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A Spotless Mind

May Ease Suffering,
But Erase Identity

8 A TEENAGER, the woman had suffered a

horrific rape, the memory of which she car-
ried into adulthood. The slightest mention, on
television or in conversation, of a child being
harmed lelt her short of breath and bathed in
sweat, She regularly relived the trauma in night-
mares and flashbacks, Onee, when she was hav-

- Ing her hair done, a radio show began to dis-

cuss sexual assaults of children; she sprang
from her chair and fled the salon.

For her and for every other victim of post-
{rawmatic stress disorder, of PTSD, bad memo-
ries are only the beginning. Recalling a trau-
matic memory, sclentists now think, does some-

thing even worse
than trigger the dis-
abling physiological
response the woman
suffered: It “recon-
solidates”™ the mem-
ory, wiring it more
strongly into the
mind.

Emerging evi-
dence that remem-
bering a trauma
strengthens that
memory.is inspiring
controversial stud-

Tmrey  fes in which people
take a drug that may block memory reconsolida-
tiom, leaving the memory intact but weakened,
and extinguishing the emotion associated with it
That raises a troubling guestion: Will the drug
rob people of an essential, even defining, aspect
of their selves?

T IS NO MYSTERY why traumatic memories
are 30 vivid, Compare your recollection of
Sepl. 11, 2001, with that of Sept. 10, 2001. “When
we experience something traumatic, stress hor-
mones such as noradrenalin are released from
the brain stem and reach the amygdala,”™ savs
Roger Pitman of Harvard Medical School, Bos-
ton. "The amygdala tells the [memory-process-
ing] hippocampus to remember better, burning

in the memory of that event.”

Becanse memories run on chemibeals, they can -
he altered by chemicals, Compounds called heta
bleckers, which treat hypertension, are the brain's
version of pushy people who sneak into company
parking spaces reserved for particular empioyees.
The beta blockers occupy the bets receptors in the
amygdala that noradrenalin ordinarily fits into,
Just as an employee can't go fo work if she can't
park, noradrenalin ¢an't burn memories into the
brain if it can't gel into the receptor.

In a 2002 pilot study, Dr. Pitman and col-
leagues gave a beta blocker, propranalal, to peo-

ple arriving at an emergency reom after acci-
dents, and for 10 days after. Three months
later, the patients had fewer PTSD symptoms,
and weaker memories of their tmurqa, than ER
patients given a placebo. When rerninded of
their accident, they recalled it with less suffer-
ing than the placeho group.

“We interpret that as saying that prnpramm]
interferes with the consolidation of traumatic
memories,” Dr. Pitman says. “The result is that
you don't remember 4 traumatic experience any
hetter than an ordinary one.” The memory
loses its emotional sting.

Spientists also have seen hints that propra-
nolol can intervene in memories long after they
formi. Given to lab rats that have learned to as-
sociate a tome with an electric shock, for in-
stance, it erases the animals’ fear of the fm-
pending shock enough iet-they no-lenges———-
freeze in terror when the tone sounds.

“The theory is, when you reactivate a memn-
ory, it needs to be reconsolidated in order 10 be
well refained,” says Dr. Pitman. “In animals,
propratiolol interferes with this. If it does the
same in people, you have another shot at help-
ing thern.” Even though the original memory
was consolidated, maybe drugs can weaken it
and strip it of its emotion when it is recilled. _

HAT I3 WHAT psychiatrist Margaret Alte-

mus of Weill Medical College of Cornell Uni-
versity, New York, and colleagues hope to find
aut. In their study, PTSD patients take a pill
whenever they recall the trauma and succumb to
panie, as the rape victim did in the salon. If the
theory is right, propranoiol showid sever the link
petween memory and terror. The patients will re-
call the horror, but not he so crippled by it

Proponents of the therapy take offense at
those who caution against vet another drug that
tinkers with the mind and the brain. At a time
when we seem to drug every mental quirk from
shyness io fidgetyness, it seems criel and hypo-
critical to draw & line at alleviating the suffering
of people with PTSD. Also, lifting the paralyzing
emotlon of traumatic memories could enable vic-
tims to use their experiences to alleviate the sul-
fering of others. _

Critics see the prospect of white-washing
memories differently. Some worry thal propra-
nolol eould be abused, perhaps desensitizing sol-
diers, or even terrorists, so that they could com-
mit atrocities, unconstrained by had memories.

Others who don’t go quite that far still have
CONCArTS, “We are, in essence, the sum of our
memories,” says Andrew Solomon, auther of the
a2 best-seller “The Noonday Demon,” about
his battle with depression. “To work through the
trauma of a memory §8 important and valid; o
eliminate that memory and its essential affect
ig to Tob us of some of our deep humanity.”

He also worries aboul the slippery slope,
“PTSD i an acute illness that should be treated,
bt the temptation to start knocking out painful
day-to-day memories could become irresistible,”
he says. “Oblilerating somelhing that makes us
human is, to me, & terrifying prospect.”
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