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In this article some aspects of the relation between linguistics and psychology are 
considered. It will be shown that some present day linguistic practices are dubious 
from the psychological point of view (section 4), whereas at the same time the psy­
chological relevance of linguistic theory is central to the transformationalists con­
ception of linguistics (section 2). But even if linguistics is given a more moderate 
place in the psychology of language (section 3), certain types of linguistic data, na­
mely different sorts of linguistic intuitions, deserve very careful attention in view 
of their psychological unreliability. Uncontrolable introspectionism should be avoi­
ded and some recommendations to this effect are made (section 5). It is especially 
stressed that the linguist should not rely on absolute judgment of grammaticality, 
but only on relative (rank order) judgments; that he should order his rules with 
respect to their grammatical importance; and that he should study intuitions which 
have a high degree of reliability, such as intuitions on cohesion. 

The paper is introduced by a short historical note (section 1), which out­
lines the main conceptions of the relation between psychology and linguistics during 
the past century and a half. 

1. An historical note 

The views on the relations between psychology and linguistics are as diverse as-the 
opinions about the relation between human mind and human language. The nine­
teenth and twentieth century literature on this subject is so extensive, that any short 
review necessarily oversimplifies the intricate matters involved. This is especially true 
for the present introduction, which will confine itself to a summary indication of 
the three most outstanding conceptions that have been proposed during this period. 
They are: (a) psychology should be based on linguistics, (b) psychology and lingu­
istics are essentially independent disciplines, (c) linguistics should be rooted in psy­
chology. 

a) Psychology based on linguistics 

It was notably STEINTHAL, who emphasized that the functioning of the mind is 
to a strong degree determined by the structure of language. The intimate relation 
between the laws of thought and the form of language makes the study of language 
the natural way to the study of the human mind. In his Grammatik, Logik and Psy-
chologie (1855), STEINTHAL introduces psychology with a review of linguistics. 
(For an interesting discussion of STEINTHAL's work as well as other historical sour­
ces of psycholinguistics, see BLUMENTHAL 1970.) 
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STEINTHAL's views were strongly influenced by the German idealistic 
tradition, especially by HUMBOLDT. HUMBOLDT had described language as a cre­
ative activity of the mind. The finite means of language used by the mind for the 
expression of thoughts is called Sprachform by von HUMBOLDT, and he states 
(1836, p 301): 'The laws of thought are strictly the same for all peoples, and the 
grammatical forms of language only differ within a specific range, because they de­
pend on these laws" (see note 1 for the original text). Though it is clear from this 
citation that HUMBOLDT does not really base psychology on linguistics, as STEIN-
THAL does, HUMBOLDT explicitly remarks that the particular "choice" a language 
community makes within this specific.range — which he calls Innere Sprachform — 
is identical with the people's Weltanschauung (see note 2). This basic identity of 
language and "view of the world" is not only characteristic of STEINTHAL's work, 
but also of the views of many later linguists, such as SAPIR and WHORF. Especi­
ally the latter's "linguistic relativity hypothesis" (WHORF, 1956) is a distinct and 
recent example of rooting psychology in linguistics: man's picture of the universe 
is determined by his linguistic background. 

b) Psychology and linguistics independent 

The statement that psychology and linguistics are independent disciplines is never 
motivated from an alleged unrelatedness of their objects. It is the actual approach 
within these disciplines which makes them independent in the view of many scho­
lars. A good example is SAUSSURE (1916), who remarks that linguistics should be 
a subdiscipline of semiology, a (then) not existing science, which in its turn should 
be part of social psychology. In spite of this theoretical link between psychology 
and linguistics, SAUSSURE in fact proposes an extreme separation of these sciences. 
The absence of "semiology" as envisaged by SAUSSURE obliges the linguist to de­
cide for himself in these matters. 

BLOOMFIELD too in his later work (1933) pays only lip service to the 
intimate relations between psychology and linguistics. In actual practice, however, 
he ignored psychology completely. This virtual separation of the two disciplines was 
rather predominant in the American tradition untill the fifties. 

c) Linguistics based on psychology 

Herman PAUL (1886) and the other so-called Junggrammatiker tried to root lingu­
istics in psychology, by using psychological principles for the explanation of lingu­
istic (diachronic) laws. Wilhelm WUNDT, their Leipziger fellow townsman, essenti­
ally adopted this same attitude in his psychology of language, which was an integra­
tion of the main trends of his time. Central in WUNDT's system (1900) is the idea­
listic notion of Apperzeption. Apperception is the conscious focussing of an image 
or part of an image in relation to a larger whole. A psycholinguistic example of this 
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process is the generation of a sentence. A sentence is the result of a hierarchical arti­
culation of a Gesamtvorstellung (a "general impression")- WUNDT draws diagrams 
of how parts and subparts of such an image become conscious; they look very much 
like deep structures in modern transformational grammar. 

