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With Origins of Human Communicatid2008) the experimental psychologist and director a
the Max-Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropgly, Michael Tomasello, finishes a kind
of trilogy that started witlCultural Origins of Human Cognitiofil999) andConstructing a
Language(2003). In the first book he discussed importafitedences between human and
primate cognition, in the second he dealt intergiveth human language development. In
Origins of Human Communicatidme evaluates three specific hypotheses on the phayld
ontogenetic origins of human communication.

These hypotheses, put forth in the first chaptarFecus on Infrastructure«, can be summa-
rized as follows:

1. Natural, spontaneous gestures, in particular panéind pantomiming, constitute the
phylo- and ontogenetic roots of human cooperatbraraunication.

2. The latter is based on a psychological infrastmectf shared intentionality which has
its evolutionary origin in the support of collabtive activities and comprises i) so-
cial-cognitive skills for creating joint intentiorad joint attention with others, ii) pro-
social motivations for helping and sharing (thowsglfeeelings) with others.

3. Conventional communication as embodied in humaguage is possible only when
participants already possess i) natural gesturesteeir infrastructure of shared inten-
tionality, and ii) skills of cultural learning anuhitation for creating and passing along
jointly understood communicative conventions andstaictions.

The central message of chapter one turns the Ch@nglerspective of universal, genetically
predetermined language acquisition on its headTtonasello, human communication is a
biological adaptation allowing cooperation and abanteraction, while the more linguistic
dimensions of language are culturally constructed passed along by individual linguistic
communities. The first part of Tomasello’s claimds support in empirical results discussed
in chapter five, »Phylogenetic Origins«. The secpad is supported by a recent article from
Stephen Levinson’s group at the Max-Planck Ingifior Psycholinguistics showing that the
4000-8000 languages of the world differ so radycalh all levels — phonology, syntax, and
semantics — that Chomsky’s universality thesislmaoonsidered as falsified.

Starting from the insight that communication in thielogical world does not need to be in-
tentional or cooperative, in the second chaptemimdle Intentional Communication,
Tomasello argues that many primate gestures akk toséirect attention onto themselves or
something else and to control the behavior of ofitenates. The deictic function that Karl
Buhler has marked as a linguistic specialty ingicneering work from 1934Theory of lan-
guage plays a central role in this: chimpanzees use dbsture, for example, to signal that a
human should give them food which is out of the@ah. This represents a simple form of
requesting, a communicative imperative, one of tiimee basic social motives that pre-
linguistic, nine-month old children already possessquestingq{help or information), »in-
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formingc¢, and >sharingideelings or attitudes). Chimpanzees use the defigtiction in a sur-
prisingly flexible manner, for instance when pangtiout the preferred food among alterna-
tives. Their vocal skills, however, do not fulfhdt function: their vocal signals seem ex-
tremely fixed (within their kind), largely involuaty, and almost exclusively serve as emo-
tional expressions, independent of how potentiabrents of the vocalization (e.g., a leopard
alarm cry) might perceive the situation.

In this chapter — as in the whole book — Tomassbimehow fails to mention the work of his
renowned colleague from Oxford, Robin Dunbar. ks deicent review of Tomasello’s book in
Current AnthropologyDunbar points out that the inflexibility thesisaynbe valid for chim-
panzees but not for all primates. Gelada-baboansXample, seem to have quite a flexible
repertoire of contact grunts, varying with their agional state, but, more importantly, also
with the communicative intention of the primatecBese Tomasello also leaves unmentioned
other empirical results which seem less compatihie his thesis — like some studies by Sue
Savage-Rumbaugh on bonobos who were raised by uarah seem capable of what she
calls intentionality of the 4th degree — the qumstarises whether this is a case of >confirma-
tion bias¢, the tendency — to be found in all scen— to prefer results that confirm one’s own
hypotheses. But perhaps Tomasello has good re&sadosibt these other results?

