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|s memory purely preservative?

Jéréme Dokic
(University of Rouen and CREA, Paris)
InC. Hoerl & T. McCormack (eds), Time and Memory, Oxford: OUP.

81 Two forms of memory and Goethe’ s Problem

Let us start with a familiar distinction between two forms of memory: episodic
memory (remembering a thing or an episode) vs. factual memory (remembering that
something is the case).

Factual memory does not necessarily give rise to the corresponding episodic

memories. For instance, we colloquially use formulations such as the following:

(1) | remember (I know) that | broke my leg when | was a child, yet | don’t
remember the incident itself.

| remember that the incident was painful, but | do not remember the pain. | know that |
broke my leg, because | learnt it from my parents, but | have forgotten (in the relevant,
episodic sense) the painful experienceitself. In general, factual memory that pdoesnotimply
episodic memory of x, where x is an objective constituent of the proposition that p.

Many things which | know about myself and my own past life | learnt from others.
Thisisespecially true of eventsin my early childhood. A central question in the philosophy of
memory is how we should explain the distinction between those of my autobiographical
memories (i.e. the memories whose expression requires use of thefirst-person“l”) whichare
genuinely episodic and those which belong to personal folklore—to thingsthat friends and
family members told me at various times after the remembered events.

One suggestion isthat the relevant difference between episodic and factual memory
has to do with the memory’s causal history (rather than with its content). Arguably, any

memory — episodic or not—which refersto aparticular past experience causally derivesfrom

" | would like to thank the Editors, Christoph Hoerl and Teresa McCormack, for their very valuable comments
on earlier drafts of this paper.

! Various versions of this distinction can be found, inter alia, in Russell (1921), Bergson (1939), Ayer (1956),
and Malcolm (1963). In what follows, | freely oscillate between saying that a subject remembers an incident and
saying that a subject remembers experiencing the incident. As we shall see, the latter description is more
perspicuous than the former as far as episodic memory is concerned.



that experienceitself. (Thisisaconsequence of the causal theory of singular thought.) But
there are memories which comedirectly from the subject’ s past experience, in the sensethat
neither external testimony (verbal or not) nor internal reasoning are essential linksin the
causal chain connecting past and present. For instance, my memory that | broke my leg when
| was 3 does not come directly from the past incident, since it causally depends on my
parents’ testimony. My present memory (or knowledge) that theincident was painful doesnot
comedirectly from theincident either, sincel inferred this some time ago, from the parental
narration.

| supposethat thereisan intuitive notion of “coming directly” from the remembered
experience, evenif amore precisedefinitioniscertainly needed. We can provisionally content
ourselves with the following negative definition: a memory comes directly from the
remembered experience only if the memory’s causal history does not essentially involve
testimony or inference.

The envisaged suggestion, then, is that a given memory is episodic if and only if it
comes directly from the remembered event — otherwise it is factual. Is this suggestion
plausible?

Unfortunately, itisnot. To seewhy, itisworth considering aremark made by Goethe

at the beginning of his autobiographical work, Poetry and Truth:

When we wish to remember what happened to usin the early times of childhood, itis
often the case that we confuse what we heard from others with what we genuinely

know from our own experience.?

On oneway of reading this passage, episodic memory isnot intrinsically associated
with a specific experience or feeling. We have to reject the idea of a “phenomenology of
episodic memory”, that isthe myth of amemory experienceimmediately recognizableby its
phenomenal properties.® Thisreading is compatible with the envisaged suggestion. Episodic
memories are those that come directly from the remembered event, but we often confuse
episodic memorieswith factual ones, if only because (it isassumed) memory does not wear
its causal history on its sleeves.

However, there is another interpretation of Goethe’sremark, which | think brings it

closer to the true nature of episodic memory. The memories alluded to by Goethe in this

2 (1811: translated from p. 15). My attention to this passage was drawn by Anscombe (1974).
% Thisis Anscombe' s reading.



passage are precisely not episodic. An episodic memory normally appearsto the subjectas
coming directly from his own past experience, in a way which excludes the alternative
possibility that it is immediately grounded on testimony or reasoning. Episodic memory
normally revealsits own immediate origin. In general, | do notconfuse an episodic memory
with afactual memory deriving from external testimony. Of course, a seemingly episodic
memory might not trace directly back to the relevant past experience, and | might wonder, ata
reflective level, whether this is so with a particular memory of mine.* However, if good
reasons convince methat thisisindeed so, | have to admit that | was somewhat deluded. Even
if | canrecover veridical piecesof f actual information from my memory, therewas something
wrong about it, in so far asit presented itself as episodic.

On the proposed reading of Goethe’'s passage, a factual memory does not become
episodic just becauseit happensto comedirectly from the remembered event. Thefollowing

description is not self-contradictory:

(2) I remember (I know) that | broke my leg. For all | know, my memory might
comedirectly from the past incident, yet | don’t remember theincident itself.

Goethe' spointisthat factual memory does not reveal itsown immediate origin. So |
may presently possess the information that | broke my leg when | was a child, while | have
forgotten how | acquired this piece of information. | cannot just read off the causal history of
my factual memory from that memory itself (or fromits content). Therefore, although coming
directly from the remembered event is a necessary condition of episodic memory, it is
certainly not asufficient condition, sinceit can al so be satisfied by merely factual memories.

