
1.How would you summarize Gleitman & 
Newport’s main conclusion? 

2.Explain one argument that they give for 
their conclusion. 

3.What are pidgins and creoles?



1.What is a psychological primitive? 

2.What is Radical Concept Nativism? 

3.What is it to possess a concept?



INNATENESS



Characteristics that some have claimed to be innate: 

• Lots of bodily traits: eye color, size, etc. 

• Lots of practical abilities: sucking, crawling, walking, etc. 

• Sexual orientation and gender identity 

• Fear of snakes 

• Some aspects of our knowledge of language  
(or of our ability to learn a language) 

• Some aspects of our ethical beliefs 

• Many of our concepts



SOME TOUGH QUESTIONS 

•What is it for a trait to be innate? 

•How does the answer to this question differ 
depending on whether we’re talking about physical 
characteristics, abilities, beliefs, desires, or concepts? 

•What counts as evidence of whether a trait is innate?



RATIONALISM 

• Central claim: at least some of our concepts and knowledge 
are independent of sense experience to a significant extent. 

• Often this involves claims about the innateness of those 
concepts and knowledge. 

• Plato says we recollect knowledge of mathematics and of the forms 
from a previous life, or from the underworld. 

• Descartes says that God created us with certain ‘clear and distinct 
ideas’ built in, and that we can deduce many important truths from 
those ideas.



EMPIRICISM 

• Central claim: sense experience is the ultimate source of all 
(or nearly all) of our concepts and knowledge. 

• This often comes packaged with the claim that very little is 
innate: 

• Locke compares the human mind at birth to a blank slate (tabula rasa) 
or an empty cupboard—one with no concepts or knowledge in it yet.



QUESTION 

Was Russell an empiricist or a rationalist?



NATIVISM–EMPIRICISM DEBATE 

• Take some psychological trait or process X  
(e.g., the concept RED, or the ability to use language, or the  

• A nativist about X says that X depends on special-purpose 
psychological structures whose existence and development is 
best explained by facts about our biology. 

• An empiricist about X says that X can be explained by 
general-purpose learning mechanisms. 

• Nativism and empiricism represent end-points on a spectrum.



QUESTION 

Was Russell a nativist about any of 
our psychological characteristics?



THE INVENTION OF 
LANGUAGE BY CHILDREN: 
ENVIRONMENTAL AND 
BIOLOGICAL INFLUENCES ON 
THE ACQUISITION OF 
LANGUAGE

LILA GLEITMAN &  
ELISSA NEWPORT



GLEITMAN & NEWPORT’S CENTRAL CLAIM 

Any given person’s ability to use and understand their native 
language is not entirely innate. 

BUT: 

“…language acquisition in humans seems to involve a type of 
learning that is heavily constrained, or predisposed to follow 
certain limited courses, by our biology.” (p.2)



ARGUMENT 1: MILESTONES 

Human children learn language at a fixed rate that does not 
depend on: 

• how much their parents engage in “motherese" 

• how much their parents talk to them, or whether their parents 
talk to them at all 

• whether they are learning a spoken or signed language 

• whether they are visually impaired in ways that would seem 
to make it difficult to understand certain vocabulary



ARGUMENT 2: ACQUISITION WITHOUT DATA 

Children acquire language in ways that aren’t closely related to the kinds 
of linguistic stimuli to which they’re exposed.  

• E.g., children learn at the same rate despite variations in how parents 
talk. 

• Deaf children “invent” the early stages of a language at about the same 
rate as normal children, even if nobody’s teaching them. 

• In at least one extreme case, a community of deaf children made up a 
whole new language from scratch.  
(Nicaraguan sign language.)



ARGUMENT 3: THE CRITICAL PERIOD 

If children don’t acquire language by a certain age 
(within a “critical period”), their ability to acquire 
language is severely degraded. 

The same is true, to a lesser extent, for second-language 
learning. 

This is often taken to show that language-learning 
depends on special-purpose mechanisms, and not 
general-purpose learning strategies.





ARGUMENT 4: PIDGENS AND CREOLES 

Pidgens are “rough-and-ready contact language[s]”—less 
than full languages used by people to deal with each 
other in inter linguistic contexts.  

Creoles are full languages that develop out of pidgens 
when they acquire native speakers.  

The way this happens is that children are raised by 
pidgin speakers, and “fill in the gaps” on their own. 



ARGUMENT 5: POVERTY OF THE STIMULUS 

Arguments 1–4 deal with unusual situations. 

But L&N argue that all language learning is like these 
cases in relevant respects.  

We all acquire essentially the same linguistic abilities, 
despite highly variable environments and highly 
impoverished data about how those languages work. 



HOW TO TURN THESE INTO QUESTIONS? 
(1)The man who is a fool is amusing. 
(2)The man is a fool who is amusing. 

MOVE FIRST ‘IS’? 
(1)Is the man who a fool is amusing? 
(2)Is the man a fool who is amusing? 