From the empiricistic Junggrammatiker-tiadition WUNDT uses the no­
tation of association which is especially relevant for the explanation of morphologi­
cal and phonological phenomena, the so-called Aussere Sprachform (see note 3). 

WUNDT's psychology-based theory of language was hardly affected by 
the work of his young colleague Ferdinand de SAUSSURE, who introduced the di­
stinction oi langue and actes de parole: Langue is a property of the language com­
munity, a system of norms and rules, to which an individual language user should 
adhere in order to make his actes de parole communicative. WUNDT did not sym­
pathize with the idea of putting language aside as something meta-psychological. 

This is also true of BOHLER (1934), who did accept SAUSSURE's di­
chotomy, but who tried to give it a psychological basis by construing langue as a 
psychological "instrument" (organon). 

Many linguists on the continent, and most of them strongly influenced 
by WUNDT, have at the beginning of this century tried to explain linguistic pheno­
mena by psychological "laws". One outstanding example was the Dutchman Van 
GINNEKEN(1906). 

2. Competence and performance — the transformationalistic 
point of view 

After a long structuralist period during which a virtual separation of linguistics and 
psychology was predominant, a new shift took place during the sixties. CHOMSKY 
and his coworkers, as well as the psycholinguists influenced by transformational 
grammar, strongly stressed their viewpoint that "linguistics is a chapter of human 
psychology" (CHOMSKY, 1968). The essence of the relation between linguistics 
and psychology is the "interfacing" of competence and performance. Competence 
is the creative language capacity of the language user. It is the — mainly unconscious 
— knowledge of the language user which enables him to produce and understand an 
unlimited number of sentences. Performance is the actual use of this knowledge in 
speaking, hearing, writing and other language activities. CHOMSKY'S and the cur­
rently predominant notions among transformational linguists about the place of 
competence in a model of the language user, can best be summarized by some cita­
tions. "To study actual linguistic performance, we must consider the interaction of 
a variety of factors, of which the underlying competence of the speaker-hearer is 
only one" (CHOMSKY, 1965, p. 4). Other factors are psychological variables such 
as attention, memory span, etc. The following scheme summarizes this point of 
view: 
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Linguistic competence 

Attentional factors 

Memory span 

Motivational factors 
etc. 

Linguistic performance, 

where linguistic performance involves production and perception of sentences, the 
judgment of sentences with respect to their grammaticality or their status to para­
phrase of other sentences, etc. The linguist tries to study and explain the one factor 
"competence" by controlling irrelevant factors as much as possible. He will especi­
ally investigate "clear cases", i. e. sentences which have an obvious status of gram­
maticality in the language. The linguist's developing theory will in the long run also 

yield structural descriptions for more complicated, less clear cases. Their grammati­
cality will be decided by the theory, so to speak, instead of by the more or less con­
fused informant. In short, the linguist studies linguistic performance under the as­
pect of linguistic competence. 

The psychologist, on the other hand, studies linguistic performance un­
der the aspect of the interaction of competence and the other psychological factors. 
An example is the study of how people understand multiply embedded sentences. 
From the clear cases (singly embedded sentences) the structure of such sentences is 
known. The psycholinguistic problem is how limitations of human processing capa­
city, such as short term memory span, push down storage capacities etc., affect the 
understanding of such sentences. 

In this view, therefore, the linguist provides a psychological sub-theory, 
a theory about a relatively autonomous psychological capacity. The psycholinguist's 
task is to integrate this theory in a more inclusive theory of linguistic performance. 

The status of "competence", therefore, is comparable to the place of 
the notion "intelligence" in psychology. It is a theoretical construct to denote a re­
latively autonomous factor, which underlies a large variety of human behaviours. 
Such constructs have to prove their usefulness. After seven decades of intelligence 
research, there is little doubt about the notion of intelligence in this respect. Simi­
larly, "linguistic competence" may prove to be equally efficacious. Just as the strong 
interrelations between different forms of "intelligent behaviour" justify the con­
struct "intelligence", empirical facts about relations between various types of lingu­
istic performance should justify the notion of "linguistic competence". It is the lin­
guist's task to find the necessary empirical evidence, "to determine from the data of 
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performance the underlying system of rules that has been mastered by the speaker-
hearer and that he puts to use in actual performance" (CHOMSKY, 1965, p. 4). This 
system of rules is called a grammar, which denotes both the competence itself and 
the theory of the linguist: "We use the term "grammar" with a systematic ambiguity. 
On the one hand, the term refers to the explicit theory constructed by the linguist 
and proposed as a description of the speaker's competence. On the other hand, we 
use the term to refer to this competence itself (CHOMSKY and HALLE, 1968, p.3). 

