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Tecumseh Fitch’s wide-ranging 

survey The Evolution of Language 

features a cautionary tale against 

jumping to conclusions from the anatomy of 

dead animals. Comparative research on mam-

malian vocal tract anatomy had regarded the 

human “two-tube” arrangement (the result of 

a permanently descended larynx) as unique to 

our species. Much was known about the ana-

tomical structure of the vocal tract in other 

mammals, but nobody had looked at it in 

action. When Fitch (a cognitive biologist at 

the University of Vienna) made x-ray video 

recordings of goats, dogs, and deer, he found 

that these animals dynamically create the two-

tube vocal cavity by temporarily descending 

the larynx, but only while actually vocalizing 

( 1). This fact, which has consequences for the 

evaluation of competing theories of language 

evolution, cannot be observed when the ani-

mal is at rest (or, indeed, when dead or fossil-

ized). The lesson is a general one: To build an 

adequate empirical basis for solving problems 

as diffi cult as the evolution of language, we 

must observe the target phenomena as directly 

as possible and in their proper contexts. It is 

therefore striking that in studying language, 

the dominant approaches to linguistics have 

pursued highly abstract analyses based on 

data that are only indirectly related to the phe-

nomenon in its natural setting.

Linguists make a distinction between 

speech (the physical production of utter-

ances) and language (the underlying grammar 

and meaning of those utterances). The great 

strength of Fitch’s book lies in its treatment 

of speech. He provides a masterful ground-up 

survey of concepts and data in evolutionary 

biology that enable us to study the evolution 

of the vocal anatomy and its neural underpin-

nings. His treatment of language takes some 

dominant trends in linguistics to represent 

“over-arching areas of agreement,” an inter-

pretation that is understandable given that lin-

guistics is not his home discipline.

The distinctly narrow conception of lan-

guage foregrounded in The Evolution of 

Human Language is less justifi able, because 

its editors (Richard Larson, Viviane Déprez, 

and Hiroko Yamakido) are linguists. The chap-

ters in this volume vary in approach but are all 

loosely focused on a widely discussed 2002 

review article by Marc Hauser, Noam Chom-

sky, and Fitch, “The faculty of language: What 

is it, who has it, and how did it evolve?” ( 2). 

Each of the three coauthors contributes his 

own chapter following up on that paper.

In their article (reprinted in Larson et al.), 

Hauser, Chomsky, and Fitch distinguished 

between faculty of language in narrow and 

broad senses. They defi ned the former as an 

“abstract linguistic computational system … 

independent of the other systems with which 

it interacts and interfaces” and described the 

latter as made up of those other cognitive 

systems that are crucial for language but that 

may have broader functions. In his single-

authored chapter in Larson et al., Chomsky 

maintains the centrality for language evolu-

tion of an abstract and narrow language fac-

ulty, driving a saltationist argument whose 

central hypothesis is that “some genetic event 

rewired the brain.” Both Fitch (in his book) 

and Hauser (in his chapter) now explicitly 

acknowledge the possibility that the putative 

narrow language faculty “may be completely 

empty” (i.e., may not exist), and this is indeed 

what many researchers in the cognitive sci-

ences currently believe. There are well-

developed gradualist evolutionary argu-

ments that language is entirely grounded in 

a constellation of cognitive capacities that 

each—taken separately—has other functions 

as well ( 3).

Hauser uses his chapter as a chance to 

defend against certain (mis)readings of his 

own views, while Fitch moves the debate for-

ward by usefully distinguishing among mean-

ings of “recursion,” a concept prominent in 

the 2002 review and a topic of subsequent 

controversy. Chomsky takes his chapter as 

an opportunity to boldly assert his personal 

position on language evolution. Many lin-

guists will feel a familiar sense of frustration 

at his omission or dismissal of decades of 

prominent and successful linguistic research 

that has not necessarily aligned with vari-

ous infl uential Chomskyan programs. The 

problem is that nonspecialist readers will not 

learn from these chapters about the profound 

methodological and theoretical upheaval that 

is currently under way in linguistics thanks 

to the recent work of many prominent sci-

entists of language [e.g., ( 4– 6)]. Empirical 

and theoretical offerings from psychology, 

linguistics, and anthropology are supplying 

cognitive science with new approaches to 

language—in particular, new ways to under-

stand the role of general cognitive capacities 

in making language what it is.

