
1 

Do We Lie to Ourselves? Making Sense of the Past through Inaccurate Memories 

Giuliana Mazzoni 

This paper represents an attempt to walk the complex and slippery path that links lying to 

personal memories. Do we lie to ourselves, as many claim, to delude ourselves that we are 

better than we are? Do we lie to ourselves to avoid the problems and pain that a true self-

portrait would produce? Before addressing the main question, I believe it is necessary to try 

to understand better what we mean by lying. 

Premise 

We tend to consider lying as problematic and unethical. This is the result of an implicit 

societal agreement that derives from the equally implicit assumption that lying represents a 

breach of an unspoken rule according to which successful societal relations are based on 

reciprocal trust. Yet, such is not always the case. For example, we implicitly assume that lying 

is intrinsic to the nature of some specific jobs. We expect that sales people lie to us when 

trying to sell their products, and many recent and less recent examples have confirmed that 

this is indeed the case. Cigarette producers, large food chains, large insurance companies, 

stockbrokers etc. have been brought to court over the very issue of having intentionally 

misled their clients. And we consider lying as an intrinsic and unavoidable characteristic of 

the political scene. No political speech can be completely trusted, even though it might be 

partly true. Politicians who speak the truth are short-lived, as an ex Israeli prime minister 

reminded me a few years ago. This idea is ironically portrayed in a New Yorker cartoon 

showing the father of young George Washington commenting on his son’s inability to lie 

about the fallen tree: “if my son can’t lie his way out of this, he has no future in politics” 

(Reilly 1998).  

At a time when lying in politics has reached new levels and fake news is delivered daily, the 

public is learning to cope with counterfactual statements. Tools have been developed to help 

and to teach people the difficult task of distinguishing true facts from fake news. For 

example, Politifact (a Pulitzer-Prize winner fact-checking website) lists 8 pages of false facts 

tweeted by President Trump and has determined that 30% of his and his collaborators’ 

statements are only partially true. The British newspaper The Independent said of British 

Foreign Minister Boris Johnson’s position on Brexit: “Johnson’s half-truths created a new 

reality […] correspondents witnessed Johnson shaping the narrative that morphed into our 

present-day populist Euroscepticism” (Helm). Studies on the intersection between political 

science and psychology have also shown that lying is accepted differently in different 
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cultures. While in some cultures a simple handshake suffices to seal a deal, and the slightest 

breach of contract is seen as dishonourable, in other societies lying is simply considered part 

of the game and is intrinsic to negotiation procedures (see Blum 2005, for example). 

 

Lying to others is thus a relatively accepted part of the individual behaviour. But can one lie 

to oneself? According to various approaches in philosophy (e.g., Trivers 2002) and in clinical 

psychology, the answer is yes (e.g., Sackeim and Cur 1978; for a more recent pop-science 

version see Warren 2014). The claim is that lying to oneself is an ordinary, everyday activity. 

We all lie to ourselves, and we do so in unintentionally, and unconsciously. This claim stems 

from psychodynamic theoretical approaches that postulate the existence of unconscious 

drives that are not accepted by society, and thus need to be kept under cover by the part of 

the individual that is in touch with reality and with the rules and cultural norms shared by 

the group of people with which he or she lives. Defence mechanisms, among which we can list 

denial, rationalization, projection, but also many others, represent some of the strategies in 

place to keep unacceptable desires from being overtly pursued. Many psychologists see these 

strategies negatively, considering that they leave the individual out of touch with reality and 

unaware of his or her own flaws (e.g., Allport 1943, Erikson 1950, Fromm 1955, Maslow 1950 

and many others). I keep for later my comments on a position that I consider unwarranted 

and somewhat misleading (see also Taylor and Brown 1988). Still, the psychological 

literature clearly states that we lie to ourselves. But what does the statement mean, exactly? I 

believe we need to examine at least briefly what we mean when we talk about lying. 