Further reflection on Goethe' sremark showsthat other claims about episodic memory
cannot be sustained. For instance, one might suggest that a given memory isepisodicif and
only if (i) it comesdirectly from therelevant past incident, and (ii) the subjectremanbersthat
it comes directly from this incident. In other words, an episodic memory is defined as a
factual memory which comes directly from the remembered experience, and which is the
object of afurther meta-memory about itsimmediateorigin. (It isametamemory inthesense
that itisamemory about another memory.) However, thisaccount of episodic memory does
not work. Supposethat | spontaneously tell my parentsastory about a past incident, without
knowing whether the story comes directly from my own experience, or from external

testimony. My parents declare that the story must come from me, since (they say) thereisno

* 1 do not want to exclude the possibility that Goethe was also thinking of such a case.



way | could have learnt this from someone else. | acquire thus the further, factual meta-
memory that my memory (or the set of memories constituting my story) comesdirectly from
my own experience. These memories do not necessarily amount to episodic memory of the

relevant incident. The following description may be perfectly accurate:

(3) | remember (I know) that | broke my leg, | also remember (I know) that the
first memory comes directly from my past experience, yet | don’t remember

the incident itself.

This description will be appropriate in a context in which | have forgotten the
immediate origin of my metamemory (for instance, that it comesdirectly from my parents).
Obviously, insisting that | remember that the second-order memory comesdirectly from my
own experience leads us nowhere, because thiswould simply rai se the corresponding question
about the causd history of the third-order memory. Episodic memory does not seem to be
(easily) definablein terms of astructured set of factual memories, even if some of them are
meta-representational .

In general, the possibility that afactual memory comesdirectly fromtheremembered
experience and the possibility that it does not areequally compatiblewith the memory’ sbeing
veridical or correct, even warranted. In contrast, the possibility that a seemingly episodic
memory does not come directly from the past experience is not compatible with its
correctness. It follows that the epistemic value of episodic memory is different from the
epistemic value of factual memory. Factual memory givesthe subject areason to believe that
the remembered event really happened, and is not the result of fiction or imagination.
However, genuine episodic memory givesthe subject something more: it provideshim or her
with areason to believe that the information carried by it does not essentially derive from
testimony or inference but comes directly from the subject's own past life.

| shall call “Goethe’s Problem” the philosophical problem of accounting for this

epistemic gulf between episodic and factual memory. An important task of a theory of

® This way of formulating the epistemological difference between episodic and factual memory is all right as far
asit goes, but in the light of the main conception presented in this chapter, it does not go far enough. For thereis
another crucial difference between the two forms of memory. Consider a particular factual memory which
involves information originally acquired by perception. If the relevant piece of information has been properly
retained and faithfully preserved, but isin fact wrong (and so is a piece of misinformation), al the blame goes to
the perceptual experience which introduced the information into the cognitive scene. In contrast, episodic
memory is a sui generis experience, and as such it is aways, so to speak, epistemically responsible for the
veridicality of the carried information. Thus, if a seemingly episodic memory carries what is in fact
misinformation, there is something wrong with the memory itself (it is at least partly illusory), and not (or not
only) with the relevant past experience.



episodic memory isto solve Goethe’ s Problem, in showing how that form of memory can

have the substantial epistemic role it appears to have.

82 Factual memory is purely preservative

What emergesfrom these preliminary considerationsisthat factual memory does not
haveto carry informationabout itsown causal history. Arguably, thisisaconsequence of the
fact that it ispurely preservative The piece of information the subject is said to remember
must have been originally acquired by other cognitive means (e.g. perception or testimony),
retained and faithfully preserved since then. Since most, if not all pieces of information
acquired by perception or testimony do not say anything about how they have been acquired,
the same is true of information retained and preserved by factual memory.

Inthissection, | shall make alittle more precise the claim that factual knowledgeis
purely preservative. Although | shall ultimately argue that there is a connection between
memories being purely preservative and themnot being episodic, | do not want to exclude at
the outset the possibility that episodic memory ispurely preservative (and even isakind of
factual memory).

Let us start with areasonably straightforward case. | see that there is a book on the
tableinfront of me, and | acquire the corresponding perceptual knowledge. Later, having left
the room, | remember that there was a book on the table then in front of me. | have factual
memory knowledge about the book. Obviously, in this case, memory is not a source of
knowledge, since the remembered piece of knowledge has been acquired by cognitive means
other than memory, namely visual perception and judgement. As Dummett putsit, “I cannot
separate the knowledge | suppose myself to have now from the knowledge | surely had at the
past time. Fortheformer isderived from thelatter; more exactly, it simply istheknowledgel
had as an eyewitness, maintained in being” (1993: 414-15). If memory were a source of
knowledgein this case, we would haveto say that each time | remember that there was abook
on the table, | re-acquire the same piece of knowledge over and again. This seems absurd.®

Sometimes, of course, what is preserved from the original acquisition of information
to the present memory need not be knowledge, even if the present memory itself is
knowledge. Suppose that | did not believe that there was a book on the table when | saw it,

because | (wrongly) thought that | was faced with, say, ahologram. | saw that there is abook

6 Cf. Shoemaker (1967: 272). Factua memory can be a source of knowledge in a different sense, since it is
always possible to draw knowledge-preserving inferences fromiit.



on the table, but | did not know it (because | did not even believeit). Later, becoming aware
of my mistake, | believe that there was a book on the table after all. Intuitively, my present
belief is a case of factual memory knowledge, in so far as it carries well-grounded or
warranted information faithfully preserved over time.” My memory isstill purely preservative,
sinceitscontent isinformation originally acquired by perception. | remember, and know that
therewas abook on thetable partly because such wasthe content of my original perception.

A first claim about factual memory, then, isthat it involves acontinuousinformation-
link between the original cognitive state (e.g. visual perception) and the present memory. (I
ignore the possibility of innate knowledge and information.) Part of the explanation of why
my factual memory isknowledgeisthat | successfully preserved asingleinformational state
originally capable of grounding knowledge. There should not be any (substantial) interruption
intheinformational chain. If | havelost track of therelevantinformation, | havelost track of
the memory, and the matter isforgotten (although | might have later another factual memory
with the same content). Of course, we might betemporarily unableto retrieveinformation we
infact possess, aswhen | have someone’ sname on thetip of my tongue. Thisis, so to speak,
a performance and not a competence problem. There is adistinction to be drawn between
possessing a piece of information we cannot access because of independent and momentary
interference, and having completely forgotten the information. Interruption in the
informational chain has the latter as a consequence.

