
Hello again, you guys.  This has certainly been an...eventful year, to say the least, and early 
Friday morning, something else eventful happened - President Trump, the First Lady, and a few 
members of the President’s staff tested positive for COVID-19.  It’s obviously a big deal for the 
leader of any nation to come down with a highly contagious and potentially dangerous disease, 
especially when it’s the leader of our own nation.  Whatever your opinion of the President is, it’s 
not good for any human to be in suffering or be in a potentially fatal position, so I do hope he 
makes a full recovery.  On that note, I hope all of you are feeling okay, are staying safe and 
healthy, and are making sure that you’re wearing your masks, practicing social distancing, and 
keeping your hands washed.  I don’t know about you, but seeing the “leader of the free world” 
catch COVID is definitely a bit scary. 
 
So, I’ve talked a lot about Michel Foucault lately and his views on power dynamics in society, 
mostly in law enforcement.  Today, I want to talk about another influential thinker, one you may 
have heard of - Noam Chomsky.  If you’ve heard of Chomsky these days, it’s probably in the 
context of a Youtube video talking about his criticisms of the President, certain political views, 
capitalism, and American Imperialism.  Yes, he’s definitely a very leftist thinker, something that 
has been true for decades.  However, he is much more than that, and I want to talk a little more 
about the man so you have a clearer view of his thoughts, because next week is going to 
involve both Chomsky and Foucault.  I think that’s going to be an interesting lesson. 
 
Noam Chomsky is many things, including a philosopher, but he is also huge in the field of 
linguistics (the study of speech) and cognitive science (the study of how the brain works).  His 
research and published works in the field of linguistics, however, is what we’ll take a look at 
today, as it is very influential on his philosophical views.  Before Chomsky came onto the scene, 
the ruling theory of language development was that kids are born a blank slate, language-wise, 
and learn to speak purely through being taught and hearing the language being used around 
them.  Chomsky, however, came to disagree, stating that everyone is born with some basic 
understanding of language and grammar, learning the rest through being taught as well as 
experimenting with language, being creative and innovative with it and intuitively learning much 
more than they could have ever been taught.  This theory is known as Universal Grammar (UG) 
and, while not widely accepted when Chomsky first came out with it in the 1950s, it has since 
gained traction. 
 
In fact, this ties into something that Plato talked about back in ancient Greece.  Back then, Plato 
wondered how children, who had not been taught math, could perform geometry with little 
prompting.  Chomsky took a look at this and realized that it could be solved by his UG theory, as 
well as the field of cognitive science.  He called it “Plato’s Problem”, and it is defined by 
Chomsky as “the problem of explaining how we can know so much" even if we haven’t had all of the 
“necessary” experiences.  He believed that we are born with certain things already in our brains, 
such as language (as I talked about earlier), basic problem solving skills, concepts of right and 
wrong, and more.  It is these inborn “things” that we take and experiment with that allow us to do and 
know things that we “shouldn’t” be able to do based purely on what we have been shown and taught 
in our lives.  
 



So, having said all of that, what do you guys think?  Are we born “knowing” certain things beyond 
basic things, like drinking milk, breathing, crying, etc.?  How could we ever prove something like 
that?  Like I said earlier, Chomsky thought that cognitive science would be able to provide the proof. 
What do you think that proof would look like?  If that proof was ever found, what effects do you think 
that would have on our understanding of knowledge and thought?  Just a few things to think about 
this week as we get ready for next week, as we talk about a very famous (in the philosophy world) 
debate that Chomsky had with Foucault in 1971.  I’m ready to get into that and see what they agreed 
and disagreed on, and how the concepts they talked about are still relevant today.  So, until then, 
stay healthy, stay positive, and take care.  We miss you! 
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