and identity, and identity and 
the fundamental concept of being are still being explored. Compounding the complexity 
of this challenge is hype promulgated by both traditional and new media, which tends to 
exaggerate the benefits of memory manipulation and minimize the risks; overly positive 
representations can lead to misunderstandings and false hope [25-28]. In addition, 
sensationalized findings about memory manipulation may encourage the early adoption, 
use, and promotion of unproven interventions, not unlike in other areas of biomedicine 
such as cancer and regenerative medicine [29]. Overly simplified, headline-driven 
communication may also compromise perceptions of expertise and authority, reducing 
public trust in science. Communicators, such as members of the media, academic journal 
editors, and scientists and clinicians themselves, will need to embrace participatory 
communication models, frame the science of memory manipulation in 
nonsensationalized, lay-friendly terms, and consider how to harness new media to 
deliver ethical and responsible reporting. 
 
Conclusion 
Memory manipulation represents a particularly complex challenge for scientists, who 
conduct research, and for clinicians, who seek to use the results to heal patients or 
reduce their suffering. It also represents a challenge for ethicists who bring questions 
and frameworks to bear on the issues to ensure that ethical science is not hampered, 
that the allocation of benefits is just, that risk is mitigated in research, and that the 
dissemination of discoveries and new knowledge benefits society as a whole. 
 
 
 

http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2015/01/msoc1-1501.html
http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2015/01/msoc1-1501.html


AMA Journal of Ethics, December 2016 1229 

References 
1. Draaisma D. Metaphors of Memory: A History of Ideas about the Mind. Cambridge, 

UK: Cambridge University Press; 2000. 
2. Redondo RL, Kim J, Arons AL, Ramirez S, Liu X, Tonegawa S. Bidirectional switch 

of the valence associated with a hippocampal contextual memory engram. 
Nature. 2014;513(7518):426-430. 

3. Benjaminsson S, Herman P, Lansner A. Performance of a computational model of 
the mammalian olfactory system. In: Persaud KC, Marco S, Gutiérrez-Gálvez A, 
eds. Neuromorphic Olfaction. Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press/Taylor and Francis; 
2013:173-212. http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK298825/. Accessed 
November 3, 2016. 

4. Kim K, Ekstrom AD, Tandon N. A network approach for modulating memory 
processes via direct and indirect brain stimulation: toward a causal approach for 
the neural basis of memory. Neurobiol Learn Mem. 2016;134(pt A):162-177. 

5. Pavlov IP, Anrep GV. Conditioned Reflexes: An Investigation of the Physiological 
Activity of the Cerebral Cortex. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press; 1927. 

6. Kindt M, Soeter M, Vervliet B. Beyond extinction: erasing human fear responses 
and preventing the return of fear. Nat Neurosci. 2009;12(3):256-258. 

7. Shaw J, Porter S. Constructing rich false memories of committing crime. Psychol 
Sci. 2015;26(3):291-301. 

8. Han JH, Kushner SA, Yiu AP, et al. Selective erasure of a fear memory. Science. 
2009;323(5920):1492-1496. 

9. Nimbalkar N. John Locke on personal identity. Mens Sana Monogr. 2011;9(1):268-
275. 

10. El Haj M, Antoine P, Nandrino JL, Kapogiannis D. Autobiographical memory 
decline in Alzheimer’s disease, a theoretical and clinical overview. Ageing Res Rev. 
2015;23(pt B):183-192. 

11. Singer JA, Blagov P, Berry M, Oost KM. Self-defining memories, scripts, and the 
life story: narrative identity in personality and psychotherapy. J Pers. 
2013;81(6):569-582. 

12. Naylor E, Clare L. Awareness of memory functioning, autobiographical memory 
and identity in early-stage dementia. Neuropsychol Rehabil. 2008;18(5-6):590-
606. 

13. Heidegger M. Being and Time. New York, NY: Harper Perennial; 2008. 
14. Dourish P. Where the Action Is: The Foundations of Embodied Interaction. Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press; 2004. 
15. Strohminger N, Nichols S. Neurodegeneration and identity. Psychol Sci. 

2015;26(9):1469-1479. 
16. König A, Aarti Malhotra A, Hoey J, Francis LE. Defining affective identities in 

elderly nursing home residents for the design of an emotionally intelligent 
cognitive assistant. Paper presented at: 10th EAI International Conference on 
Pervasive Computing Technologies for Healthcare; May 16-19, 2016; Cancun, 



  www.amajournalofethics.org 1230 

Mexico. https://cs.uwaterloo.ca/~jhoey/papers/Konig-PH2016Poster.pdf. 
Accessed August 10, 2016. 

