RITUAL AND THE ORIGINS OF LANGUAGE"

Chris Knight (University of East London)

THE NEANDERTHALS WERE PROBABLY DISPLACED, accordng to
Cavalli-Sforzaet al. (1988: 6006), becaisethey were (biologically providedwith
speectof moremodestyuality thanmodernhumans.@ickerton (1990; cf. Mellars
1991) extensivey elaboratesthis theme, postulating Oasingle genetic eventO
which gave modernHomo sapiers the competitive edge launchng the human
revolutionby turning @rotolangugeO int@ygntacticizedanguageO.

Neanderthals and modern humans

Suchscenariostreat speechas uncondtionally superor to alternatve systens of
communicéon. Darwinian theory, however, does not recognise
superiorityinferiority in the abstractb only selection pressues. Speech involves
not only berefits but potentialcoss; amorg thesemustbe countedthe dangersof
excessivelyelying on uncorroborgedinformation from othersandb converselyb
the risks of entrustingvaluableinformation to others.OTacticatleeptionGheory
(Byrne and Whiten 1988) would not predict suchtrust; within the termsof this
paradigm.,it is disturbingly anomalog. Humansundoubted} possess specialised
neurophyslogical hard-wiring for sharing information via syntactical speech.
This is a specesspecific biological adgtation which D no lessthan stereopsisn
monkeysor echolaation in batsb musthaveevolvedthroughstandard processe
of Darwinian natural selection (Pinker and Bloom 1990). Pogulating sudde
macromutdabns isnot Darwinism

Nonhumanprimates have homdoguesto BrocaOand WernikeOsireasin which
the internalconnecions broadly mirror the modernhumanconfiguration (Deacon
1987: 4; Steklis 1985). The endocat of a two million yearold Homo habilis
specimen(KNM ER 1470) indicatesa humanlike sulcal patten in the region of
BrocaOsarea (Falk 199). Although the neocatex of Homosapiensis 3 times the
sizepredictedfor nonfumanprimatesof the samebodyweight (Pasingham1975;
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seealso Jerison1973; Martin 1990: 361-396; Pilbeamand Gould 1974; Dunba
andAiello 1993),this appliesto archaicHomo sapiensas muchasto anatomicdy
modern humans. Differences in vasula structure and blood-flow may
conceivably distingush Neanderthal brains from their modern counterparts
(Coppensl981);yet studiesof Neandethal endocranialcastsyield no evidene of
radical inferority (Holloway 199).

It hasbeenclaimedthat their supralarygealtractincapacitatedearderthalsfrom
producingthe range of vowel sound centrd to modern speech(Liebermanand
Crelin 1971; Liebeman 1985 1989, 1991) But Falk long ago showed that
Liebermanin his reconstructionof a classic Neanderthahad positioned the hyoid
boneso high as to make swallowving impossble! The definitive paosition of this
bone remaned unknown until the discovery of a well-preserved Neanderthakt
KebaraCaw, Israel (Arensburget al. 1989. Its hyoid waslow as predictedby
Falk, indiating a tilly descended tgnx like that of moern hunans(Falk 1992.

Palaeontalgy, then, has beenunableto corroloratethe speechmpedimenttheory
of Neanderthl extinction. Neitherdoesthe artefactualrecod help. Excavationsat
Qafzeh,Israel(Vandemeerschl981) haveshown that for tensof millennia, early
anatomicalj modernpopulatons had a culture no more developal than that of
their locd Neanderthd contenporaries(Shea 1989). This and much other daia
suggestd as Soffer (1991: 13) hasput it H Ohat our argumentsabaut differertial
capacitieof the two typesof homirids arewantingO By focusingon questionsof
capacityand totally ignoring the actualiation of capaday into performance,she
continues Qve haveignoredthe sodal contexts crucial to understading habitual
behavior,and therebyeffectively sabotagedur undersanding of what happeed
at the [Middle-to-Uppe Palaeolitic] transtionO.

A processual approach

Few archaelogists hae been wiling to speclate on vhat Sdfer tems the €ocial
contextsQof the Upper Palaeolithic revolution. Among the exceptions, both
Binford (interview in Fischman1992) and Soffer herself (1991; 1992) offer
convergentscerarios. Evaluationof Binford® resultsmustawait full publication.
According to Soffer (1992: 254), Oadramdic changein emnonic and socid
relationshpsO wadedsive.

The touchstme was biparental provisioning. Like Binford, Soffer can find no
evidencethat Neandethal malesreliably brought meat OhaneOto their mates.
Forcedonto their own resourcesas glacial conditionsintensfied, Neanderthi
mothersfacedscarcities andcameunderstress.To minimisethe enagetic costsof
travel, they increasngly restricted themseles to biotically rich, diversified
southerlyareassud asthefoothills of the CrimeaandCaucasuswherethey could
securesubsstenceby moving camp-sites frequently but within relatively smal
ranges (Sdér 1991; cf. Gamble 186: 367-83).



From dataon tooth size and patterrs of juvenile mortality, Soffer (1991; 199)
infersthatanabmically modernfemdes andtheir offspring migrating into Europe
suffered much less stress. Instead of falling back on their own resourcesas
conditions deterorated, they becameinvolved in a profound restructuring of
sexualrelaionshps and henceof their expecationsof males.Malesnow combed
wide areasfor big game, bringingit OhaeCover long distancs, thereby enabling
femalesto reducetravel costsandto selectfrom a muchwider range of potential
dwelling sites (cf. Binford 1989 Knight 1991). Wherea Neanckrthal females
were forced to retain their robust featuresto cope with their environment,thear
moderncountepartsbecamegracile constderably beforecorrepondng processes
of gracilisation set in among anatomially modern males. Soffer (1992: 251)
concludesthat Owhégever behavioal changs occured at the time, their impact
was far more dramatic on the femaleswho were no longer subjed to the same
amounts of physical exertion as were Neanderthal females.OFemales are
particularly vulnerale to the reprodutive penaltiesof stress so such charges
could havebeen degive in enhaning these umansO repductive potential.

