A Life History Approach to the Evolution of Language

John L. Locke

Lehman College, City University of New York

jlocke@lehman.cuny.edu
It has long been asserted by linguists that Homo sapiens is the only species that has language, but only recently recognized, in other disciplines, that humans alone have a childhood---a distinct and relatively stable interval between infancy and the juvenile period that follows---and a period of adolescence. I propose that all ontogenetic stages, from infancy to childhood, juvenility, and adolescence, played a role in the evolution of language, and that language, in turn, influenced one or more stages.  It is assumed that selection operated at sexual maturity, favoring those who approached adolescence with an unusual command, initially, of vocal behavior, later vocal and verbal behavior.  Sexual selection of competitive vocal-verbal behavior produced a pattern of sexual dimorphism that has previously escaped notice.  Individuals with longer intervals between infancy and sexual maturity achieved greater expressive abilities than others, and held the advantage in critical within-group competitions. Childhood and juvenility are thus seen as transitional periods in which linguistic “content” is available but not yet fully operational, and a host of critical pragmatic and performative behaviors are still developing.  According to the life history perspective presented here, the insertion of new ontogenetic stages in the hominid line served to advance, and now help scholars to date, the evolution of language.  Life history appears to offer a new way of thinking about the evolution, development, and nature of language, one that integrates linguistic content with competitive and performative applications of language, by voice and speech. 