Summarizing the transformationalists conception: linguistics is a chap­
ter of psychology, it studies a set of psychological conditions underlying all linguistic 
performance, this set is called "linguistic competence". 

3. Competence and linguistic intuitions 

If one accepts for the moment the idea of one linguistic competence, which under­
lies all linguistic performance, the interesting question arises whether it is this com­
petence which is actually studied in transformational linguistic practice to date. The 
answer is, I think, negative. It seems to me that transformational grammars are not 
theories of linguistic competence in this particular sense. That is, it seems necessary 
to reject the just mentioned "systematic ambiguity" of the term "grammar". Which, 
in fact, are the "data of performance" studied by linguists in the transformational 
tradition? They are certainly not the primary data of linguistic performance such 
as actual speech, verbal expression of complicated states of affairs in the informant's 
environment, discussions between people, and suchlike (For an interesting categori­
zation of linguistic data, see BEVER, 1970a.) The predominantly analyzed linguistic 
data are of a very different, "secondary" character. They are mainly judgments of 
grammaticality, of paraphrase relationships, of word and phrase relations, etc. These 
can be called meta-linguistic data, i. e. judgments about language. The standard term 
for such data is: "linguistic intuitions". It follows that a grammar (based on such 
data) is a theory of linguistic intuitions. This in itself is not in contradiction with 
the transformationalistic conception. It could be the case that a theory of linguistic 
intuitions coincides with the theory of the hypothesized underlying linguistic com­
petence. However, this is doubtful in view of the very special psychological status 
of linguistic intuitions among the data of linguistic performance. It is not at all ob­
vious that intuitions will reveal the underlying competence. One argument pro is 
that the linguist or informant who considers the grammaticality of a sentence tries 
to imagine an actual situation of "primary" performance in order to decide whether 
the sentence "could be said", i. e. is grammatical. Intuitions would then be seconda­
ry reflexions of primary performance. There are two problems involved in this argu­
ment. There is, firstly, nothing known about the accuracy and completeness of such 
reflexions. It is not only possible, but also quite likely, that the informant will de­
cide on the ungrammatically of a type of sentence, which he nevertheless utters fre-
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quently. This may Simply be due to the fact that he happens not to imagine the ap­
propriate practical situation. But more seriously, it may be that he is applying diffe­
rent standards in the actual and imagined situation. Secondly, if the linguist or infor­
mant is indeed imagining the primary speech situation while making his judgments, 
it is most unlikely that he will imagine the situation without the "irrelevant" psycho­
logical factors. The decision whether a sentence "could be said" will again be depen­
dent on considerations of memory span, naturalness, etc. There is, in our opinion, a 
complete absence of arguments in the literature in favor of the thesis that linguistic 
intuitions reveal the underlying linguistic competence. For recent contra arguments 
we should refer the reader to BEVER (1970a, b) and WATT (1970). Under the cir­
cumstances we are not disposed to generalize the psychological importance of trans­
formational grammars beyond their "face value", i. e. as theories of linguistic intui­
tions. In the following we will investigate some psychological problems involved in 
intuitive data of this sort (section 4), and propose a few solutions (section 5). Be­
fore going into those issues, however, we wish to make three additional remarks a-
bout grammars, intuitions and competence. 

Firstly, it need hardly be argued that a grammar could be something 
different than a theory of linguistic intuitions. Grammars based on more primary 
data of linguistic performance could be (and are being) developed. Instances are 
grammars of dead languages. These are mainly based on samples of written utter­
ances and only exceptionally on linguistic intuitions (These are the rare instances, 
where descriptions of linguistic intuitions exist in the available texts.) A more im­
portant instance is children's grammars. As an informant the child is a failure. The 
young child is not able to make systematic judgments about his own language. All 
recent work on child grammars (see McNEILL, 1970) is based on data other than 
intuitions. The data are samples of actual utterances, imitations, or non-linguistic 
performance elicited by verbal instructions ("comprehension tasks"). So, our study 
of linguistic intuition is only prompted by actual linguistic practice in transforma­
tional work, not by any principled conception of linguistics as necessarily a theory 
of linguistic intuitions. 

Secondly, within the limitations of this actual practice I fully agree that 
a grammar is a psychological theory. Intuition is traditionally a psychological topic, 
and intuitive judgments are traditional data in psychology. Intuitive judgment was 
as basic to e. g. the Wurzburg School for its study of thinking, as it is at present for 
theories of choice (preference judgments), subjective probability, perception (judg­
ments of stimulus similarity), etc. 

Thirdly, though I would welcome any serious effort towards empirical 
justification of the theoretical construct of "linguistic competence" in the sense of 
a system of rules, put to use in actual linguistic performance, it seems to me that 
the notion is not essential to linguistic theory. Even if it could not be maintained 
that one system of rules underlies all linguistic performance, a systematic theory of 
linguistic intuitions would still be possible, interesting, and necessary. 


