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Language is a communication system. Human language is a particular example that is characterized by the 
use of a limited set of articulate sounds (phonemes) that can be combined in different ways to create mean-
ingful units (morphemes and words). In turn, these meaningful units are combined into larger units (sen-
tences). The relationship between different words in a sentence is provided by the grammar; grammar refers 
to the set of rules that govern the construction of phrases (syntax) and words (morphology) in a particular 
language. Consequently, any explanation about the origin of human language must consider the origins of 
phonology, vocabulary, and grammar. The characteristics of human phonological production are a direct re-
sult of the specific idiosyncrasies of the vocal tract, whereas vocabulary and grammar are a consequence of 
human neurologic organization. 

Historically, the first reference to this question is found in Herodotus (484–425 BCE) in the second volume 
of his Histories. According to this Greek historian, the Egyptian Pharaoh Psamṯik (664–610 BCE) wanted to 
know which language was the original one. To solve this question, he selected two babies and gave them to 
a shepherd with the instruction to care and feed them, but that nobody should speak to them. When these 
children were later observed, one of them said something that sounded like bekos; it was concluded that 
Phrygian language should be the original language because that sound was similar to the Phrygian word for 
“bread.” 

The interest in understanding how human language emerged and evolved continued during the following cen-
turies; references to this question are found at different times and in different countries. During the 19th cen-
tury, the discussion about the origins of human language became so complex and agitated that, in 1866, the 
Linguistic Society of Paris banned any debates on this question. The idea that this question was nearly im-
possible to solve remained for decades. 

Currently, this question is approached from the perspectives of different disciplines, including linguistics, an-
thropology, neuroanatomy, archeology, comparative psychology, and genetics. 

Initial Interpretations 

During the 19th century, different hypotheses were presented in an attempt to explain the origin of language 
from the lexical point of view, that is, how words were created. Although some authors argued that these 
proposals were just simplistic speculation, they became popular and have continued to be used even in the 
contemporary literature. Some of these hypotheses were the following: (a) Language began as imitations of 
natural sounds, which implies that words are created from onomatopoeias (for instance, splash); (b) language 
began with interjections, emotive cries, and emotional expressions; consequently, yelling, screaming, and so 
on represented the elements of origin for the creation of new words. This type of emotional expression is 
frequently used in long-distance communication; (c) gestures are at the origin of language; initially communi-
cation depended on bodily movements; spoken language simply represents the use of oral gestures, whose 
origin lies in hand gestures. A number of authors currently support this point of view; (d) rhythmic chants and 
vocalisms created by individuals engaged in communal labor lie at the origin of human language; (e) lan-
guage began with the syllables easiest to articulate attached to the most significant objects (e.g., /ma/); (f) 
it has been observed that there is a significant correspondence between sounds and meanings. Words de-
scribing small, sharp, referents tend to include high front vowels in many languages (e.g., little), while those 
denoting big, round, low things tend to have rounded back vowels (e.g., large). This is often referred to as 
phonetic symbolism; (g) it has also been also proposed that human language comes out of play, laughter, 
cooing, courtship, emotional mutterings, and the like; it suggests that language is derived from social activ-
ities; and (h) taking into consideration that there is a need for interpersonal attachment and contact, it has 
been proposed that language may have begun as sounds to signal both identity (Here I am!) and belonging 
(I’m with you!). 

All these hypotheses may be partially true, and all these factors may have contributed to the creation of new 
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words. Furthermore, these hypotheses attempt to explain how the initial communication systems (observed in 
animals) evolved to a second stage: the development of a lexical system, which can potentially be transmit-
ted to the offspring, but these hypotheses do not account for the development of grammar. Grammar indeed 
represents the core distinguishing feature of human language. 

Different Stages in Language Evolution 

Some authors argue that human language developed across qualitatively different stages. Language evolu-
tion is consequently not just a matter of extending the number of elements that are used in communication; it 
also includes qualitative changes. This means that different linguistic abilities likely appeared at different his-
torical moments. Departing from this perspective, different stages in language evolution have been proposed, 
including (a) initial communication systems using sounds and other types of information such as gestures, 
similar to the communication systems observed in other animals, including nonhuman primates; (b) primitive 
language systems using stereotyped combination of sounds (words) but without indication of the potential re-
lationships among the words, that is, language as a lexical system. This type of language could be similar to 
the holophrastic period in language development, observed in children around 12–18 months of age; and (c) 
communication systems using grammar, in other words, indicating the relationships existing among different 
words, that is, language as a grammatical system. During a child’s language development, it is observed that 
the use of grammar is found after the holophrastic period, which simply refers to a more advanced and com-
plex stage. In developmental psychology, it has been observed that by the end of the second year, children 
begin to combine two or more words into simple sentences. Initially (around 24–30 months of age), two-word 
utterances without connecting elements are produced, resulting in the so-called telegraphic speech (e.g., oth-
er cat and baby eat). This simply means that language initially emerges as a collection of words (lexicon) and, 
only some time later, as a system indicating the relations among different words in sentences (grammar). 

