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Syntactically organized vocal behaviour in a non-human primate
Languages consist of collections of syntactic rules that specify how phonemes and words are put together into phrases and sentences. Although there are a number of known cases of syntactic rules in animal communication, there is no evidence to that these rules are important in determining the meaning an utterance, a crucial aspect of human syntax. Recent fieldwork has shown that the alarm call system of West African Campbell's monkeys (Cercopithecus campbelli) is controlled by a structural rule that affects the meaning of a call series. Here, I present data from a playback study designed to investigate a similar phenomenon in another closely related primate species, the sooty mangabeys (Cercopithecus atys). In this species adult males produce a conspicuous vocalization, the "whoop-gobble", in response to a number of general disturbances, such as a falling tree, the far-away alarm calls of a neighboring group, or a distant predator. Whoop-gobbles are often followed by long series of alarm calls of the kind also given to leopards, a dangerous monkey predator. Playback experiments have shown that nearby listeners pay little attention to mangabey alarm calls if they are preceded by whoop-gobbles. Alternatively, the exact same alarm calls elicit a strong leopard-type antipredator response in nearby listeners if the whoop-gobbles are artificially deleted from the call sequence, suggesting that the whoop-gobbles act as a semantic modifier for subsequent alarm calls. These experiments are taken to suggest that non-human primates possess some of the cognitive capacities necessary to process syntactically organized acoustic information, indicating that these abilities have evolved in the primate lineage long before the advent of modern humans.
