

































































THE ROLE OF NARRATIVE IN RECOLLECTION 75

tobiographical memory as an integration of at least a handful of distinct skills,
processes, or systems, of which narrative reasoning is just one. Second, if sys-
tems with a physical basis in the brain are taken as the main metaphor, then
we gain a good deal of knowledge from neuroscience and especially from def-
icits in behavior that come with neural damage. Third, by reviewing published
studies of neural damage in people in the context of what we already knew
about behavior in people without such damage we found (1) that the loss of
information, either visual or semantic, produces amnesia that extends beyond
the modality of loss, (2) that the loss of language ability that results in the
laborious production of speech results in the laborious production of auto-
biographical memories but little other loss, and (3) that narrative reasoning
loss is separate from other kinds of language loss and its effects on autobio-
graphical memory remain to be studied.

There are dangers and concerns with this approach. We do not want to
replace the reification “autobiographical memory” with the reification of a
handful of systems and do no more than this. In addition, our existing defi-
nitions of imagery, language, narrative, and memory must be renegotiated to
integrate the information from all levels; the behavior alone, or the neuros-
cience alone, cannot define such terms if the approach used here is to be
fruitful. Of most concern is the potential to lapse into a reductionist view of
concepts such as imagery, language, and narrative, which are cultural or social
products as well as neural ones, This concern holds for most concepts in psy-
chology. But this is especially salient for the terms of interest here, which are
central to the transmission of culture.

But what of the prospects of understanding narrative, a key concept that
integrates this volume? Here we are in a much more primitive state than we
are in other areas. We see two main reasons for this that have different im-
plications for future work. First, it is not at all clear that what we are calling
narrative reasoning is a unified function at the behavioral or neural level. We
were unable to find studies that show that a loss in one of the measures that
we are using us an indicator of narrative reasoning is accompanied by a loss
in others. If we could describe which indicator tasks fail or are spared in the
same patients, some basic classification could begin. A clear theory of narra-
tive reasoning at the behavioral level would be a great aid in formulating such
indicator tasks. The combination of having neither a behavioral nor neuro-
psychological theory or classilication makes the investigation more dithcult
but does indicate what work could be done. We need a set of possible func-
tions that we would consider to ke part of narrative reasoning. Next we need
to see if these functions or subsets of them fail or are spared in the same
patients. To do this correctly requires that the tasks formulated to test the
functions be graded in difficulty so that the difficulty of the task itself, in-



76 NARRATIVE AND AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL MEMORY

dependent of any narrative reasoning function, does not determine the results.
Such work is common in many areas of psychology, but it is technically dif-
ficult.

Second, narrative reasoning may be more widely distributed in redundant
ways in the brain than the other systems studied and so may just be less likely
to be damaged unless there is diffuse and substantial brain damage, damage
that would produce a host of symptoms unrelated to narrative. If different
aspects of narrative reasoning evolved in dilferent epochs and partially overlaid
existing aspects that were in other brain structures (a common view in brain
evolution), then this might occur. A way to study this would be to ask what
behaviors in other species look like aspects of what would be considered nar-
rative reasoning in people. If this is the state of nature, it will be more difficult
for the approach tried in this chapter to produce knowledge about the lo-
calization of narrative reasoning, because the role of partially redundant sub-
systems will have to be understood.

But even with the paucity of findings on what aspects of narrative rea-
soning go together behaviorally and on the localization of its neural substrates,
much has been learned by just asking the question of how narrative reasoning
would fit into a behavioral and neural theory of recollection. We have noted
gaps in our knowledge of the biological basis of autobiographical memory. We
have made a distinction between and offered support for two kinds of systems.
First are systems where damage causes a loss in autobiographical memory for
events (and thus for recollection) that extends well beyond what would be
expected by damage to the system itself (e.g., visual memory deficit amnesia
and semantic dementia). Second are systems where damage causes a loss that
does not extend beyond the system (e.g., most aphasias). The neuropsychol-
ogical data do not exist to allow us to ask which kind of system best describes
narrative reasoning, and neither the neuropsychological nor the behavioral data
indicate whether narrative reasoning includes its own store of information.

We have provided evidence to support the usefulness of viewing memories
as distributed across systems and retrieved by activating their component in-
formation at the same time. Under this view, narrative reasoning could just
be another system or it could be central to the frontal lobe component of the
explicit memory system as a guiding organization used in retrieval searches
(but see Rubin, 1999, for some complications). The localization of narrative
reasoning is ambiguous enough to allow either interpretation. Most important,
we have tried to demonstrate that combing the neuropsychological and be-
havioral evidence on recollection reveals possibilities and limits speculation in
ways that neither can do alone. With recent technological advances that allow
localization of damage in patients to be known more accurately and that allow
the localization of activation in various tasks in people without any known



THE ROLE OF NARRATIVE IN RECOLLECTION 77

damage, more information about the neural basis of human behavior is be-
coming available. For research on autobiographical memory and recollection,
the relative role of the brain as a metaphor is shrinking in relation to the role
of the brain as physical entity about which a great deal is known. Sophisticated
behavioral descriptions and analyses of complex behaviors such as narrative
reasoning will be needed if information from these technologies is to be of
use to questions like those raised in this chapter and in the rest of this volume.
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