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ciated with a range of trauma-related mental ill-
nesses amongst victims, as well as other poor life 
outcomes (Williams 1993; Leserman et al. 1997; 
Gold et al. 1999). Many of the interviewees for the 
project were too disabled by abuse-related mental 
health conditions to work and so they lived in ru-
ral and country towns, where their disability pen-
sion went further than in the city. Interviews were 
often preceded by hours spent on trains, planes, 
and buses, and followed by overnight stays in 
country motels. The liminal experiences of travel 
served as something of an allegory for the nar-
ratives I was gathering, which involved violence 
against children of a scale beyond what is com-
monly acknowledged to be real or possible. Mol-
lon has suggested that narratives of organized 
abuse are, in many ways, external to “the domi-
nant symbolic structure determining what we 
normally believe to be true, possible and within 
the nature of reality” (2008:108). As a result, al-
legations of such abuse have often been interpret-
ed as myths or fantasies since the “possibility of 
their reality has no place” in the symbolic order 
constructed by “mainstream cultural and media 
discourse” (Mollon 2008:108). 

The life histories of survivors of sexual abuse have 
long been the subject of heated and sometimes 
vitriolic debate. Over the last twenty years, much 
of this debate has been ostensibly concerned with 
experimental psychology and “memory science;” 
however, it has reflected a long-standing tradition 
of disbelief in relation to the testimony of wom-
en and children. As Habermas (1984) observed, 
questions of ethics and justice are increasingly 
reframed in the public sphere as “technocratic” 
issues dominated by scientific vocabulary. Behind 
the scientific rhetoric, the debate over women’s 

and children’s testimony has been a deeply ideo-
logical one that has drawn on entrenched views 
of women’s and children’s memories as porous 
and highly susceptible to influence and contami-
nation (Campbell 2003). This was particularly the 
case for victims of organized abuse, whose narra-
tives of sadistic sexual abuse by groups and net-
works came under scrutiny in the 1980s and 1990s 
(Salter 2008). Despite the serious health needs of 
survivors of organized abuse, a range of academ-
ics, journalists, and activists have argued that 
their access to mental health care and the crimi-
nal or civil courts should be curtailed on the basis 
that disclosures of organized abuse do not reflect 
actual events but rather they are the product of 
“moral panics” and “false memories” (e.g., Loftus 
and Ketcham 1994; Guilliatt 1996; Ofshe and Wat-
ters 1996). These claims have proven so influential 
in the adjudication of criminal and child protec-
tion matters that, in some cases, child and adult 
complaints of organized abuse have been ignored 
by social services (South Australian Ombuds-
man 2004; Seenan 2005) and children have been 
returned to their parents despite ongoing com-
plaints and evidence of such abuse (Rafferty 1997; 
Nelson 2008).

Like other researchers (Itzin 2001; Scott 2001), 
I sought to apply a qualitative methodology to 
the study of organized abuse in order to address 
what was absent in public debates about orga-
nized abuse: that is, the voices of the survivors 
themselves. The ways in which research method-
ologies create distances between researchers and 
research participants – in political and ethical, 
as well as spatial terms – has been a key factor 
in shaping the academic and media debate over 
organized abuse. Few researchers have directly 
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of child abuse and violence against women (Gal-
lagher, Hughes, and Parker 1996; Kelly 1998; Scott 
2001). The life history method was applied in an 
exploratory fashion in order to examine these 
linkages further. Survivors of sexual abuse are 
rarely engaged in qualitative research, perhaps 
due to the concerns of researchers and ethics 
committees that they may experience distress in 
the interviews (DePrince and Freyd 2004; Becker-
Blease and Freyd 2006). However, the proposition 
of Becker-Blease and Freyd (2006) that adult sur-
vivors of child sexual abuse are able to accurately 
predict and manage the potential risks of retrau-
matization in qualitative research found support 
in this study. As the article will discuss, no par-
ticipant expressed regret for their participation 
and many indicated that they gained some benefit 
from participation. 

