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PERSPECTIVES

What kind of phonological change do we see in sign languages?  
Response to Law, Power, and Quinto-Pozos

Harry van der Hulst
University of Connecticut

In this response to the target article by Law, Power, and Quinto-Pozos, I draw attention to the 
fact that ‘sound change’ in sign languages does not seem to follow the Neogrammarian regularity 
principle and that, as a consequence, synchronic phonologies of sign languages do not have pro-
ductive, obligatory phonological rules (whether allophonic or allomorphic rules). For example, the 
sound change that introduced aspiration for voiceless stops at the beginning of stressed syllables 
(when not preceded by /s/) is reflected as a regular, so-called allophonic rule in the synchronic 
phonological grammar of Modern English. Sign languages do not appear to have such regular 
allophonic rules or regular allomorphic rules.
Keywords: rule typology, allophonic rule, allomorphic rule, lexicalization, fast speech rule, supple-
tion, sound change, symmetry condition, compound, paradigmatic, syntagmatic

1. Introduction. The target article (Law, Power, & Quinto-Pozos 2025) rightly calls 
for including sign languages when studying and theorizing about the subject of ‘sound’ 
change, highlighting the important issues that this endeavor faces (see also Power 2022). 
In this response, I draw attention to the fact that ‘sound’ change in sign languages does 
not seem to follow the Neogrammarian regularity principle and that, as a conse-
quence, synchronic phonologies of sign languages do not have productive, obligatory 
phonological rules (whether allophonic rules or allomorphic rules). For exam-
ple, the sound change that introduced aspiration for voiceless stops at the beginning of 
stressed syllables (when not preceded by /s/), which must have occurred at some point 
in the history of English, is reflected as a so-called allophonic rule in the synchronic 
phonological grammar of Modern English. This sound change can be called regular 
because its synchronic reflex applies to all voiceless stops in the relevant context. 

In van der Hulst & van der Kooij 2021, it was claimed that sign languages do not 
show evidence for another type of phonological rule, namely allomorphy rules, which 
convert phonemes into other phonemes, rather than specifying varying realizations of 
phonemes, like allophonic rules do. The absence of both rule types is not a coincidence 
if allomorphic rules originate from allophonic rules, the transition reflecting a type of 
phonological change. In this paper, rather than focusing only on sound change (or its 
sign language equivalent), I propose to broaden the discussion to change in the phono-
logical system of a language, which includes both sound change (which I define as a 
change in the phonetic implementation system) and changes in the status of rules in 
the synchronic phonological module.

2. Rule typology and the life cycle of ‘phonological’ rules. When we want 
to understand what ‘sound change’ in sign languages could mean, as well as what 
we mean by ‘phonological rules’ in the synchronic study of sign languages, we can-
not, in my view, be nonspecific about the kinds of synchronic effects that phonolog-
ical changes have or about the different ways in which phonological change in sign  
languages unfolds. Are we talking about fast speech rules, obligatory allophonic  
rules, phonological rules proper (i.e. allomorphic rules), or about morpholexical rules?  
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Here I side with the common idea that phonological regularities have a ‘life cycle’, 
which can be formalized as follows.1

(1) universal phonetic processes > language-specific exaggeration (allophonic 
rule) > reanalyses as phonological rule proper (allomorphic rule) > 
morphologicalization as a morpholexical rule > morphologization as a 
morphological rule

Language-specific phonological regularities enter the language as ‘exaggerations’ (or 
‘enhancements’) of universal phonetic processes, which are especially prevalent in fast 
or casual speech (giving rise to fast speech rules). They then eventually stabilize in 
all registers as language-specific, obligatory allophonic rules that account for differ-
ent realizations of phonemes in all registers of the language. Such rules can develop 
into ‘phonological rules proper’ (i.e. they phonologize; Hyman 1976, 2008, Kiparsky 
2015a) when they have become neutralizing (due to further ‘exaggeration’), which 
means that they can be analyzed (by the learner and the linguist) as rules that change 
a phoneme A into another phoneme B (in some context), rather than accounting for a 
specific realization of a phoneme A. In this case the rule regards a property of phonemes 
that is contrastive in the relevant language.2

