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race or be raced, but a brother can only die, not be died, and a girl 
can only giggle, not be giggled. Only a few kinds of verbs can easily 
undergo the rule: verbs referring to a change of the physical state of 
an object, like melt and break, verbs referring to a manner of motion, 
like bounce and slide, and verbs referring to an accompanied locomo­
tion, like race and dance. Other verbs, like go and die, refuse to 
undergo the rule in English, and verbs involving fully voluntary ac­
tions, like cook and play, refuse to undergo the rule in almost every 
language (and children rarely err on them). Most of children's errors 
in English, in fact, would be grammatical in other languages. English­
speaking adults, like their children, occasionally stretch the envelope 
of the rule: 

In 1976 the Parti Quebecois began to deteriorate the health 
care system. 

Sparkle your table with Cape Cod classic glass-ware. 
Well, that decided me. 
This new golf ball could obsolete many golf courses. 
If she subscribes us up, she'll get a bonus. 
Sunbeam whips out the holes where staling air can hide. 

So both children and adults stretch the language a bit to express 
causation; adults are just a tiny bit more fastidious in which verbs 
they stretch. 

~ 
The three-year-old, then, is a grammatical genius-master of most 

constructions, obeying rules far more often than flouting them, re­
specting language universals, erring in sensible, adultlike ways, and 
avoiding many kinds of errors altogether. How do they do it? Children 
of this age are notably incompetent at most other activities. We won't 
let them drive, vote, or go to school, and they can be flummoxed by 
no-brainer tasks like sorting beads in order of size, reasoning whether 
a person could be aware of an event that took place while the person 
was out of the room, and knowing that the volume of a liquid does 
not change when it is poured from a short, wide glass into a tall, 
narrow one. So they are not doing it by the sheer power of their 
overall acumen. Nor could they be imitating what they hear, or else 
they would never say goed or Don't giggle me. It is plausible that the 
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basic organization of grammar is wired into the child's brain, but they 
still must reconstruct the nuances of English or Kivunjo or Ainu. So 
how does experience interact with wiring to give a three-year-old the 
grammar of a particular language? 

We know that this experience must include, at a minimum, the 
speech of other human beings. For several thousand years thinkers 
have speculated about what would happen to infants deprived of 
speech input. In the seventh century B.C., according to the historian 
Herodotus, King Psamtik I of Egypt had two infants separated from 
their mothers at birth and raised in silence in a shepherd's hut. The 
king's curiosity about the original language of the world allegedly was 
satisfied two years later when the shepherd heard the infants use a 
word in Phrygian, an Indo-European language of Asia Minor. In 
the centuries since, there have been many stories about abandoned 
children who have grown up in the wild, from Romulus and Remus, 
the eventual founders of Rome, to Mowgli in Kipling's The Jungle 
Book. There have also been occasional real-life cases, like Victor, the 
Wild Boy of Aveyron (the subject of a lovely film by Franc;ois Truf­
faut), and, in the twentieth century, Kamala, Amala, and Ramu from 
India. Legend has these children raised by bears or wolves, depending 
on which one has the greater affinity to humans in the prevailing 
mythology of the region, and this scenario is repeated as fact in many 
textbooks, but I am skeptical. (In a Darwinian animal kingdom it 
would be a spectacularly stupid bear that when faced with the good 
fortune of a baby in its lair would rear it rather than eat it. Though 
some species can be fooled by foster offspring, like birds by cuckoos, 
bears and wolves are predators of young mammals and are unlikely 
to be so gullible.) Occasionally other modern children have grown 
up wild because depraved parents have raised them silently in dark 
rooms and attics. The outcome is always the same: the children are 
mute, and often remain so. Whatever innate grammatical abilities 
there are, they are too schematic to generate speech, words, and 
grammatical constructions on their own. 

The muteness of wild children in one sense emphasizes the role of 
nurture over nature in language development, but I think we gain 
more insight by thinking around that tired dichotomy. If Victor or 
Kamala had run out of the woods speaking fluent Phrygian or Proto­
World, who could they have talked to? As I suggested in the preced­
ing chapter, even if the genes themselves specify the basic design of 
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