Lecture Notes 1 (20.10.2006): Universal Grammar Past and Present
Lecturer: Michael Schiffmann

Note on the main texts used for the seminars:

(1) Chomsky, Noam (1957/2002): Syntactic Structures. 2nd Edition With an Introduction by David W. Lightfood; New York: Mouton de Gruyter. [Henceforth: C: page]

(2) Radford, Andrew / Atkinson, Martin / Britain, David / Clashen, Harold / Spencer, Andrew (1999): Linguistics: An introduction; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. [Henceforth: R: page]

UG – Past

Lightfood argues that Chomsky’s Syntactic Structures was the cause and beginning of the so-called “cognitive revolution” (C: v). An important contribution to the teasing apart of nature from nurture was accomplished by that work in a sense that the position of nature in this ever-lasting debate was strengthened. Interestingly, Chomsky did not even intend to transfer his formal model to cognitive structures. It later turned out that it can serve as an explanatory model for the descriptions of mental structures and processes. The general formality of the Chomskyan approach can be explained by the fact that his approach is one based on non-intuitive notions. The behaviourist views held before Chomsky (Bloomfield, Sapir, Skinner) clearly indicated signs of intuition-based approaches to language. Language was thought of as a system not that complex – a system that can be learned by the child exposed to it. Chomsky’s later “poverty of stimulus argument” disputes the behaviourist argument of mere language learnability. Language is a much more complicated system than was thought of before. Mere generalizations cannot account for the fact that children can process new information. Internal and innate rules have to account for that.

UG – Present 

Today, the formal generative approach appears in a much more simplified and refined version. Especially the minimalist programme has to be mentioned here. A fairly elaborate paradigm can be realized here where the rigid combination of some simple concepts is proclaimed. (The basic tenets of the minimalist programme are two operations namely move and merge.) Keep in mind that for generative linguists like Radford, one of the fundamental assumptions is that language is a cognitive system (R: 1). Language tells us something about the structure of our mind – it is a (slightly distorting) mirror of our mind. Certain principles of combination allow our mind to generate an infinite number of sentences. Thus the notion of generative grammar: 

“A grammar can be said to generate (i.e. specify how to form) a set of phrases and sentences, and using this terminology, we can view the task of the linguist as that of developing a theory of generative grammar (i.e. a theory about how phrases and sentences are formed)” (R: 5).

If there are properties of languages appearing in very diverse languages, then a scientific hypothesis would be that they are common to all of the natural languages. We would call this then a hypothetical Universal Grammar (UG). UG belongs to a system we call an innate language faculty which enables us to generate a grammar of a language L by experiencing L as sensual input (see R: 8). Please keep in mind that the language faculty is independent of general intelligence, which is an indicator of partial genetic determination and influence. Another argument endorsing the innateness hypothesis! 
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