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Abstract:

Our capacity to remember is certainly the product of an extended period of evolution. Yet if human memory evolved, sculpted by the processes of natural selection, then its processes likely bear the “footprints” of ancestral selection pressures. For example, our memory systems should be geared toward the future not the past, ruling out “literal” storage of past events (such as in computer hard drive). Rather than searching for static memory traces stored in the brain, our memories systems reconstruct the past in the service of the present. Moreover, our memory systems are “tuned” to retain information that is fitness-relevant, pertaining to survival and reproduction. Work in our laboratory has shown that thinking about the survival relevance of information leads to superior long-term memory—better, in fact, than virtually all known study techniques. Do we have special memory mechanisms designed to retain fitness-relevant information? Are these mechanisms rooted in the remnants of a stone-age brain? Our research explores these questions by comparing and contrasting how memory operates in fitness-relevant and fitness-irrelevant situations. Understanding how memory is used to solve adaptive problems relevant to fitness, we argue, provides critical insight into how and why human memory systems formed, and why they work the way they do.
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