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Research Note

The Complexity of Ignorance

Robert E Belli and Howard Schuman*

We examine the kinds of mistakes that are frequently made when the general
public is asked to identify political symbols from the past half century. A
particularly striking phenomenon is inversion: the event is recalled backwards,
so that Rosa Parks is remembered for having given up her seat on a bus to a
white person. A second type of error occurs by linking a name to the wrong
person, as when John Dean is identified as a movie actor (James Dean). Still
another type of mistake involves a correct substantive categorization but with
temporal displacement, for example, the Tet Offensive is said to have occurred
during the Korean War. In each of these cases we are able to speculate about
the social and psychological processes that have led to the misremembering.
However, not every error is lodged in respondents: we initially treated as
incorrect all answers that did not fit our own expectations; but we were soon
forced to recognize that other frames of reference could be brought to the task
and lay equal claim to the truth.

KEY WORDS: collective memory; knowledge; surveys; methods.

The conception of memory as a collection of accurate records of past
events has long been questioned by both psychologists and sociologists
(Bartlett 1932; Halbwachs [1950] 1980) and is now largely abandoned. In-
itially, the “recordings” themselves are inevitably incomplete due to the
impossibility of capturing literally what occurs with even the simplest event.
Next, what is remembered over time is likely to be increasingly simplified,
with subtle connections lost, broad characterizations sharpened, and some
merging of similar or related memories. There is also differential recogni-
tion and acceptance of one’s ignorance, so that when invited to report the
past, people vary considerably in their willingness to use associations and
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