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A. Burton-Roberts on two conceptions of ‘Language’ 

(Chomsky adopts both simultaneously, and inconsistently)

The generic conception: 

1. The concept of 'a (particular) language' is primary

2. Language is universal in the sense that it ranges over particular languages,

3. Thus a Theory of Language is a theory of languages 

4. One arrives at the notion 'Language' by abstracting away from particular languages. 

5. This conception of Language also takes particular languages to be instantiations of Language, as tokens of the type Language. 

6. The generic conception lends itself to an interpretation of the notion 'Language' which  one might call weak realism 

7. That is, 'Language' may be viewed instrumentally, as no more than a theoretical construct: the reality of the linguistic lies in actual languages. 
The naturalistic conception:

1. Leads to a more strongly realist interpretation of Language,

as a real object in the natural world (specifically, an innately endowed, specifically linguistic, module of mind/brain).

2. Here, Language has a reality independent of languages. 

3. Language here is universal in that it ranges over, not all languages (viewed, on this conception, as E-languages),

4. but all individuals with the relevant innate endowment 

5. The 'I' in 'I-language' here stands for both 'individual' and 'internal'. 

6. 'Language' here is not an abstraction over specific languages. 

7. On this view, Language and specific languages are two distinct sorts of reality. 

8. This is Radical Internalism : linguistic knowledge is not internalised

9. Radical Internalism assumes a sharp distinction between what is mind-internal and what is mind-external 

10. The postulated innate linguistic knowledge is said to be wholly mind-internal. It includes an innate set of semantic primitives

11. On this view, the child comes equipped with the entire universal range of conceptual content : the child need only acquire the relevant phonological labels

12. Note too that this Chomskyan conception of language ‘acquisition’ is entirely passive : language ‘acquisition’ is said to be  something that happens to the child, not something that the child does.

13. And language ‘acquisition’ is said to be fast and easy

 Some reasons for suspicion about radical internalism :

The strongest argument in favour of innate linguistic knowledge is the argument from the putative poverty of the stimulus, 

but not a single convincing case has been provided which empirically supports this argument (Pullum & Scholtz 2002)

I suggest that one reason why there is so much variation between individual children in their pathway to acquisition of (more or less) the same language is this :

The input/stimulus is remarkably rich : it contains the full range of phonological, morphological and syntactic patterns which constitute the ambient language

(I come to semantics later)

The child has limited attentional resouces, and cannot focus on all of them at once

Within the bounds of certain broad similarities across children, different children will focus on different aspects of the input at any given stage in development 

Relative to the vast amount of richly structured input which the child is exposed to, language acquisition is slow, and much of it is relatively difficult at any given stage

(a) For instance, while some productive use of the Polish genitive inflection begins, roughly, not long after the child’s 2nd birthday,

full mastery does not arrive until around the age of 10 (Dabrowska 2005), 

despite high frequence daily exposure to genitive inflections

 (b) Another example : acquisition of concepts involving calibration is difficult for the child for many years before full mastery is achieved:

Adult : What size are your shoes ?

6 year old child : Blue.

(The 6 year old child understands ‘big’, ‘small’, ‘bigger than’ and ‘smaller than’, but has not yeat mastered calibration of size)

6 year old child : C’est quand, Noel?

Adult : Dans trois semaines

6 year old child : Mai quand ? Après dodo ?

The same is probably true for a vast range of cultural concepts (posting letters, telling the time, monetary cost, receiving change after payment)

(c ) Putative properties of ‘innate language’ seem to be either (a) not specifically linguistic or (b) not specific to humans, or neither

(d) If all of the properties of the human parser are (a) not specific to language or (b) not specific to humans, then that supports (c)

B. Weak Internalism and coding

1. Weak internalism is consistent with at least some varieties of externalism, since it presupposes externalism :

that which is internalised (such as a visual or an acoustic image) is, by definition, externally available

2. The question, then, is what sorts of thing are internalised in the path of language acquisition

3. One common view is that the language learner internalises a code
4. On this view, concepts are encoded in phonic or visual substance, which is transmitted and then decoded back into conceptual content

5. This view is often supported by an appeal to the non-existence of telepathy : since we are not telepathic, we need encoding and decoding

Thus, Chomsky (1995 : 221) : 

"If humans could communicate by telepathy, there would be no need for a phonological component, at least for the purposes of communication". 

6. But the encoding/decoding view is deeply mystical : it claims that conceptual content can be transmogrified into phonic substance. (‘converted’ and ‘transduced’ are also used in the literature : see Chomsky 1995, and Hale & Reiss 2000 respectively).

