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The main obstacle to a better understanding of the evolution of language is a paucity of factual evidence about that evolution. This view has been expressed, often with considerable force, by various scholars, including Noam Chomsky (1998, 2000), Jerry Fodor (1998), Steven Jay Gould (2002), Richard Lewontin (1990) and Massimo Piattelli-Palmarini (1990). The present paper argues that removing this obstacle requires the adoption of a particular kind of theories – theories which give highly restrictive characterizations of various sets of things that are believed to have been involved in language evolution. A characterization of a thing T is restrictive to the extent that it offers a basis on which T can be distinguished in a non-arbitrary way from all other things which, though they may be related to T, are in fact distinct from it. (Botha, 2003, 8).

The paper develops its argument with reference to one of the sets of things alluded to above: processes by which language are believed to have evolved. More specifically, it focuses on the process that has been referred to alternatively as "exaptation" (Calvin and Bickerton 2000), "preadaptation" (Lieberman, 1975, 1984, 1990), "reappropriation" (Wilkins and Wakefield, 1995), and "co-optation" (Carstairs-McCarthy, 1999). Accounts according to which this process has been central to some phase in language evolution, the paper argues, do not draw on restrictive theories of exaptation. Such theories would include conditions on the basis of which it is possible to deny or to assign in a nonarbitrary way the status of "exaptation" to entities whose evolution is at issue. As a consequence, the argument continues, it is not clear what kinds of evidence would be pertinent to justifying or criticizing claims to the effect that such entities are or are not exaptations. What is taken to be a paucity of factual evidence about the processes by which language has evolved, the paper concludes, is to a significant extent a consequence of a poverty of theories which characterize these processes in a restrictive way. Restrictive theories are needed for divining facts that may bear on the adequacy of accounts of language evolution.

References (Botha)                                                                                                                                 
Botha, R.P., 2003. Unravelling the Evolution of Language. Elsevier, Oxford etc.

Calvin, W.H., Bickerton, D., 2000. Lingua ex Machina. Reconciling Darwin and Chomsky with the Human Brain. MIT Press, Cambridge, MA.

Carstairs-McCarthy, A., 1999. The Origins of Complex Language. Oxford, Oxford University Press.

Chomsky, N., 1998. Language and mind: current thoughts on ancient problems. Part I and Part II. Lectures presented at Universidade de Brasilia. [Published under the title "Linguagem e mente. Pensamentos atuais sobre antigos problemas" in Pesquisa Linguistica 3.4.]

Chomsky, N., 2000. An interview on minimalism (with Adriana Beletti and Luigi Rizzi), University of Siena, Nov. 8-9, 1999.

Fodor, J., 1998. In Critical Condition. Polemical Essays on Cognitive Science and the Philosophy of Mind. MIT Press, Cambridge, MA.

Gould, S.J., 2002. The Structure of Evolutionary Theory. The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA.

Lewontin, R.C., 1990. How much did the brain have to change for speech? Behavioral and Brain Sciences 13, 740-741.

Lieberman, P. 1975. On the Origins of Language. An Introduction to the Evolution of Human Speech. MacMillan Publishing Co., New York.

Lieberman, P., 1985. On the evolution of human syntactic ability. Its pre-adaptive bases – motor control and speech. Journal of Human Evolution 14, 657 – 666.

Lieberman, P., 1990. "Not invented here". Behavioral and Brain Sciences 13, 741 – 742.

Piattelli-Palmarini, M., 1990. An ideological battle over modals and quantifiers. Behavioral and Brain Sciences 13, 752-754.

Wilkins, W.K., Wakefield, J., 1995. Brain evolution and neurolinguistic preconditions. Behavioral and Brain Sciences 19, 793 – 798.

