Psychology Jerry Fodor Notes

Doing withoutWhat's Within : Fiona Cowie’s Critique of Nativism

Prologue

* Fodor began this paper as a critical discussion of Cowie,fdund so much
wrong that he ended up with an explication of the kihdadivism a rationalist in
cognitive psychology should endorse.

» So, the focus is as much on Fodor’s views as on Cowie’s.

Section 1 — Introduction

» Certain views are just back in fashion, rather than lian improved version.
Such are associationism and the controversy over indates.i Fodor doesn’'t
think there’s anything newm Cowie.

* Fodor won'’t try to change our preconceptions about innaseriaut will try to
persuade us that Cowie’s arguments are either miscodoaivage unsound.

* Fodor will address the three parts of Cowie’s book éenftilowing order:

1. Exegesis of the considerations that prompted nativism.
2. POSAs (Poverty of Stimulus Arguments).
3. IAs (Impossibility Arguments)

1.1 The Polemical Situation according to Cowie

Is the nativist / empiricist controversy substantiye@ the two positions simply
symmetrically opposed — denying one another. le. Nativismedegmpiricism
(“innate” = “not learned”) and empiricism denies nativism (“learned™not
innate”).

* Fodor suggests:

1. Itis false that nativism and empiricism were histdhlyceter-defined
2. Arguments could have been fruitful and the issue subgeaetien ifthere was
no definite idea of what innateness of learning amounts to.

* The argument started with plausible paradigm casesdbvism and empiricism
respectively, with the assumption that cognition woulddxn to resemble one or
other paradigm once better understood.

» Paradigm cases can muddle in “foreign issues”, butirthateness debate has
settled on one thing; that is, whether there existshomean phenotype (= “human
nature”) that arises from one genetgitdowment.

 The genotype / phenotype issue and the interaction batwepigenetic and
environmental factors are extremely hard to unravel, Bus generally agreed
that somephenotypic properties are genetically determined. Biologeds the
concept of innateness.

» Cowie thinks the burden is on nativists to say exaefthych doctrine they're

endorsing, but herself proposes two substantive issueshioch nativists and

empiricists differ:

1. The natural architecture of the mindre we equipped with domain-specific or
only general-purpose learning devices? POSA arguments address.

! | don't look into IAs in this summary as this part aider’s paper was not “set”. The IAs are those of
Leibniz, Descartes and Fodor, to the effect that(€says) empiricism is wholly false because
(extraordinary claim!) everything in our minds is innate.
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2. The scope and limits of natural scienadnat are the prospects for locating the
mind in our overall scientific worldview? IA arguments askir.

* Fodor thinks Cowie is muddled. The argument about innate idgast that ...
whether there arany, not in the first instance, about special-purpose learning
mechanisms or the place of the mind in the scientificldvew; which belong,
respectively, to psychology and metaphysics. Fodor dodsnk these issues are
what POSAs and IAs are about, in any case.

* Suppose we weré agree that the rationalist / empiricist debate {wvaally”
about the extent to which a species-characteristicahymsychological phenotype
is genetically determined. This would imply that the raicst has a substantive
position that microbiology promises to explicate. Emogsts, however, are stuck
with “learned# innate”. Cowie never considers what learningaisd denies it's a
problem for her position that she has no worked-out alieema

* If empiricism is offered as an alternatit@ nativism, rather than just arguing that
nativism is false, we need to have reason to supposthéampiricist’s paradigm
cases of learning are of the same thidpturalism has another discipline
(genetics) that is indebted to innateness, but empiricahpsygy hasn’'t anything
else that’s indebted to learning. So, why think there’s anlp ghing?

* Empiricists can't say what they’re endorsing excepgay that it's not what they
deny. Is there a substantial empiricist position fauradists to argue against?

* ‘“Learning= association” is the “sketch theory” of empiricism.

* But, associationism is false. In one sense, this dosstter to Cowie as she’s not
an associationist, though she may guardedly support casment. However, an
empiricist who’s not an associationist has no cogaipisychology at all.

