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abashed free enterprisers, both business 
and the media have a lot to gain” (p. 195). 
Conclusions such as these sound more like 
they come from a public relations seminar 
than from a university-sponsored sympo- 
sium. 

Analyzing and understanding the rela- 
tionship between business and the media 
remains vitally important, as it cuts to the 
heart of many of the social, economic, polit- 
ical, and technological changes that con- 
front us. There is much uncharted territory 
that demands investigation from communi- 
cation researchers. Business and the Me- 
dia, however, barely begins the journey. 

EDWARD KELLER 
Yankelovich, Skelly and White, Inc. 

New York 

Synthetic breakdown 
Language and Learning: The Debate 

Between Jean Piaget and Noam 
Chomsky edited by Mass imo 
Piattell i-Palmarini.  Cambr idge ,  
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1980. xxxvi + 409 pages. $20.00. 

For at least a decade, neo-Kantians have 
intimated that a synthesis of Piaget’s ge- 
netic epistemology and Chomsky’s genera- 
tive linguistics could provide the auspices 
for a “structuralist” revolution in thought 
about thought. They claimed this revolu- 
tion would render all established schools 
of psychology obsolete as well as profound- 
ly alter the epistemological foundations of 
the social sciences. This volume is a by- 
product of an attempt to accelerate the 
revolutionary process by bringing Piaget 
and Chomsky and their disciples into dia- 
logue via a three-day conference held at 
Abbaye de Royaumont in 1975. In addition 
to Piaget and Chomsky, participants in- 
cluded Inhelder, Monod, Godelier, 

Bateson, Sperber, Toulmin, Fodor, and 
other luminaries whose disciplinary alle- 
giances range from psychology, linguistics, 
anthropology, sociology, logic, and mathe- 
matics to chemistry, molecular biology, 
and cellular genetics. 

The book is comprised of eighteen es- 
says (all accompanied by individual pref- 
aces, and over half followed by discus- 
sions, comments, or afterthoughts); a pref- 
ace, foreword, and introduction; and three 
appendices. Despite this complexity, the 
editor claims the general reader as the 
book’s intended audience. But Piattelli- 
Palmarini acknowledges that it became ap- 
parent that the general reader thought oth- 
erwise when the French edition was 
published in 1979. As a result, Howard 
Gardner was commissioned to provide a 
foreword to the English edition, which is 
an emended edition of a book review he 
wrote for Psychology Today. 

But Gardner’s lucidity carries the gen- 
eral reader only to the threshold of 
Piattelli-Palmarini’s “Introduction,” which 
explores the analogues to Piaget’s and 
Chomsky’s programs in molecular biology, 
quantum physics, thermodynamics, 
crystallogy, cytology, genetics, and neuro- 
biology. Piattelli-Palmarini excuses him- 
self from compromises with the technical 
vocabularies of these specialties by assum- 
ing that his exposition is “particularly con- 
genial” to the interests of the natural scien- 
tist. This is hardly an auspicious beginning 
for the editor of a volume professing a 
commitment to transdisciplinary synthesis. 
The social scientist is well-advised to fol- 
low the alternative itinerary by reading 
Mehler’s concluding chapter, “Psychology 
and Psycho-linguistics: The Impact of 
Chomsky and Piaget” as an introduction. 

He or she is also well-advised to accept 
this volume for what it really is. Contrary to 
the claims of the editor and publisher, 
Language and Learning is not “the most 
condensed and clear exposition of the es- 
sential features of Chomskyan linguistics 
and Piagetian psychology”; it is a transcript 
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of the highly esoteric communications of 
an intellectual vanguard. The uninitiated 
will find that Chomsky’s Cartesian Lin- 
guistics (1966) and Piaget’s Structuralism 
(1970) provide far more accessible and 
compelling introductions to innatism and 
constructivism. 

However, the economics of contempo- 
rary publishing notwithstanding, para- 
digm-builders and their apprentices may 
sometimes need to indulge in esoteric 
communications. How many people were 
equipped to understand Einstein when he 
first proposed his revolutionary hypothe- 
sis? New wine cannot always be put in old 
bottles. 

Viewed from this perspective, the criti- 
cal question becomes: Was new wine 
pressed at Royaumont? Was the desired 
synthesis effected? Piaget and his asso- 
ciates initially thought it was. They be- 
lieved compromise was possible. In the 
course of the debate Piaget retreated from 
the position defended in his opening state- 
ment that no “a priori or innate cognitive 
structures exist in man” to acknowledging 
the persuasiveness of Chomsky’s argument 
for “the existence of a fixed nucleus neces- 
sary to the elaboration of all languages.” 
Indeed, Piaget contended,. “we agree on 
the basic points, and I do not see any major 
conflict between Chomsky’s linguistics 
and my own psychology. I can go so far as 
to say that on the issue relating to the 
relationships between language and 
thought, I consider myself to be in symme- 
try with Chomsky.” 

