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This book (hereinafter LN) lays out the 2007 exposition of Word Grammar (WG), a theory of language identified primarily with the author, retired University College London linguist Richard A. Hudson, and his numerous students (cf. Gisborne 2008). Drawing its inspiration in part from M.A.K. Halliday’s Systemic Grammar (cf. Hudson 1971) and historically from H’s own Daughter Dependency Grammar (1976), WG in its evolving instantiations begins by defining language knowledge as “knowledge of words and their properties” (LN: 5).  
In brief, WG rejects the traditional and persisting distinction between the grammar and the lexicon. In place of dynamic, ordered grammatical rules and relatively static, self-contained lexical items, WG takes seriously the classic Saussurean view of language as “a system of interdependent terms in which the value of each term results solely from the simultaneous presence of the others” (Saussure 1959, cited in LN: 1). WG postulates that “Language is a conceptual network” (Hudson 1984: 1 and LN: 1) in which each network element—whether a word or a word property—possesses connections of various sorts, both semantic and syntactic, to one or more other elements. 
The “new” WG, as implied by LN’s title and underlined in the Preface (pp. vii-xi), differs from H’s two previous expositions (1984, 1990) first and foremost in its expanding embrace of everything experimental psychology has determined about linguistic and other cognitive processing, especially in its incorporation of the processes of “spreading activation” and “default inheritance” as the prime (and perhaps sole) sources of dynamism and efficiency in language networks. Spreading activation reveals itself in speech errors and in priming effects, where the frequency, recency, and (network) proximity of phonological, morphological, syntactic, semantic, and other neighbors affect each other’s production or reception. 
Default inheritance, which can be seen as a special case of spreading activation driven by the inherent structure of the network rather than contextual happenstance, reveals itself in “the logic of ordinary reasoning which allows us to assume that something has its expected (‘default’) properties unless we have evidence to the contrary” (LN: viii). In other words, the observed or explicitly ascribed properties of a given token or type heighten the activation of that element’s unobserved and implicit but expected properties, which it “inherits” by virtue of the element’s being a member of a larger conceptual category. In this way the lexeme robin does not need to have in its lexical representation all of the characteristics of the category bird because, as H puts it, a robin “isa” bird. 
By restricting “isa” inheritance to tokens, WG avoids a major process-driven problem: if inheritance applied to types, each type would inherit any number of properties, which could quickly clog the network. Furthermore, by allowing lexical information to preempt heritable information WG enables, for example, the flightlessness of penguins, assuming it is known by a given language user, to override the flight-worthy property of other birds while inheriting all of the remaining properties, such as has-wings, has-beak, and lays-eggs. At the same time, WG allows a given element in the language network to possess properties that are also heritable by virtue of that element’s “isa” connections, thus allowing the network to exhibit considerable redundancy, just as the psycholinguistic evidence suggests: Some people, by virtue of their greater knowledge of penguins per se, may exhibit strong priming of “feather” by the input “penguin”, while others may exhibit much weaker priming, by virtue of activating “feather” by inheritance from bird.
By applying spreading activation and default inheritance together in a network’s processing of linguistic tokens, WG accounts for moment-by-moment, context-sensitive “Node creation and definition—creating two new nodes for the current word [or other linguistic] token: E, for the experience itself, and T, for its ‘type’ (which may already be classified as a word [or other linguistic class]. The procedure is basically the same whether E is the word [or other form] currently being perceived or the target of speech planning; but in one case it is the form that is already known whereas in the other it is the meaning” (LN: 44). WG thus provides a powerful explanatory model for both the reception and production of language.  
Given the plausibility and clarity of H’s account of language processing, and its obvious and relatively easy explanation of robust psycholinguistic findings, including even studies of language learning (LN: 52-59, 128-130) and code-mixing (LN: 239-246), WG appears to be one of the few linguistic theories to provide the beginnings of a realistic theory of linguistic performance (the processes whereby we comprehend and produce language), rather than merely competence (the structural knowledge to which these receptive and expressive processes somehow appeal in doing their work). WG challenges the competence/performance dichotomy by showing that a unified model of language knowledge can include both “structure” and “process”. H also rightly rejects the longstanding dichotomy between long-term and short-term memory in favor of the concept of “working memory”, the portion of memory activated at a given point in time, which exhibits much the same spreading-activation characteristics as the conceptual network that underlies language.  
A full account of the observable properties of language performance in the raw will of course include nearly innumerable impinging variables (memorization, suggestion, fatigue, distraction, obsession, disease, individual differences, etc.), but WG gives us one of the most promising models yet of what we might call “idealized linguistic performance” which at the same time provides ready explanations of a wide variety of linguistic errors and predilections.  Language networks are the way to go.
My review of H’s pre-WG book on “non-transformational grammar” (Hudson 1976) concluded that “Its only obvious defects are defects it shares with all structure-defining models of language. And its strengths, in its claims for the mono-structural nature of syntactic representations and the multiple dependencies that exist among syntactic elements, make it an attractive model from which to derive hypotheses about the psychological processes that underlie people's ability to comprehend sentences” (Straight 1978: 456). H’s commitment to a “structural” as opposed to a “processual” (Straight 1993) view of the nature of linguistics has been overcome by his use of psycholinguistic findings and models that in the end rightly threaten to erase the distinction between (synchronic) linguistics and cognitive psychology. WG provides a working model not only of the declarative propositional knowledge possessed by a language user (competence) but also of the dynamic processes whereby a user activates this knowledge in the course of language perception, production, and acquisition (performance).
Language thus becomes one, and perhaps the most important one, of the products of primate cognitive evolution. By means of its non-distributed symbolic conceptual network contents, WG may provide exactly what is needed to distinguish human from pre-human cognitive networks, which lack perhaps most conspicuously the concept of “word” (cf. Straight 1999), which is of course WG’s central concept (cf. Deacon 1997).  
H wisely observes (LN: 62) that WG will in the end achieve empirical validation by means of computer-instantiated tests of its ability to account for observed language comprehension and production by actual human beings (correcting, as always, for extraneous factors). With a bit more specificity regarding WG’s input-output characteristics, WG may soon provide important new evidence on the nature of the human language faculty. We can also hope that H’s work will in time converge with the work of Terrence Deacon (1997), Sydney Lamb (1998), and others who are trying to connect the constituent elements of their psycholinguistic models to what we know about the properties of the cerebral cortex and other neurophysiological entities.
This book is not for novices. To appreciate (and challenge) LN’s theoretical underpinnings and empirical contributions, even advanced undergraduates majoring/reading in linguistics would probably find the book heavy-going. Despite its expository clarity and theoretical perspicacity I hesitate to recommend this book for any but an at least fledgling linguist, or an at least intermediate-level psycholinguist. Philosophers, cognitive scientists, and AI specialists will reap benefit from LN’s careful but trenchant departures from their standard views on the nature of networks and how to employ them in real-time language processing.

The publisher deserves credit for producing a virtually flawless book. The occasional special symbols and many dependency and inheritance diagrams, with their numerous branches, arrows, and labels, are uniformly easy to read, and Hudson’s narrative descriptions of them are fully in line with the figures. There are some typographical errors (e.g. “tzero” for “to” on p. 1, “break-of” for “beak-of” in Figure 1.7 on p. 19, and “Figure 1.18” for “Figure 1.17” on p. 36), but nothing that left me guessing. The index is unusually helpful; the terms and authors I cross-checked while reading were all included, with correct page numbers (though I have never understood why the pages on which references to particular publications are made do not appear in parentheses after their respective entries in the list of references; this would be especially useful when several works by the same author appear in the list).
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