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Pour les étudiants

Votre mission de traduction : traduire, à l’intention d’étudiants français en première année de psychologie, des extraits d’un livre d’introduction sur la mémoire humaine
The Dynamics of Human Memory
From: Cambridge University Press  By: Steven P.R. Rose

Section A: extrait de l’introduction au livre

Introduction
How much do we know about the workings of human memory? What are its abilities and limits? How has our understanding of the phenomenon evolved, and in what way is current scholarship changing our traditional conceptions? Steven Rose, professor of biology and the director of the Brain and Behaviour Research Group at the Open University, UK, reflects on some of these issues and, in the process, raises questions about, and offers insights into, a topic which has fascinated scientists, psychologists and philosophers for centuries.

Section B
It is not brains that make memories; it is people, who use their brains to do so. And animals, non-human animals, also make memories, and can learn and change their behaviour as a result of experience. Even some animals without much in the way of brains at all, just rather basic nervous systems, can do it. What this points to is the tremendous importance that the capacity to learn and remember has for the survival of animals. Plants do not need nervous systems, because all they have to do is to stand around with their arms—or branches--spread wide so that their leaves can catch the sun and photosynthesize. But animals which live on plants, and even more so animals which live on other animals, have to use their wits to find and capture their prey, and to avoid being eaten in their turn at least long enough to be able to reproduce.

Section C
Such ways of making a living in the world demand the development of sensitive sense organs, and the capacity to register and interpret the data provided by those sense organs, to compare it with past experience and, even more, with the outcomes of that past experience. And this is what learning and memory are all about. It is not the only route to evolutionary success. After all, bacteria do pretty well without either brains or nervous systems, or even much by way of memory—thought here have been some disputed claims that they can learn from experience. But once evolutionary strategies based on brains appeared, the pressure to get bigger and presumably smarter brains, with more capacity to learn and remember, must have been substantial.

Section D
Neuroscience

It is in part for these reasons that as a neuroscientist, I have been fascinated by memory for most of my working life. I am constantly intrigued by the way in which a feature of our own existence which is so intensely personal, individual and subjective can none the less be explored by the "objective" methodology of science. The sense of confidence, even arrogance, amongst the industrial world's neuroscientific community is tangible. Around 25,000 researchers meet each year at the annual jamboree of the American Society for Neuroscience; our once recondite research field has become big business for pharmaceutical companies and putative genetic engineers. Bandwaggoners, from molecular biologists and quantum physicists to artificial intelligence (AI) modellers, are offering to tackle the Big Question, that of Consciousness.

Section E
My aims are more modest. I have argued before and will repeat here that the study of learning and memory may be the key to deciphering the translation rules which lie between the languages of brain and mind, the Rosetta Stone of the neurosciences. There is a methodological principle operating here. In science it is always easier to study change than stasis. When a person or an animal learns, their behaviour changes in specific ways, and one can then ask what changes in the brain to match, to correlate with, the change in behaviour. This approach has lain at the heart of my own experimental programme over the past getting on thirty years.

Section F
The limits to memory

But let us begin at the beginning, with the study of the limits of human memory itself. Fascination with the strengths and weaknesses of human memory go back to ancient times. Frances Yates, in her book The Art of Memory, described the mythic origins of the Greek and Roman techniques for cultivating memory. The poet Simonides is commissioned to sing the praises of his host at a Greek banquet, but makes the mistake of praising the twin gods Castor and Pollux at the same time. When the time comes for him to be paid, his host offers him only half, suggesting he get the rest from the gods. Just then, Simonides is summoned from the banqueting hall by two young men who turn out (surprise, surprise) to be Castor and Pollux themselves. In his absence the hall collapses, crushing host and guests beyond recognition. The grieving relatives ask Simonides to help to identify the corpses, and he is able to do so by recalling the order in which the feasters were sitting round the table. This became the basis on which Greeks and Romans cultivated what they called artificial memory. To recall (in the days before notepaper and autocues) a speech you were to give in the Senate, you decided on the points you wished to make and then "placed" them close to objects in a familiar environment so that you could recover them in sequence as you walked, in your imagination, through that environment.

Section G
This technique, surprising though it may seem, works rather well. Yates traced it through the "memory theatres" (Figure 1) which culminated in the hermeneutic tradition of Giordano Bruno; but if even today you answer those advertisements in the Sunday newspapers which offer you methods for improving your memory, you will find yourself offered a similar method. The current holder of the record for remembering pi to 4000 places--or whatever the figure is--told me he used a similar technique, but believed he had invented it himself. And the Russian neuro-psychologist Alexander Luria, in his extraordinary little book The Mind of the Mnemonist, describes how one patient, a man made desperate by an incapacity to forget, remembered nonsense formulae Luria had given him over a period of practically two decades. Indeed Luria's case illustrates another point about memory--forgetting is functional. To remember all the data which pass through one's senses every day would be impossible; your memory would become, in the words of one of Jorge Luis Borges' memorable (sic) characters, "a garbage disposal."

