
Course A: “The syntax of natural languages: the contribution of sign 
linguistics” 
 
1. Contact information: 
Brendan Costello 
Basque Center on Cognition, Brain and Language 
b.costello@bcbl.eu 
 
2. Content of the course 
2.1. Course title: The syntax of natural languages: the contribution of sign linguistics 
2.2. Course description: 
The course looks at the interaction between syntax and modality of natural languages, 
and whether a language’s modality – be it visual/gestural or acoustic/auditory – affects 
the language’s structure. 
To illustrate how the syntax of sign languages fits into the bigger picture of natural 
languages, we will start by looking at universal principles shared by spoken languages. 
Against this framework, we can verify that sign languages conform to the same defining 
properties and that the parametric variation observed for spoken languages is mirrored 
in the syntax of sign languages. The classes will take in different phenomena (such as 
word order, negation and agreement) using data from various signed languages. We 
analyze these data from a typological point of view in order to compare the structures 
found in sign languages with the syntactic possibilities of spoken languages. 
We will pay specific attention to non-manual markers (such as head shakes, eye gaze 
and eyebrow raise) to discover how a modality-specific feature can reveal underlying 
similarities in syntactic structure across modalities. Time permitting, this will lead us to 
talk about methodological considerations when collecting and working with sign 
language data for syntactic analysis. 
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