Note on the text:

Chomsky, Noam (1965): Aspects of the Theory of Syntax. Cambridge: The MIT Press. [Henceforth: C.]
Preface
v: Humboldt is used as a source of inspiration for C. Note the critical reception of C. by hermeneutics and philologists.

vi: The endeavour of a generative grammar is seen as a “tentative proposal”.

Methodological Preliminaries

§ 1  

3: Assumption of an ideal speaker-hearer “unaffected by such grammatically irrelevant conditions as memory limitations, distractions, shifts of attentions and interest”. Idealization of the speaker-hearer. 

4: Knowledge of language – competence / Usage of language – performance. Adopting Saussurean langue-parole distinction but returning to Humboldtian conceptions of the creativity of language.

5: Rooted in rationalist thinking of the 16th to 18th century (Descartes, Du Marsais, Diderot). 

8: Language (L) as a “system of recursive processes”. Definition of generative grammar (GG): […] by a generative grammar I mean simply a system of rules that in some explicit and well-defined way assigns structural descriptions to sentences.” Maybe first attempt to see language as an organ – comparison to visual perception.

9: Aim of GG: “It attempts to characterize in the most neutral possible terms  the knowledge of the language that provides the basis for actual use of language by a speaker-hearer.”

§ 2

10: Performance is concerned with memory, time and access.

11: Performance – Acceptability / Competence – Grammaticality. Grammaticalness is a matter of degree. Unfortunately, it appears throughout the book to be the case that grammaticalness is subject to a binary distribution. Why does C. not deal with the degrees of grammaticalness in more detail?
12: Constituency of utterances and tree structure.

13: Concatenation of syntactic elements.

15: Interestingly, the limitation-in-principle to extracting patterns from a corpus of observed speech precludes the theory of actual performance. Thus, without an adequate theory of competence, no theory of performance can be obtained. A mere description of something is not a theory of the described.

§ 3

Ability to understand indefinitely many sentences.

16: Deep Structure (DS) – Semantic Interpretation / Surface Structure (SS) – Phonetic Interpretation.

17: The syntactic component interrelates DS and SS. The elementary units of DS are the base Phrase-markers. Sentences with a single base Phrase-marker are called “kernel sentences”.

18: Kernel sentences are not the basic strings that underlie them.

§ 4      

The GG can not be obtained from “direct observation nor [is it] extractable from data by inductive procedures of any known sort.”

19: Data-processing procedures can not replace the intuition of the native speaker-hearer.

22-23: Sentences are ambiguous if their underlying structures “compete”. In (9), there are two SS with one underlying structure.

24: A grammar is descriptively adequate if “it correctly describes the intrinsic competence of the idealized native speaker.”

25: Given primary linguistic data, the child must have a method for deciding which grammar could be correct – innate linguistic theory.

26: A grammar is explanatorily adequate if “it offers an explanation for the intuition of the native speaker on the basis of an empirical hypothesis concerning the innate predisposition of the child to develop a certain kind of theory to deal with the evidence presented to him.”

§ 5    

27: Assumption of tacitly known linguistic universals. Main question for language acquisition: How does the innate schema of the child (the general definition of “grammar”) look like? How specific is it?

28-29: Main language acquisition argument: rapidity and uniformity of language learning. Formal – Substantive Universals: N, V, A, P – rules of transformation (e.g. semantic features of morphemes must match in order for the construction to make sense) See also work by Katz and Postal. Formal semantics.

§ 6 

30: (12) conditions for a child that is capable of L learning. A child must thus be able in the first place to distinguish between L sound and non-L sounds. It simply cannot do without any description and analysis of the given input. If this was not the case, how would it know what belongs to the language and what not. Reinforcement of parents is not sufficient. Children just pick up L without any special training or “conditioning”.  
31: (13) points that an explanatorily correct linguistic theory must contain. (14) more formal rephrasing of (13).

32: “Thus what is maintained, presumably, is that the child has an innate theory of potential structural descriptions that is sufficiently rich and fully developed so that he is able to determine, from a real situation in which a signal occurs, which structural description may be appropriate to this signal, and also that he is able to do this in part in advance of any assumption as to the linguistic structure of this signal.”

33: Knowledge of L goes far beyond the primary linguistic data. No induction.

34: L learning is only facilitated by linguistic data, not depending on it. Could there be a more formal account for that? The notions of “facilitation” and “dependence” do not seem to be distinct or straight forward. Maybe the notion of a continuum would be advisable. A lot of linguistic debate seems to be concerned with the question of how important one of the two aspects is. Primary emphasis on innateness or on experience?
35: Progress in linguistics consist of finding underlying universal structures.

36: L not seen as a completely arbitrary mater. For C., the non-arbitrariness of L seems to be rooted in highly specialized processes that are organized in a modular way. They simply can not be different. For Cognitive Linguistics, e.g., the non-arbitrariness seems to be based in general cognitive abilities, all closely intertwined. The question is: What does yield the most promising results?

§ 7

39: Methodology: no absolute sense of “simplicity” or of “elegance”.

40: Ordering of transformations seems to be correct, although not simpler in an absolute sense.

43: (16) and (17): Regularities as found in (16) will be expected by the child learning L. It will expect that L cannot do just anything.

44: The child looks for regularities and patterns.

45: The child will try to minimize the feature specification of linguistic entities. 

46: General assumptions about L should be formulated, then deduction of variation or individual languages can follow.

§ 8
47: Input  - Black Box - Output ( What properties must the Black Box have for the child to be able to produce the observed output? Empiricist approach: association, generalization, peripheral processing mechanisms.

49: Rationalist approach: disposition, propensity. Even found in John Locke. Perhaps a bit of an idiosyncratic reading of Locke. I believe that Locke counts as one of the prototypical empiricists.

51: Repetition of Humboldt. David Hume.

52: Leibniz: inclinations, dispositions, habits, natural potentialities.

54: Emptiness of empiricist speculations.

57: Belonging and contributing to the first Cognitive Turn. Dealing with intrinsic cognitive structure.

59: “[…] man is, apparently, unique among animals in the way in which he acquires knowledge.” There is so much innate not because we would necessarily need it (no functional necessity) but because we could potentially make use of it.
§ 9  

60: Distinction between “weak” and “strong” generative capacity. “Weak” ( generates sentences. “Strong” ( generates structural descriptions.       
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