It has been argued that a simple protolanguage including only isolated words must have preceded the full-
fledged syntax of today’s discourse. This protolanguage probably appeared with the first hominids but be-
came progressively more elaborate by increasing the number of words. This lexical language probably exist-
ed for thousands and even millions of years. 

Larynx Position: The Origins of Human Phonology 

Human articulatory ability has been related to the specific position and configuration of the larynx. The human 
larynx descends during infancy and the early juvenile periods, and this greatly contributes to the morphologi-
cal foundations of speech development. This developmental phenomenon is commonly believed to be unique 
to humans. 

This descent is completed primarily through the rapid descent of the laryngeal skeleton relative to the hyoid, 
but it is not accompanied by the descent of the hyoid itself. It contributes physically to an increased indepen-
dence between the processes of phonation (vibration of the vocal folds) and articulation (shaping of the vocal 
tract to change the resonance of the laryngeal sound signal) for vocalization. Thus, the descent of the larynx 
and the morphological foundations for speech production must have evolved in part during hominoid evolu-
tion and has allowed producing the human speech sounds (phonemes) used in natural languages. Humans 
have the ability to produce more than 100 different speech sounds. 

Neurology of Language Evolution: Intraspecific Communi-
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cation 

It has been observed that in monkeys, the brain’s temporal lobes are involved in recognizing the sounds and 
calls of their own species. Human sounds and calls are evidently at the origin of spoken communication. Non-
human primates, such as chimpanzees, have population-level leftward asymmetries for both surface area and 
gray matter volumes of the temporal lobe. These asymmetries seem to be related to a left temporal lobe spe-
cialization for an intraspecific communication system. Nonetheless, differences between humans and nonhu-
man primates relate to the volume of the temporal lobe. Overall, volume, surface area, and volume of white 
matter in the temporal lobe have been observed to be significantly larger in humans than predicted for an ape 
of human size and total brain volume. The greatest difference is observed in the temporal lobe’s white matter. 

This increase in the temporal lobe’s surface area and white matter volume observed in humans probably re-
flects a reorganization of the temporal lobes associated with an increased complexity in the intraspecific com-
munication. 

Continuity Versus Discontinuity 

It is not completely clear whether human language simply evolved from prelinguistic systems existing in non-
human primates (continuity theories) or whether language represents a unique human ability that cannot be 
compared with the communication systems existing in nonhuman animals (discontinuity theories). This last 
point of view has been supported by such prominent linguists as Noam Chomsky; he considers that the emer-
gence of human language could be linked to a mutation. This means that human language is not only quan-
titatively but also qualitatively different from other animals’ communication systems. Nonetheless, these two 
points of view are not mutually exclusive. 

Derek Bickerton emphasizes that there are only two most central issues in language evolution: (1) How did 
symbolic units (words or manual signs) evolve? (2) How did syntax evolve? He considers that symbolic units 
(i.e., lexicon) and syntax (i.e., grammar) are the only real novelties in human communication systems. That 
means, to understand the origin of human language, two different questions have to be considered: How to 
explain lexicon evolution? And how to understand grammar evolution? 

Nonetheless, these two language levels (lexicon and grammar) may have followed different patterns of evo-
lution: Whereas lexical evolution probably represents a continuation of prehominid communication systems 
(beginning several million years ago and continuing to the present day), grammatical evolution could repre-
sent a qualitative change. 

Gestural Theory 

An interpretation of language evolution that has been particularly influential during the last decades is the 
gestural theory. It simply states that human language developed from gestures; therefore, gestures represent 
the initial type of communication. Authors supporting this point of view argue that gestures are found in non-
human primates, such as chimpanzees, as a basic communication system. It has been speculated that spo-
ken language simply represents the use of oral gestures, originating from physical bodily gestures. Gestures 
(praxis) and spoken language have a close brain representation in the left hemisphere. 

Michael Corballis has pointed out that humans as well as nonhuman primates such as chimpanzees tend to 
move their hands when producing oral sounds: Chimpanzees move their mouths when performing different 
motor tasks. These close relationships between hand and mouth movement may have played an evolutionary 
role in enabling the development of intentional vocal communication as a supplement to gestural communi-
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cation. 

Language and Cognitive Evolution: The Emergence of 
Grammar 

The evolution of grammar represents the most complex and poorly understood question in language evo-
lution. It is noteworthy that human languages—regardless of the diversity in their details—present profound 
structural similarities in all regions of the world (i.e., there exists a kind of core syntax or universal grammar), 
suggesting an original grammar or at least some universal principles for expressing ideas resulting from the 
human brain’s idiosyncratic organization. 

