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METAMEMORY AND MEMORY MARKERS 

WERBERICH, M. D.¹ 
Given many recent discoveries in 

cognitive psychology and neuroscience, 

episodic memory is not just a storehouse of 

past experiences, but rather a constructive 

process that aims to re-experience them. 

Therefore, episodic memory shares the same 

underlying episodic construction system as 

imagination. If that the case, an important 

epistemic problem arises: how can we tell 

memory and imagination apart at the moment 

of retrieval? How can we be sure of our 

metamemory beliefs?  

 One of the main strategies to answer this 

question is to attribute markers that would be 

exclusive to episodic memory, in such a way 

that the subject would know how to classify 

their mental states based on their presence or 

absence. Generally, memory markers can be 

divided into three categories: (1) formal 

markers, such as memory’s inflexibility, the 

subject’s intentionality and the spontaneity of 

retrieval; (2) content-based, such as memory’s 

level of detail and coherence with other beliefs; 

and (3) phenomenological markers, which are 

metacognitive beliefs that would only 

accompany memory, like the feeling of past 

belief, pastness and familiarity.  

 One of the similarities between formal 

and content-based memory markers is that they 

both have something to do with an actual 

characteristic of memory itself. Unlike 

phenomenological memory markers, which are 

metacognitive feelings that merely accompany 

episodic memory, formal and content-based 

markers use as a distinguishing criterion a 

certain property of the recollection. But, since 

these memory markers are a matter of degree 

(e.g., memory is less flexible than 

imagination), and since episodic memory is a 

result of the same underlying process as 

imagination, then there would be a spectrum 

between imagining and remembering, so much 

so that formal and content-based memory 

markers couldn’t provide a definite criterion 

for cases in between those two extremes ends. 

As we are looking for something that can 

consistently ground our metamemory beliefs, 

formal and content-based memory markers 

have to be set aside.  

So, we are left with phenomenological 

memory markers. Since they are metacognitive 

feelings that accompany memory, they can be 

thought of as a product of heuristics used by 

the monitoring system that would allow it to 

infer the subject’s mental state. One of the 

main heuristics used to form these 

metacognitive feelings is memory’s fluency: 

the easiness of the scenario’s formation is an 

indicative of the number of times the subject 

encountered it in the past, therefore giving rise 

to feelings like prior belief, pastness and 

familiarity, which can then be used as a form of 

justification for our metamemory beliefs.  

However, just as with formal and content-

based memory markers, fluency is also a 

characteristic of memory, therefore it is also a 

result of the larger episodic construction 

system and a matter of degree. Consequently, 

while we can say that episodic mental states 

formed with greater fluency are cases of 

recollecting, there are in between cases where 

fluency is a vague criterion for distinguishing 

memory from imagination. As with the other 

two kinds of markers, phenomenological 

memory markers can be helpful to explain how 

we acquire our metamemory beliefs, but they 

don’t give us a solid and consistent reason for 

why we should endorse them. Since memory 

markers attribute criteria that stem from the 

same system that produces both imagination 

and episodic memory, they can’t provide us 

with criteria free of vagueness, therefore being 

insufficient for justifying our metamemory 

beliefs.  

 


