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He has held fellowships at centers for advanced studies at Stanford, California, 
at Bellagio, Italy, and at Kyoto, Japan.  He has taught at many summer schools 
sponsored by the Linguistic Society of America, and by the Santa Fe 
Institute.   He has lectured at Peking University, since 1973, where he is 
appointed Honorary Professor.  He has been visiting professor in India, in 
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Wang’s research centers on language evolution, both on how language 
emerged as a complex system of communication unique to humans, and on 
how it changes across decades and centuries.  Toward understanding these 
evolutionary processes, he works within a multidisciplinary perspective, 
drawing insights from linguistics, computational modeling, and cognitive 
neuroscience. 

 
Phase Transitions in Language Evolution 
 
More than any other factor, the invention and successive refinement of 
language have contributed to the unique achievements of our species in 
colonizing the entire world.  Language is the vehicle for the systematic 
accumulation of knowledge, from across wide expanses of time and space, 
upon which human culture is built. In turn, cultural evolution has greatly 
superseded biological evolution in creating, preserving, and transmitting 
innovations, which enhance the powers of adaptation. 
  
The initial impetus for the emergence of language came when Australopithecus 
assumed bipedal posture over 3 million years ago.  This led to a restructuring of 
the body, resulting in fundamental changes in behavior, especially in the 
communication of intent by using hands for making gestures and by using the 
vocal tract for making sounds.  These behaviors co-evolved with the brain; as 
the communications became increasingly precise, subtle, and diverse, so did 
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the brain grow additional circuits to support these behaviors.  Parallel with the 
evolution of language, the sounds became song and the gestures became 
dance, each a complementary dimension of communication. 
  
A key feature underlying communication is symbolism – that an event, whether 
gestured or spoken, can mean something that has no fixed relation to the event 
either in physical resemblance or in temporal or spatial proximity.  Speech has 
become the dominant device for representing the symbols we communicate 
with because of its high rate of information transmission via phonology. Rather 
than the localist views inherited from the 19th century, of how the brain 
supports language, recent research on this question, closely coupled with 
powerful technologies in brain imaging, is revealing a global and highly 
distributed landscape.  Such findings have important implications for 
understanding how we acquire language, as well as other forms of 
knowledge.    
  


