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The Innateness Hypothesis and UG 
 

1 Introduction 

 
 You might have read about the cognitive theory of language acquisition and 
the theory of innate language structures. You probably know that it is assumed 

by Chomsky and other transformational-generative linguists that children are 
‘biologically programmed’ to learn languages. You also may  know that this 

is called the innateness hypothesis. In this module we will take a close look at 
the innateness hypothesis. First we will see why it is assumed that a child is 
born with some knowledge about languages and then we will talk about the 

kind of linguistic knowledge that is assumed to be innate.  
 

 
2 Evidence for the innateness hypothesis 
 

The innateness hypothesis has been formulated to account for the ‘logical 

problem of language acquisition’. Now, what do we mean by the logical 

problem of language acquisition? It has been noticed that by the age of five or 
six every normal child acquires the grammar of his/her mother tongue. This 
grammatical knowledge should logically come from whatever the child hears, 

learns or is exposed to during the first five/six years of his/her childhood. But 
is has been found that a lot of grammatical knowledge that the child acquires 

cannot be ascribed to what the child is exposed to. Thus, explaining the 
acquisition of grammar by a child becomes a problem. This is called the 
logical problem of language acquisition. The innateness hypothesis is offered 

as a solution to this problem. If the child acquires some knowledge which 
cannot come from what he/she is exposed to, we have to conclude that the 

child is born with this knowledge. 
 
Now, two questions may come to your mind: first, what makes us think that 

every normal child acquires the grammar of his/her mother tongue by the age 
of five/six? And second, why do we say that a lot of grammatical knowledge 

that a child acquires cannot be ascribed to what the child is exposed to? Let us 
take up the first question first. When we say that a child acquires the grammar 
of his/her mother tongue by the age of five/six, we do not mean that he/she 

acquires an explicit knowledge of the grammar of his/her language. What we 
mean is he/she acquires an implicit knowledge of the grammar. What is the 

difference between an explicit knowledge of grammar and an implicit 
knowledge of grammar. A person who has an explicit knowledge of grammar 
(e.g. a grammarian or a grammar teacher) can talk about grammatical rules 

and also explain why a particular sentence is considered grammatical or 
ungrammatical. A person who has only an implicit knowledge of grammar 

(e.g. an uneducated native speaker of a language) cannot talk about 
grammatical rules, nor can he/she say why a particular sentence is considered 
grammatical or ungrammatical. But he/she can speak his/her language 

correctly, can understand it and can distinguish an acceptable sentence from an 
unacceptable sentence. Now, the question is: how do we know that a child 

acquires an implicit knowledge of the grammar of his/her language by the age 
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of five/six? This claim is made on the basis of the fact that a child acquires a 
good command of his/her language by the time he/she is five/six.  

 
 Why do we say that a person who has a good command of his/her language 

should necessarily have an implicit knowledge of the grammar of the 
language? This is because, we know that without an implicit knowledge of the 
grammar of a language one cannot have a good command of the language. As 

we know, one of the characteristic features of language is creativity, i.e. the 
ability to produce and understand an infinite number of sentences most of 

which are new and novel.  A good command of a language includes this 
ability to produce and understand an infinite number of sentences. Since 
human memory is limited, we cannot argue that one can acquire this ability (to 

produce and understand an infinite number of sentences including novel 
sentences) by imitation or memorization. The only way one can acquire this 

ability is by getting to know (a number of) words of the language and having 
an (implicit) knowledge of the grammar rules  for making sentences with 
these words. For example, consider the phrase structure rules that we talked 

about in an earlier module of this course. As we observed there, a finite set of 
phrase structure rules can give us patterns for an infinite number of sentences 

of a language. In this connection, also consider an analogy from the game  of 
chess. Those of you who play chess know that, like the sentences of a 
language, the number of moves one can make in chess is infinite. One cannot 

possibly list all the moves in chess, i.e. all the moves that have been made and 
will be made or can be made. But all these moves have been or can be made 

on the basis of a limited number of rules regarding how the different chessmen 
move. As a chess player cannot make all these moves without knowing the 
rules of chess, a native speaker of a language, whether a five-year-old child or 

an adult, cannot produce and understand the infinite number of sentences of 
his/her language without knowing the rules of the language. And since by 

grammar we mean the rules of a language, we assume that a child of five/six, 
who has a reasonably good command of his/her language, has an implicit 
knowledge of the grammar of the language.  