A second claim | think we should make about factual memory isthat the information-
link underlying factual memory is doxastic: It is always by means of some belief that
information carried by factual memory ispreserved over time. One motivation for thisclaim
isthefollowing. A central and much-discussed feature of factual memory isthat it allowsus
toretain apropositional content without keeping track of the specificreasonsfor which the
content has been originally formed. How isit possible, then, that a present factual memory
amountsto knowledge? It cannot be knowledgeif it iscarrying apiece of information which
was mer ely entertained by the subject outside any belief context. What epistemic value would
we attach to a piece of information which is retained as a merely entertained piece of
information (if indeed this makes sense at all), as opposed to something which is actually

believed by the subject? For all the subject knows, this information might have been once

" The fact that information acquired by perception has been retained and preserved over time is among the
“ground-floor” conditions on memory knowledge, in the sense defined by Campbell (1994: 234). There are
other, “reflective” conditions on memory knowledge, though. The mere fact that warranted information has been
retained and preserved is not sufficient for knowledge. What | have to say here about factual memory is
compatible with what Peacocke (1986: 161) calls”“ The Model of Virtual Inference’.



entertained in the context of fancy or imagination. (Remember that one can have afactual
memory while having forgotten the circumstancesin which theremembered information has
been acquired.)

A partial solution to thisproblem has already been suggested by Dummett: sometimes,
the present memory isidentical with abelief that was properly grounded on the relevant past
experience. Inthefirst case described above, thereisasinglebelief, to the effect that thereis
(or was) abook on thetable, whichispreserved over timeasasingle piece of knowledge. The
case in which | do not believe that there is a book on the table when | see one is more
complicated. Here, the formation of the belief that there was a book on the table does not
coincidewith the acquisition of the corresponding information. Thisdoes not contradict the
second claim. The information-link between past and present is still doxastic since it is
crucially relayed by the meta-representational belief that | have (or had) avisual experience
with a definite character and content. When | realized that | was wrong, and that my past
experience wasveridical after all, | detached the belief that there was abook o nthetablefrom
this meta-representational belief

Combining the two claims together, we can say that factual memory involves a
continuousinformation-link which isguaranteed, at any time between the past acquisition of
the information and the present memory, by some belief carrying the relevant information.
Either the present factual memory is the very belief that was grounded on the original
cognitive state, or it is abelief which has been validly derived from a set of beliefs which
contained the information, until a point has been reached at which a belief isimmediately
grounded ontheoriginal cognitive state. (Thisisonly arough formulation.) In either case, the
memory’ s epistemic credential s depend on there being a continuous doxasti ¢ i nformation-link
between past and present.

One consequence is that since beliefs have conceptual contents, the information
retained in factual memory is always conceptual (even though it may be partly or fully
indexical). Another consequenceisthat the content of factual memory need not concern the
past. The remembered information might have been originally acquired not only through
perception but al so through testimony or reasoning. For instance, | have been told some days
ago that | have an appointment tomorrow. | have kept track of the days, and today | remember
that | have an appointment tomorrow, but | am unableto recall the past circumstanceinwhich
thisinformation was acquired. Or what | have been told isthat | will have an appointment on

9 November 1998, and inferred that it is in three days, then keeping track of the days as

8 |t follows that some, but not necessarily all factual memories depend on meta-representational abilities.



before. In one case, what | remember has been acquired directly through testimony; in the

other case, it has been acquired through reasoning based on testimony and other knowledge.

83 Reflexivity and childhood amnesia

Factual memory is purely preservative. Isit true of episodic memory aswell?Inthis
and the following sections, | shall discuss two conceptions which lead to an affirmative
answer to this question. As we shall see, both conceptions rai se serious problems.

On the first conception of episodic memory to be presented, episodic memory is
purely preservative because it is assimilated to akind of factual memory. At the end of the
first section, | envisaged a possible account of episodic memory intermsof astructured set of
factual memories. The proposal was that an episodic memory is just a factual memory
associated with the further, meta-representational memory that the former memory comes
directly from the subject’ s past experience. Now thisproposal hassimilaritieswith thetheory
of episodic memory put forward by Perner in hisimportant book (1991). Suppose for example
that the subject remembers, in the episodic sense, a particular word on alist he has seen
before. According to Tulving (1985), the subject has accessto an “ episodic traceinformation”
which Perner (1991: 163) claimsisa“metarepresentational comment” on how information

was obtained:

(4) | have information that “pear” was on the list, and | have thisinformation

because | have seen “pear” on the list.

On Perner’ sview, an advantage of the meta-comment theory isthat it accountsfor the
phenomenon of “childhood amnesia”, namely the fact that adultsgenerally (i.e. statistically)
have no memories of thefirst three or four years of their childhood. The explanation isthat
before that age children do not have the necessary meta-representational abilities, so they
have difficulties in forming long-term memories of their experiences.

Thereisoneinterpretation of Perner’ stheory which invitesthe objectionraisedin 81.
Onthisinterpretation, we can take (4) asthe description of two separate pieces of knowledge
—“I haveinformation that ‘ pear’ wasonthelist” and “| have thisinformation because | have
seen ‘pear’ onthelist”, the latter involving arepresentation of the former. The objectionis
that evenif the phrase | have thisinformation because | have seen ‘pear’ onthelist” isread

as meaning that the relevant information (that “pear” was onthe list) comes directly from



one’ spast experience (inthe sense already introduced), someone coul d possess both pieces of
information and fail to have an episodic memory of seeing the word on thelist.

