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Most of us who have received training in psy-
chology, linguistics, or education in the last
twenty years would undoubtedly like to have
been at Abbaye de Royaumont in France in
October 1975. Jean Piaget and Noam Chom-
sky. two great minds in the modern field of
cognition, met there for the first and only
time. Flanked by distinguished scholars from
a variety of disciplines—ranging from an-
thropology to artificial intelligence, from phi-
losophy to biology —Chomsky the specialist
and Piaget the generalist debated the as-
sumptions, achievements, and goals of their
Tespective research programs.

The present volume is a documentation of
that historic occasion. There are twelve chap-
ters comprising the debate proper, six chap-
ters of afterthoughts on the debate, and three
separate appendices that discuss tangential is-
sues. The editor, Massimo Piattelli-Palma-
rini, has made the proceedings not only palat-
able, but exciting. He has written a preface
and an epilogue for most chapters, placing
the issues in perspective and integrating the
book's three sections. Howard Gardner's ex-
cellent foreword lays the groundwork for the
relative novice to the field. In the closing
chapter, Jacques Mehler provides a fitting
tribute to these two great scholars by setting
their achievements in historical perspective.

Two central tensions characterize the de-
bate. The first concerns the nature of devel-

opment: what is development the develop-
ment of ? For Piaget, the biologist-turned-ge-
netic epistemologist, cognitive development
consists of the elaboration of sensorimotor
schemes into logico-mathematical structures
through interaction with the environment,
While rejecting empiricism as an explanation
for development, Piaget is equally opposed to
nativism as an explanation; the elaborate
cognitive structures that are the end product
of development cannot be the result of ran-
dom mutation and selection. A nativistic
stand, he argues, would have to “go back as
far as protozoa and viruses” (p. 26) to locate
the origins of these structures. Piaget’s famil-
iar position is constructivism, whereby new
concepts are formed through the interaction
of a limited set of innate mechanisms with the
external world. His favorite biological meta-
phor for genetic-environmental interaction is
a mollusk, which takes different forms when
raised in different environments. The result-
ing forms, Piaget contends, cause a change in
genotype, a contention challenged by re-
nowned biologist Francois Jacob (pp. 61-62).
For Piaget, there is no clear-cut distinction to
be drawn between what is innate and what is
acquired.

- Chomsky, on the other hand, characterizes
development as the “successive maturation of
specialized hardware” (p. 73), a phrase he
borrowed during the debate from Guy Cel-
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