There are several notable differences between the rule types.3 While often (and per-
haps always) allophonic rules regard gradient properties, phonological rules proper are 
categorial, which means that they regard a difference between the ‘+’ or ‘−ʼ specifica-
tion of features (or absence vs. presence of a monovalent feature).4 The different status 
of phonological rules proper can also be revealed by their being sensitive to morpholog-
ical factors and lexical exceptions. In comparison, allophonic rules do not have excep-
tions; they apply automatically, being blind to nonphonological information.5 When 
allophonic rules have become neutralizing (at least from a perceptual viewpoint), a 
learner could analyze their effect as involving a phonemic rather than allophonic change 
(i.e. as a phonological rule proper), but when such rules are fully ‘automatic’ and blind 
to the lexical identity of words, I would still analyze them as allophonic or implemen-
tational (which is often supported when the outcome is not actually identical to another 
phoneme).6 An issue of importance is that the blindness of implementation rules does 

1	See Hyman 1976, 2008, van der Hulst 1980, and Bermúdez-Otero 2007, 2013. The idea of a life cycle and 
the implied rule typology has a long history and originates in the works of the founders of phonology (such as 
Mikołaj Kuszewski and Jan Baudouin de Courtenay; see Radwańska-Williams 2022), only to be abandoned in 
Chomsky & Halle 1968. Anderson 1975 restores the three-way typology, as do, in one way or another, other 
theories that responded to the Chomsky & Halle 1968 model; see van der Hulst 1979 for a discussion of these 
developments.

2	Phonologization can also result when the phonological context of a process is lost or obscured, which 
gives rise to a new phonemic contrast. This is often called secondary split.

3	The distinction between allomorphy rules and allophonic rules is like the distinction between lexical and 
postlexical rules in Kiparsky’s lexical phonology model (see Kiparsky 1982, 1985).

4	Arguably this holds for the aspiration rule, but aspiration is actually gradient since primary and nonpri-
mary stress condition different degrees of aspiration. Gradience in this case is expected, given that what is 
called aspiration involves a temporal property of voice onset time.

5	When apparent allophonic rules appear to be sensitive to morphological domains, this is a reason for 
analyzing them as quasi-phonemes; for relevant cases see Harris 1987.

6	A case in point is final devoicing in Dutch, which neutralizes a contrast between voiced and voiceless 
obstruents in syllable-final position. This rule is fully automatic and exceptionless, which means that in my 
view it qualifies as a (perceptually) neutralizing allophonic rule (i.e. a phonetic implementation rule); see van 
der Hulst 2014 for discussion and references.
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not seem to preclude their apparent sensitivity to word frequency and iconicity. I do not 
think there is a conflict here, but space limitations prevent me from elaborating on this 
issue.7

Summarizing, proper phonological rules do not account for the specific realization of 
phonemes. Instead, they account for phonemic alternations that cause allomorphy. 
Henceforth, I therefore refer to such rules as allomorphy rules.8 While an allophony 
rule takes as input a phoneme and outputs an allophone (i.e. a specific realization of the 
phoneme), an allomorphy rule has phonemes as inputs and as outputs. A typical exam-
ple of an allomorphy rule is vowel harmony (VH) in Hungarian, where suffix vowels 
alternate between a front and back variant depending on the last vowel of the root (see 
van der Hulst 2018:181ff.).9

(2) öröm-nek ‘joy-dat’ va:roš-nak ‘city-dat’
öröm-ne:l ‘joy-ade’ va:roš-na:l ‘city-ade’

The alternating vowels are phonemes in their own right that occur contrastively in roots. 
Despite being a ‘natural’ rule that likely originates in allophonic (implementational) 
vowel-to-vowel coarticulation, VH is clearly not an allophonic rule.10 Despite its pro-
ductivity in accounting for allomorphic variants of suffixes, roots (usually loans) can 
violate the VH constraint internally, although they still condition vowel harmony in 
suffixes that alternate in frontness depending on the last vowel of the root.