Other terms for this encoding relation are : realisation/instantiation (the type/token relation), manifestation, implementation 

 7. Let us replace this notion of transmogrification with B-R’s notion of physical representation : speech events physically represent conceptual content (though not iconically).

Consider Magritte’s La Trahison des Images :
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in which a distinction is made between a pipe and a representation of a pipe. 

Applied to language, this means making a distinction between phonic substance used as physical representation and conceptual content itself (phonology, morphology and syntax are in the signal, but semantic content is not)

8. On this view, what is internalised are 

(a) acoustic images as traces of acoustic events

(b) systems of conventions for the physical representation of conceptual content

9. For B-R, who adopts radical internalism, this means allowing for the role of conventionality in languages as systems of physical representation, 

while also allowing for a radically internal stock of semantic primitives

10. B-R’s view allows for a clear picture of how Language as an innate natural object relates to the culturally constituted systems referred to as languages

11. But the idea of an innate, necessarily universal, stock of semantic primitives seems hard to square with data from child language acquisition 

12. as does Chomsky’s passive conception of child language acquisition

13. Empirical work by Tomasello (2003), and by Vihman (2000), strongly suggests that the child actively constructs a system

14. And work by Karmiloff-Smith (1992) plausibly suggests that much modularity is emergent, based on innate biases, rather than fully-fledged, richly specified, domain-specific, innate mental  modules

15. I suggest that we reject radical internalism, but retain B-R’s idea of physical representation

16. But this raises the problem that talk of physical representation (representans) presupposes the idea of representatum
17. For B-R, the representatum is innately given

18. But work by Gopnik (2001) suggests that specific aspects of cognitive development unfold gradually and variably from child to child, with the child slowly acquiring, for instance, the notions of means towards ends, success/failure and object permanence

19. And then acquiring the linguistic forms which represent those notions slightly after the notions have been grasped

20. On this view, notions such as ‘means towards an end’ are not innately given ; rather, the developing cognitive capacities of the child, in interaction with observation of and interaction with the environment, result in representata

21. Whether the child is innately equipped with knowledge of the representational relation (the representational species), as B-R suggests, or whether the child comes to realise that utterances are representations, is an open question. 

 C. Implications for Love’s scepticism about codes

Love (2004) argues against the idea of languages as codes, and we have supported that argument

He also seems to reject the idea of languages as systems. 

I want to retain the idea of languages as systems (in this case, systems of conventional representation of conceptual content)

I therefore seek to counter some of Love’s sceptical objections to the idea that such systems exist

(a) Love’s argument from phonetic variability

Love argues that it is an illusion to believe that we produce utterances of abstract linguistic units

In a sense, I agree with him : if utterance events are physical representations, they are not utterances of  conceptual content

He believes that there is no clear answer to questions such as the following : 

Are General American aluminum [((lu :m(n(m] and Standard Southern British English aluminium [((lju(m(nj(m] the same word ?

This uncertainty, he argues, should make us hesitate to claim that there are systems (for Love, codes) composed of identifiable units

Let us claim that the denotation of GA aluminum is pretty much the same, perhaps even identical, to SSBE aluminium
So that, in stating that the foil in the kitchen is made of aluminium, British and American speakers are accessing pretty much the same thought

The grounds we have for claiming this are based on similarity of usage, crucially involving similarity of context of utterance

‘pretty much the same’ rests on the notion ‘similarity space’, a notion which seems to be at the heart of much human cognition

If there are enough situations in which we can identify Americans and Brits uttering phonetically similar utterances in sufficiently similar contexts, 

we can assume that those utterances, considered as physical representations, represent very similar/overlapping conceptual content

This is true for Love’s examples of pronunciations of ‘butter’, as, variously, [(b((((], [(b((((], [(b(t((], [(b(t(], [(b((((], etc
If we adopt exemplar theory (Docherty & Foulkes 2000), we argue that each spatiotemporally unique utterance event is stored as a memory trace,

and that ‘exemplar clouds’ are build up in mental storage

We need not agree with Docherty & Foulkes that adopting exemplar theory means abandoning abstraction over such traces

On the contrary, there seems clear evidence that such abstraction takes place, allowing us, with sufficient exposure, to abstract over a wide range of phonetically similar acoustic event types :

Evidence that high type frequency appears to be a major determinant of productivity is produced by Bybee (2001)

Equally, high token frequency favours rote learning (Dabrowska 2001, 2005)

But there can be no type frequency, or token frequency, unless there are examplar clouds, and more/less ‘crowded’ neighbourhoods in the mental lexicon

Note that the type/token relationship appealed to here concerns acoustic events as tokens, acoustic event types (‘phones’) and acoustic event super-types (‘phonemes’) (see Carr 2000).

