Tikrit University
College of Education

English Department

Class: 3"

Linguistics

Lecture Title: Chomsky and Transformational Grammar

Submitted by:

Asst. Lecturer Muna E. Abdullah



Noam Chomsky's contribution to linguistics is closely tied to his development of
transformational generative grammar. Transformational grammar is a linguistic
framework that focuses on the underlying structure of sentences and the
transformations that generate different surface structures from those underlying
structures. Chomsky's transformational generative grammar aimed to provide a
formal and systematic account of how sentences are formed and understood. He
proposed a hierarchical model of sentence structure, which consists of different
levels or "deep structures™ that represent the underlying meaning and grammatical

relationships of sentences.

According to Chomsky, transformational rules operate on these deep structures to
derive various surface structures, which are the actual sentences we produce and
hear. These transformational rules allow for the movement, deletion, or insertion of
elements within a sentence, resulting in different grammatical constructions.
Chomsky's transformational grammar also introduced the notion of a universal
grammar, which refers to the innate linguistic knowledge that enables humans to
acquire and use language. Universal grammar consists of a set of principles and
parameters that are common to all languages, while allowing for variation in

specific grammatical rules and structures.

Chomsky's theories have had a significant impact on linguistic research and have
influenced the development of various linguistic frameworks. His work has spurred
further investigations into the nature of language, language acquisition, and the
relationship between language and the mind. It's important to note that Chomsky's
ideas on transformational grammar have evolved and been refined over time, with
subsequent developments such as the Minimalist Program and the Principles and
Parameters framework building upon his original proposals. Nonetheless,

Chomsky's transformational generative grammar remains a foundational theory in



the field of linguistics and has shaped our understanding of language structure and

syntax.

In 1965, Noam Chomsky was already a prominent figure in the field of linguistics
and his influential book "Aspects of the Theory of Syntax™ had been published the
previous year. During this time, Chomsky's ideas and theories were gaining
widespread recognition and were having a significant impact on the study of

language.

"Aspects of the Theory of Syntax" presented Chomsky's transformational
generative grammar in detail and introduced several key concepts and principles
that became central to his linguistic framework. The book focused on syntactic
structures and the formal rules that generate sentences. Chomsky proposed that the
structure of a sentence can be represented by a hierarchical tree-like structure,
where the underlying deep structure is transformed into different surface structures

through a series of transformations.

In 1965, Chomsky's theories were seen as a departure from the prevailing
behaviorist and structuralist approaches to language. His emphasis on the innate
linguistic knowledge and the idea of a universal grammar challenged the view that
language learning was solely based on environmental factors and reinforced habits.
Chomsky's ideas opened up new avenues of research and sparked extensive
debates and discussions within the field of linguistics. During this period,
Chomsky's work also intersected with broader intellectual and political
movements. He was known for his activism against the Vietnam War and his
critical analysis of U.S. foreign policy. Chomsky's political views and activism
were becoming increasingly influential and were shaping his public persona
alongside his linguistic contributions. Overall, in 1965, Noam Chomsky was a
leading figure in linguistics, and his work on transformational generative grammar

was gaining recognition and challenging established ideas in the field. His ideas



would continue to evolve and have a lasting impact on linguistic theory and

research in the years to come.

Noam Chomsky's contributions to linguistics are extensive and have had a

profound impact on the field. Some of his key contributions include:

1. Transformational Generative Grammar: Chomsky revolutionized the study of
syntax with his development of transformational generative grammar. He proposed
a formal and systematic model for understanding the structure of sentences,
introducing the concepts of deep structure and surface structure, as well as

transformational rules that generate different sentence forms.

2. Universal Grammar: Chomsky proposed the idea of universal grammar, which
suggests that humans possess an innate, biologically determined capacity for
language. Universal grammar consists of a set of linguistic principles and
parameters that are shared by all languages, providing the foundation for language

acquisition.

3. Language Acquisition: Chomsky's theories on language acquisition challenged
behaviorist approaches by emphasizing the role of innate linguistic knowledge. He
argued that children have a language acquisition device (LAD) that enables them
to acquire language rapidly and effortlessly, despite limited exposure to linguistic

input.

4. Deep Structure and Surface Structure: Chomsky introduced the distinction
between deep structure and surface structure. Deep structure represents the

underlying meaning and grammatical relationships of a sentence, while surface



structure represents the actual arrangement of words in a sentence.

Transformational rules transform deep structures into surface structures.

5. Government and Binding Theory: Chomsky developed the Government and
Binding (GB) theory, which expanded on his earlier work and provided a more
detailed analysis of syntactic structures. GB theory introduced principles such as
government, binding theory, and the X-bar theory to account for a wide range of

syntactic phenomena.

6. Minimalist Program: In the 1990s, Chomsky introduced the Minimalist
Program, which is a further development of his linguistic theories. The Minimalist
Program aims to provide a simpler and more economical account of language

structure, focusing on minimizing the number of linguistic rules and components.

Beyond linguistics, Chomsky is known for his political activism and social
criticism. He has written extensively on topics such as imperialism, media, and
U.S. foreign policy, offering insightful critigues of power structures and
advocating for social justice. Overall, Chomsky's contributions to linguistics have
shaped the field and influenced subsequent research. His theories have sparked
debates, inspired new lines of inquiry, and continue to be foundational in

understanding the nature of language and the human mind.



