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Lesson   One : 

The ori gi ns of language 

What  is  li nguistics ? 

Li ngui stics  is  the  scientific   study  of  human  l anguage . 

 

What  was  Charl es Dar wi n's  view  concerni ng the  ori gi ns  of  

language ? Does  it  mat ch   wit h  our typi cal  i mage or  not  ? 

Hi s vi ew i s  t hat  t he progenitors of  man,  either t he mal es or fe mal es, 

or bot h sexes,  before t hey had acqui red the power of  expressi ng t hei r 

mut ual   l ove i n articul ate l anguage,  endeavoured t o char m each ot her 

wi t h musi cal notes and rhyt hm.  

In  ot her  words ,  earl y hu mans had al ready devel oped  musi cal 

ability pri or to l anguage and were usi ng it "to char m each other. "  

Thi s may not  match t he typi cal  i mage t hat  most  of  us have of  our 

earl y ancestors as rat her rough characters weari ng ani mal  ski ns and 

not  very char mi ng,  but  it  is an i nteresti ng specul ati on about  how 

language may have ori gi nated. It re mai ns, however, a speculati on.  

 

Do  we  have  any  evi dence  concerni ng  the  ori gi ns  of  language ?  

 We si mpl y don't   know how l anguage ori gi nated.  We do kno w t hat 

the ability to produce  sound and simpl e vocal  patterning ( a hu m 

versus  a grunt,  for exa mpl e)  appears to be i n an anci ent  part  of  t he 

brai n t hat  we share wi t h all  vertebrates,  i ncl udi ng fish,  frogs,  bi rds 

and ot her ma mmal s.  But  t hat  isn't  human l anguage.  We suspect  t hat 

so me t ype of  spoken l anguage must  have devel oped bet ween 100, 000 

and 50, 000 years ago,  well  before written l anguage ( about  5,000 years 

ago).  

Yet,  a mong t he traces of  earlier peri ods of  life on eart h,  we never fi nd 

any di rect  evi dence or artifacts rel ati ng t o t he speech of  our di stant 

ancestors t hat  mi ght  tell  us how l anguage was back i n t he earl y 

stages.  

 

 



There has been no shortage of specul ation about the ori gi ns of 

hu man speech . Why ? 

Because  of  this lack  or  absence of di rect physi cal evi dence   

The di vi ne source  

In t he bi blical  tradition,  as descri bed in t he book of  Genesis,  God 

created Ada m and "whatsoever Ada m called every li vi ng creat ure, 

that  was t he na me t hereof. " Alternati vel y,  foll owi ng a Hi ndu 

traditi on,  l anguage ca me fro m Sarasvati,  wife of  Brahma,  creat or of 

the uni verse.  In most  reli gi ons,  t here appears to be a di vine source 

who provi des humans wit h l anguage.  In an atte mpt  to rediscover t hi s 

ori gi nal  di vi ne l anguage,  a fe w experime nts have been carri ed out, 

wi t h rat her conflicti ng results.  The basic hypot hesis see ms to have 

been t hat,  if  human i nfants were all owed t o grow up wi t hout  heari ng 

any l anguage around t he m,  t hen t hey woul d spont aneousl y begi n  

usi ng  the  ori gi nal  God- gi ven  language . 

 

Di scuss  the  story  of  the  Egypti an pharaoh ( Psa mmeti chus )  that  

was  reported  by Herodot us . 

The Greek writer Herodot us reported t he story of  an Egypti an 

pharaoh na med  Psa mmeti chus (or Psa mti k)  who tried t he 

experi ment  wit h t wo ne wborn babi es more t han 2, 500 years ago. 

After t wo years of  isol ati on except  for t he co mpany of  goats and a 

mut e shepherd,  t he chil dren were reported t o have spontaneousl y 

uttered,  not  an Egypti an word,  but  somet hi ng t hat  was  i dentified as 

the Phrygi an word '' bekos'',  meani ng "bread. " The pharaoh 

concl uded t hat  Phrygi an,  an ol der l anguage spoken i n part  of what  i s 

modern Turkey,  must  be t he ori gi nal  l anguage.  That  see ms  very 

unli kel y.  The chil dren may not  have pi cked up t his ‘‘ word" fro m any 

hu man source,  but  as several  co mme ntat ors have poi nted out,  t hey 

must have heard what the goats were sayi ng !! 

 

 

 

 

 



What was  Ki ng James'  experi ment ? Can  it  be  adopted  or  not  ?  

Ki ng Ja mes t he Fourt h of  Scotl and carried out  a si mil ar experi ment 

around t he year 1500 and t he chil dren were reported t o have 

spont aneousl y started speaki ng Hebre w,  confir mi ng t he Ki ng's belief 

that  Hebre w had i ndeed been t he l anguage of  t he Garden of  Eden.  It 

is unf ort unate t hat  all  ot her cases of  chil dren who have been 

di scovered  li vi ng i n i sol ati on,  wit hout co mi ng i nto contact  wi t h 

hu man speech,  tend not  to confi r m the results of  t hese t ypes of 

di vi ne-source experime nts.  Very young chil dren li vi ng wit hout  access 

to human l anguage i n t hei r earl y years grow up wi t h no l anguage at 

all.  

 

  