Abuse, Representation, and Power

As a researcher, my focus was on the criminologi-
cal dimensions of participants’ accounts of their 
lives: the contexts in which they experienced 
organized abuse, the acts that were committed 
against them, and so on. However, what I discov-
ered within the interviews was an environment 
charged by a range of pressures and expectations, 
spoken and unspoken. Flooding into the research 
encounter was participants’ desire to speak and 
be heard, to be a speaking subject rather than an 
object of discourse. In the interviews, participants 
were highly sensitized to their social and political 
invisibility as victims of serious and life-threat-
ening harm. There was an irreconcilable gap in 
their lives between the severity of the abuses they 
had witnessed and been subject to, and the ways 
in which these abuses were denied public rep-

resentation and acknowledgement. Child sexual 
abuse victims often grow up in contexts in which 
their efforts to articulate distress and seek care 
and support are systematically invalidated, disbe-
lieved, and disavowed (Linehan 1993). Hence, the 
dynamics of the debate over the veracity of sexual 
abuse testimony reproduced and even intensified 
the characteristics of sexually abusive environ-
ments in ways that many victims found distress-
ing and humiliating. 

Such invalidating dynamics were reflected in the 
conduct of various professionals and workers that 
participants had approached as adults in times of 
crisis. In the interview, Darren described how one 
psychiatrist’s effacement of his memories of orga-
nized abuse was “one of the worst things” that 
has ever happened to him.

The psychiatrist I went to see, he summed me up 
within ten, fifteen minutes. He’d turned around 
and basically told me I was crazy, and I was a vic-
tim of “fraudulent memory syndrome” or some-
thing like that, “false memory syndrome.” He’d 
likened me to some nutcase that thought he was 
a serial killer. Yeah, he really just said, out and out, 
“You are a crazy man.”

...It’s just hard for me to even think about, it was 
one of the worst things that has ever – just, I’d 
wanted to, I’d been waiting to get enough money 
to see this guy, and I’d pinned a lot of hopes on be-
ing able to talk to this fellow. Because I’d actually 
talked to him before ... and he’d seemed like basi-
cally a decent sort of guy. But then, he just nailed 
me. I walked out of that place so – I hadn’t been that 
suicidal in years.

For participants, the ways in which their recol-
lections of organized abuse have been denied  

engaged survivors of organized abuse in the re-
search enterprise through qualitative interviews, 
so there is little systematic analysis available re-
garding the content of survivor descriptions of 
their abuse. Survivors have rarely been afforded 
a presence in the research literature in their own 
right, and whilst some have represented their 
own histories through autobiographical writing, 
their contributions have largely been ignored 
or devalued by many academics and journalists 
writing on organized abuse. Many quantitative 
researchers have instead based their view of sur-
vivors upon pejorative mass media depictions, 
generalizing quantitative data drawn from sur-
veys and case reviews in order to argue that such 
testimony is the product of “moral panic” and 
“false memories.” By undertaking a qualitative 
project, I hoped to place survivors’ perspectives 
at the centre of discussions on issues that most 
directly affect them. 

Initially, I envisaged that my role as an interview-
er was to provide a context in which participants 
felt safe engaging in the exposition of these his-
tories with me. As the project progressed, it be-
came clear that, for many participants, the inter-
view was a nodal point in a larger struggle for 
survival that had, at its heart, the right to self-au-
thorship. I came to realize that the very currency 
that qualitative research trades in – words, signs, 
symbols – constituted, for these participants, 
a mode of exchange within which they had been 
pervasively disempowered. Plummer suggests 
that narratives of sexual abuse survival are one 
of the dominant “sexual stories” that has prolif-
erated across the contemporary media landscape 
but he also notes that such stories have a role in 
“pulling people apart,” as well as “holding people 

together” (1995:5). Disclosures of organized abuse 
have gained considerable prominence in public 
discourse, but paradoxically, they have often been 
“storied” in ways that have silenced and discred-
ited, rather than empowered, children and adults 
describing such abuse. As a result, they have 
found themselves distanced from vital supports, 
including health and welfare services and the po-
lice. The struggle for enunciation and recognition 
were fundamental aspects to their experiences 
of abuse, ill health, and discrimination. The re-
search encounter was not simply an opportunity 
to communicate or uncover this struggle. By the 
very nature of qualitative research, it became im-
plicated in the struggle itself, and this article aims 
to examine the interplay of power and representa-
tion within the interview encounter.

