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Grammaticalization is the historical process whereby grammatical elements lose some of their ‘independence’. Nouns and verbs become pronouns and auxiliary elements respectively, pronouns and auxiliaries become affixes, and so on. This change in structure is often (but not always) accompanied by ‘bleaching’ (loss of semantic specificity) and phonetic reduction. Interestingly, grammaticalization is largely unidirectional. It is quite rare, for example, for an affix to change historically into an auxiliary or a pronoun or for a pronoun or auxiliary to become a noun or verb.

The unidirectionality of grammaticalization has led some scholars to speculate that this process provides a key to what the grammar of the earliest human language might have looked like (see Heine and Kuteva 2002; Hurford 2003; Burling 2005). Since the process starts with nouns and verbs, the argument goes, the earliest stages of language might have possessed these elements, but not auxiliaries, pronouns, affixes, or other elements that play a principally ‘grammatical’ role. For simplicity, I refer to the position that grammaticalization leads us back to the categorial inventory of the earliest human language as the ‘Grammaticalization(Origins’ theory or ‘G(O’. 

For the following reasons I am skeptical that the unidirectionality of grammaticalization invites the conclusion that the only grammatical categories at the dawn of human language were nouns and verbs:

· Grammaticalization is a cycling process in which existing lexical items are worn down, but at the same time new ones are created. G(O demands picking one point on the cycle as the starting point, namely the point where lexical items are in place, but which for some reason have never undergone grammaticalization. Why should one assume that?
· Not all elements that arise from grammaticalization play a largely grammatical role. Elements with real semantic content, such as prepositions and tense/aspect morphemes, can also be the product of grammaticalization. Yet there is no reason to assume that the earliest humans could not express concepts like ‘in’ and ‘past time’. Perhaps these concepts were indeed expressed by nouns and verbs, or perhaps prepositions and tense morphemes existed at the outset of human language as independent categories, or perhaps they were already grammaticalized (say in Proto-Language). Both possibilities diminish the conclusions that can be drawn from grammaticalization about human language.  
· Languages spoken today differ enormously from each other in terms of the degree to which they manifest the effects of grammaticalization. For example, Riau Indonesian manifests very little (Gil 2001).  But if a language spoken today can manifest grammaticalization as poorly as a language spoken 100,000+ years ago putatively did, then it follows that grammaticalization per se cannot tell us very much about the origin and evolution of language.

· G(O depends on a degree of uniformitarianism in language history that might not be warranted.  If what is frequently expressed has changed over time, or if the balance of functional and ‘counter-functional’ (Haspelmath 1999) factors has not remained constant over time, then the process of grammaticalization might lack sufficient unidirectionality (or at least consistency) to support G(O.  
To summarize, observations about the process of grammaticalization are not likely to lead to insights about the origins and evolution of human language. While it is possible that the first true human language possessed only two categories, namely nouns and verbs, grammaticalization does not provide much evidence for that conclusion.
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