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Abstract: Standard criticisms of unjustified grammaticality assignments in generative 
syntax are easily countered by reminders that grammaticality is a different notion from 
acceptability. In response, the criticisms are reformulated here in a way that interprets 
unjustified assignments as possible evidence of the predictive failure of current 
generative syntactic models, and not, as is standard, as evidence of an overly narrow 
evidentiary base. This is argued to invalidate appeals to the grammaticality/acceptability 
contrast, showing that the persistent anxieties about intuitive grammaticality assignments 
in generative methodology withstand the stock Chomskian defence. It is argued that if 
grammaticality assignments are as unreliable as critics of generativism often claim, their 
use conflicts with both the obvious theoretical goal of Minimalist syntax, and with its 
orientation as ‘Galilean’ science.   
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1. Introduction 
 
Within linguistics itself, perhaps no aspect of generative syntax has aroused as much 
controversy as the evidentiary role the theory accords to intuitions and the grammaticality 
assignments which they are said to supply (see SchŸtze (1996) for a detailed review of 
the question). The early phases of generative research devoted some effort to motivating 
and defending the use of intuition-based data. In recent times, however, this concern 
seems to have all but disappeared, as a perusal of key works such as Chomsky (1995a, 
2000), Hornstein et al. (2005) and Boeckx (2006) quickly shows.1  Despite this, the use 
of intuition-based data seems as problematic now as it ever did, certainly to those outside 
the generative camp (e.g. Sampson, 2007), and also to some within it. To many linguists, 
there is something fundamentally wrong with what generativists do with intuitively 
obtained grammaticality judgements: many acceptable sentences, apparently free from 
processing-induced interference, are nevertheless counted as ungrammatical in syntactic 
argumentation on the grounds that they clash with a researcherÕs intuitions. A measure of 
the seriousness of the issue is the fact that it is prominent even among investigators 
committed to formal grammatical theories, and sympathetic in principle to the use of 
intuition-based data (Wasow and Arnold, 2005; Cann et al., 2005; Featherston 2007).  

GenerativistsÕ current neglect of the specific topic of intuitions has certainly not been 
matched by any wider lack of attention to questions about evidence, theory evaluation, or 
the empirical character of linguistic research. Recent exertion over these issues has been 
most pronounced in Minimalism, and has largely focussed on a broader theme: the 
theoryÕs claimed status as ÔGalileanÕ science. This connection between the generative 
approach to language and the styles of inquiry employed at the outset of modern science 
has been drawn by Chomsky for at least thirty years (see Botha (1982) for discussion). 
Recently, however, the claimed similarity has been repeatedly emphasised, and no longer 
just by Chomsky himself (Boeckx, 2006; Hinzen, 2006; Boeckx and Piatelli-Palmarini, 
forthcoming). The establishment of this intellectual affiliation is clearly intended to 
justify many specific practices of generative linguistics, the use of intuition-based data 
included. This shift in the centre of gravity of methodological reflection in Minimalism 
necessitates a reconsideration of the status of intuitive judgements of grammaticality, 
which remain the Ôpreponderate dataÕ of generative research (Collins, 2007, p. 652). The 
claim that generative linguistics is no different from Galilean sciences like physics has 
serious implications for the types of objection usually levelled against the theoryÕs 
principal source of evidence. If Chomsky and othersÕ claims about scientific practice are 
correct, the force of these usual objections may be significantly undermined.  

This article has six sections. In the section two I illustrate the empirical problem 
facing intuition-based syntactic theory by examining recent generative literature for 
examples of Ôbad starsÕ (sentences treated as ungrammatical in spite of the fact that they 
appear to be acceptable). Section three states the standard Chomskian defence, based on 
the contrast between grammaticality and acceptability: since grammaticality and 
acceptability are different sentence properties, we should expect that at least some 

                                                
1 Debate on the theoretical status of intuitions is still f lourishing in the philosophical literature, even if  it has 
been largely neglected by practitioners. See Devitt (2006) and Ludlow (forthcoming). 



 3 

acceptable sentences will be ungrammatical.2 Section four presents an alternative to the 
usual criticisms of intuitions as a source of evidence. I suggest that the grammaticality 
assignments found in generative theory are better interpreted as predictions of 
grammaticality than as the evidentiary base for syntactic theory development.  These two 
construals are usually taken as equivalent, but I will argue that it is only under the former 
that objections against generative theory based on the proportion of bad stars have any 
traction.  It will be argued that since grammaticality can only be operationalized as 
acceptability, the construal of the bad star problem as a problem for the theoryÕs 
predictive and explanatory potential invalidates the standard Chomskian defence: 
grammaticality and acceptability should align more often than not if the theory is to be 
credible. As a result, if the proportion of bad stars is as great as some believe, 
generativism has a case to answer. Section five considers, and argues against, a possible 
generativist response to this claim predicated on the legitimacy of sometimes gross 
discrepancies between theory and observation in empirical science. It also makes a short 
detour into the history of science to assess generativismÕs claimed status as a Galilean 
enterprise in the light of the objections against it. As a result of these considerations, I 
conclude in section six that the picture of scientific practice appealed to by many 
generative theorists is skewed in some important ways, and that generativists have good 
reason to worry if the theoryÕs empirical claims are as shaky as their critics claim.3   

 
 

2. Bad Stars in Current Generative Theory 
 
In generative syntax, intuitions typically play two roles. First, and classically, they are 
taken as a window onto linguistic competence. The native speaker can draw on their 
intuitions to evaluate the grammaticality of different strings because these intuitions 
represent applications of the same linguistic knowledge which generates the strings in the 
first place. Intuitions are thus the Ôvoice of competenceÕ, in Michael DevittÕs phrase 
(2006, p. 4).4 

Relatedly, intuitions also serve as the principal means of idealization in the practice 
of generative syntax. The generative (and broader linguistic) project of theorizing form-
meaning relations in language encounters an in-principle problem: given the right 
context, virtually any string of words can communicate a meaning. How, then, do we 
draw the line between meaning which is conveyed in spite of the words chosen, and 
meaning conveyed because of them? This is the point at which intuitions of 
grammaticality intervene: these intuitions identify which sentences are and are not well-

                                                
2  In accordance with ChomskyÕs practice in Aspects (1965: 10Ð15), I have not distinguished ÔsentenceÕ 

and ÔutteranceÕ in this article.  An anonymous reviewer usefully points out, however, that Ôat one stage 
in the history of generative grammar, grammatical well-formedness was said to be a property of 
sentences (as competence units) while acceptability was said to be a property of utterances, as 
performance events.Õ  See Carr (2003) for discussion. 

3  It should be emphasised that since appeal to intuitive evidence is characteristic of many varieties of 
grammatical argument, questions about its legitimacy do not just present a problem for generative 
syntax. 

4  A complicating factor for this position is the fact that, as pointed out by MŸhlhaŸsler (1987), it is open 
to question whether the idea of making grammaticality judgements is even comprehensible to speakers 
in some linguistic communities.  
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formed in particular meanings. By consulting speakersÕ intuitions about what is and is not 
a well-formed string, the generative syntactician can effect the necessary abstraction from 
real performance data, idealizing the facts to be explained in a way which offers some 
hope of theoretical tractability. Intuitions supply the investigator with a Ôreadily 
accessible and informativeÕ (Chomsky, 1986, p. 36) class of data from which irrelevant 
interference has been removed, and which can consequently reveal the properties of I-
language.  

It is a widespread assumption in fields drawing on generativist research that the 
intuition-based picture of language emerging from this tradition is essentially accurate. 
This is particularly true of many philosophersÕ and cognitive scientistsÕ use of generative 
linguistics. Devitt, for instance, observes that generative grammar has made 
Ôextraordinary progress in providing explicit statements of the linguistic rules with the 
aim of deriving complete structural descriptions of all the possible sentences of a 
languageÕ (2006, p. 15), even though he withholds any imputation of psychological 
reality from these structural descriptions. He also says of native speakers that Ôthe 
intuitive judgments that they make about the language are generally reliableÕ (2006, p. 5). 
Laurence (2003) makes a claim along similar lines:  
 

Because of the great explanatory power the Chomskian account offers linguistic 
theory in explaining a vast range of phenomena from language acquisition, 
processing, breakdown, and historical change, in terms of linguistic kinds É,  the 
Chomskian account should be our default hypothesis concerning the nature of 
linguistic kinds. These considerations provide us with a powerful prima facie reason 
for accepting the Chomskian account. (p. 100) 
 

There seems, in short, to be widespread agreement that, at the very least, generative 
syntactic theory offers a good, or good enough, description of what syntax is like.5  
Presumably, this is a necessary precondition for any further claim. To suggest, as is 
common, that generative linguistics is natural science (brain science, cognitive 
neuroscience, biology, and so on) must entail that it correctly characterizes the objects 
which it studies Ð within, of course, the (subjectively measured) degrees of tolerance 
familiar in empirical research, and allowing for the possibility (or, rather, the likelihood) 
that the theory will lead us to reconceive the data, perhaps radically. In the same way, we 
would not countenance a theory of geography or geomorphology which did not correctly 
describe the natural features for which it offered a theoretical account, once again 
understanding ÔcorrectlyÕ not in any dogmatic or positivistic sense, but simply in some 
hard to specify but unexceptional way, familiar in empirical research, which respects the 
idea that theories are about, and hence responsible to, evidence. I return to this point later. 
Given the importance of theoriesÕ accuracy and reliability, then, any deviation from these 
standards is newsworthy.  

                                                
5  Usually, discussion of Chomsky in the philosophical literature pays scant attention to recent 

instantiations of generative theory. I t is hard to avoid the impression that many philosophers still 
essentially operate with an Aspects picture of the specif ic character of syntactic research. Yet the 
grammaticality assignments from that stage of the theory seem notably less tenuous than many of 
those advanced in current models, as also pointed out by Clifton et al. (2006, p. 65). The extent of this 
problem is rarely appreciated.  
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In the absence of the claim that intuitions give access to the nature of I-language, 
their appeal as an avenue of idealization greatly diminishes. Other ways of idealizing the 
performance data are certainly conceivable: one might, for example, restrict oneself to a 
strictly circumscribed corpus of actual utterances, eliminating obvious false starts, 
hesitations and so on. On prima facie grounds, many of these other means are attractive, 
since they lack the notoriously unstable and subjective character of intuitions.6  

Section 2.2 illustrates the instability of intuitions by documenting instances of bad 
stars Ð sentences spuriously treated as ungrammatical Ð drawn from recent generativist 
research articles. This is preceded in Section 2.1 by an account of the possible sources of 
these bad stars.  
 
