The linguistic body: Embodied simulation and its role in language processing.

Vittorio Gallese

Department of Neuroscience – Section of Physiology

University of Parma

Italy

Language is one of the most specific hallmarks of what it means to be human. The search for where and how language evolved from and the study of the functional mechanisms at the basis of the language capacity, become toolkits to explore human nature. In spite of a very long history of studies and speculations, the intimate nature of language and the evolutionary process producing it still remain somehow elusive. One reason for such elusiveness stems from the complexity and multidimensional nature of language. What do we refer to when we investigate the language faculty and its evolution? Is language the outcome of a dedicated system, or does it include more general cognitive abilities?

What can a neuroscientific perspective add to such a controversial debate? Recent empirical findings show an involvement of the sensory-motor system in the processing of linguistic material. This evidence will be discussed within a broader theoretical perspective emphasizing the social dimension of language and the role played by embodied simulation mechanisms in the processing and understanding of literal and metaphorical language.
