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Human beings exploit variation in cultural systems to create markers of affil-
iation, a behaviour important to the development and maintenance of com-
plex social networks based on reciprocal exchange (Enquist & Leimar, 1993).
Since language is a particularly good source of markers, we should expect
this behaviour to inuence the course of language change. Computational
simulations have conrmed that this exploitation of linguistic variation can
lead to stable populations that cannot be invaded by cheats, and to high
levels of linguistic diversity (Nettle & Dunbar, 1997; Nettle, 1999). Sim-
ulations by Livingstone and Fyfe (1999) and Livingstone (2002), however,
have challenged this, suggesting that drift and varying levels of contact are
sufficient.

The first part of this paper will briefly discuss a series of experiments
that complement such computational simulations, and suggest that social
selection can play a role in stimulating linguistic divergence. The second
part of the paper will discuss work in progress to compare the data from this
experiment with real occurring data, namely archives of the discussion pages
of the Wikipedia article on evolution.
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