 
Now let us go on to the second question concerning the innateness hypothesis, 

i.e. why do we claim that a lot of grammatical knowledge that a child  acquires 
cannot be ascribed to what the child is exposed to? A number of evidences can 
be given in support of this claim. But, here, we will talk about only two such 

evidences. 
 

The first evidence comes from the rule for making yes-no questions. Consider, 
in this connection, the following pairs of examples: 
 

 1a. Hari can dance. 
   b. Can Hari dance? 

 
 2a. She is your aunt. 
   b. Is she your aunt? 

 
 3a. You are angry. 

   b. Are you angry? 
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In (1-3) the (b) sentences are yes-no questions for the (a) sentences. A child 
who is exposed to these sentences and other similar sentences is likely to 

formulate a hypothesis that a yes-no question can be made by moving the 
auxiliary to the sentence- initial position. (You probably know how children 

process data and “discover” the “rules” of a language.) If this child comes 
across a new sentence like the following: 
 

4. The boy is playing. 
 

he/she can make a yes-no question by moving the auxiliary to the sentence-
initial position: 
 

5. Is the boy playing? 
 

Now, the question that we would like to ask is: after being exposed to 
sentences in (1-3) and similar sentences, why does the child formulate the 
hypothesis that for making a yes-no question, the auxiliary has to be moved? 

As we know, that is not the only generalization tha t one can make about 
making yes-no questions from sentences (1-3). One can also make the 

generalization that a yes-no question can be made by moving the second word 
of the sentence to the sentence-initial position. Clearly, this generalization is 
simpler than the generalization about moving the auxiliary. If such a 

hypothesis is formulated the yes-no question that the child will make for (4) 
will be: 

 
6. *Boy the is playing? 
 

But, it is interesting to note that no child ever produces a yes-no question like 
(6). We know why the second generalization cannot be a rule in grammar. 

This is because it is based on the sequence of words in a sentence and not on 
the structure of the sentence. As we know, language is structure-dependent 
and therefore, all grammatical rules which govern language are also structure-

dependent. But how does a child get to know this? If sentences (1-3) are fed 
into a computer, the computer is likely to make the second generalization and 

not the first. This is because the computer will not know that the 
generalization has to be based on a structural relationship. So the only 
explanation we can give about children rejecting the second generalization is 

that they are born with the knowledge that all rules in grammar are structure-
dependent. 

 
Now, for the second evidence in support of the innateness hypothesis consider 
the following sentences: 

 
7. Sharmistha is too arrogant to talk to Sharmila.  

8. Sharmistha is too arrogant to talk to.  
 
We know that in (7) Sharmistha is the ‘understood subject’ of talk to 

Sharmila, i.e. (7) is interpreted as: “Sharmistha is so arrogant that she (i.e. 
Sharmistha) will not talk to Sharmila”. In (8), however, Sharmistha cannot be 

the ‘understood subject’ of talk to, it has to be its ‘understood object’, i.e. (8) 
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is interpreted as: “Sharmistha is so arrogant that no one will/can talk to her 
(i.e. Sharmistha).” Now the question is: how does a native speaker, whether a 

child or an adult, know the difference between the meanings o f (7) and (8)? In 
neither of the sentences Sharmistha occurs as the overt subject of talk to, but 

in one case it can be the ‘understood subject’ and in the other case it cannot be 
so. This knowledge is not likely to have come from other similar sentences, 
because one rarely hears such sentences. It is unlikely to have come from 

classroom teaching or from grammar books, because teachers do not usually 
discuss such sentences, or nor do grammar books talk about these sentences. 

