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theories of lower-order cognitive processes, such as sensation and attention,
were underrepresented in theories of higher-order cognitive processes, such
as memory and language. At the end of that chapter, however, he predicted
that the role of inhibitory processes in memory would seem “incontestable
in the near future,” and that the emerging “brain metaphor ... and neu-
ral/connectionist approaches to the simulation of cognitive processes”
would “push us towards” recognizing the role of inhibition in higher-order
cognitive processes (p. 328).

Looking back at those arguments from the perspective of the present
chapter, several comments seem warranted. First, as far as recognizing the
role of inhibitory processes in memory and cognition, the field would seem
to have been “pushed” even farther and faster than that chapter anticipated.
Over a relatively brief time, as evidenced by the present volume, other
recent volumes on inhibitory processes in attention, memory, language, and
other cognitive processes (see, e.g., Dagenbach & Carr, 1994a; Dempster &
Brainerd, 1995), and the current empirical and theoretical literature more
generally, the picture has changed markedly. Much current theorizing,
whether behavioral or neurobiological, and whether stated verbally or in
formal/quantitative terms, is characterized by a presumed interplay of ex-
citatory and inhibitory processes.

It seems safe to say, however, that the increased emphasis on inhibitory
mechanisms is more a product of hard data than it is of any change of
metaphor or style of formal modeling. A variety of behavioral, neuropsy-
chological, and neurobiological findings have provided compelling evidence
for inhibitory processes of one type or another. In part, those findings have
emerged from new paradigms in behavioral research, such as the retrieval-
practice paradigm discussed here and the “negative priming” paradigm (see,
e.g., Tipper, 1985), and new procedures in neuroscience.

Our second comment is that the specific assertion that refrieval inhibi-
tion/suppression is a unique and broadly useful mechanism for avoiding
interference and competition in human memory may, in a sense, have been
an understatement. We have argued here that the retrieval-inhibition proc-
esses that underlie retrieval-induced forgetting are similar, in a formal sense,
to those that underlie the updating of memory. Anderson and Spellman
(1995) argued that the inhibition/suppression processes that give rise to
retrieval-induced forgetting are formally similar to the inhibition/suppres-
sion processes identified long ago in selective attention. And analogous
inhibition/suppression mechanisms have been implicated in perceptual en-
coding (as in the “negative priming” paradigm), perceptual recognition (see,
e.g., Dagenbach & Carr, 1994b), the control of working memory (e.g., Zacks
& Hasher, 1994), and the disambiguation of meaning in the comprehension
of text and speech (e.g., Eberhard, 1994; Gernsbacher & Faust, 1991; Simpson
& Kang, 1994).
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To perhaps now overstate the case, it may be that retrieval inhibition is
the primary solution in the functional architecture of the human as an
information-processing device to the problem of avoiding interference and
competition at various levels of cognitive processing. In a broad range of
motor and cognitive activities, selecting appears to involve inhibiting. The
formal properties of selection/inhibition processes may have much in com-
mon across domains; Anderson and Spellman (1995, p. 94), for example,
interpret the total pattern of retrieval-induced forgetting results as evidence
that retrieval is best regarded as “conceptually focused selective attention.”
The common goal of such selection/inhibition mechanisms is to enhance
the selection of task-relevant percepts, movements, and stored information
by inhibiting competing percepts, movements, and information. The impor-
tance of selection/inhibition mechanisms is also underscored by the accu-
mulating evidence that the efficiency of such mechanisms may play a sig-
nificant role in developmental changes in cognitive abilities (e.g., Bjorklund
& Harnishfeger, 1990; Dempster, 1992), deficits in information processing
that accompany aging (e.g., Hasher, Stoltzfus, Zacks, & Rypma, 1991; Hasher
& Zacks, 1988), and even, possibly, psychopathologies, such as schizophre-
nia (e.g., Beech, Powell, McWilliams, & Claridge, 1989).

Finally, a somewhat ironic comment seems called for with respect to the
uniquely human and adaptive character of retrieval inhibition as an updat-
ing/selection mechanism. It is “uniquely human” because it differs so mark-
edly from the overwriting/scanning mechanisms typical of nonliving infor-
mation-processing devices, such as a computer. It is “adaptive” because it
enhances updating/selection without erasing the representation of the in-
hibited information, should that information be needed later. As an adaptive
solution to the updating/selection problems faced by humans as information
processors, however, it is important to note that retrieval inhibition is the
product of evolution and the living organism, not the product of the human
intellect. Where the human intellect has played a role is in the design of the
less flexible and less sophisticated updating/selection mechanisms charac-
teristic of computers, tape recorders, and other inanimate information-proc-
essing devices. '
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