 

Lying 

Lying and deceiving are common, and this type of behaviour is, on superficial examination, 

very simple to define. According to the Oxford Dictionary, lying is saying something that is 

not true. The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines lies as “marked by or containing an 

untruthful statement.” In my opinion, these are very vague and superficial definitions, almost 

tautologies. I would like to point out that in many philosophical approaches lying involves an 

intent to deceive. St Augustine, for example, stated that lying is “having one thought in the 

heart and another on the lips,” even if he later cast some doubt on the idea (Augustine, 354-

430, see also Gramigna 2013) This position, in more recent times, was also held and even 

taken to extremes by Kant when he defined lies as “intentionally untruthful declarations” 

(Wood, 2007 235; see also Carson 2010). Kant believed that the nature and purpose of 

language was to communicate thoughts that truthfully reflect what one actually believes, and 

thus lying was a deflection of that purpose. 
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Traditional philosophical views (see Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy 2015) see a 

statement as a lie if the following four conditions are satisfied: lying requires a speaker to a) 

make a statement, that b) he or she believes to be false, c) to another person, d) whom he or 

she intends to deceive. The absence of any one of those four conditions would mean the 

utterance is not a lie. A good example of the intricacies and potential paradoxes occurring in 

the attempt to define lying is the following (my abridged version of the original) [Turri and 

Turri 2015]: “Some federal agents visit Jacob and ask where Mary is, in order to detain her. 

Jacob thinks that Mary is at her brother’s house, so he says, ‘She is at the grocery store.’ In 

fact, Mary is at the grocery store.” The question is: is Jacob lying? One can easily understand 

that the answer is not so simple. Jacob intends to lie, but his statement corresponds to the 

true state of affairs. As a psychologist, I agree with those claiming that lying requires the 

intention to deceive. So Jacob is lying even though he is telling the truth. In my opinion, an 

untruthful statement that lacks an intention to deceive is simply a statement that does not 

reflect the actual state of affairs, rather than a lie. However, it is possible to take other stands 

on this issue. The alternative views to the traditional approach are varied. Without going into 

detail, critiques of the traditional view range from its being too narrow, too wide, unnecessary 

or insufficient, etc. To provide some examples of objections to the traditional approach, we 

need ask whether omissions should be considered lies. According to some, the answer is yes. 

And, are lies just statements, or can other behaviour be considered a lie? In this case too, 

some, in particular psychologists, claim that lying involves behaviour as well. And what about 

lying when others believe the lie, while the intended target does not believe it? In the Jacob 

example above, some claim that, in order to lie, no intent to deceive is actually required, what 

matters is the discrepancy between the statement and reality, and that is what defines a lie. 

The debate, then, is complex. And just to add my own contribution to this difficult question, 

what about telling the truth knowing that the listener will not believe it? Can that be defined 

as lying? 

 

The other important element that needs to be taken into account when discussing lying and 

deception is the concept of truth. As already stated, the Oxford Dictionary defines lying as not 

telling the truth. But then a question is in order: which truth?  The debate about the concept 

of truth is as complex and slippery as the debate on lying (Stanford Encyclopaedia of 

Philosophy 2015; Blackburn and Simmons 1999). Asking the question of truth necessarily 

involves a definition of the term and a discussion of ontology. Does the concept of truth imply 

an accurate correspondence between a statement and the reality it is supposed to represent 

(see Russell 2012)? Does the concept of lying involve referral to an objective truth or to a 

subjective truth? It is easy to appreciate the slippery relativistic slope that the concept of 

subjective truth leads to. Nonetheless, it is the case that truth also depends on 
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(personal/subjective) beliefs. What one person or one group of people within a society believe 

to be true is not necessarily the same as what is believed by another person or group. For 

example, in the USA there are large groups of people who strongly believe in the existence of 

guardian angels. These people gather in large arenas and each invokes the presence of their 

personal guardian angel with his specific name. Are these people lying? Does this collective 

belief make the existence of guardian angels real? When one speaks of guardian angels, does 

one speak the truth? And can one lie about guardian angels? My answer is yes, but the lie 

does not depend on the objective existence of guardian angels, rather it depends on the 

intention of stating something that is known to be false by the person who makes the false 

statement, and intends to deceive others. There are many possible examples of this, the most 

important being the idea that in a court trial one never reaches a correspondist truth, i.e. a 

statement about the state of affairs that is an accurate portrayal of what really happened (see 

Mazzoni 2011). What is reached in a trial, and what is used to convict or acquit a person, i.e. 

