Was Homo erectus capable of speech?
Throughout early studies of human evolution, it was believed to be the ability to speak and form a language was a defining feature of what made Homo sapiens more successful than the other Hominids which were also present around the same time and as a result of this adaptation were able to outcompete them. However, recent discoveries have brought to light the possibility that the ability to speak may have been evolved in other Hominid species in addition to the possibility that the adaptation which allowed H.sapiens to form a language may have appeared much earlier in the evolutionary history of Hominids, this has been met with a lot of debate in part due to rarity of complete and articulated skeletal remains of early Hominids, as well as a debate as to what constitutes a true language and how can archaeologists identify this in the archaeological record. Due to the many debates on many different species of Hominid, on their capacity for speech and language such as Homo heidelbergensis and Homo neanderthalensis I have decided to focus my study on the Hominid Homo erectus and to what extent can it be inferred that this Hominid was capable of speech in addition to whether or not H.erectus had its own language.
H.erectus, meaning “upright man” (https://www.britannica.com/topic/Homo-erectus  31/01/2020) is an early Hominid that is often associated with another Hominid Homo ergaster (http://humanorigins.si.edu/evidence/human-fossils/species/homo-erectus 30/01/2020). This Hominid appears in the fossil record around 1.9 million years ago and can be found in several places around the world, but is found most prominently in the African tropics, Europe, South Asia, as well as Southeast Asia. H.erectus was given its name due to skeletal evidence suggesting that it was an obligate biped. In terms of H.erectus being capable of speech, there are many sources which support this theory, one argument suggests that by studying the anatomy of H.erectus, archaeologists will be able to gain a greater understanding into whether or not H.erectus was capable of speech. Through studying the skeletal evidence, of H.erectus there are many features which support this theory for example, when studying the cranium of this Hominid shows that, “the lower left frontal lobe, and the left parietal lobe. The former encompasses Broca's area, which has long been associated with speech production, and the latter encompasses Wernicke's area which has been linked to speech comprehension” (https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/S0959774300001311 28/01/2020) the Broca's areas as well as the Wernicke's area, which biologists are lead to believe that these areas of the brain are responsible for the “sensory area for comprehension of spoken words (known as Wernicke's area)” (Braindance 1992) as well as the area of the brain responsible for “The motor area for speech (Broca's area)” (Braindance 1992) in H.erectus specemins recovered in excavations show that H.erectus did in fact have a clear Broca's bulge imprinted onto the interior of the skull, this clearly shows that H.erectus had the brain capacity to produce speech this heavily supports the theory that H.erectus was capable of speech in addition to this the evidence of a Wernicke's area suggests that H.erectus was not only capable of producing speech but also able to comprehend what was spoken to them, this evidence strongly suggests that through the ability to produce speech as well as being able to comprehend it may have lead to some form of language and as a result of this, in terms of what this means for early Hominid evolution, if speech and language was already capable in early hominids by the time Homo sapiens evolved possibly either from H.erectus or through an undiscovered ancestor it may mean that the development of language was much more advanced in H.sapiens than previously believed. In addition to, anatomical evidence in the cranium of H.erectus further evidence of speech can be found when examining where the throat organs would have been, unfortunately due to the nature of the vocal cords as well as other aspects of our vocal tract being composed of entirely of organic material very little evidence has remained if any however one aspect of the vocal tract has been recovered which has provided archaeologists valuable evidence on the capacity for speech in H.erectus this is the larynx, which is defined as the “voice box, a hollow, tubular structure connected to the top of the windpipe (trachea); air passes through the larynx on its way to the lungs. The larynx also produces vocal sounds and prevents the passage of food and other foreign particles into the lower respiratory tracts.” (https://www.britannica.com/science/larynx 31/01/2020), through investigation of the base of the cranium of H.erectus it was found that “Homo erectus had a larynx with an equivalent position to that of an 8-year-old modern child.” (Fagan 1990) this is also backed by Alan Walker and Pat Shipman, who state that the “larynx probably rested in a position very similar to that of a young modern human child” (Walker, Shipman 1996) both of these statements strongly support the theory that H.erectus was capable of speech and not only this but also through the evidence from the brain cavity they may have been able to form and comprehend a language, though it may have been vastly different in comparison to the languages we speak today. On the other hand, despite the anatomical evidence leading towards the opinion that H.erectus was capable of speech in addition to possibly being able to understand it which potentially could have resulted in the formation of a basic language it may not have actually been used by H.erectus and there is a possibility that the adaptation that resulted in the formation of these traits being visible to archaeologists, it may be the case where this type of adaptation was not used either due to it not being as useful during this time period as archaeologists believed it to be or the environment that H.erectus was exposed to did not require a strong reliance on speech or language meaning that despite the fact that the capacity for speech was there it does not necessarily mean that it was used or that it was as advantageous as archaeologists believe it to be and this trait may have been passed on either through the trait not having any particular advantage or disadvantage for the Hominid genus, however the capability to vocalise as well as understand speech may have proved to be an advantageous trait later on in Hominid’s evolutionary history.
