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1. Introduction



The notion of adaptation or adaptability inevitably triggers associations with evolutionary theory. In a discussion of language, this link is both a useful and a potentially pernicious one. It is useful, since the emergence and development of language are no doubt part of a wider adaptive process. This will be briefly discussed in Section 2.1 of the present contribution. But there is more. Having emerged, language can also be said to function adaptively in its everyday manifestations. This will be the topic of Section 2.2. The pernicious nature of the intuitive link between the notion of adaptability and evolutionary theory manifests itself when it is all too easily assumed, as happens regularly, that the originally biological notion remains unchanged when used as in the second part of this exposition. There we will first present a brief account of a proposal to turn adaptability into a key concept for a theory of pragmatics (Section 3.1), followed by a quick glance at some of the ways in which an adaptability perspective has been, or is being, applied to a variety of topics in the field of pragmatics (Section 3.2). 

Through the contrast between the first (Sections 2.1 & 2.2) and the second part (Sections 3.1 & 3.2), we wish to indicate the problematic status of a straightforward identification of these two uses of the term ‘adaptation’, as entertained in biological and social-interactive accounts of linguistic behavior, respectively. Generally, this paper aims to discuss how we adapt to language (or, in other words, how humans developed a predisposition for language) and how language adapts to us, once we have a linguistic repertoire to choose from. The first question is one where language is considered the product of largely causal biological processes, while the second focuses on reasons speakers may have in selecting this or the other form of expression in language use. 



2. Biological adaptability and language



In what follows, we will use the term ‘emergence’, closely tied to that of ‘adaptation’, in both a loose and a somewhat stricter sense. First, emergence, as a mathematical concept, refers to the development of properties in an information system of sufficient complexity that cannot be reduced to the composing elements of that system, e.g. the brain. In addition, emergence can also be understood as an ongoing process of structuration, or “the conditions which govern the continuity and dissolution of structures or types of structures” (Giddens 1977: 120). It is not identical to the ontogenetic development of an organism or system (i.e. its actual history), because emergent structures are fluid, shifting, and manifested stochastically. In the case of an existing language, fixing groups of all kinds as recognizably structural units (words and ‘phrases’) comes from the constant re-systematization of language. Consequently, the representations that are assumed to function in language production and interpretation are only temporary, dynamic states that are forever adapting to the dictates of actual use. Grammar, in this perspective, comes about through the repeated adaptation of forms to live discourse, a theme that has been heavily stressed in much of the extant functionalist and cognitive-linguistic literature (e.g. Givón 1979; Givón (ed.) 1979; Haiman 1985; and, more recently, Hopper 1998 and Bybee & Hopper 2001). The notion of language as a fixed, monolithic synchronic system can thus be replaced by one in which the very experience with language leads to the formation of a massive collection of heterogeneous constructions, each and every one of them shaped by its structural adaptation to particular contexts of language use (Langacker 1987). It follows that linguistic structure is not a preexistent, autonomous matrix but responds to, and is actually brought about by, the ongoing pressures of discourse (Ochs, Schegloff & Thompson 1996). It also follows that there can never be any real contrast between the representational and the communicative functions of language. 

Other important attempts to integrate neurobiology and culture, in explaining how conventions in general, and language in particular, have emerged, include Donald (1991) and Nelson (1996). 



2.1 The adaptive emergence of language



Theories about the origin of language usually hinge on the observation that human language, as we know it, is a unique tool for communication, a signaling technique not to be found elsewhere in the animal world. The emergence of this tool, whose use is nonarbitrarily related to its own form and structure, is linked to supposedly unique cognitive capabilities and in fact imposes constraints on what the tool itself may be used for (without fully determining this use). Cognition and language combined are said to explain the rapid cultural development of Homo sapiens. Here is how some of the interconnections, with a focus on culture and language, are introduced by Wang (1982: 2): 

Alfred Russell Wallace, the codiscoverer of the theory of evolution with Charles Darwin, is sometimes credited with being the first to see clearly the vital distinction between biological evolution and cultural evolution. It makes all the difference, of course, whether our bodies change to meet the needs of the environment or whether we change the environment to suit us instead. Cultural evolution proceeds at a much quicker pace, and can develop in infinitely more directions. Of the countless species that biological evolution has produced on this planet, we are the only species that has developed culture to any significant degree. The key to this development is language. 

Looking at the different ingredients of such a line of thinking one by one, let us start with the uniqueness of language. Hockett (1960) proposed thirteen design features of language in terms of which it can be compared to other communicative systems: 

· the use of the vocal-auditory channel (rather than gesture, dancing, etc.); 

· broadcast transmission and directional reception (the signal can be heard by any auditory system within earshot, and the source can usually be localized through binaural reception); 

· rapid fading (sound does not leave traces — a property of language for which writing, and more recently audio-recording, may provide a remedy); 

· interchangeability (an utterance can be reproduced by anyone else); 

· total feedback (a speaker hears whatever is of linguistic relevance in what he or she says him- or herself; compare with communicative facial expressions, which you cannot normally see yourself); 

· specialization (the bodily effort and the spreading sound waves serve no other function than to be a signal; compare with the panting of a dog, which primarily serves to maintain body temperature but which may, as a side effect, also communicate); 

