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Tense Past: Cultural Essays in Trauma and Memory

much creatures of a certain time and place, Their condition has been
made possible, in a sense, only by specific historical circumstances—by
the moral passion and entrepreneurial vigor of some psychiatrists, but
also by a variety of social forces that give their theories resonance—-femi-
nism, the decline of the family, concerns about child abuse, popular ideas
about tranma and memory.

Hacking is at pains to distinguish his view from the usual dismissive ob-
jection to multiple personality, that it is some sort of collective delusion
based on suggestibility or play-acting. And yet there is an aspect of the
phenomenon that he finds troubling. What happens to people who come
to live inside this discourse, who use it to make sense of their lives? In a
trivial sense they certainly pick up a kind of knowledge about themselves,
a knowledge of alter personalities and unsuspected childhood traumas.
But what about that deeper kind of selfknowledge enjoined by the del-
phic oracle? For Hacking, such knowledge is “a virtue in its own right,”
based in "deeply rooted convictions and sensibilities about what it is to be
a fully developed human being” (1995: 264).

Can multiples win this kind of seif-knowledge? Can they even pursue
itz Having suspended judgment throughout most of his beok, Hacking
ends by aligning himself with those he calls the "cauticus doubters™

They accept that the patient has produced this version of herself: ;
narrative that includes dramatic events, a causal story of the forma-
ton of alters, and an account of the velationships between alters.
That is a self-consciousness; that is a soul. The doubters accept it as
areality. . .. Nevertheless, they fear that mildple persotality ther-
apy leads to a false consciousness. Not in the blatant sense that the
apparent memorics of early abuse are necessarily wrong or dis-
terted-—they may be true enough. No, there is a sense that the end
product is a thoroughly crafted person, but not a person who serves
the ends for which we are persons. Not a person with sell-knowl-
edge, but a person who is the worse for having a glib patter that sim-
ulates an understanding of herself. {266)

I am not so sure. Recently I concluded a three-year ethnographic study
of a small support group for multiples in Toronto.” During this period
nearly fifty individuals passed through the group, all of them currently un-
der treatment for multiple personality disorder. The group was meant as
a supplement to therapy, so conversations dealt mainly with preblems in
daily living: where to find help in a crisis, how to communicate with alter
personalities, what to do if child alters came out at work. Two points
struck me with great force.

4
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Telling Stories, Making Selves

First, while members shared experiences that most of us would find
very strange indeed, they did skare the experiences. Despite differences in
background and educational level, they seemed to understand each
other—at least most of the time. Listening each week as they traded ad-
vice or sympathy, I couldn’t avoid the impression that their condition was
something real-—as real as any other human experience—and that they
had amassed an impressive body of working knowledge about it. This was
not self-knowledge in the grand sense of the word, but it was more than
glib patter. They were exchanging something that had the look and feel
of substantive information,

Secondly, the picture of multiple personality that emerged from their
conversations seemed to me both more variegated and less dramatic than
the one conveyed by case histories, talk shows, and literary “multogra-
phies.” Some members lived on welfare and seemed to be constantly in
and out of hospitals, while others held responsible positions. Their talk in-
cluded a good deal of predictable anguish, but also much evidence of cre-
ativity and psychological insight. There were move than a few moments of
high hitarity. There were clichés aplenty here, to be sure, but 1 also felt
that at times members were wrestling in serious and honest ways with the
question, “Who am "

While these observations may raise some doubts about Hacking's con-
clusion, they are consistent with his larger argument about the cultural
specificity of multiple personality. Medical anthropologists have studied
similar phenomena in a wide arvay of societics. Twenty years ago these
were known as “culture-hound syndromes™ {Yap 1969); today they arce
more often styled as “llincss idioms” or “idioms of distress” {Nichter
1981}, The change in terms reflects a shift in thinking, based on the
recognition that culturally specific illnesses are more than exotic bits of
pathology, and that understanding them must begin with a clear sense of
their local meanings and uses. Especially where dissociation is invelved,
these can stray Far from the realm of illness per se. The remarkable ethno-
graphics of Michacl [ambek (1981) and Janice Boddy (1989) both docu-
ment forms of possession which result in enduring relationships between
fiost and possessing spirit, Lambek has examined the subtle and often
very complex forms of communication (with oneself and others) that
such refationships permit, while Boddy has shown how possession offers
public opportunitics for what she has called “selfrarticulation™ (1989:
232-37; 252-57).

