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This paper shows how the experimental study of artificial reduced language systems can shed light on evolutionary questions, when placed alongside evidence from other simpler language systems such as early child language.
The combination of meaningful elements into larger structures is recognized as fundamental to human language and to its use as an open-ended communicative resource.  How this combinatoriality emerged is therefore a major issue in the field of language evolution.  Two opposing kinds of account have been proposed:  synthetic and holistic.  In the synthetic account (e.g. Bickerton, 1998; Jackendoff, 2002), there emerged first of all single words and then simple combinations of words, with complex syntax developing later.  In the holistic account (e.g. Arbib, 2005; Wray, 1998), there were first of all longer utterances which functioned holistically as complete messages, only gradually over time being broken down into words.

The holistic account appeals to many who wish to emphasize continuity between animal communication and human language.  It has also been argued that a simple synthetic protolanguage would have lacked communicative effectiveness (e.g. Wray, 1998).  However, the holistic account is problematic in a number of ways (Tallerman, 2006), while strong support for the synthetic account comes from the known range of simpler combinatorial systems (such as early child language, pidgin, home sign, and enculturated ape productions).  These provide evidence that complexity is largely built up synthetically, and that symbols used singly or in simple combinations can have some degree of communicative effectiveness, although their interpretation is more heavily context-dependent than is the case for full grammatical language.

The present research explores the potential of an additional source of evidence:  the experimental study of artificial reduced language systems as used by adults in communication tasks.  The aim is to investigate the communicative effectiveness of simple synthetic systems, and also to examine their use in discourse — an issue rarely considered in evolutionary accounts.

The experiments required pairs of adults to use a restricted vocabulary of approximately fifty English words in a communicative task.  Their productions were recorded on videotape, while comprehension was determined by having each participant record in full English his or her understanding of the messages conveyed by the other.  The communicative task was designed to produce a short discourse, relating to a specific context and including different kinds of speech act (e.g. statements offering information, questions soliciting information, requests for action, responses to requests for action).  Various kinds of propositional content were also included (e.g. locational predication, attributional predication, event predication involving one or more participants).

Preliminary results indicate a considerable degree of communicative effectiveness for the simple synthetic system.  Participants were able to understand the basic content of the messages at relatively consistent levels, despite variation in the way these messages were expressed (e.g. choice of word combinations, use of prosody and paralinguistic features).  An important factor was the exploitation of the discourse context to fill out elements of meaning missing from the productions.
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