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1. Introduction 

In sign language phonology, bimanual signs are considered complex signs, and some 

constraints have been posited to regulate the complexity of these signs. In this regard, given a 

bimanual sign it is expected to show symmetry. But if it is not the case, then this bimanual 

asymmetrical sign is expected to be regulated: the selection of the handshape in the passive hand 

is reduced to a restricted set of non-marked handshapes. The generalizations underlying the former 

assertion are known as “symmetry and dominance conditions” (S&D-C) after Battison (1978). 

As it is the case for oral languages lexicons, sign languages lexicons are not phonologically 

homogeneous (Padden & Brentari, 2003). Three strata can be posited for sign languages lexicons: 

a. ‘core lexicon’ (frozen) containing lexicalized and monomorphemic signs; b. ‘productive (or 

spatial)’ lexicon containing classifier constructions, mainly polymorphemic forms, and c. ‘foreign 

lexicon’, with loans from different sources (Padden & Brentari, 2001). 

Through the phonological lens, the different strata are supported by sets of constraints that 

apply differentially to each stratum. The phonological S&D-C have been attested as typical of the 

core stratum, whereas the two others would be minimally or in no way attested. For such linguistic 

forms, the apparent independence of each hand and the subsequent violation of phonological 

constraints have been used to conclude a kind of lack of systematicity (e.g., Aronoff, 2003). This 

type of judgements has been disputed once the S&D-C domain was located at the feature level 

(Eccarius & Brentari, 2007). 

After the “revisited symmetry and dominance conditions” (S&D-C-R) (Eccarius & 

Brentari, 2007) the complexity of bimanual constructions is analysed at the feature level, 

particularly in the SELECTED FINGERS and JOINTS structure features. Thereafter, two marked 

structures would be the maximum for a bimanual construction, with H2 restricted to one marked 

structure (dominance condition revisited), but when the construction consists of more than two 

marked structures, then the complexity would be regulated through the specification of 

symmetrical SELECTED FINGERS and/or JOINTS (symmetry condition revisited). Figure 1 

illustrates an example of fingers features symmetry. 

In the last decades a new kind of bimanual signs emerged in LSC, often asymmetrical. 

These signs show an etymology-like and mostly simultaneous structure but are stigmatized as 

‘unnatural’ by part of the deaf community. The negative perceptions about these signs have found 

ground in linguistic studies, claiming that these signs exhibit unnecessary complexity and violate 

the S&D-C (Tovar, 2017). However, several such signs have been incorporated and are in use, 

with or without changes. 

2. Main Thesis 

Our thesis is that emerging LSC complex signs are natural signs which comply with 

symmetry and dominance conditions at the featural level. Therefore, these signs should show 

stratum-like properties of the productive lexicon, such as polymorphemic signs and classifier 

constructions. 

3. Data 

The ‘core lexical stratum’ is represented through a sample with all the two-handed 

asymmetrical signs (n=143) from the only LSC dictionary available to date, DBLSC (INSOR/ICC, 

2006). We assumed these signs as lexicalized forms. On the other hand, we analysed all the two-

handed asymmetrical signs (n=75) from the online corpus of the Colombian Deaf organization 

‘Fundación Árbol de Vida, one of the main deaf organisations proposing etymological-like signs. 



The data have been analysed and described after the prosodic model (Brentari, 1998) and processed 

through a tabular coding system that considers: i) phonological analytical categories for each 

handshape, ii) number of marked structures for each hand, iii) a binary variable related to the 

agreement or violation of feature symmetry.  

4. Analysis & Results 

The analysis of the 218 signs corpus showed that 197 (90%) comply with the revisited 

‘dominance condition’. Analysing only the monomorphemic signs, then (97.9%) a higher number 

of them agrees. With respect to polymorphemic signs, three quarters of them (57= 76%) follow 

the revisited dominance condition, exhibiting higher phonological complexity (see Table 1). 

            Regarding signs violating the revisited dominance condition, there are four polymorphemic 

signs presenting all their structures marked on H2 (1,83%). However, the status of their H2 as 

passive hand is doubtful1. Additionally, the signs (17) with violations consisting of three marked 

structures, about a half (7) are regulated by the symmetry condition revisited. The final number of 

signs violating both S&D-C-R is 14 (2,33%) most of them polymorphemic (see Table 2), even 

though the ‘passive status’ of H2 in some of them could be questioned2. 

5. Conclusion 

            This research shows a phonology-morphology interdependence in bimanual asymmetrical 

signs of the LSC: an increase in morphological complexity corresponds to higher phonological 

complexity. The S&D-C-R work as a complexity processor for polymorphemic signs, specifying 

limits in the number of marked structures for each hand, or specifying symmetry of SELECTED 

FINGERS or/and JOINT features structures. Regarding emergent polymorphemic signs in LSC, 

this research demonstrates that they follow the same processes of complexity regulation attested 

in monomorphemic signs, but with different frequencies in complexity feature distribution 

(Eccarius & Brentari, 2007, p. 1188). The findings of this study are in line with those presented in 

other signs languages for polymorphemic signs, like classifier constructions (op. cit., 2007). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2. Frequency of violations to ‘symmetry and dominance condition revisited’ in corpora. 
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1 See : ‘CARACTERÍSTICA’, ‘CUALITATIVO’. 
2
 See : ‘ACTO’, ‘CUANTITATIVO’, ‘EXISTENCIA’, ‘SISTEMA SOLAR’, ‘SÓCRATES’ 

Table 1. Frequency of adherence to ‘dominance condition revisited’ 

in corpora. 

Figure 1.  Example of markedness coding (LSC). In the matrix, ‘—’ and 

‘+’ signify unmarked and marked feature structures, respectively.  

In red ‘fingers features symmetry’ for marked structures. 
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