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Persona l  Memory ,  Generi c Memory ,  an d Skill :  A  Re -

Analysis of the Episodic-Semantic Distinction 

William F. Brewer 

Department of Psychology 
Universit y o f  Illinoi s 

603 E .  Danie l  Stree t 
Champaign ,  Illinoi s 6182 0 

The purpos e o f  thi s pape r  i s t o propos e tha t 
human memor y mus t  b e aneilyze d int o thre e basi c 
types :  persona l  memory ,  generi c memory ,  an d skills . 
Thi s analysi s wil l  onl y dea l  wit h productiv e mem-
or y system s an d s o wil l  no t  cove r  recognitio n mem-
ory .  Afte r  th e classificatio n i s presented ,  i t  wil l 
be use d a s a  framewor k t o examin e th e initia l  wor k 
of  Ebbinghau s (1885 )  an d th e episodic-semanti c dis -
tinctio n propose d b y Tulvln g (1972) . 
In order to make the distinction between the 
thre e type s o f  memor y clear ,  conside r  th e followin g 
example :  A n undergraduat e goe s t o Ch e psycholog y 
buildin g fo r  a  psycholog y experiment .  H e find s hi s 
way t o th e correc t  room ,  hesitate s a  minute ,  knock s 
on th e door ,  an d goe s Inside .  H e see s th e experi -
mente r  an d a  memor y dru m i n a  smal l  bar e room .  Af -
te r  som e preliminar y instructions ,  h e i s give n a 
number  o f  trial s o n a  lon g paired-associat e list . 
One o f  th e item s o n th e lis t  i s  th e pai r  DAX—FRIG-
ID .  Afte r  th e experimen t  i s ove r  h e breathe s a 
sig h o f  relie f  an d leave s th e experimenta l  room . 
Thi s on e even t  ca n b e use d Co illustrat e Ch e chre e 
type s o f  memory : 

Personal memory. If, the next day, the under-
graduat e wer e asked ,  "D o yo u remembe r  th e psycholog y 
experimen t  yo u wer e i n yesterday? "  h e migh t  sa y 
somethin g like :  "Sure ,  I  remembe r  walkin g dow n t o 
th e roo m fro m th e elevator .  I  remembe r  feelin g ner -
vou s a s I  stoo d ther e i n fron t  o f  th e door .  I  re -
member  openin g th e doo r  an d seein g th e experimente r 
standin g behin d th e table .  I  remembe r  bein g sur -
prise d sh e wa s a  woman.  Sh e ha d a  whit e laborator y 
coa t  on ,  etc. "  I f  h e wer e asked ,  "Wa s anythin g go -
in g throug h you r  min d whil e yo u wer e tellin g m« al l 
this? "  Ch e undergraduat e migh t  sa y somechln g lik e 
"Tes ,  I  wa s seein g i n my mind' s ey e muc h o f  wha c I 
tol d you .  I  coul d se e th e door ,  th e expressio n o n 
th e experimenter' s fac e whe n I  opene d th e door ,  etc. " 
I t  i s  thi s typ e o f  memor y tha t  wil l  b e calle d per -
sona l  memor y i n thi s paper . 

Generic memory. If, some months later, the 
undergraduat e wer e asked ,  "D o yo u remembe r  cha t  yo u 
wer e i n a  verbal-learnin g experimen t  severa l  month s 
ago? "  h e migh t  say ,  "Yes. "  I f  asked ,  "Wa s any -
Chin g goin g chroug h you r  min d whil e yo u wer e givin g 
me thi s answer? "  h e migh t  say ,  "No ,  I  jus t  kne w tha t 
I  ha d bee n i n th e experiment .  Ther e wer e fou r  ex -
periment s require d fo r  th e course—tw o wer e fillin g 
out  socia l  psycholog y questionnaires ,  on e wa s a  per -
ceptio n experiment ,  an d th e othe r  on e wa s th e ver -
bal-learnin g experiment. "  Thi s I s a n exampl e o f 
th e typ e o f  memor y tha t  wil l  b e calle d generi c mem-
ory . 