· semanticity (there are relatively fixed associations between elements of a message and features of the surrounding world; thus ‘salt’ means salt and not sugar); 

· arbitrariness (signs themselves do not have to exhibit properties of what they refer to; thus ‘salt’ is neither granular nor salty); 

· discreteness (there are clear distinctions between signs rather than a continuum of signing; while vocal gestures, such as raising one’s voice to express emotion, are scalar, there is no continuous scale that leads from ‘pin’ to ‘bin’); 

· displacement (language can be used to talk about things that are remote in space and/or time); 

· productivity (the fact that things can be said and understood that have never been said or heard before; this turns language into an ‘open’ system, in contrast with closed communicative systems consisting of a finite repertoire of signals); 

· traditional transmission (even though there might be a genetic predisposition to learn language, any individual human acquires (or is ‘taught’) his or her particular language(s) extra-genetically, i.e. culturally); 

· duality of patterning (or ‘double articulation’; a small stock of distinguishable but in themselves meaningless sounds is used to build a large stock of meaningful elements which are used to construct messages). 

Clearly, there are interrelations between these design features. For instance, rapid fading and broadcast transmission are a direct consequence of the use of the vocal-auditory channel. Arbitrariness is a feature that is relevant only for a system that is fundamentally semantic (or rather, symbolic). And a system must also be semantic/symbolic in order to have duality of patterning. 

In spite of the generally clear division between natural and nonnatural ways of ‘meaning something’, with nonhuman communicative systems ranging exclusively on the natural side, it is not at all certain that any of the enumerated features is really unique to human language. The use of the vocal-auditory channel, with all its corollaries, is extremely common in a wide range of species. Interchangeability is certainly not universal; thus only the male stickleback can change the color of its eyes and belly, but in order for a danger call to spread among a population of gibbons, it must be possible for gibbons to reproduce the ‘same’ call. Such a call also shows specialization and semanticity even if its meaning may be relatively vague (even the most general danger call still means danger). Arbitrariness is not exceptional. For instance, there is no sign-intrinsic reason why faster dancing in bees should indicate that the source of nectar is closer while slower dancing indicates a greater distance, rather than the reverse. While gibbon calls are discrete, bee dancing is more continuous, orientation and speed being gradable. But while gibbon calls form a closed system, bee dancing is more productive (even if the ‘topic’ of the communication may remain relatively constant). Displacement has not been attested in nonhuman primates, but it certainly occurs in bee dancing. Traditional transmission is doubtful for most animal communication systems, even though some species seem to exhibit ‘dialectal’ patterns of variation: Italian bees, for instance, dance differently from Austrian bees. Still this is not a matter of conventional variation, as in human languages, since the difference is genetically determined, such that no Italian bee will ever acquire the Austrian idiom, not even in an exclusively Austrian environment (cf. von Frisch 1967). 

Likewise, duality of patterning has not been shown beyond doubt in any nonhuman communication system, but some interesting hypotheses in this direction have been formulated concerning certain types of bird song. In specific cases, it is even argued that certain species, like the Bengalese finch, sing ‘nondeterministic’ songs that could be described by a finite-state syntax (Hosino & Okanoya 2000), i.e. their singing has a high level of temporal organization with multiple ‘phrases’ organized into a song. It is further hypothesized that a song with (a primitive) syntax is more attractive for female birds and might therefore evolve through sexual selection, given its general absence in the ancestor species. Finally, and most interestingly, even the vocal qualities of human language may turn out not to be quite as essential as one might think at first. For one, the existence of numerous signed languages in the world demonstrates the relatively ‘a-modal’ character of human linguistic competence, i.e. the fact that it can, and will, be realized in more than one specific medium. For another, recent neuro-imaging research has shown that Liberman’s old Motor Theory of Speech Perception (Liberman et al. 1967) may be correct in assuming that the basis of speech perception consists in ‘reconstructing’ the ‘articulatory gestures’ made by the speaker (i.e. hearers identify spoken words by using this articulatory information to access their own speech motor system). In particular, work by Rizzolatti & Arbib (1998) suggests that part of the monkey ventral pre-motor cortex (F5) contains so-called ‘mirror neurons’, which fire both when the animals manipulate objects, including their own body parts, and when they observe others’ meaningful actions (so, for all practical purposes such mirror neurons look and act like the usual motor-related F5 neurons, virtually activating muscles that would be used if an action were actually performed). If a similar system exists in humans, and if area F5 in the monkey can be seen as the probable homologue of Broca’s area (the speech motor area of the modern human brain; Fadiga et al. 1995), then it might be reasonably hypothesized that the processing of incoming speech involves the activation of corresponding articulatory gestures in Broca’s area. (This may explain why lip-reading enhances the interpretability of what someone else is saying, or why moving one’s lips during reading may help sentence processing.) If, then, human speech evolved from a primitive gestural system of communication (Corballis 1999), the precursor of Broca’s area must have been crucially implicated in the meaningful recognition of manual actions performed by others. Since this recognition seems to require some type of corresponding internal action on the part of the subject, mirror neurons may provide a neural link between self-actions and observed actions by representing the observed action (e.g. talking) in terms of motor routines. These mirror neurons may thus turn out to effectively build the basis for higher-level cognitive skills, such as theory of mind and language, and may therefore become crucial in the attempt to ‘naturalize’ the human capacity for empathy, imitation, ‘mind reading’ (the sense of what someone else is thinking), and social connectedness. Given the data on imitation in newborns (e.g., Greenfield & Savage-Rumbaugh 1993; Want & Harris 2002), we are apparently born with such neurons. 

