
What about third factor patterns?

Addressing points 2 and 5 of the session description, this talk tackles two consequences of the 
biolinguistic approach in general, and of the priority given to third factor explanations in 
particular. These are 1) the fact that objects of scientific inquiry become more global and 2) 
the fact that these more global, not specifically linguistic properties of the (human or animal) 
cognitive system produce linguistic patterns that do not seem to surface outside of language. 
The question is why, for example, the syllabic pattern of the coda does not appear to occur in 
human cognitive functions other than language (or phonology), and is not produced by 
relevant non-human primates. Under third factor and biolinguistic assumptions that exclude 
phonology from UG and grant full phonological competence to certain non-human primates, 
we expect that the same general cognitive design properties produce the same patterns 
wherever they rule, i.e. including in non-linguistic human and non-human cognition. What is 
at stake, then, is not the count of all kinds of sophisticated things that animals can perform in 
perception (as Samuels 2009:355 puts it, "virtually all the abilities that underlie phonological 
competence have been shown in other species"), but the actual patterns that they produce as 
the result of their cognitive activity. 

Syllable structure is a pervasive property of natural language, and the most important 
distinction is between closed and open syllables, i.e. ones that do vs. do not bear a coda. A 
consonant is a coda iff it occurs either string- (word-)finally, or before another consonant 
(further sonority-related intricacies left aside). The coda pattern thus identifies as the 
disjunction __{#,C}. In order to show that animals are equipped to do human phonology, it 
would need to be shown that, given two sets of items A and B (A being consonants in 
phonology, B vowels), they either naturally produce or are able to extract from a linear 
stimulus those A-tokens that occur before another A and string-finally (A2 and A5 in 
#A1BA2A3BA4BA5#), to the exclusion of all other As. This very basic coda pattern is a little 
more sophisticated, and foremost non-linear, than what cotton-top tamarins have supposedly 
be found to be able to do, i.e. to segment for example a linear stimulus into "CVCVCV" units 
(Hauser et al. 2001). Going this way in experimental design is trying to prove something by 
the weakest, rather than by the strongest case. Also, this type of study does not control for the 
possibility that all these highly skilled animals learn to discriminate items on a simple 
behaviourist stimulus-response basis which does not imply any computational system or 
activity. Are tamarins able to extract __{#,C} from a signal, or to produce it? If it cannot be 
shown that this pattern exists in animal or non-linguistic human cognition, there must be 
something specifically linguistic to it. 

Chomskyan minimalism/biolinguistics as much as anti-chomskyan "Cognitive" 
Grammar (e.g. Taylor 2002) converge in the effort to explain properties of grammar by more 
general properties of the cognitive system. One question to ask in relation with this research 
strategy is in which way the kind of more general cognitive objects that the literature comes 
up with (in case they are named) may be considered in scientific terms and with scientific 
instruments: how do we get a handle on cognitive salience or figure-ground relations? Fodor 
(1983:107) says that "the more global […] a cognitive process is, the less anybody 
understands it." Historically, the evolution in cognitive science goes in the opposite direction: 
18th-19th century physician Franz-Joseph Gall, who first argued that the cognitive system falls 
into a number of distinct computational systems, indentified broad and (as we know today) 
highly composite cognitive functions in what was called phrenology then (e.g. Marshall 
2001). Objects of inquiry in phrenology were things like combativeness, destructiveness, 
firmness, benevolence, veneration, cautiousness, love, wit and hope. Fodor (1983) calls these 
horizontal faculties, and shows that cognitive science could only make progress because they 
were progressively abandoned and replaced by more humble objects of inquiry, which are 



smaller and more homogeneous (vertical faculties in his terms). These are the fields of 
scientific inquiry that contemporary cognitive science is after: among others, attention, vision, 
audition, language. 

The talk argues for delineating targets of inquiry that are smaller and more accessible 
than the kind of global cognitive properties that the third factor strategy produces. Two such 
items are discussed: a design property of morpho-syntax, concatenation, and an input 
condition of phonology, linearity. Both are in complementary distribution: phonology does 
not concatenate anything (it interprets strings), while (minimalist) syntax is unaware of 
linearity. It is argued that recursion is a consequence of concatenation (which creates 
embedded structure via Merge), and therefore absent in phonology (a long-standing 
observation). It may therefore appear hasty to conclude that phonology is absent from UG 
based on the observation that it does not accommodate recursion. On the other hand, 
Government Phonology holds that the kind of hierarchical structure which occurs in 
phonology, lateral relations (government and licensing), is different from the syntactic 
hierarchical structure (trees). This difference is argued to be a direct consequence of linearity: 
government and licensing are the kind of hierarchical structure available in a linear 
environment (while trees are not available in absence of concatenation). 
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