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The Formalist problem

The origin of language is a hot topic currently, and experts from many fields
are working at solving this fundamental mystery of being human.

Surprisingly, though, not many are from my academic discipline of
linguistics. For linguists there are several problems with this subject area.
First, there is the famous 1865 edict from the Academie Francaise against
speculative pre-historical articles on language origins. Second, there is the
claim by the father of modern linguistics, Ferdinand de Saussure, that
language cannot be studied simultaneously as a structure and as a process of
change through time. Third, there is the view of Noam Chomsky, that
language is the result of a macromutation; there is no point trying to find
precedents for language in the behaviours of close genetic relatives because
there are none.

So, linguists have largely left the field of language origins to others. This
has produced a strange anomaly. Chomskyan, or formalist, linguistics is the
most visible version of linguistic theory, so it has been adopted by many
non-linguists as the basis for their ideas on language origins — minus the
macromutation, of course. Derek Bickerton has proposed a two-step
process, whereby a “non-syntactic” form of protolanguage preceded full
language. He points to pidgins and creoles as examples of how this
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occurred; but he does not fully address timescales, what the protolanguage
would have looked like, or how it eventually became full language. Steven
Pinker suggests a series of small incremental steps, but his approach suffers
from the same problems as Bickerton. Michael Corballis has suggested that
Bickerton’s protolanguage could have been gestural rather than vocal, but
this only adds further complication; why did it move from vocal to gestural
and back again? If one form works better than the other, why didn’t it stay
in that form?

In recent years, major cracks have begun to appear in the formalist
theoretical edifice. Formalist linguistics has always taken the view that
language cannot be discovered by statistical analysis, linguistics can only be
done by introspection on form or structure. This was fine when gathering
statistical data was a long and complex task; but modern technology has
considerably reduced gather and analysis times, and it has provided masses
of easily-analysed data through computer databases — including, of course,
that modern linguistic wonder, the World Wide Web.

And what happens when we start to analyse all this data? One by one, the
“universals” of language proposed by Formalists have fallen.

As more evidence has been gathered over the years, Chomsky has
repeatedly changed his model. There’s nothing wrong with this: as Edward
de Bono says, what is the point of having a mind if you can’t change it? But
it has become increasingly clear that a structural model of the universals in
language cannot go much beyond the action-object distinction and the
subject-verb-object propositional form. The discovery by Daniel Everett of a
tribe in South America, the Pirahd, who do not even have recursion in their
language, has removed the last prop from Chomsky’s current model.

The undermining of Formalism has, however, been a very productive
process. We now have those two true universals — action-object, and the
propositional form — and we can start looking at non-human systems of
signalling to find some useful language progenitors.

What is language for?

Let us start by asking what humans do with language; and the answer has to
be “pretty much everything”. We use it to think — although not all our
thoughts are linguistic; we use it to communicate — although not all our
utterances are linguistic; and we use it to do things, such as get married —
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although only a small subset of our actions are linguistic. I’'m not going to
address the last process, which | believe is a spandrel of language as
communication. Instead | will concentrate on language within and between
minds, and the correspondences that can be drawn with nonhuman cognition
and signalling.

If we look at our closest living relatives, the chimpanzees and bonobos, then
we are looking at animals that are very different to humans. While there is
considerable difference between the excitable, aggressive, male-dominated
societies of chimpanzees and the relaxed, socialised, female-dominated
societies of bonobos, the differences between Pan and Homo are vastly
greater than those between the two species of Pan.

To illustrate, let’s carry out a thought exercise. Imagine you are inside an
adult chimpanzee or bonobo head. What is significant to you? You are a
machiavellian thinker, so you understand that the actions of others can be
influenced, you understand that others are useful or dangerous to you, and
you understand that others have relationships with each other.

To express this as a calculus, you have emotive mental constructs of your
relationships with others which range from fear through to affection; and
you have emotive mental constructs for every other relationship in your
group. You can also use these relationships to predict likely behaviours,
which can modify then your own behaviour.

What is happening here? We can express it in human terms as the ability to
make models. | am able to model the relationship between me, you, and a
third party in terms of the separate relationships between you and the third
party, you and me, and the third party and me. Two types of knowledge are
needed: knowledge of how others react to me, and knowledge of how others
react to others.

These are very different types of knowledge. My relationships with the
world rely on a constant, me, relating to variables out there. In contrast,
relationships between variables out there have no fixed constant in the
equation.

We can see in these two model-making abilities the two universals of
language. My relationship with others involves a simple cognitive
correlation between differentiated objects — other individuals — and my
emotive states; this gives us the action-object distinction. The reaction of
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one individual to another is a propositional relation between two objects,
which gives us the subject-verb-object propositional form.

This, of course, rather puts the final nail in the Formalist coffin. Yes, there
are universals in language, but they are universals inherited from cognitive
structures likely to have been available to the common ancestor of Pan and
Homo. They are not language-specific universals.

