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The science and philosophy of memory in the 21st century.

Part I. A hermeneutic approach

A. Rabano Gutiérrez
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ABSTRACT

I present the first in a series of articles aiming to open a dialogue between the current science (neuroscience) of
memory and contemporary philosophy, in particular the so-called continental philosophy. This hermeneutic essay
proposes a dialogue homologous to that which has occurred in recent years around the concepts of zoé and bios
in the field of biopolitics. Platonic and Aristotelian texts on memory, and the responses of medieval and modern
philosophers, are cited as the main antecedents. Aristotle (in De memoria et reminiscentia) was the first to fully
formulate the problem of memory, in the framework of the Aristotelian notion of life: I) impressions and time; 2)
a comparative approach (humans/animals); and 3) levels of activity of living things (souls). The current paradigm
for the study of memory in today’s science (basic and cognitive neuroscience) is also described. A first group of
philosophers was selected, who were active until the late 20th or early 21st century, and in whose works memory
is a relevant subject: Gilles Deleuze, Jacques Derrida, and Paul Ricoeur. Future articles will address these thinkers
and others from the perspective of the findings and theoretical interpretation of memory in today’s neuroscience.
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Introduction

This is the first of a series of articles addressing memory
both from the perspective of neuroscience and from that
of contemporary philosophy. How may we think today
of memory, the different processes and phenomena
gathered under that name, taking into account
current neuroscientific knowledge and the reflections
of contemporary philosophers? As in any scientific
endeavour (in the broad sense of the German adjective
wissenschaftlich), we must begin by presenting the
background and describing our materials and methods.
This will be the focus of the present article. We must
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define and delimit a territory, a map of textual references
selected according to the Western philosophical tradition
(from classical Greece to the globalised 21st century),
and establish certain paths that will lead us between these
references in the development of a hermeneutic, critical,
reflexive interpretation. These texts (as well as their near
or distant antecedents) will comprise the materials of this
work, and our methods will be the noetic paths we follow
between them (iter and itineris are the Latin words for
path; méthodos is the Greek term; and we must not forget
that the term fao, in oriental philosophical traditions,
also refers to a path). The main objective of this article
and the forthcoming series is not to establish a thesis, a
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Figure 1. Parnassius mnemosyne (Linnaeus, 1758), a butterfly in the family Papilionidae, found in mountainous regions of Europe, including the Pyrenees
(common name: clouded Apollo). Linnaeus named the insect for Mnemosyne, the Greek goddess of memory, mother of the nine muses; it also represents an
allegorical reference to neuroscience (Ramon y Cajal’s “butterflies of the soul”) and philosophy (Nietzsche: “To see these light, foolish, delicate, mobile little
souls fluttering—that seduces Zarathustra to tears and songs”). Source: Wikimedia Commons, the free media repository. Available from:
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/f/fc/Parnassius_mnemosyne_-_Schwarzer_Apollo.jpg

theory, or a discourse, let alone to conduct a historical
review of memory and its meaning to scientists and
philosophers in the Western tradition. Rather, we seek to
define and put into practice (make effective) a strategic
standpoint (Standpunkt, in Heidegger’s terminology)
from which to observe the current state of research into
memory in both these fields (practices) of knowledge
and thought.

We are indebted to Patricia Churchland for introducing
the term “neurophilosophy;*? 35 years ago. Today, the
term defines a heterogeneous practice of reflection
on different possible forms of bringing together or
combining neuroscience (mainly cognitive neuroscience)
and philosophy (especially analytic philosophy).?
One of these approaches is that of the philosophy of
science (in this case, neuroscience), which focuses

on issues of methodology and epistemology derived
from the development of different scientific disciplines
and subdisciplines (functional neuroimaging and its
application to cognitive neuroscience, for example).
An important debate in this field surrounds the issue of
explanatory or causal reductionism, also incorporating
non-reductionist neurophilosophical approaches
(eg, the neurophenomenology of E Varela and the
neuroexistentialism of O. Flanagan and G.D. Caruso).**
However, from a position closer to what is referred to as
continental philosophy, we will explore ways of relating
science with a philosophy that is less systematic, less
programmatic, and perhaps also less academic. Unlike
the approaches taken in the philosophy of neuroscience,
we will propose the combined consideration, the
coexistence, of philosophy and neuroscience. This
intimate juxtaposition or cohabitation of both forms
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of knowledge may give rise to processes of osmosis,
hybridisation, or interpenetration, which we will explore
here in the specific area of memory (Figure 1).