Methodology

Participants were recruited through counseling 
agencies and the newsletters and mailing lists 
of organizations in the fields of mental health, 
sexual assault, sexual abuse, and child protec-
tion. It was a prerequisite of participation that 
participants had or were accessing mental health 
care, and that they had a caring person in their 
life that knew about their history of abuse and 
could support them during or after the interview 
if they wanted. The interview was based on the 
“life history” method (see Plummer 1983; 1995), in 
which participants were invited to discuss their 
lives from childhood to the present day. The ma-
jority of literature on organized abuse consists of 
commentary and speculation rather than empiri-
cal analysis of organized abuse cases, although 
the available research reveals provocative link-
ages between organized abuse and other forms 

Through a Glass, Darkly: Representation and Power in Research on Organized AbuseMichael Salter



Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org 157©2013 QSR Volume IX Issue 3156

day, she’s [the therapist] just going to come in with 
a straight jacket and it’ll be cool and I’m just crazy 
and it’ll be all over. And it’ll make sense because 
I’ll just be mad.” 

Until she handed me that bit of paper, and I’m sit-
ting there, looking at it. And she said, “Oh, I’m just 
handing it to you, you don’t even have to partici-
pate. You can screw it up, and throw it in the bin.” 
And I’m looking at it, thinking, “Hmmm … That 
makes things concrete … you are handing it to me 
because I’m one of them [a survivor of organized 
abuse]. Oh fuck.” And I’m kind of … I just put it 
in my folder, and I didn’t know whether I should 
screw it up. 

Another part of me thought, “Nah, if you ignore it, 
that means all this is going to be for nothing. And 
that means they are going to keep winning, and you 
don’t want that either. And you can’t do what he’s 
[the researcher] doing, because it’s not safe to do that 
[run a project on organized abuse]. But maybe, it’ll 
be OK to talk to him.” So, then, that happens, and 
a couple of days go by with lots of anxiety, on a scale 
of 1 to 10 it was past that. And we1 still thought, 
“Nah, it’s cool, we are going to do this.”

The life history format may be used by research-
ers to bring attention to the lives of the vulner-
able (Plummer 1983:58); however, in this project, 
it was clear that research participants had sought 
out, identified, and acted upon the testimonial 
opportunity presented by the project. Armstrong 
(1994) has noted the ways in which women’s tes-
timony of sexual abuse has been devalued since 

1 Some participants had a diagnosis of dissociative identity 
disorder, a mental illness associated with severe abuse in 
childhood and defined by the “presence of two or more 
distinct identities or personality states” that repeatedly 
take control of the person’s behavior, as well as recurrent 
memory loss during such incidents (International Society 
for the Study of Trauma and Dissociation 2011:118). People 
with such a diagnosis may sporadically refer to themselves 
as “we.”

the 1980s, stripped of its collective and political 
dimension and relegated to a private narrative of 
harm and loss. It was this devaluation that par-
ticipants sought to redress through their partici-
pation. Public and political value are accorded 
to truth claims born from personal experience 
where the individual is valued as a participant 
in the public sphere, the place of civic engage-
ment; an engagement not only traditionally de-
nied to women (Pateman 1988) but particularly to 
women who speak out against men’s sexual vio-
lence (Armstrong 1994; Scutt 1997). In Isabelle’s 
account, qualitative research had the potential to 
breach the public-private divide and enable her 
to testify to her abuse in a public way and thus, 
disrupt the silence that allowed her abusers to 
“keep winning.” This new testimonial position 
opened up new ways for Isabelle to view herself: 
as neither a crazy woman nor a woman in a crazy 
world but rather as a victim of a terrible harm 
that demands redress. The fact that she perse-
vered with this decision despite a high level of 
fear and anxiety highlights the significance of 
this opportunity for her, and the symbolic po-
tentials of qualitative research with people who 
have been pervasively denied other forms of pub-
lic self-representation. 

