Research News

Anthropologist Argues That
Language Cannot Be Read in Stones

Studies of modern technology and prelinguistic behavior do not support the idea that stone
artifacts in the avcheological vecord can be used to infer the stages of language evolution

LTHOUGH the archeological record

is rich in remains of stone-tool tech-

nologies, it is poor to the point of
being mute on the matter of language. A
pity, because the acquisition of language
represents so important a stage in human
history, both in terms of communication
and in the fabric of social organization. It is
not surprising then that, working with what
they have, archeologists frequently use the
stone tool record as a way of trying to learn
something about the evolution of language,
with some ingenious arguments having been
developed.

But, warns Thomas Wynn of the Univer-
sity of Colorado, these arguments, inge-
nious though they may be, may be based on
an untenable assumption. “Most assume a
rather simple cognitive connection in which
the structures used in tool-making are ho-
mologus with those used in language,” says
Wynn. “T suspect that these assumptions are
naive and based largely on a common sense
understanding of technological behavior
and, perhaps, of language itself.” Common
sense in this case, argues Wynn, may have
led researchers astray.

The arguments that seck to forge a cogni-
tive link between stone-tool technology and
language fall into two groups: one focuses
on the process of tool-making and the other
on the products.

Making a stone tool involves the striking
of flakes from a core, usually held in the left
hand, using a small hammerstone, usually
held in the right hand. Flakes are struck
repeatedly until the desired implement is
produced, a process that ranges from just
two or three strikes to as many as 100,
depending on the degree of refinement of
the artifact. The essence of the process,
however, is sequential: strike follows strike
follows strike, until the job is done.

Superficially at least, language is sequen-
tial too, at least in its production: words are
strung together to form sentences. In some
classic discussions on the origin of language
anthropologist Gordon Hewes referred to
this shared property, and its neurological
basis, in the following way: “It could be that
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this fundamental capacity to acquire and
utilize complex patterned sequences, ex-
pressible in tool-manipulation, in gesture-
language, and later in speech, is the ‘deep
structure’ Chomsky should have been writ-
ing about.”

Hewes, who wrote these words in 1973,
is not alone in speculating on common
cognitive structures underlying the sequen-
tial characteristics of tool-making and lan-
guage, and similar proposals continued to
be proffered. It is a very attractive line of
reasoning, and it is easy to imagine that as
stone-tool manufacture improved in sophis-
tication over the last 2 million years it was
paralleled by an ever more complex social
fabric and by higher levels of communica-
tion. And is it just coincidence that a major
part of language capacity typically is nested
in the same cerebral hemisphere that con-
trols manipulative skills?

“We cannot make the
facile assumption that
stone tools can inform
us about language.”

“These arguments are intriguing,” admits
Wynn, “but they fail to eliminate the possi-
bility that the underlying sequential bases
may be separate and analogous rather than
homologous.”

In scrutinizing the products of stone-tool
manufacture for clues to language skills re-
searchers have looked at form. One ap-
proach, taken by Mary Foster of the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, is to adduce
the imposition of symmetry as a sign of high
intellectual skills of the sort that must under-
lie language.

The earliest stone-tool technology is
known as the Oldowan and stretches in the
archeological record from something in ex-
cess of 2 million years ago to about 1
million. Essentially it is a rather crude as-
semblage of cores and flakes that appear to
be the result of opportunistic stone knap-
ping, with little arbitrary form imposed on

the artifacts. Arbitrary form, including im-
pressive symmetry, begins to appear in the °
Acheulean technology, which started as ear-
ly as 1.5 million years ago and goes through
to about 250,000 years ago. The teardrop-
shaped hand axes, which characterize this
technology, become more common and
more perfectly formed as the record moves
toward the present, a fact that Foster and
others take to imply an elevation in intellec-
tual—and therefore language—capacity.

Wynn finds such arguments unconvinc-
ing, not least because several psychological
studies show that “spatial abilities do not
correlate with linguistic abilities in child
development.”

In addition to the apparently more pur-
poscful imposition of form on individual
artifacts throughout the Acheulean period
there was evident an increase in the number
of definable categories of tools. In other
words, the technologies were becoming
more complex. The late Glynn Isaac sug-
gested that this greater complexity in tech-
nological production might be “connected
with a rising capacity for manipulating sym-
bols, naming and speaking.”

Like the arguments on process, those on
form “assume that a parallel exists between
technological and linguistic behavior and
that this parallel can be exploited to study
the evolution of language,” says Wynn.
However, most of the discussion of tools
and language fail to cite studies of modern
technological behavior, he says. “Their
source of understanding appears to be self-
reflection of the authors, a notoriously mis-
leading source.”

Wynn found himself drawn into the tools/
language debate because his separate work
on tool-making and intelligence had been
used by some of the protagonists. So, reluc-
tantly, he surveyed some recent studies on
modern technological activity and prelin-
guistic behavior of infants and concludes
that they “argue against the use of stone
tools as linguistic informants.”

Wynn looked for studies on technology
that used a cognitive approach and found
two, one on blacksmithing and the other on
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salmon fishing. According to Wynn, these
studies highlight three nonlinguistic charac-
teristics of technology.

First, a series of tasks involved in achiev-
ing a particular goal is based on what the
study’s authors describe as “constellations of
knowledge.” These, explains Wynn, are
made up of “images and impressions, not
words, that are tied to a particular task.” To
put it formally, “technology is not per-
formed within a lexically conceived realm.”

Second, technology is truly a sequential
operation whereas language is only superfi-
cially so. The author of the salmon-fishing
study describes technology as being based
upon a string-of-beads organization. “First I
do job 1, then I do job 2, then I do job 3
..., then I am finished.” Wynn concludes
that “learning technology appears to be
more a matter of rote, sequiential program-
ming than a hierarchically conceived under-
standing like that of syntax.”

