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A remembered event can retain real information without being a

replay of the original experience. This possibility changes what a

memory experiment must explain. It must account for both persis-

tence and transformation: what remains available, what is omitted,

what is reorganized and what is added when a person responds.

The development of reconstructive accounts did not establish that

all memories are false. Nor did it make earlier measurements of

learning and retention obsolete. It expanded the question from

how much influence of an earlier experience survives to how that

influence is assembled into a present recollection.

1. Retention can be measured without perfect recall

Ebbinghaus investigated learning and relearning of syllable series

under controlled conditions. Comparing the effort required

initially with the effort required later provided a measure of

savings. A series might not be freely reproduced at a later time

and yet be relearned more easily than it was first learned. [1]

That result already complicates a simple opposition between a

fully present memory and a wholly erased one. Failure to recall

does not imply that the prior experience has left no measurable

consequence. The experimental question depends on the

operation used to detect retention.

For a simplified illustration, suppose initial learning takes 100

units of work and relearning to the same criterion takes 60. The

THE UNIVERSE AND ITS OBSERVERS

1



saving is 40 units, or 40 percent of the initial work. This is not 

Ebbinghaus’s recorded data or his complete correction procedure.

It shows why relearning and free recall can provide different

measures of the same learning history.

The method also has limits. A percentage of saved work is not

literally a percentage of a stored image that survives. It is a relation

between performances under a defined procedure. Ebbinghaus

himself discussed disturbing influences and the limited sphere in

which his method approached the problem. [1]

2. Meaning changes the experimental object

Bartlett’s Remembering, published in 1932, investigated the repro-

duction of meaningful material and developed a reconstructive

account. His attention to an “effort after meaning” concerned how

material was connected with prior knowledge and organized

activity. The remembered response could be shaped by those

relations rather than preserve an itemized copy. [2]

The methodological contrast should not be inflated into a claim

that one investigator discovered genuine memory while the other

measured something irrelevant. Deliberately constrained material

helps isolate some influences. Meaningful stories make other

influences visible. The tasks answer different questions, and

neither automatically stands for every occasion of remembering.

A retelling can preserve the general direction of a story while

altering details that were unfamiliar or difficult to integrate. Such

transformations invite an explanation in terms of the organization

of remembering. But identifying a plausible schema after seeing a

distortion is not, on its own, a uniquely predictive model. The

account becomes stronger when it constrains which changes

should occur under specified conditions.
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3. Reconstruction has to be distinguished from mere loss

Imagine an original account that mentions a person placing a

sealed envelope on a table. A later report might omit the table,

change the envelope’s color or add that it contained a letter. These

invented examples illustrate different discrepancies. Omission,

substitution and an inferred addition need not share 

one mechanism.

An investigator must therefore specify what counts as accurate

retention and what counts as reconstruction. If every departure

from verbatim repetition is assigned to one process, the explana-

tion risks becoming unfalsifiable. A compressed but faithful para-

phrase is not the same result as confidently reporting an event that

never occurred.

The comparison also depends on the original record. Without a

sufficiently reliable reference event, a discrepancy between two

reports does not identify which report changed or why. 

Experiments gain leverage by controlling what was presented,

what information followed and how recollection was elicited.

4. Later information becomes an experimental variable

Loftus and Palmer’s 1974 study varied wording in questions about

filmed automobile collisions. The wording influenced reported

speed estimates, and a later question examined reports of broken

glass. The study made the relation between post-event language

and subsequent reporting experimentally manipulable. [3]

This kind of result must be interpreted carefully. An effect on an

answer can involve changes in memory, response expectations,

interpretation of the question or some combination. 

Demonstrating that reports depend on wording is not identical to
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proving that the original experience has been 

completely overwritten.

The valuable change is the construction of contrasts. Groups can

view the same event but receive different later information. If their

reports differ systematically, the explanation cannot rest solely on

differences in the event witnessed. Further manipulations can then

investigate whether the effect persists across delays and 

different tests.

5. A familiar meaning can support an unfamiliar
recollection

Roediger and McDermott’s 1995 experiments showed that people

studying lists of related words could later report a strongly associ-

ated word that had not been presented. This supplies a different

route to a reconstructive problem: the relation among studied

items can support an erroneous report without a later question

explicitly supplying the missing word. [4]

The result does not mean that studying words normally produces

nothing but false memories. Accurate reports and systematic

errors coexist. Their coexistence is precisely what a useful theory

must explain. A process that extracts relations can help organize

material while also making a related but absent item feel familiar.

Nor can rates from a word-list task be transferred directly to auto-

biographical events. Materials, emotional significance, delay,

repeated retrieval and the availability of external records differ. A

laboratory paradigm identifies a reproducible possibility and a

tractable mechanism question; generalization requires 

additional evidence.

THE UNIVERSE AND ITS OBSERVERS

4



6. What the reconstructive account changed

Memory ceased to be adequately characterized by a single

quantity of surviving content. Investigators also needed to explain

the form taken by a present response. Prior knowledge, the task

and information encountered after the event became candidate

contributors to that response.

This does not erase stable retention or imply that confidence is

always misplaced. It separates confidence, accuracy and the

process generating a report so that their relationships can be

measured. It also distinguishes a theory of remembering from a

verdict about the truth of any particular person’s account.

The conceptual break was therefore not a replacement of memory

by invention. It was the recognition that retaining information and

reconstructing an answer can be parts of the same system. An

account of that system must explain its successes and its character-

istic errors together, without turning either into the 

whole phenomenon.

Related reading

BRK Article 019, “The adult brain becomes a changing system,”

examines evidence for changes in neural responses while keeping

those measurements distinct from claims about a particular 

remembered experience.
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