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Lesson Two:

The natural sound source

A quite different iew of the begi nnings of language is based on the
concept of natural sounds. The hunman audtory systemis al ready
functioning before birth. A around seven nonths. That early
processing capacity develops into an ahility to identify sounds in
the environnent allowng humans to make connection between a
sound and the thing producing that sound. This leads to the
idea that pri mtive words derive from i mtations of the natural
soundthat early nen and wonen heard around them. Anong
several lingusts who focused on the origims of speech |,
Jesperson(1922) called this the ** bow wowtheory' . Whileitis
true that a number of words i nany language are ono natopoeic, itis
hard to see how most of the soundess things as well as abstract
conceptsinour worldcou d have been referredtoinalanguage t hat
si nply echoed natural sounds.

The soci d i nteracti on source

Anot her proposal involvng natural sounds has been called the
"'yo- he-ho" theory. The i deaisthat the sounds of a personinvol vedin
physica effort coud be the source of our language, especially when
that physica effort invol vedsevera people andtheinteraction hadto
be coord nated So, a group of early humans mght devel op a set of
huns, grunts, groans and curses that were used when they were
lifting and carryi ng large kits of trees or lifeless hairy ma mnot hs.

The appeal of this proposa is that it paces the developnent of
human language inasocid context. Early people nust have livedin
groups, if only because larger groups offered better protectionfrom
attack roups are necessarily socia organizations and to mai ntain
those organi zations. sone for mof communicationis required .

This view does not, however, answer our question regardng the
origins of the sounds produced Apes and ot her pri natesliveinsocid
groups and use grunts and socid calls, but they do not seemto have
devel oped the capacity for speech.



The physica adaptati on source

I nstead of 10oki ng at types of sounds as the source of hunan speech
we can look at the types of physical features hunans possess,
especialy those that are dstinct from other creatures, which nmay
have been able to support speech production V¢ canstart wththe
observation that, at sone early stage, our ancestors nmade a very
signficant transitionto an upright posture, wth bi pedal (ontwo feet)
loconotion and a revised rale for the front li nis.

Teeth lips, nouth larynx and pharynx

Hu man teeth are upright, . They are aso very hel pfu in
maki ng sounds such as/ v/.
Himan lips have much nore intricate muscle inter acing

than is found in other pri nates and their resuting flexi klity
certainy hel psin making sounds like/ p/ or/ b/. The human nouth
is relatively small conpared to other pri nmates, can be opened and
closed rapidy, and contairs a s naller, thicker and nore muscul ar
tongue which can be usedtoshape a w de variety of sounds insi de the
ora cavity. Inaddition, hunmans can cl ose off the airway through the
nose to create nore air pressure inthe nmouth The overall effect of
these s mall dfferences taken together is a face wth nore intricate
muscleinterdacinginthe lips and nouth capable of a w der range of
Shapes and a nore rap d and powerfu delivery of sounds produced
through these dfferent shapes.