But all native speakers can see the difference in the thematic roles of 
Sharmistha in the two embedded non-finite clauses. So the question is: how 
does a native speaker acquire the grammatical knowledge that enables him/her 

to perceive this kind of difference? As we saw, this knowledge is not likely to 
have come from any external source like exposure to language or classroom 

teaching or grammar books. It is therefore assumed that one is born with this 
kind of grammatical knowledge.  
 

There are many other arguments which are given in support of the innateness 
hypothesis. Here, we will talk about only two of them.  

 
The first argument compares a child acquiring a language with a linguist or a 
grammarian trying to write a grammar of a language. You have some idea 

about how a linguist goes about writing a grammar of a language. He/she 
collects data (i.e. words, phrases, sentences, etc. of the language concerned), 

formulates a hypothesis to account for the data, revises the hypothesis if 
he/she comes across some new data which cannot be explained by his/her old 
hypothesis and keeps on doing this until he/she arrives at a grammatical rule 

which can neatly account for all the data. You probably know that a child 
adopts the same method for ‘processing’ data from his/her mother tongue and 

‘discovering’ the ‘correct’ rules. For example, when he/she comes across 
words like showed, quarrelled and swallowed he/she formulates a hypothesis 
that “in my language, when a verb is used in the past tense, the sound /d/ is 

added to the root form of the verb”. He/she applies this ‘rule’ to verbs like 
smile and try, and gets correct results; but when he/she applies it to verbs like 

go, come and bringhe/she produces wrong past tense forms like *goed, 
*comed and *bringed. In the course of time he/she realizes that these past 
tense forms are not acceptable and that there are many exceptions to the ‘rule’ 

that he/she had formulated, and then reformulates his/her hypothesis to 
accommodate the new data. We gave this example to illustrate the point that 

both the linguist and the child follow the same method for arriving at the 
grammar of a particular language. But a child arrives at the grammar of his/her 
language by the age of five or six; the linguists take ages to write a grammar 

of a language and when they finally do it one always finds some new data 
which the grammar has failed to account for. Hence the saying ‘All grammars 

leak’! Now the question is: how can a child arrive at the grammar of his/her 
language within a short period of five/six years? How can he/she formulate 
grammatical rules which are highly complex in nature(consider, for example, 

the subjacency condition, which will be discussed in a later module of this 
Course) at an age when he/she cannot handle simple mathematical operations? 
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This forces one to assume that a lot of grammatical knowledge is innate and 
comes to the child for free! 

 
The other argument in support of the innateness hypothesis is based on the 

observation that although we have so many different languages in the world, 
e.g. English, Hindi, Icelandic, Japanese and Zulu, they are similar in many 
respects. To give one or two examples of the similarities; (i) All languages are 

structure-dependent, (ii) In all languages a clause can be embedded in another 
clause, (iii) Grammatical principles like the theta criterion and the Case filter  

(you will read about these principles in later modules of this Course) are 
operative in all languages. In other words, it has been observed that many 

grammatical principles are common to all the languages of the world. The 

name that is given to all these common grammatical principles is universal 

grammar or UG. To explain the logical problem of language acquisition and 

also to account for the similarities between languages it is assumed that UG is 
innate. Languages are similar because they are governed by the principles of 
universal grammar and a child can acquire the language he/she is exposed to 

in a short period of five or six years because he/she does not have to acquire 
the principles of universal grammar from experience.  

 

Review question I 
 
Consider the following sentences: 

 
1a. The boy who is sitting there is her son. 

  b.* Is the boy who sitting there is her son? 
  c. Is the boy who is sitting there her son? 
 

2a. Her son is the boy who is sitting there.  
  b.* Is her son is the boy who sitting there? 

  c. Is her son the boy who is sitting there? 
 
