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Abstract In this paper, I examine the important impact of Paul Broca on our understanding of language.
Broca not only discovered the brain area responsible for language production, but he also highlighted the
importance of a general language faculty — as Ferdinand de Saussure would later do in his Course in General
Linguistics — considered as a kind of semiotic faculty that enables us to establish a constant relationship be-
tween an idea and a sign, between an entity that is situated on the level of content and an entity that is situ-
ated on the level of expression. Saussure later emphasized that this faculty of associating something on the
level of content with something on the level of expression is a natural tendency in every human being. In this
paper we will argue — with reference to the socio-constructivist theory of meaning — that the “generality” to
which Broca refers should be understood to be closely correlated with the “naturalness” intended by Saus-
sure. In particular, general and natural should be considered together, taking into account the ways in which
human beings who live within a linguistic community put into practice, from childhood, their ability to build
a language and, conversely, what happens when, in cases of aphasia, patients - so to speak - “lose the words”.
Both children who are acquiring their mother tongue and aphasic patients who fail to “find the words” be-
have in a holistic way, within forms of life, that is, shared situations in which their own life experiences, hab-
its, knowledge, words and so on come to life.

KEYWORDS: Language Acquisition; Aphasia; General Language Faculty; Generality/Naturalness; Repair Strategies.

Riassunto Broca e la facolta generale del linguaggio — Lo scopo di questo lavoro ¢ di soffermarci sulla figura di
Paul Broca, considerando non solo la sua importanza per aver scoperto l'area del cervello responsabile della produ-
zione linguistica, ma, soprattutto, per aver sottolineato — cosa che fara poi esplicitamente Ferdinand de Saussure
nel suo Corso di linguistica generale — l'importanza di una facolta del linguaggio piti generale che si caratterizza co-
me una facolta di tipo semiotico che consente di stabilire una relazione costante tra un’idea e un segno, tra
un’entita che si colloca sul piano del contenuto e un’entita che si colloca sul piano dell'espressione. Saussure sottoli-
nea che questa facolta di associare qualcosa sul piano del contenuto a qualcosa sul piano dell’espressione ¢ una ten-
denza del tutto naturale di ciascun essere umano. In questo saggio sosterremo — facendo riferimento a una teoria
socio-costruttivista del significato — che la generalita di cui parla Broca va intesa in stretta correlazione con la natu-
ralita di cui parla Saussure. In particolare, generale e naturale vanno considerati insieme, tenendo conto del modo
in cui gli esseri umani che vivono allinterno di una comunita linguistica mettono in pratica, fin dalla loro pit tene-
ra infanzia, la loro capacita di costruire una lingua e, specularmente, di che cosa accade quando, nei casi di afasia, i
pazienti — per cosi dire — “perdono le parole”. Sia i bambini che acquisiscono la lingua materna che i pazienti afasici
che non riescono a “trovare le parole” procedono in maniera olistica, allinterno di forme di vita, di situazioni con-
divise in cui prendono vita le loro esperienze, le loro abitudini, i loro saperi, le loro parole ecc.

PAROLE CHIAVE: Acquisizione del linguaggio; Afasia; Facolta generale del linguaggio; Generalitd/Naturalezza;
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Introduction!

THIS PAPER AIMS AT HIGHLIGHTING the
importance of Paul Broca for general linguis-
tics. It’s no accident that Paul Broca is men-
tioned by Ferdinand de Saussure in his Course
in General Linguistics, in particular in the
chapter dedicated to the object of linguistics,
meaning by the term object (in French objet)
the goal of linguistic inquiry.

Paul Broca is known for having shown
clearly in 1861 - on the basis of the post mor-
tem examination of the brain of a patient
named Leborgne who failed to speak - the cor-
relation between the speech impairment
(called by Broca aphemia) and a lesion in the
patient’s left frontal lobe. If, before Broca, the
existence of such a correlation was only sup-
posed from Broca it became an established
neurophysiological fact.