 
2.1 Noise Sources in Grammaticality Judgements 
The cogency of any criticism of intuition-based data in generative research will be 
increased if it offers an account of the sources of spurious intuitive grammaticality 
assignments: this is the task of the present section. Intuitions are problematic as sources 
of data since they are notoriously susceptible to ÔnoiseÕ created by extra-grammatical 
factors. In particular, linguistic intuitions of grammaticality are hard to distinguish from 
stylistic intuitions of correctness or felicity. These notions derive from an age-old 
prescriptive grammatical and pedagogic tradition and reflect many extrinsic 
considerations, in particular notions of elegance, good style and ÔlogicalÕ or felicitous 
expression. For the typical readership of this article, ignoring this kind of noise is no 
mean feat: academically trained subjects have received intensive instruction in 
expression, much of it of a prescriptive nature, and are highly self-conscious about issues 
of wording. Furthermore, we are all steeped in a written culture replete with injunctions 
about what is and is not Ôgood styleÕ, Ôlogical expressionÕ and so on.7 One cannot merely 
shake off oneÕs carefully honed linguistic habits. But this is exactly what it is necessary to 
do. A distinction must be drawn wherever possible between intuitions of acceptability 
and intuitions of preferred style. Many constructions demonized in the prescriptive 
grammatical tradition as incorrect or bad English are in fact bad only from a stylistic 
point of view, and perfectly acceptable in contexts (like informal spoken language) where 
stylistic considerations are unimportant. Phenomena like the split infinitive, the 
placement of prepositions at the end of the sentence, the lack of object case-marking on 
relative pronouns, and the absence of a less/fewer distinction (Love, 1989, p. 283) are 
merely the most visible of those proscribed in traditional school grammar: many other 
sentences may contain stylistic or logical infelicity of a less easily labelled kind. Care 
must be taken not to mistake this less easily labelled kind of stylistic or logical infelicity 
for linguistic ungrammaticality. 

A somewhat notorious example, used by Hornstein et al. in the context of a 
discussion of feature-checking (2005, p. 299, (20b); see Henry, 2005, p. 1613 and 
Bobaljik, 2002, p. 247 for some discussion), is instructive of the point in question: 
 

                                                
6  Other avenues of idealization are occasionally called for, but rarely adopted. For one such call, see 

Cann et al. (2005). 
7  The influence of prescriptive grammar on acceptability judgements is sometimes acknowledged, e.g. 

by Fitzpatrick (2006, p. 423, n.28).  
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(1)  *There seems to be many people in the room. 
 
Sentences like this, in which the verb does not agree with its ÔassociateÕ (many people), 
are strongly proscribed in the grammatical tradition Ð partly, we might speculate, because 
of the cultural importance of languages like Latin and French, in which person/number 
concord is considerably more prominent than it is in English. This construction is, 
however, frequently attested, as a Google search for the string there-seems-to-be + plural 
NP shows (see the appendix for a small selection of citations). In some cases, the 
construction may even seem perfectly acceptable to native speakers. This example neatly 
highlights the problems of intuitionistic research. We can adduce language-internal 
reasons (English verb-ÔsubjectÕ concord) for which the construction might be counted as 
ungrammatical, justifying the feeling of unacceptability which it provokes in some 
subjects. But the very assumption that the concord rule applies to there is sentences in 
English is open to question. We should not assume that phrases like (1) necessarily 
observe the standard concord regime: they may already constitute a distinct construction 
with an autonomous syntax. This hypothesis would explain the intuitions of those 
speakers for whom (1) is acceptable. Given that we also suspect that for some speakers at 
least the judgement of ungrammaticality is influenced by prescriptive considerations, it is 
very unclear how to proceed: which intuition is relevant for theory construction, and how 
can we untangle it from prejudices, perhaps deeply held, about correct or proper speech? 

Prescriptive considerations certainly should be alien to generative research, since 
they take a particular class of sentences Ð roughly, those that would be most acceptable in 
the written English of educated speakers Ð as representative of the language as a whole. 
Written and spoken language show significant differences, in mean clause length, extent 
of hypotaxis, and lexical density, to name only a few of the known variables (see Stubbs 
(2001, p. 41) and Ure (1971) for some discussion). All of these factors may be 
syntactically significant and should be taken into account in discussions of syntactic 
modelling.8 The fact that written style is as much the product of elaborate conscious 
honing, most of it occurring after any Ôcritical periodÕ for first language learning, as it is 
that of untutored spontaneous written expression, gives us good reason to reject it as 
representative of innate abilities supposedly triggered before any exposure to writing.9 

Prescriptive grammar and stylistic considerations are not the only source of 
interference in grammaticality judgements. Discussions of the grammar of quantifiers in 
generative literature often rest on intuitions which are highly inaccessible to naive 
speakers. Distinctions such as those between sentences like it seems that everyone isn't 
there yet and everyone seems not to be there yet are often not intuitively accessible to 

                                                
8  For example, Arnold et al. (2000) show how the thematic structure of certain verbs crucially depends 

on the heaviness (number of words) and the discourse status (new vs old information) of the 
arguments in question. Given the greater lexical density of written language, this fact surely needs to 
be taken into consideration in explorations of syntactic structure.  

9  This poses an interesting dilemma for advocates of the use of written-language corpora such as the 
New York Times corpus as evidence in generative explorations. Given the greater amount of planning 
available to writers, who can usually take their time to closely tailor their sentences, written language 
is likely to eliminate many random performance errors from utterances, leading to a higher likelihood 
of acceptable strings. However, this advantage must be weighed against the fact that unconscious 
prescriptive and stylistic considerations, and the tendency to hyper-correct, are also likely to exert 
more pressure in written contexts, for exactly the same reasons. 
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ordinary speakers, and can only be elicited, if at all, after specific instruction. Often, one 
suspects, the grammaticality judgements for this type of sentence mainly come either 
from the authors themselves, or from speakers who have also been trained in formal 
linguistics or related disciplines.10 Yet many speakers who are not adepts of this type of 
thinking would be unwilling to assent to many of the claimed grammaticality judgements 
discussed in the literature. A case in point is BoeckxÕs classification as ungrammatical of 
every coin is likely to land heads (2001, p. 527, (59d)). This sentence seems perfectly 
acceptable under either possible reading (Ôit is likely that every coin will land headsÕ or 
Ôevery coin is likely to land headsÕ). It seems plausible that many speakers simply lack 
intuitions for all but the clearest Ôevery winner gets a new carÕ cases; in discourse, the 
interpretation of quantifiers and their interaction with modal operators like ÔlikelyÕ would 
appear to be negotiated by speakers in a highly context-dependent way that resists clear 
generalizations. 
 
 
2.2 Disputed Grammaticality Assignments in Current Generative Research  
Recent discussions about data in linguistics in general have mostly avoided extensive 
exemplification, concentrating instead either on case-studies of particular phenomena 
(e.g. binding: Gordon and Hendrick, 1997; constituent ordering and verb particles: 
Wasow and Arnold, 2005;11 resumptive pronouns: Cann et al., 2005), or on an assessment 
of general methodological issues, illustrated by select examples (Featherston 2007). What 
is missing from these discussions is a sense of how far ungrammaticality reaches in 
current generative theory. This section represents an attempt to redress this problem by 
exemplifying in some detail the types of allegedly ungrammatical sentence which 
provoke scepticism about the theory in its critics.  

The examples in the catalogue below are drawn from articles in volumes 19Ð25 
(2001Ð2007) of Natural Language and Linguistic Theory.12 The articles all devote 
considerable space to problems of English syntax. In addition, examples from Hornstein 
et alÕs (2005) textbook on Minimalism are taken into account, as well as articles from 
Linguistic Inquiry, another influential journal. The examples quoted illustrate initial 
characterizations of the facts on a pretheoretical level, putative generalizations or central 
consequences of a theoretical claim. The source articles are not limited to the narrow 
domain of Minimalist theory, but cover a broad range of positions within current 
generative syntax. The topics discussed include Right Node Raising (Sabbagh, 2007), 
coordination (den Dikken, 2006), deletion/movement (Fitzpatrick, 2006), correlatives 
(den Dikken, 2005), extraction from NPs (Davies and Dubinsky, 2003), pseudo-gapping 
(Baltin, 2003), relatives (Grosu, 2003) and A-movement (Boeckx, 2001). The relatively 
restricted nature of the grammatical phenomena under consideration reflects the 
specialization of inquiry at the forefront of generative research, and the fact that not all 

                                                
10  Spencer (1973) found that linguists and non-linguists disagreed about the well-formedness of English 

sentences in a Ôsubstantial number of casesÕ (p. 95).  I am grateful to David Scarratt for bringing this 
article to my attention. 

11  Wasow and ArnoldÕs illuminating investigation takes as its departure point an old claim from 
Chomsky 1955 [1975]. 

12  It must be stressed that not all of the grammaticality judgements reported in these sources clash with 
my own intuitions. In one rare case (Culicover and Levine, 2001), the agreement is even 100 per cent. 



 8 

phenomena prove to be good ÔprobesÕ for features of I-language (see Chomsky, 1982, p. 
83 and Botha, 1989, pp. 148Ð149 for discussion).  

In all cases, my intuitions (as a native speaker of Australian English) do not reveal 
the sentences as ill-formed. For the sake of persuasive force, I have mostly reported only 
those sentences which are starred in the source document, without any further comments 
from the author on the starring being restricted to certain readings or interpretations.13  
Sentences adorned purely with question marks, double question marks, or percentage 
signs, are also usually ignored, except where a major point seems to depend on them.14  
The prevalence of such sentences in the literature is itself, of course, a good indication of 
the uncertainty of many judgements, as generative practitioners themselves would be the 
first to admit.15 Since including unjustifiably question-marked sentences would greatly 
inflate the number of questionable examples here, the decision to mostly exclude them is 
a concession to the generativist position.  

In the interests of space, the list given here is not exhaustive; in all cases, the articles 
contain other starred sentences which I have not included, but which should, on my 
intuitions, be counted as grammatical.16 It is in the nature of such intuitions that there will 
not be agreement about what is and is not an acceptable sentence of English; what I am 
doing here is presenting a catalogue of sentences in the generative literature whose 

                                                
13  This represents a significant exclusion, since sentences starred on these grounds are not uncommon. 

For example, Hornstein et al. (2005, p. 83, (20)) advance the following sentences as evidence for the 
ÔPredicate-Internal Subject HypothesisÕ: 

   a. A rolling stone gathered/might gather/is gathering no moss. 
   b. A rolling stone seemed to gather no moss. 
  The force of their point hangs on their claim that the idiomatic reading found in a rolling stone gathers 

no moss is lost in examples (a) and (b) as a consequence of the alteration to the verb phrase. This is 
supposed to contrast with an example like (c), which, they say, retains the idiomatic reading of the shit 
hit the fan even when seem is added (2005, p. 82). 

  c. The shit seemed to hit the fan  
  Was the Pope catholic? and Mary wonders whether the Pope is catholic are also supposed to lose the 

idiomatic reading associated with the basic Is the Pope catholic? (Hornstein et al., 2005, p. 84, (21)). 
However, the alleged contrast between (c) on the one hand and (a)/(b) on the other seems quite 
unjustif ied: in all cases, the same idiomatic sense is supplied with a different modal or aspectual value. 

  Similarly, Boeckx (2001, p. 514, (33)) argues that the contrast between control and raising is relevant 
to the issue of A-movement reconstruction on the basis of the following examples: 

  a.??Even though there are no unicorns, Mary found them in her garden.  
  b.??Unicorns are fictional entities, but out there a unicorn is eager to come in.  
  c. Even though there are no unicorns, yet a unicorn seems to be approaching.  
  d. Unicorns are f ictional entities, yet a unicorn seems to be approaching. 
  He claims that (a) and (b) are contradictory, whereas (c) and (d) are not. On any literal reading of 

ÔcontradictoryÕ, the claimed contrast does not exist: all the sentences are contradictory, but differ in 
the extent to which the contradiction is marked. 

14  I have, however, taken into account sentences marked with a star and a question mark. 
15  Notwithstanding this, some papers, such as den Dikken (2006) rely heavily on examples of this kind.  
16  I have not recognized a category of spuriously grammatical sentences, i.e. sentences which deserve, 

but have not been assigned, asterisks. This is not because I was unable to convince myself that some 
sentences did deserve stars, but simply because I take it as sufficient evidence of acceptability that a 
sentence can be cited as grammatical in a syntax article. An example of the type of sentence in 
question comes from Fitzpatrick (2006, p. 423, (40a) and (40b)):  

(a) He said he would go, and go he has  
(b) What he has done is give the book to Mary. 

