
Language Universals

Types of Universals 
· Semantic Universals 
There are semantic categories that are shared by all cultures and referred to by all languages; these are called semantic universals. For example, one semantic universal regards our notion of color containing eleven basic color terms: black, white, red, green, blue, yellow, brown, purple, pink, orange, and grey.  Another semantic universal is the case of pronouns: English (singular and plural with first, second, and third person), other languages the pronoun of the dual. 

· Phonological  Universals 
Different languages may have very different sets of vowels; there are universal rules governing the distribution of vowels. Languages with few vowels always have the same set of vowel types.. These vowels may not always sound exactly the same, but they are always created at the same location in our vocal apparatus.

· Syntactic Universals 
The order subject, verb, object (SVO) may be defined as the basic order of English sentences. In other languages, such as Japanese (SOV) or Arabic (VSO), there are different basic orders.  Therefore, there are two different basic orders that languages follow: (1) SVO, VSO, SOV and (2) VOS, OVS, OSV. Since the first order is the one which applies to the basic structures of far more languages than the second one does, the universal rule is that, among the languages of the world, there is a great tendency for the subject of a sentence to precede the direct object.

Competence and performance 

   For Chomsky, competence refers to a speaker's knowledge of his language as manifest in his ability to produce and to understand a theoretically infinite number of sentences most of which he may have never seen or heard before, it cannot be observed. Performance refers to the specific utterances, including grammatical mistakes and non-linguistic features like hesitations, accompanying the use of language. 

Criteria for judging grammars not included
      
Transformational grammar or transformational-generative grammar (TGG)
In linguistics, a transformational grammar or transformational-generative grammar (TGG) is a generative grammar, 
Transformation rules may involve changes in the order of elements, addition, and deletions.   

Deep structure and surface structure (DS and SS)
In the 1950s and 1960s, Chomsky developed the idea that each sentence in a language has two levels of representation: a deep structure and a surface structure. The deep structure was (more-or-less) a direct representation of the basic semantic relations underlying a sentence, and was mapped onto the surface structure (which followed the phonological form of the sentence very closely) via transformations 


Deep structure versus surface structure 

 	Charlie broke the window (active)                             
 Has two different surface structures 
       The window was broken by Charlie (passive)         
  These two sentences are very closely related, even identical at some less superficial level, i.e., they have the same ‘underlying’ deep structure. 
Transformations

subject-auxiliary inversion (SAI). This rule takes as its input a declarative sentence with an auxiliary: 
John has eaten all the biscuits.
and transforms it into Has John eaten all the biscuits? In their original formulation (Chomsky 1957), these rules were stated as rules that held over strings of either terminals or constituent symbols or both.
X NP AUX Y [image: \Rightarrow]X AUX NP Y
(where NP = Noun Phrase and AUX = Auxiliary)
Reasons for Language Universals 
the monogenesis hypothesis: the idea that all languages stem from the same proto-language and have inherited the same universal traits from this proto-language. 

Another possible explanation for universals is the language contact hypothesis, according to which languages have many things in common because they are constantly influenced by each other; exceptional features are often found in peripheral languages that have developed in relative isolation. 


Furthermore, one common explanation for language universals is the innateness hypothesis, the idea that our ability to use language is a part of our genetic endowment.  Under this hypothesis, we may be genetically predisposed to distinguish between vowels and consonants, and to let subjects precede objects. The innateness hypothesis explains our ability to learn and use language as an effect of an innate grammar, a genetic programme specifically designed to determine the development of our language ability. 

Finally, this leads us to the large variety of functional explanations for language universals. Some language features are universal because they make linguistic utterances easier both to produce and to interpret—for cognitive, anatomic or other reasons. The fact that all languages have both consonants and vowels is an obvious example. A language with only consonants would be more difficult to hear, since consonants are generally less sonorant than vowels. 
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