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Abstract

The presentation has three basic themes: (i) Conceptual structure can be characterized explicitly and in a principled manner; this is necessary for revealing descriptions of linguistic phenomena. (ii) Language structure resides in flexible, dynamic symbolic assemblies, consisting of semantic structures, phonological structures, and symbolic links between them. (iii) Symbolic assemblies afford a unified account of lexicon, grammar, and discourse.
Linguistic structures are not static entities, but consist in processing activity, which occurs in certain sequences and takes place concurrently on multiple time scales. Structures are established through connecting operations, effecting the grouping of selected elements in windows of attention. To the extent that this occurs at multiple levels, in windows of different duration, it gives rise to hierarchical organization. In this way seriality and hierarchy are accommodated as co-existing, but often cross-cutting, dimensions of organization in symbolic assemblies.
These basic themes are pursued through discussions of several topics. Reflecting the dynamicity of linguistic structure, paths of mental access have a central role in meaning and grammar. Conceptual characterizations are advanced for basic grammatical categories, noun and verb in particular. Rather than being clearly distinct in nature, grammatical and discourse constructions form a continuous range of symbolic assemblies. The compositional metaphor (building a whole out of smaller parts) has only limited utility. An alternative metaphor, in which a target conception is accessed through a moving window of attention, resolves the apparent problem posed by non-compositional aspects of meaning. It also provides a more straightforward account of numerous phenomena, including zero anaphora, implicit grounding, and informational focus.