 Both sentences are marked as grammatical, but sound extremely odd, to my ear at least. 
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grammaticality status reflects judgements different from my own. In light of the earlier 
contrast between grammatical and stylistic unacceptability, the only criterion on which 
the sentences presented below are to be judged is that of whether they seem acceptable 
sentences of English, questions of style or prescriptive grammar aside. In many of these 
cases, the sentences to be quoted are, in fact, perfectly acceptable from even a stylistic, 
prescriptive point of view. 
 
2.2.1 Easily Processed Examples. The most useful examples are those which involve 
short sentences without any complex distant dependence or coreference effects, and 
which are therefore easy to process. (The original asterisks have been removed in the 
interests of unprejudicial presentation, and bracketing has been removed.) 
 
(2)  Each otherÕs supporters attacked the candidates. (Lasnik, 1998; quoted in 

Boeckx, 2001, p. 517, (8)) 
 
(3)  What subject was the student hoping to pass the examination on? (Davies and 

Dubinksy, 2003, p. 17, (35)) 
 
(4)  The taller John is than Mary, the happier I am. (Leung, 2003, p. 18; quoted in 

den Dikken, 2005, p. 523, (34)) 
 
(5)  Which church did Ashley describe the cafŽ near? (Davies and Dubinsky, 2003, p. 

1, (2)) 
 

(6)  Who did Ashley read the/that/her book about? (Davies and Dubinsky, 2003, p. 2, 
(3b)) 

 
(7)  Who were the Phillies hoping for the/that victory over? (Davies and Dubinsky, 

2003, p. 16, (32b)) 
 
(8)  Who did you describe this picture as a successful caricature of? (Grosu, 2003, p. 

296, (92d)) 
 
(9)  The first letter says that you should pay tax and the second letter V.A.T. (Han 

and Romero, 2004, p. 534, (21a)) 
 
(10) These books are hard for Bill to decide when to read. (Hornstein et al., 2005, p. 

64, (97)) 
 
(11) Which book did you leave the library without finding? (Hornstein et al., 2005, p. 

280, (78)) 
 
(12) The more you think about it, the problem worsens/broadens (den Dikken, 2005, 

p. 513, (35b)) 
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(13) The more you think about it, the problem compounds (den Dikken, 2005, p. 513, 
(35c)) 

 
(14) The more you think about it, the problem drives you crazy (den Dikken, 2005, p. 

513, (35d)) 
 
(15) John revised either his decision to cook rice or beans. (den Dikken, 2006, p. 693, 

(6b)) 
 
(16) To only Bill have they spoken the truth. (den Dikken, 2006, p. 700, (20a)) 
 
(17) Q: Did John say that he had either FRIED it or BAKED it? 
  A: No! John DENIED that he either had fried it or baked it. (den Dikken, 2006,  
  p. 706, (31). Capitals for contrastive focus) 
 
(18) This sentence is from either NORWEGIAN or from SWEDISH. (den Dickken, 2006, 

p. 735, (72b). Capitals for contrastive focus) 
 
(19) John was reading from either a BOOK or from a MAGAZINE. (den Dickken, 2006, 

p. 735, (73b). Capitals for contrastive focus) 
 
(20) John was reading from either a BOOK or reading from a MAGAZINE. (den 

Dickken, 2006, p. 735, (73c). Capitals for contrastive focus) 
 
(21) John was reading from either a BOOK or he was reading from a MAGAZINE. (den 

Dickken, 2006, p. 735, (73d). Capitals for contrastive focus) 
 
(22) Maryi said that Joe liked these pictures of herselfi. (Hornstein et al., 2005, p. 248, 

(4a)) 
 
(23) There seems to be many people in the room. (Hornstein et al., 2005, p. 299, 

(20b)) 
 
2.2.2 Less Easily Processed Examples. A second class of examples is less 
straightforward, involving longer and multi-clausal structures, but equally relevant to the 
present argument: they are all acceptable in English, but counted as ungrammatical in the 
source in which they appear.  
 
(24) The DA made out the defendants to be guilty during each otherÕs trials. (Boeckx, 

2001, p. 507, (11a))17 

 

(25) Each otherÕs supporters asked the candidates to be more honest. (Lasnik, 1998; 
quoted in Boeckx, 2001, p. 517, (ix))18 

                                                
17  This sentence is marked Ô*?Õ. 
18  Boeckx (2001, p. 517) comments that ÔLasnik reproduces the standard judgments for (vi)Ð(ix), but 

confesses that he is no longer confident that (vi)Ð(vii) are as good as they are always claimed to be, or 
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(26) When propping open their desks, which presidents do children usually use books 

about? (Davies and Dubinsky, 2003, p. 8, (18b)) 
 
(27) Theyi started the rumor that pictures of themi were hanging in the post office. 

(Davies and Dubinsky, 2003, p. 32, (79)) 
 
(28) Although I wouldnÕt introduce them to Tom and Sally, I would to each other. 

(Baltin, 2003, p. 229, (28))  
 
(29) the kind of doctor that the more he wants to be, the less able he will be to 

actually become (den Dikken, 2005, p. 508, (29a))19 
 
(30) Joan believes himi to be a genius even more fervently than BobiÕs mother does. 

(Hornstein et al., 2005, p. 135, (55b))  
 
(31) Which book did you leave the library without finding? (Hornstein et al., 2005, p. 

280, (78)) 
 
(32) She said John is probably coming tomorrow, and probably coming tomorrow he 

is. (Fitzpatrick, 2005, p. 405, (14a)) 
 
(33) She wanted everyone to be aware of the problem, and now aware of it they are.  
  (Fitzpatrick, 2005, p. 405, (14b)) 
 
(34) The boys seem both all to have gone out and to have left their coats behind. (den 

Dikken, 2006, p. 742, (80b)) 
 
(35) Max said that he was going to return to the library yesterday, each of the books 

that he checked out last week. (Sabbagh, 2007, p. 350, (2b)) 
 
(36) Josh edited a review of an article for Jamie, about verb-movement. (Sabbagh, 

2007, p. 350, (2d)) 
 
(37) Josh promised that he would give to Jamie, and Joss claimed that he was going 

to give to Sue, all of the answers to the final exam. (Sabbagh, 2007, p. 351, (4b)) 
 
(38) Josh described for Jamie drunk, and Joss reenacted for Maria sober, a popular 

Broadway musical. (Sabbagh, 2007, p. 355, (11a)) 
 

                                                                                                                                            
that (viii)Ð(ix) are as bad. He notes that if they do not really contrast, then, needless to say, there is no 
clear argument for A-movement reconstruction in this case. My informants f ind a contrast between 
(vi)Ð(vii) and (viii)Ð(ix), and hence I am inclined to believe that the argument for A-reconstruction 
holds in this case as well É .Õ. 

19  This example, which Ôfail[s] miserablyÕ, contributes to a Ôhighly signif icantÕ finding (den Dikken, 
2005, pp. 508-509). 
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(39) Joss said that he was going to donate to the library yesterday, and Jamie claimed 
that she would donate to the museum last week, a large collection of ancient 
texts. (Sabbagh, 2007, p. 355, (11b)) 

 
(40) Joss said that he was going to fire, and insisted that no one would ever consider 

rehiring on the same day, the crazy guy from accounting. (Sabbagh, 2007, p. 358 
(16a)) 

 
(41) From which city did you meet a man? (Sabbagh, 2007, p. 372, (47b); question of 

e.g. ÔI met a man from LondonÕ) 
 
(42) Every man ordered an appetizer, and every boy ordered a main dish, (which 

was) from his native country. (Sabbagh, 2007, p. 373, (52a); both the appetizer 
and main dish are Ôfrom his native countryÕ) 

 
(43) No man can read every book, and no woman can read every magazine, which is 

on this table. (Sabbagh, 2007, p. 373, (52b)) 
 
(44) Mary admires Johni, but hei doesnÕt. (Hornstein et al., 2005, p. 308, (38)) 
 
All of the cases above appear entirely acceptable in English, contrary to the claims of the 
articles in which they appear. As already stated, this selection is by no means complete: 
the sentences chosen are representative of classes of sentence found in the source 
documents. 

One natural generativist response to data of this kind is to appeal to dialectal or 
idiolectal variation. This is often implausible, however: English dialects have not, to my 
knowledge, been characterized as varying in the grammatical contrasts in question. In any 
case, appeal to dialectal differences is made unnecessary by the notorious instability of 
the intuitions of a single speaker. A single individualÕs grammaticality judgements are 
not stable for a significant number of cases. As is well known to any student of syntax, 
what sounds unexceptional at one moment will sound bad at another. Acknowledgements 
of such individual instability are not, of course, uncommon in the generative literature: 
see Boeckx (2001, p. 517, (8)) for a recent example. Accordingly, readers will inevitably 
not have agreed with all my judgements about the sentences reproduced here. By the 
same token, however, there may well be examples not reproduced here which other 
English speakers might question. 
 
 
3. The Classical Defence: Grammaticality and Acceptability 
 
From the perspective of ChomskyÕs initial notion of grammaticality, it is surprising that 
sentences like those discussed in section 2.2 have been presented as evidence of the 
empirical inadequacy of generative grammar. The classical generative position need 
hardly be concerned by data of the above sort. It is in the nature of the theory that the 
dimension of grammaticality should cross-cut the dimensions of both attestation and 
acceptability. The attested strings of a language, and the strings judged acceptable by a 
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speaker, are both the products of many factors unrelated to I-language (competence), and 
should therefore be expected not to coincide with the strings judged by intuitions as 
grammatical.  

Chomsky carefully distinguishes grammaticality and acceptability in the following 
passages: 
 

For the purposes of this discussion, let us use the term ÔacceptableÕ to refer to utterances 
that are perfectly natural and immediately comprehensible without paper and pencil 
analysis, and in no way bizarre or outlandish. Obviously, acceptability will be a matter 
of degree, along various dimensions (Chomsky, 1965, p. 10). 

 
The notion ÔacceptableÕ is not to be confused with ÔgrammaticalÕ. Acceptability is a 
concept that belongs to the study of performance, whereas grammaticalness belongs to 
the study of competence. É Grammaticalness is only one of the many factors that 
interact to determine acceptability. Correspondingly, although one might propose 
various operational tests for acceptability, it is unlikely that a necessary and sufficient 
operational criterion might be invented for the much more abstract and far more 
important notion of grammaticalness. The unacceptable grammatical sentences often 
cannot be used, for reasons having to do, not with grammar, but rather with memory 
limitations, intonational and stylistic factors, ÒiconicÓ elements of discourseÉ , and so 
on (Chomsky, 1965, p. 11). 

 
Not all grammatical sentences, then, are acceptable Ð they may be unacceptable for 
processing or other reasons which have nothing to do with the nature of the grammar. 
Furthermore, the fact that a sentence is acceptable is not evidence against its 
classification as ungrammatical: 
 

so-called ÔungrammaticalÕ or ÔdeviantÕ sentences are often quite readily parsable and are 
even perfectly intelligible, and quite properly used in appropriate circumstances 
(Chomsky, 1991, p. 19; quoted in Andor 2004, p. 101). 