There is no appeal here to acoustic events as physical realisations of conceptual content

(b) Love’s argument from ambiguity

Love argues that there are, equally, problems with the notion ‘same utterance’ when we come to consider higher-level units such as I didn’t leave because I was angry
Love suggests that there is no clear answer to the question : 

Is I didn’t leave because I was angry when it means ‘because I was angry, I didn’t leave’ the same sentence as I didn’t leave because I was angry when it means ‘It wasn’t because I was angry that I didn’t leave’ ?

It is interesting to note that Love appeals here to ‘higher-level linguistic units’ (sentences, rather than words), while attempting to undermine any such appeal

Love undermines his own scepticism in doing so : one cannot allow that there are sentences which are higher-level units than words without allowing that sentences are made up of smaller units

Love too allows here that there are two distinct meanings at issue here, and explicitly states what they are

I agree with him on this, and most native speakers of English would have the same intuitive response

There is a reason for this : there are two distinct thoughts here

If, by ‘sentence’, Love means actual visual utterance events, then the answer to his question, under representational assumptions, is : no, we are not dealing with different sentences here

The ambiguity lies at the level of physical representation :

The thoughts themselves are not ambiguous (Love has stated clearly what those distinct thoughts are)

But we are able to use one and the same visual representation to represent those unambiguous thoughts (Burton-Roberts 2005)

While, in speech, it is possible to produce two distinct physical representations of the two distinct thoughts

If Love is arguing against a conception of ‘sentence’ as a  visual or acoustic utterance event which is said to encode specific meanings, then I agree with him

If he is arguing that there can be no generalising over utterance events or their representata, 

then I suggest that he is throwing the baby out with the bathwater.

 (c )  Love’s argument from child mispronunciations

Love asks whether a child’s less-than-fully-successful apparent attempts at adult pronunciations may be said to count as utterances of the words in question

He suggests that, if we claim that, say, the child’s [g(g] is an utterance of dog, then this threatens to usher in a very strange concept of wordhood and word identity

But the notion of word identity is no more strange here than it is in adult phonetic variability :

In each case, there are clear, and extensive, limits on variability

Child speech is not a matter of anything goes :

While utterances such as [g(g] and [d(d] are attested in the child speech literature, large numbers of other error types relating to ‘dog’ seem to be entirely absent in the attested data. 

A few examples of non-attested attempts at dog are [sis], [p(l], [l(p], [m(f], [f(m], [(b(lu]. There are countless others.

Child mispronunciations are constrained by a relatively small number of well-attested processes such as metathesis (as in ‘chicken’ for ‘kitchen’), consonant harmony,  substitution of stops for fricatives, etc.

And in each case of child mispronunciation, there is systematicity 

For instance, Neil Smith’s child Amahl systematically replaced coronal stops such as [t] and [d] with non-coronal stops such as [k] and [g]

Equally, some children will exhibit consonant harmony for CVC and CVCVC words, but never with CVCV words

Just as there are General American and SSBE pronunciation systems,

So there is systematicty in child speech :

The child is constructing a system which is based on the adult system, and which comes increasingly to resemble it 

D. System-switching in bilingual acquisition

There is a good deal of empirical evidence that children exposed to two languages slowly construct two distinct systems, based on the ambient input

1. Some evidence from Brulard & Carr (2003) :

During the one-word stage, our son Tom uttered words with consonant harmony ONLY in English words, as in [kak] for ‘cat’, [k(k] for ‘sock’, [k(k] for ‘duck’, [p(b] for ‘tub’

Unless the child was somehow identifying French ve English words, it is hard to see why CH didn’t extend to French words

Statements of this sort clearly presuppose that the child is uttering attempts at adult pronunciations, and this is viewed by some as overinterpretation (Cowley 2005), at least initially

But there is now clear evidence that the child is tuning into adult utterance forms even prior to the first attempts at approximations to adult pronunciations : this is Bråten’s altercentric participation. 