* Empiricists only have real testable models of how cogmis achieved if they are
associationists, otherwise they have no positive acafurdw the mind works.

* Fodor summarises the possible approaches to psychology:

1. Empiricist: mental processes are associationist.
2. Rationalist: mental processes are computational.

 This is a symmetrical situation, but while associationismcertainly false,
computationalism might at least be partly true.

* Most of Cowie’s book doesn’'t depend on her restateroénhe rationalism /
empiricism debate. Her main thesis is that neitherndr POSAs are convincing.
Fodor asks two questions of Cowie:

1. What does she take IAs and POSAs to show? Fodor thimksgnisconstrues
their conclusions, and ...

2. Why does she think the arguments are unsound? Fodor clamabjections
are unfounded even if she was right about what they .show

Section 2 — The Arguments

2.1 What the Arguments Claim to Show

* Cowie thinks POSAs and IAs are independent. Fodor agreas @s [ffolemics are
concerned, but thinks that POSAs can'’t be true unlessriAs a

* Cowie claims that Chomsky (with Plato and Descarigeg) proponent of POSAs,
while Fodor (with Leibniz and Descartes) favours IAs.
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» According to Cowie, the nativist sees POSAs as justifyhe claim that what an
attribution of a mental item being innate meanghat it was acquired by a task-
specific learning device. On the other hand, 1As justtsatywe’ve no idea how
particular mental item was acquired, which underminesigat.

* Fodor thinks that Chomsky doesn’t care about acquisitioncesvor any
mechanism that mediates linguistic behaviour; theseirfédl the domain of
performance theories (which Fodor is convinced that Chpriskks can't exist,
though Fodor hasn’t actually asked him).

*  What Chomsky doethink POSAs do is argue for the nativism of domain-specifi
PAs (propositional attitudes).

* Fodor, after careful introspection as their supposed pyateary proponent, says
that he doesn’t think that IAs show that naturafissrimpossible. He claims to be
a token-reductionist, which he takes to be a substantivetraonsthat the
scientific worldview imposes on the ontology ofthk special sciences.

* So, what ar¢he conclusions of POSAs and IAs according to theirqgmepts?

» According to Fodor, POSAs argue that innate, domain-speitiformation is
used in first language acquisition. This isn’'t incompatibleéhwaturalism with
respect to devices; both ideas tend to be held by thogtirmglonodular views of
cognitive architecture.

» But, it’s consistent to accept innate, domain-specific Miile being agnostic
about the domain-specificity of mechanisn@homsky has PAs UG being
innate, but has language acquisition implemented via somehegtesting or
hypothesis-forming mechanism that could well be domain-nelR@EAs raise
the question of whether the innate PAs are used by dapatific mechanisms,
but naturalists need not be committed to any particulaverte this question.

» Fodor does acknowledge in a footnote that Chomsky's teloggds somewhat
obscure, and it can be misunderstood that his use ottire“tanguage organ”
refers to language acquisition. Fodor explains Chomsuges of this term as
indicating a desire to show continuity with biologidaory and methodology.

* Fodor thinks that these differences over mechanisms daiter much to Cowie,
but they domatter to Chomsky. It is central to how cognitivigplanations are
supposed to work, so Fodor digresses to discuss.

» Chomsky cares very much that coextensive descriptaggguate grammars can
differ in truth value, which Fodor proceeds to explain .oBefdoing so, he notes
that in what he has to say, he’s equivocating betweammar as internal
representation and grammar as linguists’ theory. He'svnaried by this.

» Chomsky needs a distinction between descriptive adecuatyruth because G
might be learnable while Gs not, according to the principles of UG, and yet both
be up to the task of generating all and only well-formedesees of the language.

» The distinction arises because:

1. Grammars are the intentional objects of speakers’ (B#sattitude being that
of “cognizing”, which Fodor will explain later).