 
How are grammatical sentences distinguished from acceptable ones? In Syntactic 

Structures, Chomsky assumed that in the clearest cases, acceptability and grammaticality 
coincide. The most obviously acceptable sentences are automatically classed as 
grammatical, the least as ungrammatical. In other cases, he said, Ôwe shall be prepared to 
let the grammar itself decide, when the grammar is set up in the simplest way so that it 
includes the clear sentences and excludes the clear non-sentencesÕ (1957, p. 14). It has 
often been observed that the unclear cases are much more central to theoretical issues in 
generative syntax now than they were at the outset of the programme; consequently, the 
number of cases in which the Ôgrammar decidesÕ is far greater.  

Given the traditional Chomskian position on the difference between acceptability and 
grammaticality, the examples presented in the previous section do not constitute an 
argument against the theory. The fact that their acceptability is at least questionable 
justifies their classification as ungrammatical, given the fact that the ungrammaticality is 
consistent with the details of the theory.20 From this classical Chomskian position, the 
usual complaints, like those of Wasow and Arnold (2005, p. 1482), that theoretically 

                                                
20  The sentences are Ôat least questionableÕ because they have been considered ungrammatical by the 

authors of the articles in which they appear. 



 14 

crucial intuitions of grammaticality or ungrammaticality are not shared by everyone 
(even speakers of a single dialect), are not very persuasive.  

Chomsky and others have claimed that the distinction between grammaticality and 
acceptability is consistent with the standard methodology of natural science. The 
idealized character of grammaticality judgements is no different in principle from the 
idealizations of physical theories, which confine themselves to artificial situations from 
which much real world complexity has been stripped. Physicists do not observe the real 
world in order to gather data, but confine themselves to artificial laboratory conditions 
from which most of the natural complexity has been removed. The fact that 
ungrammatical examples occur and may be considered acceptable is of no more 
significance than the fact that falling leaves do not behave in the same way as spherical 
objects in vacuums: in both cases, the discrepancies are introduced by factors external to 
the phenomenon in question and investigatorsÕ neglect of them as evidence is irrelevant. 

Idealization is therefore a necessary part of naturalistic inquiry. Chomsky comments 
that Ôthe term ÒidealizationÓ is somewhat misleading: it is the procedure we follow in 
attempting to discover reality, the real principles of natureÕ (1995b, p. 18). As Boeckx 
(2006, p. 124) puts it, idealization Ôbrings us closer to the truthÕ. The necessity of 
idealization is not the only line of argument which Chomsky uses to justify the generative 
method. He has also often emphasised the Ôepistemological toleranceÕ that he claims is 
characteristic of empirical inquiry in many sciences. He has explained this notion as 
follows: 
  

If you go back to the time of Galileo, and you looked at the array of phenomena that had 
to be accounted for, it was prima facie obvious that the Galilean theory, the Copernican 
theory could not be supported. That is, there were just masses of refuting data. And, 
Galileo sort of plowed his way through this, putting much of the data aside, redefining 
what was relevant, and what was not relevant, formulating questions in such a way that 
what appeared to be refuting data were no longer so, and in fact, very often just 
disregarding the data that should have refuted the system, and did this, not simply with 
reckless abandon, but because of a recognition that explanatory principles were being 
discovered that gave insight into at least some of the phenomena. (Chomsky, 1978b, p. 
14; quoted in Botha, 1989, p. 176) 

 
In a similar spirit, Feyerabend (1993) has claimed that ÔcounterinductionÕ Ð developing a 
theory in a way inconsistent with the evidence Ð may advance science. This line of 
thinking gives the generativist another reason not to be overly concerned in the face of 
conflicting acceptability judgements like those exemplified here: the scientific pursuit of 
understanding will often involve a counterinductive relation to data, entailing sometimes 
paradoxical denials of what seems obvious. From this point of view, the 
ungrammaticality of clearly acceptable sentences becomes an unexceptional instance of 
ordinary scientific practice. If so, the criticisms of generative grammar as overidealized 
significantly miss the point. Idealization is inevitable in naturalistic inquiry, and does not, 
in itself, constitute any argument against a theory which involves it. Furthermore, 
granting the distinction between grammaticality and acceptability, it is perfectly 
reasonable to Ôlet the grammar decideÕ questions of grammaticality in cases of unclear 
acceptability; the opposite decision would both complicate the analysis and be no more 
consistent with the data. Given all this, we would expect some acceptable sentences to be 
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ungrammatical. Hence generative methodology withstands the usual complaints against 
intuition-based evidence.  
 
 
4. Data as Evidence and Data as Prediction 
 
In order to argue against an aspect of the methodology of the generative enterprise, it will 
be more effective to proceed in a way that respects as many of the programmeÕs general 
aims and assumptions as possible. Such an argument is sketched in this section.  

So far, intuition-derived grammaticality judgements have been discussed as the 
evidentiary base of generative investigations. This is a characteristic way of thinking of 
them. On this interpretation, the set of well- and ill-formed strings constitutes the data for 
which a theoretical account is sought. However, syntacticians also speak of 
grammaticality judgements as the set of the theoryÕs predictions.  The syntactic 
mechanisms posited in the model generate only some strings; it is these strings which the 
theory predicts to be grammatical, and for which it offers an explanatory account. On this 
latter interpretation, what is important is not that the predicted sentences be obtained after 
the advent of the theory, but that they be, simply, the sentences which the theory counts 
or ÔpredictsÕ as grammatical, whether or not they formed part of the initial data-set 
involved in the theoryÕs development.  To this extent, ÔpredictionÕ is a misnomer: the 
sentences which a theory is said to ÔpredictÕ as grammatical are just those sentences 
which it generates, regardless of their temporal status with respect to the construction of 
the theory. 

These two perspectives are usually considered equivalent.  The difference between 
data on which a theory is based, and data consistent with a theoryÕs predictions is often 
seen as epistemically insignificant, distinguished only by the temporal relation between 
the data and the invention of the theory (on the contrast between the perspectives, see e.g. 
White (2003)).  Certainly, in the case of the grammaticality assignments underlying 
generative syntactic models, the two classes of sentence are identical as long as there are 
no anomalous grammaticality judgements for which the theory cannot offer a plausible 
account, as is the case with all the examples discussed here.  In the present context, 
however, there is an important difference between the two perspectives on data. If 
wrongly starred sentences are seen as part of the evidence on which syntactic theories 
rest, the classical generative arguments about scientific method apply and the standard 
objections fail.  But, as we will see below, if the badly starred sentences are taken as the 
theoryÕs predictions, a different set of objections becomes possible.  The usual criticisms 
of generative syntax typically adopt the first interpretation of the wrongly starred 
sentences and are couched as criticisms of the theoryÕs evidentiary base. I will argue 
below, however, that they are actually best understood as criticisms of the theoryÕs 
predictive and explanatory potential. Objections based on the frequency of bad stars in 
generative theory are motivated by more than the worry that generativists might be 
looking at the wrong sort of evidence, even if this is the way that the criticism is 
characteristically described. Such objections are best understood as not simply motivated 
by a misunderstanding about the procedures of empirical science, as generativistsÕ 
defences imply. Instead, the criticisms are best understood as motivated by a concern for 
the theoryÕs predictive or explanatory power. In this section, I make this understanding 
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explicit. Highlighting the status of grammaticality judgements as predictions of 
grammaticality has the advantage of offering a fairly direct measure of the theoryÕs 
empirical adequacy.  The more acceptable sentences a generative theory takes as 
ungrammatical, the less it is able to account for their existence in its own right, needing 
supplementation by additional performance-based mechanisms. 
 
 
4.1 The Operationalization of Grammaticality as Acceptability 
The only way predictions of grammaticality can be checked is by assuming that, other 
things being equal, the sets of grammatical and acceptable sentences coincide: in effect, 
then, the grammatical strings are those which are predicted to be acceptable in conditions 
unaffected by interference from performance factors.21 For this reason, even though 
acceptability and grammaticality are independent parameters, the former a property of E-
language, the latter of I-language, we would ideally like to find a strong alignment 
between them. It would not do, for example, to count clearly acceptable sentences as 
ungrammatical on purely theory-internal grounds: this would constitute an incorrect 
prediction and leave us casting around for some other explanation of the sentenceÕs 
acceptability. However much one endorses the positions on idealization and 
epistemological tolerance adumbrated in the previous section, it is clear that the more 
acceptability and grammaticality coincide, the better for the theory. A theory which often 
predicts the ungrammaticality of clearly acceptable strings, or often predicts the 
grammaticality of unacceptable ones, is in trouble.22  After all, generative syntax is 
typically understood in linguistics as a theory of language, and its value, in linguistics at 
least, derives from its ability to say true and interesting things about different languages. 
We have no reason to accept the rich ontological commitments demanded by the theory 
(specifically, the various mechanisms of a modular language faculty) if this ontological 
investment is not repaid by adequate explanatory gains. 

A lot, then, hangs on just how many grammaticality assignments the theory makes 
which seem to clash with acceptability. In this context, generativist arguments in favour 
of idealization and against staying Ôclose to the dataÕ oblige the critic to do something 
more than simply list examples. Catalogues like the one presented in section 2.2 are 
unlikely to sway generativists, since they give us no measure of the proportion of 
ÔincorrectlyÕ starred examples in the theory, nor of their theoretical centrality or weight.23 

                                                
21  This is, of course, the standard position in the theory: cf. Horrocks (1987, pp. 13-14): ÔThe only 

empirical criterion that theories of competence can be judged by is whether they make predictions that 
accord with the intuitions of native speakers.Õ  

22  Predictive success is not, of course, the only grounds on which theory choice should be effected: 
considerations of simplicity, beauty, as well as of the plausibility of the theoryÕs initial assumptions 
also enter into the decision Ð to say nothing of hunches, prejudices, theoretical intuitions and the like. 
Predictive success may not even be the most important consideration. A simple theory that fits much 
of the data might be preferable to a complicated one which fits more. Predictive success is, however, 
one important reason to prefer one theory over another if we are to look to generative syntax as a 
descriptively adequate theory of language, as most linguists do. 

23  It could be argued that the examples in section two are significant regardless of how preponderant or 
central they are, since they call into question the entire explanatory mechanism of the theory. The fact 
that the principles of generative syntax seem to require the ungrammaticality of some clearly 
acceptable sentences undermines the explanation they offer for those sentences which are both 
grammatical and acceptable.   
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Unfortunately, however, neither the notion of the proportion of Ôbad starsÕ, nor that of 
their theoretical weight is easily specified. We have no agreed, independent catalogue of 
the acceptable sentences of any language that could serve as a standard against which 
grammaticality predictions could be tested. Indeed, the basic division in linguistics 
between descriptive and formal theories attests to the stubbornness of the disagreement 
over how many of the actually attested sentences of speech are significant for the 
characterisation of grammar. We cannot, therefore, get a good idea of what proportion of 
the sentences of English are ÔincorrectlyÕ starred in generative theories. 

Nor are there clear answers to questions of the theoretical weight or centrality of any 
single starred example in a generative account. Attempts to individuate the particular 
components of a theory, let alone assess the theoretical importance of any one of them, 
are fraught with difficulty. Clearly, to propose any one individuation or assessment is to 
invite indefinite disagreements: different investigatorsÕ perceptions of the theoretical 
significance of a piece of evidence vary widely (for apt discussion, see Johnson (2007)).  