Skill. If, some days later, the undergraduate 
wer e asked ,  "Whe n I  giv e yo u a  nonsens e syllabl e 
yo u tel l  me wha t  wor d followed .  DAX?"  ,  h e wil l 
probabl y sa y "FRIGID. "  I f  asked ,  "Wa s anythin g 
goin g throug h you r  min d whe n yo u gav e th e answer? " 
he migh t  say ,  "No ,  I  ha d practice d th e lis t  s o man y 
time s I  jus t  kne w wha t  th e respons e was. "  Thi s I s 
an exampl e o f  rot e memory ,  on e typ e o f  skill . 
This example was intended to provide an intui-
tiv e understandin g o f  th e distinctio n betwee n Ch e 
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Chre e Cype s o f  memory .  Th e nex C secCio n attempt s t o 
giv e a  genera l  descriptio n o f  eac h type .  Thi s ap -
proac h t o huma n memor y i s a n attemp t  t o giv e a  psy -
chologica l  versio n o f  th e relevan t  philosophica l 
work s o n memor y i n Ch e las c 7 0 year s (Bergson ,  1911 ; 
Russell ,  1921 ;  Furlong ,  1951 ;  vo n Leyden ,  1961 ;  Mal -
colm ,  1963 ;  Locke ,  1971) . 

Persona l ry .  A  persona l  memor y i s a  recol -
lectio n o f  a  particula r  episod e I n Ch e pas c o f  a n 
Individual .  Persona l  memor y i s (always? )  exper -
ience d i n term s o f  som e typ e o f  menta l  imagery — 
predominantl y visual .  I c usuall y als o include s non -
Imaglna l  InformaCion .  Th e imag e i s experience d a s 
Che represenCaCio n o f  a  particula r  tim e an d loca -
tion .  Th e persona l  memor y episod e I s accompanie d 
by a  propositlona l  attitud e tha t  'thi s occurre d i n 
th e past '  an d i s accompanie d b y a  belie f  tha t  th e 
remembere d episod e wa s personall y experience d b y 
th e individual .  A  persona l  memor y i s als o frequent -
l y accompanie d b y a  belie f  tha t  i t  i s  a  veridica l 
recor d o f  th e pas c episode .  Persona l  memor y scate -
ment s frequentl y fl C Ch e linguisti c frame :  " I  re -
member  X. "  Thus ,  i n Ch e abov e example :  " I  remembe r 
Che expressio n o n Ch e experimenter' s face. " 
Generic memory. A generic memory is Che recall 
of  som e ite m o f  genera l  knowledge .  Generi c memor y 
i s no c experience d a s havin g occurre d a t  a  particu -
la r  tim e an d locatio n an d i s no t  accompanie d b y a 

belie f  Cha C Ch e InformaCio n wa s personall y exper -
ience d b y Ch e individual .  Generi c memor y state -
ment s frequentl y fi t  Ch e linguisti c frame :  " I  re -
member  Cha C X. "  Thus ,  i n Ch e earlie r  example :  " I 
remember  cha t  I  wa s i n a  verba l  learnin g experi -
ment. "  Semanti c memor y i s th e subclas s o f  generi c 
memory whic h involve s th e memor y fo r  abstrac c prop -
oslciona l  InformaCion—fo r  example :  'goo d i s Ch e 
opposlc e o f  bad '  o r  'ch e spee d o f  ligh c i s a  con -
scanc '  Th e operaclo n o f  semanci c memor y doe s no C 
typicall y carr y alon g wit h i t  a n experienc e o f  men -
ta l  imagery .  Thu s whe n asked ,  "Wha c i s Ch e oppo -
slc e o f  good? "  th e correc t  answe r  I s give n wlchou c 
repor c o f  an y menca l  imagery .  Percepcua l  memor y 
I s Ch e subclas s o f  generi c memor y whic h Involve s 
Che memor y fo r  perceptua l  Information—fo r  exam -
ple :  a  map o f  th e Unite d State s o r  th e Statu e o f 
Liberty .  Th e operatio n o f  generi c perceptua l  mem-
or y doe s typicall y involv e menta l  imagery .  Thus , 
I f  asked ,  "I s Oklahom a t o th e sout h o f  Kansas? "  o r 
"Whic h han d o f  th e SCaCue o f  Liberc y hold s ch e 
corch?" ,  mos c individual s wil l  repor t  a  "generic " 
menta l  Image .  Thes e generi c image s ar e no t  typi -
call y experience d a s Involvin g a  parclcula r  tim e 
and location .  Th e similaritie s an d difference s be -
twee n a  generi c perceptua l  memor y an d a  persona l 
memory ca n b e examine d b y th e followin g exercise . 
Recal l  th e cente r  o f  you r  universit y campu s (1.=. , 
for m a  menta l  map) ;  no w recal l  you r  mos t  recen t 
wal k acros s tha t  campus .  Th e firs t  i s  a  generi c 
perceptua l  memory ;  ch e secon d i s a  persona l  memory . 