The Historiography of a Life History

In the debate over the credibility of sexual abuse 
disclosures, psychologists and psychiatrists have 
been at pains to emphasize the complexities and 
ambiguities of memory. They have accused adults 
with histories of organized abuse and those work-
ers that support them of being hopelessly naïve 
about the vagaries of autobiographical memory. 
However, in this study participants indicated  

representation and acknowledgement were in-
trinsically linked to their current experiences of 
illness and marginalization. With no legitimacy 
attached to their self-representations, they had no 
power to externalize their suffering and hence, 
find care and support for the mental health prob-
lems and distress associated with their history of 
abuse. The subsequent collapse in self-valuation, 
leading to thoughts of suicide and death, was re-
flective of their devaluation in the eyes of poten-
tial care-givers who refused to acknowledge the 
level of their need. Goodwin has observed the 
frequency of an incredulous response amongst 
physicians confronted with narratives of sadistic 
abuse, arguing that this response is an “intellec-
tualized variant of derealization” that serves to 
“gain distance from terrifying realities” (1985:7). 
For Darren, there was a direct relationship be-
tween the effacement of his narrative of abuse 
and the effacement of him as a person; as he says, 
“I hadn’t been that suicidal in years.” The means 
through which the psychiatrist sought to under-
stand and rationalize his violent experiences con-
stituted him as a person beyond belief and hence, 
beyond hope.

Campbell (2003) suggests that, in Western societ-
ies, the valuation of a persons’ testimony is linked 
to the valuation of the person themselves. Where 
memory and testimony are called into question 
then the bases of identity and personhood are 
fundamentally delegitimized. If subjectivity is so-
cially constituted through engagement and inter-
action, then the persistently invalidating nature of 
participants’ social encounters resulted in a sense 
of self that was experienced as diminished and 
subordinated. They often felt isolated, alone and 
powerless. Sky said:

I’d tell people little bits and pieces about my past 
because I’d worked something out and I’d be 
pleased to finally understand it. And they’d zone 
out, or they’d freak out worse than I do. So I want 
to tell people, but I don’t want to incapacitate either. 
And people sometimes just think I’m insane. So I’ve 
ended up very isolated from people that could be 
helpful at this point.

Throughout their lives, participants had been de-
nied the opportunity to speak in full about their 
most formative experiences, and where they had 
attempted to narrate their own histories they had 
often been confronted by shock, disbelief, and 
denial. They were therefore relegated to a con-
strained enunciative position in which they were 
restricted from accessing care and support or gen-
erating a sense of meaning and significance from 
their experiences of abuse. If culture is based 
upon the circulation of symbols and narratives, 
as Geertz (1973) proposes, then the fate of a popu-
lation excluded from this symbolic exchange was 
starkly described by participants in this study. 
The opportunity to speak about their lives in the 
research encounter was therefore a powerfully 
symbolic one attended by anxiety and trepida-
tion. This is well in evidence in the excerpt below 
from Isabelle, who discusses her response when 
her therapist handed her the advertisement for 
the research project. 

I got handed the research ad and I just went [gasp] 
“Fuck, that makes this concrete. The fact that 
you’ve even handed this to me makes my history 
concrete.” 

Up until that point, it was kind of like, “Oh yeah, 
I think I’m talking to someone [a therapist] about it 
[organized abuse], but maybe it’s not real. It’s still 
over there, it’s still just my imagination, and one 
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participants and severely disrupted their lives. 

In Renee’s case, the emergence of these traumatic 

memories presaged a prolonged period of illness 

and disability that had continued to the time of 

the interview.

I blocked out my memories, and didn’t remem-

ber until I was twenty-seven. I had a breakdown, 

I guess. All of a sudden, one night, I was going over 

my life: “Oh, yeah, when we were six we lived in 

this town, and then we moved and we lived with 

Nanna and Pa and then we moved in with Mark 

[stepfather]” – and then, just, my heart’s pounding, 

I felt sick, and these flashes of people, and – at the 

time I was seeing a  counselor and I rang her that 

day. And it wasn’t long after that I left the job that 

I’d been in for ten years, I just – fell to pieces.

