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The social-pragmatic view of language acquisition has had a long and not particularly successful history.  For about twenty years now people have been claiming that language is acquired as a means of communication, and that it is possible to explain the process of language acquisition as part of a process of acquiring communicative competence.  In the best Vygotskian tradition, it has been pointed out that the ability to communicate verbally must be learned in the context of interaction between the child and his or her social environment, and that such an intersubjective, culturally determined medium of social exchange as language cannot but be culturally transmitted (cf Bates, 1976; Bruner, 1974; Ryan, 1974; and Snow, 1979).


Maybe because the truth of the social-pragmatic approach appeared to many of us self-evident, most of the theorizing in this tradition focussed on the nature of the child-adult apprenticeship situation, without spending much effort on specifying how such interactive events ultimately culminate in children's mastery of eg., the rules regulating noun phrase expansion.  As critics rightly pointed out, social-pragmatist theories suffered from vagueness, and the inquiry into input and interactive style effects did not add up to a coherent, detailed, and testable theory of how language competence is acquired as part of a process of acquiring communicative competence (cf Atkinson, 1982; Gleitman, Newport, & Gleitman, 1984).


For a time, it seemed as if the social approach was about to suffer defeat by default at the hands of formalists for whom language is not primarily a tool for communication.  The most prominent acquisition models at the moment are models built on formal and nativist assumptions like Pinker's (1984), and up till now nobody took up the challenge to account for the major facts of language development as successfully as these theories do, from a social-pragmatic perspective.


This long introduction was necessary in order to appreciate the importance and novelty of Tomasello's proposal for a new theory of language acquisition.  Two elements contribute to this proposal's importance.  The first is Tomasello's insistence that a social-pragmatic theory of acquisition cannot succeed without redefining the terms in which language competence is described.  It is not enough that an acquisition model should claim that social interaction and communication play a central role in the acquisition process, it is necessary that they be directly represented in the grammar itself.  Tomasello proposes for this role a combination of Cognitive Linguistics (eg., Langacker, 1987) and Functionalism (represented in developmental psycholinguistics by e.g., Bates & McWhinney, 1979).  The second feature of the proposal's novelty, one that is better represented in Tomasello's about to be published monograph on the acquisition of verbs (Tomasello, in press) than in his position paper (1991), is in the detailed implementation of the novel theoretical framework in tracing the development of a segment of language competence.  


Cognitive/Functional Linguistics (CFL) appears to fit the requirements of a social-pragmatic acquisition model perfectly.  It does not consists of formal "rules" but rather of an inventory of symbolic devices to be used as tools for the construction of messages.  It treats lexical, morphological and syntactic devices as formally identical, when all symbols and categories of symbols are defined in terms of the referential and communicative functions they serve.  Lastly, it posits a continuity of linguistic symbols and processes with general cognitive processes and categories, instead of positing language-specific units and operations.  It is slightly worrying that even within this system children need to acquire abstract syntactic symbols and categories of symbols; it is to be seen whether CFL will be successful in identifying, in each case, the unifying principle that forms the "rational basis" for their use by adults for particular communicative purposes (p. 21).  Another possible problem may arise from the use in the proposed grammar of semantic syntagmatic categories such as 'agent', 'action' and 'patient'.  Such categories are relatively easy to infer from interpreted input sentences, but notoriously difficult to transform to the categories underlying syntactic systemacity like 'subject' or 'object' (Schlesinger, 1982; Pinker, 1984).  Certainly Tomasello's acquisition theory needs some further elaboration, even though its starting point is solid.


Because in his position paper Tomasello only traces the general outlines of the novel acquisition theory, one needs to turn to his upcoming monograph on the acquisition of verbs, for details of how such a theory actually deals with acquisition data.  I have only read a non-final version of the monograph, and there is some danger of misrepresenting Tomasello's final position, but I shall take the risk, as I believe that the discussion cannot be complete without concrete examples of how the novel grammar treats various language phenomena.


