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Abstract: Concerning the problem of language acquisition, Chomsky proposes universal grammar,
which is the property shared by all human beings, and there is an innate language faculty in our
brain. However, Lin tries to refute Chomsky by pointing out that there is a fatal problem with Chom-
sky’s research method; then, Kim tries to refute Lin’s argument and repudiates all the methods in
empirical science. This article will try to judge whether their arguments are reasonable or not and
explore what is truly wrong with Chomsky’s universal grammar.
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1. Introduction

What can separate us from animals? Obviously, it is language that can express our
thought, our mind and make us communicate with others. However, where does our lan-
guage come from? Why are human beings the only species that can speak language? There
are too many questions confusing us and waiting us to solve. Therefore, many linguists
devote their lives to explaining this phenomenon, and abundant theories about species
specificity have been proposed, one of which is Chomsky’s universal grammar, taking up
an important position in the linguistic field [1]. However, because of a lack of evidence to
prove his theory, Chomsky also has many opponents as much as his followers. Lin is one
of them, who thinks that it is “a method which is deeply flawed and which make it im-
possible to discover any innate linguistic universals” [2]. Lin claims that Chomsky is to-
tally wrong from the perspective of his research method and that Chomsky cannot find
the truth if he insists on his theory of universal grammar [3], while Kim holds the view
that “Lin fails to provide a reason to invalidate the search for UG on methodological
grounds” [4]. Before discussing who is right, the key point of the debate should be made
clear, that is, does Chomsky’s research method truly go in the wrong direction? What is
the research method and why does Chomsky use that method. These questions will be
answered in the following sections. The debate between Lin and Kim is conducive to help-
ing linguists get close to the truth. In this paper, I will introduce what Universal Grammar
is and my view on the debate.

2. An Introduction to Chomsky’s Universal Grammar

Chomsky’s theoretical framework has experienced five stages: classical theory (1957-
1965), standard theory (1965-1972), extended standard theory (1972-1981), government
and binding theory (1981-1993), and the minimal program (1993-now). There are always
various criticisms of his theory, but once he found the defect of his theory, he would im-
prove them. No matter how many developments in his theory, how many new terms he
advanced, the core of the theory still remains the same-universal grammar: “the system
of principles, conditions, and rules that are elements or properties of all human lan-
guages... the essence of human language” [5], and all of these developments try to answer
the question: what kind of attributes does the human brain have to make human beings
speak languages? Although universal grammar has suffered many doubts from others,
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Chomsky claims that it is the best theory at present to explain the language phenomenon
based on abundant empirical facts [6]. In this section, I will introduce Chomsky’s univer-
sal grammar in detail.

2.1. The Language Faculty

Why can human beings speak languages while other species cannot? Chomsky be-
lieves that language is innate and that human beings are endowed with the language fac-
ulty when they are born, which is genetically determined. Therefore, in this part, I will
discuss two problems: first, whether the process of (first) language acquisition is innate or
not; second, if language faculty truly exists, which part of our brain is the language faculty
in; “To say that language is not innate is to say that there is no difference between my
grandmother, a rock and a rabbit. In other words, if you take a rock, a rabbit and my
granddaughter and put them in a community where people are talking English, they're
all learn English” [7]. According to Chomsky, when children are born, their brains have
biological attributes that can make them acquire language so quickly in a suitable envi-
ronment; therefore, the ability to speak language is the result of the interaction between
the brain and the environment. If language is not innate, that is to say, the brain does not
play a role in the process of acquiring language, then when we put dogs or cats in a speech
community and talk to them every day; they can also speak language just like human
beings. However, that is not the fact. Therefore, we should admit the important function
of the brain, and there must be something special in the human brain. In addition to spe-
cies specificity, Chomsky also uses other kinds of evidence to prove his hypothesis, which
include “the speed and age-dependence of acquisition; convergence among grammars,
analogies to vision and other modular abilities” [8].