My assumption here is that muliiple personality is something of this
kind (Antze, 1992). If it is indeed a local idiom of disiress akin to other
dissaciative idioms, then we should not be surprised at the way it enables
sufferers to share knowledge about a reality they experience in common.
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Tense Past: Cultwral Essays in Trauma and Memory

through permanence in time, but also through similarity with others who
share the same attributes {1992: 121). It is implicit whenever we speak of
“identifying” with specific persons or groups. It is also clearly implicit in the
notion of “identity politics.” Ricoeur’s term for the other side of identity is
selfhood. What he has in mind here is the kind of identity implicit in our
ability to make commitments or keep promises, to be someone who can be
“counted on.” But this ability implies something more—an ability to pro-
ject ourselves forward in time, to say who we will be tomorrow. Identity in
this sense of the word is unavoidably an ethical project, but itis also an un-
finished one. It depends on “self-constancy,” as Ricoeur puts it, on a sense
of what matters to us, but this is a sense that remains open to change in an
ongoing dialogue between experience and memory (1992: 163-68).

For Ricoeur, the task of narrative self-understanding is to mediate be-
tween these two poles of identity, to balance sameness with ethical openness,
to anchor selfhood in a personal and social history. Although he doesn't ad-
dress the issue directly, his work implies that narratives based on either side
alone would risk premature closure, replacing the dialectic of selfunder-
standing with blind affiliations or a dry and abstract sense of duty. It is the
tension between selfhood and sameness that sustains an open narrative.

Ricoeur's language affords us a way of translating Hacking’s question
into narrative terms. Instead of asking whether multiples can know them-
sclves, we can now ask in what ways and how “openly” their life stories su¢-
ceed in framing a narrative identity. In these terms it is easy 1o categorize
the standard recovered memory story as a one-sided narrative of “same-
ness.” Variants on this story are common enough in survivor newsletters
and selt-help literature, where they often serve pelemical ends, However in
my experience the stories told privately by multiples tend o be more com-
plex and interesting; this is especially true of the accounts given by those
strong enough to pursue careers and other outside interests. Statistically
speaking, these stories may not be typical, but they certainly offer a more
complete picture of multiple personality as an expressive tdiom. The ex-
ample that follows is a case in point. It includes some of the classic ele-
ments of “sameness” found in recovered memory therapy, but there are
other currents as well. Some of these imply a more imaginative engage-
ment with the past and suggest an emerging sense of Ricoeurian selfhood.

The woman I shall call Beth is now a pastor in a small Protestant
church in eastern Manitoba, At the time she joined the group she was stilt
a divinity student—a slim, quiet woman in her late thirtics, given to wear-
ing plaid shirts and faded jeans, Though reserved at first, she found her
voice and eventually became one of the group’s most active participants—
someone who could be counted on to show up every week and talk about
herself, but also to listen thoughtfully to others,
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Beth had been diagnosed with MPD several months before joining the
group. At the time she arrived she said she and her two therapists had
contacted nearly forty alter personalities. Like many other “high-func-
tioning” multiples, Beih had always been able to maintain a certain de-
gree of “co-consciousness” with her alters, even when they were in n.o::o_.
She was one of the few participants who would switch regularly during
meetings, usually to a wise-cracking child alter named Belinda. However,
even these switches seemed governed by an adult sense of appropriate-
ness, since they normally tock place only during the early, “social chat”
phase of the meetings, or on the rare occasions when someone else pro-
duced a child alter.

Beth grew up in a small town in southern Manitoba, the eldest of four
children. Her father had suffered a series of mental breakdowns when she
was young and so never held a steady job. She remembers her home as “a
bad scene—just full of tension and bickering.” On finishing high échool
she moved to a nearby city to begin training as a nurse.-Over the next
decade she held several nursing positions, including one year as a psychi-
atric nurse. She also started work toward her B.A. However, she felt drawn
toward the church and pastoral counscling. Eventually she wokajobasa
lay chaplain with a Christian youth organization, which she held for seven
years. Her departure from this job coincided roughly with a personal cri-
sis in which she came to recognize her sexual abuse as a child. However,
she was ntot diagnosed as a multiple until more than a year later, by which
time she had already begun her divinity studies.

My interviews with Beth took place on two accasions, separated by
ncarly two years. In the {irst, shortly after she joined the group, I asked
her 1o tell me how she had come to recognize that she had been abused
and to experience herself as someonc with “other parts.” The second in-
terview took place after she had been ordained and had begun preaching
{0 her first congregation. This time L simply asked her to tell me about
bow her life had changed since our first interview. The two interviews to-
gether yickded about five hours of taped material.

