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Abstract

Hauser, Chomsky, and Fitch claimed in their influential and controversial 2002 paper that the
uniquely human, language-specific faculty in narrow sense consists only of recursion, and that
recursion cannot be considered as an adaptation to communication. Contrary to their claim, D.
Everett argues that Piraha lacks this fundamental characteristic of human language, contending
that recursion is a tool made available by the brain, and that it need not be used. This is an annoted
translation of an inspiring report by John Colapinto, a staff writer at The New Yorker magazine,
about Tecumseh Fitch's visit to the Piraha tribe in the rain forest of Brazil. With Everett as his
guide, Fitch conducted linguistic experiments to ascertain Everett's claims. The author writes
about Everett's wife, also one of a few foreign speakers of the language, as well. The couple’s
contrasting views regarding the language help reveal some of the exotic and unique characteristics
underlying the Piraha language and culture.

In the postscript, I will touch on some of the recent discussions regarding the term

“recursion,” with special attention to the “controversy” about the Piraha language.
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