
Syllabus Evolution of Language  
PSYCH/CogSt 4270/6270 – Fall 2009 

Uris 205 - Tuesdays, 1:25-4:00PM 
http://courses.cit.cornell.edu/psych427 

 
Instructor: Dr. Morten H. Christiansen 
Office: Uris 228 
Phone: 255-3570 
Office Hours: Tuesdays 12Noon–1:25PM and by appointment 
Email: christiansen@cornell.edu 
Required Text: Christiansen, M.H. & Kirby, S. (2003). Language evolution. New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
The study of the origin and evolution of language must necessarily be an interdisciplinary endeavor.  Only by 
amassing evidence from many different disciplines can theorizing about the language evolution be sufficiently 
constrained to remove it from the realm of pure speculation and allow it to become an area of legitimate scientific 
inquiry.  Fueled by theoretical constraints derived from recent advances in the brain and cognitive sciences, the last 
decade of the twentieth century saw a resurgence of scientific interest in the evolution of language.   

This seminar will survey a cross-section of modern theories, methods, and research pertaining to the origin 
and evolution of language.  We will consider evidence from psychology, the cognitive neurosciences, theoretical 
biology, comparative psychology, and computational modeling of evolutionary processes.  Topics for discussion 
may include: What does the fossil record tell us about language evolution?  What can we learn from comparative 
perspectives on neurobiology and behavior?  Can apes really learn language?  Did language come about through 
natural selection?  What were the potential preadaptations for language?  What is the relationship between 
phylogeny and ontogeny? 

Dr. Christiansen has worked extensively on the evolution of language and has edited a book (with Dr. 
Simon Kirby, University of Edinburgh) entitled Language Evolution, which serves as the textbook for the seminar. 
Dr. Christiansen is also working on a book (with Dr. Nick Chater, University College London) on the evolution, 
acquisition and processing of language. 
 

Course Requirements 
1. Complete ALL assigned readings.  
2. Lead discussion on one or more occasions (the exact number will depend on number students registered for the 

class). Joint presentations are acceptable. 
3. Discussion leaders should only briefly summarize the reading(s). The leader should assume that everyone has 

read the reading(s), and does not need to have it repeated in great detail. The discussion should focus on your 
elaborations of the reading(s). This involves clarifying the reading(s) (guided in part by questions submitted by 
other class members), critiquing the research, and including other material/viewpoints from additional articles. 

4. Formulate three questions for the day's discussion leader. These are to be submitted by email to the presenter 
before 10:00AM on Mondays before class. A copy of the questions must also be emailed to the instructor 
(christiansen@cornell.edu).  

5. Participate in the discussions. Grades will in part be based on discussion participation. Sitting silently through 
every class is NOT acceptable.  

6. Write a final 15-20-page (4270) or 25-30-page (6270) double-spaced paper focusing on several of the topics 
discussed in class. This paper will require some research, and must include additional articles not discussed in 
class. A one-page synopsis outlining a proposed paper must be submitted to the instructor at the start of class 
November 10 and the full paper is due December 1. 

 
Grading 

Grades will be based on class presentations, discussion participation, email questions, and the final paper. 
 

Class presentation  20% 
Discussion participation 25% 
Email questions 25% 
Final paper 30% 



Academic Integrity 
Each student in this course is expected to abide by the Cornell University Code of Academic Integrity. Any work 
submitted by a student in this course for academic credit will be the student’s own work. For this course, 
collaboration is allowed in the following instances: Leading discussions. Failure to adhere to the Code of Academic 
Integrity will result in an F in the course. 

 
Course Outline 

 
* indicates extra readings for presenters and psych 6270 students 
 

Week Dates Topics Readings 
Week 1 9/1 Organizational Meeting  

Week 2 9/8 On language and evolution Christiansen & Kirby (2009) 

Ch. 4 (Newmeyer) 

Bernstein Ratner, Berko Gleason & 

Narasimhan (1998)  

Week 3 9/15 Language as a biological adaptation Ch. 2 (Pinker) 

Ch. 5 (Bickerton) 

* Számadó & Szathmáry (2006) 

Week 4 9/22 Symbols, grammar and conceptual 

complexity 

Ch. 6 (Tomasello) 

Schoenemann (in press) 

* Ch. 7 (Deacon) 

Week 5 9/29 Possible stages in language evolution  Ch. 3 (Hurford) 

Ch. 8 (Davidson) 

* Johansson (2006) 

Week 6 10/6 Vocal or gestural origin of language? Ch. 11 (Corballis) 

Ch. 12 (Dunbar) 

* Ch. 14 (Lieberman) 

 10/13 Fall Break  

Week 7 10/20 What’s special about language? Hauser, Chomsky & Fitch (2002) 

Pinker & Jackendoff (2009) 

* Everett (2005) 

Week 8 10/27 Computational models of language 

evolution 

Jäger et al. (in press) 

Ch. 16 (Briscoe) 

* Ch. 15 (Kirby & Christiansen) 

Week 9 11/3 Language universals? Evans & Levinson (in press) 

Kirby, Cornish & Smith (2008) 

* Müller (2009) 



Week Dates Topics Readings 
Week 10 11/10 Genes, language and evolution 

1-page synopsis due 

Fisher & Marcus (2006) 

Dediu & Ladd (2007) 

* Enard et al. (2009) 

Week 11 11/17 Language as shaped by the brain I: 

Evolution 

Christiansen & Chater (2008) 

Week 12 11/24 Language as shaped by the brain II: 

Acquisition 

Chater & Christiansen (in press) 

Christiansen & Dale (2004) 

Week 13 12/1 Language as shaped by the brain III: 

Processing 

Christiansen & MacDonald (in press) 

Misyak, Christiansen & Tomblin (2009) 

 12/1 Final paper due (before noon)  

 
Note: Changes may be made to the readings and their order but this will be announced in class and on the course 
web site. Chapter numbers refer to the chapters in the required textbook.  
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