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Ebbinghaus’s Memory: What Did He Learn and Remember?

Endel Tulving
University of Toronto, Toronto, Ontario, Canada

Ebbinghaus held a unitary view of learning and memory. Yet it is possible to
discern rudimentary evidence for different kinds of learning and memory even in
Ebbinghaus’s original research. The different kinds include memory underlying
recollective experience (episodic memory) that has been declared to be epiphe-
nomenal by Slamecka (1985). I argue that all the different kinds could have been
studied by Ebbinghaus, and can be studied now, using the same general methods
that Ebbinghaus adopted for his own epoch-making work a hundred years ago.

The sharp focus of Ebbinghaus’s experi-
mental work belies the breadth of his vision
of memory. In his epoch-making monograph
(Ebbinghaus, 1885/1964) and especially in
his masterful textbook of psychology (Eb-
binghaus, 1902), he treats memory in its
broadest sense, doing so in an enlightened
manner befitting a great thinker. The analysis
of the concept of association is interwoven
with "anecdotes and examples of memory
phenomena in everyday life; the discussion
of the role of similarity relations in metaphors
is juxtaposed with ponderings about memory
in animals; and references to what we would
now refer to as source amnesia and the
important role that organization plays in
memory are made in passing as if they were
facts beyond any dispute.

True to his own time, Ebbinghaus regarded
memory as a mental phenomenon. The two
terms he used most frequently to refer to the
general category of manifestations of memory
were “Vorstellungen” and “Seelische Ge-
bilde”, usually translated into English as
*“ideas” and “mental states.” Both these con-
cepts lose slightly in translation, inasmuch as
the German terms connote the involvement
of imagery and consciousness in the mental
structures they designate in a way that their
English equivalents do not quite do. This was
important to Ebbinghaus in that he was
greatly concerned with the relation between
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memory and consciousness. He dealt with
the relation on the very first two pages of his
1885 monograph, equating “remembering”
with the return to consciousness of earlier
mental states.

Consciousness and Recollective Experience

In Elements of Episodic Memory (Tulving,
1983), I suggested that, with respect to con-
sciousness, Ebbinghaus’s thinking was ahead
of succeeding generations of toilers in the
field that he created, who, until most recently,
have seldom raised questions concerning the
role of consciousness in memory (cf. Klatzky,
1984; Tulving, 1985b; Underwood, 1979).
Now Slamecka, in his wide-ranging review of
Ebbinghaus, his work, and his influence on
the field (Slamecka, 1985) remonstrates that
I unjustly blamed Ebbinghaus for the short-
comings of his successors. [ had said that,
“Had Ebbinghaus . . . clearly articulated the
difference between remembering past episodes
and knowledge of their symbolic contents,
the history of verbal learning and memory
might have been quite different” (Tulving,
1983, p. 129). Slamecka maintains that “Eb-
binghaus did clearly articulate the difference,
and even went on to report the first data
ever collected on its behalf ” (Slamecka, 1985,
p. 430).

Ebbinghaus, in one of his experiments,
had observed an apparent discrepancy be-
tween what he remembered about learning
the series of nonsense syllables and what his
saving measure indicated about the retention
of the learned series. (I will describe the
situation somewhat more fully later). Al-
though Ebbinghaus himself chose not to draw
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any “general conclusions™ from his observa-
tions, confining his treatment of them “to
pointing out this noteworthy fact” (Ebbing-
haus, 1885/1964, p. 59).! Slamecka has seen
fit to draw one such conclusion, together with
a provocative corollary. The conclusion is
that recollective experience in Ebbinghaus’s
experiment(s) was an “epiphenomenon” (Sla-
mecka, 1985, p. 431). The corollary consisted
of Slamecka’s opinion that it is difficult to
study recollective experience anyhow, because
of “the problem of a lack of any independent,
objective, accuracy indicator” (Slamecka,
1985, p. 431).

Having made a number of statements re-
garding the central role that recollective ex-
perience plays in episodic remembering in
Elements—statements that Slamecka (1985,
p. 430) quotes—I obviously cannot sit idly
by when the field of study that our revered
founder created appears to be condemned
forever to a fate of endless quantification of
the extent to which people are capable of
behaving like time-delayed copy machines. In
this article, I will argue that Ebbinghaus’s
“noteworthy fact” can be regarded as evidence
for the dissociation of two kinds of memory,
and that another fact that emerged from his
research points to the existence of a third
kind of memory. | will further argue that
none of the three kinds of memory is epi-
phenomenal and that all can be studied in a
manner of which Ebbinghaus would have
approved.

The question of whether memory is in
some sense unitary or whether it consists of
different kinds, or different systems, is cur-
rently under scrutiny (e.g., Oakley, 1983;
Tulving, 1984, 1985a; Weinberger, McGaugh,
& Lynch, in press). This is why this particular
issue raised by Slamecka (1985) may be more
than just of historical interest. We can air it
under the rubric of the question posed in the
title of this article: What did Ebbinghaus
learn and remember?

One type of evidence for the existence of
different kinds of memory is provided by
dissociations in memory performance: An
independent variable affects one performance
but not another, or two or more groups of
subjects perform similarly on one task but
not on another. Ebbinghaus’s (1885/1964)
original research reveals evidence of two kinds
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of dissociation. One has to do with the relation
between semantic and procedural knowledge,
the other one with the relation between se-
mantic and procedural knowledge on the one
hand and episodic knowledge on the other.

Ebbinghaus’s Method

In order to understand the first dissociation
in Ebbinghaus’s findings, we must be quite
clear about the method that he used. Sla-
mecka (1985) has reminded us what it was.
Its truly unique aspect was the very rapid
rate at which Ebbinghaus, as the single subject
of all of his experiments, recited the series of
nonsense syllables: 150 syllables per minute,
or .4 s per syllable. Ebbinghaus considered a
series mastered when he could proceed
through its constituent syllables at this very
rapid rate without a single error or hesitation.
He does not tell us why he adopted this rate,
but we may surmise that it could have been
a part of his overall grand strategy of creating
conditions under which the effects of all prior
knowledge were eliminated and the learning
of a series carried out “solely by the influence
of the mere repetitions upon the natural
memory” (Ebbinghaus, 1885/1964, p. 25,
italics added).

Many people, even among those who have
always known that Ebbinghaus recited his
syllables at the rate of .4 s/syllable, may not
quite realize what a feat it is to recite by
heart a series of nonsense items at this pace.
The best way to find out what it means is to
try to learn, or observe someone else learn,
a serial list of nonsense items at Ebbinghaus’s
rate. It is difficult, taxing, and stressful. Even
Ebbinghaus, highly motivated and experi-
enced as he was, referred to his task as
“tiresome” (Ebbinghaus, 1885/1964, p. 25).
Most other people, especially in today’s worid,
are probably incapable of mastering any lon-
ger lists of nonsense syllables under these
conditions.

An Ebbinghausian Experiment

To convey an impression of the task, let
me briefly describe a simple, informal dem-

! Throughout this essay, page numbers given for Eb-
binghaus, 1885, refer to the 1964 Dover edition of the
translation of “Uber das Gedichtnis™