As shown in 1, a further phase in the life cycle of phonological rules is that the phone-
mic change can no longer be analyzed as being conditioned by the phonological context, 
because it specifies a phonemic change that occurs as a by-product of morphological 
operations; such rules are sometimes called morpholexical rules, which can be com-
pletely morphologized or lost due to analogical leveling.

The sequence of rule types in 1 is of course rather crude. Universal phonetic pro-
cesses are dependent on physical and psychological properties of speakers and on fac-
tors such as rate of speech and register, as well as many other Labovian variables. Fast 
speech rules are abundant in spoken languages (Kaisse 1985) (and also, as I argue, 
in sign languages), but they are not language-specific obligatory allophonic rules that 
apply in all registers of speech. 

I assume that fast speech rules and language-specific obligatory allophonic rules  
(i.e. exaggerations or enhancements of universal phonetic processes) can be placed in 
the implementation module of the phonological system, which also takes care of the 
universal phonetic effects that have given rise to them. This view follows proposals 
in Pierrehumbert 1980 and is also defended in Liberman 2018. It is a terminological 
decision to refer to all phonetic implementation processes as allophonic rules or to 
restrict this term to obligatory, language-specific ‘realization’ rules, which I believe is a 
common practice and one that I follow here.

7	A proposal for the interplay between iconicity and implementation rules is offered in van der Hulst & 
van der Kooij 2006. The impact of frequency (as empirically supported in Bybee 2002a,b) can be explained 
in an exemplar-based model in which the increase of novel exemplars can cause lexical restructuring of the 
phonological representation of words (see Pierrehumbert 2016).

8	Sometimes linguists use the term morphophonemic rule or simply phonemic rule in this sense.
9	Abbreviations: ade: adessive, dat: dative.
10	 Here I stay neutral on how allomorphic alternations are analyzed. The most common view is that the 

allomorphy can be derived from a shared underlying form that somehow encodes the alternating phonemes, 
in which case the VH rule determines which phoneme occurs, based on the phonological context.
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3. Why bother with rule typology? In van der Hulst & van der Kooij 2021 we 
claimed that sign languages do not appear to show evidence for productive allomorphy 
rules. This claim has been challenged. I here mention a case (there are more) which 
suggests that phonological allomorphy does occur in sign languages, the case being plu-
ralization of nouns in NGT/SLN (Nederlandse Gebarentaal/Sign Language of the Neth-
erlands). As shown in van Boven, Hamann, & Pfau 2023, there are various phonological 
manifestations of pluralization, but all (except when pluralization is phonologically 
unmarked, i.e. zero-marked, which is possible for all nouns) involve reduplication 
(i.e. in-situ repetition of the sign11). The choice between the zero option and reduplication 
can be called suppletive. There are no reasons for saying that a feature [repeat] (which 
is the phonological representation of the plural morpheme) is deleted in such cases. The 
authors imply that the various overt manifestations of a reduplicative morpheme are pho-
nological allomorphs because, as they suggest, the choice of how reduplication is 
phonetically executed is dependent on phonological properties of the noun. Inspecting 
the examples, I come to a different conclusion. Yes, the differences are entirely deter-
mined by the phonological shape of noun signs, but, in each case, there simply is no other 
way that the phonological feature [repeat] could be phonetically implemented. It seems 
to me that the only ‘real’ phonological variation is that, in a small number of cases, signs 
that have a one-handed lateral articulation become two-handed, with both hands display-
ing reduplication. We could say that making a one-handed sign two-handed in such cases 
is a form of iconic enhancement, given that two-handedness is often similarly iconic 
in other signs generally (see Lepic et al. 2016). Therefore, in this case, I would say that 
this allomorphy involving handedness is not phonologically but iconically motivated. 