Broca also spoke of a more general lan-
guage faculty, on which we will focus consid-
ering how this faculty comes to life and how it
takes form both in language acquisition and in
the loss of language.

This general language faculty is to be under-
stood in a broader semiotic sense, i.e. as a gen-
eral faculty that combines ideas and signs and
makes it possible to express whatever content.
This conception of generality has — according
to our point of view — to be integrated with the
Saussurian’s conception of naturalness.

Our hypothesis is that the acquisition of a
historical-natural language by the child and
the loss of words in aphasic patients are the
keys to understand the meaning of generality
and naturalness. We will move within a socio-
constructivist theory of meaning, where the
process of language acquisition is fully realized
only through and within a given communica-
tive, affective and relational context.

From this perspective, the early social in-
teractions between the child and those who
take care of her/him play a crucial role and are
of central importance, since they constitute
the necessary context within which communi-
cative signals and meanings expressed by
them are progressively shared between the

child and the adult. Children organize their
learning in a holistic way and patients who
suffer from anomic aphasia behave in a simi-
lar way.

Broca and the discovery of the site
of aphemia

In the mid-nineteenth century the world of
neurology was shocked by the accident that
happened to Phineas Gage, a twenty-five year
old foreman of a construction company: while
he was working on the construction of the
new railway line Rutland-Burlington, a metal
rod pierced his left cheek, perforated the base
of the skull and went through the front part of
the brain. Following this accident the charac-
ter of Gage changed radically and he became
«fitful, irreverent, indulging at times in the
grossest profanity which was not previously
his custom, manifesting but little deference for
his fellows, impatient of restraint or advice
when it conflicts with his desires».?

For the first time the connection between a
specific brain injury and the ability to behave
according to social rules became clear. But the
idea of a link between brain injury and the
faculties, functions, behaviour and so on of
human beings was much older. In Ancient
Greece, for example, Hippocrates was well
aware of the close relationship between brain
and language. In fact he described some cases
of temporary loss of the capacity for verbal
expression after convulsions. Over the follow-
ing centuries there were clinical descriptions
of aphasic disorders,” but only in the nine-
teenth century was a scientific account of
aphasic phenomena formulated.

The early decades of the nineteenth centu-
ry saw the emergence and spread of a theory
of brain functions known as phrenology, elab-
orated especially by Franz Joseph Gall. In
Anatomie et physiologie du systéme nerveux en
générale et du cerveau en particulier, avec des
observations sur la possibilité de reconnaitre
plusieurs dispositions intellectuelles et morales
de U'homme et des animaux par la configuration
de leurs tétes (4 voll.,, 1810-1819), written in
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collaboration with Johann Caspar Spurzheim, he
supported the idea of a correlation between cer-
tain specific and innate human faculties and cer-
tain areas of the brain. The adherents of phre-
nology began to realize that the human mind
was not one indistinct whole and that specific
brain regions must guide specific functions.’

Gall argued that the task of brain physiol-
ogy was to situate the psychological and moral
faculties in the cerebral cortex. He located 27
faculties (including the instinct for reproduc-
tion, love for offspring, perspicacity, etc.) and
made a start on brain mapping which provid-
ed a powerful confirmation for the usefulness
of cerebral localization.

We can find similar suppositions in the
work of Jean-Baptiste Bouillaud who - on the
basis of statistical data regarding 64 patients
with neurological injuries - came to support
the existence in the brain of «a particular force
devoted to govern, to coordinate the wonder-
ful movements by which man, in an articulate
voice, communicates his thoughts, feelings
and paints so to speak the movements of his
soul [italics in the original]»;¢ this force was
believed to be located in the anterior lobes of
the brain and was defined as the «legislative
organ of speech>.”

