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Recovering Memory

John Frow

To speak of memory as tekhne, to deny that it has an unmediated relation to experience, is to say that
the logic of textuality by which memory is structured has technological and institutional conditions of
existence. Let me illustrate the enabling conditions of the ‘textual’ logic of memory by reference to the
controversy over recovered memories of childhood sexual abuse.'

In the course of the 1980s, in the United States and one or two other countries, but not elswhere in the
world, there occurred a well-documented explosion of memories, recalled in therapy often after many
years of oblivion, of childhood sexual assault. These memories were validated by other sources of
information about the prevalence of sexual abuse of children, and by a feminist politics of
consciousness-raising about incest. Within this context, memories of abuse were largely accepted -- by
therapists, by courts, and by most of the people affected - as historical fact. Many American states
amended their statutes of limitation to refer to the time of remembrance of abuse rather than the time
of the event. The typical pattern is that of a woman entering therapy to try to come to terms with either
a diffuse unhappiness or more specific disorders or addictions, and then recovering a buried memory
of her childhood which contradicts her ‘normal’ memory and reveals it to have been a screen.
Recovery restores a sense of meaning to a life without order:

The more I worked on the abuse, the more I remembered. First I remembered my brother, and then my
grandfather. About six months after that [ remembered my father. And then about a year later, |
remembered my mother. [ remembered the ‘easiest’ first and the ‘hardest’ last. Even though it was
traumatic for me to realize that everyone in my family abused me, there was something reassuring
about it. For a long time I'd felt worse than the initial memories should have made me feel, so
remembering the rest of the abuse was actually one of the most grounding things to happen. My life
suddenly made sense.”

Increasingly, however, the status of these recovered memories became problematic: in part because of
a challenge by psychologists to the working methods of many therapists, committed to believing their
clients rather than to scepticism about the literal truth of recovered memories; but in part too because
of a pattern in which recovered memories more and more often came to refer to abuse within Satanic
cults, to the ritual mutilation and murder of children, to cannibalism and the breeding of babies for
sacrifice, to abduction by aliens, and to past-life abuse. These memories look like fantasies, and they
seem often to have been fostered in an atmosphere of group or community hysteria.



Take, almost at random, the case of James Rud, who was charged in 1983, in Jordan, Minnesota, with
sexually abusing two children in his care. Rud inturn implicated eighteen other members of the
community, and the circle widened until some sixty children in the town made accusations ‘against
their parents, neighbours, a long-deceased resident of the town, and certain mysterious strangers’; the
accusations included participation in ‘two interconnected sex rings also engaging in Satanic rites and
the ritual mutilation and murder of children’. The children typically made these accusations only after
extended questioning by police and counsellors over several months; and the charges that were laid (of
unnoticed multiple murders in a town with a population of 2,700, for example) were inherently
incredible.’

The case perhaps most often cited in the literature is that of Paul Ingram, who between November
1988 and April 1989 produced an astonishing series of self-incriminating ‘memories’ in what seems to
have been a prolonged process of self-hypnosis, sustained by his own eagerness to respond
appropriately to his interrogators and by a bidding war in which his two daughters made ever more
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bizarre accusations which Ingram then came to ‘recognise’ as true.

The importance of the Ingram case lies in the fact that his memories were the confirmatory memories
of a supposed abuser rather than the originating memories of a victim; and they led police to expect
hard evidence (hitherto entirely lacking) of the operations of a Satanic cult, this one (in Olympia,
Washington) allegedly having sacrificed something in the order of two hundred and fifty babies. What
is so striking about the case, however, is the ‘breathtaking readiness on the part of its major players to
form lasting “memories” on very slight provocation’:’ not only Ingram and his daughters but a son, his
wife, and two of his colleagues implicated in the supposed Satanic cult and in ongoing abuse of the
daughters either at some time remembered major and almost certainly non-existent crimes, or at least
suspected their own complicity even if not remembering it; and Ingram ‘remembered’, and came
firmly to believe in, a pseudomemory suggested to him by a sociologist working as a consultant for
the prosecution.

The repressed memory of satanic abuse may stand here as a figure of the wider linkage of psychic
disturbance to a directly causative and repressed trauma. Despite the efforts of Frederick Crews and
others to link the recovered-memory movement to a discredited Freud, that movement’s storage-and-
retrieval model of memory corresponds rather to Freud’s earliest accounts of memory, predating the
fundamental break that grounds psychic reality in fantasy and desire rather than in an immediate
correspondence to extra-psychic reality.’

