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Abstract
Behaviorism remained one of the most influential psychological approaches to learning and
human behavior during the twentieth century. B. F. Skinner extended behaviorist principles to
language in his Verbal Behavior, explaining linguistic behavior primarily in terms of stimulus,
response, reinforcement, conditioning and environmental control. Noam Chomsky strongly
criticized this approach in his review of Skinner’s work. Chomsky argued that concepts derived
from controlled laboratory experiments cannot adequately account for the complexity,
creativity and productivity of human language. He particularly questioned Skinner’s use of
stimulus, response, reinforcement and conditioning when these concepts were extended from
experimental psychology to ordinary linguistic behavior. This paper analyzes Chomsky’s major
objections and demonstrates that his criticism is directed not at every contribution of
behavioral learning but at its claim to provide a comprehensive explanation of language
acquisition and use. Chomsky emphasizes the independent contribution of the learner, internal
grammatical organization, generalization, hypothesis formation and the human capacity to
understand and produce novel utterances.
Keywords: Chomsky, Skinner, Behaviorism, Verbal Behavior, Reinforcement, Conditioning,
Language Acquisition
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“Insights that have been achieved in the laboratories of the reinforcement theorist, though quite
genuine, can be applied to complex human behavior only in the most gross and superficial way.” !
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“First of all, whether any physical event to which the organism is capable of reacting is to be called
a stimulus on a given occasion, or only one to which the organism in fact reacts; and
correspondingly, we must decide whether any part of behavior is to be called a response, or only

one connected with stimuli in lawful ways.”?
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“He utilizes the experimental results as evidence for the scientific character of his system of
behavior, and analogic guesses (formulated in terms of a metaphoric extension of the technical

vocabulary of the laboratory) as evidence for its scope.”

UtV B G e bt LB G S Ll f ok F 525
-‘gtugutjmJljm&UL’ZA/@L;W@JBK,ngLL/ﬂ/?

S8k f uﬁcﬁé’ug:tabfav,}ju'*/viméutﬁ/’u@“wgﬁwg‘;%/mV{y/’éuf”g
:ugﬂu:fm,,_‘gmﬁ/':,;cuﬁdftai%,}mJx}ﬁfu{_énufﬁu{t&wouu&fl

“In fact the terms used in the description of real-life and of laboratory behavior may be mere
homonyms, with at most a vague similarity of meaning.”4
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“It seems that Skinner’s claim that all verbal behavior is acquired and maintained in ‘strength’
through reinforcement is quite empty because his notion of reinforcement has no clear content,
functioning only as a cover term for any factor, detectable or not, related to acquisition or

. . »5
maintenance of verbal behavior.
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“The claim that instruction and imparting of information are simply matters of conditioning is
pointless. The claim is true, if we extend the term ‘conditioning’ to cover these processes, but we
know no more about them after having revised this term in such a way as to deprive it of its

relatively clear and objective character.”®
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“The child who learns a language has in some sense constructed the grammar
for himself on the basis of his observation of sentences and nonsentences.’
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“It 1s evident that more 1s involved in sentence structure than insertion of lexical
items in grammatical frames; no approach to language that fails to take these
deeper processes into account can possibly achieve much success in accounting

for actual linguistic behavior.?”
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! Noam Chomsky, “A Review of B. F. Skinner’s Verbal Behavior,” Language, 35,no. 1 (1959), p. 28.
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