to decide about the person’s future life, is a conventional truth, it is “the truth of the trial,” 

and, I would add, just the truth of the trial, that is, a description of the events at stake that is 

the result of an agreement amongst the judges or jurors (depending on the legal system) 

involved in that particular trial. There might be only a pale resemblance between the truth of 

the trial and what really happened, and in many cases, innocent people are wrongly 

convicted. But here I do not want to make a moral case; my aim is simply to underline the 

fact that even in real life the truth is not necessarily what we, naively, consider as the 

meaning of the word. Naive conceptions of the truth are necessarily correspondist. A 

correspondist approach certainly is appealing. However, one needs to acknowledge that 

important decisions are made only on the basis of “agreed-upon beliefs” that at particular 

moments are called “the truth.” 

 

Autobiographical memories 

So far we have set the stage that we hope will enable us to answer the question in the title: do 

we lie to ourselves? Are personal narratives truthful? Are they lies? Can one discriminate 

between the two? In order to answer the question, we need to discuss what we mean by truth 

in autobiographical memory. Since personal narratives are based on personal memories, it is 

easier and perhaps also better to change the question and ask about the accuracy of the 

personal memories used in narratives. Are there autobiographical memories that are 

accurate? Are there memories that are completely inaccurate representations of personal 

events? 

It is easy to see that the way scholars in cognitive psychology have addressed the question 

(i.e., by asking whether—and under which conditions—personal memories are accurate) 

shows they have adopted a correspondist position without being aware of it (see Koriat and 
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Goldsmith 1996). In experimental studies on the accuracy of memory, the definition of the 

correspondist position is founded on the idea that there is a correspondence between the 

elements and characteristics of a personal experience or event and the memory of those 

elements and characteristics. Studies are usually conducted so that the experimenter knows 

whether the memory is correct or incorrect. So, for example, if the experience is about a walk 

on a specified route on the university campus, or about a staged crime, or a video-clip, one 

can measure the extent to which the narrative contains systematic errors of omission and 

commission. Errors allow for a measure of accuracy of the memory report.  

 

We need to remember that what has just been said applies in general to episodic memory, 

which, following the old but still valid taxonomy proposed by Larry Squire (2004) (see Figure 

1), is a form of declarative memory, and specifically is memory of episodes rather than 

concepts. As an example, episodic memory involves remembering what one has learned on a 

specific day, at a specific time, in a specific class, with a specific teacher, in contrast to 

semantic memory, which is the memory of the conceptual content of what has been learned. 

Here we are talking about autobiographical memory, which is also a form of declarative 

memory that entails the distinction between episodic and semantic knowledge. The 

difference is that it refers to personal experience. The semantic component includes forms of 

conceptual and factual knowledge such as knowing one’s own gender, name, address, etc. The 

episodic component refers to what we commonly call “memory.” Episodic memory refers, for 

example, to remembering going to the theatre with a friend last week on Thursday, or the 

impression the show left, or how the friend was dressed, or the walk to the theatre etc. So, 

when we say, “Do you remember when...?” we ask an episodic memory question. 
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Fig 1. Schematic structural/functional organization of human memory. Autobiographical 
memory is a form of mostly declarative memory that is both episodic and semantic (modified 

from Squire, 2004).  
 

Numerous studies have shown that episodic memory seems to be organized hierarchically 

(Conway and Pleydell-Pearce 2000, see Figure 2). Remembering, which from now on will be 

called retrieval to avoid misunderstandings and confusion, is hierarchical. In answering the 

question “what did you do for Christmas 5 years ago?” one usually intentionally starts the 

memory search from the general period (5 years ago), goes down to the general event 

(Christmas celebration) and only after time and effort is one able to retrieve specific elements 

of the memory, which are temporally activated thanks to the downward spreading of 

activation of the information from the upper levels. The series of arrows in the following 

figure describe a typical retrieval. This way of conceiving the structure and organization of 

knowledge in autobiographical memory is interesting mainly because it focuses on the 

temporary and transient nature of the detailed content retrieved, which is what we typically 

call “a memory.”  
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Fig 2. Hierarchical organization of autobiographical memory. Retrieval starts at the level of 
lifetime periods, and moves down to general events and to the event specific knowledge (from 

Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000).  
 

