Andrew Carstairs-McCarthy
Have all languages evolved to a state of equal complexity?

Suggested working title:

More and less complex forms of language

Reaction to earlier prejudices involving ‘primitive’ languages has led many linguists to claim that all languages are fundamentally equally complex.  This can be reconciled with most L2 learners’ experience only if one puts heavy emphasis on ‘fundamentally’.  But in any case there are forms of language (both actual and imaginable) that are or seem to be genuinely less complex than most languages in ways that raise serious questions about why language has evolved in the way it has.  These include:

(i)
creoles (see especially discussions by Bickerton and McWhorter), including Riau Indonesian (Gil);

(ii)
the ‘Basic Variety’ used by some L2 speakers (Klein & Perdue; Jackendoff);

(iii)
Pirahã, which has been claimed to lack recursion (Everett; Fitch, Hauser & Chomsky);

(iv)
Monocategoric (Carstairs-McCarthy);

(v)
Esperanto, Newspeak and other constructed languages, which typically lack allomorphy.

The questions raised by these forms of language for language evolution are important.  But they have been discussed by only a few scholars so far, and I will suggest no firm answers. 
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