The uniqueness of human language may well reside in the mere fact that it combines all of these features. But if all features taken individually (barring, maybe, the duality of patterning) could be developed by other species, why did only humans combine them into the complex and powerful communicative tool called ‘language’? 

A common explanatory attempt has been to point out the relationship between brain size and group size (e.g. Dunbar 1995): the larger the groups in which animals live, the more there is a need for organization, the maintenance of complex and/or multiple social relationships, and often a division of labor, too. To interpret all the relevant information, more brain power is needed, which, in turn, stimulates the development of more complex communication systems. This process of the mutual reinforcement of strictly distinct properties within the same species might be seen as a form of ‘co-evolution’ (though this term is usually reserved for the simultaneous evolution of linked properties in two different species, e.g. when an insect herbivore responds to the development in its plant host of a chemical defense mechanism by developing mechanisms to detoxify and render harmless those defensive chemicals, such that the two species will eventually become more and more closely associated with each other). In conjunction with such observations the argument is often made that language developed primarily for bonding purposes, as an extension of primate grooming behavior. Evidence for this is sought in the prevalence of social talk in ordinary conversation (e.g. Dunbar 1997; Nelissen 2002). But if there is an adaptive advantage in developing a human-like brain and language, this still leaves the question as to why other species living in large groups, say wolves, elephants, or, for that matter, ants or penguins, did not do so. Some kinds of penguin, for instance, live in incredibly large colonies and have developed vocalization systems that allow them to recognize an individual in the crowd at a kilometer’s distance. Yet they do not speak, and their brain size is not at all untypical for birds. What is more important, still, is that, over and above all of these signal properties which may or may not be shared with language, animal communication simply never relies on interaction in the true sense of the word. That is, though an audience may have to be present as a trigger, and though there may be typical responses (and thus adaptations) to what one has ‘communicated’, the expectation of such a response may not be needed for bees to start dancing. Bees will perform as soon as they feel the ‘urge’ to express themselves (on the type and location of a food source), i.e. as soon as the relevant stimuli are present (which may or may not include the presence of an audience). Humans, by contrast, typically do not need such direct, causal stimulation and may very well choose to vocalize without any immediate pretext, and in any case in a somewhat less predictable, more spontaneous fashion. Empirically, the need for interaction in the development of linguistic and communicative competence in humans has been convincingly demonstrated by Murray & Trevarthen (1985): in their experiment, the authors have young infants interact with their mothers via either live closed-circuit television, or via offline video images (replay). The lack of contingency and collaboration in the second condition suggests that infants behave quite differently, with a lack of commitment and occasionally showing distress, than in the live condition. 

Yet the brain, as well as social complexity, have something to do with the process resulting in human language. In particular the twin phenomena of reflexivity and theory of mind are assumed to be human ways of handling social complexity and can be held responsible for the adaptive emergence of language. The concept of ‘reflexiveness’ or ‘reflexivity’ has played a prominent part in social psychology ever since Mead’s Mind, self, and society (1934). It refers to the capacity of the mind to bend back upon itself, to be aware of its own experiences as residing in a self that is situated in a social context of interaction. That social context consists of other selves which, by a transformation of reflexiveness which is commonly called ‘theory of mind’, are perceived as minds comparable to the self. It is this step that is identified by Tomasello (1999) as the distinguishing trait that allowed Homo sapiens to engage in a rapid process of cumulative cultural learning: the basic human biological adaptation compared to other primates is one for living socially. It is a moral step, because by recognizing the other as related to oneself, a subject is itself introduced into a community of ‘persons’, or rational agents, where other minds are supposed to be subject to rational interpretation and ‘mind-reading’ becomes a hermeneutic project, not a behaviorist one. At the same time, the dictum of rational communication provides the best warrant for the subject’s own rational behavior, which is indeed, in a way, reflexively imposed from the outside, through one’s own recognition of other rational beings. Theory of mind is also a specific manifestation of a more general propensity of the mind “to spread itself on external objects” (Baker 1991: 4), i.e. to project mental properties upon the world. The development of linguistic meaning, then, crucially hinges on a general Humean affect of ‘curiosity’, which is the love of truth (values), and indeed, it can only arise if we always already assume a regulation of the human economy of passions by moral, nonlinguistic principles like ‘charity’, which is a kind of trust in the utterer (Davidson 1984). 

