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What Kind of a Hypothesis Is the Distinction
Between Episodic and Semantic Memory?

Endel Tulving
University of Toronto

The hypothesis that episodic and semantic memory represent different memory sysiems is an atiempt
at classification of phenomena and processes of learning and memory. The hypothetico-deductive
method of testing theories, as advocated by McKoon, Ratcliff, and Dell (1986), is not an appropriate
procedure for evaluating the validity of such classification. Instead, a broadly based approach aimed
at elucidating the brain/behavior and brain/cognition relations in learning and memory is called for.

Some time ago | published an essay in which [ presented “a
case for the possible heuristic usefulness of a taxonomic distine-
tion between episodic and semantic memory as two parallel and
partially overlapping memory systerns” (Tulving, 1972, p. 401},
Episodic memory, I suggested, deals with unique, concrete, per-
sonal, temporally dated events that the rememberer has wit-
nessed, whereas semantic memory involves general, abstract,
timeless knowledge that a person shares with others. Similar dis-
tinctions had been discussed by philosophers (e.g., Bergson, 1911)
and students of memory pathology (e.g., Claparede, 1911/1951;
Mielsen, 1958), but at the time of my essay these discussions had
not exerted much influence on the thinking of experimental psy-
chologists.

Like other ideas in science that are of more than passing in-
terest, the idea of multiple memory systems, too, was not created
in its final form at the outset. Since 1972 it has been revised and
maodified, and undoubtedly it will undergo further revisions and
modifications in the future. In a progress report on the distinction
some 10 years after the original essay (Tulving, 1983), | ventured
the opinion that sufficient evidence had become available to war-
rant taking seriously the hypothesis that the two systems are
differentiable not only in terms of their behavioral/cognitive
functions but also in terms of brain structures or mechanisms
subserving these functions. Such a separation between the sys-
tems, if true, means that one system is capable of operating in-
dependently of the other, that the operations of one system can
be globally enhanced or suppressed without comparable changes
in the activity of the other, and that the functioning of the two
systems “is governed at least partially by different principles”
(Tulving, 1983, p. 66). In a further development ut‘tbehyputhms.
I have (a) elaborated on the concept of *memory system™ (Tulv-
ing, 1984a); (b) proposed that the episodic system is embedded,
as a unique subsystem, in semantic memory (Tulving, 1984b,

The author's research is supported by the Matural Sciences and En-
gineering Research Council of Canada Grant Mo, A8632 and by a Special
Research Program Grant from the Connaught Fund, University of To-
ronto.

The author s grateful to Janine Law for editorial assistance,

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Endel
Tulving, Department of Psychology, University of Toronto, Toronto, On-
tario, Canada MSS 1AL,

307

1985a); (c) supgested that episodic and semantic memories are
characterized by different kinds of consciousness (Tulving,
1985h); and (d) related the episodic/semantic distinction to the
broader problem of classification of learning and memory (Tulv-
ing, 1985c). As a result, what had been a “potentially useful™
heuristic distinction in 1972 has now become a full-fledged hy-
pothesis, or theory, of the basic nature of memory.

Criticism of the Hypothesis

The heuristic usefulness of the distinction seems to have been
beyond dispute from the outset. As far as I know, not a single
student of memory has raised any questions about it. However,
the idea that the two systems are functionally and structurally
different—which henceforth in this note will be referred to as
“the distinction”—has ruminto a good deal of opposition and
has engendered a certain amount of controversy. In the opinion
of opponents and critics, it seems to violate the principle of par-
simony, The critics argue that the postulation of the distinction
is unwarranted not only because there is no convincing empirical
evidence supporting it but also because the phenomena seen as
relevant by the proponents of the distinction can be explained
within the framework of a unitary memory (e.g., Anderson &
Ross, 1980; Baddeley, 1984; Craik & Jacoby, 1979; Hintzman,
1984; Kihlstrom, 1984; Lachman & Naus, 1984; Roediger, 1984;
Roediger & Blaxton, in press).'

McEKoon, Rateliff, and Dell {1986) have now added a strong
voice to the chorus of dissent. They have assembled a large num-
ber of objections and criticisms of the distinction in a single
article and have elaborated them with zeal and vigor. Although
their review does not contain anything startlingly new—many
putative difficulties with the distinction have been mentioned by
other critics before—the McKoon et al. article is important be-
cause of its comprehensiveness and systematicity, McKoon and

! Curiously enough, few people seem to have bothered to ask the ques-
tion of why the distinction is so useful in the heuristic sense. The hypothesis
that episodic and semantic memory represent different systems would
provide a perfect answer to the question: “Because the distinction is real
by the standards of nature.” The unitary-memory theorists could pre-
sumably only scratch their collective heads in decp perplexity when con-
fronted by the query.