The claim that sign languages do not have allomorphy rules was never meant to 
exclude suppletive allomorphy, which does occur. It was specifically meant to be about 
phonologically conditioned allomorphy (although we did not say that explicitly in van 
der Hulst & van der Kooij).12 I reserve the term ‘phonological allomorphy’ for cases in 
which a morpheme has phonologically related allomorphs that can be derived from a 
shared underlying form, such as the different forms of suffixes in Hungarian.13 

Van der Hulst & van der Kooij 2021 did not claim that sign languages do not have 
phonological rules at all. However, given the rule typology here suggested, we have to  
ask what kinds of phonological rules sign languages then have if they do not have 
phonologically conditioned allomorphic rules. We do not have much to choose from. 
If we disregard morpholexical rules for the moment (which I think also do not occur in 
sign languages), all phonological rules would have to be implementational rules. How-
ever, this is not specific enough. I have suggested that implementational rules range 
from universal phonetic processes, subject to many factors such as rate of speech, to 
productive, obligatory, language-specific processes that, while being fully ‘automatic’, 

11	 Pluralization can also be expressed by referring to multiple locations in the signing space, an option 
(perhaps to be called periphrastic) that is not included in the analysis.

12	 We have to bear in mind that in certain theories (such the distributed morphology approach; see  
Halle & Marantz 1993) the term ‘allomorph’ is reserved for cases in which unrelated phonological forms 
express the same meaning. For example, English -en in oxen and -s in cats are called allomorphs. This is 
comparable to the alternation in NGT between [repeat] and the zero option. I call this ‘suppletive allomorphy’, 
even when the choice for suppletive allomorphs is phonologically conditioned (see Nevins 2011). 

13	 It is questionable whether the different realizations of, for example, the English plural /-s/—as [s], [z], 
and [әz]—count as phonological allomorphs or whether this variation can be accounted for by neutralizing 
allophony rules (located in the phonetic implementation submodule). The automaticity of the rules involved 
suggests the latter. Perhaps the insertion of the vowel [ә] is allomorphic, while the voicing adjustments are 
allophonic.
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specify phonetic properties that enhance universal effects in all registers. The prototyp-
ical example in spoken languages is here again the English aspiration rule. I now claim 
that sign languages do not have such productive, obligatory allophonic rules. (Given the 
life cycle of phonological rules, this would then necessarily entail that sign languages 
do not have phonological allomorphy rules, assuming that rules cannot jump the line.) It 
seems to me that reports about ‘phonological rules’ in sign languages are always about 
fast speech rules.14 There are numerous reports about phonetic variation, often reported 
to be subject to sociolinguistic variables (see Woodward 1976, Ann 1991, Cheek 2001, 
Mauk 2003, Lucas & Bayley 2011, Bayley, Schembri, & Lucas 2015). I would argue 
that this kind of variation results from implementation rules that reflect ‘sound’ change 
in progress when their phonetic effect increases from generation to generation. The 
work of William Labov (e.g. Labov 1994, 2007) has shown that such changes in spoken 
languages can play out over long periods of time.

Often-discussed processes such as lowering and centering must be regarded as 
resulting from fast speech processes (see Kevin, Wilkinson, & Janzen 2011, Tyrone & 
Mauk 2012). Lowering targets individual signs that are articulated near the forehead, 
which tend to lower their place of articulation, sometimes with a neutralizing effect 
(when the new location is a contrastive property of other signs). Centering involves 
changing the location of a sign from a lateral location to a central location on the chest 
(see Frishberg 1975, 1976, Friedman 1976, 1977). The motivation for both lowering 
and centering is articulatory ease (which in the case of lowering involves the effect 
of gravity), while perceptual ease also plays a role because sign locations are moved 
toward the center of the visual field, thus serving visual acuity (Siple 1978).15 The 
changes involved may be very common, but they are not obligatory, which is not to 
deny that they can be lexicalized for specific signs. As I argue, lexicalization, apart 
from changes in the implementation system, is another type of phonological change that 
involves restructuring of the phonological representation of words. We thus need an 
understanding of how lexicalization ‘works’.16

Needless to say, whatever the status of phonological regularities in sign languages, 
all studies that carefully document and analyze the attested processes are of the utmost 
importance, in their own right, but also as accounts of sound change in progress. We 
need to explain why these changes in progress have not made it to completion in the 
form of obligatory allophonic rules or, subsequently, allomorphic rules.