Bouillaud used a purely statistical criterion
that provided evidence for a constant but not
necessary correspondence. He was widely criti-
cised for this propoasal by many scholars, and it
was not until 1861 (with the publication of
Broca’s work) that there was a real shift in em-
phasis in the debate on cortical localization.®

On 21 February 1861 the French neurolo-
gist and anthropologist Broca gave a lecture to
the Societé d’Anthropologie entitled Remarques
sur le siége de la faculté du langage articulé, sui-
vies d'une observation d’aphémie (perte de la
parole). In the lecture, he reported his observa-
tions of a patient named Leborgne who had
suffered from epileptic seizures from an early
age and had spent more than 20 years in the
hospice of Bicétre in Paris. During his hospi-
talization, the patient seemed to understand
what was said to him perfectly well, but he was
almost completely unable to speak: when

someone spoke to him, he would only ever re-
ply by repeating the monosyllable tan (he was
in fact known by the name of Tan).

Ten years after this loss of language, the
patient developed a progressive weakening of
the muscles of the right arm leading to com-
plete paralysis, and this paralysis gradually
spread to the right leg, until the patient died at
the age of 57. The autopsy of the brain
showed a lesion in the left frontal lobe, espe-
cially in the third frontal gyrus of the cerebral
cortex, which led Broca to conclude that, since
the patient could not speak, this part of the
frontal lobe must be responsible for normal
speech production.

Many subsequent studies from autopsies
have confirmed Broca’s discovery and this ar-
ea is now commonly known as Broca's area (in
modern neuroanatomical literature it is also
named “Brodmann area 44”), while the type of
aphasia that derives from a lesion in this area
is called Broca’s aphasia.’

Broca began his lecture with a general re-
flection on semiotics, before going on to ex-
amine the well known issue of the loss of
words due to damage to the brain. He spoke
of a general language faculty — on which we
will focus more widely in paragraph 3 — that in
some pathological cases remains unaltered,
although there are cases in which a brain inju-
ry can affect the articulated speech. To this
impairment of speech Broca gave the name of
«aphemia (alpha-privative, ¢nut = I speak, I
pronounce); for it is only the faculty of articu-
lating words that these patients lack>."

Such patients are capable of hearing and
understanding the meaning of what is said to
them. Their major difficulty is producing the
methodical and coordinated movements that
correspond to a particular syllable, with the
result that they can only produce a very small
number of articulated sounds, always the same
and arranged in the same order, so that their
vocabulary is constituted by a limited number
of syllables."!

What has been destroyed in these patients
— Broca said - is neither the language faculty,
nor word memory, nor the action of the
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nerves and muscles of phonation and articula-
tion, but «a particular faculty, considered by
Mr. Bouillaud to be the faculty of coordinating
the movements necessary for spoken language,
or, more simply, the faculty of spoken language,
because without it, speech is not possible»."

One could then legitimately ask — Broca
continued — whether aphemia «is the result of
a locomotor ataxia, limited to that part of the
central nervous system which presides over the
movements of the articulation of sounds»." If
it were, «the faculty lost by the patients is not
an intellectual faculty — a part of the thinking
section of the brain>; rather, it must be «a spe-
cific case of the general faculty of coordinating
muscle action, a faculty that depends on the
motor part of the nerve centers».'*

Broca, however, avoided taking a stand on
the issue of whether aphemia is a disorder of
an intellectual type or a mere locomotion dis-
order.

The issue on which he seems to have had
no doubt was the existence of a special faculty
of articulate speech. It is a faculty that «can
fail independently>, and the fact that the oth-
er faculties close to it can remain unaltered
demonstrates that it is «a faculty distinct
from all others, in other words a special facul-
ty»."> Between 1861 and 1865 Broca studied
eight Broca’s aphasic patients, finding lesions
similar to that in his first patient: this con-
vinced him of the localization of articulate
language in the third convolution of the left
frontal lobe.'

A few years later a young German neurolo-
gist, Carl Wernicke, published a brief mono-
graph entitled Der aphasische Syntomencomplex.
Eine psychologische Studie auf anatomischer Ba-
sis (1874), in which he argued that the cerebral
cortex is organized in areas with specific func-
tions (language, memory, etc.), anatomically
linked together in a sort of mosaic.

