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Listen closely to those baboon calls. They may just tell you a thing or two about the origin of 

human speech. Scientists who studied baboons’ wahoos, yaks, barks and other vocalizations have 

found evidence of five vowel-like sounds. Their discovery suggests that language and speech may 

have developed over a much longer time period than previously thought. 

The findings could change the way we think about human speech’s development and the 

emergence of language. 



Scientists studying the development of speech have a difficult task because, unlike bones that 

could leave fossils, spoken words leave no traces behind. How do you study the development of a 

sound? 

Luckily, there are physical structures we can study: the mouths that make those sounds. By 

comparing the mouths of humans and their close primate relatives, researchers can get a sense of 

which particular traits were necessary for the emergence of speech in humans. 

Human speech is based on using vowels and placing consonants around those vowels. So the 

number of different vowels you can make is important. The more vowel sounds you can make, the 

more potentially meaningful chunks of sound you can produce. 

Vowel Sounds Make Words Different 

Think about “cat,” “kit,” “cut,” “coat,” “coot,” “keet” and “caught” — seven words with different 

meanings. Each has a “k” sound at the beginning and a “t” at the end. The vowel sound is what 

makes each word different. Without the slight differences in vowel sounds, we would not be able 

to tell those words apart. 

Different languages have different collections of vowel and consonant sounds and use them 

differently. However, they all rely on roughly the same vocal tract shape. The vocal tract is the 

airway that sounds travel through inside our body after being produced by the larynx, or voice 

box. It includes the inside of the mouth and nose.  

For a long time, many researchers assumed that nonhuman primates could not make vowel-like 

sounds. They believed this because the larynxes of nonhuman primates sit much higher in the 

neck than human larynxes do.  

However, recent research has begun to challenge the belief that the ability to produce vowel 

sounds depends on larynx position. First off, lowered larynxes have been found in other animals 

that have no ability to make vowels. Also, human babies have very high larynxes. But they can still 



generate the same vowel range as adults can. Scientists have begun to realize that the movement 

and control of the tongue’s position are actually much more important in making vowel sounds 

than the height of the larynx. 

Scientists Study 15 Baboons Living In A Zoo 

To test this idea, a team of French scientists studied vocalizations from 15 guinea baboons living 

in a zoo.  

The scientists analyzed the recordings looking for “formants” — bursts of sound centered on key 

frequencies found in human speech. In human speech, each vowel has a particular blend of 

formants. That blend is what makes each vowel a unique, easily identifiable sound. 

The scientists ended up analyzing five types of vocalizations that appeared to feature formants: 

grunts, wahoos, barks, yaks and mating calls. After analyzing the 1,335 vocalizations, the 

researchers concluded that the recordings had 1,404 “vowel-like” sections. 

The scientists also verified that baboons really were physically capable of making these sounds. 

They did this by dissecting and analyzing the tongues of two baboons, both of whom had already 

died of unrelated natural causes. The researchers concluded that when it comes to making vowel 

sounds, tongue position really is more important than the larynx’s height. 

Speech Developed Earlier And Over A Longer 

Period Than Thought 

Until now, most scientists have thought that human speech probably developed recently — within 

the last 100,000 years or so. In part, they believed this because they assumed that humans’ 

primate ancestors were not physically capable of generating speech. However, the new findings 



show that this assumption is not true: The ability to make vowel-like sounds was probably shared 

by the last common ancestor of both humans and baboons some 25 million years ago.  

It has long been believed that speech only became possible with the arrival of the lower larynx 

found in humans. The new study has overturned that view. Even with a higher larynx, the 

baboons in the study were able to produce five distinct vowel-like sounds. 

The new study suggests that speech may have developed over a much longer period of time than 

previously believed. The ability to create distinct vowels may have become more sophisticated 

over time in the ancestors of modern humans. 

The French scientists say the evidence they have found does not support the idea that language 

and speech developed recently and suddenly. Rather, it suggests that our primate ancestors may 

have used simple forms of speech. These "ancestral communication systems" may have developed 

gradually before the arrival of our own species. 

 