In the third chapter, »Human Cooperative Commuigoat which is heavily influenced by
Buhler’'s and Grice’s theories of speech acts, dbageHerb Clark’s boolkJsing Language
Tomasello impressively demonstrates, by help @rees of everyday examples, that there is a
complex psychological infrastructure behind seeyisgnple deictic acts and iconic gestures
(pantomime). Both forms of communication can beoaoted for by the aforementioned two
social motives that our primate cousins lack: inforg and sharing. Together, both generate a
common basis between speaker and recipient, a canfibaek-)ground of knowledge about
the world — analogous to Buhler’'s >symbol field¢ranscends the limits of an egocentric per-
spective and thus creates the basis for largealsogits.

Tomasello summarizes the differences in the pswdichl infrastructure of cooperative

communication between apes, human children andsadula table, in which he attributes

intentional communication to apes, but not coopegatommunication which young children

are capable of in a rudimental way at least. Adalescapable of fully cooperative communi-
cation thanks to recursivity: they can do >recwgsinmtention reading< (e.g., >l think that she
wants me to know that he thinks that ...<) whidbvas them to turn helping and sharing into
mutual expectations or norms, and to turn the wtdeding of goals and intentions into joint
ones. While chimpanzees only seem to know the mativrequesting, young children can

also inform and share, and adults additionally haagperation norms. As concerns intention-
ality, Tomasello attributes to both chimpanzeesymnhg children an elementary understand-
ing of goals, an understanding of the perceptiah @nactical thinking of others. Adults also

have access to joint goals and communicative iittesit they can refer to a xcommon groundc
through joint attention and can think cooperativ@ty contrast to mere practical thinking).

Both children and adults have the communicativermadhat chimpanzees lack: >imitationx.

Moreover, recursivity enables them to adhere tomanmicative conventions. The surplus

value provided by the deictic and pantomime fumgidor human communication is enor-

mous.

In chapters four and five (»Ontogenetic OriginsRhylogenetic Origins«), Tomasello ex-
plains where these specifically human social skilimme from. Chapter four offers a wealth of
convincing examples and experimental results ontpj, a skill infants already master in a
surprising breadth before their first serious pietknguage acquisition. Two communicative
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motives control these deictic acts: a >declaratore that can either be expressive (i.e., the
child wants to share an attitude towards someestewrith the adult) or informative (i.e., the
child wants to provide an adult with the necessarglesired information), and an >impera-
tive< one. The latter is based on an elementargrstanding that others can make things hap-
pen and the child uses pointing to control thesesalaagents. Pointing directs the other’s at-
tention to a given aspect of the environment ang fixes a common frame of reference, a
shared >horizon of meanin@uhler). However, from the second year of life ohildren can
also evoke ideas in others by using iconic gesturesby pantomiming. Initially, this game
of gestures mostly makes use of conventional gest{e.g., head shaking for >no«); later on,
more and more original gestures come into play.,(éhg boy fingers his chest, looking and
smiling at Mom whose shirt has strings he likeplay with).

In the fifth chapter, Tomasello answers the Whystjioa of human altruistic forms of com-
munication by help of the hypothesis that >helpgel-Belping«<: initially, cooperative commu-
nication was used within the narrow frame of cadlative activities. These activities are
adaptive because collaborative individuals gengem@bduce more offspring. Helpful hints to
conspecifics can have direct advantages, as theé goaperator becomes a good partner for
reproduction. Both joint actions and cooperativenoaunication are based on recursive mind
reading and the innate tendency to offer help afamnation to others.

Only later (when exactly is not specified by Tonllagedoes cooperative communication
generalize to situations outside of jointly perfeahhconcrete tasks and to uncooperative aims
such as lying or deceiving. According to Tomasetiomates can also >understand< the ac-
tions of others, demonstrate social intentions, emglage in group activities. But their com-
municative gestures fail when it comes to sharéenironality: the recipients do not try to
relate a gesture to the inferred intention of ttheeg they lack the common ground. Primates
also do not point to each other, and when theytgoia human tutor it is only for requesting
something. The decisive phylogenetic leap thustiva®ne which enabled the human species
to do recursive mind reading. How and when exatily extraordinary new >piece of cogni-
tive machinery< evolved is mainly left open by Taako.