17. Batra S, Sullivan J, Williams BR, Geldmacher DS. Qualitative assessment of self-
identity in people with advanced dementia. Dementia (Lond). 2016;15(5):1260-
1278. 

18. Skaalvik MW, Fjelltun AM, Normann HK, Norberg A. Expressions of sense of self 
among individuals with Alzheimer’s disease. Res Theory Nurs Pract. 
2016;30(2):161-175. 

19. Fytagoridis A, Heard T, Samuelsson J, et al. Surgical replacement of implantable 
pulse generators in deep brain stimulation: adverse events and risk factors in a 
multicenter cohort. Stereotact Funct Neurosurg. 2016;94(4):235-239. 

20. Henry M, Fishman JR, Youngner SJ. Propranolol and the prevention of post-
traumatic stress disorder: is it wrong to erase the “sting” of bad memories? Am J 
Bioeth. 2007;7(9):12-20. 

21. Mi K. Use of deep brain stimulation for major affective disorders. Exp Ther Med. 
2016;12(4):2371-2376. 

22. Maarouf M, Neudorfer C, El Majdoub F, Lenartz D, Kuhn J, Sturm V. Deep brain 
stimulation of medial dorsal and ventral anterior nucleus of the thalamus in OCD: 
a retrospective case series. PLOS One. 2016;11(8):e0160750. 
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0160750. 
Accessed November 3, 2016. 

23. Illes J. Deep brain stimulation: paradoxes and a plea. AJOB Neurosci. 2012;3(1):65-
70. 

24. Jonsen AR, Siegler M, Winslade WJ. Clinical Ethics: A Practical Approach to Ethical 
Decisions in Clinical Medicine. 8th ed. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill; 2015. 

25. Caulfield T, McGuire A. Athletes’ use of unproven stem cell therapies: adding to 
inappropriate media hype? Mol Ther. 2012;20(9):1656-1658. 

26. Caulfield T, Rachul C. Science spin: iPS cell research in the news. Clin Pharmacol 
Ther. 2011;89(5):644-646. 

27. Robillard JM, Cabral E, Hennessey C, Kwon BK, Illes J. Fueling hope: stem cells in 
social media. Stem Cell Rev. 2015;11(4):540-546. 

28. Robillard JM, Whiteley L, Johnson TW, Lim J, Wasserman WW, Illes J. Utilizing 
social media to study information-seeking and ethical issues in gene therapy. J 
Med Internet Res. 2013;15(3):e44. 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3636301/. Accessed November 
3, 2016. 

29. Ryan KA, Sanders AN, Wang DD, Levine AD. Tracking the rise of stem cell 
tourism. Regen Med. 2010;5(1):27-33. 

 
Julie M. Robillard, PhD, is an assistant professor of neurology at the University of British 
Columbia in Vancouver. Her research program uses a transdisciplinary approach to 
examine issues at the intersection of aging, technology, and ethics. 



AMA Journal of Ethics, December 2016 1231 

 
Judy Illes, PhD, is professor of neurology, Canada Research Chair in Neuroethics, and 
director of the National Core for Neuroethics at the University of British Columbia in 
Vancouver. Dr. Illes’s research focuses on ethical, legal, social, and policy challenges 
specifically at the intersection of the neurosciences and biomedical ethics, including in 
the areas of incidental findings and functional neuroimaging in basic and clinical 
research, addiction neuroethics, stem cells and regenerative medicine, dementia, 
neurodevelopmental disorders, and the commercialization of cognitive neuroscience. 
 
Related in the AMA Journal of Ethics 
Advancing Ethical Neuroscience Research, December 2016 
Changing Memories: Between Ethics and Speculation, December 2016 
The New Era of Neuromodulation, January 2015 
A Preparatory Neuroethical Approach to Assessing Developments in Neurotechnology, 
January 2015 
Preventing Bad Memories: Is It Ethical?, November 2008 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The viewpoints expressed in this article are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect 
the views and policies of the AMA. 
 
Copyright 2016 American Medical Association. All rights reserved.  
ISSN 2376-6980 

http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2016/12/nlit1-1612.html
http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2016/12/sect1-1612.html
http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2015/01/oped2-1501.html
http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2015/01/msoc1-1501.html
http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2008/11/jdsc1-0811.html

