A post-Darwinian account of symbol system construction.

This paper argues that asking 'how has language evolved?' is better reformulated
as 'how have acts of speaking-through-symbols been constructed and
elaborated?'!. Two central consequences of this reformulation are that 'language’,
in fact, does not evolve, and even if it did, the Darwinian account of evolution is
inadequate to account for its elaboration. A more adequate account of what has
been subsumed in the phrase 'language evolution' is available in the conceptual
framework of Jacob von Uexkiill*> and its modern reincarnation in the paradigm of
niche construction®. These conceptualisations relocate the locus of 'where the
action is' away from the organism as the unit of selection to the relation of the
organism to its environment, this relationship being instantiated in what von
Uexkdll termed the organism's Umwelt.

In von Uexkiill's framework, organisms do not respond to casual events in the
environment, but to perceptual signs or meanings®. This point is also there in the
approach of Mead®. Any sign or meaning logically entails other meanings, and
these other meanings constitute an epigenetic pathway that needs to be
discovered. This discovery is made possible by symbols. Hence the questions of
how symbols and symbol systems are a) established, and b) elaborated in use,
come to the fore. There has been a great deal of work put in on the first of these
questions, and with the recent discovery of mirror neuron systems in humans, the
evolutionary questions with respect to human symbol capability can be broadly
settled®. The second question has received less attention.

How might this second question be best formulated with respect to phylogeny? A
clue is provided from the ontogenetic domain through the amount of mileage
developmental psychologists have recently got from Vygotsky's elucidation of the
'zoped' which is interactively worked-in by a more skilled practitioner in their
dealings with a less skilled novitiate’. To get any traction on phylogenetic
questions requires figuring out how zopeds might be constructed sui generis in
the interactions between two equally unskilled novitiates. This can be done by
drawing the ideas of Mead, Vygotsky, Gibson®, and von Uexkiill into a nexus that
underwrites the 'how' of the evolutionary elaboration of symbol systems.

The resulting framework for the elaboration of symbol systems is that Umwelts
are a) logically pregnant with the possibilities of their future elaboration; b) in-
formed, for humans, with a grasp of the intentionality of conspecifics; c) have
symbols pre-informing them; and d) the products of past activities inter-
generationally conserved in them®. The final piece that prods possibility into
actualisation is almost certainly the re-organisation of social interaction that was
a consequence of changes in the parameters of the spatial dimension of human
life: firstly in the relinquishing of sedentary life with the initial migration out of
Africa; secondly with the transfer of materials between separate groups; and
thirdly in the re-adoption of sedentary life and house-dwelling with the growth of
agriculture®®.
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