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request: I say, “Please pass the salt.” If all goes
well, this utterance has an effect on your mind
that in turn causes a compliant pattern of
behavior: you pass me the salt.
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of grammar: How to get from one to the other?
[Such statements of incredulity are of course
the enemy of gradualist evolutionary accounts
(6).] Linguists in the 1990s expressed a similar
worry in response to Robin Dunbar’s socially
grounded theory of language evolution (7).
When Dunbar proposed that language evolved
in response to the pressure of maintaining
social relations in ever-larger groups—functionally analogous to (but much more efficacious than) what primates do with grooming—
linguists complained that they could not see
how to get from “mere grooming” to the dazzling complexities of syntax. As a linguist,
Tomasello is qualified to address this concern
and advance Dunbar’s cause significantly
(although surprisingly he makes no reference
to Dunbar’s work).
Tomasello’s solution is an ingenious linking of requesting, informing, and sharing with
three distinct levels of complexity in the
grammatical possibilities that any language
will furnish. He dubs these “simple syntax”
(strongly dependent on immediate context),
“serious syntax” (for making unambiguous
reference across contexts), and “fancy syntax”
(for organizing long and complex narratives).
But this is essentially as far as his links to
grammar go, promissory notes notwithstanding. Precisely because the author is a linguist,
this omission is a missed opportunity to complete the argument, to connect the dots that
lead from basic social actions ultimately to the
radically varying, historically developed complex linguistic systems that are found around
the world. I fear that without the story being
told through to the end, many linguists will
remain incredulous.
With this book, Tomasello makes a powerful and highly readable case for the social
foundations of human communication (in line
with a fundamental shift in current thinking
on the nature of language) and of the underlying cognition that makes language possible. In
this naturalistic account, language is an adaptation that gradually emerged, in step with the
evolution of a special kind of social mind.
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densely written for the nonspecialist), a worthy successor to the pioneering book by
Semitic specialist I. J. Gelb (5).
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