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6 Early Theories About the Origin of Language

BY ARIKA OKRENT

How did language begin? Words don’t leave artifacts behind—writing began
long after language did—so theories of language origins have generally
been based on hunches. For centuries there had been so much fruitless
speculation over the question of how language began that when the Paris
Linguistic Society was founded in 1866, its bylaws included a ban on any
discussions of it. The early theories are now referred to by the nicknames
given to them by language scholars fed up with unsupportable just-so

stories.

1. The bow-wow theory

The 1dea that speech arose from people imitating the sounds that things
make: Bow-wow, moo, baa, etc. Not likely, since very few things we talk
about have characteristic sounds associated with them, and very few of our

words sound anything at all like what they mean.

2. The pooh-pooh theory

The 1dea that speech comes from the automatic vocal responses to pain,
fear, surprise, or other emotions: a laugh, a shriek, a gasp. But plenty of
animals make these kinds of sounds too, and they didn't end up with

language.

3. The ding-dong theory

The 1dea that speech reflects some mystical resonance or harmony

connected with things in the world. Unclear how one would investigate this.

4. The yo-he-ho theory

The 1dea that speech started with the rhythmic chants and grunts people
used to coordinate their physical actions when they worked together. There's
a pretty big difference between this kind of thing and what we do most of

the time with language.

5. The ta-ta theory

The 1dea that speech came from the use of tongue and mouth gestures to
mimic manual gestures. For example, saying ta-ta is like waving goodbye
with your tongue. But most of the things we talk about do not have
characteristic gestures associated with them, much less gestures you can

imitate with the tongue and mouth.

6. The la-la theory

The idea that speech emerged from the sounds of inspired playfulness, love,
poetic sensibility, and song. This one is lovely, and no more or less likely

than any of the others.

These Days

About a century after banishment of the language origin question, scientists
started to consider it again, but this time using evidence from paleontology
about the likely brain and vocal tract features of early humans and
hominids. Rather than speculate about which kinds of vocalizations gave
rise to speech sounds, they consider which physical, cognitive, and social

factors must first be in place in order for there to be language.

This doesn't make the question of how language started any easier to
answer, but it does make you appreciate that whatever those necessary

factors are, we got all of 'em. Phew! La la la la. Ta ta!
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