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Generative grammar
Generative grammar is a linguistic 
theory that regards grammar as a 
system of rules that generates 
exactly those combinations of 
words that form grammatical 
sentences in a given language. 

Noam Chomsky first used the term 
in relation to the theoretical 
linguistics of grammar that he 
developed in the late 1950s. 



Chomsky hierarchy
The tree model works something like this 
example, in which:

S - sentence, 

D - determiner,

N - noun, 

V - verb, 

NP - noun phrase,

VP - verb phrase.



Development of the theory
● Early versions of Chomsky's theory were called transformational grammar, which is 

still used as a general term that includes his subsequent theories.

● The most recent is the minimalist program, from which Chomsky and other 
generativists have argued that many of the properties of a generative grammar 
arise from a universal grammar that is innate to the human brain, rather than being 
learned from the environment. 



Strengths and weaknesses 
Strengths:

● Chomsky put the emphasis on our 
possibly innate capacity to build 
language in our heads

● The use of transformations 
highlighted the multilayered 
nature of grammatical structures

Weaknesses

● Chomsky's approach is 
syntactocentric (stresses syntax 
over phonology and semantics) 

● Chomsky's rationalist approach 
which tends to dismiss empirical 
evidence in conflict with the theory


