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New thoughts on agrammatic Broca’s aphasia and the structure of the clause 

 
Recent neurolinguistic research proposed that the syntactic tree is impaired in agrammatic Broca’s aphasia. 
Dissociations between TP (impaired) and AgrS (less impaired or even spared) led Friedmann & 
Grodzinsky (1997) to put forward a structural explanation for agrammatism, namely the Tree Pruning 
Hypothesis,  which states that T is underspecified in agrammatic production and that an underspecified 
node cannot project any higher. Other approaches to agrammatism based on generative grammar have 
been formulated: Hagiwara (1995) claimed that cognitive limitations in the syntactic derivation (that is, in 
the operation of Merge) are responsible for several syntactic disorders. Other scholars argue that syntactic 
deficits do not rely on the operation of Merge, but involve the operation of Move (Bastiaanse & van 
Zonneveld (1998), Gavarrò (2002)). Finally, other studies on agrammatism have proposed a 
characterization of the deficit in terms of a failure in the feature checking operation (Wenzlaff & Clahsen 
2004). The aim of this paper is to sketch a new linguistic description of some agrammatic disorders in 
Italian. We will consider data from sentence production and we will compare them with early reports in 
other languages. When comparative data turn out to be relevant for the discussion, I will present data 
drawn from bilingual aphasia (Italian- Northern Italian Dialects).  
 In this talk, I will assume a restrictive theory of movement (conceived as a computational operation 
taking place in narrow syntax) which bans head movment, following Koopman & Szabolcsi 2000. 
Secondly, following Manzini & Savoia (2005), I will assume that person features (or categories, in their  
own words) are interpretable (contra Chomsky 2000) and lexicalized in functional categories within the 
inflectional domain. Therefore, inflectional morphological processes take place within the syntactic 
component. 
 According to our data obtained through experimental tests on verbal Tense and Agreement, clitics, 
negation, interrogative phrases and adverb placement, we are going to assert that a structural approach -
such as the ones based on the impairement of Merge-and-Move operations- cannot account for the 
(Italian/dialect speaking) non-fluent aphasic patients’ performance. 
 Furthermore, we are going to demonstrate that the syntactic tree, although impaired, is nevertheless 
present in agrammatic aphasia, and so are its functional projections. 
 We will also propose that both morphosyntactic and syntactic deficits in Broca’s aphasia may be 
satisfactorily explained in terms of movement deficiency, by assuming a restrictive theory of XP-
movement (with its remnant part) which provides a more coherent explanation for those aphasic 
productions that previously used to be described as deficits concerning head-movement or maximal-
projection movement. 
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