
[5th Conference on the Evolution of Language – Leipzig, 2004]

Language as an isolated niche

Jean-Louis Dessalles

ParisTech – ENST-LTCI UMR 5141, France

Language has long been thought to be the inevitable outcome of some general evolutionary trend towards more complexity and more intelligence. On such a pathway towards progress, our species would just happen to be more advanced than others. In the light of modern evolution theory, this picture turns out to be fundamentally wrong.

Computer simulations of evolutionary processes offer a definite confirmation of Gould and Eldredge’s theory of punctuated equilibria. They demonstrate that evolution is a rapid process, with the following consequences:

· At a scale of hundreds of thousands of years, any evolutionary change can be regarded as instantaneous. 

· Living species occupy stable, separate, qualitatively different niches. 

· These niches appear to be local optima. 

· Since there is no inertia in macro-evolution, any idea of direction or progress appears as no more than a posteriori tendentious reconstruction. 

The human species, like any other species, is thus expected to possess distinctive characteristics. There is a growing consensus that the human communication mode belongs to human idiosyncrasy. We will focus on a rarely mentioned, though striking difference between human and animal communication. 

Human individuals systematically turn their surprise into referential communication acts. For instance, any scene or object that is perceived as significantly departing from known stereotypes is automatically signalled to conspecifics, even when the stimulus has no apparent survival value. The more atypical the stimulus, the more likely fellows’ attention is to be drawn to it. No culture has been described which would lack this behaviour. It emerges as a reflex by the end of the first year of life (Carpenter, Nagell & Tomasello 1998). As a systematic behaviour, it seems to be unique to our species, as far as we know. Chimpanzees, though known to be highly curious of their environment, lack it, i.e. they do not intentionally signal unusual stimuli and seem hardly capable to interpret human referring signals (Call, Hare & Tomasello 1998). Communication of surprise is massively present in human spontaneous use of language (free conversation), under the form of event report. Our own work in conversation analysis reveals that events are more likely to be reported when they are atypical (Dessalles 1992). 

One immediate puzzle about language evolution is why animals refrain from communicating about unusual states of affairs, and why our ancestors started to do so. Solving this puzzle is far from easy. Drawing attention to unusual stimuli and reporting unusual events is helpful to addressees, and is apparently of no benefit to the speaker. How could such an altruistic and honest behaviour be selected?

To address this puzzle, one has to correlate the human uncommon form of communication with the very specific social organisation of our species. We showed, theoretically and through computer simulations, that competitive displays emerge and remain stable when individuals use them as criterions to form coalitions. As soon as some quality is positively correlated with the fate of coalitions, it tends to be displayed. According to the model, talking individuals engage in a competitive display to advertise their informational abilities. Those who communicate about unusual events demonstrate that they were the first to know. In this framework, language just exists because we happen to live in a political niche, characterised by large coalitions, in which informational abilities are much sought after.
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