Symbolic language: what makesit different

Beforeturning to symbolic origins, we mustadequatelydifferentiate speechirom
animal call-sygems.Many primatesvocaise referenially, conveying information
not only about the serderOsex, group membershipand social relaionshipsbut
alsoaboutextenal objectsand events(Steklis 1985; Cherey and Seyfarth 1990)
Pressureso conveystill moreinformationof this kind canbe linked with archaic
humans®ypottesisedOprotolaguage® in effect, a sophisticatal repertoie of
vocal calls far richer thanthe sysem of any primate (Bickerton1990). Thereare
groundsfor linking speechevoluion in this sensewith evolving HomoOseal to
service increasngly complex networks of potential allies; as social groups
expanded, keeping in touch meant replacing time-consumng primatestyle
grooming mettods with Ocheaper@ocal methodswhich freed the handsand
allowed multiple parnersto be simultaneusly addessed(Dunbar and Aiello
1993).

But speechs emphatially morethanthis. It is nota matterof drawingattentionto
featuresof the percepible world; nor is it essentialfor communicating about
ongoing social phenanena.We would get nearer to the relationships centra to
true languageby statng that the relevantvocalisatiors are labels for collective
abstractionsb non-existent, socially constucted entities, such as a Unicorn
(Bickerton1990;Kendon 1991).Only humanscan convers alout these.

Abstractand arbitrary constructdike QUnicomOarewha human languagelabel,
even if we are talking about, say, a table. In sayng OthleO,we are vocally
labelling a commud construct. In this particular case, we can attach it,
secondary, to what each of usindividually perceivesto be a flat-toppedwooden
thing with legs. But such a secondaryattachmentto a set of perceptual



representabnsisinesential. Even if no tablewerepresnt,we could still refer to
it vocally becausehe construct,OTable®like OGodG)JustieCor QnicornCPis
communaly maintaired and servicedas a constructquite indepemently of any
ordinary physical object. It is this which makes Odisplaement(ossble (Hockett
1960; Biclerton ©90).

Brains, displacement and deception

With their developedprimate brains, humans donOwait for treesto walk into
them.Theyrespoml not directly to sensorystimuli astheseimpingeuponthe body
surfacebut to an internal OvirtualworldOof the brainOswn making, congructed
from primary Di.e. perceptualD information We ad upon this asif it were the
real world. This is wha makesforesigh ®Opanning@®possble. Thereis nothing
unusuakbod this: it is whatbrainsarefor. But in the humancase,extraordinarily,
we eachposses®ur own personalcopy of a sharedmap construcéd on the basis
of secondarynformation. This facilitatescommunalforesight or Oplaning depthO
(Binford 1983). Human languagds a systemof referenceso this additionalmap
Although it hasto be superimpsedupaon the one we sharewith other primaies,
there is a massivedisjunction B in fact an incommenstability of principle B
distinguiing these wo levelsof representaton (Bicketon 1990: Z7-30). Wheeas
a primateOsognitive mapis organismcentred, its coordinatesneasuredfrom the
Ohere@nd Onow®f individual experience our communal map is sodocentric.lts
basictopogaphyis dependentneither upon who you are individudly, nor where
you are in pacef/tine.

We know approximaely how an individual builds up her/hisintemal perceptual
map (e.g. Edelman 1989; Humphrey 1993). But how can a shared map be
implanted ad susained throughait a conmunity?

Studentsof langua@ have traditionally worked with either one of thesetwo
modéds:

1) listeners infer meanirgs from contextial and other cues, the role of
signallers being simply to supply behavioural evidence of their
communicdve intentions;

2) messages artightly specified thraigh acode.

In fact, human language is bestundersbod by combining inferential and code
models,for humanspekersroutinely emit codedutterancesin providing evidence
from which B in conjunction with more subtle behavwoural/contextual cues B
communicéve intentions can beichly inferred (Sperbeand Wilson 1986).

Primatesshare with humansthe principle of inferental comnunication: one
animal infers amotha®s communiative intention from evidence provided
specifically for this purpose.Certanly, chimpanzeescan (1) indicate through
pantomimepossble coursesof action;(2) graspthe naure of theinformationtheir



own behaviour providesto others;and (3) modify it accodingly if it suts ther
purposesendonl1991 and refereces).

Primate communcation can also be acconmodatedto the code model. Vervet
monkeysin Kenya (Seyfarth et al. 1980; Cheneyand Seyfarth 1990) have an
alarm call for GBnakeD.They can also cry OEagle!®@r OLeoprd! Play bak a
recordingof the snakechutter:the vervetsseach the grass.Play OEgle!Oandthey
seekcover. Play Olegpard!Oand they climb the nearestree. Clearly, they have
assigned oded vocélabels to the perceptid identificaions ofthings.

But they cannotrefer to nonexistenthings. No currentlyperceved snake:no call.

By the sametoken, a vervet hearsOSnak® much as if perceivirg one: with a

seriesof aubmatic escapereactiors. The internalisedOsakeCof a vervetis not

socially corstructedreplicated; it is not a symbolic coneept. It is a lower-level

representatio (Bickerton 1990), whose feaures are detemined only by the

properties of acual snakes as internalsed by the monkeyOswn perceptual
equipment. If there is any commonaty between one monkeyOssnake

representatio andanoherDand theremust be for the OsiakeGilarm call to work

DB this stemsnot from socialinput but from the fact that sn&kes, being partof the

external wold, are eqally visibleto all.

It is differentwhenrepresentationsre of internal fantasiesThesewould normally
be so fluid andidiosyncratic asto defy all atemptsat communallabeling. Yet
humansan the cours of evolutionhaveevidently managedo labd atleastcertain
stable kinds of fantssies, which we call OconceptsGChimpanzes have no
knowledgeof these;they know of no OlhicornsO.Neither do they needthem.
Thereis therebre nothing for them to label b except real things, which are beg
labeleddirectly, by giving the appropriate alam-callsor in same comparableway.
In the absenceof a constructedworld whose featuresare common knowledge,
symboliclanguages simply not rejuired.

Admittedly, primatescan comnunicate internal statesbehavourdly; likewise,
humanscan laugh or cry. But immeasurbly moreis occuring within the brain
thanis recowerablefrom suchcues A chimpanzeeb for all we knowb might be
quietly daydreamirg, perhapsrememberiig somepainful evert from yesteray.
Whateverthe details, on waking, shelacksary way of drawing othessCattentbn to
suchvisions. Her companionsjust donOsee them.Moreover, what motive hasshe
to try?Why shouldanyone be intersted inherdreams?