2. The intentional objects of PAs are internally représgifrom nomological or
even metaphysical necessity.

* This explains why “G is the grammar of L” is intensidpabpaque to the
substitution of G for G; (because representations can differ even if their

2 I'm confused whether 1As are supposed to show empiriorsmativism or both to be impossible!
% Though Cowie isvorried.
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intentional contents don't). Consequently, the psydlio& reality of one doesn’t

guarantee that of the other. And, psychological re&irgquired for the trutbf a

linguistic theory.

This is all very well, but now we come to the pomit the diversion. The

distinction between truth and adequacy is a consequehceheo internal

representationf the PAs, mechanisms, however, aren’t represeatitat (they're

just interna). So, since we can’'t choose between mechanisms lmasdteir

internal representation, we can't choose betweem #ieall at least with respect

to their truth

Now we come to the important part of the argumens! iliportant to Chomsky

that we can decide between extentionally equivaleamgrars on empirical

grounds, so it's important that his nativism be based on RAgh allow such a

choice, rather than on mechanisms, which don't.

Missing this point involves missing the point at which ititemality gets its grip

on psychological explanation. The characteristictuiea of contemporary

cognitivist theorising is the way it plays off content iagarepresentation and

mechanism.

Hence, the conclusion of the POSAs is that it'saten domain-specific PAsnd

not devicesthat mediate language acquisition.

Chomsky’s view is continuous with the traditional ratiist postulation of innate

ideas, because it's innate information in the initiatestaf language acquisition

that's among the intentional objects of the learnenAs.

Fodor now gives a quick summary (to be followed up lateéhénlast section of

this papef) of the conclusions of IAs as intended by Chomsky.

If sound, 1As imply that lots of concepts are innate; maly linguistic concepts

("being a noun”), but also mathematical concepts (“giaf) and others such as

“carburettor”. These aren’t particularly linguisticlaims, and don’t require

empirical premises about the linguistic environment duringdage acquisition.

Since IAs imply that concepts that common sensenslare obviously nahnate

areinnate, for instance “doorknob”, they make substartlaens and the issue is

simply whether or not they're crazy!

Cowie thinks that both POSAs and IAs are incompatible wittpiricism, but

thinks them independent. Fodor denies this because (hePaghs imply IAs

because there can't be innate PAs without innate concamdsinnate concepts

imply 1As. But, IAs are independent of POSAs, sinceréhcould be innate

concepts without innate PAs

So, there are two reasons for thinking there exist irc@teepts:

1. Empirical arguments (POSAS).

2. A priori arguments (IAs).

Fodor restates the relationship between POSAs, 1As apdieism as follows:

1. The correct interpretation of POSAs gives inconsgstevith empiricism.

2. Cowie’s interpretation of POSAs is no problem for @mgsm since
empiricists can allow domain-specificity of learnipgovided the domain-
specific_informationisn’t innate.

* Not included here.
® Fodor discusses alternative metaphysical views abouiatinee of conceptual content — eg. the
“theory theory”, which might lead some to deny thig Haim.
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3. However, both the above “takes” on POSAs are incagistwith
associationism, which is supposed to be domain-neutral dinaets on
concepts mechanically, irrespective of their contents.

* So, Cowie is wrong on two counts:

1. She muddles the conclusions of POSAs.

2. She mixes up empiricism with associationism.

* Fodor now turns from what Cowie understands as thelusinos of POSAs to
the serious stuff — her criticisms of the POSAs thevesel

2.2 The Empirical Arguments: POSAs

» Cowie gives three arguments against POSAs:

a) The inference from the Primary Linguistic Data (PLD)WG being innate
depends on grammars being mentally represented, whichriedels on (a)
dubious ontological and metaphysical claims (that languagesmental
objects) and (b) dubious methodological claims (that lingpsiss part of
psychology).

b) Evidence for the paucity of children’s linguistic data soimclusive.

c) There is no reason to prefer innateness of UG overdhielned Empiricist”
theories that domain-specific information is merelgruged in language
learning.