This material conveys a story—a single story, I think—but it is not alin-
ear onc. There are false starts, digressions, repetitions. Sometimes the ac-
tion circles back on itsclf as recent events turn into portents of an
unsuspected past. At one level it describes a kind of mid-life crisis that
takes place over a period of about three years. However, because the cri-
sis is experienced through the prism of recovered memories and mult-
plicity, it becomes a story about her entire life, especially her childhood.
It is also in every sense a story about identity.

In what follows I want to consider three narrative strands in this mate-
yial, as illustrated in three sets of excerpts. In cach of these Beth invokes
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Tense Past: Culinral Essays in Trauma and Memory

on with her job anymore and decided to resign. Her plan was to resume her
former occupation as an obstewrical nurse. But three weeks after taking up
this new job she was injured in a car accident.

After the accident it was like I was a different person. I couldn’t ac-
cess the confidence or even the faith I'd had before. . . . Once I'd
been injured they told me I'd never be able to work as a nurse
again. So the only thing T thought I had was gone. The other thing
I thought 1 had was a good relationship with God, which had now
been blown apart. . .. My best friend walked away. So I was really
quite alone and quite broken.

She thought of going back to her old job as a lay chaplain, but now she
Felt a mysierious barrier Lo thai whole part of her life. The work she had
done easily there now scemed impossibly difficult.

I would say to Connie and Dave, the chaplains who were helping
me, “I don’t understand it, but I can’t access the strength I had
when I worked for CYC. [ don’t feel it's even me,” I remember say-
ing. “I know [ did all these talks, I can still pick up a file and give a
talk, but I ean’t feel it the way I felt it before.”

During this period Beth became even more convinced that she had
been sexually abused, but she still had no memories. On her chaplain’s
advice, she began seeing a new therapist who had worked-with other
abuse victims. After several weeks the therapist pointed out that she
seemed 1o be dissociating in their sessions,

And somehow everything fell into place at that point. [ knew I had
the key. Early on Linda [her therapist] had told me, “You've got a
message inside you: don't tell, and if we could get to that message
we'd get a lot of information.” So I went home one day and focused
on this “don’t tell.” And I got this incredible pressure and pain in
my vagina, just this incredible pressure. And this voice saying don't
tell, this isn’t wrong, don’t tell. And I could see myself sitting on top
of my chest. So I asked, “How old are you?" and 1 could see I was like
nincteen months old. . . ."
Well, that was a flashback, I had wriggered a flashback.

The next several weeks brought a whole cascade of these flashbacks,
cach with its attendant child presenting an abusive scene. The children all
had different ages that served them for names {“the eight-yearold”; “the
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two-year-old"), and once they had appeared, they became part of Beth's
life. As might be expected, they often turned up in therapy, but they also
started coming out unbidden at other times as well. Beth called this group
of alter personalities “the Memory Kids” because each was linked to a spe-
cific set of childhood scenes. Over the next several months she and her
therapist succeeded in piecing these scenes together into a truly horrific
chronicle of sexual abuse at the hands of her father.

Beth’s story up to now is a familiar variant on the recovered memory
pattern: she finds her repressed memories by way of dissociation and be-
comes a multiple in the bargain. What happened next, however, could
not have been predicted. Just as the story of her abuse was coming into fo-
cus, she had another visionary experience:

I woke up one morning, early early, with this pain in my chest like
somebody was pounding on it from the inside. . . . I realized it was
somebody pounding like crazy, just a-whompin’. So I asked the
other kids if they would stop it. I said, “Whoever's doing that has to
stop it,” and the Memory Kids said, “Well, it’s Marybeth.”

A serics of these encounters over the next several weeks served to intro-
duce a whole new set of alters whom Beth came to call the “Executive

Kids.” They were much stronger than the Memory Kids, less fearful, but
also harder to control:

‘When the Memory Kids came, they needed a lot of nurturing, but
they responded really well to that. . .. The Executive Kids didn't re-
spond to that at all, When they first came out they claimed not to
know me. . . . Most of them thought I was pretty useless.

The Executive Kids brought a surprising piece of news; they were actu-
ally the ones who had been in charge of Beth’s life during much of her
adolescence and adulthood. As she came to know this new group of per-
sonalitics, a new version of her own history emerged, one that was less au-
tobiography than “serial multography.” “What 1 think now,” she says, “is
that when I was about ten the abuse just got 1o be too much for me. So
went under and they started doing things, depending on who had the
right skills.” This version of events threw a new light on some of the gaps
in Beth’s memory, her sense of vagueness about entire periods in her life.
It also gave her something more important—a way of understanding her
long lapse into depression and incapacity;

What I think is that after the accident we switched again, but this
time somehow [ got jarred loose. That's why [ couldn’t relate to my
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Tense Past: Cultural Essays in Trauma and Memory

what it is that makes her different, Her answer begins to frame an identity
that has nothing at all to do with “decisive facts,” and that depends instead

on

a sustaining commitment that joins her past to her future. She contin-

ues to understand her life through the idiom of multiple personality, but

what she understands begins to look very much like “selfhood” in Ri-
coeur's sense of the word,

Notes

1.

