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Toward a history and geography of human syntax 

 
Beyond its theoretical success, the development of molecular biology has brought about the possibility of 
extraordinary progress in the historical study of classification and distribution of different species and 
different human populations (e.g. Cavalli Sforza, Menozzi, and Piazza 1994). We want to suggest that 
even in the cognitive sciences purely theoretical progress in a certain discipline, such as linguistics, may 
have analogous historical impact, equally contributing to the so-called ‘New Synthesis’, and in turn be 
confirmed by such results. Thus, we will attempt to revive some classical concerns of the historical 
paradigm in linguistics at the explanatory level of the abstract entities provided by formal grammar and 
modern cognitive studies (cf. Guardiano&Longobardi 2005) and to unify two traditionally unrelated lines 
of investigation: 
I)  the formal study of syntactic variation (parameter theory) in the biolinguistic program 
II) the reconstruction of relatedness among languages (phylogenetic taxonomy) 
 We claim, in particular, that, thanks to progress in grammatical theories and relying on the 
methodological parallelism with evolutionary genetics, we are now in the position of measuring the 
syntactic distance among different languages and populations in a precise fashion and to explore its 
historical significance. 
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Negation in the brain 

 
Negation, consisting in reversing the truth value of affirmative sentences, is a unique human capacity: 
other animals can refute but not negate. What determines our ability to understand what is being negated? 
Using functional magnetic resonance imaging we measured brain activity in 18 healthy subjects during 
passive listening of sentences characterized by a factorial combination of polarity (affirmative vs. negative) 
and concreteness (action-related vs. abstract). Negation deactivated pallido-thalamo-cortical areas and, 
specifically for action-related sentences, reduced activity in the left mirror-neuron system. Thus, 
understanding negation may depend on the relative modulation of semantic  representations. 
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