Language Needs 2" Order Representations+ A Rich Memetic Substrate
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Recent research has shown that human semantics can be || 2"-ord. soc. rep| no2"-ord reps
replicat_eq by surprisingly simple statistical algorithms for ~ygcal imit. people birds
memorizing the context in which words_occur (McDonald  ~5voc. imit. I other primates most animals
and Lowe, 1998; Landauer and Dumais, 1997). Assum-
ing one accepts the point that semanticthe way that the ) . ) )
word is uses (Wh|Ch cannot be argued in one page, but sé@gure 1: Human-like cultural evolution m|ght requ”e both
Wittgenstein (1958) or Quine (1960), and which is the un-a rich memetic substrate as provided by vocal imitation, and
derlying assumption of memetics) then why wouldn’t morethe capacity for second order social representations.
species have supported the evolution of this useful system
of rapidly evolving cultural intelligence? ] ] ]

Recent work in primatology tells us three relevant facts.m'ght ha"? evolved asign Ianguag_e as rich as our vocal one.
First, we know that apes and even monkeys do have culfowever, if | am correct, and the trick is that the richness of

ture (de Waal and Johanowicz, 1993; Whiten et al., 1999)the substrate representing the strictly semantic, ungrounded

That s, behavior is reliably and consistently transmitted beCultural transmission is the key, then we now have an ex-

tween individuals by non-genetic means. So we know thaplalmation for why other primates don’t share our level of
" but culture.

the question is not “why doesn’'t animal culture exist”, ; . .
g y Birds do have this same substrate (in fact, perhaps a

rather "why isn't it on the same scale as ours?" richer one) but do not share the cognitive capacities of pri
Second, we know that primates have uniquely compli- ates, possibly including the critic2'-order represen-

cated social representations. For some time, this has be 8tions. Thus the only other animals which might then

one of the basic hypotheses concerning why primates are Fold a culture approximating our own are the cetaceans, the

intelligent (Byrne and Whiten, 1988; Dunbar, 1995). But . . . X
one particular aspect of social reasoning may be especiall‘f}’hales and dolphins. | will resist speculating about these.
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