a) What POSAs assume about languages and grammars:

* Fodor reconstructs Cowie’s argument as follows:

I. Innateness of UG depends on only grammars compatible wihbeing
psychologically real.

il. Only mentally represented grammars are psychologiozdily r

iii. The case for the innateness of UG depends on linguisiderece for
grammars being evidence for these grammars being memaitlysented.

iv. This evidence in turn depends on linguistics being part ofnedygy and on
the truth-makers for grammars being psychological fatisut speaker /
hearers.

v. The thesis that linguistics is part of psychologyaight with methodological
and ontological premises which may reasonably be rejecte

vi. Chomsky needs therefore to acknowledge that the imesgeof UG is
conditional not only on empirical evidence for gramrdmst also on these
dubious premises.

vil. These conditional premises make the argument for rthateness of UG
feeble even wergve to grant the cogency of the empirical evidence Istgui
usually cite.

* Hence, before we can decide whether empirical evidengeees for the innateness
of UG, we first have to answer questions such as:

a) What sort of thing is language?

b) What warrants inference from behavioural capacitieogmitive states?

c) How valuable are speakers’ intuitions as evidence aboeir thatural
language?

® Empirical evidence for grammars ... what? Being intermapresented? Being psychologically real?
Being adequate, as constructed by linguists, to explain thiieah evidence?
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d) How should we distinguish performance from competence?

e) Etc.

» That many such matters remain unresolved shows titatidts’ evidence for the
predictive and explanatory success of grammars isn'ttlireelevant in deciding
the issue between empiricists and rationalists.

« Chomsky’'s a priori assumption that the truéimd psychological realityof
grammars are the same thisgat the root of the confusion.

» Cowie claims that all we need to dispel this confusioto isote that “a grammar
could be true of language but false of speakers’ psychologes’ in any case
Chomsky’s a priori assumption is an empirical matter.

* Inresponse to Cowie’s argument, Fodor thinks it caa'tipht that linguists have
to wait for philosophers to do all this philosophy befdreyt can get on with
scientific investigations.

* Fodor agrees that these philosophical issues need soutingud denies that this
has anything to do with the argument that grammars ardatherepresented.
Rather, this argument turns on the success of grammagwedicting and
explaining the behaviour and behavioural capacities of spbakeers.

* Fodor gives this argument as follows:

i. No explanation of the explanatory and predictive ss&ad grammars is on
offer other than the assumption that the informatleey contain is available
to speaker/hearers. Since this assumption is suffitieeixplain grammars’
success, we should suppose it true in the absence of rivals.

ii. All parties to this debate are agreed on cognitivisrthat speaker/hearers’
behaviour should be explained by their propositional att#(Bés).

iii. These two points licence the non-demonstrative inter¢hat the information
expressed by grammars is part of what a speaker/hearerskbelieves or at
least “cognizes”

iv. There’s no known explanation of the success of PAspriedicting or
explaining behaviour other than that their intentionalects are mentally
represented.

v. Hence, well-evidenced grammars are mentally repreddytepeaker/hearers.

* Fodor notes that this brief argument makes no ontolbgicanethodological
assumptions and is compatible with Platonism, which nmadgd wish to explain
the empirical success of grammars on the assumptantiiey are mentally
represented (much as Plato did with mathematical knowleddeMeno?®.

* The assumptions that UG (and grammar generally) is nhengpresented makes
are as follows:

1. Grammars that conform to UG are successfulexplaining and predicting
linguistic behaviour.

2. "Knowledge” should be understood in the cognitivist senbenvpresumed
knowledge is used to explain behaviour.

3. RTM (representational theory of mind) is correct -nental representations
of the intentional content of propositional attitudegdmte their causal
consequences.

" Fodor notes that Cowie doesn’t want to follow the that knowledge of language is “knowing how”
rather than “knowing that” since she is supportive ofdbgnitive turn in psychology and of language
learning being a representational process.