This transient nature implies that what is eventually retrieved in detail depends on what 

exactly is activated at the upper levels and can thus change any time one retrieves the same 

memory. This is to say that what I remember (retrieve) from memory about going to the 

theatre is not always the same. What I will retrieve and report about it tomorrow can even be 

substantially different from what I retrieved and reported about it today. In other words, this 

theoretical model underlines the constructive nature of retrieval. The idea that retrieved 

memories are the result of transient/constructive processes is also implied by the results of 

many neuroimaging studies on autobiographical memory. As shown in Figure 3, personal 

memories do not have a single location in the brain. Rather, what is called “memory” is the 

result of the activation of a highly distributed network of rather disparate and distant brain 

areas. This autobiographical memory network has been confirmed by many studies and is 

now well established (see Svoboda et al. 2006 for a meta-analysis). Interestingly, what 

neuroimaging studies have confirmed is that the autobiographical memory network includes 

areas that are typically devoted to belief representation, to monitoring/control processes, and 

to reasoning/inferential processes (left and right frontal areas). Thus, memory is not “just” 

memory, it involves several other cognitive processes that we are used to studying separately.  
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Fig 3.  Brain areas involved in autobiographical memory. The figure shows that memory is 
not located in just one brain area, but memory representation is distributed across many 

interconnected areas (see for example, Addis et al, 2004). 
 

Memory is not just memory  

Much more is at work in the retrieval of personal memories than simply fishing out existing, 

clearly represented, detailed information about an experience. We have to take into account 

that when reporting personal memories one necessarily has to pick and choose which aspects 

of an event to include and which to leave out. Studies have found that different variables 

determine that choice (which, in spite of what the term might suggest, does not necessarily 

occur at a conscious level). These include the level of personal plausibility of the retrieved 

event (Mazzoni 2007), that is, whether one believes the event really occurred (Scoboria et al. 

2004, Scoboria et al. 2014), the degree of fit with current ideas about oneself, and the degree 

of fit with current goals (e.g., Conway 2005, Mazzoni et al. 2014).  

 

There are basic cognitive processes that take these variables into account. For example, in 

1988, Marcia Johnson and collaborators first came up with the idea of a cognitive monitoring 
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process that helps decide whether a memory represents a real event or not (reality 

monitoring). Subsequently in the same lab this idea was generalized to assume the existence 

of a broader monitoring system that provides information about the source of the knowledge 

that is retrieved (Johnson, Lindsay and Hastroudi 1993). This source-monitoring system 

helps, at an unconscious level, to discriminate between knowledge that has been acquired 

through direct experience, knowledge that has been acquired through a dream, knowledge 

that has been acquired thanks to somebody else’s verbal report, or read in a book, etc. Much 

experimental work has been carried out on this concept, which, in spite of a few problems on 

a theoretical level, is well established. 

 

More recently, work has been carried out to understand the role of event plausibility in 

retrieval. For example, it was found that plausibility sometimes plays the role of a gate for the 

initiation of retrieval processes. If an event is deemed implausible, people do not even start 

searching for the memory. The results portrayed in Figure 4 illustrate this phenomenon. 

When asked to state whether a certain event happened (to them), participants say “no” at 

different speed. The quickest “no” response (“No, it did not happen to me”) is given to events 

that are considered totally implausible or impossible, such as one’s body turning an 

impossible forest green colour, for which one does not even start a memory search (Mazzoni 

2007). Certainly, plausibility plays a role in creating mental contents that resemble memories 

so closely as to trick the monitoring system into believing that they reflect real personal 

experiences. This phenomenon has been shown a number of times in different laboratories. 

The higher the degree of personal plausibility of an event, the higher the likelihood of 

remembering something about it, and believing that it happened. While the series of 

cognitive processes involved in this are complex and cannot be described in this paper (see 

Mazzoni and Kirsch 2002), here I would still like to stress the role of monitoring and 

decisional processes we experience what we call a personal memory. 
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Fig 4.  Average response time in seconds to the question: “Did you ever experience...” For 
example, for falling, the question was “Have you ever fallen off a tree?” (Mazzoni, 2007) 
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One necessary component of autobiographical memory is the belief that what we remember 

is true, that it really happened, and it happened as remembered (Mazzoni and Kirsch 2002, 