In (1), we form the correct yes-no question by moving the second auxiliary 

verb in the sentence to the sentence- initial position. But in (2), for forming 
the yes-no question we have to move the first auxiliary verb in the 

sentence. Why? Do these sentences illustrate the property of structure-
dependency? How? 
 

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
____________ 
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Review question II 
 

If a child acquiring English, at some stage, says *sheeps instead of sheep, 
*mans instead of men and *womans instead of women what is likely to be 

his/her hypothesis for plural formation at that stage? 
 

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
________________________________________________ 

 

 
 

3 Universal grammar: principles and parameters  
 
In the last section we assumed that universal grammar consists of grammatical 

principles, and languages are similar because these principles apply to all 
languages. Now the question arises: if all languages obey the principles of 

universal grammar, why are languages also different in some respects? By 
‘difference’ here, we do not refer to the difference in vocabulary. We all know 
that the vocabulary of one language is always different from that of another 

language. Two languages may have a few common words, but there will 
always be many other words which will not be shared by the two languages. 

By, ‘difference’ here, we mean the difference in grammatical structure and the 
question that we are trying to ask is: if all languages are governed by universal 
grammar why are their grammars different? Why is the grammar of English 

different from the grammar of Hindi? For example, why is it that in Hindi, if 
we are talking about a person, say Rajiv, we can say: 

 
1. khel raha hai. 

is playing 

“Rajiv is playing”.  
 

If we have been talking about Rajiv and then we utter (1), it will mean “Rajiv 
is playing”. That is, we can have an ‘understood subject’ in (1). But we cannot 
have an ‘understood subject’ in English in a similar sentence, i.e. we cannot 

say: 
 

2*. Is playing. 
 
We have to make the subject explicit and say: 

 
3. Rajiv/He is playing. 
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As we know, in English, we can have ‘understood subjects’ in imperative 
sentences or non-finite clauses, but not in finite clauses like (2).  

 
We cited one difference between the grammar of English and Hindi. But there 

are many other differences between the grammars of different languages. Our 
earlier assumption was that a child can acquire a language in a short period, 
because he/she is born with universal grammar in his/her mind. But if 

languages differ in their grammatical structures how can universal grammar 
accommodate these differences? Interestingly, it has been noticed that, 

although languages sometimes vary from each other in their grammatical 
structures, they usually vary within certain limits. For an example, let us 
consider the phenomenon of ‘understood subjects’. It has been observed that, 

as far as this phenomenon is concerned, languages of the world can be divided 
into two types. The first type of languages behave like Hindi, i.e. they can 

have ‘understood subjects’ in sentences like (1), where the subject is 
recoverable from the context. The second type of languages behave like 
English, i.e. they cannot have ‘understood subjects’ in sentences like (2) even 

when the subject is recoverable from the context. To accommodate this 
variation between languages, it has been suggested that universal grammar 

will consist of principles and parameters. While principles will apply rigidly 
to all languages, parameters will allow variation between languages. Thus the 
variation between languages with regard to ‘understood subjects’ can be 

captured with the help of a parameter. Let us call this the null subject 

parameter. This parameter of universal grammar will allow two choices: (1) 

the subject of a finite clause can be dropped when it is recoverable from the 
context. Let us call the first choice ‘positive choice’ and the second choice 
‘negative choice’. A child will be born with the knowledge that, depending on 

the language he/she would be exposed to, he/she would have to opt for the 
positive choice or the negative choice. Thus if he/she is exposed to a Hindi 

type language he/she would go for the positive choice and the grammar that 
would develop in his/her mind would allow the subject to be dropped. But if 
he/she is exposed to an English-type language, he/she would go for the 

negative choice and his/her grammar would not allow the subject to be 
dropped. 

 
Let us consider another example of parametric choice. It has been noticed that 
in a language like English the objects in a verb phrase occur to the right of the 

verb. For example, we say: 
 

 4a. John read a book. 
 
and not: 

 
 4b.* John a book read. 