However, there is another interpretation of Perner’s theory which escapes this
objection. Instead of saying that (4) describestwo pieces of information, we stipulatethat it
describes asinglepiece of information whichreferstoitself. Thereflexivity of the memory

information can be more explicitly indicated as follows:

(5) | have information that (“pear” was on the list and this information comes

directly from my past experience of the list).’

Reflexivity comesfrom the deicticterm “thisinformation”, whichrefersto thevery
piece of informationit contributesto express. If theinformationisconceived asaRussellian
proposition, it contains as an objective constituent the memory state or event which carriesit.
The general idea is the following: when | remember x in the episodic sense, | have a
collection of factual memories not only about x, but equally and simultaneously about thefact
that this same collection comes directly from my past experience. Episodic memories are
reflexivefactual memories. Since (arguably) reflexivity entails meta-representation (athough
the converseis not true),'° the proposed account can still be invoked to explain childhood
amnesia.

Let us grant that the reflexive account of episodic memory deals with Goethe’s
Problem: the piece of information described by (5) could have been acquired neither by
reasoning nor by testimony, at |east not while preserving the essential reflexivity. My memory
provides mewith areason to believethatitself comesdirectly from my own experience. The
guestion is, is this a plausible account of episodic memory?

Notefirst that it isessential to Perner’ s explanation of childhood amnesia(asitisto
account for the positive epistemic value of the relevant factual memories) that the retained
piece of information was acquired at the same time asthe remembered experience. If it were
allowed that it can be acquired later, it would be unclear, in particular, why people are unable
to recall events from atime of their lives (before the age of 3 or 4) when they lacked the

capacity to meta-represent. Thereflexive account of the distinction between episodic memory

° In a later work, Perner (forthcoming) presents something like this refined formulation to avoid the style of
objection raised here. Perner’s actual formulation is “I have information (that ‘pear’ was on the list and that |
have this information because | have seen ‘pear’ on thelist)”. For similar proposals, cf. Searle (1983) and Owens
(1996).

19 For details on this point, cf. my (1997), in which I tried (I now think wrongly) to assimilate episodic memories
to reflexive factual ones.



and (mere) factual memory pointsto different waysin which the remembered events were
encoded when they were first experienced by the subject. Something like the view that
memory ispurely preservativeispresupposed here. At least, it seemsto berequired that there
be a continuous, reflexive information-link between the remembered experience and the
present memory: episodic memory involvesthe preservation of aspecial kind of information
over time.?

However, such aview isasource of difficultiesfor thereflexive account. In particular,
there is the question of how the piece of reflexive information was acquired in the past.
Consider thefollowing unwel come consequence of thisaccount. | can remember aparticular
incident in the episodic senseonly if (i) theincident was (consciously) experienced by me,
and (ii) I had aroughly simultaneous second-order representation of my experience. Thisdoes
not fare well with many relevant cases, in which | suddenly remember something to which |
barely paid attention when | first perceived it. Suppose | was absent-minded, thinking about
something else. Surely | saw the book (it was in my visual field), but it isimplausible to
suggest that my visual representation of it was at that timethe object of a(reflexive) meta
representation.

Inarecent paper (forthcoming), Perner expresses some sympathy for aversion of the
“higher-order thought” (HOT) theory of consciousness, according to which consciousness of

t.12 Perhaps, then, he

afact requires awareness of the state with which one beholds the fac
would argue on thefollowing lines. It seemsimplausible, on phenomenol ogical grounds, that
every conscious experience is accompanied by a higher-order representation that makesit
conscious, but itisonly because weimplicitly assumethat thelatter isitself conscious. HOT
theories of consciousness usually reject thisassumption. My visual experience of the book
was conscious because it was the object of ameta-representation which doesnot itself haveto
be conscious. That is why it does not seem to me that | have a representation of my visual
experience when | simply see the book.
However, it is not clear that this strategy is available in the present case. When |

remember having seenthebook, | have afully conscious piece of information, but it isargued
that it was unconscious at thetime of itsacquisition (at |east asfar asitsreflexive component

isconcerned). Inthe HOT picture, what makes an occurrent mental state consciousisthefact

1 In Perner (forthcoming), it is said that one has to “encode (or later reconstruct)” (my italics) the meta-
representational comment. Reconstructing cannot mean here acquiring the information expressed by such a
comment after the remembered experience; otherwise, why should | be unable to reconstruct meta-
representational comments about experiences | had before the age of 37

12 Cf. Armstrong (1980), Rosenthal (1993).

10



that it istheobject of ameta-representation. By definition, an essentially reflexivethought is
already its own object; it is at once presentational and meta-representational, so to speak.
How, then, could the HOT theory allow for it to be unconscious? The point here is not so
much that reflexive information cannot beretained unconsciously, when the subject does not
actually usetheinformation but ismerely disposed toretrieveit. Itisrather that it cannotbe
acquired unconsciously, because of its essentially reflexive structure. The HOT theory of
consciousness must see with suspicion the very notion of acquiring reflexive information
unconsciously.

Moreover, one might wonder how my present memory can give meareasonto believe
that | saw abook inthepast if it emerged, at some point, from unconscious acquisition of the
remembered information. For what is the difference, from the subject’s point of view,
between a memory which becomes conscious and a piece of information, or belief, which
merely comesto them as something they did not have before? Of course, | might discover that
I had an unconscious belief, by realizing that | behaved in surprising ways in various past
situations, but such a discovery is pssible only if | have the independent means of
establishing that my unconscious belief was there for some time. Intuitively, this seemsto
require genuine episodic memory (of my past behaviour), precisely of the kind that, | shall
argue, the reflexive account cannot invoke. ™

Alternatively, one might claim that therewas an appropriate meta representation at the
time | saw the book, namely the indexical representation of one’'s global perceptual
experience asthat experience, or as being thus. One might conceptualize an experience as
being thus but not as containing a representation of the book, even if one’s experience
contained such a representation. The claim is that | suddenly remember the book by
discovering that that experience hasalways contained (inter alia) arepresentation of it. Even
if we accept the idea that perceptual experience is always accompanied by a meta
representation of this kind (which I think we should not), it is doubtful that the indexical
concept “ that experience” continuously carriesapotentially consciousinformation about the
book if the latter was completely unattended at the time of the experience.