We cannot, then, assess the importance of bad stars either with respect to their role in 
the theory itself, or ÔobjectivelyÕ, against some putative catalogue of acceptable sentences 
in English. Such questions are matters of judgement, not accountancy. In the absence of 
any objective measure, we have no other recourse than appeal to the judgement of 
qualified practitioners. Evidently, the judgement of many linguists, of both the generative 
and non-generative stripe, is that the proportion of bad stars in current generative theory 
is too high. It is not my concern here to argue about whether this assessment is correct. 
For the purposes of the present argument, I wish to remain uncommitted on this question. 
Instead, my aim is to set out a way of couching the criticism which does not ignore 
ChomskyÕs original definitions of grammaticality and acceptability, and which does not 
as a result fail from the very outset. This will supply both critics and defenders of the 
generative use of intuitions with a more useful focus of discussion.  
 
 
4.2 Intuitions and Predictive Power 
What happens, then, if the worry about bad stars is phrased as one about the theoryÕs 
predictive power? The more acceptable sentences the theory predicts, the better. As a 
result, if a critic can show that there are many acceptable sentences which are not 
predicted in current generative syntax, they have mounted a challenge to the theory which 
is importantly different from one based on the nature of the theoryÕs evidence. This new 
challenge is not about where generativistsÕ evidence comes from, but about what it can 
explain. It is no longer a challenge about appropriate scientific method or the status of 
different classes of data, but about predictive, and hence explanatory, achievement. If the 
theory rules out large numbers of perfectly acceptable sentences, then it fails to predict, 
or, a fortiori, to explain, much of the object of study, and hence falls short as a 
satisfactory theory of language. 

A focus on explanatory achievement is thus at the heart of this revised challenge to 
generative methodology. It would be consistent with the motivations behind this new 
challenge to abandon it in the face of evidence that the generativist account could in fact 
be supplemented by a theory of contextualised linguistic performance which explained 
how pragmatic and other factors force the pronunciation of ungrammatical sentences. 
This would integrate the formal, generative account of I-language with a theory of 
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language performance in a way that would jointly explain the observed facts of language 
use. When one examines the explanatory commitments of many critics of the generative 
enterprise, one finds that explanation of the observed facts of language use is precisely 
their explanatory goal: the fact that the concern about intuitions is usually paired with a 
concern that grammar explain performance is evidence that the present construal of the 
objection as an objection about predictive and explanatory power is the correct one. 

The upshot of the present argument is that if the proportion of bad stars in generative 
research is as great as many critics apparently believe, then generative syntax (in its 
current form) has a case to answer.24 While a theory is entitled to get its evidence from 
wherever it wants, it must also show that it is a theory of something real. If it cannot 
predict a theoretically significant proportion of the acceptable sentences of the language 
(whatever that proportion is considered to be), its status as Ôabout something realÕ is 
brought into question (see section 5.3 below). 

Critics of the generative use of intuitions could point out that this is even more the 
case given the regular and unexceptional nature of the sentences in (2) Ð (44). Where a 
speaker produces an ungrammatical utterance, they are sometimes able to identify certain 
hesitations, changes of mind, confusions, slips of the tongue and so on, as having 
occurred in the lead-up to, or during, the utteranceÕs production.25 In cases like this we 
have good independent reason to attribute the production of an ungrammatical string to 
performance factors: the speakerÕs subjective awareness that such interference did in fact 
take place. In other cases of the utterance of ungrammatical strings, however, the speaker 
is unaware of any factors of this sort; the ungrammatical sentence just Ôcomes outÕ, 
apparently fully naturally and without any obvious hesitations, false starts, or changes of 
mind. These cases, I suggest, are what we have in (2) Ð (44): most speakers would not 
even notice producing ungrammatical utterances of this kind. These ungrammatical 
utterances, in other words, are often (usually?) perfectly ÔacceptableÕ in the only 
operational sense of this term: they are usually accepted. 

In such cases, the attribution of the sentencesÕ ungrammaticality to supposed 
performance errors or, more broadly, to effects of the interaction between linguistic 
competence and other cognitive systems, has no justification other than an abductive one: 
the fact that the interaction effects, if they existed, would explain the ungrammaticality. 
Apparently, then, it would be highly desirable to be able to advance independent 
evidence of some kind that could confirm the existence of performance-induced 
ungrammaticality in those cases where it must exist but where the speaker is unaware of 

                                                
24  This does not, of course, invalidate the generative enterprise per se: all it shows is that current versions 

of the theory are inadequate. I t may well be that some other way of analyzing the facts of language is 
conceivable within a generative architecture which does not do violence to our intuitions of 
acceptability.  

25  A complicating factor here is the feedback effect created when speakers reflect on the ÔcorrectnessÕ of 
their own utterances. Slips of the tongue, one of the categories of performance induced error identif ied 
by Chomksy, are, presumably, often easily and accurately identified: speakers usually know what 
words they intended to utter. Changes of mind and hesitations, however, seem much more likely to be 
retrospectively reported as the excuse for a perceived error. A speaker may be inclined to report a 
change of mind or hesitation simply because they have noted what seems to them to be a mistake or 
infelicity in the words they spoke. The role of such post-hoc Ôcorrectness assessmentsÕ has not, to my 
knowledge, been given the emphasis it seems to deserve.  
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it. In the absence of such evidence, there is a risk that the designation of a string as the 
product of a performance error will be incorrect. 

Needless to say, evidence of this kind is unlikely to be forthcoming in the near 
future. As Chomsky has often stressed (e.g. 1983, p. 82; 2000, pp. 33 and 103), we know 
next to nothing about the psychological or neural mechanisms that support performance. 
In this situation, there is just as little room for stipulation about what constitutes a 
sentence generated by the language faculty as there is for stipulation about what is the 
product of the disruption of grammaticality by processing factors: this distinction is to be 
drawn empirically, not by fiat. As a result, it would seem that the category of Ôprocessing 
induced ungrammaticalityÕ should be just as open to revision as the notion of 
Ôcompetence-induced grammaticalityÕ, and there is no room for any dogmatism about the 
membership of either class.  

In the interim, however, we simply have no other evidence of what is and is not Ôpart 
of the languageÕ than speakersÕ actual uttered tokens and, perhaps, their own judgements 
or intuitions about which of these are to be considered part of their idiolect/dialect, 
intuitions which are informed as much as possible by sensitivity to the possible influence 
of the performance factors discussed above. Acceptability is an E-language notion; 
grammaticality belongs to I-language; nevertheless, acceptability is the only external 
measure of grammaticality that we have.  Although acceptability is influenced by many 
factors other than a sentenceÕs grammaticality, the only way we can check that a theoryÕs 
predictions of grammaticality are accurate is by assuming that they will align with 
acceptability judgements more often than not in those cases where we have no reason to 
suspect the influence of extrinsic performance factors on acceptability. The dilemma 
presently confronting generative explorations is that of determining how many 
predictions incompatible with attested tokens and acceptability judgements can be 
tolerated.  
 
 
5. Fact and Theory in Generative Metascience 
 
Surprisingly, perhaps, the arguments of the previous section are compatible with one of 
ChomskyÕs own positions. Chomsky has stated that the theory must be judged by its 
compatibility with judgements: ÔIf a theory of language failed to account for these 
judgements, it would plainly be a failure; we might, in fact, conclude that it is not a 
theory of language, but rather of something elseÕ (1986, p. 37).26 That observation is now 
more than twenty years old: these days, Chomsky is more concerned to emphasize the 
extent to which scientific theories depart from the pretheoretical understanding of their 
objects, revealing the ways in which earlier beliefs need to be revised or replaced. From 
this newer perspective, the fact that the gap between acceptability and grammaticality 
seems to have widened is only to be expected: theory development often involves 
reassessments of the basic facts of the domain under investigation. It is no surprise that as 
syntactic investigation proceeds sentences previously taken as part of the grammar are 

                                                
26  Cann et al. (2005, p. 1553) echo this sentiment, arguing Ôthat in situations where the line between 

grammaticality and acceptability is vague, the grammar formalism should be liberal, matching the 
reported judgement of acceptability of a hearer.Õ 
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discovered to be ungrammatical: this is no different in principle from the discovery that, 
for instance, the earth is not stationary, as our senses tell us, but moving. The absence of 
any effort in contemporary generativism to defend intuition-based grammaticality 
judgements is therefore unremarkable: conflict between theory and ÔfactÕ is a normal part 
of scientific practice. 

This conflict gives generativists a response to the argument of the previous section. 
Granted, successful theories are predictive and explanatory Ð of something. But we often 
find that successful theories fail to predict many experimental observations, sometimes 
strikingly. Johnson (2007, p. 376), for instance, states that Ôit is far more typical to 
assume that a given theory will not account for the dataÕ. In the same vein, generative 
practitionersÕ statements come close to suggesting that any degree of conflict between 
fact and theory is tolerable, as long as the investigator has enough confidence in the 
theory. Boeckx (2006, p. 60), for example, observes that: 
 

É almost invariably in the history of science it [the ÔGalilean style of scienceÕ] has led 
to the discovery not just of mathematical patterns in the world, but beautiful 
mathematical patterns, that are then taken by the scientist to be too good/beautiful not to 
be true. (italics added) 

 
These observations are consonant with typical claims of ChomskyÕs: 
 

There are people who are worried about abstraction and want to keep close to the data. 
It is like doing descriptive phonetics or descriptive semantics, I think. If you look at 
intellectual activity in the humanities and the natural sciences, with very few exceptions, 
it is highly data-bound. There are only a few areas of intellectual endeavour where 
people have really gone beyond to develop theoretical work which is not a kind of data 
arrangement, in the humanities as well as in the natural sciences. (Chomsky, 1982, p. 
154; quoted by Botha, 1989, p. 154) 
 

Linguistics, for Chomsky, is exceptional in the degree of understanding which this 
emancipation from data enables: 
 

There are only a few areas of human inquiry in which you are able to develop 
explanatory theories. É  Theoretical depth even in physics is a fairly recent 
phenomenon, and there arenÕt many domains in which you have it. Actually the reason 
you can get it in physics is because physicists restrict themselves to highly simple 
situations. So you can study, say hydrogen, because itÕs simple enough, but if you get to 
an element with more complexity you hand it over to chemists. É  Actually, one of the 
interests, in my mind, of the study of I-language is that itÕs one of the very few areas 
outside the hard sciences where you seem to be able to do this. (Chomsky, quoted in 
Andor, 2004, p. 100-101) 

 
Chomsky has also suggested that the unification between linguistics and physics will only 
come once our notion of the physical has undergone radical change, of a sort apt to make 
it compatible with the constructs of a science of the mind, including linguistics (2000, pp. 
167Ð168). Instead of linguistics being redrawn in order to accommodate itself to the 
features of the physical world revealed by physical science, the world revealed by 
physical science will eventually be redescribed in such a way that its reconciliation with 
the sciences of the mind will be possible. This claim is another example of the 
independence of linguistic inquiry from preexisting, fixed conceptions of what the world 
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is like. The fact that processing correlates have mostly not been found for generative 
mechanisms is no cause for alarm: once we get the physics and the neuroscience right, we 
will see that, and how, the mechanisms of I-language are instantiated neurally. 

