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ABSTRACT 
 
Neo-behaviourist raids on Phonology where "neo" means schizophrenic 

 
In recent years, phonology has experienced attacks from the behaviourist side which 
sometimes do and other times do not identify as such. In the late 50s, the genrative paradigm 
was born through the struggle for emancipation from the then dominating branch of 
psychology that ruled over language acquisition as well. Behaviourism ambitions to cover 
everything that humans (and non-humans) learn: eating, walking, driving a car, being the 
president of the United States, speaking etc. In the behaviourist view, all these activities are 
treated on a par. The so-called mentalist revolution was initiated by Chomsky (1959): learning 
a natural language and how to drive a car are cognitive processes that are different in kind. 
Language cannot be acquired without a set of genetically endowed predispositions. The child 
builds on this "knowledge without grounds" as well as on external stimulus in the 
acquisitional process. 

In subsequent years, Chomsky has paralleled his more narrowly linguistic work with 
continuous activity on the philosophical side (e.g. Chomsky 1966,1986,1991,1993,2002). In 
fact, the debate at hand is but an instantiation of the age-old philosophical controversy 
between (anglo-saxon) empiricists (Hume, Locke) and (continental) mentalists (Descartes, 
Port Royal, von Humboldt): is the human just some sort of highly skilled machine, or is it 
different in kind? 

The behaviourist view is absolutely incompatible with the foundational generative idea 
that there is a genetically transmitted Universal Grammar (UG). Therefore, behaviourism has 
always been out of business within the generative paradigm, and very much so more generally 
in linguistics. 

It is interesting to note some properties of the "old" debate that Chomsky led with 
Skinner, Quine, Piaget and so on. For one thing, the chomskian arguments were only 
syntactic: how could a child produce an infinite number of well-formed sentences with a finite 
brainal capacity? This kind of argument cannot be made for phonology: the number of well-
formed phonological expressions is finite (leaving aside "possible" nonsense words). Also, 40 
years of psycholinguistic research have not produced any compelling evidence for or against 
the existence of UG. That is, generativists merely reiterate that "it is impossible that the child 
could ever acquire language without having access to innate knowledge", while 
(neo-)behaviourists say "it is possible…" As far as I can see, nobody has ever tried to define 
the conditions of falisification of one or the other position. 

Neo-behaviourists build on these grounds. Their old baggage comes along in a fresh 
dress. That is, neo-behaviourists pretend to be generativists and mentalists. Moreover, they 
leave syntax/ semantics alone and attack only phonology. The leading model is given by Carr 
(2000): there is no UG in phonology, but there is one in syntax. Children do build on innate 
knowledge, but this knowledge is not specifically phonological or even linguistic. The "more 
general capacities" that in the neo-behaviourist view are necessary and sufficient for the 
acquisition of laguage are shared with animals: the capacity to categorize ("this animal is an 
elephant, not a tiger"), induction, mimicry and the like (further detail orally). Hence, the 
content of UG is neither "U" nor "G": it is universal, but more than Chomsky believes it is 
since it is shared with animals; it is not grammatical. 

It seems that most of the work in phonological acquisition these days adopts some brand 
of this neo-behaviourist stance: UG, if any, does not contain specifically phonological 
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devices. It is not always clear to which extent "generative" neo-behaviourists are aware of 
their being neo-behaviourst. For example, there are actors whom I call "auxiliary 
behaviourists". These promote behaviourist ideas or contribute to behaviourst goals without 
being directly motivated by behaviourism. One case in point is Laboratory Phonology: 
Pierrehumbert et al. (2000) identify a number of core principles of this approach to 
phonology: 1) the acquisition of a phonemic inventory is not any different from the process 
that has made emerge our solar system where planets move around the sun from a cloud of 
dust; 2) phonology is a continuum (sic), its discrete character is only "surface" and indeed an 
accidental equilibrium state of a fundamental continuum; 3) social systems are as natural as 
biological systems, in fact they are part of biology. That is, social variation is as linguistically 
relevant as linguistic variation that is not due to social factors; 4) grammaticality judgements 
are unreliable. Phonologists should use other means for data collection, such as for example 
statistical evidence. 

Points 3) and 4) tie in with the old unsatisfaction among socio-linguists (modern: 
variationists) who have never really accepted the fundamental and foundational division of 
modern linguistics that was established by Saussure: there is no hope to discover anything 
about language unless the Langue is separated from the Parole. Langue is the immaculate 
linguistic core that remains entirely unaffected of external parameters such as social, political, 
cultural etc. variation. What Saussure calls "linguistique de la Parole" is just as noble as the 
"linguistique de la Langue", and this has been taken up by the Chomskian notions of 
competence vs. performance and, more recently, I-language vs. E-language. 