To sum up, Perner’ sreflexive account faces a dilemma. Either episodic memory is
purely preservative, or it is not. In the first case, we are bound to postulate meta

representations formed at the same time as the remembered experiences, but this seemsto

13 This speaks equally to those versions of the HOT theory of consciousness which hold that an unconscious
meta-representation about a first-order representation is not enough to make the latter conscious; see Carruthers
(1996). As far | as | can see, Carruthers does not explicitly address here the question of how an unconscious
piece of information can become conscious.

1



mi sdescribe the phenomenol ogy of many relevant cases. In the second case, justiceisdoneto
the phenomenology, but we have lost a possible explanation of childhood amnesia. The
striking fact that episodic memory emerges at about the sametime asthe ability to have meta

representations is left unaccounted.

84 Episodic memory and non-conceptual information

As we have just seen, episodic memory cannot be assimilated to reflexive factual
memory. Factual memory is purely preservative, and it is implausible to suppose that
everything that we can remember in the episodic sense wasinitiated by areflexive experience
or state. Our discussion so far strongly suggests that episodic memory isnot akind of factual
memory. We should not conclude too hastily, though, that episodic memory is not purely
preservative. What we have to examine isthe conception according to which, just as factual
memory was described asthe preservation of doxastic information, episodic memory can be
understood in terms of the preservation of adifferent kind of information—non-doxastic,
indeed non-conceptual information.

Consider a proposal that Gareth Evans made en passant, in a footnote. He suggests
that the distinction between remembering that there was such-and-such a thing and
remembering that thing, or between remembering that there was such-and-such an episode
and remembering the episode, “turns on the kind of information retained” (1982: 267, note 1).
If we read the distinction between factual and episodic memory into this passage, the proposal
is that factual memory is the retention of conceptual content, whereas episodic memory
carries non-conceptual information about the past. The distinction between factual and
episodic memory correspondsto different kinds of content—conceptual inthe former case
and non-conceptual in the second. Both forms of memory are purely preservative, although
different kinds of i nformation areretained. Doesthis suggestion provide an adequate solution
to Goethe’s Problem?

To begin with, | think that we should exclude the following explanation as a
satisfactory answer to our problem. Suppose that | have an apparent memory, and reason as
follows. “ Thismemory has anon-conceptual content, so ithastocomedirectly frommy own
past experience (if it is not illusory). After all, testimony always carries conceptual
information, embodied in language, and inference alwaysinvolves conceptual contents. Soif
my memory isveridical, it comes directly from the remembered event.” Such areasoning

cannot be what makes the difference, among my present memories, between those that are



episodic and those that are not. Episodic memory isnon-inferential in theintuitive sense that
it immediately presentsitself asepisodic. | do not need to infer its episodic character from
features of its content.

Still, one might insist that episodic memory yields areason to believe that it comes
directly fromone’sown experience precisely invirtue of thefact that it hasaspecial kind of
content. There are at least two worries with this proposal, though.

Oneworry, which I do not want to dwell on here, concernsthe sense in which the non-
conceptual information carried by episodic memory can immediately ground past-tense
judgements. Evans (1982: 239) says that when the subject has (what we call) an episodic
memory, he isin a“non-conceptual informational state” which puts him in a position to
judge, being immuneto error through misidentification, “1 wasfacing aburning tree” .24 This
non-conceptual informational state differs from that which isinvolved in perception, and
which allows us to judge, being equally immune to error through misidentification, “1 am
facing aburning tree”. Both states carry non-conceptual information, but the differencelies
precisely inthereferenceto the past: “If the subject isin the memory state, it seemsto him
that such-and-such wasthe case”. The difficulty, which Evans himself notes, isto understand
how there can be such non-conceptual states which are in some sense about the past. The
worry isespecially pressing if wethink that only conceptual states, whose contentsarewholly
expressiblein language, can carry past-tenseinformation, at least if that informationisabout a
particular, non-repeatabl e past event, as opposed to being merely about temporal phases (cf.
Campbell, 1994: ch. 2).

Another worry ariseseven if the notion of non-conceptual information about the past
isshown to beintelligible. Evans’s proposal rai ses Goethe’ s Problem again: How areweto
excludethe possibility that such information, which | possessin the present, derivesindirecly
from my past experience? Suppose, for instance, that at some timein the past | was shown
photographs and films of an incident in which | was involved before that time, but had
completely forgotten. Testimony by films and photographs surely carries non-conceptual
information in some sense. It isnot impossible, then, that non-conceptual information about
theincident has been retained in the present, which | can expresswith “|1 remember that fight;

it was pitiful”. The point isthat my present memory may not beepisodic: | may still wonder

14 The notion of immunity to error through misidentification comes from Shoemaker (1968). What it means in
this context is that my memory cannot ground knowledge of the fact that someone was facing a burning tree
without at the same time grounding knowledge that | was facing a burning tree. There is no possibility for me to
make a mistake as to the identity of the person whose experience | am remembering. On this aspect of memory,
cf. also Wiggins (1993).
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whether the information preserved in the present memory has been relayed by external
testimony, especially if I do not remember that | was shown films and photographs. This
hypothesis, as well as the hypothesis that the information-link isdirect (inthe sensethat it
doesnot involvetestimony or reasoning), are equally compatible with the veridicality of my
memory. Therefore, the mere fact that my memory involves the past-tense demonstrative
concept “that fight”, based on non-conceptual information about the past, does not make it
episodic —in the story just told, it is afactual memory.

