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about sounds (we can tell when someagreements with some of his assump—-"'im '

one is speaking with an accent not outions. But most, perhaps, would recog- = » ?"’f

own). Chomsky argues that this knowl-nize some of his general contributionsg
edge of language is separate from othéo the modern study of the mind. = o

types of knowledge that we have; thaChomsky has shown that the study of the:

we don't just use general-purpose stratmind cannot limit itself strictly to the ex- =

egies (like analogy) to make the judgeamination of behavior. The concept of

ments that we do. To possess this kindn unconscious ‘knowledge state’ is not

Why should one be interested irbf knowledge, says Chomsky, is what itunscientific, as some other modern theo-
studying language? Noam Chomsky'sneans to “know English” (or any otherrists of mind have assumed. Instead, suc
answer to this question in part charactefanguage). concepts are essential in order to accour

izes the importance of his linguistic theo- How do we come by this knowl- for the complexity and creativity exhib- Noam Chomsky is cornered by
ries to modern thought. In his view, teedge of language; how do we learn ouited by the normal human mind—a mindUniversity of Michigan students

truly study language is to study a part afative language? It's not likely that par-that each of us possesse&

human nature, manifested in the humagnts explicitly teach kids these rules in 1« 4 4 4 4 A A 4 A A A

mind. What does he mean by this? Tghe cradle. And, because of both the ab- 1 ([ ’

begin, one has to understand whafractness of the rules and the complex-

Chomsky thinks the nature of human larity of the samples of languages that eve,

guages actually is, and why it is so inteinfants hear, Chomsky doesn't think thaf N
esting. One of the fundamental aspectfeneral smarts can do the job eithe
of human language, according tgChildren with otherwise severe learn Send Noam 2 free birthday
Chomsky, is its creative nature. The lashg difficulties often learn language eas message via WWw.zmag org
sentence (and, in fact, this one) havig).) Instead, he argues that somethin by Dec 5 and det on 2

probably never been produced before ispecifically about human language mus 1L of dlobsl sipt
the history of the world. the same is truge innate—that is, available to us by vir SCrolt or global SUPPOrters

for much of what we say every day. Saue of being human, specified someho to be given him Dec 7!
we do not seem to learn or to speak laim our genetic makeup. \_ /
guage by purely imitating other people. Chomsky is not saying that hu-

How are we able to judgemans are born with English or Vietnam %} Happy %D
whether a sentence sounds okay? Can wée or any other language ‘hardwired-in
literally have a list of sentences in ouThese innate properties must be prope )
mind against which we check each netyes available to all human languages. Ad Seven tzeth
sentence we hear? Chomsky argues ngbrding to one theory, these propertie y
since our brains are finite but English isire composed of principles and paran Bﬂthday

potentially infinite (consider the sen-eters— what is called ‘universal gram = — J
tences “I like the number one”, *I like mar'— principles being universal to all
the number one and I like the numbefiuman languages, with cross-language
two”, “I like the number one and | like variation accounted for by parameters
the number two and I like the numbeeach of which can be set in any of a small
three,” etc.). number of ways, like a light switch that
Can we process each new seran be turned on or off. Learning a lan-
tence by analogy with ones that we'veuage, in this view, means setting param-
heard before? Chomsky argues that thiger values; setting the switches in a par-
is not possible either, since, he claimsicular way.
analogies are too loose to explain our un- So how do Chomsky’s theories
derstanding of complex sentences. F@f knowledge of language and how we
instance, if we remove the last two wordgome to know it relate to the study of
of the simple sentence “Abby is bakinghuman nature? As one might guess, he
vegan muffins” we get a sentence thagjects the view of the human mind as a
means she’s bakingomething(maybe blank slate at birth, filled in by experi-
muffins, maybe not). Butif (by analogy)ence. Rather, Chomsky suggests that
we remove the same words from the congomponents of the mind, including lan-
plex sentence “Abby is too tasteful tqyuage and other systems of knowledge,
pour gravy on vegan muffins” we getare largely innately determined. Experi-
“Abby is too tasteful to pour gravy on,”ence (of one’s culture, language, etc.)
which should (by the analogy) mean sheoes not fill a blank slate, but instead
doesn’t pour gravy osomethingbutin- interacts with innate properties to form
stead means that no one should potgompetence’ in these different systems
gravy onher. of knowledge. All these components in-
In contrast to these alternateeract with each other, or are linked in
theories, Chomsky argues that we camknown ways to form the object of vast
make these judgements because we pe®mplexity that is the human mind.
sess an abstract system of unconscious Chomsky’s theory of language
knowledge about our language. This sysind mind has been influential on schol-
tem of knowledge includes, for startersars in many different fields— cognitive
knowledge about sentence structure agychology, philosophy, some branches
word order (we know that “Bites the dogf mathematics. Even in the U.S. where
man”is not the way to express the meainis theories have perhaps been the most
ing that the dog is biting a man). It alsénfluential, there are many competing
includes knowledge about meaning (wenodels of language and the mind. While
know that when we speak of a browgome who object to Chomsky’s argu-
house, it is the outside of the house thaients seem to misunderstand his theo-
is brown, not the inside), and knowledgées, naturally many have genuine dis-
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