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No eternal truth in GAPS

Endel Tulving

Department of Psychology, University of Toronto, Taronto, Ontario, Canada
M5S 1A1

Watkins has good things to say about Elements (Tulving
1983; 1984), but also expresses four sorts of misgivings
about some of its contents. First, he charges me with
ambivalence toward process-structure dualism. [ deny
the charge, and have no idea why he thinks that I claimed
all my concepts to be “really functions.” As long as [
remember, I have believed that any psychological theory
of memory that does not rely on both structural concepts
and functional ones is doomed to failure. The history of
our field offers ample testimony to the simple fact that
neither category suffices by itself.
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Continuing Commentary

Watkins’s second complaint is that the distinction be-
tween episodic and semantic memory in Part I is not
related well to the work on episodic memory that I
describe in Parts II and III. That is not quite true. The
latter two parts of the book illustrate the usefulness of the
distinction as well as the synergistic involvement of both
systems in memory performance. For example, one of the
basic tenets of the notion of encoding specificity is that a
strong semantic association between items A and B is no
guarantee that one is an effective episodic retrieval cue for
the other. For another example, two major concepts of
the synergistic ecphory model are the episodic memory
trace and the semantic retrieval cue. But Watkins's com-
plaint is justified in that I failed to treat the connection
formally, or at least explicitly. Watkins is also right in his
perception that retrieval processes in episodic and se-
mantic memory had become more similar in 1983 than
they had been in 1972, as well as his observation that such
a state of affairs weakens the distinction between the two.

In his third criticism, regarding the uncertainties of the
distinction between procedural and propositional memo-
ry, Watkins slips into the 1983 error of assuming some
sort of a one-to-one correspondence between tasks and
systems. Since the assumption is generally recognized to
be wrong in 1988, the criticism misses the mark.

Watkins's most telling criticism is the fourth one: the
“puzzle” of the conversion threshold in the diagram of the
synergistic ecphory model. 1 offered that diagram in
Elements as a graphic illustration of the essential compo-
nents of the model. When it is taken literally, trouble
arises. Watkins makes the problem clear: The diagram
depicted in Figure 14.3 invites the assumption of ordinal
properties of the two scales; this assumption is at variance
with the conceptualization of cues and traces as qualita-
tively different feature bundles. I was not totally unaware
of the problem, but responded to its existence by equiv-
ocation. Thus, 1 said in Elements (p. 314) that the diagram
depicts the model “in only a very rough fashion,” and that
its “scale units cannot be specified.” Watkins's suggestion
for the modification of the diagram is an excellent one.
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