I do not wish to dispute the fact that there are many contextsin which understanding
past-tense demonstratives requires having relevant episodic memories. Evans gives the
following example: S prompts A to remember aparticular bird they saw together on ahunting
trip. S asks “Do you remember that bird we saw years ago?’. Eventually, A has the right
memory: “Ohyes! Now | remember. Y ou meanthat bird” (1982: 308). Clearly, inthat kind of
context, the understanding of “that bird”, as used by S, requires an appropriate episodic
memory from A. It does not follow that such uses of past-tense demonstratives must be
invoked in an explanation of what is special about episodic memory as opposed to mere
factual memory. On the contrary, we need an independent notion of episodic memory to
understand the intelligibility of the dialogue.'®

Inorder for Evans' sproposal to work, it must be shown that theinformation carried by
episodic memory is of a kind which cannot be transmitted by testimony, in particular
testimony aided by pictures and (physical) images. It is plausible to suggest that as far as
memory is concerned, there is no such information at the personal level. At that level, any
information carried by episodic memory could in principle be carried by testimony or
reasoning.'® There is no need to invoke non-conceptual contents to account for episodic
memory; even if there are such contents, in memory they are always backed up by suitably
indexical conceptual contents. Itisimportant to note that thisis not an objectionto Evans’'s
notion of an information-link. His notion is different from the one used here, since it is
specifically introduced to capture the (anti-intellectualist) insight that there is a non-
conceptual informational system which constitutes “the substratum of our cognitivelives’
(1982: 122). We might sympathize with the insight, but claim that Evans's notion of an
information-link isnot the key to understanding the distinction between episodi c and factual

memory. Indeed, amain claim of the present chapter will be that atheory of memory should

15 For more on memory demonstratives, cf. Campbell, Ch. 6, this volume.
16 This is true even for reflexive information, although in that case, the content of episodic memory could not
have been taken fromtestimony or reasoning (cf. Section 3).
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recognize at most two central kinds of link between past and present: doxastic information-
links at the personal level, and neuropsychological causal links at the subpersonal level,
whose nature is to be investigated empirically. Non-conceptual information-links at the

personal level need not enter the picture.

85 Preservation, acquisition and re-acquisition of information

As we have seen, Goethe's Problem creates difficulties for the view that episodic
memory involves, at the personal level, the continuous retention of information acquired by
other cognitive means. These difficulties encourage us to explore a different avenue,
according to which episodic memory is not in general purely preservative; its epistemic
credential s do not depend on there being apersonal -level information-link between present
and past.

The phenomenological facts are at least compatible with the claim that episodic
memory is not purely preservative. Consider the phenomenon of suddenly remembering
something that isre-considered for thefirst time since theoriginal perception. Whenwe have
such an experience, we have the feeling that we acquire an original memory, which we did
not havejust before. Thisisvery different from the experience of recalling something which
we had momentarily forgotten. In the latter case, there is a sense in which the memory was
there, only we could not accessit. In contrast, when we suddenly realizethat there was abook
on the table, to which we barely paid attention, we do not actualize a memory which was
already “there” in the same dispositional sense (at the same level of potentiality).

From an epistemol ogical point of view, the rejection of theview that episodic memory
is purely preservative means that we have to take seriously the possibility that episodic
memory isa* stopping point” inthe process of justification (cf. Dummett, 1973: 619). Pace
Ryle (1949: ch. 8), itisoften perfectly all right to declare“| remember it” asan answer to a
challenge asto how I know something. Of course, when my answer isintended to express an
episodic memory, it presupposesthat | previously witnessed something (inthetypical case). It
does not follow, though, that the information | now possess is just old evidence. On the
contrary, itisfresh evidenceinthe sensethat | did not possessthat information just before my
sudden awareness. My memory has enabled me to re-acquireit.

| suggest that episodic memory is a stopping point in the process of justification
because it is a genuine source of knowledge and information. We might say that it is

analogous to a form of acquaintance like perception. However, surface grammar
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notwithstanding, episodic memory cannot be just acquaintance of things. It istrue that we
tend to report episodic memory using phrases of theform “I remember x” rather than of the
form “1 remember thatp” (although there are exceptions).*” Episodic memory, though, must
be capabl e of grounding knowledge about what happened at a particular time, which requires
that aconcept of aparticular time and aconcept of what happensthen be articul ated together.
When | have an episodic memory of Pierre, Pierre cannot be the sol e object of my conscious
awareness. Otherwise, “1 remember Pierre” would have the same force as“| can recognize
Pierre”, which involves no reference to a particular past time. What | am conscious of is
meeting Pierretwo daysago. In general, the proper object of episodic memory seemstobean
event rather than athing.

There is a significant difference between perception and episodic memory which
suggeststhat the matter ismore complicated. Thisdifference concernsthe cognitive dynamics
of thetwo faculties. Perception essentially involvesthe capacity to keep track of thingsand
events in the various states, phases and relations in which they present themselves to the
perceiver at different times. For instance, | can compensate for the perceived thing's
movement by adjusting my relative position to it. In contrast, memory need not be
contemporaneous with acapacity to keep track of theremembered eventsinthissense. | can
remember theflight of aparticular bird long after | have perceptually lost track of it. What |
keeptrack of in memory isat bestfactsand not events, but here the notion of “keeping track”
has a different sense. There is no need to compensate for spatio-temporal changesin the
remembered facts, for afact has neither aspatial nor atemporal location; itisimmutable. This
does not mean that the maintenance of amemory over timeisautomatic. When an occurrent
episodic memory isformed for thefirst time, it can persist after that asadispositional state.
At this point, we might recogni ze active requi rements on graspi ng the same content over time
and maintaining astate of memory knowledge. The description of what it meansto grasp the
same content over time and to possess persisting knowledge is a task for the theory of
concepts and epistemol ogy.

