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ability to speak and understand novel sentences, we must ascribe to
the speaker’s mind a mental grammar that specifies possible sentence
patterns. But in order to account for the fact that we have no direc
acoess bo this mental grammar, we must admir the possibility that
some essential and highly structured parts of our abilives are
completely uncomcous.

3 The argument for innate
knowledge

The character of language acquisition

We now turm to the prehminanes to the sccond Fundamental
Argument. Suppose, following the discession of the previous chapter,
that we have mental grammars in our heads. The next qucition is:
How did they get there?

Observation: All normal human children end up being able w
speak whatever language is spoken in the community where they
grow up. (If more than one language is spoken regularly, they usually
end up speaking them all—bue lee's stick to the monolingual case for
mow.) And the language they speak has nothing o do with where
their parents came from: a child of American parenss growing up in
Istazl a5 part of a3 Hebrew-speaking community will become a native
speaker of Hebrew; a Viemamese baby adopted in Holland will
become a native speaker of Dutch, So it's pretry obvious that children
bearn their language from the other speakers around them,

How do children do it? Many people immediately assume thar
the parents tanght it. To be sure, parents often engage in 1caching
words to their kids: *What's this, Amy? It's o BIRDIE! Say “birdie,”
Amy!® But language learning can't be entirely the resulr of weaching
words, For one thing, there are lots of words thar it is hard to
imagine paremts teaching, notably those one can't point to: “Say
‘from,’ Amyl® "This is ANY, Amy!I"

Think also abour children of wmmagrants, say the Amencans
who move to lsrael. The adules often never feel comfortable with the
language of the adopted country. They speak with an accent, they
express themselves with hesitation, they admit to not quite following
the news on television, and so forth, Yet their children become fully
fluent native speakers of the new language. Evidenaly the children
have learned something their parcoss don't know. So the parens
couldn’t have taught them. Mor is the children's knowledpge necessar-
iy a resule of teaching in school—and of course in nonliterate
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22 The fundamental argurmenis

societies it can’t be the result of teaching in school. Maore often, the
children just “pick up™ the language from being with other children,
[This example also touches on another phenomenon, the fact thas
adults wsually have much more difficulty learning a new languape
than children do. I'll retuirn to this in Chapter 9,)

Although children often learn words a3 4 result of parental
instruction, it is less cear that they learn grammatical patterns this
way. Anyone who has attempted v correct a two-year-old's grammar
will know that it can’t be done. The following dialogue, recorded by
the bnguist David McMNelll, 5 a famous illustration,

cHILD:  Mobody doa't ke me,
MOTHER: Mo, say “nobody likes me.™
cHiLn:  MNebody don't ke me.

(eight repetitions of this dialogue)

MOTHER: Mo, now listen carcfully; say “nobody likes me.™
cHiL:  Oh! Nobody don't likes me.

{Of course, we can be sure that this child eventually got i right. Bar it
may well have been at a time when the mother wasn't even paying
attentbon.)

It s troe that certnin grammatical patterns are taught as part of
school grammar, for example the rule that 3 preposition is something
vou must never end a sentemce with, However, English speakers
violate this rule all the time, and have for hundreds of years. 1 just
did, two sentences ago. The idea that a preposition shouldn't occur at
the end of a semtence seems to have ansen during the eighteenth
century, when for the first time *authoritges on Enplish usage™ soupha
to determine the “correct” way to speak, on the bazis of the models
of the classical languages Latin and Greek.

MNow Latin and Greek genuinely do not allow sentences that end
with prepositions. Neither do most modern European languapes (for
instance French, Itahan, Spamsth, and, with some caveats, German:
Swedish, however, s more like English). If we translate *Who did she
arrive with? ™ waord for word inte thode languages—eay, “Qui est-clle
arrivée avec?™ m French—it sounds as barbarous as “Harry ace
peanuts 3 hundred™ does in English.

By analogy, the “authonities™ ruled that prepositions shouldn't
end sentences in English either. Since that time, generations of
children have been drilled on this rule, with little effect except in their
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formal writnng. And ending sentenoes with prepositions is still very
much alive in English,

Such proscriprive reaching of grammar, which evidently dossn't
work very well, contrases sirikingly with aspects of English sentence
patterns that probably nobody has ever thought w teach, Here's an
example. Look at the four sentences in (1),

(1) a Joan appeared to Moira to ke hersell
b Joan appeared o Moira to hke her.
¢ Joan appealed w Moira to like herself.
i _j:un qpp-_—g.lq.—-.l w Maira w kike her.

Without thinking about = conscliowsly, you have automancally
inferred that each of these sentences has a different combination of
who is to like whom. In [1a), Joan likes Joan; im (1b), Joan hikes
Moira or some unspecified third party; in (1c), Moira is o like
Maira: in (1d), Moira i 1o like Joan or a third parry.

How do we come to understand these sentences this way? e
gbviously depends somchow on the difference berween ordinary
pronouns such as “her™ and reflexive pronouns such as Yherself, "
snd also on the difference berween the verbs Yappear™ and “appeal.”
Bur how? Whatever reasons there may be, I'm sure no one s ever
taught abour contrasts like this by their parents or teachers or anyone
elee. Yet this aspect of English grammatical pawerns is decply
mgrained, much more so than the taught prohilition againae endeng a
wnEnce with a preposinon.

