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Lesson   Two :  

The nat ural sound source 

A quite different  vie w of  t he begi nni ngs of  l anguage is based on t he 

concept   of   nat ural  sounds.  The  hu man  auditory  syste m  i s  al ready  

functi oni ng before  bi rt h .  At   around  seven  mont hs .  That   earl y  

processi ng  capacity  devel ops  i nto  an  ability  to  i dentify  sounds   i n 

the  envi ronment  allowi ng  hu mans   t o  make  connecti on  bet ween  a  

sound  and  t he  t hing  produci ng  t hat  sound .  Thi s  l eads  t o  t he  

i dea  t hat   pri miti ve  words  deri ve  from  i mi tati ons  of   t he  nat ural  

sound t hat   earl y  me n  and  wo men  heard  around  t hem .   Among  

several   li nguists  who  f ocused  on  t he  ori gi ns  of   speech  , 

Jesperson ( 1922)   called  t his   t he  ''   bow- wo w t heory ''  .  Whi l e it  i s 

true t hat  a nu mber of  words i n any l anguage are ono mat opoei c,  it  is 

hard t o see how most  of  t he soundl ess t hi ngs as well  as abstract 

concepts i n our worl d coul d have been referred to i n a l anguage t hat 

si mpl y echoed nat ural sounds.  

  

The soci al i nteracti on source 

     Anot her proposal  i nvol vi ng nat ural  sounds has been called t he 

"yo- he- ho" t heory.  The i dea i s t hat  t he sounds of  a person invol ved i n 

physi cal  effort  could be t he source of  our  l anguage,  especiall y when 

that  physi cal  effort  invol ved several  peopl e and t he i nteraction had t o 

be coordi nated.  So,  a group of  earl y humans  mi ght  devel op a set  of 

hu ms,  grunts,  groans  and curses t hat were used when they were 

lifti ng and carryi ng large bits of trees or lifeless hai ry ma mmot hs.  

 

The appeal  of  t his proposal  is t hat  it  pl aces t he devel op me nt  of 

hu man l anguage i n a soci al  context.  Earl y peopl e must  have li ved i n 

groups,  if  onl y because l arger groups  offered better protecti on fro m 

attack.  Groups are necessaril y soci al  organi zati ons and,  to mai nt ai n 

those organi zati ons. so me for m of co mmuni cati on is requi red .  

 Thi s  vi ew does not,  however,  ans wer our questi on regardi ng t he 

ori gi ns of  t he sounds produced.  Apes and ot her pri mates li ve i n soci al 

groups and use grunts and soci al  calls,  but  t hey do not  seem t o have 

devel oped the capacity for speech . 



 

The physi cal adapt ati on source 

  

Instead of  l ooki ng at types of  sounds as t he source of  human speech, 

we can l ook at  t he types of  physi cal  feat ures humans possess, 

especi all y t hose t hat are di sti nct  fro m ot her creat ures,  whi ch may 

have been abl e to support  speech producti on.  We can start  wit h t he 

observati on t hat,  at  so me earl y stage,  our ancestors made a very 

si gnificant  transiti on t o an upri ght  posture,  wit h bi pedal  (on t wo feet) 

loco moti on, and a revised rol e for the front li mbs.  

 

Teet h, li ps, mouth, l arynx and pharynx 

Hu man teet h are upri ght, . They are also very hel pf ul i n 

maki ng sounds such as / v /. 

 Hu man li ps have much more i ntricate muscl e i nterl aci ng 

than i s found i n ot her pri mates and t hei r resulti ng flexi bility 

certai nl y hel ps i n maki ng sounds li ke /  p /  or /  b /.  The hu man mout h 

is rel ati vel y s mall  co mpared t o ot her pri mates,  can be opened and 

cl osed rapi dl y,  and cont ai ns a s maller, t hi cker and more muscul ar 

tongue whi ch can be used t o shape a wi de vari ety of  sounds  insi de t he 

oral  cavity.  In addition ,  humans can cl ose off  t he ai rway t hrough t he 

nose to create more ai r pressure i n t he mout h.  The overall effect  of 

these s mall  differences taken t oget her is a face wit h more i ntri cate 

muscl e i nterl aci ng in t he li ps and mouth,  capabl e of  a wi der range of 

Shapes and a more rapi d and powerf ul  deli very of  sounds  produced 

through t hese different shapes.  

 

  