In the case of Broca’s aphasia there is an
injury in the area that corresponds to the mo-
tor images of words, so that patients present a
motor aphasia, while in the cases studied by
Wernicke the injury affects the area of the au-
ditory images of the words.

Although hearing is still intact, such a case
produces «the obliteration of the names
[acoustic imagery] of all objects from
memory. The concept itself, however, remains
fully clear, for in most cases, the acoustic im-
age of a name is of secondary importance with
respect to the concept>,"” and this is why we
speak of sensory aphasia. The loss of memory
of the sound images of the words means that
patients are no longer able to name objects,
people, events, and so on.

The fact that Broca and Wernicke pub-
lished descriptions of two completely separate
cortical areas, where in both cases injury to
one involves an alteration of only one of two
different “functions”, gave great impetus to
localizationistic investigations. Starting from
the localization of language abilities, the pre-
vailing idea became that other mental pro-
cesses, even complex ones, could be located in
relatively limited areas of the cerebral cortex.

The cerebral cortex was thus configured as
an aggregate of individual centers, groups of
cells which were responsible for all sorts of
mental processes.'®

Neurological research after Broca and
Wernicke pursued a rather rigid localization-
ism, focused above all on those cases of pa-
tients who had a lesion confined to a particu-
lar area of the cerebral cortex which had
caused an alteration of some specific type of
psychic activity. At the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, however, this rigid localization-
ism came to be seen as a theoretical position
which was difficult to reconcile with clinical
evidence, theoretical suggestions and experi-
mental data which appeared to favour a dif-
ferent interpretation of the brain and mind."”

People began to ask whether there was a
“one-to-one” relationship between a given
brain area and a specific function, or whether
several functions might not originate in the
same area, or the same function be realized
over several areas.

We shall not enter into the debate between
localizationists and antilocalizationists, be-
cause it would lead us astray from the real
purpose of this paper, which is — as we have
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said in paragraph 1 — to focus on what Broca
meant when he spoke of the general language

faculty.

What we mean by “general language
faculty”: The contribution of Broca

Broca began his famous lecture talking
about the existence of several types of lan-
guage, using the term language in the sense of
any system of signs (or code) that makes it
possible to express ideas in a more or less in-
telligible or complete way: in fact, speech,
mimicry, typing, picture writing, phonetic
writing, etc., are all species of language. Ac-
cording to Broca,

there is a general language faculty that
oversees all these ways of expressing
thought, and that can be defined as the
faculty of establishing a constant relation-
ship between an idea and a sign, no matter
if this is a sound, a gesture, a picture or any
other record. Moreover, each kind of lan-
guage requires the working of certain emis-
sive and certain receptive organs.*

He went on to say that the absence or de-
struction of this faculty renders impossible
any kind of language, indeed

congenital or accidental lesions of the re-
ceptive or emissive organs can deprive us
of the particular kind of language that
these organs contribute to, but if the gen-
eral language faculty persists in us with a
sufficient degree of intelligence, we are still
capable of substituting another kind of
language for the one we have lost.”

The faculty illustrated by Broca is there-
fore a general semiotic faculty, fixing a con-
stant relationship between an idea and a sign.
It associates an entity that is — so to speak —
internal (what the Danish linguist Louis
Hjelmslev defined as “the level of content”),
with an entity that is external (sounds, hand-
writings etc.), or “the level of expression”.

The words used by Broca recall those used
by the Genevan linguist Ferdinand de Saus-
sure in his Course in General Linguistics, also
with reference to this faculty: «what is natural
to mankind is not oral speech but the faculty
of constructing a language, i.e. a system of dis-
tinct signs corresponding to distinct ideas».*

In human beings, therefore, there is a natu-
ral tendency — that could also be called innate
- to associate something on the level of con-
tent to something on the level of expression.

Even before any historical-natural language
comes into play with its particular determina-
tions, human beings, solely in their perception
and on the basis of their pre-linguistic intelli-
gence (definable as generically cognitive and se-
miotic), are naturally inclined to make hypothe-
ses concerning what Tullio De Mauro calls,
more or less, «what is identified from an expres-
sive point of view» and «what is identified from
a semantic point of view>.”