We humansby contrag Basany initiated Australian (Stamer 1956) or !'Kung San

trancedaner (Katz 1982) will confirm Dare preparedo suffer immenseenergéc

expensedo shareour dreams.It is essentl to understandwhy this became
important- why the benefitsof tapping into suchotherwotdly knowledgebegan
to outweighthe extremely high costs.Why did the inner world becomeso vital,

even to theoint o partially eclipang Oredty O?



At this point, primablogistsmay countertha too sharpa cortrastbetweenprimate
andhumanconsciosnessandcommunicabn hasbeenpresentedlt is untruethat
primatescan refer only to real things. They can, after all, deceive Consicer the
caseof a stbadultmale baboonwho hasharaseda youngsterand is beingchasel

by the victimOsnother togetherwith a gangof adults.Fearingattack, the subadult
surprisingy does not run. Insteal, he staresinto the distance as if watchirg a

predator.Thereis no leopardto be seenbutthe adultsin pursuitall stop,turn and
look. After this, the situation has beendefusd and the chaseis abandoned.The

subadult ha escape thanks to higleceit Byrne and Whien 198: 208).

It might be claimedthat a Ofalse@eopardis in effect a GymbolcOleopard(cf.
Sperber1975). But it is not. It fails to qualify becausethere is no shared
understandig here.The victims of the deceithaveno interestin maintainingthe
deceitas such. They will therdore never knowingly join in with the decaver,
replicatinghis decet. As soonasthe baboonpunishmenparty reaise thereis no
leopardto be seen,they lose all interestin the unred phenomenam. Instea of
beingcollectivdy ampified or indefinitely pepetuatedihefiction expireswithout
further ado. Primatesnever perpetuge claims to have seenGymbdicO leopards,
anymorethantheybelievein Unicorns.It is this which precludesthe development
among then of a ymbolic doman.

The human symbolic domain is a realm of indefinitely maintaned colledive
deceits, collective fantasies,such as P to take an exampé from the Dorze of
southernEthiopia® OQrristianleopadsQSpeber 1975:93-5). It is asif the gang
of baboonsin our example all looked at the horizon, sav no leopard B but then
joinedin with their deceiverin pretendng to seeone.Clearly, they could only be
predictedto do this if they sharedsome cdllective interes in perpetuatingthe
fantasy,for exanple in the courseof deceivirg athird party. Thereare no primae
examplesof this (Dunbar, personalcommuncation). And it is beauseprimate
deceptionsare nevercollectively perpetuatd that they cannot be labelled by the
communityPrivatelies, privatefantaszedexperiencesare simply not the kindsof
things towhich ageed,collective ldels carbe attached.

In this light, it seemsmisguidedto imagine that even highly intelligent archaic
humanswho stumbleduponthe supposely sdf-evidentOadvatage®of symbolic
languagewould necesarily have had any motive to exploit those advantages.
Whateverther symiwolic capacities (Marshack 1989), unlessthey already had
powerfulrea®nsfor sharingpurefantasiesthe point of making the switchto true
languagewould haveescapedhem. Symbolc speechwould havebeen redurdant
for the samereasonthat teachingchimps how to say@God('s a waste of time. For
evolving Late Pleisbcenehumanschoosng a verballabelfor a constructsuchas
OSpirit@r CBupernatral PotencyQvould have beena small challenge compared
with the difficulties inherentin estblishng a constructof this kind in the fir st
place. More than a linguistic revdution would have beenrequired after all, to
generate thaeedfor constructs dthat kind.



To summaise: prmates CAN:
¥ Vocally labé reality
¥ Individually deceive
¥ Fantasize.

They CANNOT:
¥ Collectively deceive
¥ Label their intasies

Our task, then, is to elucidatethe condtions necessaryor Ocdlective deceptonO
to evolve andbsinceno bettertheoreical paradigm &istsbto do so within a reo-
Darwinian,behaviaral ecological famewok.

The evolution of animal signals

Dawkins and Krebs (1978; 1984 have applied OselfisngeneGhinking to signal
evolution in the animal world, proposng that commnunicative episodesare
typically exploitative; the signatemitter is a GnanipulateOaiming its signalsat an
intendedQictimOin order to expbit its musce-power.Wherethere is a conflict of
interestbetweenmanpulator andvictim, anintelligence/canterinelligenceOarms
raceQnay build up. Insteadof attenpting to conveyaccurag information aboutits
capacitiesor intenticns b for exanple, its willingnessto fight b a signatemitter
may wish to conceal,exaggerater distort this information. Thenthe victim will
benefitthrough being able to resist being duped, penetating the smokescreerio
ascertain théruth.

An aggressive male baresits teeth:its rival backsoff. But thena rival calls its

bluff. It hasdevebped Osalesesistanc®:;the teethbaring no longer works. The
manipubtar mug now amplify, back down D or fight. Realfighting is costly, so
therewill usually be an incentve simply to intensify the signal, leadingto yet

heightenedsales resigance. OBy analogy with human advertsingd, comments
Krebs (1987: 169), Ohe counterploy to saks resistances to increasethe sales
pitch, to make the signal louder, more repettive, more congicuaus, in fact to

modify it in any way that will overcone the raisedthresholdof the reactor®.
Along this route, animal signalsb like the display of a peacockb can becone

elaborated,stereotypd, repetitive and OrtualisedOthe degree of elaboratbn

reflecting not so much the reliability of the messageasits vulneraility to being

exposed aa sham.

But while conflicts of interestlead to the increasingloudness and elaborationof
relatively informatian-poor signals, the opposite occurs when communicatng
individuals share the sameinterests. Suppseb writes Krebs (1987 b the same
outcomeincreaesthe evolutionay fitnessof all patiesinvolved. Membersof an
ant colory, for exanple, sharean interestin rapid and efficient communicaton



aboutthe approachof an anteatersince the future geneic represetation of any
individual depend<rucially on the survival of the coloty.

