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Book Review: Inhibition and Learning.
R.A. Boakes and M.S. Halliday, Eds. 1972. 568. U.S, $22.50
Reviewed by John J. Furedy
This book is a collection of twenty chapters based on most of the papers that were presented at a conference on learning and Inhibition at Sussex University in 1971. The purpose of the conference, according to the Academic Press, was to bring “together psychologists working in various traditions in an attempt to integrate recent theories and findings on the relationships between inhibition, learning, and extinction.” The papers accepted for the book were revised by their authors in the light of the conference discussions (which, however, were not published in any from), and edited by Drs. Boakes and Halliday.
The editors have also provided a four-page subject index, and brief introductions to the four main sections of the book, although they admit that the Sectioning was done somewhat “arbitrarily”. The book, therefore, contrary to the impression given by Academic Press, cannot really be described as a “cohesive” treatment of Inhibition. Nevertheless, the scope is quite considerable in the sense of providing a wide variety of approaches, and the sections--Inhibition and instrumental discrimination learning, Analogues of Pavlovian inhibition In Instrumental conditioning, Inhibition and classical conditioning, and Physiological mechanisms of behavioural inhibition—do take up most, if not all, of the relevant topics. Still, as the editors clearly appreciate, the treat​ment cannot be systematic in any textbook sense. Common with all books based on such symposia, the organization is much more impressive within chapters than it 1s between, and, in this case, at least one obvious reason for the difficulty 1s the many (at times inconsistent) connotations that the term "inhibition" has for the various participants.
Despite the lack of real coherence, the book may, as suggested by the publishers, “interest research workers in animal learning and physiological psychology, advanced undergraduate and graduate students of psychology”, If only because the sampling of experts is unusually wide. This point is rightly emphasised by the editors in their preface when they talk of bringing together "Western psychologists involved in the study of animal behaviour" with "psy​chologists from Eastern Europe where the Pavlovian tradition of interest in inhibition has remained unbroken". Nevertheless, because it does not represent a systematic treatment of inhibition, I cannot envisage this book being of any real use as a text in any undergraduate or graduate course, although it may provide certain seminar courses with a useful starting point. Similarly, for research workers in related fields, the book is clearly useful as a picture of what a fairly wide sampling of experts were thinking about, but there is the obvious question that arises: will not all that is really valuable of this material appear in readily available journals? The abovementioned subject index and short introductory sections provided by the editors does at least partially answer this question, but whether that answer is sufficient to outweigh the cost of the book is at least a debatable point.
Concerning more subjective, evaluative matters, it should be said at the outset that in terms of the quality of the individual chapters, this collection of papers compares extremely favorably with other collections. Specifically, I could not really find one paper that could justifiably be called poor quality. On the other hand, in terms of the original meaning of the term "symposium" as Involving debate, the papers show relatively little evidence of cross referencing, and almost no evidence of critical cross referencing. It was probably otherwise at the actual meetings, but the book itself shows little of the conflicts with which any student of this area should be grappling. Perhaps publication of the discussions 1n some form would have provided this necessary ingredient of dialogue between the participants. Without that ingredient, it is not surprising that the book lacks any real cohesion in spite of the generally high quality of the individual contributions.
