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Through a Glass Darkly: Recollecting, Representing,
and Interpreting the Past
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Through a Glass Darkly: Recollecting, Representing, and Interpreting the Past

Many feminists position women—and the oppressed generally—as guardians of repressed truths,
possessors of a language silenced but not destroyed. The politics of memory suffered a retreat in
the late 20th century, however, as public scrutiny of women’s recollections of childhood abuse
narrowly centered on the question of their literal accuracy. As therapists came to interpret a broad
range of clinical indicators as signs of repressed memory of sexual abuse, incest emerged as the
prototype of the unspeakable story. Allegations based on psychotherapeutically recovered
memories of childhood sexual abuse were increasingly contested, with many feminists and clinicians
taking the position that any questioning of women’s recollections was an act of betrayal.

Dr. Janice Haaken reflects on this history of “memory wars” in the United States and presents a
psychoanalytic-feminist framework for preserving the integrity of recollections while acknowledging
the constructive nature of remembering. Particularly problematic, she explains, is the position that
stories of abuse are transparent in meaning or that they are mere imprints of external events. This
stance strips accounts of complexity, denying the role of imagination, symbolization, displacements,
narrative elaboration, and social construction in speaking about disturbing experiences. Beyond the
subjective dimensions to remembering, Haaken discusses the collective aspects of recollections of
the past and their implications for projects of forgiveness and reparations.

Janice Haaken, Ph.D. is professor emeritus of psychology at Portland State University, a clinical
psychologist, and documentary filmmaker. Haaken has published extensively in the areas of
psychoanalysis and feminism, the psychology of storytelling, culture and memory, and group responses
to violence and trauma. She is author of Pillar of Salt: Gender, Memory, and the Perils of Looking
Back (1998), Hard Knocks: Domestic Violence and the Psychology of Storytelling (2010), and
Psychiatry, Politics, and PTSD: Breaking Down (Routledge, 2021), and co-editor of Memory Matters:
Understanding Recollections of Sexual Abuse (2010). Her films include “Queens of Heart: Community
Therapists in Drag,” “Guilty Except for Insanity,” “Mind Zone: Therapists Behind the Front
Lines,” “Our Bodies Our Doctors,” and the two-part documentary series, “Necessity: Oil, Water &
Climate Resistance” and “Necessity: Climate Justice & the Thin Green Line. ”
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