Skill. A skill is Che ability to perform a 
give n sequenc e o f  moto r  o r  cognitiv e actions .  A 
practice d skil l  i s  typicall y no c accompanie d b y men -
ta l  imagery .  Ther e ar e a  numbe r  o f  subtype s o f 
skil l  tha t  nee d t o b e distinguished .  Moto r  skill s 
refe r  t o th e abilit y  t o carr y ou t  a  sequenc e o f  mo -



tor -  actlooa .  Thi s typ e o f  memor y underlie s th e a -
billt y  t o rid e a  bik e o r  hi t  a  tenni s ball .  Rot e 
skill s  refe r  t o th e abilit y  t o repea t  a  sequenc e o f 
linguisti c objects .  Thi s typ e o f  memor y underlie s 
th e abilit y  t o repea t  th e alphabe t  o r  giv e one' s so -
cia l  securit y number .  Cognitiv e skill s  refe r  t o th e 
abilit y  t o carr y ou t  som e sequenc e o f  cognitiv e op -
erations .  Thi s typ e o f  memor y underlie s th e abilit y 
t o tak e th e squar e roo t  o f  a  numbe r  o r  Co mak e Ch e 
ver b agre e i n numbe r  wit h th e subjec t  i n a  spoke n 
sentence .  Man y statement s involvin g skill s  fi t  th e 
linguisti c frame :  " I  remembe r  ho w t o d o X. "  Thus , 
" I  remembe r  ho w t o rid e a  bike ,  ho w t o sa y th e al -
phabet ,  ho w t o tak e a  squar e root. "  I n th e nex t 
sectio n o f  th e pape r  th e framewor k develope d abov e 
i s used . 

EbbinghauB. Gbblnghaus' 1885 monograph showed 
tha t  i t  wa s possibl e t o carr y ou t  experiment s o n hu -
man memory .  However ,  I n additio n t o thi s powerfu l 
achievemen t  hi s wor k als o serve d t o limi t  th e exper -
imenta l  Investigatio n o f  memor y t o a  particula r  sub -
clas s o f  memory—tha t  o f  skill .  I n th e initia l 
page s o f  th e 188 5 monograp h Gbblnghau s contrast s 
persona l  memor y wit h skills .  H e apparentl y chos e 
t o focu s o n skil l  memor y fo r  methodologica l  rea -
son s (i.e. ,  n o nee d t o us e Introspectiv e data) .  I n 
fact ,  withi n th e are a o f  rot e skills ,  h e chos e th e 
saving s metho d ove r  th e recal l  procedur e becaus e h e 
fel t  ther e migh t  stil l  b e a n Importan t  phenomena l 
component  t o recal l  tasks ,  wherea s wit h th e saving s 
metho d h e woul d jus t  b e comparin g (behavioral )  per -
formanc e measures .  Thi s initia l  methodologica l  de -
cisio n b y Ebbinghati s ha d a n enormou s impac t  o n psy -
chology—fo r  8 5 year s i n psycholog y th e stud y o f 
memory wa s th e stud y o f  rot e skills . 

Tulving. In the late 1960's a few psycholo-
gist s wer e abl e t o brea k ou t  o f  th e Ebbinghau s fo -
cus o n skill s  an d bega n t o carr y ou t  experiment s o n 
semanti c memor y (e.g. ,  Collin s &  Quillian ,  1969) . 
I n a  semina l  pape r  Tulvin g (1972 )  pointe d ou t  th e 
fundamenta l  differenc e i n thi s typ e o f  experimen t 
and formulate d th e distinctio n betwee n semanti c mem-
or y an d episodi c memory .  Th e definitio n o f  seman -
ti c memor y outline d abov e essentiall y  follow s Tul -
ving' s usage .  However ,  Tulving' s restrictio n o f 
thi s typ e o f  memor y t o linguisti c knowledg e seeme d 
to o narrow ,  s o I  adopte d th e ter m generi c memor y fo r 
th e large r  clas s an d th e ter m semanti c memor y fo r 
th e propositlona l  subclas s (se e Hlntzman ,  1978 ,  an d 
Schonflel d &  Stones ,  1979 ,  fo r  simila r  arguments) . 

