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Language involves the intentional use of gestures to influence the minds of others. These gestures can be vocal or manual. There are several reasons to suppose that human language began as a primarily manual rather than a vocal system: (1) In primates, intentional action is much more highly developed in manual movement that in vocal production; (2) the so-called “mirror system” in the primate brain maps the perception of action onto the production of the same action, but only in humans does this system incorporate vocalizations; (3) bipedalism in hominins would have enhanced the gestural repertoire over that accessible to the other great apes; (4) attempts to teach great apes to speak have failed, but some success has been achieved in teaching them to sign use visual symbols; and (5) manual gestures typically accompany speech, and the signed languages of the deaf demonstrate that manual gesture is as powerful a medium for language as is speech. Gestural communication probably evolved from a simple signalling system to a structurally complex one with the genus Homo, under the ecological pressures of the Pleistocene, from some 2 million years ago. A significant influence was the emergence of episodic memory and mental time travel, and the adaptive advantages of recording past and generating potential future events, and sharing these experiences through a structured language. Yet language probably remained predominantly manual, gradually incorporating vocal elements. Vocal speech may not have become dominant until the emergence of Homo sapiens, and the consequent freeing of the hands, which may account for the rapid development of manufacture and other cultural embellishments. This development may also explain the eventual demise of other members of the genus, such as the Neanderthals in Europe and Homo erectus in Asia.