This case shows how seriously Chomsky is prepared to take the divorce between a 
theory and our present understandings of reality. Theorizing should not be trammelled by 
preconceptions about what the world is like (what is and is not part of the grammar, what 
is and is not psychologically real), because our picture of the world will be changed as a 
result of the theorizing. Inquiry must be allowed to take its course, and theories should 
not be dismissed because of any a priori loyalty to preconceived notions of empirical 
adequacy. Investigators should be free to ignore, reinterpret and go beyond the data in the 
development of their theoretical explanations. From this point of view, a generativist 
could continue to have confidence in their theory even if it failed to show the predictive 
success claimed in the previous section as a prerequisite of successful science. Requiring 
a high degree of predictive success, on this view, is to enslave theory-development to an 
aprioristic conception of the real which may retard the very explanatory gains otherwise 
available. Generativists would be gravely mistaken to be deterred from their 
investigations by a clash between grammaticality and acceptability of the type in 
question. 
 
 
5.1 Idealization and Deidealization in Empirical Science 
Discussion of this point has often assumed that there are only two viable options in the 
empirical investigation of language: on the one hand, ÔinventorizationÕ, Ôa kind of 
butterfly collecting or elaborate taxonomies of sensations and observationsÕ (Chomsky, 
1978a, p. 10); and, on the other, achieving theoretical depth by dint of severe idealization. 
In pursuing the latter, generative theory is merely Ôfollowing the standard method of the 
sciencesÕ (Andor, 2004, p. 97).  

This attractive dichotomy is a false one. There is a middle ground between the 
pedantry of inventorization and the unfettered, sovereign idealization suggested in the 
remarks just quoted. This middle ground is one in which idealization is only the starting 
point of inquiry, not its goal. Something like this seems to be standardly assumed in 
much empirical science. Martin Kusch, for example, has recently noted that Ôin scientific 
practice, idealization is typically followed by Òde-idealizationÓ. That is to say, scientists 
seek to increase the predictive accuracy of their theories by removing idealizationsÕ 
(2006, p. 101; see Featherston 2007: 280 for the same point with regard to linguistics).27 
Even Galileo, whose reputation in generativism rests on his status as an insightful 
idealizer, felt the necessity to show how his theories did not depend on undischarged 
idealizations. Sharratt (1994, p. 191), for example, discusses how in the Discourse 
Salviati, GalileoÕs mouthpiece: 
 

grants that we cannot test falling bodies in a vacuum, so we have to extrapolate from 
what happens in a subtle medium like air. But this extrapolation or simplification makes 

                                                
27  Chomsky himself seems to have endorsed such a position: ÔTo account for the confused and disorderly 

phenomena of the Ôordinary world of sensationÕ, we will, in general, have to move from the 
idealizations to systems of greater complexity, considering variation of languages and grammars, the 
interaction of cognitive systems, and the use of language under specific conditions of human life.Õ 
(Chomsky, 1980, p. 224) 
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good sense of what happens because we can estimate what difference the resistance of 
air will make to falling bodies of very different specific gravities. (emphasis added) 
 

Nowak (2000, p. 62) describes this as a process of ÔconcretizationÕ in which Ôabstract 
laws become more and more realistic and the distance between them and the actual facts 
diminishesÕ. There is, in other words, a clear route leading from the idealized conditions 
in which a theoretical claim holds, to the actual conditions revealed in observations of the 
world. Another example makes the same point: GalileoÕs theory of flotation predicted 
that slivers of ebony should sink. When this was disconfirmed in actual practice, Galileo 
could point out that the dryness of the slivers made a crucial difference, and he was able 
to calculate precisely the values of water in which the predicted result would eventuate 
(see Sharratt, 1994, p. 96 for discussion). In both cases, then, we see the importance 
Galileo attached to making the link between theoretical prediction and the Ôordinary 
world of sensationÕ, supplying precise explanations for the failure of theoretical 
predictions.28   
 
 
5.2 The Generativists’ Galileo 
Much is made by generativists of the status of their investigation as ÔGalilean scienceÕ. If 
the legitimacy of generative methodology were not in question, comparisons with Galileo 
would be entirely unnecessary. However, in a debate where questions of historical 
credentials loom so large, it is legitimate to give them more attention than they would 
otherwise deserve. This is especially so since an examination of basic textbook accounts 
reveals that ChomskyÕs picture of GalileoÕs method is rather selective. For Chomsky and 
his followers, as we have already seen, Galileo is the model of the free scientist, 
Ôploughing his wayÕ through refuting data, Ôredefining what was relevant, and what was 
not relevant, formulating questions in such a way that what appeared to be refuting data 
were no longer so, and in fact, very often just disregarding the data that should have 
refuted the systemÕ (Chomsky, 1978b, p. 14; quoted in Botha, 1989, p. 176). This is a 
significantly one-sided view, however. Idealization is certainly one aspect of the 
achievement for which Galileo is standardly recognized: he supported the use of 
assumptions, Ôeven if they [are] not strictly trueÕ (Galileo, 1963, p. 241; quoted by 
Nowak, 2001, p. 21), and praised Copernicus for not recanting heliocentrism even though 
the predicted phases of Venus were not observed (see Sharratt, 1994, p. 87 for 
discussion).29 Idealization, like the postulation of underlying factors (another feature of 
explanation stressed by Chomsky), is an inevitable feature of empirical theorizing. It is 
not, however, a ticket to good theory: bad theories also idealize (badly) and postulate 
(wrong) underlying factors. (Ptolemy, for instance, incorrectly idealized planetary orbits 
as round; Huygens incorrectly postulated the existence of certain unobserved particles as 
the explanation of gravity: see Dear, 2001, p. 150). To be legitimate, idealization and the 
postulation of underlying factors must be accompanied by attention to the question of 

                                                
28  An anonymous referee observes that the case of grammaticality judgements is significantly harder, in 

that deidealization would involve factoring in many unknown processing variables.  Nevertheless, the 
point remains that it is only in the context of a successful deidealization that the legitimacy of the 
initial idealization can be shown. 

29  Note that VenusÕ phases (as well as variations in the apparent sizes of Venus and Mars) were observed 
telescopically, confirming the Copernican model (Sharratt, 1994, pp. 165-166). 
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how the idealizations and the unobserved factors relate to observed conditions.  To give a 
contemporary example, one of the motivations for the ubiquitous challenges to string-
theory in contemporary physics is precisely the absence of this connection with 
observation and prediction (Smolin 2007; Woit 2006). 

Consistent with this, the picture of Galileo that emerges from the standard accounts 
(Drake, 1978; Sharratt, 1994) is a picture of a dedicated and careful experimentalist 
whose theoretical interests were always directed at the world of sensation: in the words of 
Pitt (1992, p. 125), Galileo advocated that we Ôstart with what we can touch and 
experiment withÕ. Galileo was not a slave to these observations of the world, and 
championed idealization from them. But he also took experimental disconfirmation 
seriously: he rejected the Aristotelian account of the motion of freely falling bodies 
because of its failure to be confirmed empirically (Drake, 1978, p. 31), and, in general, 
criticized Aristotle for observational complacency, claiming that he had been Ôtoo easy 
going in taking unexamined everyday observations as an adequate basis for scienceÉÕ 
(Sharratt, 1994, p. 157; this was a standard criticism of Aristotle, found also for example 
in Francis Bacon; see Dear, 2001, p. 131). In a letter to Kepler written in August of 1610 
Galileo criticized contemporary Paduan Aristotelians for their refusal to use the telescope 
(Sharratt, 1994, p. 87), a criticism he also directed at the Pisan astronomer, Libri (Drake, 
1978, p. 165). His work on motion, equally, relied on detailed observations and Ôwas 
meant to apply to the real world, to the way bodies actually fallÕ (Sharratt, 1994, p. 195); 
indeed, he decided not to publish his De Motu because of the lack of empirical 
confirmation in Ôactual testsÕ for the (erroneous) speed ratios it contained for bodies on 
inclined planes (Drake, 1978, pp. 31 and 85). Temperamentally, Galileo is characterized 
by Sharratt (1994, p. 67) as having a Ôpractical turn of mindÕ. He gave courses on military 
architecture and fortification (Drake, 1978, p. 34); his lectures at Padua Ôwere largely 
given over to study of practical topics, much nearer to the world of shipwrights and 
soldiers than that of philosophersÕ (Sharratt, 1994, p. 66). He was also Ôa very capable 
experimental scientist who appreciated the usefulness of precise observationÕ (Naylor, 
1974, p. 24; quoted by Sharratt, 1994, p. 200). Empirical work was Ôan integral part of his 
method of discoveryÕ, Sharratt claims, adding that this conclusion corrects Ôan influential 
view, based on GalileoÕs published works and sustained with great erudition by 
Alexander KoyrŽ, that GalileoÕs achievements were mathematical and theoretical while 
his alleged experiments were largely imaginaryÕ (Sharratt, 1994, p. 78). 

The importance of observation, deidealization and experiment in GalileoÕs practice 
makes a stark contrast with the mainstream generative approach to language.30 On the 
                                                
30  GenerativistsÕ description of the elicitation of grammaticality judgements as experiments obscures a 

fundamental disanalogy with experiment in the physical sciences. There, I take it, one of the principal 
features of experimentation is that it should involve precise measurement. Measurement of precisely 
quantif iable variables is one of the hallmarks of the experimental procedure. If  it is experiment to elicit 
native-speaker intuitions about the grammaticality of structures characterized using the terminology of 
generative grammar, then the voyages of discovery contemporary with the Scientific Revolution were 
also experiments in the relevant sense: they revealed the existence of phenomena (America, for 
instance) which they described using the available methods of geographical description. Yet the 
possibility of these discoveries contributes nothing extra to the explanatory potential of geography, 
which remains a purely descriptive science. The description itself offers no explanations of the 
properties of the earth Ð no explanation, for example, of the relations between land and water or 
mountains and plains, of the effects of climate and erosion, or of the distribution of ecosystems. 
Generalizations about these facts may be obtained from geographical observation, but in order to 
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whole, the theory has downplayed the importance of what for Chomsky is mere 
ÔinventorizationÕ, but to other researchers might seem highly advisable observation of 
contextual variables that are plausibly determinative of linguistic facts. Similarly, 
generative theory has shown little, if any interest in deidealizing from its theoretical 
posits. Indeed, the force of the canonical distinction between competence and 
performance is that language use Ð performance Ð is not amenable to scientific 
investigation. In investigating performance, we Ôare reduced to platitudes, or to 
observations which, though perhaps quite interesting, do not lend themselves to 
systematic study by means of the intellectual tools presently available to usÕ (Chomsky, 
1972, pp. 111-112). This position has the consequence that attempts to deidealize are 
futile.31 As a result, the theory is absolved in principle from the kinds of predictive 
consequences to which explanation in the physical sciences is typically held responsible. 

From this point of view, generative linguistics looks less like the Galilean approach 
to nature, and more like the Aristotelianism it overthrew. AristoteliansÕ preparedness to 
adopt the Copernican system as a calculating convenience, while refusing to endorse it as 
a true picture of reality, is reminiscent of ChomskyÕs own lack of interest in 
psychological research into language, and his distinction between ÔrealÕ explanations and 
Ôengineering solutionsÕ (Chomsky, 1998, pp. 5-6; quoted by Kennedy, 2000). In this 
light, generativismÕs use of intuitions seems particularly suspect. A sentenceÕs status as 
starred or unstarred (in a given reading) has very little relation to whether it is actually 
produced Ð the factors behind actual production are too complicated to model. The 
empirical facts explored in generativism are therefore pregeneralized sentence types, 
whose status as grammatical or ungrammatical is determined independently of the 
acceptability values of their tokens, in a possibly significant number of cases.32 Judging 
from DearÕs description (2001, p. 132), the empirical statements figuring in discredited 
Aristotelian explanations were pregeneralized in a similar way: 
 

The typical expression of empirical fact for such an Aristotelian was one that summed 
up some aspect of how the world works. ÔHeavy bodies fallÕ is a typical example: it was 
a statement that acted as an unquestioned reference-point in a network of explanations 
that involved such things as the terrestrial elements and their natural motions, f inal 
causes, and the structure of the cosmos. Such statements appeared in an already 
generalized form, rather than in the form of singular experiences referring to historically 
specific events. 