Renee had been raised by her mother and stepfa-

ther, Mark, in a house characterized by violence, 

alcoholism, and drug abuse. She began to remem-

ber being sexually abused by Mark at home and 

by a group of Mark’s extended family and friends. 

This abuse included a local photography studio 

where she remembered child abuse images be-

ing taken of her. In her adult life, the emergence 

of these recollections was profoundly disturbing 

to Renee and she was initially uncertain how to 

make sense of them. She confronted her mother 

and Mark about what she remembered and their 

ambivalent response only served to inflame her 

sense of distress and humiliation.

[Mum said] “Oh, yes, he does remember going into 

your bedroom one night and getting into bed with 

you. He was drunk.” My stepfather. Yeah. He said 

that to mum, he remembers. One night, accidentally. 

“But nothing happened!” Because he was drunk. 

But, they were always drunk.

...So it was played down, it was – “Big deal.” It was 
played down. Mum was there and he said, “Well, as 
a matter of fact, one of my dad’s mates used to play 
with my dick when I was a kid, and I quite liked it.” 
So his attitude was, “What’s the big deal?”

Her mother’s and stepfather’s responses were all 
the more upsetting for Renee because she strug-
gled with her own doubts and bewilderment 
about what her memories represented. In an ef-
fort to resolve this confusion, and to reject Mark’s 
imputation that her memories were the product 
of mental illness, she began to undertake signifi-
cant investigatory work in an effort to verify her 
memories of abuse. 

I guess I did a lot of my own detective work. I knew 
where we lived as kids, I knew where the [photogra-
phy] studio was. I went to libraries, and did all this 
research, found out who owned the place, found 
out who was leasing the place, a whole lot of stuff. 
And it all started to add up. It was years until all 
the memories were in sequence and it made sense … 
I wasn’t backing down until I found out who owned 
that bloody place, their names, who leased it. Being 
stubborn can have its benefits.

She was later able to go into a local shop that she 
believed had been the site of the photography stu-
dio and verify that it had the same layout as she 
remembered. Having uncovered the name of the 
leasees at the time, she visited their private house 
only to find that it fit drawings she had made in 
hospital of the house that she had been driven to 
for abusive “parties.”

I had a drawing of the house from when I was in 
a psych unit. I actually went there to put a brick 
through their window – and there was the draw-
ing. I went there during the day and said, “There’s 

that they were intimately familiar with the  
unreliability of personal memory, which they 
described as an elusive and sometimes assaul-
tive force in their lives. They recounted periods 
of their lives in which they suffered from exten-
sive amnesia for previous experiences, as well 
as periods in which they were disabled by the 
uncontrollable intrusions of recollections of vio-
lence and abuse. Participants were under no il-
lusion that their life histories were naturalistic 
productions, since their histories were narratives 
that they had consciously worked to develop and 
construct, often over years of torturous reality-
testing and corroboration. 

Prior to undertaking this effort, participants often 
had no life history or self-narrative to call their 
own. They confronted prolonged gaps and black-
outs in their recollections of childhood and irrec-
oncilable contradictions between the story of their 
lives that they inherited from their parents and 
their own memories.

[When I was a child] a neighbor had come to our 
house, and Mum said to her, “I don’t hit my chil-
dren.” And I distinctly remembered being hit by 
her a few days earlier. So, again, this is what I mean 
about the way we were fed certain stories about our 
family, which was different to what was really hap-
pening. But, it wasn’t until I was older, and I re-
membered that conversation, and I thought, “But, 
that’s not true.” But, we were all taught to bury the 
truth. (Anne)

