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The case of FOXP2 (the so-called language gene) revisited 
 
Much publicity has been given to the identification of a specific mutation in the FOXP2 gene that causes 
various language impairments in the affected members of a British and Canadian family designated by the 
letters KE. Myrna Gopnik and collaborators had initially diagnosed a very specific "feature blindness" 
(problems with tense, number, agreement and gender) in otherwise perfectly normal subjects. A perfect 
case of dissociation between general intelligence and language. Subsequent refined neurological (PET and 
FMRI) analyses and a rich battery of tests have corrected this claim. 
 Orofacial dyspraxia and a limited capacity to learn complex sequences of oral movements have been 
proposed (contra Gopnik and colleagues) as the cause of reduced morpho-syntactic "skills" (sic). A 
reconstruction of the evolution of the Foxp2 gene in the mammalian world has prompted claims of an 
adaptive "sweep", from chimpanzees to humans, stressing the role of communication in the shaping of 
language. The most detailed genetic analysis today possible and a very detailed analysis of the neuronal 
correlates of the mutation seem to lead to a conception of language that may of us find quite problematic 
(language as part of motor planning and language acquisition as a chapter in the learning of complex 
motor sequences). I will present the case and suggest that this picture of language (offered by 
distinguished neurologists and geneticists, but non-linguists) is objectionable. A different lesson from this 
case, centrally involving the evolution of language, will be proposed. 
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On delimiting movement 

 
Movement is a fundamental component of syntactic computations, with pervasive consequences on 
syntactic representations.  Understanding the nature and properties of movement thus is a central 
component of the endeavour to understand  the nature and properties of natural languages. So, the 
determination of the formal properties of movement has always been a crucial domain of syntactic 
research; more recently, the attempt has been made, within Minimalism,  to connect the empirical 
discovery of the properties of movement with a deeper reflection on the nature and causes of the 
phenomenon.  
 A comprehensive formal theory of movement must include 

1. locality principles, determining the maximal structural space which movement can cover; 
2. delimiting principles, determining under what conditions movement can start, and must stop.  

In this talk I will give e general overview of the issues, and then will focus on delimiting principles, with 
special reference to the cases which force a movement chain to stop and pass the representation on to the 
interpretive systems.   
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