Some proposals have been offered to account for the historical origins of grammar. Some authors have pro-
posed that a mutation in the human species may have occurred about 50,000 years ago, accounting for the 
full human language (i.e., grammatical language). The rationale behind this claim refers to the fact that human 
culture significantly accelerated shortly afterward, resulting in a rapid increase in the number of produced el-
ements, including the first symbolic artifacts (e.g., statuettes and cave paintings). This acceleration in cultural 
development may have been related to the development of the so-called metacognitive executive functions 
(such as planning, abstracting, problem-solving ability, and temporality of the behavior). Metacognitive exec-
utive functions are strongly linked to the internal representation of actions, the use of verbs, and the develop-
ment of a grammatical language. 

Grammar begins with the ability to combine words to create a new, higher level unit (a syntagm—two or more 
linguistic elements that occur sequentially in the chain of speech and have a specific relationship). This means 
that in order to create a syntagmatic relationship between two or more vocabulary words, different word cat-
egories have to be distinguished, specifically nouns (objects) and verbs (actions). To create a simple phrase, 
only two types of elements are indeed required: nouns (corresponding to the so-called nominal phrase) and 
verbs (corresponding to the so-called verbal phrase). The crucial point in emerging grammar is not just the 
complexity of the lexical/semantic system. What is really important is to have words corresponding to different 
classes that can be combined to form a higher level unit (syntagm, phrase, and sentence). One of the words 
has to refer to an object (noun); the other is an action (verb). A sentence has to contain a subject (noun) and 
a verb, indicating that two different word categories are required. 

It has been suggested that verbs, grammar, and speech praxis appeared simultaneously in history. Interest-
ingly, grammar, speech praxis, and the ability to use verbs are simultaneously impaired in cases of damage 
to Broca’s area, suggesting a common neural activity. Accordingly, the origin of grammar is directly linked to 
the ability to use verbs and the ability to produce certain articulatory movements. The development of a gram-
matical language unquestionably had a significant impact on the evolution of human complex cognition. 

Pidgins, Creoles, and Infantile language 

Derek Bickerton developed the idea that a protolanguage must have preceded the full-fledged syntax of to-
day’s discourse. Echoes of this protolanguage can be observed, he argued, (a) in pidgin languages, (b) in the 
first words of infants, (c) in the symbols used by trained chimpanzees, and (d) in the syntax-free utterances of 
children who do not learn to speak at the normal age. Bickerton considers that such a protolanguage existed 
already in the earliest Homo (about 2.3–2.4 million years ago) and was developed owing to the pressure of 
the behavioral adaptations faced by Homo habilis (2.3–1.4 million years ago). 

Pidgin refers to a communication system developed among people who do not share the same language but 
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need to talk because of whatever reason. A creole language is a pidgin that has undergone development 
and become the native language of a community. There are many examples of creole languages of English, 
French, Spanish, and so on. Pidgin and creole represent in consequence two steps in the same process. 

Pidgins are simple languages with a limited lexicon and rudimentary grammar; they usually include words with 
referents (nouns, verbs, and adjectives), along with a limited number of grammatical words (such as preposi-
tions and articles). As in pidgin languages, quite probably, human language was initially composed basically 
by content words with a limited number of grammatical words. 

It is also observed that when pidgin languages become creole languages and are spoken for generations, 
they become increasingly complex. Interestingly, creole languages present evident similarities in grammar, 
suggesting a fundamental human grammar, as proposed by Chomsky and other researchers. 

Recent Language Evolution: Writing and Computers 

Wall painting represents the direct antecessor of written language. It appeared during the Paleolithic era, 
some 30,000–35,000 years ago. Across Europe, particularly in France and Spain, cave paintings dating from 
the Paleolithic age have been found. Writing begins with concrete pictograms that reflect realities accessi-
ble to the senses, particularly to vision. These pictograms further evolved and became abstract, progressive-
ly separating from the concrete representation. This situation was observed in Sumer (contemporary Iraq) 
about 53 centuries ago, and it is usually regarded as the beginning of writing in human history. Symbols 
(graphemes) referred to the meaning of words; therefore, these original writing systems are regarded as lo-
gographic. Graphemes representing sounds (syllables) appeared later, about 4,000 years ago in Phoenicia, 
and graphemes representing phonemes appeared even later in Greece. 

Language has consequently continued its evolution through the invention of written language, and written lan-
guage has continued its evolution to the present day. This can be observed in recent years, with the use of 
massive storage and the use of verbal information, using automatically controlled systems, particularly com-
puters, cell phones, and other technological communication advances. Using a computer is somehow akin to 
a new reading system. Obviously, there is no specific brain area related to using computers, just as there is no 
brain area related to reading and writing. These are cultural and technological elements recently developed 
in human evolution. 

See also Executive Function and Communication; Language; Language Acquisition; Lexicon; Oral Language 

Alfredo Ardila 
http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781483380810.n426 
10.4135/9781483380810.n426 
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