Asking a new question

So perhaps we have been asking the wrong question all these years: what if
the key question is not “what are the structural differences between language
and nonlanguage?” but “what are the communicative differences between
language and nonlanguage?”’

There is an advantage for “me” to be able to model the intentions of others
to each other: it enables me to co-opt the muscle power of others to support
my own Darwinian fitness. There is also a significant cost, too: it requires
bigger brains, and brain cells are some of the most costly cells in the body to
produce and maintain. However, there is a runaway Darwinian effect
happening here: if my conspecifics become able to use second level
intentionality when | cannot, they will be co-opting my muscle power, and it
is their genes that will get into the future. Second level intentionality, if
brains large enough to support it can develop, will have a fitness advantage
in a socialised species.

There are two very important features about this model of machiavellian
second level intentionality. First, it does not rely on “me” being able to
make models of me. My relationships with the world rely on a constant
“me”, and to understand the relationships of others I don’t need to
understand myself at all.

In fact, if we look at self-modelling as a Darwinian event, it is difficult to
see how it could ever have got started. If | make models of me | am treating
myself as | treat others: | am being disinterested about me. But where is the
advantage of being disinterested about myself when everyone around me is
interested mainly in themself? It’s likely that, in this situation, nice guys
finish last and my genes don’t go forward to the next round of the
competition.
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The second feature of machiavellian second level intentionality is that these
models are being built in the individual heads of the apes, and not being
communicated between them. What would be the advantage of
communicating these models? Information is power, it is a way of
harnessing the muscle-power of others. That muscle-power is limited,
however, so giving away information gives away some of that muscle-
power. What would be the gain in so doing? It is true that information can
be used to establish relationships, but this relies on the receiver being able to
trust the information. If I tell you something, how do you know I’m giving
you real, valuable information? False information is valuable to me if you
believe it, and valueless to you whether you believe it or not, so how can
you trust any information I give you?

Fast forwarding in evolutionary terms to Homo sapiens, we see the ability to
make models of ourselves as endemic. It gives us the ability to plan our
lives: by making models of ourselves we can make decisions about which
options to choose. Model-making is also embedded in our communication:
we use it to place models of ourselves and others backwards and forwards in
time — we use temporality in language; we also use it to propose our models
to others as versions of reality — we use modality in language; and we use it
to create versions of reality which are not real — we lie, create metaphor, and
tell each other stories. Somehow the major problem in receiving information
has not only been overcome, it has become central to the social collusion we
call language.

Self-modelling — doing the impossible?

So when did selfhood begin, and why are we able to do this impossible trick
of self-modelling? It’s time for the Just So story that has to accompany
every theory of language origins. I’'m not proposing this as a definitive
explanation, it is presented for your consideration.

First, there has to be a high level of co-operation already in place before
language can begin. It has to be greater than the co-operation of chimps and
bonobos, else we would expect them to have language. In fact, there has to
be a level of co-operation which punishes false signals and rewards true
ones: there has to be both altruistic punishment and altruistic reward in the
co-operation.

We would expect to see alpha behaviours and self-serving to be suppressed
— a model described by Christopher Boehm as a reverse hierarchy.
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Dominants are suppressed because the signal of individual fitness — being
able to provision through big-game hunting — can only be made through co-
operation with others. Failure to co-operate in the hunt and bring home the
meat means failure to provide a signal of fitness.

However, this doesn’t achieve modelling of selfhood, although it does allow
co-operative signalling. Co-operative signalling may even be a requirement
in co-ordinating a successful hunt; but all that is needed is a repertoire of
holistic calls and responses. Co-operative hunting only requires structures
for telling, not for telling-about.

We still need a mechanism whereby propositional telling-about can begin.
To do this, we need not just a reason for co-operation but a reason for gossip
— or the exchange of models of relationships. This requires not just a hunting
camaraderie but a coalition where sharing knowledge enhances the
coalition, and failure to share brings down altruistic punishment on the
freeloader. Membership of the coalition must be so valuable that failure to
join results in breeding failure. The coalition must be long-lasting and
recognised by its members as an entity in its own right. This is not a
temporary male hunting camaraderie, this is a coalition to raise, provision
and protect offspring.

When propositional information, such as “Alf likes Beth”, is shared honestly
in this environment it allows individuals to supplement their own knowledge
of the relationships in the group. But what happens when the proposition
“Alf likes Beth” is offered to Beth? Suddenly she is aware that others are
making models of her in the same way that she makes models of them. The
circle is complete, Beth’s model-making knowledge becomes available to
make models of herself: she becomes able to self-model.

The importance of the group means that suppression of self-interest gives
greater fitness than allowing it free rein — which, paradoxically, creates the
environment for disinterested self-modelling. So the rule of the group, and
individual submission to its rules, creates the social structure we call culture.

This is a very rough description of the origins of self-modelling — and,
possibly, self-awareness, but it shows that “my” ability to talk about me, and
to discuss what | did in the past, is an important difference between
language and nonlanguage signalling. It is a difference that needs to be
explained — rather than explained away with a macromutation.
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