However, Chomsky was less accommo- 
dating. He rejected Piaget’s suggestion of 
symmetry between the two positions. 
Chomsky maintained the debate only af- 
firmed his prior conviction that the pro- 
posed synthesis is untenable. And he in- 
sisted that generative transformational 
linguistics is incompatible with the as- 
sumptions of the Geneva school on practi- 
cally all points of any methodological sig- 
nificance. Moreover, Piaget came to regret 
the ground he had yielded. In his “After- 
thoughts” on the debate, he reversed him- 

self once more, saying that “what strikes 
me most is the absence of symmetry be- 
tween the Chomsky-Fodor position and my 
own”; and concluded, “I have no ambition 
at all to decide between all or none, but 
only the candor of wanting to differentiate 
the situations and to consider myself a 
winner at every level.” Chomsky, in con- 
trast, concluded his remarks with a Socratic 
gesture to the spirit of scientific humility: 
“I cannot believe that any detailed hypoth- 
esis that I can propose today, or that any- 
body else can propose, is likely to be true.” 

The debates thus delivered a motherlode 
to commentators and exegetes, and the 
bulk of Language and Learning is in fact 
composed of debates on the debates. Some 
of the resulting essays are quibbles over 
jargon. The biologists Jacob, Changeux, 
and Danchin, for instance, take issue with 
Piaget’s use of the term “phenocopy.” 0th- 
ers assess the two positions from a particu- 
lar analytic angle, e.g., Putnam and 
Toulmin both review the logical adequacy 
of innatism and constructivism. Some con- 
tributions are highly partisan, abandoning 
all pretenses to synthesis. Others are head- 
scratching exercises in which baffled exe- 
getes try to salvage the wreckage of the 
synthetic scaffolding, either by resurrect- 
ing the perceived points of convergence 
upon which the debate was founded or by 
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arbitrarily ruling out the nature-nurture 
controversy that is at the heart of the break- 
down of the synthetic thrust. Still others 
directly confront the irreconcilable onto- 
logical assumptions that appear to fore- 
close the possibility of merging the two 
paradigms. 

Piaget and Chomsky do appear to be 
natural epistemological allies. Both are 
Cartesians interested in the rational pro- 
cesses of mind and critical of psychoana- 
lytic preoccupations with irrationalism. 
Both reject behaviorism on logical as well 
as humanist grounds. Both use models bor- 
rowed from biology and logic, and both 
defend the legitimacy of computer simula- 
tions of human cognitive processes. Sim- 
ilarly, both reject the Lockean conception 
of mind as a tabula rasa and endorse in- 
stead neo-Kantian perspectives that ascribe 
an active, assertive, even creative role to 
the individual mind in the production of 
knowledge. But, as Mehler points out, 
“sharing the same enemy never obliged 
anyone to share the same crusade.” 

Once the surface is scratched, profound 
differences in the two perspectives 
emerge. Chomsky contends all the essen- 
tial programming necessary for the genera- 
tion of language is specified in one’s 
genome. At most, he believes that environ- 
ment plays a “triggering” role. Since his 
first priority is to articulate a system of 
linguistic! universals, Chomsky is not inter- 
ested in social and cultural factors. Piaget, 
on the other hand, is fascinated by puzzles 
and errors: how and why logical processes 
develop or fail to develop in children’s 
interactions with objects in their environ- 
ments. Chomsky views language as inde- 
pendent of other cognitive processes. Pia- 
get sees it as integral and dependent. 
Chomskyans regard the Piagetian concep- 
tion of graduated “stages” in cognitive de- 
velopment as logically indefensible. Fodor 
claims that it is impossible for less power- 
ful forms of thought to generate more pow- 
erful ones. In sum, Chomsky is a formalist 
interested in analyzing the repertoires of 
language and knowledge of competent 

adults (his “ideal speaker”). Piaget is a 
dialectician interested in explaining how 
logical processes and knowledge unfold in 
children. Each presupposes and thus ig- 
nores the data of the other. 

In his history of cosmology, The Sleep- 
walkers (1968), Arthur Koestler points out 
that the most compelling scientific expla- 
nations are based upon a dialectic of dis- 
covery and refusal. In a sense, they allow 
US to see only by not seeing. Koestler 
contends, “Science emerges in the shape 
of Janus, the double-faced god, guardian of 
doors and gates: the face in front is alert 
and observant, while the other, dreamy and 
glassy-eyed stares in the opposite direc- 
tion.” In my view, genetic epistemology 
and generative linguistics are not, as Gard- 
ner contends, complementary. Rather, 
each is possible, plausible, and persuasive 
only because it neglects the testament of 
the other. Better than any other contribu- 
tor, Stephen Toulmin grasps the essential 
lesson of the debate. He concludes that the 
criticism generated by the synthetic quest 
demonstrates that “both views are unac- 
ceptable, as they stand, so that we should 
be looking for an account of the develop- 
ment of mental abilities that steers a way 
between these extremes.” Royaumont did 
not produce the vintage blend that had 
been anticipated. But even wine that sours 
in the barrel can be instructive. 

SUE CURRY JANSEN 
State University of New York at Buffalo 

“Gap- bridging” reviews 

Progress in Communication Sciences, 
Volume 2, edited by Brenda Dervin 
and Melvin J. Voigt. Norwood, N . J . :  
Ablex, 1980. 368 pages. $32.50. 

The editors of this series set as their goal 
“high quality state-of-the-art reviews of 
thought and research.” The focus is on (a) 
information, information transfer, and in- 