MOVE SECOND ‘IS’? 
(3)Is the man who is a fool amusing. 
(4)The man is a fool who is amusing.



INNATENESS

GEORGES REY STEVEN GROSS JERRY FODOR



INNATENESS, THEORY 1: INVARIANCE/CANALIZATION 

(INV) a phenotypic trait is innate for a given genotype if and 
only if that phenotype will emerge in all of a range of 
developmental environments. 

(CAN) A trait is innate for a genotype to the degree to which its 
development is “insensitive to a range of environmental 
conditions.”



INNATENESS, THEORY 2: PSYCHOLOGICAL PRIMITIVES 

(PRIM) ...a psychological structure is innate [for a genotype] 
just in case it is a psychological primitive .... [i.e.,] a structure 
posited by some correct scientific psychological theory [but such 
that] no correct scientific psychological theory ... explains [its] 
acquisition …. 

(PRIM*) A psychological structure is innate for a genotype just 
in case it is a psychological primitive and would be 
“acquire[d] ... in the normal course of events.”



WHAT ARE CONCEPTS? 

• “…concepts are the constituents of the objects of the so-
called “(propositional) attitudes,” such as think or expect.”  

• “Thus, people who think fish dream, are thinking the 
proposition [Fish dream], which they can do only if they 
have the concepts [fish] and [dream]” 

• Publicity: “it must be possible for different people, and the 
same person at different times, to have the same 
concepts.” 



MENTAL REPRESENTATION 

• According to Fodor, to have a propositional attitude (a 
thought) is to have a mental representation of what you’re 
thinking about. 

• For example, the belief that dogs bark is a mental 
representation that construes dogs as barking. 

• Concepts are the components of these representations. In 
this case, the belief that dogs bark has the concept DOG 
and the concept BARK as components. 

• To think about something requires having a concept of it.



THE LANGUAGE OF THOUGHT 

Fodor argues that our thoughts are structured like a 
language—that thoughts are made up of a finite number 
or primitive vocabulary items (concepts) that can be 
combines like words into sentences. Why? 

• Our thought is productive. We can have an infinite 
number of new thoughts. 

• Our thought is systematic. If I can think DOGS CHASE 
CATS, then I am also capable of thinking CATS CHASE 
DOGS 



BASIC CONCEPTS VS. COMPLEX CONCEPTS 

We can explain the possession of some concepts by 
showing how they are logically built out of other 
concepts. 

e.g. BACHELOR = MALE + UNMARRIED + ADULT 

But this requires some raw-ingredient concepts.  

And many concepts can’t be given clean definitions like 
this; e.g., CHAIR



WHAT IS IT TO POSSESS A CONCEPT? 

(i) Having a symbol expressing a certain content that is 
actually activated in some mental process;  

(ii) Having a symbol expressing a certain content that has 
never actually been so activated, but is lying in wait;  

(iii) Being able to express a concept by logical 
construction on symbols expressing certain contents, lying 
in wait.



FODOR’S RADICAL CONCEPT NATIVISM 

(RCN) To a first approximation, all concepts 
expressed by single morphemes in English are 
innate. 

•“Morphemes are the smallest linguistic units having meaning;  

•thus ‘do’ and ‘un-’ are (mono-)- morphemes –MMs–in English; 
‘undo’ is polymorphemic.)  

•Standard estimates of the MMs used by a standard English speaker 
are between 50K and 250K words…” 



THE MAIN ARGUMENT FOR (RCN) 

We can’t give a good psychological 
explanation of how primitive concepts are 
learned. 

(Compare Russell’s problems with acquaintance with universals) 

And almost all mono-morphemic concepts can’t 
be defined in terms of more basic concepts.



THE ARBITRARINESS OF OUR CONCEPTS 

It is sore of arbitrary which concepts we have. 

For example, we have GREEN but not GRUE.



This is an artificial concept he devised with the meaning “applies to 
things examined before t just in case green but to other things just in 
case they are blue” … Now, all the emeralds people have so far 
examined have been green, and human beings seem to happily 
generalize this property to emeralds they haven’t examined, including 
those that will be examined only after 3000. But all the emeralds 
they’ve examined so far have in fact also been grue –since, after all, 
they’ve been examined before 3000. Why don’t people generalize to 
that property instead of green, so that, after 3000AD they would be 
surprised to find emeralds green? All the sensory data we receive at 
least before 3000AD won’t decide. What’s worrisome here is that 
there is an infinitude of such bizarre concepts (one for each increment 
of time beyond 3000AD).



POVERTY OF STIMULUS 

Children often make the right generalizations (e.g., 
GREEN instead of GRUE) after a single exposure 
to an example. 

But nothing about this one case could give them a 
reason to generalize one way rather than another. 

So this must be “triggering” concepts they already 
have, not teaching new concepts.



RESPONSE: EVOLUTIONARY WORRIES 

But how could we have evolved to have so 
many concepts? 

Response: it’s not clear, but we’ve also evolved 
many other capacities that could not have 
been naturally selected for.