To say that memory is of the order of representation rather than a reflex of real events, and that its
temporality is that of the reworking of earlier material rather than that of a causality working as a line
of force from the past to the present, is not to deny the reality of traumatic experience, including
childhood sexual assault, and its working through in present suffering; but it is to say that this
experience is always reconstructed rather than recalled; that reconstruction takes place within the
specific and formative circumstances of the present; and that causes are always attributed rather than
known. Our attention should thus turn to those practices and structures within which recovered

memories are produced.

Amongst the major supports of the recovered-memory movement is a large non-professional literature



of self-help manuals, of which the most influential has been The Courage to Heal by Ellen Bass and
Laura Davis.’ The primary addressee of many of the manuals is a reader who has no memories of
childhood sexual abuse;® for this reader, the work performed by the manuals is that of producing a
recognition through the conduct of spiritual exercises directed to the problem of disbelief.

Two major epistemological tools underly this process. The first is the principle that to disbelieve is to
be in a state of ‘denial’, and so complicit with the systematic concealment that characterizes abusive
families.” The second, inverse principle is a ‘positive’ conversion of disbelief into proof of its
opposite: ‘The existence of profound disbelief is an indication that memories are real’, and the absence
of memories of abuse doesn’t mean none took place: '

Belief itself is a matter of exercise, of practice, of imagining oneself into the truth. Thus Fredrickson
recommends that the reader should ‘Let yourself know what the most hopeless or shameful problem in
your life is. Try saying to yourself three or four times a day for one week, “I believe this problem is
about my repressed memories of abuse”. After a week, write down or talk over with a friend how you
see the problem now. Speculate on how it may relate to how you were abused’. Various exercises
follow. One is the use of a checklist of symptoms which will ‘highlight common warning signals of
repressed memories’ and may provide ‘clues to your abuse’.!' Typically, the symptoms are of the
greatest generality, and, as Carol Tavris writes of the checklists scattered throughout The Courage to
Heal , ‘The same list could be used to identify oneself as someone who loves too much, someone who
suffers from self-defeating personality disorder, or a mere human being in the late twentieth century....
Nobody doesn’t fit it.”'*

The next layer of exercises specifically addresses the generation of memories and it encompasses a
range of techniques: guided visualization; hypnosis, specifically age regression; the interpretation of
memories apparently stored in the body and recovered through massage or other forms of bodily
manipulation; the analysis of dreams; the invocation of an ‘inner child’ to reveal in dreams or
meditation the secrets of abuse; art therapy, usually employing an ‘automatic’ technique for producing
images; free-associative writing; the keeping of a journal imagining or describing childhood abuse;
rage and grief therapy in which repressed emotions are acted out; and group therapy."

Paul Ingram, a self-taught master, developed an elaborate meditation technique which he called
‘praying on’ and which involved four stages: first, he would pray in seclusion; then he would relax his
body and reduce external stimuli; next, he would empty his mind of all thoughts, producing a
sensation that he described as a ‘white fog’; and finally he would dwell upon the images suggested to
him by his interrogators, elaborating them into detailed and vivid narratives."*

This state of self-induced trance has the cumulative effect, not just of generating memories but of
reinforcing belief in them."” The culmination of the spiritual exercises is the elaboration of a counter-
hermeneutic in which the revealed past is played off against the previously accepted framework of
memory. It is here that the role of survivor groups, the importance of which is emphasized in all the
manuals, becomes clear: they are anti-communities to the family of origin, and - similar in this to

many small religious communities - their task is to sustain a counter-reality.

Recovered memory is a counter-memory, elaborated within a powerful therapeutic apparatus formed
by the transferential relation to the therapist, the reality created and sustained by support groups, the



framework of expectations that memory of childhood sexual assault is a goal to be achieved, and the
systematic deployment of a set of spiritual exercises designed to produce such memories and to
inculcate belief in them.

Beyond this, however, this counter-reality is built upon and absorbs a broad folk-cultural reality which
includes such familiar entities as satanic cults, past lives, and contact with alien civilizations. It is
difficult to overestimate the influence of such books as Satan’s Underground and Michelle
Remembers,'® or of such celebrity ‘survivors’ as Roseanne Barr Arnold.

Satanism, past lives, and recovered memory are the daily stuff of tabloid journalism and of television
talk shows. The day before Paul Ingram’s daughter Julie wrote a letter accusing him and the circle of
friends with whom he played poker of sexually abusing her - a charge which culminated in elaborate
accounts of Satanic worship and ritual murder - he and his family sat down and watched together a
prime-time Geraldo Rivera special entitled Devil Worship: Exposing Satan’s Underground, ‘one of

the most widely watched documentaries in television history”."”

Recovered memories are recalled as much from the culture as from the archives of individual memory.
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