Another form of presenting these twin paths to
knowledge (science and philosophy), is to follow the
example of philosophers in the field of biopolitics, who
draw a distinction between zoé and bios. For instance,
Giorgio Agamben reminds us that:

The Greeks had no single term to express what we
mean by the word “life” They used two terms that,
although traceable to a common etymological root,
are semantically and morphologically distinct: zoe,
which expressed the simple fact of living common
to all living beings (animals, men, or gods), and bios,
which indicated the form or way of living proper to
an individual or a group.”

Agamben also notes that zoé lacks a plural in classical
Greek (life, not lives), whereas in Attic Greek prose the
verb bionai was almost never used in the present tense
(lived). In general, biopolitical texts take Aristotle’s
use of these terms as a reference. It is precisely in his
Politics,® that Aristotle lucidly uses the term in reference
to humankind (1278b, 23-31) (cited by Agamben’):

The good life then is the chief aim of society, both
collectively for all its members and individually; but
[men] also come together and maintain the political
partnership for the sake of life merely, for doubtless
there is some element of value contained even in the
mere state of being alive [kata to zén auto monon],
provided that there is not too great an excess on the
side of the hardships of life [kata ton bion], and it
is clear that the mass of mankind cling to life [zoé]
at the cost of enduring much suffering, which
shows that life contains some measure of well-being
[euémeria, beautiful day] and of sweetness in its
essential nature.®

The zoé/bios distinction, also expressed in the biological
texts of the Aristotelian corpus (eg, in De generatione
animalium 763b 13), has little in common with today’s
distinctions between objective and subjective life or
between body and mind; these questions have little
meaning in Aristotle, as they emerged subsequently to
the unification of both terms by the late Stoics in the Latin
vita, and its use in medieval Latin philosophy and in
modern philosophy. Perhaps the best characterisation of
the Aristotelian use of these terms, from a contemporary

(post-Heideggerian) interpretation, would be to
distinguish 1) life as a vital, existential project, lived
between the birth and the death of the individual
(bios),” and 2) life as a biological/functional process, in
the modern sense of these terms (zoé). Thus, we will
differentiate here between biotic (philosophical) and
zoetic (scientific) aspects of memory and, as proposed by
Roberto Esposito in his biopolitical texts (in this case,
focusing on immunity), we will pay special attention to
the line uniting zoé and bios."

The fundamental aim of this first article, taking the
form of a hermeneutic essay (textual analysis and
interpretation), is to present the conceptual map and the
path from the classical Greek notion of memory to the
current understanding of memory from the standpoint
of today’s neuroscience and continental philosophy.

Development
Antecedents in Plato

Plato (427-347 BCE) was the first Western philosopher
to seriously reflect on memory.!! References to memory
in his dialogues have become loci classici for all
subsequent thinkers. Meno (81c-86e), a dialogue from
his middle period, includes the well-known episode
of the slave who learns to resolve a geometry problem
without prior knowledge of mathematics, remembering
the solution through questions posed by Socrates. Thus,
learning implies remembering, recalling, that which
the soul already knows (a priori) from its previous lives
(transmigrations). The true problem or dilemma of this
text, which remains relevant today, is how we may learn
(or remember) something that was not previously part of
our nature, in one way or another. In Phaedo (72e-77a),
Socrates’ disciples discuss with their master thearguments
in favour of the immortality of the soul in the hours
preceding his execution. Once more, these arguments
include anamnesis (reminiscence, recollection) of that
which the soul knew before birth. However, unlike in
Meno, this innate knowledge (ideas, forms) may only
be evoked through the objects of perception.'’ The set
of comparisons between alike and unlike that comprise
this process has been highlighted as the first example of
associationism in Western philosophy.”? Anamnesis is
mentioned once more in Phaedrus (249¢): “For, as has
been said, every soul of man has by the law of nature
beheld the realities, otherwise it would not have entered

into a human being”"’
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However, the most successful of Plato’s texts on memory
in the history of philosophy are from Theaetetus, a
dialogue from his late period. In this case, the underlying
problem is that of false belief. In the first image
(190e-196¢), Plato likens our memory to a wax tablet,
neither too soft nor too hard, as large as our capacity to
remember. We would only be able to remember those
perceptions and conceptions that left an impression on
us, as with a wax seal. Plato’s second image, that of the
aviary (196¢-200d), complements the previous one. In
this metaphor, the contents of our memory are like birds
placed by a hunter into a cage. At any given time, we have
available, or possess, certain birds (memories), but are
able to say that we truly have them only when we take
them (hold them) in our hands (“a bird in the hand,” as
the saying goes). Finally, in the Philebus (34b,c), aware of
the diversity of phenomena in which memory manifests,
Plato distinguishes between reminiscence (anamnesis)
and memory or recall (mneme), and argues that both are
impossible without the work of the soul.

