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Mental chronometry, particularly the 
measurement of reaction-time, is prob- 
ably the most widely used method in cur- 
rent information-processing psychology. 
In this book, Posner does not attempt a 
comprehensive review of the approach. 
Instead he presents a much more person- 
al account, discussing the experimental 
paradigms he has worked on and, in 
many cases, initiated, such as those con- 
cerned with visual and name matching, 
alerting, orienting, the automatic facili- 
tation of pathways, and the relation be- 
tween limited-capacity processing and 
consciousness. 

The book is far more than a tour of ex- 
perimental paradigms of current interest, 
however. The history of human experi- 
mental psychology until about 1960 was 
one of rigor increasingly driving out con- 
tent. Since then there has been a wel- 
come return of content, and Posner's 
work has been important to this develop- 
ment. For the last 15 years he has been 
engaged in attempting to dissociate func- 
tional subsystems, and, in a series of 
flanking attacks, he has used the meth- 
ods of modern experimental psychology 
to tackle a previously taboo central is- 
sue, consciousness. To compensate for 
the increased complexity of his object, 
he adopts an approach broader than that 
typical of information-processing psy- 
chology and has successfully incorporat- 
ed evidence from the brain sciences, par- 
ticularly from the study of evoked poten- 
tials. 

The book, then, is a record of a series 
of investigations that seems likely to fig- 
ure in a future history of psychology. 
Moreover, it is both reasonably acces- 
sible to people with no previous knowl- 
edge of the field and valuable to research 
workers in it. Unfortunately it also bears 
the marks of its origin, a lecture series. 
Quite frequently, individual experiments 
are not described in sufficient detail for 
the reader to assess the cogency of the 
evidence. A more serious intellectual 
flaw is Posner's failure to consider ex- 
perimental results that pose problems for 
his views. Thus a theory that holds that a 
general limited-capacity mechanism ex- 
ists-and this is the core of Posner's the- 
ory of consciousness-must account for 
subjects' ability to do two fairly complex 
tasks with little interference. Posner ig- 
nores the difficulty. The complementary 
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difficulty, that interference in probe-re- 
action-time tasks may not reflect general 
processing limitations, is merely dis- 
missed in a single sentence and an in- 
adequate footnote. Equally serious, if 
very understandable, is Posner's failure 
to articulate his theory of conscious con- 
trol, other than by arguing that it in- 
volves an "isolable processing system" 
with a number of very important func- 
tions, perhaps too close to a neurological 
homunculus to be a satisfactory view. 
Posner makes no claim to have devel- 
oped a theory of mind, but at the very 
least he has primed psychology for one. 
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