How does this help us understand language? First of all, it is reflexiveness that gives content to the formal, signal-like ‘total feedback’ feature of language (Hockett 1960). While total feedback is in principle a property of all communication systems using sound, in most cases it bears merely on sound alone. In the case of language, we might claim that feedback is turned into the qualitatively different phenomenon of reflexiveness, needed to explain the leap from causal reasoning (in a natural context, e.g. dealing with inanimate objects) to inference-based reasoning (in any nonnatural, symbolic setting). While speaking a speaker monitors the speaking itself. This monitoring may ultimately lead to the emergence of a ‘metalinguistic awareness’, or knowledge of the use of language, which plays an important role in the practical deployment of language as a process of adaptation (cf. Sections 3.1 & 3.2). The awareness, however, is of course propositional insofar as it symbolizes specific knowledge, and it is in this capacity that metalinguistic awareness still differs fundamentally from the procedural character of feedback, which is a mechanistic notion that does not require rational actors but operates automatically on flows of information. Moreover, because of most adults’ fully developed theory of mind, this monitoring also takes place in view of hypotheses about what is happening in the interlocutor’s mind. Projection, as a general property of (meaningful) behavior, is thus also operative in the formation of concrete interpretive presumptions in interaction, as when ‘default’, ‘stereotypical’, or otherwise nonmonotonic (cancelable) reasoning tends to enrich the underspecified contents of linguistic utterances (Levinson 2000). 

Secondly, theory of mind seriously augments the possibilities of displacement. If people can make hypotheses about what goes on in other minds (and if the hypotheses can be verified in the course of interaction), the entire spectrum of experience-based mental contents becomes the potential substance of communicative interaction, whether or not the intentional objects are within range temporally or spatially. This is how the transmission of knowledge from generation to generation as well as collaborative planning, and hence Tomasello’s cumulative cultural leaning, are enabled. But again it is trust, and not so much the size of the neocortex, that allows us to bridge this gap between the proximally available means of verification and sanction of pre-linguistic times, and the often fictive (displaced) constructs that any full-fledged language may bring up. Even more importantly, the trust at work in even the most primitive form of symbolic interaction will constitute the beginning of ‘conversational cooperation’ (Grice 1975), one of the baselines of ordinary linguistic behavior. What both displacement and theory of mind have in common, then, is that they enable language to introduce fictive (subjective or virtual) entities that transcend the immediate perception of the here-and-now. Our capacity for symbolic representation thus allows us to associate things that might only rarely have a physical correlation; think of the word ‘unicorn’, for instance, or the idea of the future (Deacon 1997). Specifically, this also facilitates the cultural transmission of propositional knowledge, because with a theory of mind the possible effects of communication will no longer be restricted to ‘action’ but can include (new) ‘belief states’ as well, including ones that are not immediately useful in the conversational situation at hand. The notion of a belief, which is needed to substantiate any pragmatic theory of meaning that relies even partly on the recognition of speaker intentions, can thus be recast as just another neural (re)action to incoming information and only differs from, e.g., emotional/limbic responses of the organism (Damasio 2000) in its explicitly symbolic format, i.e. that of a proposition. The symbolic order of language implies that we have moved beyond the use of signs that entertain natural relations with their referents. Whereas an index still involves some kind of spatiotemporal contiguity and the use of an icon presupposes a relation of similarity, however abstractly that may be defined, the symbol depends on arbitrariness and, accordingly, on conventions. 

Since there is no ‘internal rule’ that the language user may resort to in order to discover a symbol’s referent (Wittgenstein 1953), the conventionality of symbols is essentially a matter that is decided at the level of the community. There are, accordingly, no private conventions (unless these are derivative, e.g., avoiding to walk on the cracks between pavement stones), and in this sense conventionality differs most definitely from the purely cognitive notion of ‘entrenchment’ (Clark 1996). Cognitivism, in the present context, is perfectly compatible with formal (neo-Gricean) pragmatics, in which the game-theoretic notion of an autonomous individual agent engaged in the coordination of purposeful behavior reduces the problem of rationality to an intellectual one. There is, however, no conventionality without (the recognition of) the other, too, and thus no symbol without theory of mind. A norm or convention can be regarded as an object of common knowledge, which is not just ‘shared’ but (minimally) ‘known to be shared’ within a given community. It requires reflexive knowledge and is thus not equivalent to a merely procedural conception of coordinated routines or ‘regularities of behavior’, which are typically not subject to intersubjective negotiation but rather to the mechanical contingencies of stimulus-response patterns. Reflexive knowledge, in contrast, implies both self- and other-consciousness (or ‘theory of mind’) and cannot develop outside of general conditions of social experience (Vygotsky 1978). It is, in other words, motivated by use and its purpose is not necessarily to win the game. The operation of social norms, as the prerequisite for a noncognitivist understanding of how symbols (as opposed to mere signals) work, may best be seen in connection with Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of ‘habitus’ as socialized subjectivity. 

Now, D’Andrade (2002) recently pointed out that what is needed most of all for the purpose of cultural learning is the representational function of human language. In the predominantly here-and-now world of primates and other mammals, communication involves mainly directives and expressives. Mostly these instances of communication trigger some type of action in the audience, but without necessarily incorporating elements of representation. As soon as we enter the realm of the symbolic (and of beliefs), though, this distinction is invalidated by the fact that, in language, any type of speech act, directive or assertive, always also incorporates elements of representation (next to illocutionary force, as evidenced in Searle’s [e.g. 1986: 219] notation of the structure of speech acts: F(p), with a force ‘F’ operating on a propositional/representational content ‘p’). As a result, even if the intensive use of ‘representatives’ may distinguish human language from other communication systems, as assumed by D’Andrade, the distinction cannot be a final one. In the end, it is the capacity to represent symbolic knowledge, not just the capacity to represent, that clearly separates humans from animals. Arguably, the illusion of a sole representational, noncommunicative ‘core’ in language, which is somehow supposed to reflect its essential referential function, is understandable given humans’ folk models of language, but it is nevertheless an analytically mistaken one, as aptly pointed out by Silverstein (1977: 149): “Reference, as Sapir noted, is the ‘official’ use of speech in our own (and probably many other) societies; its privileged position comes from a metapragmatic awareness of the speakers constituted by overt, learned, metapragmatic norms: we use speech in order to represent things ‘out there’.” 