Memory is a question of impressions and that which
they evoke. Paul Ricoeur summarises the different senses
in which the notion of an impression is associated with
memory in Plato’s writings: 1) the written impression,
text, addressed in the myth of Phaedrus recounting the
invention of writing; 2) the impression that an occurrence
leaves imprinted on the soul (“I think the soul at such a
time is like a book”; Philebus, 38¢c); and 3) the corporeal,
cerebral (or today, neural) impression.'* According to the
previous classification, we may consider the latter type
of impression as zoetic and the second as biotic, whereas
the first, language (and particularly written language)
would be highly significant, representing a line uniting
the zoetic and the biotic.

The first conception of the problem: De memoria et
reminiscentia

If there is any fragment of the Aristotelian Corpus in
which the author carefully weaves together the biotic
and the zoetic aspects of the life of humans and living
things, it is in his Parva naturalia (“Little physical
treatises”). There is consensus between commentators
from all historical periods that these texts, as is explicitly
acknowledged in the first treatise (De sensu, 436a 7-10),
are dedicated to attributes common to the soul and to
the body:

The most important attributes of animals, whether
common to all or peculiar to some, are, manifestly,
attributes of soul and body in conjunction, eg,
sensation, memory, passion, appetite and desire in
general, and, in addition, pleasure and pain."”

The second treatise, De memoria et reminiscentia
(hereinafter, De memoria) is one of the texts that has been
discussed and debated most extensively by subsequent
critics. It is a short, dense text addressing the main issues
related to memory; the text, as noted by R. Sorabji,
“remains the first major Western treatment of memory,
the first attempt to define it”*® However, as occurred with
De anima and other “psychological” (as well as biological)
treatises in the Corpus, the difficulty of comprehending
these texts today has given rise to significant differences
between contemporary commentators regarding their
interpretation. Fundamentally, we will follow here one
of the most recent interpretations of De memoria, that
of David Bloch,"” who discusses in detail other previous
readings, and situates memory in relation to the notion
(the model) of the living being in Aristotle.

Like Plato’s Philebus, Aristotle’s De memoria differentiates
a) memory (mneme) as a state, condition (hexis), or
affection (pathos) (De memoria 1) from b) the action
(movement, kinesis) of remembering, reminiscence
(anamnesis) (De memoria 1I). The second part of
De memoria also addresses “temporal distance,” the
perception of time that enables us to situate a memory
in the past. The technique of memory, mnemonic, which
played an important role in ancient rhetoric,'® also has a
place in De memoria, although it will not be specifically
addressed in this article.

Memory takes place in the present, but refers to the past
(to genomenon) (449b et seq.). This is the fundamental
aporia that, for Aristotle, cements the status of memory
as a phenomenon.'* Thus, while memory refers to
objects or knowledge from previous moments in time,
it occurs in their absence. “Memory is, therefore, neither
perception nor conception, but a state or affection of one
of these, conditioned by lapse of time” (449b24-25). It
has been suggested that it is precisely in this text that the
modern notion of “reference” appears for the first time.?

How does memory operate? Perception generates a
movement (kinesis) in the sensory organs and in the
“common sense” (sensus communis, associated with
the heart), which leaves an impression in the body
(as with Plato’s block of wax), an image (phantasma)
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that, like a copy or representation (eikon), conserves
(saves) the form of the original object. The state (hexis)
thus generated in the living thing (animal) is called
memory. In this way, memory, with the participation
of imagination (phantasia) conserves the form but not
the matter of the perception, which may be evoked later
through reminiscence. This conservation of form is
consistent with the activity of the senses: “[...] sense is
that which is receptive of sensible forms apart from their
matter, as wax receives the imprint of the signet-ring
apart from the iron or gold of which it is made; it takes
the imprint which is of gold or bronze, but not qua gold
or bronze” (De anima 424a 18 et seq.).”!