This is what happens to children during
their first year of life, before they acquire the
first words of a historical-natural language. It
seems that children have a «broad, universally
shared expectation>», an innate expectation
that «permits infants to link novel words
(that are applied to objects) to commonalities
among those named objects».**

Children are thus “driven” by a sort of uni-
versal expectation or semiotic vocation that
leads them to connect objects or entities that
surround them with the words of the histori-
cal-natural language to which they are ex-
posed. How is this achieved?

Our aim here is to explore how the general
language faculty referred to by Broca “comes
to life”, as it were. The term general should be
integrated considering the Saussurian state-
ment «what is natural to mankind>, that is,
taking into consideration the natural condi-
tions that allow human beings who live in a
community to put into practice their faculty
of constructing a language or system of dis-
tinct signs corresponding to distinct ideas.

According to a naive representation, cer-
tain objects in the world have a common na-
ture, and human beings reflect this essence in
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their concepts and spontaneously assimilate
these objects in the same categories. The his-
torical-natural languages simply add tags to
meanings and references; in short, the devel-
opment of meaning is simply a kind of train-
ing based on a series of ostensible definitions.

An object is shown to a child and its name
is pronounced, producing a permanent associ-
ation between the object name and all objects
of the same class.

This conception of language as nomencla-
ture was strongly criticized by Saussure and
Wittgenstein, because it suggests that children
already know a language but not that of
adults, or, even more controversially, that they
already have well formed thoughts even if
they do not yet speak.

Already in ancient times a contrasting po-
sition emerged, which in modern times has
come to be known as the formative theory of
language. The following objections can be
made to the conception of language as no-
menclature: 1) each object has a plurality of
characteristics, so that it can come under dif-
ferent categories; 2) human beings are able to
recognize each of these characteristics and,
therefore, they may form different concepts
starting from their interests and experiences;
3) human beings must learn to communicate
with other human beings and thus to give names
to things, interacting with their peers in the his-
torical-social communities to which they belong;
4) the language and the culture of origin allow
them to construct meanings that shape, at least
in part, patterns of categorization.”

These four issues stem from, and must be
considered in terms of, one basic considera-
tion: from the beginning of their existence,
human beings show a tendency to think and
to act within wholes, according to unitary
blocks, identifying not only - as Aristotle
maintained — similarities, contrasts and conti-
guities in time and space, but creating real,
cognitive and experiential micro-universes.

In short, when children construct their ex-
perience in the world and develop their
knowledge of it, they seem to be oriented, in a
wholly natural way, towards perceptions and

representations that are situational or — to use
a term typical of artificial intelligence - to-
wards scripts, micro-universes that allow us
both to organize cognitive content and to rep-
resent concepts in our memory.

In this respect, scholars have also spoken
of format, frames, scenes, patterns of events,
etc., or of natural forms (as proposed by
Vygotskij) or of forms of life (as proposed by
Wittgenstein). The underlying concept is that
of spatially and temporally organized cogni-
tive structures that enable children to acquire
linguistic symbols and gradually become full
members of the linguistic community to
which they belong.*

Establishing a constant relationship be-
tween a sign and an idea is thus the result of a
complex and articulated process that con-
cerns, at the same time, the origin and devel-
opment of our experiences and practices of
life as well as how our words, speech and
knowledge develop, together with our ability
to interact and communicate with the others.

Broca (on the neurological side) and Saus-
sure (on the linguistic side) have the undoubt-
ed merit of having defined what is, in semiotic
terms, the general language faculty. In this
paragraph we have tried to outline under what
conditions verbal languages (where the sign
that expresses the idea is a sound) develop
naturally and take shape in our daily lives; in
the next paragraph we will see what happens
when, in cases of aphasia, patients lose the use
of words.