4. Compounds. Sign researchers have often said or assumed that sign languages 
do not have a lot of phonological rules (of whatever kind) because such rules require 
sequential, syntagmatic context.17 In the earliest work on sign phonology, Stokoe 
(1960) argued that monomorphemic signs do not display sequential segments as spoken 

14	 This conclusion has independently been stated in §4.10 (written by Nathan Sanders) in Anderson et al. 
2022.

15	 Fast speech rules can take whole phrases as their domain or target individual signs with certain prop-
erties. For example, consecutive signs with different hand orientations and different locations are bound to 
display coarticulation. The phrasal level also displays hand spreading, which I also attribute to fast speech. 
What suggests that this process is more than that is that it can be used to mark specific syntactic parts of the 
utterance (see Nespor & Sandler 1999).

16	 An account would need to rely on an exemplar-based approach, but for reasons of space I cannot 
elaborate on this point (see Bybee 2002a,b, Pierrehumbert 2016, and Todd, Pierrehumbert, & Hay 2019). 

17	 A broader discussion of phonological variation that is due to fast speech rules would have to include other 
sequential structures involving, for example, reduplication (see Fischer 1973, Berent, Dupuis, & Brentari 
2014) and words formed by fingerspelling (see Jerde, Soechting, & Flanders 2003, Wager 2012, Keana 2014).
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languages do.18 The same holds for morphologically complex signs that involve non-
concatenative morphological processes. There are not a lot of affixes. It has been said 
that, for the same reason, isolating spoken languages, such as Mandarin Chinese, do not 
show much evidence for phonological rules either. Therefore, in looking for phonologi-
cal rules, sign researchers have usually turned their attention to compounds that involve 
sequencing of signs.19 I (stubbornly) maintain that in sign languages there are no regu-
lar, language-specific allophonic rules—let alone productive allophonic or allomorphic 
rules, not even in the case of compounds—that apply whenever a compound is made. 
For comparison, in spoken language, we can find examples of productive allomorphic 
rules that apply in compounding. For example, the rendaku rule in Japanese regularly 
changes an initial voiceless obstruent in the second member of a compound to a voiced 
obstruent (unless that word already contains a voiced obstruent): for example, ori + 
kami > origami ‘paper folding’.20

I suggest that phonological changes in compounds have three underlying causes. 
First, they involve fast speech rules. Second, what reinforces the idea that the processes 
involved are proper phonological rules is that their effects are often lexicalized. 
Related to the second point, a third factor that motivates the changes in compounds—
being words—is that we see the tendency to reduce their phonological shape to the 
shape that is virtually mandatory for monomorphemic words. Bringing new words in 
line with phonotactic constraints is a type of change that should be distinguished 
from sound change and change in the status of rules. This is a third type of phonological 
change, next to change in progress and lexicalization.21

5. Are we looking in the right places? Sequential structure is not required for 
phonological rules because changes can be conditioned by simultaneous, paradigmatic 
properties. Paradigmatically conditioned rules are more expected in sign languages than 
in spoken languages, given that the internal, simultaneous structure of signs is much 
richer than the simultaneous structure of segments in spoken languages.22 

The literature on sign phonology provides numerous examples of phonetic variation 
in the realization of features or feature groups within the sign segment that are dependent 
on the simultaneous cooccurrence with other features or feature groups. Stokoe already 
noted cases of allophonic variation in handshapes (which he called allocheric23  
variation), but he did not specify the conditions; he proposed only one ‘phonemic’ 

18	 Here I ignore the arguments that have been made for sequential ‘syllable’ templates (see Liddell & 
Johnson 1989, Sandler 1987, 1989, Perlmutter 1993, van der Hulst 1993, Brentari 2019).