Despite the vast amounts of information that archaeologists can obtain from the analysis of skeletal remains of H.erectus’s capabilities of speech, like many sources of information it is finite, because of this archaeologists also point to other sources as proof that H.erectus was capable of speech and may have actually had a language one of these sources are looking at the material culture at sites where the presence of H.erectus has been confirmed. Material culture can be seen as the study of “all the corporeal, tangible objects that are created, used, kept and left behind by past and present cultures. Material culture refers to objects that are used, lived in, displayed and experienced; and the terms includes all the things people make” (https://www.thoughtco.com/material-culture-artifacts-meanings-they-carry-171783 31/01/2020) in terms for archaeologists studying early Hominids it can allow them to gain an understanding of how advanced the society was in addition to being able to understand other aspects of their culture. In terms of archaeologists studying how capable H.erectus was of speech and language it has allowed archaeologists to gain a greater insight into this. Through the study of these sites archaeologists have pointed to several sites which may suggest that H.erectus was capable of speech and may have had a language on which a culture would have formed, an example of this can be seen in Trinil, Java where a sea shell has recently been discovered to have had a very basic drawing etched onto it from the analysis of these markings show that “the engraving was intentional. The weathering patterns of the grooves, each of which is about 1 centimetre long, show signs of significant ageing, and there are no gaps between turns, indicating that the maker paid attention to detail.” (https://www.nature.com/news/homo-erectus-made-world-s-oldest-doodle-500-000-years-ago-1.16477 21/01/2020) this on its own does not indicate whether or not H.erectus was capable of speech however it does suggest that there was some form of communication in order to create this, another example which backs up can be seen in Gesher Benot Ya’aqov, Israel where there is evidence of early Hominids controlling fire this is due to at the site there were “50,000 pieces of wood and nearly 36,000 pieces of flint” (https://www.newscientist.com/article/dn4944-charred-remains-may-be-earliest-human-fires/#ixzz6CpMvY1UA 1/02/2020) recovered, from analysis of the site is believed to have been one of many sites that were occupied by H.erectus, in addition to this the analysis of the artefacts also show an unusual feature this is due to the fact that many of the artefacts which were “burnt specimens were clustered in two patches, which the team believe were ancient hearths. They also point out the low proportion of burnt remains – only around four per cent of the wood and two per cent of the flint. “If a natural fire had caused it we would have expected a higher percentage to be burned,” says Alperson.” (https://www.newscientist.com/article/dn4944-charred-remains-may-be-earliest-human-fires/#ixzz6CpONYHvz 1/02/2020) this evidence shows that H.erectus was able to create controlled fires and use them in the process of creating stone tools this process would have been incredibly difficult to achieve and would have required some form of communication I order to carry this process out safely and as effectively as seen at this site. The evidence discovered at both of these sites, suggests strongly that H.erectus had some form of communication due to the fact that the complexity of the artefacts created at these sites as well as the quantity which have been recovered would have had to have some form of communication in order to teach others how to create them, in addition to this in the  case of the sea shell discovered in Trinil, Java the artefact may have been a social item which further shows an indication that H.erectus was capable of some form of communication. On the contrary to this, the markings discovered on the sea shell in Trinil, Java may have possibly been created due to the individual making random markings on the shell rather than it being created deliberately in addition to this with the artefact being used in a social context as “art” it is impossible to determine whether or not the individual had intended to create this artefact for that purpose or that the artefact was used for social purposes. Another point to be made is that the fires found in Gesher Benot Ya’aqov, Israel the creation of these fires may have been a result of trial and error which would have resulted in these fires being manageable in addition to this with the percentage of the artefacts present that were burnt only representing “around four per cent of the wood and two per cent of the flint” (https://www.newscientist.com/article/dn4944-charred-remains-may-be-earliest-human-fires/#ixzz6CpONYHvz 1/02/2020) it is unclear if failed tools were not just discarded or broken in addition to this archaeologists are unable to learn more about the site due to in 1999 after the excavations at Gesher Benot Ya’aqov, a “local drainage authority destroyed a large chunk of the site” (https://www.newscientist.com/article/dn4944-charred-remains-may-be-earliest-human-fires/#ixzz6CpONYHvz 1/02/2020) meaning that any evidence which may or may not support the initial findings has been lost.