& I'm beginning to get lost on all this. I'd thought the f@ihissue was not mental representation per se
but whether this representation was innate or not.
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None of these assumptions are disputed by Cowie.

Fodor admits that his argument dakgpend on “what else” arguments, but asks

“what else if not what else”, since, by their veryurat empirical inferences from

data to theory are not demonstrative. In particular:

1. What can explain the predictive and explanatory succegsanfimars other
than their being mentally represented.

2. What else but UG being innate could explain a child’s adititgssimilate the
successful grammars of (1).

Consequently, Fodor thinks that Cowie’s methodology isptetaly the wrong

way round. We justify the (maybe initially dubious) ootptal and

methodological assumptions of science by the empisaatess of the theories

developed — in this case, theories about the minds of spleadears that demand

that grammars and UG are psychologically real.

Fodor summarises the argument for UG:

1. The psychological reality of grammars is what explaimesr success.

2. Innateness of UG explains the structural similaritpatiuiral grammars.

Cowie declines to argue against this argument to the ébgdanation for two

reasons:

1. No other explanations exist.

2. This is no real explanation in any case.

Fodor asks why Cowie thinks the argument for UG is “rguarent at all”. He'd

been expecting Cowie’s “Methodology and Ontology” argoiminstead, he gets

a psycholinguistic argument against the (alleged lackuzfiess of the Principles

and Parameters (P&P) and Hypothesis Testing (HT) madedxplaining how

UG enables the initial language learner to induce a langmagethe PLD. She

concludes:

1. P&P is too underdeveloped, and

2. HT is developed, but in the wrong direction.

Hence, according to Cowie, Chomsky has no warrarthéclaim that UG can be

identified with the information specified in the initialagt of the language-

learning device.

So, Cowie has twarguments:

1. The “dubious assumptions” argument, and

2. The argument that UG doesn't explain language acqunsitidess we have a
theory of (UG: PLD> Grammar) (how UG maps the Primary Linguistic Data
onto the Grammar of a natural language).

Fodor's response is that (1) is just wrong (as he notexeaband (2) is

unpersuasive without (1). He also thinks a lot of progress been made in

explaining (UG: PLD> Grammar) (we should ask his wife!), but in any case, he

doesn't think it's a scientific prerequisite to cracksthit first.

Fodor claims that Chomsky need only say that UG isiatiee information that

the language acquisition process has access to. This ithetses of how it does

it, but doesn’t need to providene. What's the problem with UG not being a

“‘complete explanation”?

Fodor’s point is that Cowie needs a “principled reasorthink the (UG: PLD>

Grammar) mechanism can’t be solved, not just the fettrio-one’s solved it yet.

® Before what?
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Fodor generalises Cowie’s argument, claiming that tha fGr > D; and maybe
- D" doesn't get near to rebutting the argument “T becduseplains E*°. This
is because we need_a reasorbelieve- D, where in this case D is a theory of
(UG: PLD - Grammar).

Fodor claims that, other things being equal, a best-exganairgument
vindicates its otherwise moot premises. Given the fhett T is the best
explanation of E, this best-explanation argument @fitbe best explanation for
D. Best-explanation arguments need to be “hardy” andyjukeir own premises,
otherwise inductive science would never get started.

Cowie just doesn’t understand how arguments to the be&retion work, and
this undermines much of her book. However, she couldr{intiple) be right that
the evidence (E) that the theory (T) supposedly explaiss goesn’t exist.
Clearly, if there’s no E, then “T because it expsakE” won't work.

The Status of POSA data:

So, isthe PLD so impoverished that we need (UG: PRBDGrammar)? POSAS
claim that there’s less information in the PLDs timneeded if languages are just
learnt in the normal way.

Fodor asks “who knows” what a language-learning process wadd of its
input data if it had no specific prior information on thedyof language to be
learnt. In any case, we don’t know anything non-associatiatisut empiricist
learning processes (and Cowie is admittedly not evessuotetionist).