Scoboria et al. 2004). It is clear why this is a crucial component. Consider a situation in 

which I remember being thrown off a cliff by a friend. If I believe this had happened, such a 

memory would have major consequences in life, ranging from how one relates to friends to 

the development of a sense of general distrust, a sense of vulnerability, etc. On the contrary, if 

one believes it is a dream, and did not happen, the consequences will necessarily be far 

milder or even inexistent (I do not want to delve into psychodynamic issues here). The belief 

is fed by evaluations of event plausibility, as already mentioned, and by the result of source 

and reality monitoring processes. Hence, if a retrieved mental content is plausible in general 

and if the content is vivid, detailed, emotionally charged, and if the person who remembers 

has what in psychological jargon is called a “recollective” feeling (i.e., a feeling of reliving the 

experience, going back in time to the event, see Tulving 1986)—in other words, if “I 

remember it so well”—then it must be true. The belief in the occurrence of the event is strong 

and the event is considered to have happened. A mental content, true or false, is considered 

to reflect personal experience. 
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The belief thus determines what we might call the “subjective truth” of the memory. 

Referring in part back to the discussion on the meaning of truth, in a certain way the belief 

makes a remembered event a true event for the person who holds the belief. In addition, we 

tend to assume the veridicality of memory. As Aristotle said in his essay on memory and 

reminiscence, “it is clear that we must conceive […] memory […] to be some such thing as a 

picture […] a sort of impression of the percept, just as persons do who make an impression 

with a seal” (Aristotle in Dennis 2013, chapter 1). Accordingly, we remember because we 

reactivate the impression that the experience made on our cognitive system. This is what we 

typically believe. If we remember something, and we have a “recollective experience” of it, 

then it must be true.  

However, there are no grounds for such a belief. As Bertrand Russell puts it in the preface to 

the 1940 book An Inquiry into Meaning and Truth, it reflects what he calls naïve realism: 

“We all start from naïve realism, i.e., the doctrine that things are what they seem. We think 

that the grass is green, the stones are hard, and snow is cold” (15). And adding a note of 

barely hidden disdain, Albert Einstein (talking about Russell in the preface to a subsequent 

edition of the same book) reminds us of the “plebeian illusion of naïve realism” according to 

which “things ‘are’ as they are perceived by us through our senses. This illusion dominates 

the daily life of men and of animals; it is also the point of departure in all of the sciences, 

especially of the natural sciences” (in Lane and Diam-Lane, 2015 15). 

 

We assume that what we perceive is the reality out there and what we remember must have 

happened. This is a way of interpreting the world, and our inner world, by creating illusions, 

reveals its limitations. Perceptual illusions, from the very simple (e.g., the Necker cube, the 

Mueller-Lyer illusion, the Ponzo illusion) to the more complex (the flickering dots, illusions 

of movement and the work by the Dutch artist Esher), are well known and reveal the fact that 

the human cognitive system transforms and, to a certain extent, “creates” and “interprets” 

the physical stimuli that trigger the sensory system. Lesser known, because studied only since 

the mid 1990s, are similar examples of memory illusion (e.g., Garry et al. 1996, Loftus and 

Pickrell 1995, Mazzoni and Loftus 1996, Roediger and McDermott 1995). Memory illusions 

reveal the same predisposition of the human cognitive system to interpret and create 

meaningful mental contents. 

 

Memory illusions 

It is common to hear people complain about how much they forget. Indeed, forgetting is 

considered a flaw, and has been studied since the scientific investigation on memory began. 

Ebbinghaus in 1885 proposed the Forgetting Curve that plots memory reports against time. 
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The curve is still valid and shows that within a few minutes of the encoding process, 

approximately half of what has been presented is omitted from a report. Less well-known, 

and typically considered random irrelevant mistakes are other types of memory errors, errors 

of commission, when memory reports contain information that has not been presented. 

Intrusions are an example. Only recently we have discovered that this type of error is 

systematic and provides important information on how human memory works. An example 

is the DRM paradigm (first presented in Roediger and Mc Dermott 1995), in which 

participants are presented with lists of words. During recall, depending on the list, it is 

possible to predict which memory errors will be made. There is an example in Figure 5. In 

this particular case, the systematic error is the word “needle” that was not part of the list but 

was strongly associated with all the words presented. A substantial body of work was 

developed after the 1990s on this phenomenon that shows how memory is not just memory, 

but rather the result of associations that trick the monitoring system. 