 
There is an irresistible comparison here with the various principles of generative syntax.  

Chomsky himself has frequently asserted that the hypothesis that Ôwe can proceed 
with the study of Òknowledge of languageÓ É in abstraction from the problems of how 

                                                                                                                                            
explain them, appeal must be made to an entirely different set of theoretical terms (those of  
geomorphology), which offer a causal account of the origin of morphological features. 

31  Chomsky states (2000, p. 45) that understanding of performance systems is Ôwithin the range of 
[naturalistic] inquiry, in some respects at leastÕ. But these respects appear to be the articulatory-
perceptual ones: ÔAt the conceptual-intentional interface the problems are even more obscure, and may 
well fall beyond naturalistic inquiry in crucial respectsÕ (2000, p. 125). 

32  A comparison suggests itself here with GalileoÕs reluctance to engage in talk of a bodyÕs weight 
(Sharratt, 1994, p. 55). He insisted that it is necessary to speak instead of weight in a medium. 
Similarly, we might prefer talk of grammaticality to be replaced by talk of acceptability in particular 
situations.  
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language is usedÕ is justified by Ôthe success that is achieved when it is adoptedÕ 
(Chomsky, 1972, p. 111). The problem is that this ÔsuccessÕ is even more in the eye of the 
beholder than is usual in physical science, where experimental conditions can be 
manipulated and replicated in order to demonstrate the separate contributions of different 
variables. GalileoÕs and CopernicusÕ new ideas were persuasive partly because of their 
consequences for the ordinary observed world of sensation: their ability to predict 
observations of natural phenomena, and to account convincingly for cases in which 
prediction and observation clashed.33 It is, indeed, precisely because of their ability to 
explain the world of sensation (appropriately redescribed) that the new ideas were 
convincing.34 
 
 
5.3 Theories as Intentional Objects 
ÔGalileanÕ science as just described seems to offer quite a different type of understanding 
from that available in generative syntax. Instead of theoretical posits with fairly direct 
implications for observations of language use, generative theories purport to offer an 
understanding of the formal systems said to underlie performance. This understanding 
possesses Ôtheoretical depthÕ, in contrast to the trivial inventorization and classification of 
empirical observations. But ÔdeepÕ understanding is like any other type of understanding: 
it is intentional, it is understanding of or about something. If a theory is not about 
anything, then we are entitled to consider that it does not offer ÔdeepÕ understanding Ð 
perhaps it does not offer ÔunderstandingÕ at all.35 (Alternatively, we could say that if the 
theoryÕs object is not real, then the understanding may be deep, but it is not scientific, or 
even empirical. Nothing hinges on this choice.) 

In cognitive science, generative linguistics is principally taken as a computational 
theory of a particular mental competence, and assessed in terms of its superiority over 
empiricist, specifically behaviourist, accounts. In linguistics itself, however, generative 
linguistics is principally taken as a theory of (an aspect of) language: not a theory of 
parole, or E-language (actual utterances, texts), but a theory of a mentally represented 
langue, or I-language (internal knowledge of language, linguistic competence). It aims to 
generate, or explain, all and only the ÔgrammaticalÕ sentences of a language. But, I have 
suggested, the I-language notion ÔgrammaticalÕ can only be operationalized 
experimentally through the E-language notion ÔacceptableÕ. As a result, if the gap 

                                                
33  Sharratt (1994, p. 70) records that Ôan autobiographical aside in the later Dialogue tells us quite plainly 

that without the telescopic [ i.e. observational: NR] discoveries Galileo would probably have remained 
a good deal more reluctant to accept the Copernical systemÕ.  

34  It is often pointed out that Copernicanism did not offer better predictions than those available in the 
Ptolemaic system, though it did explain them more elegantly. This does not detract from the fact that it 
did offer predictions, and was able to explain observations. 

35  The requirement that understanding be understanding of something does not mean that we must have a 
fixed conception of what this something is; indeed, one of the characteristics of empirical research is 
that it alters pre-existing understandings of its object. Some phenomena previously considered real are 
shown in the course of research not to be, and others, previously unsuspected, are disclosed. 
Nevertheless, for understanding to have been achieved, there must be some object which the 
understanding is about, and this object must be one which we are interested in having an 
understanding of. We do want an understanding of peopleÕs ability to use language; we do not, for 
naturalistic purposes, want a theory of peopleÕs ability to produce only a certain subset of sentences 
unless this subset can be shown to have a privileged explanatory status.  
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between acceptable sentences and the sentences generated by the theory is significant, we 
have a very good reason to reject the claims of understanding made by the theoryÕs 
advocates. We have no reason to think that the I-language of generative theory really 
exists if the theory cannot supply an adequate account of the ordinary, acceptable E-
language that we actually use.36 The understanding of language advanced in generativism 
may be deep in the sense of simple, beautiful, elegant, and informed by rich possibilities 
of connection with other domains of enquiry. But, depending on oneÕs views of the 
seriousness of the bad star problem, it may not yet be entitled to claim itself as an 
understanding of language. This conclusion does not call into question the key 
methodological aspirations of the generative programme. Linguistics should be Galilean. 
It should just balance the roles of idealization, observation and deidealization in the same 
way that Galilean science does. 

Perhaps we could ask if it actually matters whether generative syntax is an enterprise 
of the same order as empirical science. Generative theorists have strongly adopted the 
position that it is the enterpriseÕs status as science that confers on it its principal 
justification. But the discipline of linguistics as a whole might see different value in the 
theory. The legacy of concepts developed in generative syntax contributes significantly to 
the disciplineÕs available analytical arsenal, allowing finer descriptions of many linguistic 
phenomena. Perhaps a less Manichaean attitude towards knowledge could provide a 
motivation for refraining from claims of scientificity which to many seem premature. The 
ubiquitous comparisons with the practice of Galileo, Kepler, Einstein and Newton all 
obscure the possibility that there are, arguably, ways for the empirical study of language 
to be legitimate and at the same time fail to attain the same level of certainty as the 
experimental sciences. If physics and literature are both valid avenues for understanding 
the world, as Chomsky has claimed, there is surely a vast middle ground populated by 
many disciplines, linguistics included. With a broader view of the nature of inquiry the 
possible failings of the generative enterprise as ÔGalileanÕ science are redeemed by its 
other virtues. The fact that the understanding delivered in generative syntax is not yet of 
the same epistemic status as physics does not preclude the possibility that it (or the 
tradition to which it belongs) may eventually attain such a status. In the meantime, 
however, the appropriate attitude for generativists is surely to suspend judgement and 
pursue the actual work of analysis.  
 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
If there is a problem with the use of intuitions in generative syntax, it is not that they do 
not supply representative evidence of language: the data drawn on in empirical science 
are often highly idealized and remote from their real-world correlates. Experimental 
science typically does not draw its data from actual events, but uses experimentally 
contrived data which often ÔmisrepresentÕ ordinary states of affairs. Rather, the problem 
would be that the grammaticality assignments which the theory predicts are too often in 
conflict with the acceptability judgements which constitute the theoryÕs principal source 
of empirical testing.  

                                                
36  This is not to say that some other type of I-language may exist, which can explain language as it is 

actually used. 
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The view of grammaticality assignments as the set of the theoryÕs predictions has 
very different consequences from the view of them as the theoryÕs evidentiary base. 
Under the latter view, generative syntax can defend the use of intuition data on the 
grounds that their status is no different from that of many other types of evidence 
appealed to in empirical research. But seen in the former way, as a set of grammaticality 
predictions, as I have been recommending, the questionable nature of the theoryÕs 
grammaticality assignments becomes a potentially serious problem. If these assignments 
are as often wrong as the theoryÕs detractors claim, there is a serious empirical deficit in 
the theoryÕs predictive and explanatory power. And if the theory cannot predict or explain 
the actual utterances which speakers judge acceptable, we have good reason not to accept 
it as a theory of language, at least until some account is offered of how competence and 
performance mechanisms interact. 

Focussing on the predictive and explanatory power of generative syntax lets us 
dismiss questions of what is and is not an appropriate source of evidence: we need not 
care where evidence comes from, as long as it contributes to fruitful theory-development. 
Instead, the focus on prediction stimulates reflection on what is, by any account, a central 
question for linguistics: the question of exactly what the discipline should count as 
successful explanation of language. The extent to which a theory of syntax succeeds in 
predicting sentence grammaticality is important since such prediction is a large 
constituent of what we will count as successful explanation and ÔfruitfulÕ theory-
development. Determining what counts as an adequate level of predictive success is 
therefore a key part of the way linguistics assesses its own explanatory activities: 
generativists working on I-language (competence) need to consider how much of actual 
language use (E-language) their theories explain. Reinterpreting the theoryÕs 
grammaticality assignments as a problem for its predictive power rather than its 
evidentiary base allows us to concede the claim that generative practice is no different 
from that characteristic of science in general. As a result, it opens the way for a debate 
that may be more important to the concerns of linguistics than the essentially 
methodological one in which questions about the role of intuition have so far largely 
figured. The only problem with generativismÕs use of intuition is the possible 
compromise it brings about to the theoryÕs predictive and explanatory power. As stated, I 
remain neutral on whether such a problem exists. But if it does, the theory has a case to 
answer which cannot be dismissed simply through appeal to the norms of scientific 
practice.  

A finding of predictive inadequacy against existing generative models would not be 
grounds for rejection of the theoryÕs broader presuppositions and metaphysical 
commitments. Instead, it would motivate change to the details of the specific models 
currently proposed. This would not be an affront to Galilean method, or involve any 
abandonment of the basic insights underlying generative research. It would simply be 
part of the continual process of revision which empirical theories undergo in order to 
account better for their objects of study.  
 
 



 28 

Acknowledgements 
Many thanks to Mengistu Amberber, Eran Asoulin, Winnie Chor, Bruce Gardiner, Iain 
Giblin, Amitavo Islam, Jim Martin, David Nash, Joel Nothman, David Scarratt, Michael 
Walsh and, in particular, Peter Slezak, for generous comments at various stages in the 
preparation of this article.  I am also indebted to Nigel Love and to three anonymous 
Language Sciences reviewers for their helpful comments.  Some of the material in this 
article was presented at the ‘Ignorance of Language’ workshop held in July 2007 at the 
University of New South Wales, and at the inaugural Free Linguistics Conference at the 
University of Sydney.  I thank the organizers and participants for their comments and 
reactions. 
 
References 
 
Andor, J. 2004. The master and his performance: an interview with Noam Chomsky. 

Intercultural Pragmatics, 1, 93-111. 
Arnold, J., Losongco, A., Wasow, T., Ginstrom, R. 2000. Heaviness vs. newness: the 

effects of structural complexity and discourse status on constituent ordering. 
Language, 76, 28-55. 

Baltin, M. 2003. The interaction of ellipsis and binding: implications for the sequencing 
of Principle A. Natural Language and Linguistic Theory, 21, 215Ð246. 

Bobaljik, J. 2002. A-chains at the PF-Interface: copies and ÔcovertÕ movement. Natural 
Language & Linguistic Theory, 20, 197Ð267. 

