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Language Behavior

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Linguistics, Behaviorism
Proponents: B.F. Skinner

1. Core Principles

The concept of Language Behavior, as articulated within the broader framework of behaviorism,
posits that language acquisition and use are phenomena best understood through the principles of
learning, particularly operant conditioning. At its heart, this theoretical perspective argues that

human linguistic abilities are not innate or predetermined by a specialized biological module, but
rather are developed and maintained through interactions with the environment. Language, in this
view, is a learned behavior, much like any other skill, shaped by environmental contingencies of
reinforcement and punishment. This stands in contrast to theories that emphasize cognitive
structures or biological predispositions for language.

According to this perspective, championed most famously by B.F. Skinner in his seminal work,
Verbal Behavior (1957), language is essentially a form of verbal behavior that operates under the

same laws of learning that govern non-verbal behaviors. The theory suggests that individuals
acquire language by making sounds or gestures that are subsequently reinforced by their social
environment. When a sound or a sequence of sounds produces a desirable outcome - such as
receiving attention, an object, or a positive social response - the likelihood of that sound being
repeated increases. This continuous process of reinforcement progressively shapes rudimentary
vocalizations into complex linguistic structures, building skills incrementally from simple responses
to elaborate verbal repertoires.

The core tenet is that language is a functional behavior, meaning its form is determined by its
consequences. A word or phrase is learned and used because it achieves a particular effect in the
environment. This functional analysis moves beyond merely describing the structure of language to
explaining why and under what conditions specific verbal behaviors occur. Thus, understanding
language involves identifying the discriminative stimuli that occasion verbal responses, the
responses themselves, and the reinforcing consequences that maintain them. This emphasizes the
role of the external environment and social interaction as the primary drivers of linguistic
development, rather than internal mental states or innate grammatical rules.

2. Historical Development

The behaviorist account of language, particularly its emphasis on learning through environmental
interaction, traces its roots back to the early 20th century with the rise of behaviorism as a
dominant school of thought in psychology. Early behaviorists like John B. Watson laid the

groundwork by focusing on observable behaviors and their relationship to stimuli, eschewing
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internal mental states. However, it was B.F. Skinner who systematically applied the principles of
operant conditioning to the complex phenomenon of human language, publishing his
comprehensive theory in 1957. Skinner's book, Verbal Behavior, was the culmination of decades of

research into learning and reinforcement, aiming to provide a scientific, non-mentalistic explanation
for language acquisition and use.

Skinner's work emerged during a period when psychology was increasingly seeking objective,
measurable explanations for human behavior, moving away from introspection and psychoanalytic
approaches. His theory was an ambitious attempt to explain the full range of human linguistic
activity, from simple word utterances to complex sentences and abstract thought, entirely within a
behaviorist framework. He argued that traditional linguistic analyses, which focused on structure
(syntax and grammar), missed the crucial functional aspect of language. For Skinner, language
was not merely a system of symbols, but a tool used to interact with and modify the environment,
and thus its study required an understanding of the contingencies that shape it.

While Skinner's theory initially garnered considerable attention, it faced significant challenges,
most notably from the emerging field of cognitive science and nativist theories of language. The

publication of Noam Chomsky's highly influential review of Verbal Behavior in 1959 marked a

turning point, severely criticizing the behaviorist account and advocating for an innate, rule-
governed system for language acquisition. Despite these criticisms, the behaviorist perspective
has continued to influence certain areas, particularly in applied settings such as speech therapy,
education, and the treatment of developmental disorders, where its focus on observable behavior
and reinforcement remains practical and effective.

3. Key Concepts and Components

Operant Conditioning: This is the foundational principle underlying Language Behavior. It refers
to a type of learning where behavior is strengthened or weakened by the consequences that follow
it. In the context of language, specific vocalizations or verbal responses become more frequent if
they are followed by positive reinforcement, or less frequent if followed by punishment or the

withdrawal of reinforcement.

Reinforcement: A key mechanism in shaping language. Positive reinforcement involves
providing a desirable stimulus (e.g., praise, attention, a desired object) immediately after a verbal
response, increasing the likelihood of that response recurring. Negative reinforcement involves
removing an aversive stimulus, also increasing the likelihood of a behavior. For instance, a child
crying for a toy stops crying when given the toy, thus the crying behavior (a mand) is reinforced by
the removal of the aversive state (desire for toy).

Punishment: The opposite of reinforcement, punishment aims to decrease the likelihood of a
verbal behavior. It can involve presenting an aversive stimulus or removing a desirable one
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following an undesirable verbal response. However, Skinner generally emphasized reinforcement
over punishment for shaping desired behaviors.