If a large portion of everyday talk is simply verbal grooming (‘phatic communion’), that may not be seen by linguists as the defining portion for an understanding of human language and its emergence. One could go as far as to say that there were good pragmatic reasons for emphasizing propositional content in the study of language, and that the more recent emphasis on nonpropositional aspects of meaning is simply a way of redressing the balance in equally (but not more) pragmatic terms. Still this does not make representation a sufficient condition for language, and the suggestion that this function may be separated from an ‘action’ component to language use is in fact a harmful one in the debate. All speech acts basically share the same communicative/representational structure, and rather than trying to find out, each and every time, whether a given representational content can actually be verified (in terms of its truth), ordinary language users may simply be concerned with evaluating the status of relations (real or not; between objects, or between the speaker and objects, including other people) that matter to a speech community. That is to say that what a group of interlocutors may be most fundamentally concerned with, is the indication of whether or not a state of affairs can be considered a structural or a phenomenal fact, and this concern is a modal one in that it concentrates on the degree of predictability/necessity or relative arbitrariness with which a given relation is construed, not necessarily on its truth value. Chances of ‘survival’, certainly at the group level, are less directly linked to the individual’s capacity to assess ‘what is the case’ and use this to ‘deal with the environment’ (in a purely utilitarian way), and more to that individual’s capacity to conform to, and adopt, conventional judgments in these matters. And an individual’s ‘selective advantage’ in using language may accordingly be situated at this consolidating level of social relations, rather than simply being a matter of staying alive. We suggest that it is this ‘modal’ function, as opposed to any strictly representational one, which is always present in language use and which may in fact constitute the prime motivation for the emergence of language in the first place. 

As to the relationships between language, social organization, and brain structure, complex patterns of social organization (such as collaboration and division of labor) are probably easier to maintain when natural human language can be used in its representational function. But what, then, is the connection with brain structure, and in particular with long-term memory (which, by the way, need not adopt a specifically linguistic format to represent knowledge)? 

However it happened, once the representative function of language had been sufficiently developed, a new factor of cultural selection came into effect. With language to transmit knowledge to others, knowing a great many things became a real possibility. Without representative language, most knowledge dies with each individual. Language makes possible an advantage in having brain structures large enough to store hundreds of thousands of items because it makes learning from other brains effective and efficient. And in a cultural world, an individual who knows very large amounts of information has an advantage over an individual who does not. (D’Andrade 2002: 227; emphasis in original) 

Thus, even though we found it useful to quote Wang on the distinction between biological and cultural evolution, part of the biological evolution of humans (and in particular the development of a large brain) may be the product of a form of cultural selection. The higher demands on language could not be met without a more developed brain, or without the intricate structure that we now describe as duality of patterning — or some equally potent device. Obviously these two prerequisites are not independent of each other. 

Whether or not this account is accurate in all its details, there is little doubt that language developed as an adaptive phenomenon. In thinking about this issue we should keep in mind that adaptation, as observed in biology, is not a unidirectional process. It is not teleological in the sense of being goal-initiated or goal-determined, since natural selection is an a posteriori process rewarding current success without setting up future goals (Mayr 1974). As there is no teleology in biology, but only strictly causal mechanisms, this type of adaptation could not be further removed from the intentionally motivated structure of adaptability observed in purposeful human behavior. Darwin himself noted this point when he discussed the ‘metaphorical’ structure of talk about natural selection: 

In the literal sense of the word, no doubt, natural selection is a false term; but who ever objected to chemists speaking of the elective affinities of the various elements? — and yet an acid cannot strictly be said to elect the base with which it in preference combines. It has been said that I speak of natural selection as an active power or Deity; but who objects to an author speaking of the attraction of gravity as ruling the movements of the planets? Every one knows what is meant and is implied by such metaphorical expressions; and they are almost necessary for brevity. (Darwin 1958: 88) 

In addition, the ultimate function of adaptation usually transcends its initial effect, every form of adaptation creating new possibilities. In the biological literature, this is sometimes called ‘exaptation’ (Gould & Vrba 1982), and chances are that language in particular might have benefited from this rather typical evolutionary sequence, wherein a previous adaptation is used secondarily for a present advantage. Thus while division of labor as we know it would not have been possible without language, it was probably not the initial goal of the development of language, or of something that then led to language, even though the usefulness of a division of labor in larger groups may have favored the selection for adaptive steps that helped humans along in that direction. This is why Darwin (1958: 28) often used the term co-adaptation and repeatedly focused on the multidirectionality of adaptation processes. Consider, in this respect, Lewontin’s (1978: 159) observation: 

There is a constant interplay of the organism and the environment, so that although natural selection may be adapting the organism to a particular set of environmental circumstances, the evolution of the organism itself changes those circumstances. 

