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In the decade of the 1960s, generative transformational linguistics emerged through the influence of
Noam Chomsky and a number of his followers. Chomsky was trying to show that human language
cannot be scrutinized simply in terms of observable stimuli and responses or the volumes of raw data
gathered by field linguists.
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The generative linguist was interested not only in describing language (achieving the level of descriptive
adequacy) but also in arriving at an explanatory level of adequacy in the study of language, that is, a
“principled basis, independent of any particular language, for the selection of the descriptively adequate
grammar of each language” (Chomsky. 1964, p. 63).
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Similarly, cognitive psychologists asserted that meaning, understanding and knowing were significant
data for psychological study. Instead of focusing rather mechanistically on stimulus-response
connections, cognitivists tried to discover psychological principles of organization and functioning.
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Cognitive psychologists, like generative linguists, sought to discover underlying motivations and deeper
structures of human behavior by using a rational approach. That is, they freed themselves from the
strictly empirical study typical of behaviorists and employed the tools of logic, reason, extrapolation, and
inference in order to derive explanations for human behavior.
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Both the structural linguist and the behavioral psychologist were interested in description, in answering
what questions about human behavior: objective measurement of behavior in controlled
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The generative linguist and cognitive psychologist were, to be sure, interested in the what question; but
they were far more interested in a more ultimate question, why: what underlying factors—innate,
psychological, social, or environmental circumstances—caused a particular behavior in a human being?
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