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10) CONCLUDING REMARKS : SOME TYPOLOGICAL AND CONTRASTIVE CONSIDERATIONS 

I began this essay by bringing up the fact that current linguistic studies agree in the conviction that human languages are basically a matter of perception. However, the starting point of these approaches - valuable as they certainly are- has much more to do with reality than with linguistic systems as such. I would like to quote the well known opinion of G.A. Miller and Ph. N. Johnson-Laird (1976, Language and Perception, Harvard University Press, 704) because it could be considered a standard of what more and more scholars are calling perceptual linguistics: "Language can apply to the non linguistic world, however, and this fact cannot be ignored by a theory of meaning. It is perhaps the single most important feature of language; a theory that overlooks it will provide simply a means of translating natural language into theoretical language. Although such a theory may be extremely useful as a device for formulating intensional relations, its ultimate value rests on a tacit appeal to its users' extensional intuitions...Yet it would be a mistake to ignore the lesson of extensionalism. A semantic theory having no contact with the world, a mere translation of one set of words into another, is a ladder without rungs. One of the main burdens of our attempt to relate language to perception was to provide an extensional basis for the meanings of words".

My own position on this topic has been, no doubt, precisely the one that Miller and Johnson-Laird, as many others, seem to rule out. Certainly the main burdens of my attempt to relate language to perception were to provide an intensional basis for translating natural languages into theoretical language. It is no wonder that extensionalism is somehow lacking in the present essay: in fact this type of approach, characterized by taking into account the relationships of words to phonic or conceptual reality -induced topologies-, and the relationships of utterances to the world -product topologies-, has been worked out in an entire series of recent papers such as in the Miller and Johnson Laird's book; hence one is allowed to overlook it without being charged with epistemological inconsistency, I believe.

The extensional point of view in this "language and perception" topic is certainly a very important one, but the intensional standpoint cannot be excluded either. Otherwise, how should we account for the fact that human languages reflect reality in rather unrelated and specific ways? Anthropologists like to claim that this is due to the fact that the cultures these languages manifesting usually differ. But although this is often what seems to happen, it makes no sense to say that European languages differ because of the different cultures existing among the people who speak them (in fact, Finnish, an Uralic language, and Swedish, a Germanic one, are spoken by the same people in the same cultural environment; in northern Spain, Basque -perhaps a Caucasic language- and Spanish -a Romance language- are shared by some people, etc; when looking at South America, at India, or at countries of the middle Africa fringe, the problem repeatedly arises). All over the world bilingualism seems to be the norm, rather than the exception.

Only when translating natural languages into theoretical patterns will we be able to compare two samples of the first: for this reason the intensional method I will adopt at this point will be to focus on the "language-metalanguage" relationship -i.e. the paradox of boundary-, because if language A can be spoken by some people along with language B, it is due to the fact that both relate to the same metalinguistic consciousness where those languages agree. In general:
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The relation of type to type constitutes the main focal point of typological and contrastive linguistic studies. What will the étalon that enables us to compare languages look like? The methodological and epistemological decision we will adopt in relation to this topic is very clear: because of the relationship held by language and perception, it seems very likely that the common set of perceptual strategies, which explains how languages relate to their respective metalanguages, might explain the ways languages relate to each other as well. 

If we are able to develop topological grammars of two specific languages A and B -i.e. if we can establish how the linguistic utterances of A and B and their respective metalinguistic uses are linked to each other-, and if we do so by making use of the perceptual patterns of type , then we will not jeopardize the adequateness of our theory by extending it to , that is, by assuming that these very perceptual laws allow us to contrast A and B, because actually people are able to learn any human language and to figure it out by means of those laws, be it A or B, or A and B.

The study of bilingualism and the typological and contrastive linguistic studies constitute in fact the same approach to language, the former having to do with the perceptual and neurolinguistic side of the issue, the second with the formal facet. Nevertheless, precisely because categorial forms and perceptual strategies are a matter of topology, typological linguistics is able to equate andand join them.

The above considerations suggest then that contrastive topological linguistics will determine either what a topological function looks like in several languages (for instance, which categorial readings of the  unit of the rective level exist in Spanish and English first step morphosyntax), or how a set of words or utterances that are mutually translatable among several languages are built up in terms of topological functions in each of them (for example, which functions and categories correspond to the English I am hungry  that translates into Spanish tengo hambre).

On the other hand, typological topological linguistics would establish whether as a result of the above matchings of languages yielded by contrastive linguistics some general linguistic types can be established; according to this it seems to be a rather inductive method, and in fact most of recent research in typology has been undertaken in such a way.

Nevertheless the hypothetical deductive methods need not be ruled out. As is known, before inductive efforts grew in the sixties (J. Greenberg, 1966, "Some Universals of Grammar with Particular Reference to the Order of Meaningful Elements", J. Greenberg (ed.). Universals of Language  The M.I.T. Press. 33-6), scholars recognized four main linguistic types that, although not completely accommodated to any particular language, outlined four fundamental patterns that the entire system of human languages tends to cover. Nowadays these patterns -flexive, agglutinative, polysynthetic, and isolating- look rather suspicious and vague, but the fact they were established as such is interesting, because it constitutes a piece of metalinguistic discourse that was intended to concern linguistic reality. For this reason it would be worth trying to predict these tendencies in a topological linguistics, which is a theory that takes language and metalanguage simultaneously into account.