Chomsky frequently argues that the PLD is unlikely to @onexamples of
structure-dependence or negative evidence. But there aremamaayexamples of
the constraints of UG, so quibbling about these won't ok@nthtJG.

Fodor complains in a footnote about Cowie’s thinking of gramsnas “spatio-
temporally located natural objects”, rather than as thitgt people know. He
thinks grammars can support counterfactuals, but doubtshhatan on Cowie’s
account of them.

Fodor also points out that, because we can’t expetifnealy on children, it's
difficult to distinguish between what the language actarsiprocess typically
receivesas PLD and what it requiresle notes that birds “learn” to fly in the
absence of normal opportunities to practice.

Fodor thinks that Cowie is happy with the foolnPOSASs; it's only their premises
that she doubts.

For example, parents’ behaviour may provide “subtle cues’tca the Iill-
formedness of ungrammatical utterances of children inatibsence of overt
correction. Cowie gives some examples indicating thectire-sensitivity of
guestions from the Wall Street Journal and from OsdétenV

However, such examples carfie said to be part of the PLD. Chomsky wasn’t
claiming that people never speak in a “Lady Bracknellish” wayly that the
average child will hardly ever encounter such locutions.

Cowie is impressed by children’s abilities at statistiodérence, so why don't
they conclude that such rare sentences are ungramiddtisdor uses Cowie’s
argument against P&P against her in this connection. Shergaddathat P&P

19 Where, (obviously) T = Theory, E = Evidence and (neyb = Deduction?
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theories aren’'t worked out, yet she has no worked oemryhof children’s
statistical inference herself.

* Fodor agrees with Cowie that it'll alway® premature to base nativism solely or
mostly on what is or isn’t in the child’s PLD. Butjghs because in linguistics, as
in science generally, theory-confirmation is dependenttber factors such as
explanatory or predictive success, simplicity, ecopomlausibility and the
availability of alternative theories.

* However, in a sarcastic rejoinder to Cowie, Fodor wondehy, if negative
evidence and evidence of the structure-dependence of traasfins is essential
to language acquisition, parents make it so hard for tieidren to find the
evidence (with the conclusion that evidence in the PLDtdaniwhat children use
to deduce the rules).

» Cowie appears to contradict herself over negative evideraming both that
there’s no lack of it and also that there’s a dedstie claims (or agrees) that
humans learn a lot from sketchy and mostly positive daia,denies that this
gives us reason to accept a nativist account.

* An example given by Fodor is about curries (!). Cowieksiit absurd that there
should be innate domain-specific knowledge about cuyrbes Fodor counters
that it's notabsurd that there should be innate domain-specific knowlebget
food. So, learning about curry is learning about what sort ofd fa@ois.
Analogously, learning about English is, if UG is innate,stiyoabout learning
what sort of language EnglisHis

* English itself isn’'t the domain in the above exampleuth it is in there, and it's
an open question what elgein there (ie. what all and only the possible natural
languages have in common).

* Fodor admits that every relevant observation aboutahéents of the PLD can be
the subject of rational challenge, but denies that anythtegesting follows from
this, for “linguistics isn't philosophy”.

* For some people, philosophy is “supposed” to be like lagithat if you have 12
arguments for P and only one of them is sound, thenilivbaste P. Linguistics is
different, appealing to balance of plausibility.

* In particular, one can just admit that the PLD ssleich than you'd expect it to be
if it's the sole source of the acquisition of gramngar essential, at least).
Undermining the evidence experiment by experiment isn't gpjate to the
“polemical situation”. What Cowie needs is an arguméat the PLD is rich
enough for the child to make do (a counterfactual argumbuat)nothing in the
literature claims this.

» Cowie’s argument isn’'t that the PLD is full of infoation that’'s appropriate to
language-learners independently of UG, but is purely a prionvoking the
simplicity, generality, neurological plausibility, etof a some-day empiricist
approach.