1 can't resist another example, becawse it's so sriking. There is
an alteravon called “expletive infixation™ that many speakers
perform on words of English under conditions of extreme exaspera-
gon, i in (2).

() How many omes do | have o tell you? I'm not talking
about the Allggheny River! Can't you get it mto your
stupsd head that I'm ralking about the Susque-goddam-
hramma?

Even if you're roo refined ever to use an expression like this, I'm sare
you recognize it. Mow the interesting thing is that we have pretiy
clear intuinons about how to use this nfx. It sounds natural in the
examples in (1), but decidedly odd in those in (4).
13} vai-goddam-versaty
manu-fuckin-facrurer
{4} Jacken-bloody-doff
ele-goddam-phant
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In addation, for those words that allow us o use the infix, we are very
particular about where it has to go. If we try moving the infix w
different places in the words in (3) (“*un-goddam-iversity,” “manufac-
fuckin-turer,” etc.} we can see that only the versions given in [3)
sound at all acceptable.

I'm fairly certain none of us was ever faught the principle (or
pamtern) that says where it i possible to msert an explenve infix inm
Englsh words. Yet we readily use this principle to make inmoitive
judgments about new cases. At the same time, the principle is not so
obvious to conscious Introgpection.

(In case you're wondenng, the infix sounds right only when i
immediately precedes the syllable of the word with main stress—
“Susquebarna,” “university,” and “manufacturer.” Since *Jacken-
doff™ and "elephant™ have main stress on the first syllable, there iv no
place o put the infix, But this is only a first approximarion; there are
further complexities thar we can't go into bere,)

We sec, then, that muoch thar we kmow abour the grammatical
patterns of Enghsh has not been taught. But this leads to a further
problemn about how children scquite langaage, Chapter 1 showed not
only that we have a mental grammar, but that most of it isn'
available to conscious intr iom. Since adults aren’t consciously
aware of the principles of menal grammar (and the examples just
presented provide further illustration), they certainly can't cxplain
these principles o children—if children could understand the ex-
planations in any event!

In fact, the most an adult can do & supply the child with
examples of the patterns, in the form of grammancal sentences, or
correctians o the child®t sentences, For wadtance, notce thar o the
dialogue | quotsd above, the mother isn't saying * ‘Nobody” and “not’
are both negative words, and you shoulda' use two negatives in a
sentence.” She is just supplying the child with a correct form. This
means that the child has ro fpere ont the patterns of the language—
that s, the child bas to comstruct bis or ber owwn mental granemar.
How?

Children are probably mo more conscious of the patterns than
adults. For instance, it doesn’t make much sense to think thar a child
would confromt sentences ke “Joan appeared to Moira to like
herself* by thinking “Hmm. | wonder who *herself” is supposed to be.
Well, ‘herself” is a reflexive pronoun, so that probably makes a
difference . .." To be sure, children eventually learn the words
“noun” and “verb,” and maybe evem “reflexive pronoun,® ber
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weually not until the age of ten or so, long after gaining command of
the grammarical distinceions these words refer 10,

Even umpler phenomena show the disparity berween children's
command of language and therr comscious command of i For
instance, by the age of three or four, children can be taught to count
syllables in & word, but they are certainly making use of syllables long
before that. Similarly, learming w read depends im part on being
conscious of sequences of speech sounds, in order to sound out
words. For many children, this is dificalt at age six and cven later;
that's why Sesamre Streer spends so much time on it Bt at the wame
wme, children couldn't discriminate and understamd thousands of
words by this age—naot to mention appreciate thymes—if they didn’e
have a sensitive ability w discriminame and sequence speech sounds,
(We will sce in Chapter § how this ability is organieed.) 50 we're
evidently faced with the same problem for children as for adulis: their
learning is backed by unconscious principles that are unavailable for
conscious mtrespection. And if anything, we're wempted to suspect
that children's abilitics at imtrospection arc less well developed than
aduls’,

Where does that leave the learning of language? On the basis of
what the child beard in the environiment, and in the [mear-) absence of
waching and of conecious awareness of what is being leamed, the
cheld manapes 0 acquire 8 command of the grammatical patterna of
the language—that i5, manages 1o construct A mental grammar. This
isn't the way we're accustomed to thinking of langsage learning. We
wsually think of it in terms of something like French dass in scheol, a
highly structured situation in which teacher and leamer bring a lot of
conacious attemtion 0 bear on rules and repulanons. The child's
kearning of prammatical srocture just doesn’t seem o be like thae
The child leams just by speaking and being spoken m.

As 3 resalt, we can draw another conclusion about human
MATCE: W cam deguire MmcoRiciie pattirny wmconsciossly, with
liztle or mo deliberate traming. Perhaps we shouldn't even call such a
process “learming ™ but for lack of a berter word, let's leave the
terminology alone.

A suggestive parallel 1o the unconscious leaming of language
might be the process of learning 1o skip, which requires complicared
patrterns of muscle coordmation. It's impossible 1o describe w a child
how to do it; the best we can do is demonstrate, And when the child
figures out how to skip, it will be impossible 1o get him or her to
explain it. Rather, the process of constructing the parrerns takes place




