
THE ORIGINS OF LANGUAGE (B) 
This documents looks at the origins of language. It considers the question of whether 
language arose in the human species as the result of communication or whether it arose to 
support our thinking (representation). 
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Five main questions or dimensions can be considered when looking at the subject the origins 
of language (also know as language evolution):  

The early /late dimension: did language evolve early in the history of humans (millions of years ago) or 
did it evolve late (40,000 BP).  

The manual /vocal dimension: did language evolve from the manual (gestural) domain or the vocal 
domain?  

The gradual /catastrophic dimension: did language evolve gradually with many intermediate stages or 
did it emerge catastrophically (i.e. within a few generations) 

→The representational /communicational dimension: did language evolve primarily as a 
representational system to facilitate perception and behaviour or did it evolve to promote 
communication between humans.  

The continuous /discontinuous dimension: does language differ from other animal communication 
systems in degree or kind.  

This document will look at the fourth dimension: did language evolve in order to support 
mental representations or to support communication between humans. In other words, was 
it for intra-human or inter-human purposes? (See document A for answers to some of the 
other questions.)  

REPRESENTATIONAL 

What do we mean by ‘representation’? Language is said to represent states of the world. This 
means that inside our minds we have language which represents the outside world. So when 
we think ‘the cat is on the mat’ this does not mean that there is literally a cat and a mat in our 
minds. The cat and the mat are in the real world, outside of our mind. In our mind, we 



represent this state (the state of the cat being on the mat) through language. Inside our mind 
is the sentence ‘the cat is on the mat’. (Not all scholars accept this viewpoint however.) 

 

 

 

 

Being able to represent states of the world in our minds seems quite useful. If we can think 
the cat is on the mat then presumably we can also think things like: ‘the cat needs to see the 
vet. So I’ll have to take a day of work tomorrow and go see the vet’.  

What we are doing here is saying that language represents the world. It represents the world 
as it currently is (the cat is on the mat) and also the way that we would like it to be (take a 
day off work tomorrow and go see the vet).  

Many scholars believe that language allows us to represent complex states in our minds and 
this leads to us being able to have desires, plans, hopes, knowledge etc. and everything that 
makes us intelligent. Of course there are other things that can go on in our mind. We can see 
an image of a cat sitting on the mat example. But can we use images to plan the future? How 
can we see an image of us taking the day off work and going to see the vet? We might be able 
to visualize these through a video which we could play in our minds. But then more complex 
thought might be difficult. How could we visualize the following sentence for example?  

Even though intelligent animals seem capable of coping with some of the rudimentary characteristics 
of language, they do not seem predisposed to cope with them. (Aitchison) 

It seems hard to see how we could have a thought like this without using language.  

COMMUNICATIONAL 

Language can also be used for communicational purposes. We communicate every day with 
our fellow species whether through oral modes, written modes or hybrid modes on social 
media. Presumably ancient humans also used language to communicate in the past and it 
would have been quite beneficial for them. They could use language to communicate about 
quite a wide range of things including getting food, managing social relations, controlling and 
conferring status, courtship and sex, and child rearing.  

Oral Societies 



In the past, many societies were oral societies where language was primarily conveyed 
through the voice (as opposed to written down). According to Locke and Bogin (2006) words 
have a ‘magical power’.  

This power, and rhetorical force more generally, have been available to those who used an exceptionally 
broad range of words, and phrases that are “ornamented” by material from outside the more limited 
repertoires of their listeners. 

Vocally adept performers are able to maintain the attention of the audience:  

 fixes the attention of the audience more strongly on the performer, binds the audience to the 
performer in a relationship of dependence that keeps them caught up in his [or her] display” (p. 295) 

We know that in many oral societies, speech and status, or power, go hand in hand. Whilst 
today, with the advent of the printing press and social media,  perhaps vocal performance is 
not quite as powerful as it once was but it still holds status for many people. If vocal 
performance held status in the past, then evolution would select for this and vocal 
performance would generally spread throughout the population.  

Courtship and Sex 

Language would also have been very useful for communication involving courtship and sexual 
behaviour. Sexual selection takes two forms:  

an epigamic variant that involves traits appealing to the opposite sex  

and an intrasexual form that involves traits advantageous in competitions among members of the same 
sex 

It is likely that both forms of sexual selection contributed to the elaboration of vocal and 
verbal behavior in the hominin line. 

Adolescents who lacked the ability to compete with their peers within this field were less 
likely to find a mate and pass on their genes. Even today it is know that adolescents who have 
verbal disorders such as stuttering often find difficulty in finding partners of the opposite sex.  

Such would seem to be the case with stutterers, who usually have normal knowledge of language but 
speak disfluently. Interviews indicate that stutterers, who are predominantly male, fear and avoid 
courtship situations (Sampson et al. 2003) and have difficulty forming and maintaining intimate 
relationships (Linn & Caruso 1998). Women, for their part, discover that if they marry a stutterer their 
social life will be greatly limited (Boberg & Boberg 1990). In a survey of attitudes toward individuals 
with handicaps, only 7% of respondents said they would be willing to marry a severe stutterer (Shears 
& Jensema 1969) (Citations from: Locke and Bogin (2006) 

 

Children  

Language would also have been very important for children as it is today. The length of time 
it takes a child to reach maturity is very long in humans – up to 16 years for many children. 
Most of the animal kingdom has vastly shorter maturation times in order to give the non-
adult the best chance of survival.  