The second question is about if the language faculty exists, what kind of mechanisms
it will be and where the most possible position it will be in. Is it separated from other
aspects of the mind as a system or just a part of the “central system” with other cognitive
abilities [9], such as the taste and smell? Chomsky claims that our mind is modular: “UG
is a theory only of the language module, which has its own set of principles distinct from
other modules and does not interrelate with them” [10]. Therefore, in Chomsky’s opinion,
the linguistic mechanism is independent from other cognitive abilities. Chomsky offers
empirical fact-the double dissociation to prove his hypothesis. Double dissociation means
that there are two components; if one of them is impaired, the other will not be affected.
For example, it is not necessary for a blind man to be deaf. The same is true for the rela-
tionship between language and other cognitive abilities. Children with William’s syn-
drome have mental deficiency, with an IQ of approximately 40-50, but these children can
speak very fluently and have a good command of language; conversely, people who suffer
aphasia have normal intelligence, but they cannot speak language. All of these findings
suggest that language ability is separated from other cognitive mechanisms. The exact
place of the language faculty, because of the limitations of scientific technology, is still a
mystery for us. However, “different linguistic functions are typically localized differently,
with the left hemisphere taking the major responsibility for syntax, but semantic and prag-
matic process also invoking the right hemisphere” [11]. With the diversity and complexity
of language, the linguistic mechanism is not in a particular place in our brain but consists
of different parts in both the left and right hemisphere, which form a system, that is, lan-
guage faculty.

2.2. The Ideal Research Method

“Nowak claims that only after Chomsky has linguistics become a mature science”
[11]. Chomsky regards linguistics as a science and applies the research method of empir-
ical science to linguistics. He points out that whether in the natural science field or any
others, there is no need for us to study everything. We must eliminate the irrelevant fac-
tors that hinder our research and seek truth under an ideal circumstance, which is called
the “Galilean style” [12]. When Galileo conducted the experiments of the falling bodies,
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he did not take all the factors into consideration, which neglected the wind resistance and
friction, and this did not cause a negative effect on his experimental result. Therefore,
when solving language acquisition problems, Chomsky ignored factors such as “memory
limitations, distractions, shifts of attention and interests, and errors (random and charac-
teristic)” [1], because he believes that our understanding of “knowledge of language” is
not affected by those factors. The object of the research is the ideal language speakers, who
do not make mistakes when speaking language because of nervousness, tiredness, etc. His
focus is on language competence, not performance. With Chomsky’s method, there are no
distinctions in the dialects or styles in a speech community. The performance mistakes
cannot be regarded as the evidence to support or oppose the hypothesis, “where that ev-
idence comes from is limited only by imagination and ingenuity” [8]. The idealization is
“how to get from an abstract law to the concrete laws that make up its phenomenal content”
[13].

2.3. Parameters and Principles

Universal grammar is not the description of the structure of a particular language,
and it is not the principles to guide or prescribe the language learners, but rules that can
reflect the language mechanisms in the human brain, which suggests the biological attrib-
ute of the human brain. The principles and parameters proposed by Chomsky aim to ex-
plain the nature of universal grammar. When we are born, the language mechanism is in
an initial state, and there are many “principles” that include “X-bar theory, subjacency,
case theory, binding principles, etc.”. However, after the language mechanism is set by
various parameters, it will become a particular language, such as English and Chinese.
The diversity of the language in the world is the result of the parameter settings, which
are related to the stimulus of the language experience. The distinction of the particular
language embodies the vocabularies and phonology, which belong to the external process,
and the syntax, which varies from the parameters [14]. For example, there are differences
in the word order of a particular language. In Chinese, the word order is SVO, while in
Japanese, it is SOV. “The major difference between SVO and SOV word order then results
from the different choice of value for this ‘Head-first/Head-last’ parameter” [8]. According
to Chomsky, the origin of various languages is the same-the initial state of the language
faculty, and what is different is which parameter is set. We can compare it to a parallel
circuit to help us understand although we do not know the concrete model of this circuit.
There is a main switch to control the whole circuit, which is similar to the language faculty,
and we must guarantee that everything is normal; then, the whole circuit is in a smooth
operation. In the branch circuit, there is a switch that is similar to parameters to determine
which light is turned on. However, in the parallel circuit, whether the switch is on or off
depends on human beings, and the parameters are triggered by language experience. In
other words, Chomsky wants to find universal rules that are shared by all human beings
by studying sentences in various languages.

