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1. Introduction

The study of language use, usually calpgdgmatics reveals that the competence of
speakers is not monolithic. It can be split int@ tyuite distinct behaviors. The first one deals
with salient events; the second one deals with |prodtic situations. We claim that the
second ability emerged long after the first onéa@aminid evolutionary history. A consistent
scenario is that communication about salient eventghat the protolanguage hypothesized
by Bickerton (1990) was used for. The detection eallective processing of problematic
situations can be understood as an additionakybihich gave rise to modern language.

2. Theimportance of studying language use

Language is marginally used to give orders or makemises. Its main use is
conversation. According to Dunbar (1996), peoplevamious cultures spend 20% of their
awake time in conversation. If we want to undemdtttre function of language, we cannot
ignore the way it is actually used in spontaneomsversations. Some of the reasons why
language evolved in the first place are to be fotimele, in the chatter resulting from
everyday social interactions. Several authors feddressed the issue of the emergence of
language from the point of view of phonology, synta semantics (Hurfordt al. 1998, parts
I & Ill). Others, like Dunbar, have considered tis®cial implications of language.
Surprisingly, few authors have considered that muaiid be learned about language origin
by studying its use.

The study of spontaneous conversation shows thatlooutors behave in a few
systematic ways. One of them is to draw attentmrsdlient events, as in the following
example:

[translated from French]

Al- Who?

Bl — People suffering from Alzheimer’s diseasey Wk aimlessly like that.

A2 — Alzheimer patients are not the only ones to do

B2 — No, but Alzheimer patients walk miles and srelach day... It's incredible! They're exhausted.

A3 - Really?

B3 - Yes | swear! Some of them... They put a... thigtand everything. One of them, she walked at lea
a hundred kilometres each day. | promise, she whatested!

Cl- Yes,it's amazing!

The behavior of Alzheimer patients is unusual emowgbe signalled by A. This type of
verbal interaction contrasts with another one, Whecharacterised by an initial puzzle and
the subsequent search for explanation:

[translated from French]

D1 — It's strange, the ticket is more expensivermou buy it in the suburbs

E1 - No, but when you purchase it in Paris, itjparney extension

D2 — No, | think it's because it is a temporarpbo They charge 4F more because they are espgtiete.



Here D expresses his surprise because he paid itigoedt prices for the same travel.
Notice that D already holds a tentative explanafid®) and that his first utterance D1 does
not really aim at solving his puzzlement, but rathieexpressing it. As we will see now, there
are fundamental reasons to contrast the convensdti@haviours shown in the two preceding
excerpts.

3. Pointing to salient events

The human behavior which consists in pointing {eesaevents can be quite basic. It can
be performed with simple deictic gestures meanlmapk at this!”. As soon as an improbable
event occurs in the vicinity (say, an elephant wagkin the street in Paris), we draw our
friends’ attention to it. This behavior is almostreflex, as it is difficult to refrain from
performing it when the salience of the event ishhilj seems to be deeply rooted in our
nature. By the age of nine months, the child betpngoint to salient events like a dancing
doll used for experimental purposes, or to hisdatrriving (Carpenter, Nagell & Tomasello
1998). What is new at that age is that the childsdoot desire to get the object itself, but
wants to draw the mother’s attention to that objd@masello notices that apes are not
showing such behavior. Even if their attention iaweh by salient events, they never try to
sharethis attention with others.

What is salience? As the study of conversationaksyé can have two sources (Dessalles
1992). Events considered beirag priori improbable are perceived as salient, and their
occurrence is communicated. Events considered leeipigori desirable or undesirableg.
offering a stake, are communicated as well. Tecllyic salience can be defined as a
combination of probability and desirability. Thelisace of an event of probability and
desirabilityd (d between —1, the most undesirable, and 1, the nesstatble) is defined as:

This is a straightforward generalisation of Shanaat€finition of information. An event
of good probability [§ above, say, 0.1) and which does not matter tochnfdgsmall) has a
poor salience. This formula provides us with a waytedict which events are likely to be
reported in this conversation mode (Dessalles 1992)

How do interlocutors react to the mention of aesdlievent? C1 and A2 illustrate the two
possibilities. C1 acknowledges the salience. Attes kind of reaction, the conversation may
stop or change to another topic. The effect of ABasversely to lower the salience of the
reported event. A common way to do this is to n@nanother event similar to the reported
one. A could have done this by mentioning anotheess bringing patients to walk. The
effect on salience is well predicted by conditiopaibabilities: if the events mentioned in the
initial utterance and in the reply can be consideas two occurrences of the same generic
event, then the reply increases the probabilitghes generic event and thus diminishes its
salience. This second strategy may give rise te@arse/e process: since the new event has to
be as close as possible to the first one, it agpaarsalient itself. So-called story rounds
(Tannen 1984) may ensue, in which the role of e&mty $s to diminish the salience of the
preceding one. This is one explanation of why cosat&mns involve more than one or two
moves.