Attempting to recreate their life histories was 
therefore an attempt to impose order upon inter-
nal disorder and craft a sense of self and history 
from the recollections of abuse that confronted 
them. The development of this new history was 

slow, arduous work. Some participants brought 
an extraordinary high index of suspicion to their 
own recollections, refusing to introduce new rec-
ollections into their life history before they had 
rigorously tested them for accuracy. Where they 
encountered uncertainties in their recollections 
of abuse, they often identified this themselves. 
At  times they refused to accept as necessarily  
true a  recollection of abuse if they felt it was 
untrustworthy. In his discussions of his early 
childhood, Darren mentioned that his mothers’ 
boyfriends would sometimes come to the house 
when she was absent, but he quickly broke off 
that discussion:

All that really early stuff – I don’t want to talk about 
that, it’s like the mists of time, y’know. It’s really 
early childhood memory, and I would say that, as 
a child – scared witless – and, as a child, in my mind, 
I don’t really want to go back there.

Participants were, in a very real sense, the eth-
nographers of their own lives, with an unusual 
level of insight into the process by which they 
constructed their stories, their identities, and their 
understanding of organized abuse. The interview 
was therefore a site in which they could recount 
not only their life history but the history of this 
history; their own historiography.

In the interview, Renee described how, in her 
late twenties, she had a “breakdown” brought on 
by uncontrollable “flashes” and images of abuse 
that made her physically sick. A number of other 
participants also recalled periods of their lives 
in which they did not recall their experiences of 
childhood abuse; however, once these memories 
began they could not be stopped. They mani-
fested as intrusive “flashbacks” that incapacitated 
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In absolute terror, uh, clutch- clutching a sibling, 
when the, when this monster who was someone 
that you normally loved and trusted would be pa-
rading around the bedroom saying, “Where are 
you? COME OUT!” And um, um, I’m just having 
a little bit of trouble divulging here, because I don’t 
want to go too far...		

The struggle to enunciate the subjective experi-

ence of trauma calls attention not to the revelatory 

power of disclosure but instead to the potentially 

destructive consequences of the inadequacies of 

language. Psychological trauma is presaged by 

the collapse of systems of meaning and represen-

tation in the face of overwhelming physical and 

emotional pain (Herman 1992). Kristeva (1976) 

has emphasized how language and representa-

tion organizes the energies, rhythms, and forces 

of corporeal experience, a relationship which im-

bues language with significance and meaning. 

However, the collapse or deformation of mean-

ing, in the face of trauma, fundamentally dis-

rupts this dialectic, leaving the unity of language 

imperiled by an overflow of fragmented and 

threatening psychic material.

In the interviews, participants had to continually 

negotiate between the desire to articulate them-

selves and the maintenance of coherence and 

meaning that may be threatened when violence 

is brought to the threshold of language. In the in-

terviews, participants sought to narrate a stable 

sense of self, albeit with recognition given to the 

fragmentation and ambiguities of self-hood(s) 

emerging from traumatic contexts. A self with 

a  fragmented past is necessarily a fragmented 

self, a  point made vividly by Isabelle when she 

said:

I find it really hard to put things in language and 

context half the time. It’s just this messy imagery, 

sensory … it’s like my body is there, and if my body 

could tell you exactly how and when, there would 

be a context. But, everything is just so scattered in 

our mind. Sometimes it feels like there are twenty 

different events all connected in one. I just feel 

like … it’s unraveling this messy … you know how 

cats play with balls of wool? And they get them all 

knotted up and messy? Sometimes you can’t un-

messy it, it’s beyond repair. That’s what it feels like 

in our head, sometimes.

Testimony of trauma, particularly where it in-

volves intense personal suffering and grief, is 

necessarily incomplete because of what Scarry 

(1985) identified as the “inexpressibility of pain”; 

however, the possibilities of the interview en-

counter for survivors of violence are further nar-

rowed by the limitations that systems of repre-

sentation place upon the subject. The severity of 

the violence disclosed by victims of organized 

abuse is such that Cooper, Anaf, and Bowden 

(2006) and Sarson and MacDonald (2008) have 

questioned whether the terminologies of “child 

abuse” and “domestic violence” can adequately 

describe them. Whilst some recollections of abuse 

could be directly addressed in the interview, oth-

ers were too “messy,” as Isabelle suggests, to be 

put into words. Attempting to do so threatened 

to “unravel” the spool of self-hood and history 

that participants had spent many years untan-

gling. As a  result, there are necessary limits to 

the capacity of the research encounter to docu-

ment and communicate fully the experiences of 

abuse and violence that had characterized par-

ticipants’ lives.

that backyard where we had a party.” It was just 
bizarre.