The construct of episodic memory, as used by 
Tulving ,  i s  harde r  t o dea l  with .  When i t  i s  define d 
i n abstrac t  terms ,  i t  seem s clos e t o persona l  memor y 
as outline d above .  Thus ,  Tulvin g state s tha t  epi -
sodi c memor y "store s Informatio n abou t  temporall y 
date d episode s o r  event s an d temporal-spatia l  re -
lation s amon g thes e events "  (p .  385 )  an d propose s 
tha t  statement s fro m episodi c memor y refe r  t o " a 
persona l  experienc e tha t  i s remembere d i n it s tem -
poral-spatia l  relatio n t o othe r  suc h experienced ' 
(p .  387) .  However ,  th e example s give n b y Tulvin g 
sugges t  tha t  thing s ar e no t  tha t  simple .  Thus ,  on e 
of  th e 4  example s o f  episodi c memor y wa s th e state -
ment ,  "Las t  year ,  whil e o n my summer  vacation ,  I 
met  a  retire d se a captai n wh o kne w mor e joke s tha n 
any othe r  perso n I  hav e eve r  me t  "  (p .  386) .  Take n 
at  fac e valu e thi s appear s t o b e a n exampl e o f  gen -
eri c memor y a s th e ter m ha s bee n use d i n thi s paper . 
A clea r  exampl e o f  a  persona l  memor y woul d hav e bee n 
a statemen t  suc h as ,  " I  remembe r  sittin g o n th e 
stoo l  a c th e bar ,  drinkin g a  ho t  todd y whil e h e 
tol d th e travelin g sailo r  joke ,  etc. "  On e o f  th e 
othe r  example s suggest s a  mor e fundamenta l  difficul -
ty .  " I  kno w th e wor d tha t  wa s paire d wit h DAX i n thi s lis t  wa s FRIGI D "  (p .  387) .  I n term s o f  th e classificatio n suggeste d abov e thi s i s eithe r  a n 

exampl e o f  generi c memor y (" I  remembe r  tha t  DAX 
was th e wor d paire d wit h FRIGID" )  o r  a n exampl e o f 
a rot e skil l  (give n DAX th e subjec t  say s "FRIG -
ID") .  Th e latter  Interpretatio n I s supporte d b y 
Tulving' s statemen t  tha t  th e typica l  memor y exper -
imen t  I n psycholog y I s a n episodi c memor y tas k (p . 
390) .  Thus ,  th e ter m episodi c memor y a s use d b y 
Tulvin g apparentl y Include s persona l  memory ,  plu s 
semanti c memorie s abou t  autobiographica l  Informa -
tion ,  plu s skills .  I n sum ,  th e analysi s presente d 
her e suggest s tha t  th e distinctio n betwee n semanti c 
and episodi c memor y b e replace d b y th e mor e analyti c 
distinctio n betwee n persona l  memory ,  generi c memory , 
and skill . 
Research on personal memory. The classifica-
tio n o f  memor y int o thre e basi c type s ha s powerfu l 
implication s fo r  empirica l  research .  I t  i s  clea r 
tha t  th e Importan t  topi c o f  persona l  memor y ha s bee n 
littl e studie d b y experimenta l  psychologist s (prob -
abl y becaus e o f  th e residua l  restriction s lef t  b y 
Behaviorism) .  A t  Illinoi s w e ar e currentl y tryin g 
t o as k som e o f  th e relevan t  questions :  What  ar e th e 
basi c parameter s o f  persona l  memory ? (Brewer ,  i n 
preparation )  Ar e persona l  memorie s veridical ? re -
constructed ? (Brewer ,  i n preparation )  Ho w ar e gen -
eri c memorie s derive d fro m persona l  memories ? (Brew -
er  &  Dupree ,  i n preparation )  What  ar e th e phenom -
ena l  propertie s associate d wit h th e differen t  type s 
of  memory ? (Brewe r  &  Pani ,  i n progress) . 
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