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The study of the evolution is entering an exciting new period of interdisciplinary collaboration. Biologists, linguists, psychologists and many others are combining theoretical perspectives with an ever-increasing influx of data in exciting and innovative ways. Old barriers to interdisciplinary communication are being broken down, and diverse sources of data are being used to place increasingly exacting constraints on models of language evolution. One important new source of data results from applying the comparative method to living organisms.  Comparative data from many levels, including molecular genetics, development, neuroscience, ecology, and behavioural studies of animal cognition and communication, are all playing an increasingly important role in biolinguistics. In this talk I will illustrate the power of the comparative approach to language evolution with a detailed discussion of the evolution of speech. New comparative data on mammalian vocal production show that many mammals lower the larynx and tongue during vocalization, dynamically attaining a vocal tract morphology comparable to that of adult humans. Various other mammal species have recently been discovered to have permanently descended larynges like that of humans, but none of these species produce complex vocalizations comparable to speech. Therefore, the importance of the rearrangement of human vocal anatomy to the evolution of speech appears to have been overemphasized in the past. In particular, fossil cues to vocal anatomy cannot conclusively demonstrate the presence or absence of speech in extinct hominids. In contrast, the comparative data on vocal imitation (vocal learning of complex signals) shows that the evolution of novel neural mechanisms for vocal control represented a crucial hurdle in the evolution of speech. New molecular data concerning the genetic basis of vocal control offer tantalizing insights into the evolution of this capacity. I end with a briefer discussion of the evolution of language per se, describing methods for examining some of the neural mechanisms underlying syntax, and concluding with a discussion of the selective forces that could have driven our species' unusual propensity to cooperatively share meaning. For all of these topics, a rich but often neglected store of comparative data is available. I conclude that there is a rich future for integrating comparative studies into the field of language evolution.







