19	 For a recent discussion of compounding in sign languages, see Lepic 2023.
20	 For rendaku, see Vance 2017.
21	 It is my impression that the lexicalization literature usually does not focus on phonological restructuring 

(Brinton & Traugott 2005).
22	 Stokoe (1960) proposed that there are three major phonological units in sign (handshape, location, 

and movement properties) and that these units are co-temporal (paradigmatic). This led him to declare that 
whereas phonemes in spoken language words are sequential, they are co-temporal in signed words. In this 
statement it is implied that Stokoe refers to these co-temporal units of signs as phonemes. In van der Hulst 
1993 I pointed out that it is misleading to refer to handshape, location, and movement as phonemes. The cor-
rect analogy is to compare these units to the equally co-temporal class nodes in spoken language segments, 
such as the laryngeal, manner, and place-of-articulation nodes (see Clements 1985). In van der Hulst 1993 I 
proposed that the structure of simplex signs and signs that involve nonconcatenative morphology be referred 
to as monosegmental (also see van der Hulst 1995, Channon 2002, van der Kooij 2002, van der Hulst & van 
der Kooij 2021). For a historical review of sign language phonology, see van der Hulst 2022.

23	 Stokoe’s attempt to develop a new terminology to refer to the perceptual side of sign language (cherol-
ogy, chereme, allocheric) failed.
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transcription symbol for the variants. However, Friedman 1976 (especially Ch. 2, §2.24) 
and Mandel 1981 go into more detail.24 Many more relevant references to allocheric 
variation could be cited.

To answer the question of whether these cases of variation require phonological rules 
of some kind, we need to establish whether the variation goes beyond the (possibly 
exaggerated) effects of universal implementational processes, subject to rate-of-speech 
factors. But more importantly, for the purposes of this response, we also need to know 
whether the observed form variation is due to obligatory, regular, and productive allo-
phonic rules. My impression is that this is not the case, even though the effects can be 
lexicalized in specific signs, as we also see in compounds.

Morphologically complex signs that involve nonconcatenative morphology create 
additional room for paradigmatically conditioned variation in the form of units of signs 
that are morphemes. Once more, I suspect that it will be difficult to find relevant exam-
ples that involve obligatory rules.

I conclude (albeit with hesitation): all form variation in signs is due to implementa-
tion rules that mostly favor ease of articulation (and implicitly block impossible articu-
lations), subject to fast speech conditions and other Labovian variables. The claim here 
is that these processes have not acquired the status of obligatory allophonic rules that 
apply in all registers (hence are not subject to rate-of-speech effects or other sociolin-
guistic variables), let alone the status of phonological rules that create allomorphy. This 
does not mean that sign languages are not subject to phonological change.25

6. Phonological change in sign languages. Summarizing, I would like to distin-
guish three kinds of phonological change that occur in sign languages over time.

First, given that sign languages show a wide variety of fast speech processes, we 
could argue that these processes are sound changes in progress when we see that the 
implementation rules exaggerate their effects over time, for example, from generation 
to generation. What we have not observed is the second stage of phonological change, 
which occurs when implementation processes become obligatory allophonic rules and 
such rules subsequently give rise to allomorphic rules.

Second, the effects of sound changes in progress can be lexicalized. Lexicalization 
involves a restructuring of the phonological representation of words that is due to an 
increase in the frequency of new pronunciations, the so-called exemplars that are stored, 
alongside a discrete phonological representation.

There is a third kind of change, which brings us the general phonotactic constraints 
that seem to apply to all sign languages, such as the symmetry condition (Battison 
1978). The groundbreaking work of Nancy Frishberg has shown that sign languages are 
subject to phonological change (Frishberg 1975, 1976, Supalla 2013). The target article 
by Law et al., together with Fischer 2015 and Power, Quinto-Pozos, & Law 2022, also 
provides examples of diachronic changes in the phonological shape of individual signs. 
These publications show that both phonological and visual constraints conspire to make 
two-handed signs be performed more symmetrically or signs in general more centrally. 

