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The seeds of speech is the third title in the Cambridge Approaches to Linguistics Series. It, like the preceding volumes on the English language and the problem of language decay, serves as a clear and comprehensive introduction to an important facet of linguistics, in this case the origins of language. Jean Aitchison brings the same concise and readable style to Seeds of speech that characterized her earlier work (cf. The articulate mammal [1989] and Words in the Mind [1994]). The book is organized into four major sections. The first spells out some of the interesting issues in the origins of language--both the evolutionary origins of language and language acquisition in children--while the remaining three treat these issues in more detail. Obviously, the scope of the book is huge and in attempting to cover so much ground it sometimes fails adequately to explain the complexity of the arguments in favor of certain viewpoints. If the book has any singular fault it is that it inhabits the space of both a non-technical introduction to linguistics for beginning students (by virtue of the clarity and simplicity of the examples used to illustrate points in the text) and as a useful resource for academics without formal training in linguistics. The notes, suggestions for further reading, and bibliography give a solid foundation for those who want to read more about the questions and theories that get only a passing glance from Aitchison and the text is sufficiently captivating to make one want to read further. In the end, this may not be a defect at all because the editors of the series hope that it will, "give readers an understanding of the multi-faceted nature of linguistics ... as well as equipping those who wish to find out more about linguistics with a basis from which to read the more technical literature in textbooks and journals" (frontispiece). 

I cannot canvas all of the points in Aitchison's book. Instead, I shall sketch the main arguments of each section. Aitchison devotes the first section to a discussion of the fundamental questions of language origin. She begins by frankly acknowledging the dubious history of attempts to find a 'mother tongue' or to account for the beginnings of linguistic competence. She recounts the fantastic claims of people like Abbe O'Donnelly (who claimed that Egyptian hieroglyphs represented the original human tongue) before setting out the central questions for the book. The remaining three sections treat the questions of whether or not language evolved slowly or arose quickly (the 'rabbit-out-of-a-hat' problem) and if language began as a simple system and developed increasing levels of complexity (the 'amoeba' question); the social role of language; the question of how language best conveys information; why languages come in such variety; whether language is innate or learned; and finally the extent to which mastery of language correlates with intelligence. 

The second section is called "Origins". In it, Aitchison treats the fundamental questions of how language evolved and examines some of the ways in which language acquisition in children and our observation of communication in primates may shed light on these questions. Did language evolve slowly or did it suddenly explode onto the evolutionary scene? What we might call traditional Darwinian science suggests that language, like many other adaptations, arose slowly. Against this, we find Noam Chomsky's view that language is an example of an 'emergent' trait, that is a trait arising at a specific level of complexity that is qualitatively different than any previous traits. Aitchison favors the remaining view that language developed according to Steven Jay Gould's notion of 'punctuated equilibrium'. She appears to adopt this third stance because it incorporates elements of the first two and makes plausible the notion that linguistic forerunners like primate hoots and bird songs might have set the stage for a period of rapid growth ending in full-blown language which then matured at a much slower rate. 

While this section does a good job of setting out the different views on the question of language evolution and sets up the arguments in later sections with numerous examples from research on primates and on humans with various language deficits, I cannot help but wish that the author spent more time ferreting out the implications of these views. In her brief discussions of tactical deceit (Chap. 6) and the 'naming insight' (Chap. 9), Aitchison makes a number of remarks suggesting widespread acceptance of the notion that the need to lie was a principle influence on the evolution of language and that our ability to name objects arose from a natural tendency to call things by the sounds they make. Both views are plausible, but clearly have important implications that need to be explored. They also do little to advance the main issue of the speed of language's development. 

The next section treats the development of language's grammatical structure. Chapters 9 and 10 are an introduction to the elements of grammar with some discussion of the differences between and relative frequencies of noun and verb phrases. Both of these chapters advance the thesis that the notion of the noun preceded the notion of the verb. Aitchison bases this claim on the frequency of nouns in natural languages and on their centrality in the syntactic structure of most languages. The other two chapters of the section are a very interesting treatment of tenses and language's mechanisms for change. Both discussions are filled with detailed examples, many of which are drawn from the Tok Pisin language of Papua New Guinea. The most striking element of the examples is the clear demonstration that the development of tenses is both an aid to efficiency (in that it allows a single concept-meaning to take on different aspects such as 'contour' and 'aspect') and to language's generativity (the characteristic that allows an indefinitely large number of possible sentences to be generated from a finite stock of words). 