Boeckx, C. 2001. Scope reconstruction and A-movement. Natural Language & Linguistic 
Theory, 19, 503Ð548. 

Boeckx, C. 2006. Linguistic Minimalism. Oxford University Press, Oxford. 
Boeckx, C., Piattelli-Palmarini, M. Forthcoming: Language as a natural object; linguistics 

as a natural science. The Linguistic Review. 
Botha R 1982. On the ÔGalilean styleÕ of linguistic inquiry. Lingua, 58, 1Ð50. 
Botha, R. 1989. Challenging Chomsky. The Generative Garden Game. Blackwell, 

Oxford. 
Cann, R., Kaplan, T., Kempson, R. 2005. Data at the grammar-pragmatics interface: the 

case of resumptive pronouns in English. Lingua, 115, 1551Ð1577. 
Carr, P. 2003. Innateness, internalism and input: Chomskyan rationalism and its 

problems.  Language Sciences 25, 615–635. 
Chomsky, N. 1955 [1975]. The Logical Structure of Linguistic Theory. University of 

Chicago Press, Chicago. 
Chomsky, N. 1957. Syntactic Structures. Mouton, The Hague. 
Chomsky, N. 1965. Aspects of the Theory of Syntax. MIT Press, Cambridge Mass. 
Chomsky, N. 1972. Language and Mind [Enl ed]. Harcourt Brace, New York. 
Chomsky, N. 1978a. A theory of core grammar. Glot, 1, 7-26. 
Chomsky, N. 1978b. Interview with Sol Saporta. Working papers in linguistics, 

supplement no. 4. Department of Linguistics, University of Washington.  
Chomsky, N. 1980. Rules and Representations. Columbia University Press, New York. 
Chomsky, N. 1982. The Generative Enterprise: a Discussion with R. Huybregts and H. 

van Riemsdijk. Foris, Dordrecht. 



 29 

Chomsky, N. 1983. On cognitive structures and their development: a reply to Piaget. In 
Piatelli-Palmarini M. (Ed.), Language and Learning: the Debate Between Jean 
Piaget and Noam Chomsky. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 

Chomsky, N. 1986. Knowledge of Language: its Nature, Origin and Use. New York: 
Praeger. 

Chomsky, N. 1991. Linguistics and adjacent fields: a personal view. In Kasher, A. (Ed.), 
The Chomskyan Turn. Blackwell, Oxford. 

Chomsky, N. 1995a. The Minimalist Program. Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press. 
Chomsky, N. 1995b. Language and nature. Mind, 104, 1Ð61. 
Chomsky, N. 1998. Minimalist inquiries: the framework. ms. MIT. Published as: 

Chomsky, N. 2000. Minimalist inquiries: the framework. In R. Martin, D. 
Michael and J. Uriagereka (Eds.), Step by Step: Essays on Minimalist Syntax in 
Honor of Howard Lasnik. MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass. 

Chomsky, N. 2000. New Horizons in the Study of Mind and Language. Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge. 

Clifton, C., Fanselow, G., Lyn F. 2006. Amnestying superiority violations: processing 
multiple questions. Linguistic Inquiry, 37, 51Ð68. 

Collins, J. 2007. Meta-scientific eliminativism: a reconsideration of ChomskyÕs review of 
SkinnerÕs verbal behavior. British Journal of the Philosophy of Science, 58, 625Ð
658. 

Culicover, P., Levine, R. 2001. Stylistic inversion in English: a reconsideration. Natural 
Language & Linguistic Theory, 19, 283Ð310. 

Davies, W., Dubinsky, D. 2003. On extraction from NPs. Natural Language and 
Linguistic Theory, 21, 1-37. 

Dear, P. 2001. Revolutionizing the Sciences. European Knowledge and its Ambitions, 
1500Ð1700. Palgrave, Houndmills. 

den Dikken, M. 2005. Comparative correlatives comparatively. Linguistic Inquiry, 36, 
497Ð532. 

den Dikken, M. 2006. Either-float and the syntax of co-or-dination. Natural Language & 
Linguistic Theory, 24, 689Ð749. 

Devitt, M. 2006. Ignorance of Language. Oxford University Press, Oxford. 
Drake, S. 1978. Galileo at Work: his Scientific Biography. University of Chicago Press, 

Chicago. 
Featherston, F. 2007. Data in generative grammar: the stick and the carrot.  Theoretical 

Linguistics 33, 269Ð318. 
Feyerabend, P. 1993. Against Method [3rd edn]. Verso, London. 
Fitzpatrick, J. 2006. Deletion through movement. Natural Language & Linguistic Theory, 

24, 399Ð431. 
Galileo, G. 1963. Dialogues concerning two new sciences [Crew, H and Salvio, A. 

trans.]. McGraw Hill, New York. 
Gordon, P., Hendrick, R 1997.  Intuitive knowledge of linguistic co-reference.  
 Cognition 62, 325 – 370  
Grosu, A. 2003. A unified theory of ÔstandardÕ and ÔtransparentÕ free relatives. Natural 

Language & Linguistic Theory, 21, 247Ð331. 
Han, C.H., Maribel, R. 2004. The syntax of whether/q...or questions: ellipsis combined 

with movement. Natural Language & Linguistic Theory, 22, 527Ð564. 



 30 

Henry, A. 2005. Non-standard dialects and linguistic data. Lingua, 115, 1599Ð1617. 
Hinzen, W. 2006. Mind Design and Minimal Syntax. Oxford University Press, Oxford. 
Hornstein, N., Nunes, J., Grohmann, K. 2005. Understanding Minimalism. Cambridge 

University Press, Cambridge. 
Horrocks, G. 1987. Generative Grammar. Longman, London. 
Johnson, K. 2007. The legacy of methodological dualism. Mind and Language, 22, 366Ð

401. 
Kennedy, C. 2000. Topics in minimalist syntax [handout]. Summer School of the 

Linguistics Society of Japan, Hachioji, Japan, 21-26 August. 
Kusch, M. 2006. A Sceptical Guide to Meaning and Rules: Defending KripkeÕs 

Wittgenstein. Acumen, Chesham. 
Lasnik, H. 1998. Some reconstruction riddles. Penn Working Papers in Linguistics, 5, 83-

98. 
Laurence, S. 2003. Is Linguistics a branch of psychology? In A. Barber (Ed.), 

Epistemology of Language. Oxford University Press, Oxford. 
Leung, T.C. 2003. Comparative correlatives and parallel occurrence of elements. Ph.D. 

Screening Paper, University of Southern California, Los Angeles. 
Love, N. 1989. Language and the science of the impossible.  Language & Communication, 

9, 269–287.  
Ludlow, P. forthcoming. Philosophical issues in generative linguistics. MS. 
MŸhlhaŸsler, P. 1987. The politics of small languages in Australia and the Pacific. 

Language & Communication, 7, 1–24.  
Naylor, R.H. 1974. GalileoÕs simple pendulum. Physis, 16, 23-46. 
Nowak, L. 2000. Galileo-NewtonÕs model of free fall. In I. Nowakowa and L. Leszek 

Idealization X: the Richness of Idealization. Rodopi, Amsterdam. 
Pitt, J.C. 1992. Galileo, Human Knowledge and the Book of Nature. Kluwer, Dordrecht. 
Sabbagh J. 2007. Ordering and linearizing rightward movement. Natural Language & 

Linguistic Theory, 25, 349Ð401.  
Sampson, G. 2007.  Grammar without grammaticality. Corpus Linguistics and Linguistic 

Theory, 3, 1Ð32. 
SchŸtze, T.C. 1996. The Empirical Base of Linguistics: Grammaticality Judgments and 

Linguistic Methodology. University of Chicago Press, Chicago.  
Sharratt, M. 1994. Galileo: Decisive Innovator. Blackwell, Oxford. 
Smolin, L. 2007.  The trouble with physics.  The rise of string theory, the fall of a 

science, and what comes next. Allen Lane, London. 
Spencer, N. 1973.  Differences between linguists and nonlinguists in intuitions of 

grammaticality-acceptability.  Journal of Psycholinguistic Research, 2, 83Ð98. 
Stubbs, M. 2001. Words and Phrases. Corpus studies of lexical semantics. Blackwell, 

Oxford. 
Ure, J. 1971. Lexical density and register differentiation. In Perren, G. and Trim, J.L.M. 

(Eds.), Applications of Linguistics. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge  
Wasow, T., Arnold, J. 2005. Intuitions in linguistic argumentation. Lingua, 115, 1481-

1496. 
White, R. 2003. The epistemic advantage of prediction over accommodation. Mind, 112, 

653Ð683. 
Woit, P. 2006.  Not even wrong.  The failure of string theory and the search for unity in 

physical law. Jonathan Cape, London. 



 31 

APPENDIX: There seems to be + Plural NP 
 
Select Google results for there seems to be + PL NP. All the quotations are from 
passages written in otherwise grammatical English. 
 
IMO: there seems to be many ambiguous, unintuitive, and confusing, aspects to 
Python.  
www.megasolutions.net/python/Newbie-look-at-Python-and-OO-68482.aspx  
 
There are certainly two large stones standing here, each a good metre tall, but there 
seems to be many more than three large stones laying on the ground  
www.megalithic.co.uk/article.php?thold=-1&mode=flat&order=0&sid=6993 
 
There seems to be many potential reasons for such poor results, like rising gas prices 
(over $.70 per gallon increase since the beginning of April), a poor housing market 
caused by the reset of adjustable rate mortgages, and the lowest GDP increase (1.3%) for 
the U.S. Economy since the fourth quarter of 2001.  
http://forums.nasioc.com/forums/showthread.php?p=17922705 
 
It worries me that there seems to be many housemates this year (Sam, Makosi, Lesley) 
who are patently not coping with the after show experience. And the whole downward 
spiral/BB ruined my life/let's sell another story to the tabloids is a bit depressing tbh. 
http://www.bbfans.com/uk/viewtopic.php?t=25260 
 
we took a back country guided tour in Northern VT. near sugarbush. The terrain was fun 
and he snow was great, but the hiking was brutal. É there seems to be many areas 
where the power lines go over steep sections of the mountains near jim thorpe. 
http://www.paskiandride.com/forums/index.php?showtopic=2068&mode=threaded&pid=
38965: 
 
Well, there seems to be "certain others" on DU that did want us to die. .... 
www.democraticunderground.com/.../duboard.php?az=show_mesg&forum=173&topic_i
d=1538&mesg_id=1569 - 32k - 
 
There seems to be many positives, yet I worry it will reduce my sons chances at 
attending a school like MIT (if that is his choice in 4 years). Would we be better off 
sending him to a big name private high school? Or is it possible to get a good enough 
education at a public high school to be a viable candidate for admission to MIT? 
http://www.mitadmissions.org/topics/qanda/questions_and_answers/straight_from_the_d
eans_mouth.shtml: 
 
There seems to be quite a few republicans off from work today, or do all these 
independently wealthy folks have nothing better to do with their time than bash everyone 
not republican? 
http://answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=20070615092431AABWzlS&show=7: 
 



 32 

There seems to be more and more young amputees in this country. Is this a good 
thing? 
http://answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=20070525062007AAezHpo&show=7 
 
There seems to be awards for everything these days. After our first defeat at the Air 
Guitar Championships, Team USA is redoubling its efforts in the annual search for the 
greatest air guitarist in all the land. 
http://uneasysilence.com/archive/2006/03/5539/ 
 
 
 