Epi sodic memory, then, is present awareness of factswhich isnot grounded on present
awareness of events, although it is typically grounded on previous awareness of the
remembered events. In this sense, my episodic memory of meeting Pierreisacase of direct
knowledge of a fact involving an event — meeting Pierre — while | am not at present

acquainted with that event (I might have lost track of it). It is analogous, in this respect, to

" For instance, | can say that | remember Pythagoras’' theorem, but what | mean, of course, isthat | have a set of
factual memories corresponding to the various propositions which constitute the theorem.
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introspective self-knowledge according to Shoemaker, that is a case of knowledge of afact
about oneself which does not simultaneously involve acquaintance with the self.1®

It might seem that Goethe’s Problem isimmediately solved by the concession that
episodic memory isnot purely preservative, but isaform of acquaintance with remembered
facts. My having a particular episodic memory is a sui generis experience, and if | have no
reason to doubt that it isveridical, it is misleading to ask how | know that the remembered
piece of information comesdirectly from my own past life. | amdirectly “enrapport” witha
fact concerning my own past, apparently without the help of reasoning or external testimony.
For instance, if | suddenly remember that there was a (previously unattended) book on the
table, | know that | am in possession of a piece of information which | did not have just

before. The logical form of my memory is the following: *°

(6) I have a memory experience which carries the information that there was a
book on the table.

However, one grossly misrepresentsthe true nature of episodic memory if one takes
(6) as acompl ete description of the content of my memory experience. At best, (6) would
fully describe a very different cognitive faculty, perhaps clairvoyance (assuming that the
notion of clairvoyance makes sense). Unlike clairvoyance, episodic memory carries, and
presents itself as carrying, information which the subject already possessed once. As
Campbell (1994: 233) putsit, episodic memory (like factual memory) i sstepwise it depends
on there being other ways of finding out how things are. More precisely, when there is no
continuous information-link at the personal level, it is the re-acquisition of a piece of
information acquired in the past, that is the faculty of reproducing in the present a past
informational state. Thefollowing descriptionisslightly better asfar asthisdistinctivefeature

of episodic memory is concerned:

(7) | have amemory experience which carries the information that there was a
book on thetable, and this piece of information presentsitself assomething |

acquired in a previous experience.

18 The crucial difference is of course that (in Shoemaker's theory) the self is never experienced as a thing. Cf.
Shoemaker (1996 : essay 10), where the distinction between awareness of facts and awareness of objects (things
or events) is discussed.

19'In this and the next formulations, the phrases “a book” and “the table” should be read, more realistically, as
complex demonstratives: “thisbook” and “that table”.
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However, (7) isstill incomplete, for it does notentail that | have an episodic memory
of the book. Supposethat | was perceptually aware that there was a book on the table. L ater,
when | havedefinitely forgotten thisfact, someonetellsmethat | really did perceive the book.
Description (7) might correctly refer to a still later experience in which | re-acquire the
information that there was a book on the table and this information presents itself as
something | havewitnessed in the past. Still, | do not have a genuine episodic memory of the
book, since past testimony isamong the conditionsthat make my present memory experience
possible (although | may not know it). In this particular example, | can have the experience
described by (7) only if thereis previoustestimony —without it, | would betotally unableto
gain the memory that there was a book on the table.?°

Of course, thisisjust Goethe’ sProblem in adifferent guise. It showsthat the content
of an ordinary episodic memory must be more complex than (7) suggests. In particular, it
should not be compatible with being completely unableto re-acquiretherelevant information
between the past experience and the actual, present memory. | wouldliketo claimthat when|
remember something in the episodic sense, | have apiece of information which presentsitsel f
as beingdirectly re-acquired from my past experience, in away which excludesthe essential
intervention of reasoning or testimony. Thus (8) might bethe correct description of (acentral

case of) episodic memory:

(8) I have a memory experience which carries the information that there was a
book on thetable, and this piece of information presentsitself asbeing directly

re-acquired from my past experience.

If we adopt thisdescription of episodic memory, Goethe’ sProblemisdealt withina
very special way. Episodic memory isthe experience of re-acquiring apiece of informationas
something which is taken directly from the past experience itself, without the essential
mediation of reasoning or testimony. More generally, episodic memory givesme areason to
believethat it comesdirectly from my own past experience becausethefact that it doessois

presented in the memory experienceitself. However, the notion of “coming directly from

20 Similar points apply to Locke's and William James' theories of memory. For Locke, memory is the capacity
of the mind “to revive perceptions, which it has once had, with this additional perception annexed to them, that it
has had them before” (Locke, 1997: 148). For James, “memory proper [...] is the knowledge of an event, or fact
[...] with the additional consciousness that we have [...] experienced it before” (1890: 648). If | am right, these
are crucially incompl ete descriptions of episodic memory.
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one’ sown past experience” isinterpreted hereinacrucially different way thaninthe accounts
presented above in Sections 3 and 4. There is no suggestion that the meta-representational
information carried by memory is preserved at the personal level from the time of the past
experience to the present; very often, my episodic memory won’t involve a continuous
information-link from past to present. Of course, there must be some subpersonal link
betweenthe past experience and the present memory, but thislink is not supposed to ground,
at the personal level, an episodic memory at each time between past and present. At best, the
link must guarantee that the relevant memory can be gained.

It isworth comparing the present account with proposals made by two authorsfrom
quite different philosophical horizons. Merleau-Ponty, just after having stressed the non-
inferential character of genuine memory (“memory that reachesto the past”), writesabout his

memory of when he ordered a particular English cloth:

When|...] | find again the concrete origin of the memory, itisbecauseitisreplacedin
aparticular stream of fear and hope which goesfrom Munichtothewar; itisbecause|

go back to thelost time; and it isbecause, from the considered moment to my present,

the chain of retentions and the successive overlapping horizons ensure a continuous
path (1945: translated from p. 478).

