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Introduction

Defining the highest levels of an ontology has consequences throughout the entire system, so it includes often the hardest decisions. Consequently, the discussion of the group revolved about difficult questions concerning definitions of elementary concepts such as sign, feature, form, function, structure. Another topic was the tradeoff between loosely defined categories everyone seems to be happy with at first glance, but nobody can rely on at second, and rigidly defined categories that set sharp cuts but next to everyone has some complaint about. But there was some aggreement on areas where lack of terminological agreement is especially visible and where consequently ontological clarifications would be especially welcome and needed, e.g., to further discussion across the boundaries of different linguisitic schools. 

Discussion

There was agreement that linguistic signs are abstract entities with (necessarily so) property structure (different aspects) and (possibly) meronomic structure (different parts such as morphemes, words, phrases). The aspects of a given sign can be partitioned according to GOLD into 

• form (phonological or orthographic aspect),

• content (semantic and pragmatic aspect), and 

• structure (morphological and syntactic aspect). 

It has been pointed out that of these three terms only content is more or less unambigous where both form and structure have various confusingly different uses in linguistics. When linguistis talk about the form-function distinction, e.g., what they mean is most of the time what is called the structure-content distinction in the terminology used above. Similarly, since there is both phonological structure and semato-pragmatic structure it has to be emphasized that the notion of structure meant above includes only grammatical structure.

Linguistic signs as abstract entities can be instantiated (or realized) by sign tokens in which their form has a concrete realization as a phonetic event (in the case of a sign of oral language; for other modalities correspondingly). The question of the realizations of content and structure in sign tokens has not been addressed. 

A considerable part of the discussion was devoted to spelling out the distinction between content und structure (alias form and function). Bill Croft warned about blurring the border. A pronoun with the value female of the structural feature gender has this feature independent of its use in an exophoric pronoun that refers to a person with female sex (here the morphological aspect codetermines the pragmatic – in the sense of referential – aspect of that sign) or as an anaphor referring back to a noun with female gender (here the morphological aspect of this sign is in line with the morphological aspect of another sign and is independent of the pragmatic aspect). 

Structural features are in general labeled according to one of the semantic and pragmatic uses (ideally their default use) their possessors (signs with these features) have. The group agreed  that it is hard to find structural features that are defined without recourse to content features (augments may be a case in point; clear instances are positional features such as: sentence initial position).

Among the questions that remained open was if the wording used above is correct (it is the signs that bear the features, e.g., the English sign she bears the feature 'female') or if it would be more precise to say that not the signs but their aspects bear features (the structural aspect of, e.g., the English sign she bears the feature 'female'). Both views become compatible if features are uniquely correlated with aspects (which seems plausible), because then one can define 'X has feature Z' just as shorthand for 'aspect Y of sign X has feature Z', where Y is the unique aspect Z belongs to.

