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Abstract 

The role of d iscourse in the construction of institutional  and academic 

knowledge is now recogn ised with in  a wide variety of theoretical perspectives, 

includ ing social construction ism, the sociology of scientific knowledge ,  the 

rhetoric of inquiry and d iscursive psychology. The purpose of this study was to 

examine the ways in which such d iscursive knowledge construction p ractices 

occur in relation to psycholog ical phenomena. The site of this investigation was 

the h ighly contentious debate surrounding the real ity of repressed/recovered 

memories of childhood sexual abuse. Ten 'popular' psychology texts (five 

supporting the concept of recovered memories and five questioning it) were 

d iscursively and rhetorically analysed in order to gain an  understanding of how 

the authors of these texts deployed arguments to support their own positions 

and u ndermine those of their opponents. 

F ive broad rhetorical resources were identified as being prominent in  the texts, 

each of which was examined in detai l  to determine more specifical ly the source 

of their persuasive power. The five resources included authorial cred ib i l ity, 

defin itions, science, h istory and personal experience. Despite the meta-rhetoric 

surrounding the debate, wh ich suggests that it is essential ly an argument 

between researchers (drawing on scientific evidence) and cl in icians (drawing on 

cl in ical experience) , what was apparent was that all of these resources were 

util ised to varying degrees to support both pro- and anti- recovered memory 

positions. Th is analysis suggested that a reasonably structured set of d iscursive 

resources were available for making arguments about the nature of 

psycholog ical phenomena . Furthermore, when g iven the opportun ity, rhetors 

uti l ised as many of these resources as possible in order to produce a 

convincing argument, even when this resulted in  inconsistencies with in  their 

texts. It was concluded that i n  the memory debate, the demands of the 

rhetorical imperative (to persuade the audience) often appear to be paramount, 

and should not be d iscounted by those seeking to understand this d ifficult and 

often distressing topic. 
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