To tackle the problem at once we will search for a rather straightforward explanation. What meaning is the term type of language intended to convey? When referring to the entire linguistic system and not to a particular component, it cannot help but mean other than "the type of relationship each component of the system holds with the remaining ones." When speaking of the dimensions of the linguistic space we said that the total-sound dimension, the partial-sound dimension, and the sound-meaning dimension, divide this space into three main components, i.e. phonosyntax, morphosyntax, and semosyntax. Nonetheless these boundaries need not be inflexible: in order to guarantee a stronger cohesion of the space some components can go beyond these limits and can try to accommodate to the laws that govern the neighbouring systems.

This kind of border trespassing outlines four fundamental linguistic types that correspond to the four tendencies generally recognized by nineteenth scholars:




This is the well known inflecting type where each component tries to remain separate from the others. Although there are no entirely flectional systems some languages, like Latin, basically follow this pattern.




 This is the agglutinative type where each morpheme always tends to display the same functional meaning. Although there are no entirely agglutinative systems some languages as Finnish basically follow this pattern.




  This is the polysynthetic type where the limits of the semosyntactic nodes (the clauses) and the limits of the phonosyntactic nodes (the minimal suprasegmental entities, which in Indoeuropean languages correspond to the syllable) tend to coincide, and hence each completely performed phonic pattern is not a syllable but an entire utterance, and the sentences of this type look like word-sentence compounds. Although there are no pure polysynthetic systems some languages, like Eskimo, basically follow this pattern.




 This is the isolating type where no morpheme shows morphophonemic variation, but its meanings can widely vary according to its position in the sentence. Although there are no pure isolating systems some languages, like Chinese, basically follow this pattern.

I would like to point out that in fact any description of English in topological linguistics has to be implicitly aware of these tendencies: being historically of the inflecting type, English tends toward the agglutination, and for this reason, for example, prepositions were treated as morphological markers of the verb (A. López García, 1988, "A Characterization of Perceptual Linguistics with a Sketch of the English Verbal System in Liminar Grammar", LynX , I, 9-51) On the other hand, English also approaches the isolating type because most of its verbal sememes can function as nouns without any phonological change being required -the rear/to rear, the book/to book, etc-: this property was taken into account too when we applied the phonosyntactical laws to the contraction processes, because they are the processes that contribute to mix phonic and morphic components. 

At any rate, the typological types 2)-3)-4), as opposed to 1), require some kind of formal agreement among the categories of the components that are combined, the remaining component being set apart from them and analyzed on its own. The topological grammar of the Basque language -typically agglutinating, cfr. A. López García, 1984, "Bosquejo de gramática liminar de la lengua vasca", Fontes Linguae Vasconum, 44, 227-330- could be improved a great deal by trying a correlating morpho-semosyntactic categorization process: before any further research can be undertaken in the domain of isolating and polysynthetic languages we can establish that this procedure will be the correct one.

The hypothetical-deductive approach and the inductive approach  applied to typology need not be seen as unrelated from a topological linguistic point of view: in fact our well known four topological and gestaltic structures lie at the foundations of the four universal linguistic properties that current investigation usually recognizes; thus determination (H. Seiler, 1978, "Determination: a functional Dimension for interlanguage comparison", H. Seiler (ed.), Language Universals, Tübingen, Günter Narr, 301-328) has to do with the enunciative structure; possession (H. Seiler, 1983, Possession as an Operational Dimension of Language, Tübingen, Günter Narr) is linked to anaphora, i.e. to the agreement structure; apprehension (H. Seiler, 1986, Apprehension. Language Object and Order. Part III: the Universal Dimension of Apprehension, Tübingen, Günter Narr) looks at the referent whose formal image is constituted by the rective structure; word order (J. Hawkins, 1983, Word Order Universals, New York, Academic Press) is concerned with the textual structure. In conclusion: the empirical typology of the UNYTYP project seems to start from the same parameters as our deductive topological approach. By the way: the parameters whose determination is recently being performed by G.G. seem to be very similar as well.

          -------------------------------------

As I said above several problems still remain in developing a topological linguistics. Nevertheless the more research done on a widespread sample of languages, the less the nuances of a new language that could hardly have been accounted for in purely descriptive ways will fail to be accurately explained by the grammar. There is a reason for this, of course: since topological linguistics allows the considering of language and metalanguage at the same time, it turns out that any increase of consciousness we get from the study of particular languages will simultaneously represent an improvement of the method as such. Linguistics has traditionally been faced with two kinds of dificulties. First, to figure out the pattern that lays down an excessive amount of facts from hundreds of languages. Second, to succeed in applying the pattern of some of them (usually Greek or Latin, and lately English) to any other. However, topologically what the linguist detects by looking into languages is not the facts, but rather ways of perceiving the perception of linguistic facts, and these ways, shared by many other semiotic systems, can enter the general framework without difficulty. 
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