The general language faculty and the loss
of words in aphasia

Experimental studies on aphasic patients
have shown that in almost all forms of aphasia
there are cases of anomia (or nominal aphasia
or amnestic aphasia), ie. a more or less
marked difficulty in remembering the names
of things, people, events, etc., although strictly
nominal aphasia refers to cases in which pa-
tients present quite a fluent and grammatical
linguistic performance, but have difficulty,
when it comes to naming or spontaneous ver-
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bal expression, in expressing words which
convey lexical meaning, something that is en-
countered quite often in cases of Wernicke’s
aphasia (or sensory aphasia).

Rather than concentrate on the most com-
promised categories in cases of anomic apha-
sia” and keeping well aware of the great vari-
ability that exists among aphasic patients,” we
will review four famous cases described in the
literature on aphasia. These cases are particu-
larly interesting in terms of illustrating the
compensatory strategies implemented by
anomic patients in order to overcome the im-
passe in which they are trapped when attempt-
ing to refer to external factors, their life histo-
ry and experiences.

First of all we consider Uber Farbenna-
menamnesie (1924) by Kurt Goldstein and
Ahdémar Gelb. These authors present several
cases of patients suffering from color anomia
who are not able to grasp the categorical rela-
tionship between the concrete occurrence of a
certain color and the more general category to
which it the term refers.

Goldstein and Gelb describe several cases
of anomic patients whose compensatory strat-
egy, when someone names a color, is to answer
referring to concrete cases, to personal experi-
ences that they have had with respect to that
specific color. Thus for example in the case of
black they say “What’s black...”, “coal is
black...” “black shoes”, in the case of red they
say “Red as blood, blood is red”, in the case of
green they say “This is green, the grass is green”,
and so on.””

These patients, in practice, are not able to
refer to a principle of categorical order, so
they act in a more “concrete” way, i.e. in a way
closer to their life experiences, and this causes
a change in their experience with the world of
colors.*

Something similar happened to some of
the aphasic patients described by Armand
Trousseau. These patients, unable to remem-
ber the name of an object familiar to them,
were nonetheless able to remember their use:

We show them a spoon. — What is it? No

answer. — Is it a knife? Sign of denial. — Is it
a fork? Same sign. — Do you remember the
name of the object that I am showing you?
Same sign. — Is it a spoon? Very keen sign of
affirmation. — So you don’t remember the
name of this spoon? Sign of denial. And it is
the same for almost aphasic patients. Yet
the singular thing is that, while they can’t
remember the name of the object, they re-
member perfectly their use. Showing them
the spoon: “What is its use? They take the
spoon and put it in their mouths to describe

the use of this instrument”.?!

The decisive criterion in cases like these
described by Goldstein and Gelb and by
Trousseau is what Jean Piaget® calls operativi-
ty: the names of those objects and entities
with which individuals interact and are famil-
iar because they can use them, manipulate
them, order them and turn them into some-
thing else are easier to access and are retained
more easily in memory.

Consider now the case of Zasetskij, de-
scribed by Aleksandr Romanovich Lurija in
The Man with a Shattered World. After being
seriously wounded by fragments of a bullet in
1943, causing a massive injury to the parietal-
occipital brain area, he was afflicted by a sort
of “fragmentation” that affected all aspects of
his life.*

He had difficulty realizing what was
around him, and he could not find the words
he needed in his memory when he did realize.
This “fragmentation” meant that he could not
immediately unify the impressions into a
whole, and therefore lived in a “fragmented”
world.* As Zasetskij himself recalled:

I'd already learned what a needle, thread,
thimble, and material were for and had
some vague notion of how to use them. But
I couldn’t for the life of me think of the
names for these or other objects people
had pointed out to me. I'd sit there stitch-
ing the material with the needle, complete-
ly unable to remember what the very
things I was using were called.”
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What Zasetskij has lost — in this case — is
the scheme, the script of sewing, so that even
the names associated with the objects and ac-
tivities characteristic of this script have failed.
Faced with the fragmentation of his life and of
the world he knew, Zasetskij, in the phase of
therapy following the aphasia, tried to make
contact with any context whatsoever, with any
real experience that might help him to find the
necessary word. This proved possible when
the language related to those particular ob-
jects, concrete actions and situations was “less
aphasic”.** Thus when Lurija asked Zasetskij
what month they were in, Zasetskij failed to
say May but he reeled off the 12 months of the
year in the correct order.

