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Let me begin tis review with what cuuld well be its final conclusiun. Lass’
stimulating asid daring buok is a highly recummendable piece uf reading for al!
tbose interested in bistorical linguistics ur in lisiguistics in general.

My reasuns for such an assertion are mainí>’ based un ube general lisies inspiring
tbe essay, very mucb apart from te unes we are getring more and mure used tu tese
days. Lass’s buok is not an introductory buok, nura teaching cumpanion, sior does it
aim at objectivity. On te cuntrary, it is defined as an ‘adult textbuok’, ‘addressed tu
culleagues, advanced students’ and fellow linguists (xiii), unasbamedí>’ subjective,
i.e. ‘prograrnmatic asid polemical’ (xv). Hence its controversial asid distincuive
nature, wbich makes te buok attractive from te very beginnisig.

A guod example uf Lass’s own idea tbat outputs of historical linguists are
vulnerable tu criticism asid evaluation (289). the book’s main interest is tu upenly
defcnd tbe author’ s epistemological and tbeoretical standpoints, and offer ubem as a
solid base for fruitful debate (which they wili unduubtedly raise). Mure specifically,
Lass goes tbrougb tbe complex fuundations of bistorical linguistics, evaluating in
detail our scholarly access tu te past. tu reach a coberent definition uf te study uf
language and language change.

Por tbat purpose Lass selects part of bis well known preoccupations —as
explicitly put forward in previous essays (1978, 1980, 1986)— and revises tbem
togetber in tbe ligbt uf new readings. Special interest is aroused by very general
topics, sucb as the nature of bisturical metalanguage, the meaning of histury in
linguistics, ube rule of tbe (bisturical) lisiguist as mytb-maker and scientific stury-
teller; the relatiunship between linguistic bistory and linguistic structure; tbe kind of
informatiun we get from direct and isidirect sourccs uf data, or te scientific nature of
the so-called reconstructed languages versus tat of dic ducumented unes. Tu give
solid ground tu bis tbeses un tese asid uter particular tupics, Lass msis tbrough
different study cases, most uf tbem taken frum Gennanic asid uther Indocurupean
languages, wbicb serve as examples or coenterexaniples tu prevailing views.

Huwever, it is in te limits Lass imposes un te scientific study of language asid
language cbange wbere the deepest controversy lies. Here Lass places himself must
clearí>’ against the mure generalí>’ accepted views, at times with unnccessary
aggressiveness.

Establisbing systems as tbe main interest any serious linguist should bave, Lass
defends a mudified view uf structuralism, wbicb leaves aside any action-based
perspective un language and consequesitly un language change. Psychu-social and
pragmatic consideratiusis of any kind, i.e. speakers, hearers, situations, mutivations,
ur goals. however interesting asid attractive they ma>’ be, he outside tbe scope of te
discipline. Mureuver, as tbey do not cositribute tu explaining the real asid cbanging
nature of language (325ff), tbere is no puint in ‘misdirecting sciesitific effurts’
(xviii), allowing them tu interfere witb linguistic descriptiun as such.

Lass’s alternative assumptions recognise the strosig influence of the ever-
fascinating writings uf te evolutiunary biulogist S.J. Oould. Language is terefore
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cunceived of as a complex and histurical!>’ evulved system, fulí>’ comparable with
otber such systems. Like them alí, language exbibits a dysiamic and self-regulating
behavicur asid tolerates reasonable levds of disfunctiunality, j.c. uf linguistie junk ur
garbage. Change emerges from tbis junk out of chance or necessity. It is tese changes
and te subsequent restructurings uf ube system that linguists sbuuld describe.

Neverthcless, the real questiun remains whetber this view of language is realí>’
so usiique ur, even mure importantí>’, prcsents radical isicompatFbility with other
cunsiderations une cuuld make un tbe process of linguistic change. It is in this
dialectic fasbion that Lass chuoses tu reintroduce the problem, tbougb perbaps nut
tbe bappiest une.

Lass’s deeply skeptical attitude, drawing clearí>’ from bis assumed deductive
positivism (336) leads him into an unyielding categorical position, at times unfair tu
bis upponents (even derogator>’ in bis reference tu them, see 350, 34Sf, passim).
Being strictly rigurous and a hyperdetailed defender of bis uwn tbcses, he rubs away
other autor’ s views (Anttila, Vennemann, Sbapiro, Eco or Saussure, tu mention
uní>’ a few) citber by presenting counterexamples in isulation, or strctching their
fines of argumentatiun tu extremes where none of them would dare tu tate them.
Lass does nut allow for gradients or clines of any kind, and escapes alí descriptive
refinement when cunsidering such matters as meaningfulness, functionality or
teleulogy in language. In tum, bis concentratiun un phonological issues —though
justified by reasuns uf personal intcrests asid limitations— plays an important rule in
maintaining bis theoretical tenets. Phonology bappens tu be the most mechanical,
uncosisciuus and law-abiding level uf language, thus safest and most suitable tu bis
observations. Dul>’ accepting Lass’s seriousness uf appruach tu science for over
thirty years, te reader gets the impressiun tbat the mure recent insight procedures,
based un prubabilities and tesidencies rather than rules, easily drift into feelings uf
intellectual unrest. AlI tou casil>’ thcy get reduced tu mere self-indulging
gencraiizations of intuitiosis with little real value asid uní>’ pseudu-acadendc isiterest.

On te uther band however, the new scientific paradigm whicb keeps pusbing
strongly since ube seventies looks much mure cuherent than wbat Lass may buree us tu
believe. Despite the place be has chosen tu uccupy within the iinguistic cummunity,
sorne of dxc concepts and ideas favuurcd in tis book remain close to tose defended
witin models Lass enjoys rcjecting. ‘[u give but a few examples, bis idea of linguistic
junk or garbage can be easiiy paralícled tu linguistic fringes or peripherial spaces of
cugnitive síudies, ami bis ‘exaptatiun proceases do rol difíer loo much fruta what
oter researchers see as shifts in te force of attracturs ur changing foci of attention.

No doubt there remain man>’ problems tu be solved in order tu explain the
changing nature of language. As Lass himself recognises, ube gap between the micro-
pragmatic side of language and its mure cunventiunal, stable asid systemic
appearance is ver>’ hard tu bridge. But tbc radical defence of language independence
versus ube clear!>’ interacting psychological and social systems does not seem tu be
tbe clearcst way tu succcss. On page 36Sf, Lass compares language with
matbematics. ‘(M)athematics’. he argues, is a product of te human mmd, and yet is
also autonumous uf anything peculiar tu psychulogy’. Apparently, though, things
begin tu get fuzzier in tese traditionally clear fields too, and serious doubts are cast
un their indepesidence from human minds. (See O. Johnson 1998, ‘¿Son las
matemáticas una invención?’, El País 4.3.1998).
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1 sball conclude witb a pIca fur more buoks like tbis une. They reflect tbe
natural scientific strains tu sbape clear and honest landscapes out uf utherwise
scattered data, avoiding isidulgence in tbe deepest buman desire tu reach irrefutable
explanation. An excellent reflection un wbat we are engaged in.
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