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NATURAL HISTORY

essential point — that words are used to per-
form social actions like greeting, accusing,
blaming, praising — is in line with the view
that the core function of language is to man-
age social relations.

Both Hurford and MacNeilage should be
congratulated on their careful, decades-long
investigations, and on having written them up
in a way that remains both accessible and
respectful of the reader’s intelligence. Hur-
ford’s range is particularly broad, engaging
us with a plethora of examples from the
natural world. We learn of pigeons that can
tell a Monet from a Picasso, Californian sea
lions that can pass a ten-year memory test,
baboons that display nuanced knowledge of
social relations within their troop, and rats
that run mazes by day, and dream of them by
night. We learn of the social functions of the
whoopgobble vocalization of grey-cheeked
mangabeys, and dialect variation in the pant
hoot of chimpanzees. MacNeilage, too, goes
out of his way to engage the reader with
wonderfully interesting facts. Handedness,
for example, has long been associated with
hemispheric specialization in language (in
right-handers, language will be controlled in
the left half of the brain); when people show
mixed hand-foot preference (left-handed but
right-footed, for example), language will
pattern with the footedness preference, not
with handedness.

Both authors have a message. Hurford’s
claims about “semantic” structure in animal
thought make good sense once we are
beyond the cross-disciplinary pitfalls of
terminology. And MacNeilage’s claim — that
the mandibular cycle (close-open jaw move-
ment, as in chewing) is a launching pad for
speech — adopts a standard Darwinian line of
reasoning that it is much more economical,
and much more likely, for new functions to
exploit and be built on existing structures. In
short: evolution tinkers, it doesn’t invent
anew. Like their colleagues in this inter-
disciplinary field, Hurford and MacNeilage
each lend a hand in the ongoing demolition
of a now outdated ban on this difficult but
surely not impossible question. They do
this not by giving knock-down conclusions,
but by showing how it is possible to look
for them.
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