Similarly, Waddington (1959) and Bateson (1980) believe that causality in biology is circular rather than linear. One of the more interesting implications of this perspective is how ‘ecological’ thinking in psychology becomes relevant here, despite its origins in nonevolutionary observations about (visual) perception: if patterns of stimulation change when a perceiving organism is active (Gibson 1979), should we not conclude, then, that ‘information’ only becomes available with the act of moving, i.e. with change? And should this not prompt us to consider cognition (including, for humans, language) as producing neither a copy nor a construction of the world, but as “the process that keeps us active, changing creatures in touch with an eventful, changing world” (Reed 1996: 13)? 



2.2 The adaptive functioning of language



Not only the development of language, but also its use must be thought of in terms of adaptability. The question then is: how does language, once developed, serve human needs? Does it specifically help individuals to personally survive in a (physically) dangerous environment, or does it promote the symbolic survival of the individual in a group setting? As in the discussion of the adaptive emergence of language, the answer must be looked for in the relationship between language and the substrate for language use, namely the human mind. A basic property of the mind is precisely its adaptiveness. That is why a recent psychology textbook (Nairne 1997) was entitled Psychology: The adaptive mind. The rationale for this choice is repeatedly explicated by the author: 

[…] we act and think for adaptive reasons. (xxv)

The term adaptive mind refers to the fact that people use their brains in purposive ways, adjusting their actions, often in a flexible and strategic fashion, to meet the needs of new conditions as they arise. (5; emphasis in original) 

Humans interact with a world that is ever-changing, and they use the machinery of the adaptive mind to help solve the problems that they face. (154) 

The importance of such observations, simple as they may be, cannot be overstated. What day-to-day adaptability is all about is coping with variable circumstances and solving problems, which in any case involves more than survival. In this process, language has an important role to play. Therefore, language itself must be an adaptable tool. 

Let us briefly look at the principal ways in which language helps solve practical problems. They are essentially of three kinds: day-to-day problem-solving requires that people be able to deal with the outside world, with their own resources, and with each other — three task areas which people could not address in the way in which they now do without recourse to language. 

Dealing with the world is not per se a banal enterprise, but it does not exactly require sophisticated forms of cognition, either. Even single-cell organisms that manage to classify the environment into ‘meaningful’ categories (e.g. food source vs. everything else) are really dealing with the world. This is, of course, not knowledge, let alone of a conceptual kind. Indeed, when faced with a continuum of ever-changing phenomena, language-based forms of conceptual classification and higher-order categorization make reality more than just barely manageable. They may even change or create it, in a nontrivial way. Without denying the existence of ‘structure’ in reality itself (flying animals are more likely to have feathers than fur), ordering the world in such a way that it can be handled symbolically is based primarily on mechanisms that reduce the endless variability and continuity. Those mechanisms involve, for instance, the formation of prototypes in contexts where they are cognitively or communicatively relevant, and the introduction of distinctions between the salient or the marked, and the less salient or the unmarked. The products of such processes are reflected in language (e.g. in lexicon), which allows people to deal with the world in ways that are infinitely more complex than what any elementary orientation towards recognizing food, sexual partners, or danger may trigger. This is what defines the symbolic nature of language and its capacity for displacement (or fictive reference). 

Making use of one’s resources of properly classified and categorized knowledge of the world requires complicated processes of storage, retrieval, and planning. For successful storage in memory we need to create records of experience that link information to, and discriminate it from, other information types. For retrieval we need cues. For planning we must project pieces of knowledge unto anticipated patterns. Though rudimentary forms of these processes must take place in other animals as well, again the complex ways in which people perform such tasks cannot be imagined without the adaptive functioning of language as a symbolic system. 

More obviously, people dealing with each other are highly dependent on language as a preferred means of communication. It is when thinking about how the adaptive functioning of language works in a communicative context that it becomes clear how indispensable the phylogenetic development of theory of mind was for human language to emerge. To start with, there is the simple fact that it is impossible to formulate all meaning explicitly. This means that interlocutors constantly have to make hypotheses about what it is the other means or what the other can be assumed to need to know. Such considerations, which can be thought of as instantiating the kind of ‘projection’ that typifies all human cognition, underlie the choice-making that forms the substance of language use. In line with their reliance on stereotypical or default (linguistic) expectations, there tends to be a systematic preoccupation in the use of language with marking propositions as either consolidating or departing from these expectations. Speakers choose linguistic forms, patterns, and strategies from the adaptively developed repertoire to ‘handle’ the world and others. Hearers use their mastery of the same tools to make interpretive choices. Mastery on both sides is so highly developed that much of the choice-making, due to its dependency on default expectations, is subject to near-complete automatic regulation. A significant portion remains, however, that is clearly subject to conscious reflexive awareness, and that can be accordingly ‘exploited’ to obtain a vast range of strategic effects. More often than not, processes are situated in between those extremes. 

It is in a combination of all these factors that an answer must be found to the question of what, and how, language contributes to human life, at the level of the race, larger and smaller communities, individuals, and in day-to-day situations. 



