THREE NONNATIVIST REPLIES

Response I: Incomplete Data

The data regarding language structure are incomplete.  Maybe languages are not uniform.

Response II: Linguistic Imperialism

Even if linguists seem to observe universally shared features, the similarity among these features may result from a common bias.  In other words, the study of language might suffer from a form linguistic imperialism such that its theorists might impose the structure of their own language on the language of study. 

Response III: Even If There are Universals

Even if certain attributes are really universal, it isn’t true that the best explanation of this would be innate knowledge of language.  

We could explain the regularities in language as follows:

Certain structures are universal because they are useful (for communication).

Other features are common because they derive from a single common ancestor, some of whose characteristics were passed down to all present languages (Putnam 1967, p. 296)

PRONATIVIST REPLIES

All the forgoing arguments are addressed to the notion of universals in language learning.  These rebuttals do not address either

(1) The argument based on the notion that there is no learning without language and

(2) The argument that the best explanation of observed language acquisition is the existence of innate linguistic capacity.

Reply to Argument from Incompleteness

Although the data are not complete, no data in any science are ever complete.  In the case of language acquisition the data strongly suggest a significant endowment of language that is innate (Pinker, deaf, developmentally challenged, etc.)

Nativist Response to Linguistic Imperialism

Either these biases exist, or they do not.

If no such bias exists, then there is no problem and the observed universals are indeed universal.

If a bias does exist, as it does in all the sciences, then the remedy is not to abandon linguistics but rather to proceed cautiously, attempting at every step to be aware of ones biases.

(138)

Nativist Response to the Argument from Function and Language History (138)

Against the History Explanation

Some try to explain the development of a feature F by saying that the feature in question belonged to a common mother language, which passed it on to subsequent generations.  Because evolution proceeded along a certain route M, most languages have feature F.  

But this explanation leaves many questions unanswered.  For example, why did the mother language have those features?  And why did evolution proceed along the path that it did?  

Stainton’s answer is that the reason the mother language had those traits and passed them on was because an innate linguistic faculty, shared by all humans, selected certain traits and not others.

Against the Function Explanation

It is true that function probably constrains the development of some features.  All languages have nouns.

But there are many linguistic universals that might have been otherwise.