In the sixth chapter, »The Grammatical Dimensiof&nasello outlines his three-stage the-
ory of >simple¢, »serious¢, and >fancgyntax. He relates these progressively complexasynt
tic degrees to the three social functions of >retjngs, >informings, and >sharing<. The start-
ing point of this evolutionary grammar of gesturesonstituted by the natural gesture se-
guences of primates which possess no syntactictgteuat all. Requesting happens in the
here and now, typically involves only two individsiaand the action which one of them
wants the other to do. A simple grammar of deisgquences and intention-movements that
parses experience into events and participantscambines gestures towards a single goal
suffices for this. If we wish to inform others abbaseful things, all kinds of possible events
and participants come into play which also cantbiesl in time and space. For that purpose,
a serious syntax that marks (case) roles in ewvamdsidentifies participants in a joint atten-
tional frame is necessary (who does what when th/whom). A mixture of gestures and
vocal expressions — typical of children when thegib to learn a language — now is the
means to the end. Finally, if the communicative iv@ts sharing feelings or attitudes with
others, for instance when telling a story with maayticipants, events, and spatio-temporal
references, the fancy syntax of spoken languageqisired in order to relate events in narra-
tive and track participants across events. In eshtto standard Chomskyan theory,
Tomasello claims that communicators do not needrsép lexical and syntactic >modules< to
express themselves. They possess prefabricatedtseciionss, internal meaning structures
for use in recurrent communicative situations, agntdrem words or phrases like >How ya
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doin?< or more abstract patterns like the Engfiaksive construction >X was VERBed by Y«.
Here Tomasello stands on the shoulders of theatdtiguists like Langacker, Fillmore, or
Goldberg, but — despite his interesting hypotheséses not provide the interested scholar
with a satisfying account of how exactly a simplargmar of gestures evolved into the highly
complex language constructions invented by a Thdveas or James Joyce. But perhaps his
book’s main addressees are not expert (psychod)Btsp

In the seventh and last chapter, »From Ape Gestaorekiman Language«, Tomasello sum-
marizes his arguments around the core notion ofdmuwianguage as shared intentionalityx.

Conclusion

The two key notions of this book, i) language isdzthon communication which is itself pri-
marily cooperative and less manipulative, andg@¥tures — and not vocalisations — are the
phylo- and ontogenetic roots of spoken language nat new. Bihler, Wittgenstein, Austin,
Grice, or Searle already saw language as a meargoiog things and coordinating social
actions, while Chomskyans considered it mainlyragatrument for processing and external-
izing thoughts. Condillac, Wundt, Arbib, Rizzolattr Corballis already ventured the idea
that language evolved from gestures, not from gngnsounds or alarm cries. What makes
Tomasello’s recycling of these ideas so attractiveé plausible is the combination of creative
observational and experimental studies with childkad primates, many of them carried out
in his own lab, that concretise and support thesteoms. The accurate observation of how
children acquire language and of what distinguighes language acquisition from chimpan-
zees’ is an original contribution of Tomasello’®gp to psycholinguistic and developmental
psychology research. The focus on comparative dpuwental behavioral studies on the one
hand, and on pragmatic and prosodic aspects otitayggdevelopment on the other hand, re-
flects Tomasello’s core competences and the dewredap of his career well. Still, from a
contemporary book entitle@rigins of Human Communicationne could also expect that it
devotes more extensive and detailed consideraidinet two other basic sub-domains of psy-
cholinguistic research, semantics and syntax, thahe case in chapter six. Moreover, the
fast-growing scientific community of neuroscienoeuropsychology, or genetic psychology
could have expected some information on what stuainel results from these fields say about
the key hypotheses of the book.