» Here’s the nub of Fodor's argument. There’s lots of ienog) evidence in the
PLD that allegedly implies nativism. Even if all thigere wrong, empiricism
would be no better off, as none of the PLD argues forirgmngm.

1 |e. setting those parameters?
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c) Enlightened Empiricism:

* So, what if the PLD isn’so rich as to make nativism of the language acquisition
mechanism redundant? Even if we agree that domain-spétifiomation is
required, this_informatiomight still notbe innate but acquired by non-domain-
specific_innate learning principles

» This is said to lead to the learner’s hypotheses abeWrll® conforming to UG,
which is not now (on empiricist assumptions) considéodak innate.

» Fodor takes offence at the allegation that there’s saghé-wing predilection for
innatism.

* Enlightened empiricism claims that language acquisitions dajuire prior
knowledge like UG, but that this knowledge is acquired by domeutral
procedures, rather than being genetically “given”.

* Fodor takes it that this implies that a child learns UGlipguistically (which
Cowie denies). Everyone agrees that learning the genamaipbes of all possible
languages before you learn the specific principles of gaur language is (a) mad
and (b) impossible. So, what does Cowie think wéeden pre-linguistically?

» Cowie gives no examples or account of how domain-aklgarning might work
in producing a language-specific learning device.

* Indeed, there is a general empiricist problem of explaincagnitive
developmerif.

* Fodor notes that the PLD is better evidence for the gaermimatural language L
than it is for UG, so Gwould be learnt before U& Fodor's argument seems to
be that, because we’re (in Cowie’s theory) mappingldve> language (rather
than UG -> language), we need a domain-specific device even more lyrgent
since the map is less obvidtis

* Cowie talks aboubootstrapping Fodor thinks that this is just a nameot a
theory However, Fodor does describe the iterative procésseby increasingly
accurate accounts of the PLD come into play, thougmsists that this is just a
name for the problem, not its solution.

» There are similar problems in non-linguistic domains aboetognising
regularities as structure-dependent. What has enlightemgari@sm done to
solve the problems?

* Fodor repeats his claim that UG is a prerequisite foard consequently that it
must be learned first — the iterated argument.

» Fodor says in a footnote that he hasn’t claimed that Ugsyshologically real,
only that we can't learn a first language without kngyihat grammatical rules
are structure dependéht

* Fodor claims that Cowie’s “research programme” is “rolgusmpty”; ie. it can’t
be tweaked to deliver anything.

» Empiricists take principles of inductive inference toitneate, so maybe we can
deduce from this that a tendency to hypothesise structurahdiepes is a
principle of inductive inference; ie. Adopting non-modulaak rationalism.

12 Disentangle my questions here into footnotes!

13 But, going back to Locke, there’s a distinction betwieete abilities and innate ideas — only the
latter were rejected.

1 True, but surely what's being said is that the leacaarinduce the rules of L without going via UG.
5 There’s a quotation from HumeEnquiry V.1 at the bottom of p. 124 which | need to look up.

18 Structural dependence is an important issue all round in aogrittseems.
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 Fodor asks us to notice something missed by Cowie — that thetuse-
dependence of non-linguistic domains would have to be iggnwto those of
linguistics. There is (clearly) no evidence for thisht

» Structural dependence in linguistics is dependent on theitcemsty relation,
rather than on the ordinal relation that Chomsky fsait is false of language.

» If generalised structural-dependence is hard-wired, Itgeiherate false theories
for ordinal data.

* Even structured domains are structured in different wags,God would be
crazy” to wire children up appropriately for one domainhiktis prejudicial to
learning in another.

* It's a truism that if the structure of a domain is tedile, it must be a structured
domain. But, the structures of domains can differ. Withmeatembering this, one
might suppose that we can (transcendentally) justifymodular rationalism as a
cognitive architecture.

* Fodor notes that Kant recognised the need for transcehdegtenents for pan-
structural preferences, but also notes that he couldf tafiny.

