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Unit 4. Similarities across languages.  
The Universal Grammar Hypothesis 
 

4.1. Introduction: similarities 
 

 We’ve seen many different languages in different 
parts of the world with different characteristics.  

 
 The next question is: how similar are languages? Do 

they share a common core?  
 

 Depends on the theory you follow: for Chomsky’s 
followers, languages do share a common core. 

 
4.2. The Theory of Universal Grammar 
 

 Language is an instinct: a biological creation of our 
brains; we learn how to speak as spiders learn how to 
spin webs 

 
 We can do this because we already have lots of 

information about how language works: we’re born 
with a “universal grammar” 

 
 This “grammar” is pre-programmed in our brains, by 

instructions in our genetic code; this is what allows 
babies to learn any language in the world 
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 This information is stored in a “brain module”, which 

is dedicated to linguistic information.  
 The claim is that this knowledge is specifically 

linguistic, different from other types of knowledge: 
modularity 

 
 In their view, language is too complicated to be learnt 

“from scratch”; babies can learn to speak only 
because they have this innate help. 

 Another name is “Language Acquisition Device” 
(LAD). 

 The main goal of linguists is to find the structure of this 
Universal Grammar.  

SVO
SOV

OSV

OVS

Parameter

Principles

Head + Mod Mod + Head

Morphology Syntax

Free Order of words     Fixed Order of Words

Pro-drop                             Non pro-drop

 
Chomsky’s Principles and Parameters 
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4.3. Reasons for innatism 
 
1. Universality of language 
 

 All humans speak; no single human tribe or group 
has been found that does not speak, so it’s something 
“linked” to being human: must be innate 

 
2. First Language Acquisition. The poverty of stimulus 

argument. 
 

 The language children speak is very poor (only 
simple sentences) and with errors, but they can go 
beyond this input and learn “correct” language 

 
3. The Critical Period Hypothesis 
 

 After a given age (12-14 years), our ability to learn 
language is diminished (Lenneberg): 
(i) the case of wild (feral) children: Genie 
(ii) L2 learning before & after the critical period 

is very different 
 

4. Neurological pathologies 
 

 If language is different from the rest of cognitive 
functions, it should have a separate part of the brain, 
and we could find, “dissociative” pathologies:  

(i) general cognition OK & impaired language  
(ii) language OK and impaired general cognition. 

 
[(i)  aphasias (ii) Williams’s Syndrome, SLI] 

Latest news: the FOXP2 Gene. 
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5. Re-creation of language in each generation (pidgins & 
creoles) 

 
 Pidgin: a made-up language for communication 

purposes; doesn’t have consistent rules and has little 
morphology or “grammar” (e.g., only simple 
clauses). 

Hawaiian Pidgin  
Me capé buy  
(I bought coffee) 
 
Me check make  
(he made me a check) 
 
Good, dis one. Kaukau any-kin dis one. Pilipine islan’ no 
good. No mo money. 
(It’s better here than in the Philippines; you can buy 
anything here; over there there is no money to buy food 
with) 
 

 Creole: the language learnt by children growing up in 
a pidgin environment. It’s full fledged language, with 
grammatical rules and the same expressional 
possibilities of any other natural language. It’s 
“created” by these children in just one generation 
(Bickerton) 

 
Hawaiian Creole 

People no like t’come fo’ go wok 
(People don’t want to have him go to work (for them)) 
 
One time when we go home inna night dis ting stay fly up. 
(once when we went home at night this thing was flying 
about) 
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4.4. Reasons for innatism (revisited): 
 
1. Universality of language 
 
[Other things are also universal, and we don’t say they’re 
innate, like wearing clothes or eating with our hands, etc.] 
 
2. First Language Acquisition. The poverty of stimulus 
argument. 
 
Many problems: Chomsky only takes into account syntax 
acquisition; if you put in semantics and communication, the 
input is not so poor. Besides, the “poverty” of the stimulus 
has been exaggerated by Chomsky, even syntactically] 
 
3. The Critical Period Hypothesis 
 
[Other abilities have critical periods, like chess, music or 
sports. And even some animal abilities show critical periods, 
like some bird singings (or gosling’s imprinting of their 
mother, as in Konrad Lorenz’s experiment)]. 
 
4. Neurological pathologies 

 
[The story is again more complex and less “neat” and 
separated than told by Chomskyans: the controversy is still 
on.] 
 
6. Re-creation of language (pidgins & creoles) 
 
[Some theorist of “creole” doubt this “invention” by 
children; they say the grammatical complexity of creoles 
comes from substrates (the L1 of the pidgin-speaking 
parents)] 
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