3. Social-interactive adaptability and language use



The final paragraphs of the previous section have quite naturally introduced reference to language use, rather than to a linguistic system. As a result, there is a strong temptation to keep talking in terms of adaptability when moving to the level of day-to-day situations. There cannot be any objection against this, as long as we realize that in doing so we are really jumping from a biological realm with its own causal processes to the domain of social interaction, involving individuals and groups as rational agents acting for specific reasons and using whatever tools language provides in the process. 



3.1 An adaptability theory of pragmatics



In view of the above considerations, it is possible to propose an adaptability theory of pragmatics, starting from the observation of choice-making as the basic activity involved in using language, where the making of linguistic choices must be seen as a process involving all possible levels of linguistic structure, taking place with varying degrees of conscious awareness, in both the production and the interpretation of utterances. Verschueren (1999) proposes three key notions for such a theory. 

First, variability is the property of language which defines the range of possibilities from which choices are to be made. This range is not stable but, as the product of adaptation in the more biological sense, constantly subject to change. Second, negotiability is the property of language responsible for the fact that, in spite of conventions and default options (as described, e.g., by Levinson 2000), choices are not made mechanically or according to strict rules or fixed form-function relationships, but rather on the basis of highly flexible principles and strategies that are both rational and reflexive. Third, language use as choice-making from such a variable range of options in such a negotiable manner would not be understandable without positing adaptability, as the property of language that makes all this possible in such a way as to meet — to a satisfactory degree — human communicative needs. 

Introducing the notion of adaptability has the advantage of leading us to a relatively natural heuristic framework for pragmatic analysis. The core task is to study the processes involved, which have a specific status (called salience) in relation to the cognitive apparatus that does the processing, which take place in relation to certain contextual correlates, and which bear on structural linguistic objects. 

On the other hand, a clear disadvantage might be that the few theoretical certainties that transpire from these interrelated key notions do not make the life of a pragmatician easier. As in any other type of analysis, we are confronted with the task of coming up with research conclusions that can be generalized. But it follows from the premises that the proper level of analysis is basically that of individual usage events — because of their extreme variability, negotiability, and adaptability. One could go as far as to say that everyone speaks a different ‘language’ on every different occasion. Troubling as this may seem, it is not so far removed from the observation that every individual’s genetic makeup is different, a complexity in our physical being (though admittedly somewhat more stable) which pharmaceutical industries are orienting to in their new trend towards custom-made medicines. 

The parallel with the situation confronted by the pharmaceutical industry is not entirely useless. While the genetic makeup is individualized, there is sufficient regularity governing individual constitutions to provide custom-made solutions with common scientific underpinnings. Similarly, though every instance of language use is unique, this does not mean that there is no common ground, or that there would not be any conventions of use and regularities. Social-interactive adaptability has its own principles which can be assumed to be widely shared precisely because they are rooted in the product of biological adaptability at the level of human cognition, rather than at that of individual languages. 

One of the main challenges for pragmatics today must be to devise the necessary methodologies for discovering that common ground, those principles, and maybe even those (pragmatic) universals. Emphasis on difference, in particular intercultural difference, has sometimes blinded researchers for what even the most disparate communicative systems and styles, used in different settings, may share. In his analysis of conversational turn-taking in Caribbean English Creole, Sidnell (2001: 1266) recently addressed precisely this point: 

I argue that the organization of turn-taking in a Caribbean English Creole (Guyanese; […]) is identical in all relevant respects to that described for American English conversation. It is further suggested that arguments to the contrary misconstrue the place of ‘culture’ in social interaction and, in their anthropological zeal to discover and describe cultural difference, have failed to recognize a level of species specific adaptation to the contingencies of human intercourse. 

A crucial question here remains: what are ‘all relevant respects’? Good theorizing and good methodology are no doubt required to answer it. 



3.2 Applications of an adaptability perspective



An adaptability perspective has been adopted in divergent areas of the wider field of pragmatics. We will give just a few (relatively random, but quite diverse) examples. 

First, Mey (1998) uses the notion in a discussion of human-computer interaction, where the question is said to arise of who is going to adapt to what. In this context Mey (1998: 5) introduces the following distinction: 

There’s a need to distinguish between ‘adaptivity’ (humans adapting themselves to the computer) and ‘adaptability’ (the computer being adapted to human needs). It can be argued that adaptivity is being forced upon individuals, in one or several of various surreptitious ways. 

Practical implications of this are discussed for the design of software interfaces. Mey’s main claim is: “Adaptable computers are needed, not adaptive humans” (1998: 6). Thus the approach is more prescriptive than descriptive. More interesting questions arise when looking at how language itself is the adaptable phenomenon in a context of changing technologies. How, for instance, does a chat session differ from a conversation? And what are the implications for the type of communication that takes place and for the way in which language resources are put to use? 