All auxiliary behaviourists simply deny this distinction, but do not make this fact 
explicit: most of them claim that they are working inside the generative paradigm 
(variationists as well as laboratory phonologists). Another auxiliary behaviourist is Joan 
Hooper/ Bybee (the same person, before and after her divorce). Her case is particularly 
interesting since she has set out some 30 years ago in order to build a grammar that, unlike 
SPE, is able to tell what is a possible human grammar from what is not. Defining what is 
natural was the goal of Natural Generative Phonology, of which Hooper (1976) was the major 
reference. Bybee (2001) now believes that the only reason for synchronic and diachronic 
variation is language use, i.e. frequency. For example, speakers and infants build a DP 
because the determiner and the noun occur next to each other very frequently, while, say, the 
determiner and the verb do not. If adverbs and nouns occurred together, they would become 
sisters of some syntactic constituent. In other words, everything and its reverse are possible 
grammars of natural language. Unlike the others, Bybee does acknowledge that she now does 
not stand on generative grounds anymore. 

In this talk, my goal is threefold: I aim at 1) characterizing neo-behaviourists and their 
claims; 2) showing the novelty of their strategy and 3) refuting them. 

The first two points have been addressed above. In order to refute neo-behaviourists, the 
first thing to be done is to reveal their schizophrenia: being a generativist and a behaviourist at 
the same time is like being a democratic royalist. Either the human is a kind of high-
performing machine, or it is not. Humans cannot be machines in phonology, but non-
machines in syntax. Another thing that needs to be made explicit is the fact that neo-
behaviourists not only lie outside the generative paradigm, but also outside modern linguistics 
as defined by Saussure. Second, the grounds on which neo-behaviourism builds are shaky: the 
set of well-formed phonological expressions only appears to be finite. Every phonologist 
knows that there is such a thing as the notion of "possible word": loan-word phonology and 
neologisms show that speakers do discriminate between something that is legal and something 
that is illegal, even if they have never been exposed to the object before. Third, all 
behaviourists, whether auxiliary or not, must claim that any (phonological) grammar and its 
reverse is a possible human grammar. This is because the grammatical maturation of the child 
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is not constrained by any specifically linguistic pattern that pre-exists the stimulus: anything 
and its reverse can be acquired if it reaches the ear of the infant. For example, the distribution 
of vowels and zeros in a vowel-zero alternation is "vowel in closed, zero in open syllables" 
only by accident. It could well be the reverse. The explanation that there is no language with 
the reverse pattern because infants never receive the corresponding stimulus of course is no 
explanation at all: language change should be able to produce random variation. It is a fact 
that it does not, and (neo-)behaviourists have no answer to that. Finally, the schizophrenic 
split between behaviourist phonology vs. non-behaviourist syntax/ semantics, if taken 
seriously, makes an interesting prediction: sign language must not have phonology. This is 
because we know that two deaf infants left on their own develop a human signed language 
without ANY linguistic input (whether this is true for hearing infants could be tested easily, 
but the corresponding experiment of course violates basic ethical principles). Since for 
behaviourists nothing can be acquired in the absence of stimulus, deaf children are martian, in 
any event can they not possibly possess a phonology (Carr 2000:88 is explicit on this: they 
possess "something else"). Therefore, neo-behaviourists are refuted if the study of sign 
language can show that there is something like sign phonology. The evidence is extremely 
clear on this side (e.g. Perlmutter 1992, Sandler 1986,1993, Hulst 1996), and the behaviourist 
position seems fairly hopeless. In the same way, neo-behaviourists must deny any 
resemblence between phonology and syntax: the latter is constrained by UG, the former is 
not. Hence, the discovery of any common and non-accidental structure is unexpected. I will 
also suggest some candidates in this filed. 

In sum, it is somewhat surprising that the same confrontation comes back periodically 
every 20 or 30 years (generative semantics in the early 70s was another neo-behaviourist 
attack, see for example Katz & Bever 1974). The recent comeout is telling and dangerous at 
the same time: telling because it concerns only phonology (syntacticians will not buy any 
however wrapped behaviourism) and therefore contributes to the accelerated continental drift 
of both fields (cf. Optimality Theory). Dangerous because the crucial subfield of phonological 
acquisition seems to fall prey to behaviourism without explicit mention of that fact and 
without significant resistance. All this does not speak in favour of linguistics/ phonology as a 
cumulative science. The wheel is re-invented periodically, and quite some energy, ink and 
time evaporates like that. 
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