Sucha signalwill evolve in the opposte direction to an explatative one.No one
now hasan interestin falsifying signals;there is correspodingly no basisfor the
build-up of Oskes resistanceOlnstead of selection for exaggeration or
concealmenttherewil| be pressureso makethe Ogenuine®r Ogiv-awayCcues
more readily detectablke. At the sametime, selectionon listenerswill favour the
oppositeof saksresstance:heightenedsensiivity for detecing informationrich
cues. Oln other wordsO, as Krebs (1987: 170) puts it, Othe co-evolutionay
interactionhereis betveen decreasedesmpnse thresholdson the one hand and
increased ginal clarty on the othg). Antchemical signds are qgiet and efficier.

Emitting any sigral incurs a cost. A prolonged energetially expensive dispay
may be requred to transmit a manipulaive messagebut if the benefits of
exploitatian arehigh, theemittermaystill proceed.In cooperatve signalling,there
IS no needto incur such a costbecawsethe thresholdof responsein listenerswill
be selectedto decrese and not to increase. As the thresh¢d decreases,
communicgorswill be ableto sendtheir messagesat everlower amplitudes,using
lessand less energy. Dawkins and Krebs (1984: 391-2) call this Gzonspiratoral
whispering.

Speechtransnits mud information with minimum time and effort (Dunbarand
Aiello 1993; Liebemman 1988: 5). Over the generations|istenes in the human
casehaveevidently neededto know: otherwise they would not hawe evolvedsuch
highly specialsed neurophysitogical adaptations for decodng messages
accuratelyat low ampitudes,requiring minimal redurdancyand at astonisimgly
high speeds(Lieberman 1991; Pinker and Bloom 1990 and references).An
inferenceis tha neither OMachavellian IntelligenceOnor Oams raceOscenars
were centralto speecBsevolution. Speeckcapacities ewlved through selectio
upon ceoperatingindividuals.

By contrast ritual in human cultures demands seeningly disproportionde
energeticinvestents (Sperber1975). Like their animal countrparts, human
rituals areloud, repetitve, conspicwus,steretypedandcosty in termsof energy
expenditure. They are also characteristally illusion inducing or OdeceptiveO
(Sperber 195; Latas 089).

The difference is tha animal manpulative displays are individualistic and
competitive whereagheir mostpotent human counterpas in traditional cultures
are quintessentilly callective performances. They demarcatesocid relations of
power,identifying groupswith commoninterestsandsettingthemin oppositon to
othergroups(Leach 1954; Cohenl1985. But despitethis collectivity, theyarealso
highly manipuldive peformancesthe whole aim is to producean ill usion(Leach
1954;Lattas1989). Polatchescompetitivdy exaggerateommuna wealth(Mauss
1954).Malesin secretinitiation cultsPin addition to priesthads,dominantcages



and royal lineageghroughoutrecrded history B have exploited othersby usng
elaborateritual to overcometheir victims@Dslesresistance Qe might infer Din
view of the erergy expendedin relation to the pawcity of reliade information
conveyed(Sperberl975: 8) b that suchrituals aroseas groups of speeckusng
humanscollectively strove to Oeploit the muscle powelOof otherswho tendeal to
resist the rassage.

We arenow in a positon to beginputting all this together.Humars produceboth
speechand ritual B both co-operatve and exploitative signals. If we attemptto
relatethesetwo pattens, they appearat first sightto be mutually incompatible.If
therelationships at the root of symbolic origins were exploitative, how couldthey
have been aaperatie at the saméme?

The precedig anajssis suggests solution; and it tiesin satsfyingly with SofferOs
(1991;1992) hypotheses on Upper Palaeolihic socialchangs consderedearlia.
Whatwasexploited Dasthe OHumarRewlutionO(Mellars and Stringer 1989)got
underway D wasthe musclepower of mdes. Thosewho benefted were females
and their ofspring

A testable theory of human symbolic origins

Late Pleistaceneforagng strategiesncorpoited anincreasng componentof long

distancehunting (Binford 1989) In the absece of complexlogistic arrangemers,

this corfronts notonly adult maes hut all individualswith demands for highlevels
of mobility. For evdving human femdes and particulaly mothers,the enegetic
costsof travel (cf. Dunbar 1988:90-105) mug haveconstraned chace of strategy
in trading sexualacces for meat.Consortirg continuouslywith meat-possessig

maleshasbee visualsedasa possble female strategy(Hill 1982 Parker1987),

but Ochasig afterOmobile huntes could only have been optimal where child

carrying burdenswere minimal and/or distances short The alternative was to

makethe med move.Assuminginitial malereluctanceao conply, this would have
entailed refushg sex to all males except those who returred OhomeQwith

provisions

From soon after the onsetof the lastglacial, andin Africa probably sooner,this
strategywasapparatly adoptedwith increasng successArchaeobgical evidence
for structued heaths, logistic hunting and seasonal/sempermarmnt basecanps
canin this light be parsimoniotsly explainel: Omakinghe meatmoveQenabled
whole groyps of child-burdenednotheas to shareboth parental tasks andincoming
provisionswithout having to move(Binford 1989; Knight1991).

It was the collectivist dynamicof this femalk-driven coalitionary strategywhich
generatedDfareddreaningOand hencethe possibility of symbolism. Whenever
onefemde was signalling Ono0shehadto ensure(a) thatall otherfemalesin the
vicinity were signalling with her and (b) that male kin could be drawn on for
support.OChesOwould haveconstituteda potentialthreat. To suceed,the new



strategy would have required QnoralityO as defined by Boyd and Richeison
(1992)Pyou punishanyonewho doesnot co-operateand you punish anyonewho
does not punsh. By such collectvist means, anything can become an
evolutionarly stablestrategy(Boyd and Richerson1992). To the extent that the
newstraegy did become noninvadabé, the logic of Oalor-nothingOPintrinsic to
strike action everywhere Bwould havegeneratd closesolidarity betveenfemales,
building on any previously-evolved capacities for menstral synchrony (Turke
1984;1988. The only availablenatral clock for schedling sud synchronied
action would have been the moon whose light would also hawe constituteda
usefulresourcefor maleson overnight hunting trips (Knight 1991 and referenes).
Achieving the necesary fine attunementdetween productive, reproductive and
celestialrhythmswould havebeenthe remit of ritual action. This in turn provided
the infrastuctural baisfor fully symbolic spech.