Finally, with most physical evidence which can be observed whilst studying the skeletal remains of H.erectus indicates that it was capable of vocalising sounds, the question remains as to whether or not the range of vocalisation that H.erectus could produce would constitute speech and if that is the case if these vocalisations could be classed as a language. Speech is defined as “the faculty or power of speaking; oral communication; ability to express one's thoughts and emotions by speech sounds and gesture” (https://www.dictionary.com/browse/speech 01/02/2020) from this definition alone, when analysing the skeletal evidence it can be said for certain that H.erectus was physically capable of speech, however whether or not H.erectus had its own language poses a difficult question, language id defined as “a body of words and the systems for their use common to a people who are of the same community or nation, the same geographical area, or the same cultural tradition” (https://www.dictionary.com/browse/language?s=t 01/02/2020) due to the nature of language it is classed as intangible evidence, meaning that there is no physical evidence for archaeologists to study and as a result of this the likelihood of being able to definitively establish whether or not H.erectus had some form of language is almost impossible, but despite these issues that archaeologists face there are still arguments for H.erectus having a language, this is due to the fact that the creation of complex artefacts such as stone tools as well as the exploitation of the natural world around them in order to achieve a goal such as through the manipulation of fire which can be seen in Gesher Benot Ya’aqov, Israel from which the flint artefacts were created, in order to do this archaeologists state that some form of communication would have been necessary in order to carry it out and it can be argued that because of the complexity of some of the evidence found at H.erectus sites indicate that some form of language was used, in order to effectively communicate. In addition to this it can be suggested that H.erectus may have used what could be described as a basic language in order to convey a message or instruction to one another, the possibility of this is not unlikely due to the fact that since H.erectus was capable of speech it would not be unlikely to assume that a language could have developed as stated by Bernard Campell “As we find language in man today, it is not fully inborn, but the capacity for speech and conceptual thought is certainly innate; only the symbols themselves must be learned." (Campbell 1974) this means that if applying this to H.erectus it can be argued that H.erectus also used “symbols” to develop a language which would allow H.erectus  to effectively communicate with each other. Another argument can be made for H.erectus being capable of language, is that H.erectus may well have not used speech to communicate with others and may perhaps have used some form of sign language which is defined as “any of several visual-gestural systems of communication, especially employing manual gestures, as used among deaf people” (https://www.dictionary.com/browse/sign-language?s=t 01/02/2020) which does not require any vocalisation at all, another way in which H.erectus may have developed a language may have perhaps been similar to the click languages used by San bushmen of the Kalahari which does not require much vocalisation due to the fact that click languages are “a group of languages found only in Africa in which clicks function as normal consonants” (https://www.britannica.com/topic/click-languages 01/02/2020) meaning that H.erectus would have been able to develop a language without needing to have the same vocalizational range that modern people have.
In conclusion, through the analysis of various of sources evidence that are associated with H.erectus such as the skeletal and cultural evidence, it can be determined that in my opinion H.erectus was capable of speech due to the anatomical evidence showing that not only that H.erectus’ brain was capable of not only producing speech but to also understand it in addition to this H.erectus’ skeletal evidence also suggests that H.erectus had the ability to physically speak through the presence of the larynx, in addition to this the cultural evidence uncovered by archaeologists also strongly suggest that H.erectus possessed some form of method of transferring this information to the next generation and whilst this can be achieved in a number of ways such as through written word, the most efficient way of passing on this information would be the use of a language, on the other hand it can also be argued that H.erectus was incapable of speech however the evidence for this is not very strong and even if this is the case it can still be argued that H.erectus did have a form of communication similar to sign language, however it is unclear as to if H.erectus did develop a language. overall I believe that H.erectus was capable of speech, in addition to this I believe that if H.erectus did develop a language it would most likely be similar to the click languages used by the by San bushmen of the Kalahari but more than likely it would have been a more primitive version of this.
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