The main key to understanding the notion of memory
in Aristotle therefore lies in this intermediate figure,
the image (phantasma) generated by the sensation (De
anima 111 428a 1-2). Without this, thought is not possible
(450a 1); and, once the image is generated, it does not
form a rigid and static structure, but rather acquires its
own dynamism, and may be combined and recombined
with other images, for example in daydream and
delirium (451a 9) and in predictions about the future.
Recursively, the image may also affect the generation of
new sensations.”® According to the Aristotelian theory
of perception, this image is predominantly but not
exclusively visual.

However, why is it that when we recover the image,
we know that it corresponds to the past? How do we
differentiate it from a current perception? Also, when
we recover the image, do we recover the same object
or merely a representation, a more or less faithful copy
(eikon) of the object? (De memoria 450b 11 et seq.). Or
is what we remember merely our own experience of
perceiving the object? All these questions and difficulties
are raised and discussed by Aristotle in De memoria, and
have given rise to diverse interpretations by different
commentators.

Whereas memory is passive and common to humans
and other animals, Aristotle considers reminiscence
(anamnesis) (De memoria II) to be an active, intellectual
capacity corresponding only to human beings.”” It is a
deductive movement, similar to a syllogism. While
memory represents a state, or being in a given state
(hexis), reminiscence is an active process of thinking.
Thus, memory as a faculty corresponds to the perceptual
soul, and reminiscence to the intellectual (thinking) soul.
In David Bloch’s'” more restricted analysis, Aristotle sees

reminiscence as a particular way of thinking, rather than
a type of memory proper. Other authors suggest different
ways of relating mneme and anamnesis, or relating the
two parts of the treatise De memoria. Sorabji'® proposes a
distinction between dispositional memory (De memoria
I) and active memory (De memoria 1I), whereas Julia
Annas* differentiates personal memory (mneme) from
non-personal memory (anamnesis). For Bloch, these
notions may be interesting from the perspective of today’s
philosophy or science, but have no relevance to Aristotle.
The notion of memory in Aristotle is very narrow,
limited, restricted, and is insufficient for contemporary
disciplines. According to Bloch,"” Aristotle’s texts do
not refer to a faculty named “memory”; rather, he only
describes what he calls “mneme” The fundamental
elements of this particular notion of memory are:

1. Memory is always of the past, never of the present or
the future.

2. Memory is a capacity common to different animals.

3. Memory belongs to the sensitive faculty (soul).

Bloch also reflects on why Aristotle should address
memory and reminiscence in a single treatise, suggesting
the following reasons: 1) because both refer to past events;
2) because both require a physical substrate; 3) because
Aristotle inherited from Plato the joint consideration of
both concepts; and 4) because all reminiscence begins
with some memory trace and ends by itself generating
memory.

Let us briefly recall the fundamental elements of the
notion (the model, as we would say today) of the living
thing in Aristotle, to contextualise memory as an activity
and a function. Living things (fon zoon) are defined by
the soul (psyche), successively defined as “the form of a
natural body having in it the capacity of life” (De anima
412a 20), “the first actuality of a natural body having in
it the capacity of life” (De anima 412a 29), and “the first
actuality of a body furnished with organs” (De anima
412b 5). The life (zoe) of a living thing is fundamentally
manifested in “the power of self-nourishment and of
independent growth and decay” (De anima 412a 14).
The soul, as the main function of living things (“[...]
if the eye were an animal, eyesight would be its soul”
[De anima, 412b 20]), is stratified into three levels of
activity, which are organised hierarchically: the nutritive
soul (threptikon), the sensitive soul (aisthetikon), and
the intellectual soul (noetikon). The first belongs to
(and defines) all living things (plants and animals), the
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second to animals, and the third defines human beings
as a rational animal (zoon logon exon). Corresponding to
this dynamic of different levels, the soul develops a range
of main faculties (powers): nutrition, perception, desire,
motion, and reasoning (De anima II 3), which in turn are
divided into various subfaculties (growth, generation,
the five senses, etc). Each of these is exercised through an
activity or operation (energeia, praxis, ergon) associated
with an organ (organon)” Within this functional
framework, memory corresponds to the sensitive soul,
as does imagination (phantasia), whereas reminiscence,
whose activity, like that of other forms of thought, is
exercised through images (phantasmata), corresponds
to the intellectual soul.