The Plato’s problem —“how children can acquire their first language with such re-
markable speed and efficiency” often confuses us [9]. Principles and parameters can give
us a good explanation. If there is nothing in our brain, only depending on the input from
the environment is not enough for us to acquire the language. So, there must be something
already existed in our brain before we are born. The parameter that is triggered by the
environment determines which language the children will acquire. Therefore, the appro-
priate environment also plays an important role in the process of language acquisition.

3. The Debate between Lin and Kim

When Chomsky’s universal grammar was put forward, there were many oppositions
and criticisms because Chomsky could not provide sufficient evidence to prove his theory.
However, none of these criticisms have much influence on the dominant position of uni-
versal grammar in the linguistic field. Previous criticisms were limited to the content, but
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Lin, who “offer[s] a refutation of UG from a novel perspective”, is different from them.
Lin believes that Chomsky’s research method is totally wrong and cannot find the essence
of the language [3], while Kim claims that Lin’s refutation almost denies all the inductive
methods of empirical sciences [4]. In this part, I will summarize the argument between
Lin and Kim.

3.1. Lin’s Argument

Chomsky has been revising the universal grammar several times. In the Principles
and Parameters version, he proposed two important principles: subjacency and binding
principle by analyzing English sentences. Therefore, Lin summarizes Chomsky’s method:
“On the basis of certain interesting data, find some general principles that explain them;
revise the principles if necessary” [3]. However, Lin claims that there is a serious problem
in the research method. First, subjacency is advanced according to analyzing the English
sentence, so there must be some other languages that do not satisfy the principle. Now
that Chomsky wants to find the universal principles shared by all human beings, subja-
cency should satisfy all human language. If not, we can’t acquire that language because
there is no such principle in our brain. However, the fact is not. Therefore, it is more rea-
sonable for Chomsky to take all the languages existing in the world into consideration,
which seems to be an impossible mission. Regardless of the number of languages that
have already existed, there may be more kinds of languages in the future due to factors
such as the social environment. Therefore, it is unrealistic to include all languages as re-
search objects, and never will we find the nature of universal grammar. Second, Chomsky
only studied grammatical and ungrammatical sentences, which is not enough to find the
truth because “[w]hat the constraint on movement of words in sentences is depends ulti-
mately on a person’s brain structures” [3]. Lin claims that grammatical sentences may not
be understood by human beings because of memory limitations, while ungrammatical
sentences can be understood by others because the brain can process them. The most im-
portant thing is whether the brain can process the sentence and grammaticality cannot
show anything. Therefore, we should take factors that can influence brain processes, such
as “memory, attention, information retrieval speed, information processing speed, etc.”,
into consideration.

Then, Lin comes up with some questions and answers to prove his argument from
the perspective of “methodology of UG, the minimalist program, and some more argu-
ments for UG”. First, in regard to the methodology of UG, Chomsky makes analogies with
the visual system, thermonuclear theory and biology when studying languages because
he thinks that the language system is similar to the system mentioned above. Marr’s vision
theory focuses on the computational level and ignores factors such as eye structure, so
Chomsky applies the same research method to the language system, which neglects so-
called unrelated factors such as memory and attention. However, Lin claims that the lan-
guage system is totally different from the visual system in that everyone perceives the
same image when we see an object, which suggests that every part in our eyes has its own
functions and is invariable, while different people have different understandings when
we see a sentence structure, and what causes the phenomenon is that the functions of
memory and attention play are variable. Therefore, it is necessary for us to consider the
brain structure. The thermonuclear theory is proposed on the basis of limited data. So
does the universal grammar. However, Lin claims that the thermonuclear theory is rea-
sonable because scientists take casual factors such as hydrogen and helium into consider-
ation, while Chomsky does not. The main components of the sun are hydrogen and he-
lium, so it is not weird to connect the enormous energy with the fusion of the hydrogen
while the language is different because the casual factor of the language research is the
brain process, not the grammatical and ungrammatical sentence. The third analogy is
made with biology. In biology, genetic diversity determines species diversity, and the se-
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lective expression of genes finally determines the form and function of cells by transcrip-
tion and translation, so biological theory was proposed on the basis of causal factors such
as genes and gene switches. Chomsky claims that the parameter determines the variation
in grammar just as the genes determine species diversity. Lin refutes this analogy by
pointing out the essential distinction between biology research and universal grammar
research. That is, whether the causal factors are taken into consideration. It is obvious that
Chomsky’s universal grammar does not occur because the causal factors are memory, at-
tention, etc., not grammatical and ungrammatical sentences. Then, Lin discusses the min-
imalist program in terms of mergers, economy principles and parameters in MP. He
claims that the minimalist program is advanced on the basis of fundamentally wrong re-
search methods, such as subjacency. Therefore, there is no need to talk more about the
minimalist program. Third, it is about more arguments for universal grammar. Chomsky
provides some arguments to prove how reasonable the universal grammar is, such as the
poverty of stimulus, best theory and “Martian scientist”. However, Lin claims that it is
meaningless to talk about all these arguments, which can prove the validity of UG because
the nature of UG is totally wrong. For example, “what Chomsky says about best theories
in science seems fine. However, his own theory is deeply flawed. The ‘best theory” argu-
ment is therefore has little force in upholding UG”.