The generatio of a stable repertoire of communal fantasy-elements cannotbe
explained by standardprimatdogical Otactial decepionO theory (Byrne ard
Whiten 1988). It can be explainedonly if tactical decepion is driven beyord
primatology and confronted with a hypothetical limiting case, in which the
production of OdeepionsOis the signalling activity not of individuals but of
groups.The presenttheory meds this requrement.It will now be shown how
periodic sexualrefusal D the collective estabishmentof Osewal inviolabilityOas
the primary ritual congruct b accountsfor the emergene of ritual togetherwith
speech.

To understad how a sexstriking female ought logically to signal OnoGrecall,
first, how animalsnomally signd OyesGCourtshipritual in the animal world is a
key componeh of a species@nate recagnition system (Pateson 1978, 1982).
Fundamerdlly, it involves signaihg to pospective partnes:

¥ OSame sp&esO
¥ ODifferentsexO
¥ OFertile nomentO

This suggest immedately what any On@®signalling female must do. Far from
perpetuatingsud a materecognitionsysten, she mustruptureit, systematicly
reversing tle normé parity-settirgs. Thispredicts:

¥ ODIFFERENT speieD
¥ OSAME s
¥ OINFERTLE manentO

To appreci#e thelogic of this inverson, it mustbe rememberd that biologically,
the human female is Ocontinuosly receptiveO,her body-signals (in male eyes)
permanentlyindicaing OpotentiayesOThis meanghat unlike her closestprimate
relatives,who regularly signal OnoQhrough anoestrusthe humanfemale mug
override her sex-inviting body-signals with some nonhormoral, cortically

1C



controlledyet at least equally powerful disgay. Remember,too, thatto counter
malecheatirg or coercon, the sexstriker neels supportfrom malekin andfemale
compamons, her whole strategydependiig on co-operaton and hence trust. But
how to remove all suspicion that she might OcheatOClealty, any body language
evenvaguelyinterpretible as ambigwus must be suppressé If thereis Osexual
competitimOhere, it mug be of the inverted kind. The logic will be for each
femaleto seekto allay her coalition-partnesGsuspicionsy going one stepbeyond
themin terms of utter negativity.Carriedto its logical extreme,this dynamicwill
reacha point of absurdity.The sex-striking femalewill scramblehernormally sex
inviting signals to the point of denying her statusas a biologicaly appropria¢
sexual partar for the uman male.

This, then is the predction. To be maximally defiant, females ought logically to
link the visible appearaceof menstruabn (Anfertile momentOyith a communal
constructim of their metamorpbsis into OanimalQOdiferent speciesOyrd
OgendeinverteddOsee sexOjorms. Theresultwill bea composie fantasy:pait
animal, part human, its sexualcharacteriscs blurred or inverted- and shedding
blood. Since sexually active males will now be predictedto develop Osales
resistance@ so improbablea messagdintelligent maleswill of coursesuspet
quite ordinary human femalesbeneah the deceptivedisplay), an OarmsraceO
signallingscenariocan be predicted femalesrespondingoy repeatng, amplifying
and elaboratingtheir Gabsurd@antanime (cf. Dawkins and Krebs 1978; 1984).
Down to many of the fine symbolc details the emergencef elaboate menstrua
ritual on the modelof the SanOElandBull DanceLewis-Williams1981)canbe
accounteddr in this way.

Betweencoalition-parners, by the sametoken, the oppositewill apply. Interests
being shared, Oconsjpatorial whisper® P i.e. low-amplitude, energysavirg,
information-rich signds B will suffice. Human speechstands out as the most
energyefficient, highly encodedsysten of communicéion known (Liebermann
1991).An implication is thatits rootslie in the solidarity of the worldOsirst picket
line.

A striking femde who cried, OSnake) evenwhennonecould be seen might now
encounternot incomprehensionbut sympatetic interest Snake are animals
(OwrongspeciesQyenis-like (OwrongsexOnd essily representhle as QiquidO
like the menstual flow (OwrongtimeO).Moreover, they can be venomoss.
Pantomining OWeare not humanfemaks but a snake!Omight, then, be a good
way of repelling males. Insofar asthe initial cry, OSnakeD,set in motion a full
ritual performance,jt would be a new kind of utterancenot Otruen a referenti
sensebut D like invocations of an Aboriginal Australian® ORaibow SnakeO
constructimg its own truth. This OperfamativeOfunction © which includessuch
activities as cursing and spellcastingD is the basic, overarchingfunction of all
humanspeeh (Austin 1980).In Australia, the modelOgredictons are met with
precision.The ORaibow SnaleQis a recurrem focusof symlolic discourse;it has
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beenfor countlesamillennia(Flood 1983;Lewis 1988) Trueto form, it is gender
ambivalent, partzoological, pat-human, conjured up by prolonged ritual
dancingb and widely regardedas respondile for womerOsmenstrual flows
(Knight 1983; 191).

Merely to shoutOSake!O however,setsup difficulties in inferring detailsabout
the spealerOsntendel meanng. Unless those attempting to organise the full

performancehave perfect solidarity, they will not know precisely what to do.
OSnake!@esb but what else?When?What for? How can we justify it? How do
we organiseit? Since the Oreal@orld is no longer relevant,such questionsare
now unansverableby referenceto the contest which physical reality provides.If

listenersarepreparedo sharein thefantasyand wantto know moreaboutit, there
will be only oneplacefor themto go b backinto the recesss of the imaginaton.
Primatestyle holistic utterance® verbal equivalentsof knowing nods andwinks,
eachrich with contexual significarce Barein this contextuselessRequired,now,

iIs a wholly new category of utterance D calls triggering acts of identification
within a sharedmaginative doman, ead labelling onespecific bit of thatdomain,
linked sequatially, ther basicmeanng-conferring contextbeingtha providednot
by externabr percefible realitybut by oher elements athis damain.

