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Language is perhaps the most important product of human
cultural evolution. In this talk, I argue that language arose
through the continual re-use and refinement of improvised
collaborative interactions to solve the communicative
challenges of the moment. From this perspective, talking is
like verbal charades: an improvisational game of spinning
intricate patterns of words to get the message across.
Linguistic structure arises through processes of spontaneous
order emerging from cultural evolution over generations of
language users, rather than through a biologically encoded
language “instinct” or “universal grammar.” In support of
this account, I draw on a variety of sources, including
experiments exploring toddler language processing, the role
of memory limitations in cultural transmission, and cross-
linguistic differences in the use of conversational devices. I
conclude that our improvisational linguistic skills have
profoundly changed human evolution, leading to complex
cultures and societies, and runaway selection on brains for
charade-playing.
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