 
If we say that the verb read is the head of the verb phrase read a book, we can 
say that the head occurs to the left of the object a book. Similarly, in a 

prepositional phrase the preposition occurs to the left of the prepositional 
object: 
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 5a. on the table 
   b.* the table on 

 
Again if we say that the preposition on is the head of the prepositional phrase 

on the table, we can say that the head occurs to the left of the object. Now, 
consider a noun phrase with a prepositional phrase within it. The noun occurs 
to the left of the prepositional phrase.  

 
 6a. the book on cricket 

   b.* on cricket the book 
 
If we say that the noun book is the head of the noun phrase, we can say that 

the head occurs to the left of the prepositional phrase. So we find that in a verb 
phrase the head occurs to the left of the object, in a prepositional phrase the 

head occurs to the left of the prepositional object and in a noun phrase the 
head occurs to the left of the prepositional phrase. If we use the term 
complement to refer to the object in a verb phrase, the prepositional object in a 

prepositional phrase and the prepositional phrase in a noun phrase, we can say 
that the head occurs to the left of its complement.  

 
Not in all languages, however, the head occurs to the left of its complement. In 
a language like Japanese, Hindi, Odia or Telugu the head occurs to the right of 

its complement. Consider for example the following data from Hindi: 
 

 7a. raam ne ek kitaab paDhi. 
       Ram       a    book   read 
       “Ram read a book” 

 
   b. Teblke upar 

       table on 
       “on the table” 
 

   c. krikeT par kitab 
       cricket on book 

       “the book on cricket” 
 
To capture this variation between languages a head parameter has been 

proposed. Like the null subject parameter, the head parameter will also have 
two values or will allow two choices: ‘head- left’ or ‘head-right’. When the 

child is born the parameter will be open to be fixed for either of the values. 
But after the child is exposed to a particular language, the parameter will be 
fixed for one of the values, i.e. ‘head- left’ for an English-type language and 

‘head-right’ for a Japanese or Hindi- type language. Thus by assuming that 
universal grammar consists of principles and parameters we can account for 

the similarities as well as variations between languages. And because of this 
assumption, Chomsky’s theory of (universal) grammar is now also called the 
principles and parameters theory. 
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Review question III 
 
How would the null subject parameter and the head parameter be fixed for 

a child acquiring your mother tongue? 
 

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________ 

 

 
 

4 Summary 
 

In this module we looked at the innateness hypothesis. We saw that in order to 
explain certain facts about language acquisition, we have to posit that a child 
is born with grammatical knowledge, which we called universal grammar. We 

also saw how by assuming that universal grammar is a grammar of principles 
and parameters we can account for not only certain phenomena about 
language acquisition but also the similarities and variations between the 

grammars of different languages.  
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5 Answers to review questions 

 

Review question I 
 
For forming a yes-no question from a complex sentence the (first) auxiliary 

verb of the main clause has to move to the sentence- initial position. In (1a), 
the auxiliary verb of the main clause is the second auxiliary verb in the 

sentence and therefore this second auxiliary verb moves. In (2a), however, the 
auxiliary verb of the main clause is the first auxiliary verb in the sentence and 
therefore this first auxiliary verb moves.  

 
As is evident from the sentences in (1) and (2), for making a yes-no question 
the (first) auxiliary verb of the main clause has to move, not the auxiliary verb 
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of the subordinate clause. When one is talking about the main clause and the 
subordinate clause(s) of a (complex) sentence one is actually talking about the 

structure of the sentence. Thus, we can say that the aux-movement operation is 
a structure-dependent operation, and (1) and (2) illustrate the universal 

property of structure-dependency. 
 
Review question II 

 
A word can be pluralized by adding an s (/s/ or /z/) to the word. 

 
 

 

Review question III 
 

The answer will depend on the grammar of your mother tongue. But for most 
Indian languages the null subject parameter is fixed for the positive choice, 
and the head parameter for the ‘head-right’ choice. 

 
***** 


