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This was a review of psvchological experiments
during the 1960s on attention, memory, deci-
sion time, and the effects of environmental con-
ditions on performance, It conciuded that ran-
dom subprocesses are combined so as to give
predictable gross behaviour. [The 55CI* indi-
cates that this book has been cited in over 710
publications.]
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During the 1950s and early 1960s, experimental
psychology adopted with enth the approaches

however, have not been much discussed in the 20
years that have followed; others drew different im-
plications from the data.

What can we all agree we learned from the 196052
At the start, psychologists hoped (as ( still would) to
build machines whose function is describable by the
same mathematics as human thinking is. Many of
them, however, hoped also that these machines
would be like steam-engines or typewriters: that they
would behave in the same way if put back in the
same situation and that their internal operations
(which after the 1950s we could discuss) would un-
roll in identical ways in different circumstances. That
false hope was killed in the 1960s.

By 1971 it was clear that each psychological reia-
tionship depends on the exact background condi-
tions., The effect of prolonged work on signal detec-
tion depends on the false-alarm rate allowed, the re-
lationship between reaction time and information
transmitted depends on the particular set of stimuli
and responses emploved, different tasks show differ-
ent effects of prior instructions to attend to one stim-
ulus in a large set, and the bad effects of poor eo-
vironments depend upon the methods of coping used
by the person. In general, everything depends on
almost everything else. This book was certainly a fac-
tor in driving that message home.

Some people concluded that we must keep the aim

and concepts of engineering, information theory, and
cybernetics, Such methods allowed discussion of
events within the person, in words independent of
any particular physialogy, but apparently more pre-
cise than older “mentalistic’’ language, By a decade
later, the literature was crowded with appropriate
experiments. This book was an attempt to sum up
the 10 years of progress and to see how far the orig-
inal concepts needed modifying.

It mentioned, summarised, and debated most of
the experiments of the 1960s in the area it covered,
a wider traw! than most single-author hooks could
now contemplate. The sheer bulk of data and the spe-
cialisation of topics have driven the community
toward multiauthor volumes or narrower dedicated
monographs. Even then the book was, frankly, almost
unreadable, and the most probable reason for its ci-
tation is that it served for a few years as a quarry
for those seeking exact references to the literature.
I still use it myself in that way, for papers in that
period. Indeed, i still believe this mountain of facts
carries certain general implications and that the
ideas in the book are therefore “true,” Those ideas,

of looking for steam-engines and therefore turned
to simpler aspects of perception, of motor control,
or of a rejuvenated physiological psychology. Some
turnedt to the formalisms of linguistics or logic, Some
decided that ail psychology rests on process, with
no persisting structures, and that the aim must there-
fore be to describe more perfectly the histoey of the
series of external events and their correspending
idiosyncratic processes. ! myself thought, and still
think, that these were the wrong reactions.’

We can infer, from easily repeatable experiments,
that human decision is the outcome of many partially
random neural events. Yet it has critical points at
which a discontinuous step is taken in favour of one
action rather than another. The setting of these crit-
ical points, and the consequences ance a particular
step has occurred, do obey lasting rules.? If we ig-
nore those rules and ty to bu1ld a sc:ence for par-
ticular paradi , ar formali
we shall be contmually frustrated by bizarre excep-
tions ta our steam-engine madels.? This book failed
to convince readers of the answer, only of the prob-
lem. There will in the end be clearer, cleverer, and
thus more successiul advocates of the same position.
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