Given this, it is hard to see why we should take data such as these as anything other than participation by the child in the form of attempts at adult pronunciations

2. System-switching in the older bilingual child

The term ‘code’ is much used in the sociolinguistic literature, as in ‘restricted code’, and ‘code-switching’ 

It is not clear whether those who use the term intend ‘code’ in the sense that Love finds problematic

But investigation of definitions of key terms in sociolinguistics seems like grist to Love’s mill

For instance, sociolinguist Peter Trudgill (2003) states that sociolinguists have had difficulty in distinguishing between borrowing and ‘code-switching’ (for me : ‘system-switching’) :

‘Research has also focussed on…the extent to which it is possible to distinguish between code-switching and borrowing’ (2003 : 23)

‘Restaurant was originally a French word, but is now an integral part of the English language and is known and used by all speakers of English according to the rules of English and not French pronunciation’ (2003 : 19)

Trudgill seems to be suggesting that restaurant was, historically, a loan word, but no longer is.

And Love’s question is whether restaurant, when first borrowed, was a different word from restaurant as used by French speakers.

Love believes that there is no objective means of settling this issue

Perhaps appeal to context can help us distinguish code-switching and borrowing.

To the extent that an utterance type, qua physical representation, is adopted across a speech community, it is a borrowing. Here are some examples from French : Harry Potter , Star Wars,

Power Rangers

Note that, as recent loans, their pronunciations are either entirely French or nearly so

Love’s question is whether these are English words, or French words which are distinct from their equivalent English words

If, by ‘word’ is meant ‘physical representation’, then these are clearly distinct from their English counterparts

And, to the extent that they are used by a community, they form part of that community’s system of conventions of representation

To the extent that an utterance type is not attested across a community, it is not a loan, as in the following system-switching examples from our son Tom, now 7 and a half:

	Utterance
	French ?                          Date

	1. J’ai wipe mon bum
	Fesses                              03/01/05

	Has just come out of the loo
	

	2. J’arrive à build ce château
	Construire                      07/01/05

	Playing in a sand pit
	

	3. J’ai travaillé hard work
	                                         07/01/05

	Has been building a castle
	

	4. Je veux fish fingers
	Sais pas                           07/01/05

	In the kitchen
	

	Batonets de poisson pané ?
	Oui

	5. Il faut un trash can
	Poubelle                          13/01/05           

	Kitchen; he has sweetie papers
	

	6. Garde, papa, il y a un bunch
	Beaucoup                        13/01/05

	Pointing to a flock of gulls
	

	7. Garde, papa, je suis born là
	Sais pas                           13/01/05          

	Pointing to England on a map
	

	P : T’es né ou ? 
	Newcastle

	8. Papa, je peux do mon teeth d’abord ?
	Dents                               14/01/05

	Has just been asked (in English) to get dressed
	

	9. Papa, je te dis un joke.

Qu’est-ce qui a quatre roues et qui vole ? Un garbage truck.
	 Blague                            15/01/05

	Recounting a joke he has heard in English on the Pop channel
	What has four wheels and flies ?

A garbage truck

	‘Garbage truck’, en français ?
	Sais pas.

	‘Fly’ en français ?
	Mouche

	10. Si t’as un trump card, tu peux le jouer
	Sais pas                           16/01/05

	11. Garde, papa, un pumpkin 
	Citrouille                         16/01/05 

	12. T’es déjà get dressed, papa ?
	Habillé                             17/01/05

	13. Comme ça, on a enough money
	Argent                             19/01/05

	He’s just given me the change 
	from the purchase of sweets

	14. Je suis déjà get dressed
	Habillé                             23/01/05

	15. Papa, il faut faire speed
	Vitesse                             28/01/05

	In the car, late for school
	

	16. Je préfère courrir, parce que j’aime la vitesse
	                                         29/01/05

	Chatting in the car
	

	17. Si on tombait en panne, il fallait push le car
	                                         29/01/05

Pousser la voiture   

	Chatting in the car
	

	
	


Note that, when Tom utters, to a monolingual French schoolfriend :

J’ai trois cassettes de Harry Potter

He is using the French system

When saying to a monolingual English-speaking cousin:

I have three Harry Potter cassettes

He is using the English system

And when saying to his system-switching parents

Je veux fish fingers

He is switching from the English to the French system

It would seem odd to claim that such system-switching utterances somehow start out as part-representations of one thought and then switch to part-representations of another thought:

Given that he can translate from one system of representation to another, it seems logically necessary, given the relation between representans and representatum, 

that we appeal to a single thought which can be represented either wholly in English, wholly in French, or in a French-to-English representation.

E. Summing Up

If we adopt the generic interpretation of ‘language’, then we adopt a version of externalism. Externalism based on encoding’ is not viable. Externalism based on the relation of representation allows us to resist at least some of Love’s  sceptical eliminativism.
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