Lecture Notes 14 (09.02.2007): Universal Grammar Past and Present
Lecturer: Michael Schiffmann

UG – Past

The last chapter in “Syntactic Structures” can be read as a summary of the key aspects of the book. It may be argued that the appeal to formality and rigidity of the approach is one of the main aspects in this view of language description and explanation. The caution with which notions of meaning are being treated is ubiquitous. Interestingly, the meaning of a sentence is not solely determined by its underlying kernel sentences. Kernel sentences can only yield a part of each semantic interpretation:

“To understand a sentence it is necessary (though not, of course, sufficient) to reconstruct its representation on each level, including the transformational level where the kernel sentences underlying a given sentence can be thought of, in a sense, as the ‘elementary content elements’ out of which this sentence is constructed.” (C: 108)

One question that may be asked here is: “Why don’t we just speak in kernel sentences?” What motivation drives us towards uttering the major canonical sentence types we know of – declarative, interrogative and imperative? With regard to these, Chomsky, at the time of the “Syntactic Structures” would have said that basically a declarative and an interrogative sentence have the same meaning. It is not difficult to imagine that this posit is contentious. We remember that the kernel is created by applying obligatory transformations to the output of phrase structure rules: PSR + Tobl. The question of why non-obligatory, so-called optional, transformations should be applied at all is not answered. Here, I believe pragmatic reasons have to be taken into consideration, describing some kind of “intention”, which then results in the application of Top.


One additional insight of some importance put forward in this work is the independence of grammar from meaning (or semantics). “Grammar is best formulated as a self-contained study independent of semantics.” (C: 106) “Colorless green ideas sleep furiously.” (C: 15) This is a grammatical sentence although it does not make any sense; a native speaker could even judge its grammaticality although it does not express any clear-cut propositional content. It shows that grammar is indeed independent of meaning. I think this indirectly implies some notion of “unconscious knowledge” of grammar. Without really being able to suggest reasons or arguments, we somehow “know” that a sentence is a grammatical structure in a given language. Speaking to natives, we often arrive at the following answer: “I know it’s not correct but I can’t tell you why.” The knowledge is thus not accessible. The formal argumentations initiated by Chomsky can unearth some of the implicit speaker/hearer knowledge of a language. It has often been argued that this kind of argumentation does not have any kind of “psychological representation” and does not take the human part in it into account. More recent developments show that there is some kind of psychological representation, although it is linked to a more performance-related system of the human mind. I believe that any method, be it formal, psychological or experimental can be adopted if it yields interesting results that can be formulated as hypothesis and then be tested against reality. Saying that the mind is of a principally different matter than the nature we are surrounded by is to withdraw the mind from testability against reality – resulting in ad hoc methods and unscientific statements.

UG - Present       
In the last session, we dealt with the last chapter – the chapter on syntactic disorders. The basic assumption we adopt here is that the human set of cognitive faculties is modularized into different segments in the mind/brain. Say you were blind; this would not necessarily mean that you are also deaf or dumb. This shows that, generally speaking, cognitive systems seem to be differentiated entities – each doing one particular job. The question arises whether language is also a modularized system or whether it is inherently connected to the other cognitive parts and subparts. Does language depend on intelligence or does it not? To put it bluntly, according to Radford, it does not look as if it depends on intelligence. Language seems to be a module separated from other cognitive faculties; the faculty of language is a system on its own. Still, the faculty of language is not a monolithic entity; it can be subdivided into further subsystems: the competence system and the performance system. The performance system can be furthermore subdivided into comprehension and production. Some of the syntactic disorders we find affect both of these. The so-called disorder of agrammatism in Broca’s aphasics does indeed affect comprehension and production. Agrammatics are not able to process functional categories in a language properly. The conclusion Radford draws from this is that

“we may conclude that agrammatism is a fundamental disorder of the linguistic representational system (i.e. the grammar), rather than a peripheral impairment to one specific modality only.” (R: 409)

“Modality” here refers to either comprehension or production. The so-called feature underspecification we find in agrammatics can also be found in children’s speech. It seems as if the adult comes to a halt too early when acquiring the language. The process of feature specification aborts too early, and as a result, the language can not be acquired on a native level. Normally, speakers are not aware of the fact that something is wrong with their language and their awareness has to be trained, which can be an emotionally upsetting process. 


Paragrammatics, on the other hand have serious difficulties in accessing the right meanings for words at the right time. Their impairment is not a real syntactic disorder: “Thus, paragrammatism is not a genuine syntactic disorder, but rather a secondary effect of patient’s lexical disorder.” (R: 413) Paragrammatism is normally associated with Wernicke’s aphasics. 

All of the aforementioned processes and operations can be fitted into and partially explained by the Chomskyan paradigm of Generative and Universal Grammar. Radford says that

“the coherence which this view has established for the related studies of language acquisition, linguistic processing and language disorders is an impressive achievement.” (R: 417)

These insights would not be achievable if the modularity approach was not adopted and the assumption not held that language is an autonomous system.            
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