3.2. Kim’s Argument

Since Lin refutes Chomsky’s universal grammar and cannot find the innateness of
language from the perspective of the research method, Kim is skeptical of Lin’s argument
[4]. Kim claims that it is unnecessary for universal grammar to take all languages that have
already existed in the world into consideration because in the empirical field, “[t]heories
intended to explain more than a finite range of empirical phenomena face the problem of
induction”. We use finite data to deduct the truth without having to include all relevant
factors. The scope of the study, such as Newton’s law of gravitation, was not tested on the
entire universe when the theory was proposed, and Lin’s argument almost denies the em-
pirical scientific research method, which is untenable. Second, Lin does not provide evi-
dence to refute the “best theory” but points out that talking about the “best theory” is
nonsense only because the research method is wrong. Kim claims that only when you
provide the concrete evidence to prove the universal grammar is wrong can you say the
“best theory” is meaningless. In addition, some theories, even if they are correct, will fall
into a dilemma in which people cannot realize the correctness of the theory because of the
limitations of objective factors such as the level of technology.

4. Does Universal Grammar truly Exist?

Through the above sections, we have a general understanding of the arguments of
Chomsky, Lin and Kim. In this chapter, I will express my views on the debate between
them and my own ideas on the nature of language.

4.1. Regarding the Argument between Chomsky and Lin

Lin mainly criticizes Chomsky from the research method, so if we want to judge
whether Lin’s criticism is effective for Chomsky, we should consider whether Chomsky’s
research method is reasonable. Chomsky claims he applies the empirical method to the
language study, but is this truly the case? Chomsky used the research method with which
Galileo performed an experiment on free-falling bodies, which was in an ideal experi-
mental environment. For example, Galileo did not take the wind and air resistance, which
will affect the results of the experiment, into consideration but neglected these factors by
using heavy objects such as stones to eliminate the interference resulting from these fac-
tors as much as possible. Therefore, in language research, Chomsky takes the ideal
speaker as the object and grammatical sentences as the data and proposes principles based
on the observation of sentences that ignore the effect caused by memory, attention, etc.
Lin claims that causal factors affect grammatical knowledge. In my opinion, in Galileo’s
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free-fall bodies experiment, the height is the dependent variable and time is the independ-
ent variable. What Galileo idealizes is the experimental environment so that he can make
his experiment closer to the truth because it cannot be carried out under vacuum on the
earth. He tries his best to create the best experimental environment by controlling irrele-
vant factors such as air resistance while concerning Chomsky’s research method. Chom-
sky idealizes the phenomenon of language performance, and he pays much attention to
the phenomenon, but he neglects these factors, which makes that happen. What he does
is only the description of the phenomenon, and he cannot go further if he insists on this
research method, which is wrong in that Chomsky does not consider the causal factors at
all. Chomsky always claims that he regards language acquisition from an innate perspec-
tive, but according to his research method, I only see that he focuses on the surface of the
language —the structure of the sentence. In addition, there is another great difference in
the research method between Chomsky and Galileo, which is that the research object of
free-fall bodies is such things as iron balls, which have no subjective initiative. For exam-
ple, Lin proposed the “the fall of live birds” and writes: “the fall time of a bird depends
not only on the height from which it’s released but also on an indefinite number of other
factors [which are subjective], such as whether the bird wants to fly, whether it is ill...”
[2]. However, the research object of the language study is human beings, which have their
own consciousness, and we cannot neglect this difference. Thus, “Chomsky’s defense of
the universal grammar is the misunderstanding of the free-fall bodies theory” [15].