In the interview, Renee sometimes appeared 
trapped between her desire to affirm the valid-
ity of her recollections and the ambiguity of the 
images that confronted her in flashbacks and 
nightmares. She described her life history as 
a jigsaw puzzle that she was unsure if it will ever 
fit together, but she felt that she had been able to 
generate a general (if somewhat patchy) sense of 
order that explained the chronology of her abuse 
and the development of her disabling trauma 
symptoms.

I’ve been told, and I don’t know if it was true, but 
there was quite a lot of money to be made back in 
the seventies with that kind of stuff [child pornog-
raphy]. And when I look at all: my stepfather, and 
money, and sex, and yeah, it all kind of doesn’t re-
ally make … full sense. There are bits that do, where 
I can say, “Yeah, that definitely happened.”

Interactionist approaches to qualitative research 
have emphasized the co-production of narrative 
between the interviewer and interviewee. In rela-
tion to organized abuse, skeptics have gone fur-
ther, claiming that interviewers can “implant” 
or impress upon a vulnerable interviewee a false 
narrative. Whilst the narrative structure that 
emerged in the interview with Renee was un-
doubtedly shaped by the research encounter, she 
came to the interview with a sense of her history 
and identity that was not spontaneously reorga-
nized to suit the particularities of an interview or 
an interviewer. Her self-narrative did not grant 
me, as the researcher, unmediated access to social 
realities or lived experience but nor was her nar-
rative independent of these realities and experi-

ences – far from it. In the interview, she provided 

a detailed description of the strategies she had 

employed to construct the history of her life and 

the circumstances that shaped the evolution and 

development of her self-narrative. The forces and 

processes at play in the interview environment – 

representation, symbolization, recollection – were 

the very forces that Renee and other participants 

sought to describe and articulate.

“Sick with the Memories”:  
The Limitations of the Interview 

The effort to translate memory into verbal or writ-

ten representation was an ongoing struggle that 

participants recounted in great detail. Cara spoke 

of being “sick with the memories” of organized 

abuse and described “big, big flashbacks” knock-

ing her off her feet. Other participants talked of 

memories punching them in the stomach and 

making them vomit, or waking up at night feeling 

hands around their throat or on their shoulders, 

holding them down. The risk that participants’ 

memories might manifest in uncontrollable or 

distressing ways in interview was one that had to 

be managed throughout the research encounter. It 

was clear that some recollections of abuse could be 

directly addressed in the interview whereas other 

memories needed to be approached obliquely or 

avoided altogether. Some horrifying experiences 

were mentioned in passing, but participants were 

unable to speak about them at length; accounts 

of abuse, violence, and losses that were, literally, 

unspeakable. These experiences were marked by 

silence rather than discourse, or else by the sud-

den termination of narrative, as in this example 

from Jane below:
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Table 1. Likert scale responses to questions regarding participation in the interview. 

Strongly 
disagree

Disagree Neutral Agree
Strongly 

agree

N % N % N % N % N %

Benefita 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 6.7 4 26.7 10 66.7

Unexpected upsetb 5 33.3 4 26.7 3 20.0 3 20.0 0 0.0

No regretsc 0.0 0.0 0.0 5 33.3 10 66.7

a “I gained something positive from participating in the interview”
b “Participating in the interview upset me more than I expected”
c “Had I known in advance what the interview would be like for me, I still would have agreed”

Source: self-elaboration.