 

 

Fig 5. Representation of a list of words that are all associated to a non-presented word 
(Needle), which is then typically remembered as being part of the list (DRM procedure, 

Roediger & McDermott, 1995). 
 

A couple of decades earlier, scholars started studying another source of memory distortion, 

which has important consequences in forensic practice and is called the “misinformation 

effect” (probably the first of hundreds of papers on this topic was by Loftus and Palmer 1974). 

The type of wording and questions used in interrogating witnesses, for example, strongly 

influences the content of their answers, not just because of compliance, but also because 

people incorporate erroneous information from the questions and change their memories 

accordingly (for a view of the debate see McCloskey and Zaragoza 1985, Loftus 2005). This 

effect can be conceived as a modification of the content of the memory, but it also reflects the 
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role of inferences in memory. The content of a memory report contains not only what has 

been experienced but also what makes sense and fits plausibly with the experience. If 

witnesses of a very minor car crash are asked to evaluate the speed of the two cars that 

“touched each other,” the estimated speed is lower than if they are asked to do the same for 

the two cars that “crashed into each other” (Loftus and Palmer 1974). Thus, a simple change 

of wording changes what people report having seen. A recent study on the memory of actions 

(Ianì, Bucciarelli and Mazzoni 2016; Ianì et al., submitted) in which participants could only 

see a photo of a person starting to perform an action (e.g., holding a plastic bottle), 

incorrectly recognized photos that had not been presented, but that were part of the action 

(e.g., pouring water into a glass). The role of inferences in memory is unanimously accepted, 

and the result of these inferential processes is reflected in the erroneous but believed-in 

content of a memory (see Mazzoni and Kirsch 2002). 

 

Not only are memories distorted, but completely false new personal memories are sometimes 

created. A number of the studies that my collaborators and I have conducted show that 

people are often convinced of the reality of something that did not in fact occur. In these 

cases, people not only report these non-existent events as personal experience, but they also 

create ad hoc memories for them. Suggestive procedures, such as dream interpretation and 

imagination (Mazzoni and Loftus 1996, Mazzoni and Loftus 1998, Mazzoni and Memon 

2003), are effective examples. In a landmark study, we asked participants to imagine for 

some time a medical procedure that we ascertained does not exist. Once they had imagined it, 

the participants reported the experience as if it had happened to them. They also created false 

memories for it. Here is an example of a false memory: “[…] it was a small gray room, and 

there was a tall blond woman in glasses. I remember my sense of fear. The procedure lasted 

longer than I expected. There was a strong smell of disinfectant in the room […]” (Mazzoni 

and Memon 2003). It would have been difficult to identify this statement as a false memory, 

had we not known in advance how this memory was obtained.  

 

In a different series of dream interpretation studies, we interpreted participants’ recurrent 

dreams as unequivocally revealing that a specific mildly unpleasant personal experience had 

occurred before the age of three (0-3 being the period characterized by childhood amnesia). 

Before our interpretation, the event was said by participants not to have happened. After our 

interpretation, the majority of participants’ statements showed that they were convinced that 

the event had happened to them before age three, and some even developed a memory for 

this inexistent event. These and similar results (false beliefs and false memories have been 

obtained also after presenting doctored videos, brief narratives, fabricated evidence about 

rather bizarre and very rare events, etc.) unequivocally show that memory does not just bring 
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back to life something that really happened; rather, it is more like a temporary reconstruction 

of an experience that makes sense to the person, even if in part or totally untrue. The content 

of personal memories is clearly malleable and can be easily changed through external 

manipulation. 

 

One might ask how frequent these false memories occur in everyday life. The answer was 

provided by another seminal study in which we examined false memories that people still 

hold on to even if they know they are false (Mazzoni, Scoboria and Harvey 2010). Until 2010 

there was only rare anecdotal evidence. For example, the well-known developmental 

psychologist Jean Piaget remembered for his entire life the time when he was abducted in a 

park as a child. He remembered the scratches on his nanny’s face and several other details. It 

was only when Piaget was an adult that the nanny confessed she had invented the story to be 

able to spend time with her boyfriend. This, however, did not delete Piaget’s memory; he just 

stopped believing in it. We discovered that these “unbelieved memories” are actually rather 

common, approximately 25% of the population has at least one. And they are either very 

mundane (e.g., playing basketball) or very bizarre (e.g., having been chased by a dinosaur). 