At this point, we needinvoke no suddn genetic changesor GnaaomutatiorsO.
GradualistDarwinian processesuffice (Pinker and Bloom 1990). Whilst speech
asasownd-strean may be serial synta is not serally but hierarchially arrange,

with structuresnesting inside other structues b just like ordinay perception,
cognition and motor coordination. This alone is sufficient to suggestits

evolutionay roots. In the human case,as Sperberand Wilson (1986: 172-76)

nicely put it, the Ointenal language®f the primate brain has bemme curiously
exaptedor the new purposesof externd socil communication OMndOBto cite

Johnson(1987 b emegedwhen bodily and henceintimately persaal percepual

and cognitive skills were transposedwholesale into the new domain of

communicale imagination.

The detailed imaginaive life of corspecifics constitutes the one domain of
knowledgefor which externalsen®ry evidence is not merdy inadequate,but for
all practcal puposesnonexistert. Where others(antasiesare concerned,our
ordinary sensesleave us P like batsreliant on echolaation (Pinker and Bloom
1990) D in the dak. No holistic primatelike call, all-of-a-piece and interpretable
thanksto its realworld context,can now hep us out. We haveno choicebut to
listento one call, thenanotherthen another,eachsuccessie bit necessaryf we
are to narrow down the range of possible interpretatims. No primate listener
would havethe patence for this: it always hasthe quickerandsurer alternativeof
checking for itself, from the realworld context in which all calls should be
embeddedDeprived of that option, we humans have beenobliged to wait and
listen; indeed, we demand of our conspeciics that they communicate with us at
length. And this in turn hashad its own internal consguencesNo other primate

12



has ever had to think in this bizarre way, relying not on eyes and earsbut on
channelsormeily used exclusivelyfor communication(Vygotsky 1986; Sperber
and Wilson 1986). Syntactical complexity was born here.Syntax is the structue
you needwhen cogniton of the perceptible world is no longer structuring your
mind for you. Underthe right B albeit highly improbableb conditons, it naturally
evolves

* k% k% %

The humansymbolic domain,to conclude, consistsof collective deceptions;a

more faniliar anthropdogical tem is Ocolletive represetation® (urkheim1965
[1912]). Acted out in pantomimeor in the imagination,theseneeal not be referred

to usingcodedcalls. To the extentthatthey are dancedenergeitally or othawise

acted out in full, without reliance on spee&h, the result is QitualO. Just as
perceptuallyalert life for anindividual is cognition B the proces of constructing
meaningD so ritual is commun& cognition. It is the processof constructimy

symbolicmeanng. Wherethereis no ritual, thereis B canbe b no suchmeaning.
Theremay be individual meanings put there can be nonefor the communityas
such.Without ritual, indeedP asall the worldOseligionsconfirm ®no community
can even exst (Durkhem 1965 [912]).

Ritual can also be defined as a partiaular, communal kind of inferential
communicéon, in no way dependentipon a code(cf. Sperberl975; Sperberand
Wilson 1986).Being inferential,it is fully effective with incomprdiensibleor even
nonexisten speechlLogically, then,ritual might haveewolved before speechThe

reverserelationshp, howeverbthe possihlity of eaty speechwithout ritual does
not hold. Ice ageminds not as yet structuredby communalritual could not have
evolvedfully symlolic speech;evenif broughtinto contactwith it, they could

have found no use for it. Since ritual is the only known way of imparting,
maintainirg and standadising collective representationghroughouta community

(Durkheim 1965 [1912]), it follows that communicabrs without sharedritual

would simply have had no displaed doman to refer to. Regardles of physicad

speechcapacities,then, they could have possessecho senseof the symbolic.
Ritual was thereforea condition of symbolc speech.lt alone was capableof

generatingthe set of stable,communa fantasiesto which codedvocal callsb
hithertousedonly to labelthe real world B could now becomeattadhed.Once the

cdls and the fantasieshad beenattachel, by contrast,everyting was possble.

Humans could now communicate precise sequencesof abstact semantic
representatias from which, drawing on contextual cues listenerscould infer more

complex,sultle andindividual thoughts(cf. Sperberand Wil son1986). Language
as we knwv it hadbeenborn.

This scenarioaccora clear logical primacy to inferenceover code, ritual over
speech.lt is not sugyested,however that ritual in fact evolved independeny,
prior to speech. Ratler, one and the sane collective Ono@ignd appearedas
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Ospeechid the courseof beingagreedupon by coalitionr-members,Oritual@&ach
time it was syndironised, amplified and evertually trarsmittedacrcss the gender
divide. Ritual was the energyexpensive partomimef signdling Ono@ initiate

male hurting. But what was a OmQin the hearingof sexually motivated males
would have been experiencedpositively P as a Oyes@ synchonised action P
within the campof femalesandtheir supporive kin. Speechwasthis go-aheal. In

short, whilst ritual was a systemof pantanimed represerdtions B collectively
actedout fantasesb speech was the means through which participants
communic#&ed to one anotherabout these.Within this perspecire, the two most
easily distinguished ethnographiclly documentedways of comnunicating one
vocal, the other gestural, one GpeechOthe other OrtualC® appear not as

successivestagges but as interdepedent aspects of one and the same symbolc

domain.

Fully symbolic speet organisedritual, in turn initiating hunting whilst ritual
servedas the newly constructeddoman of Odisplac#O evens and proceses
which language could now for the first time point to. Speech conveyed
information. Through the vocalaudtory chamel, collabomting individuals coud
guideoneanotherthroughthe complexitesof their constructedlomain. Ritual, by
contrastconveyedvery little information. It wasnot Oabout@omehing elsePnot
a systemof reference to things external to its participars. It was itself wha
constituted the symbolic doman. Ritua action was what constructed the
hallucinatoy world of communalconstrucs to which speaking humanscould
henceforth efer.

* %k k% %

This hypotlesis, although speculatve, geneates precise predctions potentially
falsifiable across a range of disciplines. Most cruaally, periodic femak
inviolability shoud bediscernible a a focis d early ritualtraditions.

Menstrual taboos saisfy this condiion, being sufficiently widespreadand
invariantto indicateextremeantiquity. Predictably, wherehuning is practisedthe
taboosare closely linked with beliefs concerning hurting luck; such symbdic
linkages tend to be most intense and elaborate in populations most heavily
dependenbn hunting (Kitahara1982). Further confirmationcomesfrom the fact
that wheremenstruérites are performed,the associatednyths persstently stres
themesof genderinversion and lunar periadicity, often cormbined with Gskin-
changing®nito sn&e-like or oher animal form (Knight 1991).