Lin claims that the causal factors of grammatical knowledge are concerned with the
brain, while Chomsky believes that they are unrelated factors. Then, I will discuss the
causal factors of grammatical knowledge. First, we should know what grammatical
knowledge is, and is it conscious or not. Chomsky believes “the notion [of] ‘language’ in
this case: that is, to accept the locution “so-and-so knows the grammar of his language, its
rules and principles’, including those that lie beyond awareness” [16], which suggests that
the knowledge of language is unconscious. To some extent, I agree with that point. The
grammatical language is implicit. Maybe someone would question that if one is uncon-
scious of that thing, how could say one knows that? For example, New York is the capital
city of the United States. If one wants to understand this sentence, he must know every
word in this sentence, or he can’t understand that. That is right, but grammatical
knowledge is a different case. We understand that sentence because we know the meaning
of every word, while we don’t know why we say that sentence in the order of SVO. When
we are children, we don’t know what is subject, what is object, but we say the correct
sentence spontaneously, so there must be something in our mind while we are not aware
of it. Now that grammatical language is concerned with the brain, we should not neglect
the factors that are concerned with the brain. In addition, I think although we are not
conscious of the grammatical knowledge, it’s actually in our subconsciousness. Similar to
the stress reaction, when people encounter some stimuli from the environment, there will
be some physiological reactions, such as tachycardia and the acceleration of hormone se-
cretion. When we are exposed in a speech community, the brain is stimulated by various
sentences, and then we store the information in our brain as a response to the stimuli.
Actually, the language environment we are exposed to is not as poor as Chomsky says,
and Dabrowska says: “[i]f we assume that language acquisition begins at age land ends
at age 5 and that children are exposed to languages for 8 h a day, they get 11680 h of
exposure. At 3600 input words per hour, this amounts to over 42 million words over 4
years” [17]. Therefore, when we are children, stimulated by various languages in the en-
vironment, and stored the information in our brain then in the subconsciousness, we have
perfect grammatical knowledge. During this process, the brain structure plays an im-
portant role, such as memory, attention, and the ability to analyze information. Therefore,
we should take such kinds of factors into consideration as causal factors.
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4.2. Regarding the Argument between Lin and Kim

The main difference between Lin and Kim is whether the universal grammar should
consider all languages in the world or not, that is, some questions about “universal”. Kim
claims that it is unnecessary to apply universal grammar to all languages [4], while Lin
claims that if we do not take all languages into consideration [3], how can we know that
universal grammar is universal and fits all languages? Therefore, if we want to judge the
argument between Lin and Kim, we should have an understanding of the type of “uni-
versal”. As far as I am concerned, Kim’s argument is not so powerful as to refute Lin’s.
There are two reasons. The first is Lin’s main argument is that Chomsky does not consider
the causal factors so that he cannot find the innateness of universal grammar, but Kim
does not express his opinion from this perspective, and what Kim focuses on is only the
question of “universal”. The second question is that Kim claims that Lin’s refutation of
Chomsky’s research method is equivalent to refuting all empirical scientific methods, such
as the law of gravity, which does not satisfy all places in the universe. Although Newton
proposed the law of gravity by a falling apple and did not regard all the things in the
world as evidence to prove it, it is obvious that all the things in the earth are affected by
gravity, and all the apples in the trees fall down and do not go up, so Newton’s theory is
based on the observable truth, which is objective, and then takes a typical thing as the
representative. In addition, Newton advanced his hypothesis on the basis of the observa-
ble facts at first, then he would examine his hypothesis by predicting something unknown.
If his prediction is correct, his hypothesis could be proved. However, the language study
is another different case. Language is complex and diverse, which is easily affected by
something unpredictable, such as history and culture, and language acquisition is also
mysterious. Chomsky believes there is a language faculty in our brain whose initial state
is universal grammar, while other linguists believe that language is not innate, so Chom-
sky’s principles, such as subjacency and structure dependence, are based on that language
is innate, but whether language is innate or not is still another hypothesis. Chomsky can-
not predict something unknown to prove his theory. In short, Chomsky’s hypothesis is
based on another hypothesis, while Newton’s theory is based on facts, so I think Kim's
refutation is not valid.