After Aristotle

Before briefly reviewing the reception and modification
of the Aristotelian conception of memory over the
following centuries, it is helpful to reflect fora moment on
the singularity of the notion of memory in the thinking
of Augustine of Hippo (354-430). It has been suggested
that Augustine’s texts, at the confluence of neoplatonism
and Christianity, constitute the first profound exercise
of personal introspection in the history of Western
literature, and that his theory of memory, developed in
book X of his Confessions, represents the first antecedent
to the 20th-century taxonomy of memory.?* Augustine
draws a distinction between intelligent memory, which
corresponds to the animus (human soul), and sensitive
memory, associated with the anima (animal soul). Mental
images, generated by the senses or by imagination,
“[remain] in the memory”; later, “the will may again
direct its eye” to these images to perceive and recover
them (reminiscence) (De Trinitate 11.3.6).® Augustine
thus explores “modern” aspects of memory, such as “false
memories,” the memory of past emotions, forgetting
(how can we know that we have forgotten something?),
and the role of memory in personal identity. According
to Augustine, it is thanks to memory that we know we
are alive (De Trinitate 12.12.21).

In the medieval period (12th-13th centuries), Aristotle’s
writings reached the main Western thinkers through
the Latin translations of Arabic philosopher-physicians;

*Translator’s note: fragments from Augustine’s De Trinitate are taken from
Arthur West Haddan’s translation. Augustine. On the trinity [Internet].
Haddan AW, tr. [cited 22 March 2022]. Available from: https://www.logosli-
brary.org/augustine/trinity/index.html

however, the Parva naturalia were only available in
fragmented form. In his Liber de anima, Avicenna
(ca. 980-1037) adds to Aristotle’s five external senses,
several internal senses: fantasia or semsus communis,
imaginatio, imaginativa (in animals) or cogitans
(human), aestimatio, and memorialis. The function of
the latter is to retain not the form of the perceived object
(which is a function of fantasia), but rather its intention
(intentio), a key concept in Avicenna that has significant
relevance for later philosophers. Avicenna explains
this notion by way of an example: when the sheep sees
the wolf, its external senses give it the form of a wolf,
while its internal senses (aestimatio) tell the sheep to
fear the wolf.'”* Averroes (1126-1198) wrote various
commentaries on De memoria, following the tradition of
Avicenna. This Andalusian philosopher also considered
memory (virtus rememorativa) as a store of intentions,
separate from sensitive images. Averroes distinguishes
between rememoratio, “the return in the present of an
intention apprehended in the past,” and investigatio per
rememorationem, “a search for this intention through
the will and to make it present after a period of absence”
The first of these is easy to obtain, as it affects forms
with much “body” (corporalitas) and little “spirituality”
(spiritualitas); the contrary is the case for the latter and
related forms.'”*

In his commentary on De memoria (Liber de memoria),
Albertus Magnus (ca. 1200-1280) synthesises the theory
of memory in the work of Aristotle himself and in
later Arabic philosophy, and clearly includes memory
among the faculties of the soul. He considered memory
and reminiscence as a single process, the former
continuous and the latter discontinuous, and defines the
“act of memory” as the active use of objects that have
generated a previous perception in order to reconnect
with them. Thus, “the perfection of the movement in
sensing includes memory”” Thomas Aquinas (1225-
1274) highlights three aspects of memory in his
commentary on De memoria (Sententia de memoria):
1) the preservation of the object; 2) the disposition to
actualise content; and 3) active memory, involving the
contemplation of the images stored in memory."” Finally,
Duns Scotus (1265-1308) sits apart from the tradition of
Avicenna, and represents a transition towards a modern
notion of memory. He defines memory, his own theory
of the recordatio, as “recalling something from the past”
(cuius sciliet est recordari praeteriti). However, unlike
his predecessors, Scotus considers memory to contain
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not only the perceived object, but also the experience of
that perception (foreshadowing the contemporary idea
of episodic memory). He also differentiates sensitive
memory, the main subject of Aristotle’s De memoria,
from an intellectual memory, which partially includes
today’s concept of semantic memory."”