Much archaeabgical data suggeststhe antiquity of such traditions. From the
Aurignacian onwards, represerdtions of vulvas are ochred, linked with game
animals and associged with notched patierns suggetive of perodic record
keeping(Marshack1991a). ODanaigOall-female groups are represented,as are
meandersuggestiveof both OperidicityOand OflowOA closeup of anengraving
from Lalinde, France shows the pubic regions of two OdacngO females
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deliberatelylinked (Marshack1991b).1n othe engravimgs, synchronyis suggested
by the linking andformal repetiton of female Obuttockdimages(Bosinksi1990).

In Upper Pdaeolithic art, women are frequently shovn assoa@ting with other

womenor with gameanimals;instance of malefemaleassociéion or intercourse
within nuclearfamilies arerare or non-existent. Interpretel in the light of recent
ethnograpleally informedanalysesof Sanrock art (Lewis-Williams 1981, Power

1993), sub data povisionally corfirms the hypothesis.

* * * * %

Note: Thanks to Adam Kendon, Olga Soffer, Nicholas Humphrey, Paul Turke,
Camilla Power, lan Watts, Robin Dunbar, Philip Chadwck and Paul Wohimut
for helpful criticism.

BIBLIO GRAPHY
Arensburg,B., A. M. B. VandemeerschH. Duday,L. A. Schepaz andY. Rak
1989. AMiddle Palaedithic human hyoidbore. Nature338: 73-760.

Austin, J. L. 1978 [1955]. How to Do Things with Words. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Bickerton, D. 1990. Languageand Species.Chicago& London: University of
Chicago Pess.

Binford, L. R. 1989. Isolating the transition to culturd adaptations: an
organizatioml approad. In E. Trinkaus (ed.) The Emergece of ModemHumars.
Bio-cultural adaptations in the later Pleistocene. Cambrdge Cambrdge
University Presspp. 18-41.

Bosinski, G. 1991. The representatiom of female figures in the Rhineland
Magdalenia. Procezdings of thePrehisbric Society57: 51-64.

Boyd, R. andP. Richerson1992.Punshmentallows the evoluion of co-operation
(or anythirg else) n sizzable groug. Ethologyand Sociolmlogy 13, 3 191-96.

Byrne, R. and A. Whiten 1988. Machiavdli an Intelligence.Socal expertiseand
the evolutio of inellea in monkeyg, apesand humansOxford: Clarendon Pres.

Cavall-Sforza, L.L., A. PiazzaP. Menozzi and J. Maintain 1©88.

Reconstrugbn of humanevolution: Bringing togethergeretic, archaeological,and
linguistic data.Proceedingsof the National Academyof ScenceqUSA)85: 60(2-
6006.

Cheney, DL. andR. M. Seyfarh 1990.How Monkeys SetheWald. Chicago:
University of ChicagoPress.
Cohen, AP. 19%. The SymbolicConstiuction of Comnanity. Londm: Tavistok.

15



CoppensyY. 1981 ExposZesurle cerveaule cerveaudeshommes fossiles.C. r.
Acad. des 8. Inst.France, Paris29(2): 3-24.

Dawkins,R. and J. R. Krebs 1978. Animal signals:informationor manipulaton?
In J. R. Krebs and N. B. Davies (eds) Behavioural Ecology. An evolutionary
approach.Oxford: Blackwell Sciantific Publications, pp282309.

DawkinsandJ.R. Krebs 198. Animal signak: mindreadingandmanipulation In
J. R. Krebs and N. B. Davies (eds) Behavioural Ecology. An evolutimary
approach.Oxford: Blackwell Sciantific Publications, pp380-402.

Deacon,T. 1987. Human brain evolution: the insidestory. Symbaé. Jourral of the
Peabody MiseumJure, pr. 15.

Dunbar,R. I. M. 1988 Primate Socal Systens. London& Sydney CroomHelm.
Dunbar,R. andL. Aiello 1993. Neocortexsize, group size, and the evolution of
languageCurrent Anthropology34: 18493.

Durkheim, E. 1965 [1912]. The Elenentary Forms of the Religious Life. New
York: FreePress.

Edelman, G. M. 1989. The Remenbered Present: A biological theory of
consciousass.New York: BasicBooks.

Falk, D. 1983 Cerebal corticesof Eag African early homnids. Scierce 221:
107274.

Falk, D. 1992. Review of P. Lieberrpan,d)niquely Human. The evolution of
speechthouglh and selflessbehaviorOlnternational Jourral of Primatology13:
217-220.

Fischman,J. 1992.Hard eviden&. By re-creding Stone Age behavior, reseachers
are learnirg that the Neandertha were nothing like the people we imagined.
DiscoverFebruaryl 9.

Flood, J. 1983. Archaeology of the Dreamtime. Sydney & London: Collins.
Gamble,C. 1986.The Palaeolithic Settlementf Europe.Cambridg: Cambridg
University Press.

Gould, S.J. 1977 Ontogeny and Rylogeny New York: Norton.

Hill, K. 1982. Hunting and humanevolution. Journal of Human Evolution 11:
52144.

Hockett, C. F. 1960. The origin of speech. Scientific Ameican 203(3): 89-96.
Holloway, R. 1991. The Neandethal brain: Whatis primitive. American Jounal
of PhysicalAnthrgoology Supplenent 12.P. 34 (Abstract)

Humphrey,N. 1998. A History ofthe Mird. London: Vintage Boks.

JerisonH. J. 1973. Evolution of the Brain and Intelligence New York: Academic
Press.

16



Johnson,M. 1987 The Body in the Mind. The bodly basks of meaning
Imaginatian, andreasa. Chicago& London: The Univesity of Chicago Press.

Katz, R. 1982. Boiling Energy. Comnunity healing amongthe Kalahari Kung.
Cambridge MA: Harvard Univergty Pres.

Kendon, A. 1991. Same consideréons for a theory of language origins. Man
(N.S.) 26,199-221.

Kitahara, M. 1982. Menstrualtaboosand the importanceof hunting. American
Anthropobgist84: 901 3.

