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e Psycholinguistics-Dr. Ibrahim Almahboob
e Lecture 13-The language gene

The search for a genetic basis for language

e The ultimate indicator of the biological nature of
language would be the discovery of the genetic basis of
language, as all aspects of human biology are directly
encoded in our DNA.
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e Researchers began genetic investigations by
conducting pedigree studies.
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e These are studies that examine the heritability of a particular
trait (or disorder) in several generations of a family.
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e Gopnik (1990, 1997) showed that members of over three
generations of one family had suffered from specific
language impairment (SLI), dyslexia, and other language
disorders, indicating that genetic anomalies associated with
language development can be inherited.

AUilall Jund 436 (0 €Y slizmed of (1997 €1990) Gopnik ekl o
(s al Aalll Gyl 5 el Jall e ¢(SLI) A A Chraia (e lay
Aadl) ) shat ae adasi o Ay e g3 <y 5 S adl ) ) jada




ANASF

e A major breakthrough came with the discovery by Lai and
colleagues (Lai et al. 2001) of a specific gene, FOXP2, that
was implicated in the language disorders of an extended
family.
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e Members of the family exhibited symptoms like those
of agrammatic aphasics: effortful and non-fluent
speech, lacking in syntactic organization.
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e Their grammar appeared to be broadly impaired; they
had difficulty manipulating phonemes and morphemes
and understanding complex sentences (Watkins,
Dronkers, and Vargha-Khadem 2002).
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e The disorder was attributable to a mutation of the
FOXP2 gene, which was transmitted by heredity.
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The logic of all of this! 13 JS (s haiall

e If a mutated version of a gene is responsible for language disorders, it
is reasonable to infer that an intact version of that gene is implicated
in normal language development and representation.
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e |t was suggested that a “gene for language” had been discovered.
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e The FOXP2 gene is associated with the development of other parts of
human anatomy unrelated to language, including the lung, the gut,
and the heart.
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e |tis also a gene that is not confined to Homo sapiens; it is also found
in other mammals, including mice (Marcus and Fisher 2003).
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e While the relationship of FOXP2 to heritable language disorders is an
exciting breakthrough, it is important to remember that it cannot be
the gene for language.
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