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During my childhood, one of the first books I got 
to love was The Jungle Book and by far my favourite 
character was Mowgli. It was, if I remember well, one 
of the first books I owned. If back then it seemed to be 
a funny, happy story, I realize now, a bit sad, that I will 
not be able to ever read it again the way I did before.  
And that happens because, while learning about the 
Genie case, although a much bitter story, the story of 
Mowgli, the feral child suddenly came into my mind.  
It is obvious that Rudyard Kipling was not acquainted 
or missed the mark that by all accounts, individuals 

raised by animals or rescued from circumstances similar 
to Mowgli’s are never able to acquire the facility with 
language, social customs or even human understanding 
at the degree that his main character show. 

One of the defining characteristic of humanity, 
of the Homo Sapiens is the ability to talk, to utter 
grammatically correct and logic sentences. Carl 
Linneaus in his System of Nature published in 1735, 
distinguished between Homo Sapiens and Homo Ferus 
(Wild Man), the latter lacking the ability to speak. In 
this category there may be included children who are 
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Language is one of the classic examples of the sensitive periodicity of the brain. What it is known so far is that 
language has a critical period for learning. Babies and children are geniuses until they turn seven, and then there’s a 
systematic decline in their ability to acquire languages. One of the most fascinating examples in this regards is the case of 
Genie, a young girl who for the first 13 years of her life underwent a degree of social isolation and experiential deprivation 
not previously reported in contemporary scientific history. A lot of laboratory work was done on this case, and linguists 
and scientists tries to address head-on hypothesis about language and human mind, however, new studies (2011-2015) 
indicate that early speech learning is not only limited by the critical period of the first years of life, but it is also severely 
limited in the absence of social interaction. Moreover, by the age of 5, prior to formal schooling, studies like Patricia 
Kuhl’s (2011) show that brain activation in the brain areas related to language and literacy are strongly correlated with 
the social environment of the child’s family. Therefore, scientifically speaking, more than anything Genie’s case proved 
that complete lack of social interaction has a devastating impact on human language learning, to the extent that normal 
language skills are never acquired.
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reported to have undergone a significant period of their 
development alone in the wilderness or to have been 
reared with wild animals (Itard, 1962; Singh and Zingg, 
1966). 

Of the most intriguing, and scientifically fascinating 
case was the one of a young girl, who for the first 13 
years of her life underwent a degree of social isolation 
and experiential deprivation not previously reported in 
contemporary scientific history.

What it is known so far is that language has a critical 
period for learning. Babies and children are geniuses 
until they turn seven, and then there’s a systematic 
decline. After puberty, the time when Genie was found 
by the police, the scientists and linguists say that we, 
as humans, start to fall off in our abilities to acquire 
a language. Language is one of the classic examples 
of a “critical” or “sensitive” period in neurobiology 
(Lenneberg 1967; Johnson and Newport 1989; 
Newport et al. 2001; Knudsen 2004; Kuhl 2004; Bruer 
2008). Scientists are in agreement with the decline in 
language acquisition but laboratories all over the world 
are trying to figure out why it works this way.

The Genie case was one of the most researched 
and tested case of feral children back then in 1970s. 

One of the scientists who became especially important 
to Genie was the linguist Susan Curtis. She, or any 
linguist, had never encountered a case such extreme as 
Genie’s, so this represented a tremendous opportunity 
to address head-on, specific hypothesis about language 
and human mind. An important question for her 
was whether a child so socially, emotionally and 
nutritionally deprived could eventually develop into a 
‘normal’ person. Moreover, a teenager who passed over 
her ‘critical period’ seemed to have missed her chance 
of ever speaking forever (Fromkin, Curtiss, et al., 1974). 
The concept of a “critical period” during which certain 
innately determined faculties can develop derived from 
experimental embryology. Lenneberg (1967) presents 
the most specific statement about critical periods in man 
as it concerns the acquisition of language. He starts with 
the hypothesis that language is a faculty deep-seated in 
human brain, that language acquisition is determined 
by the correct functioning of the neurological events 
and also by some minimal contact with speech and 
language. He suggested that this ‘critical period’ lasts 
from two years old to puberty and that language 
acquisition is impossible before two due to maturational 
factors, and after puberty because of the loss of “cerebral  
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elasticity” caused by the completion of the development 
of cerebral dominance. 

Important to remember is that Lenneberg’s 
hypothesis was stated in 1960’, but given the current 
state of research in linguistics, an active and alive 
science, there is widespread agreement that humans do 
not learn equally well over the lifespan. The laboratory 
work of linguists consists, thus, in finding the answer 
to what accounts for the inability of adults to acquire 
a (new) language with the ease and ability of an infant. 
Lennerberg’s idea was one of the pioneering, but more 
recent hypotheses take a different perspective. Newport 
(1990) raised a “less is more” hypothesis, which suggests 
that infants’ limited cognitive capacities actually allow 
superior learning of the simplified language spoken 
to infants. An even more recent theory was raised by 
Patricia Kuhl, director of Institute for Learning & Brain 
Sciences at the University of Washington. She advanced 
the concept of neural commitment, the idea that neural 
circuitry and overall architecture develops early in 
infancy to detect the phonetic and prosodic patterns 
of speech.This architecture is designed to maximize the 
efficiency of processing for the language(s) experienced 
by the infant (Kuhl, 2004; Zhang, Kuhl, Imada, Kotani, 
and Tohkura, 2005; Zhang et al., 2009). 

