
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1A HOLISTIC PROTOLANGUAGE CANNOT BE STORED, CANNOT BE RETRIEVED

MAGGIE TALLERMAN

Linguistics Section, University of Newcastle upon Tyne
Newcastle NE1 7RU, U.K.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1A minimal assumption in language evolution has to be that the mental lexicon evolved, but at earlier stages of hominid evolution was less sophisticated than in Homo sapiens. It cannot conceivably be the case that the mental lexicon at any pre-sapiens stage was more complex than it is today. However, recent proposals by Mithen (2005) and Arbib (2005) for a holistic protolanguage, assumed to be in use at least 500kya, seem to imply exactly this: the presumed content of holistic messages requires a lexicon with storage and retrieval capacities vastly superior to those available to sapiens. Such a protolanguage cannot reasonably be attributed to hominids at a less advanced stage of linguistic evolution. 






           Arbib (2005) proposes a protolanguage “composed of mainly ‘unitary utterances’ that symbolized frequently occurring situations [...] without being decomposable into distinct words”. He continues: “Unitary utterances such as ‘grooflook’ […] might have encoded quite complex […] commands such as ‘Take your spear and go around the other side of that animal and we will have a better chance together of being able to kill it’” (Arbib 2005: 118). In a similar vein, Mithen (2005: 172) proposes such holistic messages as “Go and hunt the hare I saw five minutes ago behind the stone at the top of the hill”. 
Obviously, for such utterances to be produced, it must be possible both to store and retrieve them. However, Arbib’s example encodes (the meaning of) no less than five distinct predicates and nine arguments (some covert), yet is supposedly stored as a single lexical concept. Compare sentence production by modern speakers: 

Utterances comprising several sentences are rarely laid out entirely before linguistic planning begins. Instead, all current theories of sentence generation assume that speakers prepare sentences incrementally. Speakers can probably choose conceptual planning units of various sizes, but the typical unit appears to correspond roughly to a clause. (Treiman et al. 2003)

Yet Arbib’s example is the equivalent of five clauses; Mithen’s is three. If modern speakers engage in conceptual planning only at the level of a single clause – a mental proposition – how could early hominids possibly have had the lexical capacity to store, retrieve (and execute) a single lexical concept which corresponds to several clauses’ worth of semantic content? And if they could, why has this amazing conceptual capacity been lost?  



             A proponent of holistic protolanguage may counter that the capacity has not been lost, but surfaces in the storage and production of formulaic utterances such as kick the bucket, you can’t have your cake and eat it. However, the properties of idioms exactly demonstrate the compositionality of modern language rather than a holistic nature. Discussing such ‘single-concept-multiple-lemma’ cases, Levelt et al. (1999: 12) note that “the production of kick the bucket probably derives from activating a single, whole lexical concept, which in turn selects for multiple lemmas”. Crucially, the ‘lemmas’ (syntactic units) of  idioms are treated separately for morphological/syntactic purposes, e.g. 

(1)  
He may kick the bucket.    (2) 



 If he kicks the bucket…

(3) If he kicked the bucket…  (4)   I hope he kicks the bloody bucket soon.

So clause-length (or multi-clause) idioms are not the equivalent of Arbib’s and Mithen’s proposed holistic utterances, since idioms have component parts which are easily manipulated. Thus, even if holistic protolanguage contained only single-proposition utterances, these are quite distinct from modern idioms. 

              How, then, did speakers of holistic protolanguage achieve lexical access to their complex concepts, and how did they get from semantics straight to sound? In modern language, intermediate knowledge of a word’s syntactic and semantic properties (word class, gender, semantic field) aid or hinder its recall. Features of lexical items and connections between them facilitate access. Since no such hooks can exist in a holistic protolanguage, lexical access would appear to be a task of immense cognitive difficulty, one that would surely have been beyond the capabilities of the early hominids envisaged to use such holophrases. 
Conversely, in a synthetic protolanguage, protoclasses for nouns and verbs would derive from primate cognitive structure, and semantic fields can accrue gradually as more symbols (protowords) are added. 
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