Lecture 21 (Language evolution)

1. All human languages utilize rules for word organization that have been referred to as the universal grammar.  Describe two of these rules and explain the main advantage of a grammar-based language in comparison to a list-based language.

2.  Explain two lines of evidence that have been used to argue for a universal grammar.

3.  Ape language studies have shown that several species of great apes can be taught words and will then spontaneously use them to produce phrases that resemble those produced by 2-year old children.  Summarize what kind of information these phrases can convey and what is missing in comparison to human language.

4.  Robin Dunbar has argued that language evolved to maintain affiliative networks as social groups increased in size.  Briefly summarize how Dunbar has tried to predict when this must have occurred using evidence from extant primates and the fossil record.

5.  Summarize the latitudinal pattern of linguistic diversity on earth and provide an explanation for why this pattern exists.

6.  The number of phonemes used to construct words in languages worldwide is relatively small.  Provide an explanation for why the number of phonemes is limited.

7. A few years ago a paper was published in Nature (Lai et al 2001) which reported that a specific language impairment that altered grammar, but not comprehension, was caused by a single amino-acid change in a transcription factor, FoxP2.  This gene has subsequently been referred to as the grammar gene.  Subsequent studies have shown that manipulation of FoxP2 expression alters song production in zebra finch.  Explain how these studies relate to the claim that all humans possess a universal grammar.

8.  When did language evolve?  Explain your answer.