Nowadays, new data are being used to study the 
patterns of action between brain and behavioural 
measures. These studies employ high-tech 
equipment like Magneto-Encephalograph (MEG), 
Electroencephalograph (EEG), Magnetic Resonance 
Imaging (MRI), and diffusion tensor imaging 
(DTI) (Kuhl, 2004). In 2004, Kuhl advanced a new 
hypothesis—that in the earliest phases of language 
acquisition, infants combine a powerful set of domain-
general computational skills with their equally 
extraordinary social skills to “crack” the speech code. 
Furthermore, she hypothesized that the social brain 
“gates” the computational mechanisms underlying 
learning in the domain of language (Kuhl, 2004, 843). 

But just as we began to embrace this relatively new 
theory, experimental results tempered the computational 
conclusion. New studies indicate that early speech 
learning - at least in complex natural settings - is severely 
limited in the absence of social interaction, suggesting 
that something more than passive computation is 
required to explain infants’ rapid language advancement 
in the firstyear of life (Kuhl, 2007). Moreover, by the age 
of 5, prior to formal schooling, studies show that brain 
activation in brain areas related to language and literacy 
are strongly correlated with the social environment of 
the child’s family. The implication of these findings is 
that children’s learning trajectories regarding language 
are influenced by their experiences well before the start 
of school (Kuhl, 2011).

This brings me back to Genie’s case who, for her 

entire childhood, was inhumanly deprived of any social 
interaction. Scientifically speaking, more than anything 
this case proved that complete lack of social interaction 
has a devastating impact on human language learning. 
These data suggests that learning depends on a normal 
social interest in people and the signals they produce. 
This showed that social deprivation has a severe negative 
impact on language development, to the extent that 
normal language skill is never acquired. Therefore, early 
speech acquisition is closely connected to social factors. 
Susan Curtiss –the linguist who closely and intensely 
studied Genie -mentioned that even though she was 
“delighted by the world around her” (Curtiss, 2003) 
and she was learning the words for the new things she 
was seeing, having a wide vocabulary, she was not able 
to normally communicate. Strikingly, she possessed 
an early vocabulary very atypical with lots of concepts 
that don’t develop until later in a child. But, because 
“language is not words, language is grammar” (Curtiss, 
2003) Genie was deficient in the mental faculty that 
we call grammar, and thus, she was not able to properly 
communicate. 

At the time Genie was tested, brain science was a 
young branch of medicine, but today we have a cleared 
picture of what happens in the brain in extreme cases 
of neglect such as Genie’s. Neurologist Dr. Bruce Perry 
(2003) sustains that in Genie’s brain, because she never 
heard any words and she was never spoken to, the left 
part, the cortex, that has the neuro-system responsible 
for the utterance of sentences, did not get stimulated 
and became smaller and ultimately the left part of 
her brain physically changed and was inactivated. 
However, Genie might have been an exception, and 
she might have had the right hemisphere responsible 
for the speech. The lateralization, might, therefore 
be different, the left hemisphere must perhaps be 
linguistically stimulated during a specific period of time 
for it to participate in normal language acquisition. If 
such stimulation does not take place during this time, 
normal language acquisition must depend on other 
cortical areas and will proceed less efficiently due to the 
previous specialization of these areas for other functions 
(Fromkin, Curtiss, et al., 1974). The brain possess the 
capacity of neuroplasticity, able to create alternative 
roads, synapsis in the brain, if one part is damaged, or 
inactivated from various reasons. 

Therefore, even if Genie never acquired proper 
language, she never acquired proper syntax, in spite 
of intensive training she received from professionals, 
she was still able to utter words, perhaps owing to the 
right hemisphere of her brain.According to Susan 
Curtiss “Genie’s vocabulary grew by leaps and bounds, 
but she was still not able to string words together 
into meaningful sentences. Normal children begin by 
learning to say simple sentences, like ‘No have Toy’. Soon, 
they are able to say ‘I not have toy’. Eventually they will 
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learn to say ‘I do not have the toy’, lately they will refine 
the sentence and say ‘I don’t have the toy’. Genie seemed 
to be struck at the first stage” (Curtis, 1977, 94). On 
the other hand, Genie’s progress in language acquisition 
impressionistically seems to have far exceeded that of 
the other reported cases.

Although the case of Genie is still controversial (as 
every topic concerning human brain), it is important 
to notice that language involves inter-hemispheric 
interaction leading to the formation of cooperative 
neuronal assemblies in the two hemisphere (Friederici 
and Alter, 2004). The case of Genie represented a once-
in-a-life-time opportunity for linguistics, neurologists, 
psychologists and many other scientists. All of them 
worked hardly hoping to develop some new theories 
concerning language acquisition or to clarify some 
debatable concepts. Unfortunately, many believed 
that their fervour to make some pioneering and 
revolutionary discoveries led to the ignorance of the 
real things that the girl truly needed. Her case left the 
world with many questions, as the main funder of the 
research - The National Institute of Mental Health - 
revoked funding in 1974 because of the discrepancies 
between her family’s wishes and the ones of the research 
team; everything sadly ending up with the hospital and 
researchers being sued by Genie’s mother for excessive 
testing.
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