Aitchison's treatment of grammar is especially of interest to philosophers and psychologists interested in language because it relies on the notion of a primitive grammar. Pre-supposing the existence of a variety of nouns, she claims that, "there had to be other words to go with the nouns. A smallish vocabulary relating to verb-like happenings had presumably existed for a long time. Words meaning maybe, 'Heave', 'Come', 'Go', 'Eat', 'Open' might have been in use. But they were possibly not as numerous as the names for things, nor were they at first combined with names in a reliable way" (p. 111). The similarity to Wittgenstein's initial description of a 'language game' is inescapable. That the first nouns were used to name a wide range of things based on their relevance to the social group and its interests is an unspoken assumption throughout the book. It is interesting that Aitchison does not consider the possibility that verbs developed in much the way Wittgenstein suggests in his example of the work crew.whose leader shouts, "Slab!!" when a slab of stone is to be brought from the stockpile to the work area. It seems plausible that 'primitive grammar' was embedded within nouns themselves. "Slab!!" not only specifies a kind of' object but also says, "Bring it here!" Were it true that a grammar dividing between things and actions could develop using single word tokens only, it might add to the account of the development of tense markers. 

The final section of the book is the most interesting. Chapter 13 is an account of the spread of language and human population across the globe. This brief anthropological sketch is the precursor to a discussion of the methods and driving issues behind much of contemporary linguistics. Understanding the pattern of language diffusion gives linguists significant clues about the relations between families of languages and points out the differences between relatively old languages and those that have more recent origins. Aitchison's account continues with an examination of what might be common to all languages. One chapter treats the search for language 'universals', like word order and similarities in meaning for similar words, delivering the surprising conclusion that there are actually very few true universals across all natural languages (the curious can find her list of ten candidate universals on p. 177). A concise account of Chomsky's inferential theory of language acquisition follows. Aitchison focuses on both the importance and implications of universal grammar and the neat problem of whether or not to understand language's apparent limitations in terms of inbuilt prohibitions (e.g., a strict 'rule' that a language cannot perform negation merely by reversing word order) or in terms of more general preferences that are activated by the environment. 

In Chapters 15 and 16, we find the problems that tend to be of most interest to philosophers and psychologists. How are the systems of phonology, syntax, and semantics related to one another? What differences might we find when considering the means whereby we produce speech in comparison to the ways that we understand speech? How is language related to mental content? This last question prompts Aitchison to briefly lay out some of the foundational issues of cognitive science and the connectionist view of the brain. The overview of the physical elements of language production from the books first section (i.e., discussion of Broca's and Wernicke's areas and the various 'modules' found in these areas) is put to good use as Aitchison describes the intersection of linguistics, psychology, and philosophy. For her, uncovering the origins of language involves an examination of not only the mechanics of particular languages, but also a consideration of, "the moving aspects of language, the way in which people learn it and process it in day-to-day usage" (p. 210). In order to fully account for language's development, we need to look at the development of the different parts of language and at the question of how the total system of language takes on a life of its own. 

I have complained that some of the controversies covered in Seeds of speech get too sketchy a treatment. This is a minor defect that is more than compensated for by the notes, the text, the bibliography, and suggestions for further reading. Of the book's 267 pages, over forty are devoted to reference material. 

Seeds of speech is a very different sort of introduction to linguistics than, say Steven Pinker's The language instinct (Morrow, 1994). The latter volume is a very well argued apology for Chomsky's revolutionary linguistic project. It serves as an introduction because Pinker's style is very readable and the book, of necessity, covers many elements of the study of language in the course of defending Chomsky's view. Seeds of speech does not offer a single theme, nor does it have a particularly partisan agenda. It has all of the nice features of a solid and usable introduction to a discipline. It lays out the important questions of linguistics, even-handedly examines opposing viewpoints on those questions, and shows how the seemingly 'narrow' concerns of the linguist are relevant to a number of other areas of inquiry. The reference material is worthwhile and, as an extra bonus, Aitchison's book is so rich with examples that those who teach the philosophy and psychology of language can't help but find some that will be useful in the classroom. 
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