24	 Friedman shows that handshape variation can have neutralizing effects, such as when an H-handshape 
varies with another realization that could be analyzed as an independent, contrastive handshape.

25	 An important addendum to the regularity principle was introduced by the notion of lexical diffusion 
(Wang 1969), which refers to the idea that a change from a phoneme A to phoneme B (context-free or condi-
tioned) does not instantaneously affect all occurrences of A in the lexicon. Labov (2007) and Kiparsky (1995, 
2015b) separate sound change from lexical diffusion. Space limitations prevent me from including lexical 
diffusion in the present discussion. For a general discussion, see Phillips 2015.
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While trends are discernible and some of the observed changes seem to involve fast 
speech processes that reveal sound changes in progress, we also see changes that do not 
fit the bill of sound changes in progress, let alone an emergence of obligatory allophonic 
rules or a transition from those to allomorphic rules.

Frishberg (1975:711) takes note of the fact that the early stages of ASL reflect a 
language in statu nascendi, that is, a language that, at the phonological level, does not 
comply with the phonotactic constraints that all ‘mature’ sign languages which have 
been studied to date largely comply with. This leads one to expect that signs in emerg-
ing sign languages will tend to change the phonological form when they violate these 
constraints. Such changes remove gestural aspects and aspects that are alien to sign 
language phonology (such as using a table as the place of articulation). They also try 
to remove iconic aspects, although iconic properties that can function as major clues to 
the meaning of signs tend to survive. Changes of this kind can be compared with the 
changes we see in spoken languages of loanwords that violate phonotactic constraints 
being ‘repaired’ so that they become phonologically well-formed. As Frishberg and 
others have shown, in sign languages, repairs are likely to occur when signs that are 
gestural or iconic display properties that violate phonotactic constraints. Such repairs, 
which thus constitute a third type of phonological change, also apply to fingerspelled 
words (which in a sense are loanwords), which apart from showing effects of rapid 
speech, also gravitate toward the canonical structure of proper signs. The compression 
of compounds that is motivated by complying with the phonotactic template of mono-
morphemic signs also falls into this category.

7. Conclusions. In this commentary I have tried to emphasize that we need to be 
very precise about what kind of rules phonological systems can contain. Not only 
must we distinguish various types of phonological rules, but we must also separate 
syntagmatically and paradigmatically conditioned rules from one another. I think that 
this is necessary in order to appreciate how phonological change can be reflected in 
the synchronic phonology of languages. The paucity of concatenative morphology in 
sign languages suggests a smaller role for syntagmatically conditioned rules other than 
those that have been observed in compounds. But the rich paradigmatic structure of 
signs, whether monomorphemic or polymorphemic, suggests that paradigmatic effects 
are more pervasive in sign languages. Nevertheless, both syntagmatic effects (in com-
pounds) and paradigmatic effects are such that they do not seem to give rise to regular, 
productive phonological rules that go beyond the enhancement of universal phonetic 
processes in the form of fast speech rules.

As noted by Law et al., if regular synchronic rules are reflexes of sound changes, 
it stands to reason that such changes need time to establish themselves as productive, 
obligatory rules. Labov has shown that sound changes can be ongoing over many gen-
erations, and this could mean that sign languages, given their youth, have not yet had 
that time.26 Also, the youth factor explains why many changes involve bringing sign 
languages into alignment with phonotactic constraints that can be widely observed in 
mature sign languages.

I have argued that sign languages definitely are subject to various types of phonolog-
ical change. While in some distant future, we may be able to compare different stages 

26	 But here, as also noted by Law et al., the nature of the transgenerational passing on of sign language, 
being very different from what we see in spoken language communities, is likely another reason why imple-
mentational processes do not show the same patterns of changes across generations. 
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of mature sign languages and study correspondences between them from which we 
can infer processes of phonological change, it would seem that currently, we can only 
observe (a) sound changes in progress, manifested in fast speech rules, (b) instances of 
lexicalization (notably in compounds), and (c) changes that involve molding sign lan-
guages into being phonologically well behaved.27
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