One stops believing in the memory only when some irrefutable contradictory evidence crops 

up (i.e., impossible conditions; relatives or friends are absolutely certain the event never took 

place, etc.). But the memory remains and maintains the same “recollective” qualities of a real 

memory (i.e., the ability to relive the experience, to travel back in time to that moment, etc.) 

(see also Scoboria et al. 2014). The existence of these unbelieved memories reveals that our 

personal story is made not only of real experiences but also of experiences that never took 

place. It also reveals that a personal memory is seldom completely accurate (in the sense of 

not containing errors). Why is this so? How come we hold dear memories of inexistent 

events?  

 

Why false memories? 

The reason why we have false memories is very simple: they are the result of the way the 

cognitive system works, the by-product of an otherwise very successful system that helps us 

negotiate life. Once again, the autobiography we have in our minds (the representation of 

personal experiences) is not made up of videos or pictures that we can retrieve in their 

entirety. It is rather the result of several selective processes that extract and abstract the 

information about the experience during encoding, and delete and add elements during 

retrieval in order to make sense of the experience. The content of the memory is already 

“interpreted” after encoding. And more “interpretation” (we have talked about inference, for 

example) occurs during retrieval. The result is a “memory” content that is successful in 

making sense of the experience, in which inconsistent information tends to be lost and gaps 
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filled with congruent knowledge. To give an example, this happens when a witness who 

believes that the majority of crimes are committed by black people (mis)remembers the 

criminal as being black, even if s/he was unable to see the person who committed the crime. 

 

Why then does the mind/brain behave in this way? The mind can be conceived basically as a 

probabilistic machine that interprets the environment, using available and accessible 

information that is already present in it, and easily accessible, as well as information that is 

(truly or apparently) relevant, that has just been presented, etc. (See for example, Gopnick 

and Wellman 2011; for critics see Bowers and Davies 2012). This conception of the way the 

cognitive system works also fits relatively nicely with an evolutionary approach, according to 

which brains “evolved to survive in a world in which objects that mattered to the survival had 

the specific characteristics that the brains could grasp” (Dawkins 410).  Similarly, human 

memory has a function as long as it grasps what is necessary. What is necessary for the 

human being is to maintain a positive identity. A number of cognitive biases serve this very 

function. We have an optimistic bias, which makes us overconfident about many aspects of 

ourselves, a bias that cannot be explained solely in terms of intentional self-deception or 

wishful thinking. We simply evaluate personal events, actions, and behaviour as more 

positive than they are. A positive self-image is not only the modal interpretation of oneself; it 

is necessary for one’s wellbeing. Rigid self-representation is akin depression, even mimicking 

the same brain activity of depressed patients (see for example, Sperduti et al. 2013). Some 

researchers even claim that complete accuracy in self-evaluation is a marker of depression. 

Thus, the cognitive system is geared towards positive self-representation through biases such 

as the consistency bias that leads us to rewrite our past feelings and memories so that they 

resemble what we feel and believe now (Schacter 1999), and the egocentric bias that makes 

us remember the past in a self-enhancing manner. Some of these biases are nicely illustrated 

by Travis and Aronson in a book with a revealing title, Mistakes Were Made (But Not by Me) 

(2007), in which the authors discuss the universal tendency to attribute to others bad 

decisions made in the past. 

 

Conclusion 

Do we, then, lie to ourselves? Of course we do. And, after what I have written in this article, it 

seems to me that we lie out of necessity. Do we intend to deceive ourselves? Of course not. 

Lying is simply part of the way the human cognitive processes work. We lie to ourselves 

because we need to make sense of our past using all information available. The inaccuracy of 

personal memories is the result of this need to make sense and interpret personal experience. 

In addition, memory illusions are the necessary by-product of the normal functioning of the 

cognitive system—necessary because they provide positive self-representation and guarantee 
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continuity, consistency and stability to our personal histories and narratives. These essential 

characteristics of personal history and identity come at a cost: the complete accuracy of 

personal memories. But if we want to negotiate our lives successfully, the price, in my 

opinion, is worth paying. 
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