The direct influence of Aristotle’s writings extends as
far as the 17th century; we may also say the same of the
interpretations of and commentaries on De memoria."”
However, the issue of memory (or memories) has not
ceased to be present in Western science and philosophy,
incorporating other old interpretative traditions (of
Cicero and Augustine, among others) from Galen to
Sigmund Freud, from William of Ockham to Martin
Heidegger, without forgetting the original contributions
of fundamental figures including R. Descartes, J. Locke,
D. Hume, and G.W.E. Hegel.'®*

For the moment, moving forward to the historical
perspective of the 21st century, let us recall the three
essential pillars of the original Aristotelian tradition: 1)
time, conservation and evocation of the past, including
the concept of the impression or imprint; 2) comparison
between humans (zoon logon exon) and other living
things; and 3) levels of activity, “agency”

The current scientific paradigm

Today’s science delimits, defines, classifies, and explains
causes, and uses specific (and increasingly precise)
investigative methods in each area of knowledge. Today’s
biology, however, unlike the biology of Aristotle, aims
not to define living things but rather only to identify the
basic (and theoretical) elements and components of life as
a process, at the current level of objective understanding,
such as I) the cell (cell theory, unicellular or multicellular
organisms); 2) the gene (inheritance and ontogeny); 3)
evolution (the value of survival, phylogenetics); 4) the
chemistry oflife (molecular activity, principally proteins);
and 5) information (systems biology and, once more,
living things as centres of activity and information).”

The current notion of memory, incorporated in today’s
paradigm of living things, includes diverse phenomena,
involving similarly diverse functional and structural
(anatomical) substrates. Regarding human memory,
cognitive psychologists have established a functional (and
to a great extent, anatomical) map locating, for example,
sensory memory, working memory, short- and long-
term memory, implicit memory (classical conditioning,

priming, and procedural learning), and explicit memory
(episodic and semantic).”® Furthermore, the processes
of recovery (reminiscence) and forgetting of the content
of memory have been equally well systematised, as has
the construction of autobiographical memory. In turn,
neuroscience has contributed an explanatory foundation
common to all processes of memory and learning, at
different levels of structure and neural activity.

According to the current model, the formation of
long-term memory traces of an episode or experience
(engram) involves, at the cellular and subcellular level,
1) the recruitment of a delimited set of interconnected
neurons, whose glutamatergic transmission is intensified
in long-term potentiation (LTP) (acquisition/coding);
2) the development of new synapses (and dendritic
spines) between these neurons (synaptic consolidation);
and 3) the long-term remodelling of connectivity
between neurons, with information transferred mainly
to neocortical neurons (systems consolidation). At the
molecular level, synaptic consolidation involves specific
genes and proteins, whereas epigenetic changes are added
during systems consolidation.? These changes may be
considered a purely cellular component of memory.”
From a regional (supracellular) perspective, accessible
with neuroimaging studies, for example, long-term
consolidation represents the displacement of activity
from the hippocampus to specific neocortical areas.
Similar plasticity mechanisms constitute the biological
(zoetic) substrate of implicit memory.

A look towards contemporary philosophy

Through comparing science and philosophy, or
comparing a specific science and a specific philosophy
examining a common set of issues, we may gain insight
into both areas of knowledge. Regarding the subject
of memory, neither discipline can be fully mastered,
although for different reasons. The current science of
memory is delimited by several fundamental questions
and a diverse range of investigative methods that
define the disciplines in which they are used, and is
insurmountable from a quantitative standpoint (we
are unable to read everything that is published). In
turn, the philosophy of memory, a discipline that has
been consolidated in recent years,> is situated in the
rich, diverse world of contemporary philosophy, and
is difficult to comprehensively grasp from a qualitative
perspective (we cannot be experts on all the fundamental
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authors because, among other reasons, we will not find
all to be equally engaging).

At a glance, we immediately identify two main fields,
two traditions, in the Western philosophy of the 20th
and 21st centuries: analytic philosophy, the dominant
tradition in anglophone countries, and the so-called
continental philosophy, with thinkers predominantly
from the German, French, and Italian language settings.
Analytic philosophy, centred around logic, has always
paid more attention to the exact and natural sciences (and
epistemology and the philosophy of science), whereas
continental philosophy, which takes a more humanist
approach, focuses more on questions of ontology,
politics, and culture.” It is often said colloquially that the
former is more interested in science, whereas the latter
focuses more on the humanities. Ludwig Wittgenstein
(1889-1951) and Martin Heidegger (1889-1976),
respectively, can be considered the most distinguished
representatives of each tradition, with Gottlob Frege
(1848-1925) and Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) as their
immediate predecessors. Apart from these differences,
both traditions (like Wittgenstein and Heidegger) have
shared a special interest in the philosophy of language
since the so-called linguistic turn in the 20th century.

