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PHD DISSERTATION: ABSTRACT



The question of how the semantic knowledge is organised and retrieved is currently widely discussed. By adopting the theoretical framework and the functioning principles of episodic models of memory (Hintzman, 1984), we assume the idea that the organisation and the evocation of the semantic knowledge of living and non-living categories, are dependent on a unitary system of memory. First of all, we deal with the question of what kind of knowledge defines the concepts of the living and non living categories (here, we chose the categories of animals and objects). By using a properties generation task (study 3), we show that the living concepts - i.e., animals - are defined by a larger proportion of visual than non-visual properties, which is not the case for non-living concepts - i.e., objects (Farah and McClelland, 1991). Secondly, having determined the composition of the learning episodes of animals and objects, we deal with the question of the evocation of the visual and non visual knowledge of these concepts. The non-abstractive (episodic) view of memory, supposes that the evoked knowledge will be different according to the presented probe. By manipulating the format of presentation (image or word) and the type of property to be evoked (visual and non-visual) for animals and objects, we show that the evocation of the non visual properties of animals requires a “reinjection” process (Hintzman, 1986). In a last study, we return to the composition of the learning episodes of animals and objects, by demonstrating that some of the non-visual properties - i.e., which represents a utility for human - are, in the same way as the visual properties, essential components of the learning episodes of animals.
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