As Hughlings-Jackson observed, there are
some expressions - which he defined as recur-
ring utterances (what today we would call
speech automatisms)®” - which in a large num-
ber of cases® are the result of associations of
words and concepts which had been used very
frequently by the patient before undergoing
the aphasic deficit, and these residual expres-
sions re-emerge and persist during the period
of aphasia. Referring to Hughlins-Jackson,
Sigmund Freud underlined the importance of
recurrent utterances, taking into account all
serial associations:

On the other hand, a rare product of
speech may prove highly resistant if it had
acquired great force by being associated
with great intensity. I referred to such in-
stances earlier when discussing speech
remnants (“recurrent utterances”) which,
according to Hughlings-Jackson, are last
words. It is also noteworthy that series of
words are better preserved than single
ones, and that words remain the more easi-
ly available the more widespread their as-
sociations are. The former rule applies to
series such as successive numbers, days of
the week, months, etc. [...] Sometimes the
whole series of associations can be recited,
but not one particular part in isolation. [...]
It even happens that people who are inca-
pable of uttering a single word spontane-

ously, are able to sing a song perfectly cor-
rectly.”

While the four examples just described
show compensatory strategies of a verbal type,
aphasic patients (in particular those without
semantic memory deficits) show also another
type of behavior. Not infrequently, in fact,
they are able to use drawings to communicate
or to mimic what they would like to say.
These behaviors provide a clear demonstra-
tion of the semiotic function of language, or
better, of the existence, at source, of a semiotic
faculty of more general kind, so that when one
of the linguistic codes is compromised (i.e.
oral speech) patients may use other “signs”.

Conclusions

The four cases we have described in para-
graph 4 show a tendency, typical of anomic
patients, to refer — in the absence of a given
word - to practical and operative experiences,
just because — as we have seen — naming is in-
fluenced by familiarity with the object, in vir-
tue of the concrete experiences accomplished
with it.%

Serial associations, highly structured con-
texts etc. play a decisive role, since they help
patients to find a way to overcome the lack of
words. In fact in these cases we should speak
not of “deficits” but of “positive phenomena”:
not only they do not hinder communication
but they give an idea of the processes of a lin-
guistic and experiential nature often imple-
mented quite naturally by patients suffering
from anomic aphasia.

In the behavior of the patient suffering
from anomic aphasia, the use of concrete ex-
periences and/or more or less broad, variously
structured contexts indicates not only lan-
guage deficits but compensatory strategies (or
repair strategies) that show many similarities
with those performed by children intent on
acquiring an historical-natural language.

Just as children learn to speak and com-
municate with other human beings starting
from shared contextual situations in which
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they have experience of various language
games, so patients suffering from aphasia —
especially anomic aphasia — “lose” their words,
but at the same time activate some special
compensatory strategies (or repair strategies)
that can allow them — depending obviously on
the severity of the aphasic deficit — to produce
linguistic expressions that reveal their natural
tendency to behave in a holistic way, referring
to more or less structured contexts and shared
situations in which their experiences, their
knowledge, their previous skills etc. can come
into play.

In other words, both in the case of children
acquiring their native language and in that of
anomic patients who try to “hold onto” famil-
iar and structured contexts when they cannot
“find the words”, we can observe similar lin-
guistic-experiential paths.

The general language faculty — as con-
ceived by Broca and later by Saussure — refers
to the faculty of establishing a constant rela-
tionship between an idea and a sign. However,
the way in which we usually associate some-
thing on the content level with something on
the expression level is closely related to what is
natural in human beings, that is the way we
organize our knowledge, experiences in the
world, etc., behaving in a holistic way.

The adjective general must always be con-
sidered in close correlation with the adjective
natural, looking at the forms of life in which
human beings construct their experiences,
habits, knowledge, feelings, and so on.
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