The maxim of this conversational mode is simpletabes (1) in the first utterance, try to
report a salient event; (2) when replying evaludte salience of what is said, either
(2a) directly or (2b) by reporting a salient eveirnilar to the first one. We expect such
conversations to alternate between salient everttseaaluations or, because of the similarity



between (1) and (2b), to turn into story roundse Thnversational moves (1) and (2) do not
require all our sophisticated linguistic abilitiesorder to be performed in a functional way.
In particular, this mode of verbal interaction skibbhave been within the reach of proto-
human individuals who relied on protolanguage tmgwnicate.

4. Detecting problematic issues

The second conversational mode, by contrast, regjdiom interlocutors the ability to
detect logical incompatibilities and to find ways solve them. In D1, D presents as
inconsistent the fact that the fare is not idemhticeone way and the other. E1 and D2 then
appear as attempts to solve these inconsistemegEsisistencies are not always epistemic, as
in this excerpt. They can oppose incompatible dssiin the following example, F wants his
doors to look nice. A solution is to remove the pint.

[translated from French]
F1— | have to repaint my doors. I've burned b# old paint. [...] It's really tough work!

[...]
G1 - You have to use a wire brush
F2 — Yes, but that wrecks the wood

Removing the old paint creates a new problem: dligh work. G’s solution, the wire
brush, creates a new problem: the wrecking of thedy The alternation between problems
and solutions is typical of this conversational modhe initial problem may be &xplainor
to avoid some state of affairs, the mechanism is the sanme.nWdelled this alternation
between problems and tentative solutions as a curédructure generated by a simple
recursive procedure (Dessalles 1998). Notice thathave here a second and independent
account of the fact that verbal interactions arelmaited to one or two moves, but develop
into potentially infinite sequences that we calheersations.

The conversational mode illustrated in this sectmay be called thergumentative
mode. It requires from participants two main aiaifit (1) to detect that events are inconsistent
(e.g.an effect without cause, a state in contradictiaiih your desires) and (2) to generate
solutions through abduction. Both abilities canabgued to be beyond the reach of apes and,
presumably, of proto-humans. This suggests thaatgementative mode emerged when our
ancestors were already communicating by reportimdyevaluating salient events. There are
several further arguments suggesting that there Wweo stages in the evolution of human
communication and that the argumentative is theemecent.

5. Discussion: why two conver sational modes ?

It is never a good thing to postulate two systerhemwone is sufficient. Why should we
distinguish two conversational modes, one abougrsaévents and the other consisting of an
argumentation about problematic issues? The maisoreis that these two modes are to be
observed in the human conversational behavior, hichvthey can be isolated as functional
parts. Moreover, there are reasons to think thatrande was used before the other in the
course of hominid evolution.

According to the protolanguage hypothesis, languagés full-fledged form,i.e. with
constituent syntax and flexional morphology, emdrgéth homo sapiengBickerton 1990;
Jackendoffto appeaj. The main role of syntax is to encode the thernaties, either by the
position or through marking, in the phrases whiomstitutes a given sentence. Thematic
roles can be shown to be necessary for the comceptid the expression of inconsistencies.
For example, the paradox signalled in D1 may refsath a theme, the price of the ticket,



which moves (changes value) with no cause (causesthematic representation, may take
the form of abstract forces (Talmy 1988)). By caastr a fully functional communication
system based on salience can rely on sole protadeygg without proper syntax and without
thematic roles (Dessallesy appea). This suggests that argumentative abilities eetbrg
together with syntactic abilities with our specieghile the previous species relied on
protolanguage to communicate about salient evenys o

Another reason to see argumentation as a new &atiging in an already established
conversational ability is the functional role tlcain be assigned to the possibility of detecting
inconsistencies. As argued in (Dessalles 2000)alfiley to detect inconsistencies may have
been selected as a protection against lies. Isdhent mode, the evaluation procedure, which
consists in making comparisors.q. “Alzheimer patients are not the only ones t6),dis a
protection against overestimated salience. In tenaio proposed here, modern humans
evolved the possibility to check the reliability afports by means of thematic analysis and
detection of inconsistencies. The argumentativetabvould be the evolutionary outcome of
this protection device.
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