As noted in the introduction, this series of articles will
focus on selected contemporary philosophers of the
continental tradition who have adopted memory as
one of their main areas of interest and whose thought
continues to berelevantin today’s philosophy (forarecent
summary of the philosophy of memory in the analytic
tradition, some recommended works are included in the
references section®**'). Below, we will briefly consider
a first group of authors, all from the French language
setting, whose thought will be addressed in detail in
the forthcoming articles: Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995),
Jacques Derrida (1930-2004), and Paul Ricoeur (1913-
2005).

Time and memory are key subjects in the work of
Gilles Deleuze, a distinguished representative of French
poststructuralism. Throughout his oeuvre, Deleuze
identifies three syntheses of time: habit, memory, and
repetition, through dialogue with David Hume, Henri
Bergson, and Friedrich W. Niestzsche, respectively.””
With regard to linear chronological time, and mainly
interpreting the work of Henri Bergson (1859-1941),
Deleuze identifies six paradoxes of time, subverting the
traditional relationship between past and present in

the formation of memory.*® A central idea in Deleuze’s
thought is the coexistence of present and past, as
conceived by Bergson in his concept of duration (durée):
“the most profound paradox of memory: the past is
‘contemporaneous’ with the present that it has been; and
it would never be constituted if it did not coexist with the
present whose past it is”*

The early work of Jaques Derrida, the philosopher of
“deconstruction” and “différance;” includes a complex
reflection on the imprint of memory as writing or
“engrammatology, a term coined by D.E Krell."” The
Platonic myth of Phaedrus on the origin of writing, in
which memory and writing are interlinked and influence
one another, is a key reference in this analysis. In his later
texts, in dialogue with Heidegger, Derrida characterises
the temporal dimension of memory as an open promise
directed at the future, rather than as a closed set
(Versammlung) referring to the past.*® Another relevant
aspect of his reflection on memory is the special interest
in his later works in the animal condition of human
beings.*

To complete this brief initial summary, Paul Ricoeur’s
philosophical work includes significant reflection on
memory, from Timeandnarrative(1983-1985) to Memory,
history, forgetting (2000). Taking a phenomenological
and hermeneutic approach, Ricoeur focuses particularly
on the relationships between memory and identity
and between individual and collective memory, also
exploring the “duty” of memory and the singular nature
of forgetting, which is not “symmetrical” with memory.
Facing the problem of “too much memory here, not
enough memory there,” Ricoeur advocates for a policy

of “just memory.**

Conclusions

At the beginning (De sensu, 436a 18-436b 2) and at the
end (De respiratione, 480b 24-30) of his Parva naturalia,
Aristotle reflects on the similarities and differences
between the perspective of the physician and that of
the natural philosopher in their inquiry into health
and disease. “The extent to which these two differ and
investigate diverse provinces must not escape us, since
facts show that their inquiries are, to a certain extent,
at least conterminous” (480b 24-26)." Twenty-four
centuries later, we may continue to muse about the
affinity (in the various senses of the term) between both
outlooks, that of science and that of philosophy, in one
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of the issues addressed in the Parva naturalia, memory.
This article briefly presents one possible methodology
for exploring this question, the main developments
made by classical and contemporary philosophers,
and the current scientific framework; the toponymy
of a conceptual map that suggests different routes and
regions. Using Plato’s thought as a foundation, Aristotle
profiles the main problems in the study of memory: I)
time and impression; 2) human beings and animals; and
3)levels of activity. The response to these classical theories
of memory in the West (Saint Augustine, Avicenna,
Averroes, and medieval scholasticism) gave shape
to the modern, multiple, notion of memory. Today’s
science unfolds the complex multiplicity of memory (or
memories) into a detailed anatomical and functional
map of the nervous system and the different observable
levels of activity, reducing them to the molecular basis
of memory traces (imprints). In turn, contemporary
philosophy, and particularly the so-called continental
philosophy (following Nietzsche and Heidegger), offers a
rich, diverse perspective, subverting classical notions of
time, memory, and life. Subsequent articles in this series
will explore the notion of memory in the philosophy
of Gilles Deleuze, Jacques Derrida, and Paul Ricoeur,
among others, and the paths, critiques, and issues of
their relationship with today’s science of memory.
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