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Abstract The set of design features developed by Charles Hockett m the 19505 and
19605 remains probably the most influcntial means of juxtaposing animal communication
with human language, However, the general theoretical perspective of Hockett is largely
incompatible with that of modem language evolution research. Consequently, we argue
that his classificatory system—while useful for some descriptive purposes—is of very
limited use as a theoretical framework for evolutionary limguistics. We see this mcompat-
ihility as related 1o the ontology of language, e, denving from Hockenl's interest in
language as a product rather than a surte of sensonmotor, cognitive and social abilities that
enable the use but also acquisition of language by biological creatures (the facuin of
fergnage). After a reconstructson of Hockett's views on design features, we rase two
criticisms; focrs on the means af the expense of comtent and focus on the code itself rather
than the cognitive abilities of it wsers. Finally, refemring to empincal data, we illustrate
some of the problems resulting from Hocketts approach by addressing three specific
pomis—namely arbitrariness and semanticity, caltiral trranserission, and displacentent—
and show how the change of perspective allows to overcome those difficultics.

Keywords Evolutionary linguistics - Language ongins - Brolinguistics - Animal
commumication - Displacement

Introduction

It i= hard to overestmate the impact of the devign feamres model, proposed and developed
by Charles Hockett in the 19508 and 1960 (1958, 1959, 1960a, [1960b] 1977, 1966,
Hockett and Altmann 1968), which soon emerged as the default means of characterising
animal communication systems and contrasting them with human language.' More than a

"While “husnan lhinguage”™ may be viewed as ploonastic, we do not stipulatively e the term language o
bumanx, e, we belicve the exclasion of non-hummans is contmgem and nod definitional.
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