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Analyze Chomsky’s major contributions to linguistics.
Or Analyze Chomsky’s Competence and Performance.

Noam Chomsky (1928-present) is a towering figure in linguistic history. His contributions to
linguistics have been transformative, particularly through his theories of generative grammar
and the distinction between linguistic competence and performance. These concepts have
reshaped the understanding of language structure and acquisition. It also emphasizes the

innate aspects of human language ability.

Generative Grammar: Chomsky introduced generative grammar in his seminal work,
“Syntactic Structures” (1957). Here, he proposed that a language's vast formation of
possible sentences can be generated from a finite set of rules. This theory revolutionized the
study of syntax by suggesting that linguistic knowledge is rule-based and can produce an

infinite number of sentences. Chomsky asserted,

A grammar of a language purports to be a description of the ideal speaker-hearer's

intrinsic competence. (Aspects of the Theory of Syntax 1965)

Generative grammar includes transformational rules that link deep structures (underlying

syntactic structures) to surface structures (the actual spoken or written forms of sentences).

Universal Grammar: Chomsky's notion of universal grammar proposes that all human
languages share a typical underlying structure. This idea suggests that humans are innately
able to acquire language. This theory challenges the behaviourist view of language acquisition,
emphasising environmental factors and learned behaviour. Instead, Chomsky argues for an

inherent linguistic capacity.

Deep and Surface Structure: Central to Chomsky's generative grammar is the distinction
between deep and surface structures. The deep structure represents the core semantic
relations of a sentence, while the surface structure expresses these relations in a particular
linguistic form. Transformations modify the deep structure to generate the surface structure.

Chomsky elaborates,



Surface structures are derived from deep structures by a series of transformations.

(Syntactic Structures 1957)

The Minimalist Program:

In the 1990s, Chomsky introduced the Minimalist Program. This program seeks to explain the
properties of natural languages using the most economical and efficient principles and
mechanisms. It aims to reduce the complexity of grammatical models and identify human
language's essential features. It builds on earlier theories by emphasizing the importance of

simplicity and minimalism in linguistic theory.

Competence and Performance: Chomsky's theory of competence and performance
distinguishes between an individual's knowledge of language (competence) and the actual use
of language in concrete situations (performance). Competence involves the internalized rules
and structures that enable a speaker to produce and understand an infinite number of
sentences. At the same time, performance is the manifestation of these abilities, often

influenced by external factors such as memory limitations and distractions. Chomsky states,

Linguistic theory is concerned primarily with an ideal speaker-listener, in a completely
homogeneous speech-community, who knows its language perfectly. (Aspects of the
Theory of Syntax 1965)

This distinction emphasizes that errors in performance do not necessarily reflect a lack of

competence.

Chomsky's theories have significantly advanced our understanding of language structure,
acquisition, and use. By distinguishing between competence and performance and through his
concepts of generative grammar and other theories, Chomsky has provided a framework
highlighting human language's complexity and innate nature. His work continues to influence

linguistics, cognitive science, psychology, and related fields.
Chomsky’s Competence and Performance Theory

Definition of Competence: Chomsky defines “competence” as the internalized knowledge of
a language. It includes the rules and structures that govern it. It encompasses a speaker's
understanding of syntax, semantics, and phonology. Competence is often described as an
idealized capacity unaffected by external factors such as memory limitations or social context.

In his book “Aspects of the Theory of Syntax,” Chomsky states,



We thus make a fundamental distinction between competence (the speaker-hearer's
knowledge of his language) and performance (the actual use of language in concrete

situations).

Performance as Practical Application:

“Performance” refers to using language in real-life situations. This includes speaking, listening,
reading, and writing. Various factors, such as psychological states, environmental conditions,
and social dynamics, can influence performance. For example, errors and hesitations in speech

are seen as performance issues rather than a lack of competence.

The Role of Generative Grammar: Chomsky's theory of generative grammar plays a crucial
role in understanding competence. Generative grammar is a set of rules that predictively
models the structure of sentences in a language. It aims to define what constitutes a

grammatically correct sentence within a given language. Chomsky explains,

A grammar of a language purports to be a description of the ideal speaker-hearer's

intrinsic competence.

Psychological and Cognitive Factors:

Competence is viewed as a mental representation of linguistic knowledge, whereas
performance is the external manifestation of this knowledge. Psychological factors such as
memory limitations, attention, and stress can impact language performance. Cognitive factors,
including problem-solving skills and processing speed, also play significant roles. Chomsky
argued that separating competence from performance allows linguists to study the pure

knowledge of language without the noise introduced by these extraneous factors.

Implications for Language Acquisition: The competence and performance distinction has
profound implications for understanding language acquisition. Chomsky proposed that children
have an innate ability to acquire language, a theory proposed in his concept of Universal
Grammar. This innate competence enables children to learn the rules and structures of their
native language rapidly. On the other hand, performance improves over time as children
practice and refine their language skills in various contexts. This distinction helps explain why

children often understand more complex language structures than they can produce.

In conclusion, Chomsky's competence and performance theory provides a foundational
framework for understanding linguistic ability. By distinguishing between an individual's

internalized knowledge of language and its practical use, Chomsky's theory allows for a deeper



analysis of linguistic behaviour. This distinction not only aids in studying language acquisition
and cognitive processes but also helps linguists develop more accurate language structures

and use models.



