Interview with Endel Tulving

Endel Tulving is University Professor at the University of
Toronto, He was born in 1927 in Estonia, and came to
Canada in 1949, He did his undergraduate work at the
University of Toronto and graduate work at Harvard. He
has been teaching in the Department of Psychology at
Toronto since 1956, with a four-year stint at Yale in the
early 1970s. His research has been concerned with hu-
man memory. His discoveries and the concepts he has
introduced o the feld include subjective organization,
input and output interference, the distinction berween
availability and accessibilicy of stored informartion, re-
trieval cue, cue-dependent forgetting, Tulving—Colotla
measure of primary memory, recognition failure of re-
callable words and names, the reduction method of de-
termining trace structures, Tulving—Wiseman function of
the relation between recognition and cued recall, encod-
ing specificity, synergistic ecphory, encoding/retrieval in-
teraction, perceptual and ecphoric similarity relations
in recognition, the distinction berween episodic and
semantic memory, the distinction berween noetic and
autonoetic consciousness, stochastic independence be-
tween perceptual priming and explicit memory mea-
sures, and the quasimemory system of perceptual
priming.

JOCN: Let us begin at the macrolevel, human memory.
What does it mean to have a theory of human memory?
Or, put differently, what must a theory of human memory
contain for it o reflect the known complexity of the
process?

ET: I trust that you are talking about theories about
human memaory, rather than theories of memory as such,
A theory of memory would be something like a theory
of light, or a theory of evolution, that tells you what it
(light, evolution} is, and how its phenomena must be
what they are because of what the theory says they should
be, or how it is perfectly sensible that they are what they
are, There have not been any theories of memory of this
kind, and it is a reasonably safe bet that there never will
be anv.

Now, theories abowt memory are concerned with se-
lected, restricted sets of phenomena of memory; they
thereby escape facing the problem of complexity of
memory as such. In cognitive psychology, these "local”
theories represent, as you well know, variations on the
general theme of cognition as information processing,
S0, memory is thought of as consisting of the processes
of encoding, storing, and retrieving information, and
each of these processes consists of subprocesses. Phe-
nomena of memory are explained in terms of the char-
acteristics of these processes, and their interactions.
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As to the second part of yvour question, a theory of

something is an explanaton of that something, and
explain something means different things w different
people. Some think that memory will be explained—I
even fear that some might claim it will be understood—
when the underlying synapric mechanisms have been
identified. There are others who think that a computer
program, or 2 mathematical model, can explain memory,
or at least some of its phenomena. Berween these ex-
rremes are other, potentially more fruitful, basic orient-
ing attitudes, So, given these differences, vou will get
different suggestions as to what the theory must contain
o cope with the known process,
JOCN: Well, we are asking you. In particular, must a
cognitive theory about memory that would please vou
be stated in a way that could be tested by brain scientists?
ET: Sure! Bur an even beter idea might be o demand
that a cognitive theory be stated in a way that the Almighry
himself could pass judgment on. The point is that any
interesting cognitive theory about memory (or a cogni-
tive theory about some interesting phenomenon of mem-
oy —that is, bebarior or experience that can be classified
under the rubric—is utterly bevond the pale of most
methods and rechniques of today's brain science. Things
may change tomorrow, of course, and then we may want
to include physiological or even physical reality as a
criterion for evaluating cognitive theories, but right now
the insistence (vou said "must it be?”) on it would bring
about a quick demise of cognitive theories of memory.

Look, we have grear difficulries making psyvchological
sense of many things we observe about memory, that is,
just making up plausible, reasonably economical, and
internally consistent stories about those phenomena that
have caught the intellectual fancy of a particular gener-
ation of pracritioners. If we had to start worrying about
whether a favorite theory of ours is really true, that is,
how Mother Nature planned it all, or if we began ex-
pecting that people in some other branch of the science
of memory do so, we and they would probably freeze
in thought instantly.

JOCN: When people commonly think of memories, of
recalling past experience, they imagine the information
is somehow recorded in a particular site in the brain. Is
there anything wrong with that folk notion, the same
notion most brain scientists believe o be true? Or jump-
ing ahead, what are, say the five facts of memory that
brain scientists ought to be considering as they pursue
the physical dimensions of this problem?

ET: Let me just answer the first part of the question. We
will see later whether we get around to the second part.

There is nothing wrong én principle with the idea that
the informartion that is necessary for remembering some-
thing is recorded in a particular site in the brain. It is
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