For the human child, it is vital that they learn to talk and communicate with their caregivers 
over long periods of time so as to maintain the attention and care they need. During this time, 
it is quite possible that there were pressures on children to evolve in their language capacities 
so as to gain an advantage and ensure survival.  

‘... childhood would have facilitated the evolution of language by extending parental investment to their 
offspring during a period of intense symbolic creativity and increasing autonomy’.(p277) 

 

The parental selection hypothesis proposes that some of the vocal ability presupposed by spoken 
languages emerged from infancy, having been asserted initially by hominin infants and supported by 
interactions with their parents (Locke 2006). According to the hypothesis, infants who issued more 
effective care-elicitation signals e.g., measured or strategic levels of cry) were better positioned to 
receive care than infants who issued stress vocalizations noxiously or inconsolably 

We often think that adults would have driven language evolution but there is an argument 
that a large part of this could have come upwards from the child. It is well know that modern 
day parents accommodate towards the child and there is no reason to suggest that this did 
not happen in the past. Children cooing, babbling and making their first forays in speech might 
have introduced changes into the adult population.  

While there is a disposition to think about infants as imitators of adult behavior, there is, in fact, a 
stronger tendency for parents to copy their infants (Uzgiris et al. 1989). One reason that they do this 
may be to control their infant’s attention. Meltzoff (1990) found that 14-month-olds attended to an 
adult if he precisely replicated the infants’ own actions, doing so far more frequently than when the 
adult performed unmatching actions. The infants’ motivation to attend may relate to the fact that 
contingent responding causes infants to smile, and may be innately pleasurable (Watson 1972; 2001). 
This arrangement – movements by infants and replications by adults – constitutes a dyadic system that 
the infants can control (Chisholm 2003). 

 

REPRESENTATIONAL OR COMMUNICATIONAL? 

While many people assume that language evolved to support the complex communicational 
needs of humans exemplified above, an argument could be made that this came later and 
‘exapted’ onto an existing system. This existing system could have evolved in order to aid 
representation in the human mind. Why would language evolve to be representational? We 
know that some time in the past there was an increase in the brain size of the hominid line. 
In order to support and augment this increase in size, language could have evolved essentially 
to help humans think in more complex ways and to help them represent the world outside. 
Language may have been a by-product of this developing brain or may have been integral in 
why the brain developed so much in the first place. This would have conferred survival 
opportunities on humans who developed such an intra-personal language.  

Later on, after the brain and language had developed within individuals, humans could have 
started to use this complex system to communicate with each other. This idea of one feature 
of human life arising incidentally from a previous development is known as ‘exaptation’ and 
is a well know feature of natural selection.  

Exaptation: the adaptation of an existing structure for a new purpose 



Reboul (2015) has questioned whether language evolved for communication. She suggests 
that natural selection could not account for (i) linguistic creativity nor (ii) cheating & deceiving, 
two features of language use that are regularly observed in humans.  

If language evolved for communication then why would we need the ability to create an 
almost infinite number of sentences? We know that language is a creative system and it is 
very easy to create a sentence that is unique to the world, a sentence that now one else has 
ever uttered or written. Let’s give that a try: 

The existence of natural selection in a document of this type really does confer a survival instinct on the 
writer even thought he may be doomed when he presses the period key. 

If you search for this sentence on google using “quotes” then I’m pretty sure that there will 
not be a document that contains it. The sentence has never been written before now. And it 
is highly unlikely that it has ever been spoken (although we cannot be sure of this).  

So if language evolved to communicate specific ideas between humans, why would it need to 
extend beyond this function and enable us to be creative? The argument thus implied by 
Reboul and others is that creativity is a product of the human brain expansion and not a result 
of communication needs.  

The second argument is that we can use language at times to deceive our fellow human 
beings. If communication is meant to transfer information between two people, then one 
would assume that this communication is generally of a true nature. We don’t observe 
animals in nature communicating false messages to their fellow species. A bee does not do 
the waggle dance and deliberately misinform the other bees of where the nectar is.  Vervet 
monkeys do not make a leopard alarm when they see snake. There is no reason for animals 
to lie to each other since communication is a means of improving the chances of survival of 
the group.  

Yet in the human species, language is often used in ways that are far from truthful. We hide 
the truth if we are disappointed in someone or the gift that they gave. We lie if we know we 
might get intro trouble from our parents or managers. And we often deceive and cheat each 
other in order to gain benefits for ourselves at the expense of others. Why would we do this 
if language has evolved for communicational purposes.  

We are also owed an explanation of how, given that decoupling facilitates cheating and deceiving, while 
the evolution of communication systems is subject to stringent constraints of honesty a communication 
system that incorporates decoupling could ever get off the ground. (Reboul 2015) 

Of course we could always argue that language evolved originally for communication but now 
has been exapted for other purposes.  But then it is possible to argue the opposite of this. In 
fact, the evidence we have for why language has evolved to be the system that it is today is 
so scant that all we are left with is speculation and conjecture. But then why let these get in 
the way of a good debate?   
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