2.

20

Hacking's notions of “looping” and “making up people” derive in
part from the work of both Nelson Goodman {(1978) and Michel Fou-
cault (1977; 1980). For a fuller discussion see Hacking (1994).

The group was founded by multiples in 1990. After a stormy first year,
membets made a public appeal for a non-multiple to serve as a vol-
unteer facilitator; I agreed to do so in return for the opportunity to
carry out ethnographic research, We worked out a set of guidelines
for meetings and agreed that my role would simply be to remind par-
ticiparits of the guidelines where necessary. The only requirement for
Jjoining the group was that mermbers be currently under treaunent for
multiple personality disorder. As it turned out, most participants were
referred by their therapists,

Like most support groups, this one did not draw a random san-

ple of the afflicted; for obvious reasons the severely disturbed ei-
ther didn’t come or quickly drifted away. However, since my
interest was chiefly in the culture of multiplicity rather than the
pathology of individuals, I do not think this represented a signifi-
cant source of bias.
The use of narrative as a 100l of sell-understanding has clear an-
tecedents in a Christian confessional literature dating back at least to
St. Augustine, who came to iden tify knowledge of self with r:oioﬁfn
of God’s will. For an early and insightful discussion of confessional
practices and their mediating role in “systems of selfilirection,” see
Nelson (1965). More recently, Foucault (1978) has noted the ubiqui-
tous role of confession as tool for the “production of truth” about
subjects in modern societies, a truth shaped by the discursive prac-
tices of law, medicine, psychiatry, and education,

- Sec Hacking's chapter in this volume.

I a workshop given to other therapists in 1993, Fischer-Taylor de-
scribed her own discovery that her lifclong meod swings were in act
“leeling flashbacks" triggered by sounds or smells. For example, she
explained, she had always felt a strange sense of pain and sadness

&

9.

10.

Telting Stories, Making Selves

when she listened to the piano sonatas of Beethoven, Mozart, and
Hayden. Finally she surnmoned up the courage to explore this with
her therapist by recreating the scene when she first heard the music.
Phrases came up: “Don’t do it. Leave me alone.” She shouted them
out, she said, “and as [ was doing this I started to get the actua) visual
memories.” Her mother played the piano, she said, and she con-
cluded that her father had abused her in the evenings when her
mother was practicing these pieces. :
Interpretively speaking, in fact, recovered memory therapy offers an
intriguing parallel to the historical literalisin seen in fundamentalist
readings of the Bible. Contrast the very different view taken by ana-
lysts such as James Hillman, who emphasises the role of the imagina-
tion: “[A] wauma is not what happened, but the way we see what
happened. A trauma is not a pathological event but a pathologized
image, an image that has become intolerable . . .” (Hillman 1983:
47).

Clearly there is a fundamental difference between the re-enacting of
motifs from early life in transference and the dissociative "abreaction™
of traumas in recovered memory therapy. While both might be con-
sidered ways of making the past present, the therapeutic point of
transference is to provide a way of cxposing and reworking
metaphoric links between past and present; the therapeutic point of
abreaction is 1o re-experience repressed traumas in their full emo-
tional intensity and then o reconstruct the events themselves in nar-
rative form.

In fairness to Judith Herman, it should be said that she recognizes
this as a potential hazard. She believes, however, that with good ther-
apy a survivor can free herself of the traumatic past and begin the “re-
creation of an ideal sell” using her newly liberated capacity for
imagination and fantasy. “It takes courage to move out of the con-
stricted stance of the victim,” she says. “Burt just as the survivor must
dare to confront her fears, she must also dare to define her wishes”
(1992: 202).

In fact Ricoeur points out that when national identity is founded ex-
clusively on this kind of sameness, shared traits become solidified and
“lend themselves to exploitation by the most harmful ideologies”
(1992: 193). , :

I asked Beth how she could tell just by looking that she was nineteen
months old. She said she couldn’t tell that exactly, but she could “see”
that she was alone in the house with her father. “My mother had an-
other baby when [ was nineteen months old, and so he had to care for
me, because she was in the hospital.”
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