The previous focus on an abstract and nar-

row language faculty in linguistics has been 

driven by forms of research that are surpris-

ingly far from the empirical, data-driven 

approach that Fitch insists is needed. The 

research technique long favored in generative 

linguistics has been to employ “grammatical-

ity judgment” data to infer the underlying 

syntactic structure of sentences and, through 

this, to generate hypotheses about linguistic 

cognition. The linguist constructs imagined 

target sentences, checking to see if they are 

considered acceptable to native speakers. But 

such data notoriously give rise to irresolvable 

disagreements about whether an example 

sentence is in fact permissible ( 7– 9). Not only 
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are such measures unreliable, they are indi-

rect (being metalinguistic rather than linguis-

tic) and devoid of proper context. The conclu-

sion to be drawn from this is analogous to that 

of Fitch’s x-ray video studies: 

grammaticality judgments are 

the dead animals of linguis-

tic science. Fortunately there 

are major lines of linguistic 

research that go beyond these 

static and circuitous methods, 

giving us direct access to lan-

guage in its dynamic context. 

These approaches—hardly 

visible in either book—stand 

to be of central importance for 

future research on language 

evolution.

One such line of work 

meets Fitch’s plea for data-

driven research to a degree 

unprecedented in the history 

of linguistics. By exploiting 

newly available massive natu-

ral language corpora and pow-

erful computing, scientists are beginning to 

capture the dynamics of language as a popu-

lation phenomenon ( 10,  11). Large-scale sta-

tistical analysis of variation and frequency 

of actual output structures from members 

of a speech community not only captures 

population-level variation in the behavioral 

phenotype (crucial for understanding any 

evolutionary process), it also quantifi es the 

variation in input that an infant will encoun-

ter when acquiring a fi rst language.

The ethology of language as a system for 

communication provides a second approach 

essential for understanding language evo-

lution. Some have argued for the critical 

importance of language’s social functions to 

its evolution—notably Robin Dunbar, with 

his “grooming and gossip” proposal ( 12), 

and Michael Tomasello, with his “shared 

intentionality” proposal ( 4). We need direct 

observation of the dynam-

ics of language as a form 

of social behavior not just 

to better understand lan-

guage in relation to key 

questions in human evolu-

tion (e.g., how language is 

related to our special forms 

of human sociality). More 

important, such observa-

tion offers a fi rm empirical 

handle on just what it is we 

are talking about when we 

talk about language.

For some, syntax is the 

sine qua non. In his chap-

ter in Larson et al., Mas-

simo Piattelli-Palmarini 

claims that “communica-

tion as mere speech minus 

syntax is not an option.” But 

one simply needs to look at the data: normal 

human infants achieve rich communication 

without syntax when they are at the one-word 

stage of language acquisition (around age 12 

to 18 months). Moreover, before this stage, 

infants can communicate without any lan-

guage at all. How do they do it? By recourse 

to bodily forms of signaling (e.g., pointing 

gestures and gaze) riding on a chassis of elite 

human capacities for cooperation, prosocial-

ity, and naïve psychology—as stressed by Dan 

Sperber and Gloria Origgi in Larson et al. and 

touched on in the chapters by Derek Bicker-

ton and Paul Bingham and in Fitch’s book. We 

can communicate without syntax. What we 

can’t do is communicate without a cognitive 

and bodily infrastructure for social interac-

tion. But linguistics has little to say about this. 

The empirical domain of language in its role 

as a central tool for human social life remains 

untouched by the mainstream of linguistics 

and is now largely in the hands of sociologists, 

anthropologists, and psychologists.

As these two books show, everyone now 

agrees that it is possible and desirable to 

conduct research toward understanding the 

evolution of language. And everyone agrees 

that there is a very great deal of work to be 

done. An urgent prerequisite for this line of 

research—surprisingly not yet on the com-

mon agenda—is a comparative understand-

ing of language (and related communicative 

systems) in the dynamic context of human 

social behavior.
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          G
eorge Annas’s Worst Case Bioeth-

ics: Death, Disaster, and Public 

Health offers a valuable addition 

to the public policy literature. Its principal 

theme, how a fear of death can distort pol-

icy, should be considered by policy-makers 

at all levels. As readers familiar with his 

work might expect from the Boston Uni-

versity bioethicist, the book overall has a 

pronounced focus on human 

rights, which is refl ected in 

each of its three sections.

In the fi rst section, “Death 

and Disaster,” Annas argues 

that fear of death is at the core of the chal-

lenges facing the U.S. healthcare system and 

that meaningful reform requires that we, as a 

society, confront this fear. To illustrate how 

such fear frames our approach, he begins 

with chapters examining the problems fac-

ing healthcare reform and the threats posed by 

bioterrorism and medical emer-

gencies. From this basis, Annas 

turns to discuss how responses 

to our fear of death have resulted 

in problematic policies that 

threaten basic human rights; he 

includes individual chapters on 

torture and war.

The second section, “Death 

and the Constitution,” focuses 

on medical decision-making concerning 

issues involving death in the context of con-

stitutional judicial decisions (primarily at the 

level of the U.S. Supreme Court). Annas’s 

purpose is both to provide context and to 

illustrate how extreme (worst case) scenar-

ios in general, and fear of death in particular, 
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