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If we accept the view that language first evolved from the conceptual structure of our pre-linguistic ancestors, several questions arise, including: What kind of structure? Concepts about what? In this talk, we focus on some recent field experiments which suggest that nonhuman primates have a sophisticated knowledge of other animals’ social relationships. This knowledge is based on discrete-valued traits (identity, rank, kinship) that are combined to create a representation of social relations that is hierarchically structured, open-ended, rule governed, and independent of sensory modality. We propose that in the earliest stages of language evolution communication had a formal structure that grew out of its speakers’ knowledge of social relations.








