The latter desideratum can be exemplified by themwvel notion of >mind reading< as a ba-
sic skill for social interaction, which is centtalthe book. From the very first experiments of
Jean Piaget on perspective taking via Premack&osthof mind< to Wimmer and Perner’s
groundbreaking experiment on false belief manyrdists have used this idea in various theo-
ries on perception and action, imitation learniegpathy, emotion, or aesthetics. It is a bit of
a surprise that Tomasello does not respond to kunclied theories, as little as he mentions
Rizzolatti's work on mirror neurons which for margsearchers represents the neural corre-
late of the human skill to run mental simulationsl ahus reconstruct observed actions, sensa-
tions, or feelings. Eminent scientists like ArbiRizzolatti, or Corballis see in the mirror neu-
ron system the very basis of shared intentionalitg,notion on which Tomasello grounds his
theory. Perhaps in doing so Tomasello simply rem&ine to himself and his classical ex-
perimental psychology training, referring only &sults from observational and behavioural
studies to test and support his arguments. Foravkatreasons, he thus renounces the possi-
bility of offering answers to questions left opgntis book, at least if one accepts the opinion
of scholars like Robin Dunbar or Nick Enfield, iarpcular the puzzling issue of how and
why a system based on mimic and gestures finallg @p using almost exclusively the vocal
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channel and develops a mental apparatus that srdegemarvellous richness of literal and
figurative meanings of language.

Michael Corballis conctructhis answer to this question around the gene FOXP2 wisich

also sported by apes, song birds, or crocodila$varnch, as a transcription factor, regulates
other genes. Renowned colleagues from Tomasehsttute, Wolfgang Enard and Svante
Paabo, think that the decisive gene mutation hagpe the same time or shortly after the
origin of the (neuro-)anatomically modern man, about 100.000 to 200.000 years ago. A
possible consequence of this FOXP2 mutation coalek lbeen a better control of the mouth
and face muscles. Corballis argues that FOXP2 dner @enes caused the transition from
hand to mouth communication when the selectionspires on these energetically costly
communication tools became too heavy, the necessg@gmmunicate also at night and across
bigger distances too apparent, and the advantdgée dree hands for using tools too obvi-

ous. Although Tomasello cites Corballis in his b@skchief witness for his hypothesis on the
gestural origin of language, he does not mentienRBXP2 idea: is this >too much of biol-

ogy« and »too little of culture< for him?

Another question that one might want to ask Tonasater reading his book concerns his
exclusive focus on a domain-general skill as tivesibullet to the specific human nature.
Does he not believe that apart from our talentstwaired intentionality some other domain-
general or — specifically cognitive — emotionalllskalso distinguish us from our simian cous-
ins? Not only Hauser, Chomsky, and Fitch in theicimdebated paper from 2002 claim that
our numerical abilities, our capacity for navigatiour talent for mental time travels (Corbal-
lis), for versatile social relations, and, of cayralso our presumably innate skill for recursion
play important roles in the evolution of human laage. By sticking consistently and force-
fully to his >one-dimensional« position, Tomasettmtivates alternative opinions and that
should be good news for research generativity.

Tomasello’s book stands on the shoulders of maeygqmessors, among them Premack and
Woodruff's pioneering work on the question whetblgimpanzees have a >theory of mind¢, as
well as Arbib’s, Axelrod’s, Bihler’s, Burling’s, @ballis’, Dawkins’, Deacon’s, Donald’s,
Dunbar’s, Givon’s, Hauser’s, McNeill's or Wildgentsieories on the evolution of communi-
cation, culture, cognition, and cooperation. Hecessfully integrates many of their assump-
tions into a coherent framework and supports itbyprehensible empirical results. His en-
tertaining style facilitates fluent readiagd thus makes the issue >What makes man unique?«
more accessible to a wider public. In short, hiskboffers the essence of good reading: ac-
quisition of knowledge and pleasure. His focussangpositive evidence for his theory, his
abstinence from discussing alternative theoriegesults that fit his own theory not so well
make it easy for readers to follow (and adopt)dnguments. We humans are unique because
we are interested in the goals, intentions, feslingshes, and beliefs of our sisters and broth-
ers, and because we can read their minds, becas®twonly expect help from them, but
also offer them help. In stark contrast to our aimgousins, this allows us to imitate and thus
to learn and teach all cultural goods the histdmnankind has produced, above all: to speak!

>Cooperation and altruismc« instead of >fight forvaval<; we like such stories, in particular
when they are told by such a renowned scholaraedted narrator as Michael Tomasello.
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