Evaluating the Research Encounter

Participants were drawn from an extremely trau-

matized population and they had a spectrum 

of mental health diagnoses, including dissocia-

tive identity disorder, schizophrenia, psychotic 

depression, manic depression, bipolar disorder, 

and “personality disorders.” Nonetheless, par-

ticipants’ feedback was very positive about the 

experience of the project. In order to evaluate 

participants’ experiences in the interview, all par-

ticipants were sent a brief post-interview evalu-

ation questionnaire a month after the interview. 

The questionnaire included three items that were 

selected to measure participants’ experience of 

the research in terms of the potential benefits, 

psychological distress, and risk-benefit ratio. The 

items were drawn from Newman, Walker, and 

Gefland’s (1999) study on the costs and benefits 

of participating in trauma-focused research, in 

which the constructs of benefit, expected upset, 

and regret were measured using the 5-point Lik-

ert items below:

1.	 I gained something positive from participating 

in the interview;

2.	 Participating in the interview upset me more 

than I expected;

3.	 Had I known in advance what the interview wo-

uld be like for me, I still would have agreed.

Of the 21 participants, 16 returned their question-

naires, which was approximately a 75% return 

rate. One participant only completed one of the 

questions and so was dropped from the analysis, 

leaving a total questionnaires sample of 15 (70% 

of the total sample). Table 1 shows the distribu-

tion of participants’ responses to the three reac-

tion questions. 

All participants except one reported that they had 
experienced benefit from their participation, with 
two-thirds of the sample strongly agreeing with 
the benefit statement. The results of the unexpected 
upset measure were mixed. Over half the sample 
reported that they did not experience unexpected 
upset during the interviews, with 20% responding 
neutrally to the question and 20% reporting some 
experience of unexpected upset. Nonetheless, no 
participant reported regretting their participation, 
with two-thirds of the sample strongly agreeing 
with the statement that they would have partici-
pated in the interview if they had known what the 
experience would have been like. 

Participants expressed few adverse reactions to 
the study and the majority indicated that they 
had derived benefit through their participation. 
This finding is particularly significant since of-
ten a month had elapsed before participants re-
ceived the questionnaire, so their responses per-
tained not only to the interview experience but 
its aftermath. Although a minority of participants 
reported unexpected distress in the interviews, it 
seems that these experiences were tolerable since 
no participant expressed regret at their participa-
tion. The fact that 20% of participants reported 
unexpected distress in the interviews, yet, did not 
regret their participation, highlights their perse-
verance and, perhaps, the importance of the op-
portunity to participate in this research project 
for them.

Conclusion

Plummer questions “the current, almost obses-
sive, concern of much analysis which reduces 
dense, empirical human life to texts” (1995:16). 

Beyond words and discourse, “a real world and 
real lives do exist, howsoever we interpret, con-
struct and recycle accounts of these by a variety 
of symbolic means” (Stanley 1993:214). Adult ac-
counts of organized abuse have been pervasively 
reduced to “just words” by academic and media 
commentators, characterized as textual produc-
tions with little or no relation to social reality. In 
the interviews, participants described how these 
discursive maneuvers left them unable to access 
treatment for disabling psychological symptoms 
or to protect themselves from sexual and physical 
violence. Consigned to a liminal space in which 
their words, feelings, and needs were assigned no 
value, some participants called into question the 
viability of a life characterized by ongoing suffer-
ing without hope of intervention. Hence, words 
are not “just words”: they have a political and so-
cial force of their own.

In this study, this was a force that participants 
identified within qualitative research and sought 
to mobilize to their own ends. The urgency that 
victims of violence can bring to the research en-
counter, and their power to determine the shape 
and form of the interview, is evidence of the very 
agency that can be denied to them by overly cau-
tious formulations of the “vulnerable research par-
ticipant.” That is not to deny the vulnerabilities of 
victims of violence in their struggle to enunciate 
experiences of abuse and powerlessness but rath-
er to situate qualitative research within the poli-
tics of representation. Marginalized populations 
are the bearers of narratives and self-histories 
that are delegitimized by powerful institutions 
and individuals (including academics) because 
they disturb the authorized accounts of social life 
that mystify and legitimize power inequalities. 
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authorized subject positions for people whose 
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alization. 
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