» Cowie equates preferences for “structure-dependent re@sdariand “deep
explanatory regularity”. She seeks out the “hidden sptimg the world, rather
than the superficial regularities. In language, thisdeaae to prefer structurally-
dependent hypotheses stated in terms of unobservab&sutbure-independent
hypotheses stated in terms of observables.

 However, Cowie’s inclination towards transcendental mgnis betrays a
misunderstanding of what the structure claimed of lirgursiles by UG actually
is. It's constitutivestructure (as distinct from other structures, eg. ordiadior
gives other examples of structures, each of which “deefs own way. So, he
asks, which structure is a transcendental argument goicigpbse a priori?).

* Linguistic structure is just ongossible structure, and no argument can choose one
structure over others a priori.

* There’s nothing especially interesting about constituaunictsire, which is why
Chomsky’s discovery that all grammars have constitsgnttures is a surprising
discovery for which one wants an explanation. Natwvigives such an
explanation, but there’s nothing on the horizon franpeicism.

2.3 General Learning Mechanisms

 Almost everyone agrees that the basic mechanisms aff-fwimation are
amongst those few things that don’t need to be leartisccdmmon ground that
some things are innate and others not. So, why are modermaists so keen on
acquisition mechanisms being domain-specific, given tlratdtmain-specificity
of learning-devices isn't the point of POSAs?

* To answer this question, Fodor supplidalae. It shows that:-

1. We explain someone’s domain-specific ability to answer tipues on a
subject (in the fable, it's opera) as due to the persomgdwiowledgeof the
subject.

2. We wouldn’'t explain this domain-specific ability as tresult of a GPQA
(“General Purpose Question Answerer”), which we can patpe and not say
how it works.

3. We also wouldn't say that our person’s lack of questiasweering ability in
other domains could be explained by him really having thetygbiespite
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appearances to date. Nor would we explain his domain-spkndigledge as

coming from the environment in which these questions &exas
Children are very good at answering grammatical questiongdor at answering
guestions in other domains. Also, the PLD has to be ti@ptiant for children to
do their stuff. The assumption is, therefore, thay takeady know UG. And,
since they couldn’t learn UG before their native tonghés knowledge (or at
least something like it) must be innate. We don't think vghaithin is a General
Purpose Learning Mechanism.
Fodor now asks what’s the problem with his analogy? If & nonsense for
explaining the success of opera buffs, why does Cowie seppoSPLM is
adequate for the task of linguistic performance, as d theory to children
knowing a lot about UG innately? Not getting an answehi®duestion is what
concerns nativists.

2.4 Essentialism

Most of Cowie’s arguments are old hat, but she does offe unprecedented pro-

empiricist line of argument. This is when she denies W& need to know the

essential properties of things in order to learn abamthdence, we don't need to

know the essence of language (UG) to learn (about) it.

Fodor thinks that this is confused. We do need to know thenes of things in

order to know what counts as one of them.

Fodor now explains what Chomsky means by “having a concépts. is being

able to recognise and use items that fall under thategin For example,

possessing the concept “sentence of L” means one cagnise and construct

arbitrary example sentences of L.

But, Fodor thinks the situation is different for “mecular” concept-possession,

which is not analogous. Learning “cat” isn’'t analogous d@arning “English

sentence”.

Fodor has a footnote where he explains this differencechwgives rise to

Cowie’s confusion. Chomsky has a very special and teahnotion of “having a

concept”. This doesn’t apply to the possession of qusogenerally. The general

case is epistemological — knowing “in principle” how identify things the

concept applies to and how to bring about states ofrafiiaiwhich the concept

applies. This doesn’'t require a grasp of essences. Chamnskgcial use is

metaphysical or semantical (it seems).

When one possesses the concept X, one can make andiseckty. Fodor gives

examples:

1. Water — only when we have the technical concept of wateme synthesise
it in the laboratory.

2. Only recently have we contemplated building a cat fseratch.

Section 3 — The Impossibility Arguments

e This section of the article from Mind Vol. 110, Jan 2001, wdset”.
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