Then, I will discuss something about “universal”. Chomsky wants to find the univer-
sal “grammar”, which is innate and shared by human beings. “Grammar” is not the gram-
mar of a particular language but a property that everyone owns when they are born.
Chomsky said that “I have not hesitated to propose a general principle of linguistic struc-
ture on the basis of observations of a single language” [12], which suggests that even from
one language, we can also find the universal, such as subjacency based on English data.
Under this circumstance, there must be some languages violating these principles. For
example, in Japanese, the movement does not work. Now that Chomsky’s universal gram-
mar isn’t that kind of surface grammar we use in our life, then the principles such as wh-
movement, structure-dependency is meaningless because they are proposed on the basis
of grammatical sentences and ungrammatical sentences of a particular language. In addi-
tion, even if these principles are correct, how can we ensure that they are shared with all
human beings? There is no criterion to judge the “universal”. In short, the “universal”
what Chomsky talked about is different from what he actually did.

4.3. Regarding the Existence of Universal Grammar

There are indeed some problems in Chomsky’s research method, but this cannot
prove that the nature of universal grammar is wrong. The research method is the way to
find the universal grammar, not a disavowal of the essence. In this part, I will discuss the
existence of universal grammar. Does universal grammar truly exist? In my opinion, uni-
versal grammar doesn’t exist. First, if we want to judge whether a hypothesis is right or
not, we should know the standard of correctness or provide concrete evidence to prove it.
Unfortunately, neither the standard nor the evidence can universal grammar provide to
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us. However, maybe someone questions us that the nature of language is essentially mys-
terious; all the hypotheses at present cannot give us exact evidence, while Chomsky’s uni-
versal grammar is the “best theory” to explain the phenomena. However, then we should
make clear who thinks this theory is the best, is it for all human beings in the world or all
the linguists? Neither of them, it’s only for the generative linguists. It is impossible for
those who claim that language is not innate to believe that universal grammar is the best.
The criterion of the “best” is also unclear, and it is easily affected by our own idea, which
is not objective. Thus, we cannot say universal grammar is the best theory.

Second, “a necessary condition for the linguistic competence is to understand the ex-
pressions of language, which is the requirement of the semantics not the syntax” [18].
Grammar is the way to prescribe language, which can make rules to regulate the use of
language to avoid language disorders. However, if we want to judge whether a person
has language competence or not, we should ensure that he or she can communicate with
others. Therefore, the meaning of the sentence is very important. Chomsky pays much his
attention to grammatical rules, while the nature of language is based on the usage of lan-
guage [19].

Finally, I want to talk about if universal grammar truly exists, how can we find it? As
Lin says, “we must investigate the processing requirements of language on the brain, and
get to know more about the brain structure” [3]. The causal factors of universal grammar
are concerned with the brain, which is more complex than language. It is impossible for
us to find a thing based on another unknown and more complex thing. Therefore, if we
truly take the brain structure into consideration, there will be a big challenge for human
beings, and only when we make all the things in our brain, such as cognitive ability, clear
can we find universal grammar. Therefore, universal grammar does not exist.

5. Conclusion

Although the issue of language acquisition is still controversial and there is no exact
answer to this, Lin’s refutation of Chomsky’s universal grammar has great significance in
promoting linguists in finding the nature of language. Lin tries to refute Chomsky from
the perspective of research methods, which provides a new way to solve the problem of
language acquisition. If Chomsky continues to use this method, he would go away from
the truth. He should take the brain structure into consideration because it is the causal
factor of grammatical rules. However, Kim’s refutation is not so powerful as to refute Lin’s
argument, and he should make clear the type of universals and realize that there are some
differences between Chomsky’s language research and the empirical scientific research in
that one is based on the hypothesis and the other is based on the observable facts. Finally,
I express my view that universal grammar does not exist.
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