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In April 1903, Pavlov presented his early work on the conditioned reflex

to the International Congress ofMedicine, Madrid (Pavlov, 1903/1928a).

Two of the, no doubt numerous, events that celebrated the centenary of

this event were the Spring meeting of the Experimental Psychology Soci

ety at Exeter (for which I was the local organizer) and the annual Associa

tive Learning Symposium organized by Professors Rob Honey and John

Pearce of Cardiff University.

As the date of the Experimental Psychology Society (EPS) conference

approached, my thoughts turned increasingly to the nature of the man

and the work we were about to celebrate, and how both were considered

today. I repeatedly recalled a conversation with a colleague about a year

earlier that started with him saying, 'Associative learning ... isn't that

something they did in the 1950s when they thought pigeons could be

trained to guide missiles?"

It's probably best that this particular opinion remains anonymous

but, in less extreme forms, it probably reflects the attitude ofa consider

able minority of today's professional psychologists. Breaking down the

opinion into its constituents, it seems to center on the ideas that the

study of associative learning is (a) entirely concerned with nonhuman

animals, and is (b) part of an episode in the history of psychology that

ended with the "cognitive revolution" of the 1960s and 1970s. Both

components of this opinion are fundamentally incorrect, as I indicate

later in this chapter. However, first there is a need to define terms.

WHAT IS ASSOCIATIVE LEARNING?

In some senses, there is a tension in talking about Pavlov and "associa

tive learning" in the same breath. The term associative was in use

throughout Pavlov's career, but it was not a term that he favored. For

example, in his Madrid lecture he deliberately eschews the term associa

tive, stating that "habits and associations... are also reflexes, but condi-
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