Knight, C. D. 1991. Blood Relations. Menstruation and the origins of culture.
New Haverand Landon: Yale Unversity Pres.

Krebs, J. 987. Tre ewlution ofanimalsignds. In C. Bakemoe ard S.

Greenfield(eds)Mindwaves.Thoughs onintelligence,dentity and consciousess.
Oxford & New York: Blackwell, pp. 163174

Lattas,A. 1989. Trickery andsacrifice: tambaansandthe appropridion of femalk
reproductivepowersin male initiation ceranoniesin west New Britain. Mall
(N.S.) 24:451-469.

Leach, E. 184. Political Systemsf Highland Burma.London:Bell.

Lewis, D. 1988.The Rock Paintings of Arnhan Land, Australia. Sogal, ecologial
and material culture changein the postglacial period. Oxford: BAR Internation&
Series 415.

Lewis-Williams,J. D. 1981.Believing and Seeing Symlwmlic meaningsin Souhern
San rock &. London: Academic PPess.

Lieberman,P. 1985. On the evolution of human syntacticability: its preadaptive
base®mator contol and speechlournal of Human Ewlution 14: 67-75

LiebermanP. 1983. On humanspeech,synta, andlanguageHuman Evolution3:
3-18.

Lieberman, P. 1989. The origins of sonme aspectsof human languageamnd
cognition. In P. Mellars and C. B. Stringer (eds) The Human Revolution.
Behaviourd and biological perspectives in the origins of madem humans.
Edinburgh:Edinkurgh University Presspp. 30-414.

Lieberman,P. 1991. Uniquely Human. The evolution of speech thought and
selfless bedwior. Canbridge, Mas.: Havard University Press.

LiebermanP. am E. S Crelin,1971.0n thespeech oNeanderttM an. Linguistic
Inquiry 2: 203-22.

Marshack,A. 1989. Evolution of the human symlwolic capacity: the symbolic
evidenceYerbookof Physical Athropdogy 32: 1-34.

17



MarshackA. 1991a.Thefemaleimage:a Otine-factored@ymtol. A studyin style
andaspectof imageusein the Upper Palaedtithic. Proceaingsof the Prehistoric
Society57:17-31.

Marshack,A. 1991b. An innovative analytcal technology a disaussion of its
present anghotentid use.Rock ArtResearh (in press).

Martin, R.D. 199. Primate Origns andEvolution. London: Chapnan and Hall.

Mauss,M. 1954.The Gift. Forms and functionsof exchamge in archaic sodeties,
trans. I. Cmnison.London: Cohe & West.

Mellars, P. 1991. Cognitive changesand the emergenceof moden humansin
Europe.Cambridge ArchaeologicdJournal 1: 63-76.

Mellars, P.andC. Stringer1989.Introductian. In P. Mellarsand C. Stringer(eds)
TheHuman Revoltion. Behaviowal and biological perspectivesn the origins of
modern hmans.Edinburgh: Edirburgh Lhiversity Press

Parker,S. T. 1987. A sexual selectionmodel for hominid evdution. Human
Evolution2: 23553.

Passinghia, R. E. 1975. Changesn the sizeandorganizaion of the brainin man
and his ancgtors.Brain Behav. Egl. 11: 73-90.

Paterson,H. E. H. 1978. More evidence against speciation by reinforcemen
South Afrcan Jounal of Scienc&4: 36971.

Paterson,H. E. H. 1982. Perspectie on speciationby reinforcement. South
African Jounal of Science78: 537.

PilbeamD. R. andS. J. Gould1974. Size andscalingin human evolution. Science
186: 892901.

Pinker,S. andP. Bloom 1990.Naturallangwageandnatural selection. Behavoral
and BrainScienced 3; 707-84.

Power,C. 1993 The Womanwith the ZebraO#enis.Evidencefor the mutability
of gender among African hunte-gatheres. Unpublished MSc dissertatio,
Departmenbf Anthropology, University College London.

Seyfarth,R. M., D. L. Cheneyand P. Marler 1980. Monkey respmsesto three
different alarm calls. evidence of predator classfication and semairic
communicéon. Scienc 210: 801803.

SheaJ.J.1989. A functionalstudyof thelithic industriesassociatedwith hominid
fossilsin the Kebaraand Qafzehcaves,srad. In P. MellarsandC. Stringer(eds)
The Human Revoltion. Behavioual and biological perspectivesn the origins of
modern hmans.Edinburgh: Edirburgh Uhiversity Presspp. 611-25.

Soffer,0. 1991. Ancedral lifewaysin Eurasa bthe Middle andUpper Paleolitht
records. Pager prepaed for the Spring Systematics Sympaium Origins of

18



Anatomicaly Modern HumansMay 11, 1991, Field Museumof Natural History,
Chicago.

Soffer, O. 1992. Social transformations at the Middle and Uppea Palaeolithc
transition: The implications of the Europeanrecord.In G. Brauerand F. Smith
(eds), Contiruity and ReplacementControversiesin Homo sgiens evolution.
Rotterdamand Brakfield: Balkema, pp. 27-59.

Sperber,D. 1975. Rethinking Symbolsm, Cambridye: Cambridge University
Press.

Sperber,D. and D. Wilson 1986. Relexance. Comnunicaion and cognition.
Oxford: Blackwell.

StannerW. E. H. 195. The Dreaming.In T. A. G. Hungerfad (ed.) Austrdian
SignpostMelboune: Cheshire.

Steklis, H. D. 1985 Primate communicdion, comparatve neurobgy, and the
origin of language e-examined.Journal of Human Evalition 14; 157-173.

Turke, P. W. 1984. Effects of ovulabry concealmentand synchrony on
protohomnid mating systemsand parentalroles. Ethology and Sociobiology 5:
33-44.

Turke, P. W. 1988. Concealedovulation, menstrual synchrory arnd paternal
investmentin E. Filsinger (ed.), Biosocal Perspectiveon the Family. Newbury
Park, CA:Sage, p. 119-136.

Vandermeesch, B. 1981. Les honmesfossikes de Qafzeh(Isra‘l). Paris: Centre
National dda Recheche Scientifque.

Vygotsky, L. S. 198 [1934]. Thoudht and Languaye. Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press.

19



