
definition of language by noam chomsky
The definition of language by Noam Chomsky is a fundamental aspect of modern
linguistics that has reshaped our understanding of human communication,
cognition, and the innate capabilities of the human mind. Noam Chomsky, a
linguist, philosopher, cognitive scientist, historian, and social critic,
revolutionized the field of linguistics in the 20th century through his
innovative theories. His work not only redefined language but also influenced
a wide array of disciplines, including psychology, philosophy, and cognitive
science. This article will explore Chomsky's definition of language, its
implications, and its significance in the broader context of human cognition
and communication.

Understanding Chomsky's Perspective on Language

Chomsky's definition of language extends beyond mere communication; it
embodies a complex system of symbols and rules that enables humans to convey
thoughts, emotions, and ideas. At its core, language for Chomsky is a
cognitive faculty unique to humans, rooted in our biology and fundamentally
different from other forms of animal communication.

The Innateness Hypothesis

One of Chomsky's most significant contributions to linguistics is the
innateness hypothesis, which posits that the ability to acquire language is
hardwired into the human brain. This theory suggests that all humans are born
with an inherent understanding of the basic principles of language, known as
Universal Grammar. Key points of this hypothesis include:

1. Biological Basis: Language is not merely a cultural invention but a
biological endowment.
2. Universal Grammar: All human languages share underlying structures, which
suggests a common cognitive foundation.
3. Language Acquisition Device: Children possess an innate mechanism that
enables them to learn language rapidly and efficiently.

Chomsky argues that this innate capacity distinguishes humans from other
species and is crucial for understanding how we learn and use language.

Language as a Structured System

For Chomsky, language is not just a collection of words or phrases; it is a
highly structured system governed by specific rules and principles. He
distinguishes between two levels of language study:



- Competence: This refers to a speaker's implicit knowledge of their
language, including its rules and structures.
- Performance: This pertains to how language is actually used in real-life
situations, which may include errors, hesitations, and other factors
affecting communication.

Chomsky's focus on competence emphasizes the idealized knowledge of language
that exists in a speaker's mind, whereas performance captures the practical
use of language in everyday life.

The Role of Syntax in Chomsky's Definition of
Language

One of the cornerstones of Chomsky's linguistic theory is the importance of
syntax, which is the set of rules that govern the structure of sentences.
Syntax is central to understanding how meaning is constructed in language.
Chomsky's work has led to several key insights about syntax:

The Generative Grammar Theory

Chomsky introduced the concept of generative grammar, which describes a
formal system that can generate an infinite number of sentences from a finite
set of rules and elements. This theory has several implications:

1. Creativity of Language: Humans can produce and understand sentences they
have never heard before, showcasing the generative capacity of language.
2. Structure Dependency: Language structure is essential for comprehension,
as meaning often depends on the arrangement of words rather than the words
themselves.
3. Hierarchical Organization: Sentences are composed of nested structures,
which helps explain the complexity and variability of human languages.

Transformational Grammar

Chomsky's transformational grammar further enhances our understanding of
syntax by demonstrating how different sentences can convey the same meaning
through transformations. For example, the active sentence "The cat chased the
mouse" can be transformed into the passive sentence "The mouse was chased by
the cat" without altering the underlying meaning. This concept illustrates
the flexibility and adaptability of language.



The Significance of Chomsky's Definition of
Language

Chomsky's definition of language has far-reaching implications that extend
beyond linguistics. His ideas have influenced various fields and have led to
a deeper understanding of human cognition, communication, and social
interaction.

Impact on Cognitive Science

Chomsky's theories have significantly contributed to cognitive science,
particularly in understanding how the human mind processes language. His work
has prompted research into:

- Language Development: How children acquire language and the stages of
language learning.
- Cognitive Processing: The mental mechanisms involved in language
comprehension and production.
- Neurolinguistics: The relationship between language and brain function,
including areas of the brain responsible for language processing.

Philosophical Implications

Chomsky's definition of language also raises important philosophical
questions about the nature of human thought and consciousness. Key
philosophical implications include:

1. Language and Thought: The relationship between language and thought, and
whether language shapes our understanding of the world.
2. Nature vs. Nurture: The debate over the extent to which language is a
product of biological inheritance versus cultural development.
3. Human Identity: How our unique capacity for language contributes to our
understanding of what it means to be human.

Criticisms and Alternative Theories

While Chomsky's definition of language has been widely influential, it has
also faced criticism and sparked alternative theories. Critics argue that:

- Overemphasis on Syntax: Some linguists contend that Chomsky's focus on
syntax neglects other important aspects of language, such as semantics
(meaning) and pragmatics (context).
- Cultural Influences: Critics argue that language cannot be fully understood



without considering the cultural and social contexts in which it is used.
- Connectionism: This alternative approach suggests that language learning
and processing can be explained through neural networks and statistical
learning rather than innate structures.

Despite these criticisms, Chomsky's work remains foundational in linguistics,
and his ideas continue to stimulate research and debate.

Conclusion

In summary, Noam Chomsky's definition of language is a profound exploration
of the cognitive, structural, and philosophical dimensions of human
communication. His emphasis on the innate capacity for language, the
importance of syntax, and the implications for cognitive science and
philosophy have reshaped our understanding of what it means to speak and
think in a language. While challenges to his theories exist, Chomsky's
contributions have left an indelible mark on the study of language and
continue to inspire new generations of linguists, cognitive scientists, and
philosophers. As we delve deeper into the nature of language, Chomsky's work
serves as a vital reference point in our ongoing quest to understand the
complexities of human thought and communication.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Noam Chomsky's definition of language?
Noam Chomsky defines language as a system of communication that is governed
by a set of rules and structures, allowing for the expression of an infinite
number of ideas through a finite set of elements.

How does Chomsky's theory distinguish between
language and communication?
Chomsky's theory emphasizes that language is not merely a means of
communication but a complex cognitive system that involves syntax, semantics,
and the ability to generate novel sentences.

What is the significance of generative grammar in
Chomsky's definition of language?
Generative grammar is central to Chomsky's definition as it provides a formal
framework for understanding how sentences are constructed in a language,
illustrating the innate structures present in the human mind.



What role does the concept of 'universal grammar'
play in Chomsky's view of language?
Universal grammar is a key concept in Chomsky's theory, suggesting that all
human languages share a common underlying structure, which reflects the
innate linguistic capabilities of the human brain.

How does Chomsky's definition of language relate to
cognitive science?
Chomsky's definition of language underscores its cognitive aspects, proposing
that understanding language requires an exploration of the mental processes
that enable humans to comprehend and produce language.

In what ways has Chomsky's definition of language
influenced modern linguistics?
Chomsky's definition has profoundly influenced modern linguistics by shifting
the focus from descriptive and functional approaches to a more formal and
theoretical framework, particularly in syntax and language acquisition.

What are some criticisms of Chomsky's definition of
language?
Critics argue that Chomsky's definition is too focused on syntax and neglects
the social and pragmatic aspects of language use, suggesting that language is
also shaped by cultural and contextual factors.

How does Chomsky's definition address the concept of
language acquisition?
Chomsky's definition posits that humans are born with an innate ability to
acquire language, supported by the idea of universal grammar, which allows
children to learn complex languages rapidly and efficiently.
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