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On determining the contents of Universal Grammar 
 
The Tension Chomsky 2005 (building on Hauser et al 2002) emphasizes the tension between explanatory 
adequacy, which appears to require a rich Universal Grammar, and language evolution, whose 
understanding is facilitated by an impoverished UG. Chomsky states that in the ideal case, a single 
mutation would be suffcient, the operation Merge, and points out that “[t]he fundamental question of 
biology of language mentioned earlier then becomes, What else is specific to the faculty of language?” 
This is the question pursued in this paper. 
A Problem Kiparsky 2004 proposes criteria, (1), to distinguish a typological generalization, which is 
explained historically/functionally, from a universal “which is properly the subject matter of UG.” These 
criteria result in a far richer UG than evolutionary considerations allow. We argue that they are misguided. 
To illustrate, we examine one of Kiparsky’s proposed universals, the nominal hierarchy underlying split 
ergative case marking (Silverstein 1976), (2), whereby nominals on the left of the hierarchy are more 
likely to exhibit accusative case marking, while nominals on the right are more likely to exhibit ergative 
case marking. 
The Third Factor We argue that the nominal hierarchy is a “third factor” effect – one of the “principles 
not specific to the faculty of language” (Chomsky 2005), specifically a language-independent property of 
humans’ conception of the world, which manifests itself in various cognitive and behavioural domains, 
from the theory of mind to willingness to consume. Moreover, the manifestation in split ergative case-
marking shows the same gradience found in other domains, e.g, just as we may anthromorphize our pets, 
certain domesticated animals may “count” as human for case-marking purposes in many split-ergative 
languages. 
An Analysis  We propose a specific diachronic path whereby the non-linguistic nominal hierarchy leads to 
split ergativity in the synchronic grammar. Assume the beginning state, at generation G0, to be a grammar 
in which ergative case and accusative case are both morphologically marked. Suppose that an innovation 
is introduced, whereby use of case morphology becomes optional. Optionality here can be understood as 
probabilistic accessing of the case morphology in the lexicon. The input for I-language acquisition of 
children at Gn+1 is the E-language of adults at Gn.  Given the probability-matching effects in language 
acquisition, and the sensitivity to input frequency (Labov 1994, Yang 2002), the language acquisition 
device of the children of G1 will assign a lower access probability to the morphological case markers 
which are less frequently heard in acquisition. Which morphological case markers will be less frequently 
heard? Here third-factor effects play a primary role, and the nominal hierarchy exerts its influence. As 
Silverstein (1976) noted nominals on the left of the hierarchy are felt to be more natural agents and those 
on the right more natural patients. Thus nominals in unnatural roles will be marked, while nominals in 
natural roles will be unmarked. Evidence for this claim is found in Japanese/Korean optional case 
omission, in which the nominal hierarchy plays a statistically signifiant role (Lee 2006). For split-ergative 
languages, the generationally-decreasing access probability for natural case markers, results in a 
generation for which the input data on natural case markers is insufficient for acquisition. The natural case 
markers are lost, resulting in obligatory split ergative case marking only on unnatural roles.  
Outlook By factoring out of UG the universals that are due to general cognitive properties, we may 
approach the ideal situation for understanding language evolution. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



(1) Universals (Kiparsky 2004) 
a. Irreverisible  
b. Convergence 
c. The Emergence of The Unmarked effects 
d. Manifested spontaneously in child language 
e. Pathways of change 
f. Structurally encoded in the grammar 
(2) Nominal Hierarchy 
 

    1st 2nd > 3rd > Proper/Kin > Human > Animate > Inanimate 
    ACC                                   ERG 
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