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B Abstract

A review on recent neuropsychological studies of semantic memory

Toshiya Murai*

Semantic memory is one of the divisions of long-term memory, which is distinct from episodic
memory. In contrast to episodic memory, which mainly concerns personally experienced events,
semantic memory is concerned with linguistic knowledge and knowledge about the world. Since the
1970 s, neuropsychological studies on semantic memory have been dedicated to the following two
questions :

a) how the semantic memory system is related to other cognitive systems such as episodic
memory ,

b) how the semantic memory system itself is organized.

For the former question, a number of case studies on patients with selective impairment of
semantic memory, reported as “semantic amnesia” or “semantic dementia”, demonstrated that the
semantic memory system is at least partially independent of other cognitive systems. Recent interest
has focused on the relationship between semantic and episodic memory at the stage of encoding.
Reports on patients with “developmental amnesia”, with hippocampal damage sustained perinatally
or during childhood, shed light on this issue.

For the latter question, category specific semantic impairment, especially the animate/inanimate
dissociation, has been the main focus of attention. Several hypotheses have been proposed to explain
the existence of patients with category specific semantic impairment. There are, however, still
controversies on this issue.

*Department of Neuropsychiatry, Graduate School of Medicine, Kyoto University. 54 Shogoin-Kawaharacho, Kyoto 606-8507,
Japan
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