The analysis of the semantics of early verbs in terms of their posited cognitive representation is certainly an impressive innovation.  Cognitive linguistics attempts to avoid using language to analyze language; concepts underlying linguistic expressions such as verbs are represented by diagrams in which central aspects of their meaning are iconically depicted.  Using Tomasello's example, the verb enter is represented by a three-panel diagram in which a trajector is seen moving from the outside to the inside of a landmark.  Such icons rely on, and summarize, the user's experience with the situations referred to by the expression.  It is unquestionable that such cognitive representations are more directly traceable to children's experiences with input sentences than are traditional abstract representations of word meanings.  Tomasello has succeeded beautifully in applying this system to his subject's early verbs, or rather, to all words that refer to a process, a class loosely designated by Cognitive Linguistics as verbs.  In what is a very promising debut for a developmental theory, he identified clear acquisition patterns and developmental trends in his data set; for instance, he succeeded in demonstrating very clearly that his child did not, initially, possess a general category of verbs, but rather acquired the syntactic properties of each verb separately, on a lexical basis.


The details of the analytic method of Cognitive/Functional Grammar as employed in the monograph raise the interesting question to what extent it is expected that the grammar acquired through a social-pragmatic acquisition process directly represent social and pragmatic factors in the grammar itself.  The primitives of Cognitive Linguistics are objects or groups of objects, their states, changes of state, and the temporal, spatial and causal aspects of these.  Persons are subsumed under objects, and actions are redefined as changes of state in the relevant objects affected.  In other words, events are conceptualized in terms of physical reality, not in terms of a constructed, social reality.

  
Some examples will make this point clearer.  Tomasello analyses words like "hi" and "bye" or "[good] morning" without formally taking account of their being salutations, namely, their being embedded in a social routine.  Eg., "bye" is analyzed as an event consisting of an object or person disappearing, as if it were a synonym to "gone" and "all-gone" (except for the entities involved).  He does point out that his subject used "all-gone" to indicate that food was finished, whereas "bye" was used as a salutation at leavetaking, but the formal analysis does not and cannot encode the difference between physical events (stuff disappearing) and socially constructed events (leavetaking).


Similarly, "where", "find", and "find-it", forms that his subject used always as requests, are analyzed as expressions of a desire for the reappearance of a perceptually absent object, as if they meant something like "I wish Mommy came back soon".  The notational system is able to deal with elements like perceptually present/remembered; existing/expected/desired; appearance/reappearance; or 'caused by another entity', but it cannot deal with such pragmatic-communicative concepts as speech act or illocutionary force.


In spite of its innovative representational method, it appears that the semantics defined by Cognitive Linguistics is very much the traditional semantics of decontextualized lexical meaning for words and literal, "propositional" meaning for utterances.  Similarly, the cognitive concepts incorporated in its semantic system belong to the realm of general rather than social cognition.  Thus, Tomasello proposes a Vygotskian acquisition model to acquire a Piagetian cognitive-linguistic system.  The gap between the posited acquisition procedures and what is learned in them is the most apparent in the treatment of the pragmatics of utterances: children are claimed to figure out the meaning of novel linguistic forms because they understand the pragmatic basis of language use by the adult, and they apparently can use this knowledge as they are able to reproduce the correct linguistic form in the appropriate functional context (1991, p. 12).  However, this knowledge does not find its way into the conceptual structures that are said to represent children's linguistic competence. To some extent, then, the novel grammar preserves the very dichotomy between language and communication it had set out to fight against.


Tomasello's proposal for the adoption of Cognitive/Functional Linguistics as the framework for the study of language acquisition thus highlights the question whether a social-pragmatic approach to acquisition necessarily implies the adoption of a use-conditional theory of meaning, or the characterization of utterance meanings in terms of socially constructed acts and events.  Working out the details of a novel representational system for language competence represents a new level of maturity for the social-pragmatic approach and a sure sign that this approach is on the way to offering a coherent, detailed, and testable alternative to the formalist-nativist acquisition models.  Tomasello's recent work is a very important contribution to this process.
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