Shaping: The process by which complex verbal behaviors are gradually developed. Initially, crude
approximations of a target word or phrase are reinforced. As the speaker's utterances become
closer to the desired form, only those closer approximations are reinforced, slowly shaping the
behavior until the correct form is consistently produced. This is particularly evident in early
language development when infants are learning to articulate words.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD): An environmental stimulus that signals the availability of
reinforcement for a particular verbal response. For example, seeing an apple (SD) might occasion
the verbal response "apple" which is then reinforced. The SD sets the occasion for the behavior.

Verbal Operants: Skinner categorized different types of verbal behavior based on their controlling
variables (antecedent stimuli and motivating operations) and their consequences. These include:

Mands: Verbal behaviors that specify their own reinforcer (e.g., "Water, please!" when thirsty).
Tacts: Verbal behaviors that name or identify objects, actions, or properties in the environment,
controlled by non-verbal stimuli (e.g., saying "dog" upon seeing a dog).

Echoics: Verbal behaviors that involve repeating what someone else has said (e.g., saying
"mama" after a parent says "mama").

Intraverbals: Verbal behaviors that are controlled by other verbal stimuli and do not have point-to-
point correspondence with the antecedent (e.g., answering a question like "What is your name?").
Autoclitics: Verbal behaviors that modify or qualify other verbal operants, providing information
about the speaker's state or the strength of their verbal behavior (e.g., "I think it's raining,"” where "I
think" is an autoclitic).

4. Applications and Examples

The most straightforward example of Language Behavior in action is observed during early
language acquisition in infants. When a baby makes various garbled sounds, and one of these

sounds serendipitously resembles a word, such as "mama" or "dada," the parent's immediate
reaction is typically one of excitement and positive reinforcement. The parent might repeat the
sound, smile, provide affection, or even offer a desired object. This positive social response acts as
a powerful reinforcer, encouraging the child to repeat the sound. Through repeated instances, the
connection between the sound and the reinforcing consequence is strengthened, leading to more
frequent and accurate production of the "word."

This process is not limited to single words; it extends to more complex linguistic structures. As
children begin to combine words into phrases and sentences, parents and caregivers continue to
provide differential reinforcement. Grammatically correct or semantically appropriate utterances
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receive more positive attention and result in more effective communication (e.g., getting a desired
toy or snack), thereby reinforcing the correct use of syntax and vocabulary. Incorrect or
unintelligible utterances might be met with less attention, a request for clarification, or a lack of
desired outcome, acting as a form of extinction or mild punishment, which reduces the likelihood of
those less effective verbal behaviors. This continuous feedback loop shapes the child's entire
verbal repertoire.

Beyond typical development, the principles of Language Behavior have found significant
application in various therapeutic and educational contexts. For individuals with developmental
delays, autism spectrum disorder, or other communication challenges, applied behavior analysis
(ABA) often employs Skinnerian principles to teach language skills. Therapists meticulously identify
desired verbal behaviors, establish clear discriminative stimuli, and systematically apply
reinforcement to shape speech, vocabulary, and functional communication. For instance, a
therapist might prompt a child to say "ball" when shown a ball, and immediately reinforce a correct
response with praise or a preferred item, gradually building a repertoire of tacts (labeling) and
mands (requesting).

5. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its systematic approach, the behaviorist theory of Language Behavior has faced extensive
criticism, particularly concerning its ability to fully account for the complexities of human language.
The most prominent critique came from Noam Chomsky in his 1959 review of Skinner's Verbal

Behavior. Chomsky argued that Skinner's framework was inadequate to explain the rapid
acquisition of language by children, the production of novel utterances (sentences never heard
before), and the intricate rule-governed nature of syntax. Chomsky contended that language is too
complex and creative to be merely a product of reinforcement and imitation; instead, he proposed
an innate Language Acquisition Device (LAD) that allows children to automatically deduce
grammatical rules.

One major limitation highlighted by critics is the "poverty of the stimulus" argument. Children often
produce grammatically correct sentences even when they haven't been explicitly taught or
consistently reinforced for every specific grammatical construction. This suggests that mere
exposure to language, coupled with reinforcement, might not be sufficient to explain the acquisition
of complex grammatical rules and structures, especially those that are subtle or rarely reinforced
directly. Furthermore, the behaviorist account struggles to explain the existence of "critical periods"
for language acquisition, suggesting a biological component that is not easily explained by
environmental learning alone.

Another point of contention revolves around the nature of linguistic errors and creative language
use. Children often make systematic grammatical errors (e.g., "goed" instead of "went") that are
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not direct imitations of adult speech and are unlikely to have been reinforced. These errors suggest
an internal rule-making process rather than simple stimulus-response learning. Similarly, the ability
to generate an infinite number of novel sentences from a finite set of words and rules points
towards a generative capacity that goes beyond a repertoire of reinforced behaviors. While
behaviorism excels at explaining simple associations and the acquisition of vocabulary, its
explanatory power wanes when confronted with the abstractness, productivity, and underlying
structure of human language.
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