A second application is to be found in the study of political rhetoric. Examples are given in Tetlock & Suedfeld’s (1988) methodological paper on integrative complexity coding for verbal behavior. ‘Integrative complexity’ refers to the level of complexity that communicative behavior displays on a specific occasion. It is said that this can be measured for all verbal materials that go beyond a mere factual account by explicitly introducing causal relations or evaluative claims. The actual coding consists in assigning scores for degrees of conceptual differentiation and integration. Thus a conceptually undifferentiated response is one that could have been generated by a single, fixed rule. An indicator of this could be the high degree of certainty with which an utterance assigns a value to an event, or the absoluteness with which a solution to a problem is presented. A higher degree of conceptual differentiation would allow for legitimate alternatives or exceptions to the rule. At a still higher level there is not only the awareness but also an acknowledgment of different interpretations or perspectives. And finally there may be a full integration of alternatives that are accepted, carefully compared, and seen to be related. Tetlock & Suedfeld (1988: 50–51) discuss an earlier application of this method to archival material pertaining to the speech of revolutionary leaders, which 

[…] set out to test a hypothesis related to changes in complexity as an adaptive response to changes in the environment. The hypothesis was that revolutionary leaders had to view the world through a simplifying filter […]. However, once the revolutionary movement was victorious, and its leaders themselves became the government, demands changed. 

Indeed, looking at the speeches and writings of leaders from Oliver Cromwell to Fidel Castro, the degree of complexity was shown to rise, on average, from 1.67 (on a 7-point scale) before the victory to 3.65 afterwards, for very successful leaders. For the unsuccessful ones (those who did not survive their victory very long, either physically or politically), there was an average change from 2.37 before to 2.22 after. A further study of the rhetorical style of US presidential candidates confirmed “[…] that simple rhetoric helps to rally support for attacks on existing policies, whereas complex reasoning is often more useful in defending those policies” (Tetlock & Suedfeld 1988: 52). Or, adaptability at work, with clear implications for ‘survival’. 

Third, Bernicot (1992) applies an adaptability perspective to the study of language acquisition. She starts from the thesis that adaptation is the essential function of language. In other words, the reason for the very existence of language is the individual’s adaptation to his or her physical and social environments. Then Bernicot shows how this point of view can enrich traditional psycholinguistic approaches to problems of acquisition, by asking how children learn to adjust to their interlocutors by means of language and by specifying different developmental steps in the process. Also in the realm of language acquisition there are numerous studies of adult-child interaction that focus explicitly on an adult’s adaptive simplification of his or her speech (so-called baby talk, with its relations to culture-specific patterns of interaction; see Schieffelin & Ochs 1983) as well as on changes in adult speech to children as the child’s abilities develop (Ervin-Tripp 1978). 

Fourth, one tradition in sociolinguistics (more precisely in the social psychology of language) commonly known as ‘accommodation theory’ centers around ideas of adaptation even when the term is not used (see, e.g., Giles, Coupland & Coupland 1991). It studies the contextual processes that induce language users to select sociolinguistic codes, styles, and strategies, exploring in detail what it means for speakers to ‘be accommodative’ in interpersonal and intergroup contexts. Strategies of stylistic convergence, divergence, and maintenance are shown to have the potential to both mark and change relationships, adding substance to the translation of the theory into an adaptive frame by pointing at the truly ‘inter-adaptational’ character of the processes involved. 

Finally, an interesting application is to be found in the study of language disorders. An adaptation theory bearing on aphasia was first proposed by Kolk & Heeschen (1990). Its main claim holds that most agrammatics have a choice between the use of complete sentences (with all the problems that usually manifest themselves in their speech), or of systematically simplified expressions or ‘telegraphic style’. Heeschen & Schegloff (1999) provide a detailed conversation analysis of two episodes of a conversation between an agrammatic patient and her best friend, one in which there is hardly any telegraphic style and one in which telegraphic expressions are central. A careful comparison of the two episodes shows clearly adaptive behavior. The patient has a choice, and recourse to telegraphic style in the interaction can be shown to serve the function of mobilizing the interlocutor to become more engaged and to provide more help. In particular, the type of help sought by the patient is the interlocutor’s more robust formulation of what the aphasic person ‘means to say’. This is less dependent on the patient’s actual ability to say what he or she means to say, than on the specific type of conversational task he or she is involved in at the moment: 

There is a suggestion in the materials examined that story telling in conversation is a form of talk for which telegraphic production is of enhanced relevance. In part this is because story telling may be taken to require more sustained trajectories of talk by the teller, without benefit of interpolated turns by recipients. For an aphasic teller, it holds open the need for sustained talking without utterances by others on which the aphasic person’s talk can be built, on which it may be scaffolded. It is precisely in that form of talk-in-interaction, in which recurrent transfer at each possible turn completion is put into potential abeyance, that aphasic speakers appear to adopt ways of talking that provide for their recipients to interpolate talk into their own. (Heeschen & Schegloff 1999: 401) 

This is not to say that the speech of aphasic patients does not significantly differ from unimpaired speech, but it shows that the basic property of the adaptability of language keeps functioning in a specific way even under slightly ‘deviant’ circumstances. 

These are just a few examples in which the concept of adaptation is handled more or less explicitly. The idea itself could probably be applied to most of the research carried out under the umbrella of a broadly conceived pragmatics. This is why an adaptability theory of pragmatics may ultimately make sense. 



4. Conclusion



What links Sections 2 and 3 of this contribution is the fact that biology and social interaction, distinct as they may be, are still not fully dichotomous, in the sense that social interaction is based on cognition and that human cognition is the product of biological processes. An adaptability theory of pragmatics cannot be fully formulated without reference to the medium of adaptation which is the human mind. With its biologically based capacity for reflexiveness, the human brain, as the seat of our minds, provides systematic metapragmatic guidance for all the choice-making that individuals are involved in when language is being used. 
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