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JOOJE KABAB

$26One marinated chicken brochette 

served with saffro
n rice.

SABZI POLO MAHI

$26

Fried fresh salmon served with a 

herb infused basmati and saffron 

rice.

KABAB BARG

$28

One filet mignon brochette in a 
traditional home made marinade, 
served with saffron rice.
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Kara: For decades, linguists have been 
arguing about whether there is a “universal 
grammar”, as Noam Chomsky propagated, 
that is, the one blueprint that is behind 
all languages. Chomsky believes that the 
ability to recognize and use this blueprint 
is innate that an organ for grammar 
exists. Now you say that you found this 
organ. Where is it?

Friederici: It has long been known that 
grammar and words are processed in 

Broca area is responsible for the grammar 
and the Wernicke area for the words. We 
looked at the connections between these two 
regions. Our hypothesis was that a certain 

Broca area with the Wernicke area, should 
be responsible for processing the syntax, 
i.e. the rules for the combination of words.

Kara: How did you come up with this?

Friederici
weak in monkeys. And chimpanzees and 
macaques can learn words, but they cannot 

fully functional in newborn children, but 
it develops later in every person. We were 
able to show that the degree of maturity of 
this connection corresponds exactly to how 
well children can process grammatically 
complex sentences.

for Chomsky’s universal grammar?

Friederici: Yes, I think so, together with 
part of the Broca area. In this we were 
able to localize the mechanism that 

grammar. He called it “merge “. You bind 

then you have a phrase, ie a new element. 

this creates long, complex sentences. We 
located this mechanism with an incredibly 

suggests that it is biologically determined.

Kara: How did you do it?

Friederici: We presented subjects with 

article and a pseudo-word, for example 
“the Flirk”, or a noun and a pseudo-word, 
for example “Tür Flirk”, which do not 
result in a grammatical connection. In the 
latter case, this region of the brain simply 
remains silent.

Kara: Why did you only discover this 

for a long time.

Friederici: In contrast to these regions, 

and Wernicke areas were found because 

could no longer use the grammar or could 

because it is not directly dependent on the 

brain diseases. It could be shown that these 
patients no longer master complex syntax.

discovery, the controversy over the 
universal grammar?

Friederici: Well, I would say it’s a good 
approach. But we will have to show that 
it applies to all languages. We initially did 
the same experiment in Chinese, a very 

grammar network in the brain.

Kara: But does that necessarily mean 
that there is a universal grammar in the 
human capacity for language?

Friederici: At least it is said that there is 
a universal basic principle on which the 
grammars of all languages can be based.

Friederici: He found it very exciting that 

He had this theoretical idea back in the 

“I think he thinks...”
Anyone who researches how children learn language comes across the
grammar center of the brain. For decades, linguists have been arguing 
about whether there is a “universal grammar”, as Noam Chomsky 
propagated, that is, the one blueprint that is behind all languages. A 
leading neuropsychologist has a tempting argument for its existence.

Interview: Stefanie Kara

Angela Friederici
A Conversation with

● POPULAR SCIENCE

Professor Frienderici is the 
director at the Max Planck 
Institute for Human Cognitive 
and Brain Sciences in Leipzig 

the Max Planck Society for the 
Advancement of Science.
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1960s, but he is not an empiricist. We simply 

like theory and experiment in physics.

Kara: One of the most prominent critics 
of universal grammar is Daniel Everett, a 
student of Chomsky. As an argument he 
gives the language of the Pirahã, which 
he researched in the Amazon region. It 
lacks a very important feature, namely 
recursion, i.e. the nesting of elements. 
For example, the Pirahã were not relative 
clauses. What do you say to that now?

Friederici: In fact, linguists believe they 
have found recursive structures in this 
language. Not in syntax, but in the sentence 
melody. In German, the structure of the 
main and subordinate clauses, which 
dictate the syntax, is also marked by the 
sentence melody: Before a comma, we 
raise our voice and take a short break. 
Of course, this is also possible with two 
main sentences: “I think. I have to go.” 

together. Interestingly, children use just 
that to get access to grammar. Her brain 
reacts to this melodic marking at the age of 

knowledge of the syntax. Let’s take the little 
break in the experiment, then the children 

do, however, they no longer need this break 

nestings not by grammar, but partly by the 
speech melody.

Kara: Your former colleague at the Max 
Planck Institute, Michael Tomasello, 
decidedly sided with the critics and said 
that the universal grammar project was dead.

Friederici: Mike and I, we discussed a lot 
about it. But he also had no explanation as 
to why children at the age of seven still do 

not understand short sentences such as 

sentence object begins. Now we were able 
to show that children of this age do not yet 

something there.

Kara: Are you happy?

Friederici
is important. But data is data. And the brain 
has never betrayed us with its data.

crucial feature that distinguishes humans 
from animals. In the end, is this bundle of 

Friederici: It’s a big part of it. If I don’t have 
this connection, I cannot perform many 

cognitive functions. It is not just about 
language; this connection also plays a role 
in other higher thinking processes. For 
example, the more pronounced this bundle 

imagine yourself better: “I think he thinks 

the syntax.

is not possible to imagine yourself in others?

Friederici: If so, then only on a simple 
level and implicitly. You test that in young 
children with eye movements. A toy is 
placed in one of two boxes while another 

and the toy is packed in the other box. 
Finally, the child is shown two pictures in 
which the person is looking for the toy, one 

small children look at the right picture, 
i.e. the one the person is looking for in the 

who only speak at the age of four can 
master the language.

What does your discovery mean for 
such �ndings?

Friederici

tongue arguably shapes the memory for 
word meanings and thus thinking, but 
mainly through the words and not through 
the grammar. If you see these two systems 
separately, then both sides are right, the 
followers of the universal grammar and 
their critics.

Noam Chomsky found 
it very exciting that the 

for his theory. He had 
this theoretical idea 
back in the 1960s, but 
he is not an empiricist. 
We simply presented the 

It’s like theory and 
experiment in physics.”

, the American linguist
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