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ABSTRACT
Language is unique to the human lineage, but both the processes of language evolution and its timing remain obscure. There are three major issues here. First, the long running dispute as to whether language has its origins in primate vocalisations or in some form of gestural communication continues to be much debated. Although recent attempts to introduce a third force (cognition) into the equation have received considerable support, this has done little other than muddy the waters since it risks conflating language as a cognitive process with the mode of communication. In this article, I will set out the various stalls for language origins, and try to establish how we can test between them. The second issue is the functions that language serves. This still remains confusingly disputed between advocates of social and instrumental functions of language. I will review the options and, again, try to identify ways that we can test between the alternative hypotheses. Finally, this raises the third problem, the question of when language evolved.  I shall argue that solving the problem of the timing of language origins may help illuminate the first two issues by identifying the kinds of selection pressures that might have given rise to a language capacity. I will bring together the anatomical, archaeological and genetic evidence for the timing of language origins in order to say something about this.