Third, the overall structure of a specific
technological task may vary from individual,
even within a closely communicating group.
Language structures within groups, by con-
trast, are common. “Languages are shared.
Technologies apparently are not.”

Wynn concludes from this survey of tech-
nological behavior that “technology and lan-
guage may lie in separate cognitive do-
mains.” The two, he suggests, “are only
superficially similar in that the products—
tool behavior and utterances—must be per-
formed sequentially in time. They are nei-
ther conceived nor learned in the same
manner.”

There is by now a good deal of informa-
tion in the scientific literature on prelinguis-
tic behavior of infants. Perhaps the most
striking component of such behavior is imi-
tation, which begins very early. As the child
gets older the degree and complexity of
imitation grows, but its essential character
remains the same. Wynn is intrigued by
scientific descriptions of infants’ prelinguis-
tic behavior and notes that “they resemble
the accounts of modern technological be-
havior.” In particular, “they share an empha-
sis on contiguous behavior, sequential be-
havior, and rote routines.”

This simple imitative behavior, at which
the great apes are also relatively accom-
plished, would be quite adequate for learn-
ing the first forms of tool technology, argues
Wynn. “Nonlinguistic hominids could well
have made Oldowan tools and Early Acheul-
ean tools.” Language must have arisen at
some point of course. And there is no reason
to assert that it did not arise in concert with
an increasing technological facility. Wynn’s
point is simply that “we cannot make the
facile assumption that stone tools can inform
us about language. @ ROGER LEWIN
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Briefing:

DNA Sequencing
Goes Automatic

Leroy Hood and his colleagues at the
California Institute of Technology have de-
veloped the first automated DNA sequenc-
ing machine. Their DNA sequenator can
read off nucleotides at a rate that may soon
approach 8000 bases a day, which is at least
tenfold higher than is currently achieved
manually and at a small fraction of the
current cost per base.

DNA sequencing has of course become a
routine part of life in molecular biology
laboratories, but it remains a time-consum-
ing and technically demanding exercise. By
making the task largely automatic and by
boosting the rate at least an order of magni-
tude, molecular biologists will be tempted
to shift their thoughts to projects currently
too ambitious to attempt, such as sequenc-
ing the entire human genome (Science, 27
June, page 1598).

The DNA sequenator joins three other

instruments developed by the Caltech
team—a protein sequenator, a DNA synthe-
sizer, and a protein synthesizer—to form
what Hood describes as a microchemical
facility. Instrumented thus, molecular biolo-
gy has the potential to move into the realm
of Big Science, he says. Hood described the
new machine at the recent Cold Spring
Harbor summer symposium, which was en-
titled “Molecular Biology of Homo sapiens.”

Currently there are two approaches to
sequencing DNA: the enzymic method, de-
veloped by Frederick Sanger and his col-
leagues in Cambridge, England; and the
chemical method, invented by Allan Maxam
and Walter Gilbert of Harvard University.
Sanger and Gilbert shared the 1980 Nobel
Prize for chemistry for their work.

The Caltech team’s DNA sequenator is
based on the enzymic method, at least partly
because it represented a more promising
prospect in the face of the chemistry that
would be involved. Hood and his col-
leagues, Stephen Kent, Lloyd Smith, Jane
Sanders, and Robert Kaiser, are already
beginning to explore the possibilities of
automating the Maxam/Gilbert method.

The Sanger technique involves generating
a series of DNA fragments of different
length, just as if the strand being analyzed
had been nibbled away, nucleotide by nucle-
otide, from one end. Separated on a gel, the

fragments form a ladder-like pattern of

bands, each one being one base longer than
the band in front and and one base shorter
than the one behind. The trick is to be able

to identify which of the four bases—ade-
nine, thymidine, cytosine, and guanosine—
is represented at each band.

This identification is achieved by carrying
out four separate, but identical, enzymic
reactions. In each a small oligonucleotide
primer is used to initiate synthesis of the
complementary chain of the DNA sequence
being analyzed. In addition to the normal
reaction constituents, however, there is in
each a small quantity of the di-deoxy form of
one of the four bases. Once a di-deoxy
nucleotide becomes incorporated into the
growing chain, the elongation process is
stopped. The balance of normal and modi-
fied nucleotides in the reaction mixtures is
such that there is a small but finite chance
that the di-deoxy form will become incorpo-
rated at any one of its appropriate positions.
This means that in the reaction mixture that
contains, for instance, di-deoxy-thymidine,
there will be a series of complementary
DNA fragments of increasing length that
represents every single position of adenosine
in the original strand. The same principle
holds for each of the four reactions.

The products of each of the four reactions
are kept separate and are run on an electro-
phoresis gel. The positions of the various
bands are detected by autoradiography, as
the oligonucleotide primers used are radio-
actively tagged. The sequence of the entire
chain is then read off by looking at the
positions of the bands representing the four
different nucleotides in their respective
lanes.

Instead of using radioactive tags on the
primers in their system, the Caltech team
substituted fluorescent labels, one color for
each of the four bases. Once the DNA
synthesis is completed in the normal way,
the four separate products are combined and
run down a gel. At the bottom an argon
laser beam illuminates the bands as they pass
by, a detector identifies the wave band of the
resultant fluorescence, and the DNA se-
quence is thus read off by a computer.
Simple.

In fact, there is a series of problems that
makes the reading not quite straight for-
ward. For instance, the fluorescence of the
four dyes overlaps to a significant extent.
And the presence of the dyes on the primers
affects their mobility on the gel, and to
different extents. Nevertheless, these various
wobbles can be accounted for by the com-
puter, giving a sequence accuracy of about
1%. m ROGER LEWIN
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