What M erleau-Ponty seemsto suggest isthat agenuine memory must enable one to
“seethrough the past” to the remembered experience. He would probably agreethat in cases
inwhichtheremembered information isessentially relayed by testimony or reasoning, there
isno continuous path (once again, at the personal level) leading to the original experience.
Thereis precisely no path of thiskind in the example discussed above, when (7) wasrejected
as a non-perspicuous account of episodic memory.

Some years earlier (in 1927), G. F. Stout proposed a similar account. He draws a
distinction between reminiscence, that is what we call here “episodic memory”, and
retentiveness, which concernsin general the persistencein the present of theresults of past

mental processes. He writes:
Inremembering past experience as such we are cognisant of it aspast relatively to our

own actual present in the moment of remembering it. Our total object isacomplex

unity which includes present and past in relation to each other. We are aware of the
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actual present as continued back into acertain past specially connected with it; and of
this past as prolonged forward to the present (1930: 175).

| have no objection to this account of episodic memory, except perhaps asfar asthe
notion of retentiveness is concerned. Stout says that retentiveness is an indispensable
condition of reminiscence. If “retentiveness’ means that there is a continuous causal link,
possibly at the subpersonal level, between past experience and present memory, heissurely
right. If, on the other hand, he meansthat there must be an information-link between past and
present at the personal level, | disagree. As | said before, the phenomenon of suddenly
remembering something seemsto indicate that epi sodic memory involvesthe re-acquisition of
apiece of information which has not been preserved by thesubject, whether doxastically or
otherwise.

Notethat the claim that episodic memory presents a piece of information as something
whichisdirectly connected to one’s past experience does not entail that the subject isalways
in aposition to keep track of the time or date of the original experience. The subject might
have the strong feeling that he recently saw the book he is now looking for, without being
able to remember exactly when. Indeed, he might remember two past experiences asbeing
connected to the present and be unable to recover from his memory the temporal relations
between the experiences, or their relative order.* What isimportant is that at least some
episodic memories provide more precise temporal information about theremembered events,
and that in general the subject can legitimately impose on hismemory aconception of time as
linear (cf. Campbell, 1997).

Finally, the present analysis of episodic memory can account for the following
situation. | have a visual experience of seeing a book which is a complete hallucination,
although | do not know it. Later, | have amemory experience of seeing the book whichisnot
veridical, and | may know it, if | realized in between that my past visual experience was an
hallucination. How isit possible, then, to remember my past hallucination itself? | suggest
that whereas my past experience was a hallucination, my present memory isonly anillusion.
Here | mean something like Austin’s (1962) notion of an illusion, according to which an
experienceisillusory if something is perceived as having the wrong properties. Similarly,
thereis something veridical in my present memory experience: | am not presented with the

fact that there was abook on thetable (for there was no such fact), but | am presented with the

L The matter is different if the content of memory includes specific indexical concepts like “yesterday” or “the
day before yesterday” .



fact that apiece of information (whichisin fact misinformation) comesdirectly from my past
experience. Thus| can remember the past experienceitself eventhoughit did not warrant the

information that there was a book on the table.

86 Conclusion

In this essay, | have explored an intermediary position between two antagonist
conceptions of memory: on the one hand, a conception of memory as a mere form of
knowledge, involving possession of information preserved over time (the “purely
preservative” view of memory), and on the other hand, aconception of memory asagenuine
source of knowledge and information, possibly acquired for thefirst time. Thereisanintimate
connection, then, between memories being purely preservativeand them being not episodic.
The mental state which | am in when | have afactual memory is much like the one |l wasin
before, whereasthe fact that my episodic memory has been caused in acertain way has made
adifferenceto what kind of mental stateiti s(and not only to what kind of content it has). | do
not want to exclude a priori the possibility of reflexive factual memories, whose causal
history is somehow written into their contents, but we have to realize that the range of
episodic memory isin asense muchwider. In particular, | can have an episodic memory of a
past scene even though thereisno information-link at the personal level (let aloneareflexive
information-1ink) connecting past and present.

Episodic memory requires meta-representational abilities, sinceits content describes
or refersto aprevious experience, and isessentially reflexive. Thecoreinformation carried
by thisform of memory need not bereflexive, though. Itistheinformation originally acquired
by the subject, typicdly through perception. So how should we explain the striking fact that
we have episodic memories only of events experienced at times when the meta
representational abilities are in place? Asthe Editors remind me, the theory that thereisa
necessary connection between childhood amnesia and the development of meta
representational abilitiesisactually quite controversial, and the fact that our first memories
come on the scene at roughly the same time as these abilities might be amere coincidence.
Still, I shall end this chapter with a brief and speculative remark about why | think the

conception of episodic memory sketched hereisnot utterly incompatible with therebeing a
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connection between episodic memory and the emergence of metarepresentational abilities,
wherever the truth lies with this particular issue.??

Aswe saw, thereisasenseinwhich (episodic) memory isakind of “vision” through
our past lifeto theremembered experience. Now perhapssuch a“vision” ispossibleonly if
the subject is at | east capable of self-consciousness at any time between the remembered
experience and the present. How can we “see” through our past lifeif it consistsin amere
succession of first-order mental states and episodes, neither unified nor bound together by any
reflection? In this perspective, episodic memory requires a present exercise of self-
consciousness, but it also requiresthat the capacity of self-consciousnessbein placefromthe
remembered experienceto the present. Since such a capacity appearsto emergeat aroundthe
age of 3 or 4, the phenomenon of childhood amnesiawould be explained by the presence of a
“block”, at about that time, beyond which episodic memory issimply blind. Of course, thisis
merely aspeculation, and further work on the roleof self-consciousnessin episodic memory
iscalled for.

22 For further reflection on the relationship between self-consciousness and episodic memory development, cf.
McCormack and Hoerl (forthcoming).
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