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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  1 Chapter 1 Sociolinguistic Variation and Sign Languages: A Framework for Research The 1960s witnessed the development of two subfields in linguistics, the systematic study of language variation, pioneered by William Labov (1963, 1966), and the scientific study of sign languages, developed initially by William Stokoe (1960). The theoretical framework and rigorous methodology of Labov’s early studies on Martha’s Vineyard and in New York City were soon extended to numerous other sites around the world. Research in many communities has shown that all human languages are characterized by what Weinreich, Labov, and Herzog termed orderly heterogeneity (1968, 100). That is, although variation is characteristic of all languages, it is not random. Rather, language users’ choices between variable linguistic forms are systematically constrained by multiple linguistic and social factors that reflect underlying grammatical systems. Moreover, speakers’ and signers’ choices between variable linguistic forms both reflect and partially constitute the social organization of the communities to which users of the language belong. Like Labov’s work on linguistic variation, Stokoe’s initial work on the linguistic structure of sign languages was soon taken up by other researchers . His early monograph on sign language structure was followed by the Dictionary of American Sign Language (DASL) (Stokoe, Casterline , and Croneberg 1965). Other researchers examined the structure of American Sign Language (ASL) (e.g., Klima and Bellugi 1979; Liddell 1980), the acquisition of ASL by Deaf children (e.g., Meier and Newport 1985), as well as sociolinguistic aspects of ASL such as the differences between African American and Caucasian signing (Woodward 1976) and the effects of language contact on the production of Deaf signers (Lucas and Valli 1992). Taken together, these studies, as well as many others that we might name, established the status of ASL—and by extension other sign languages—as a fully developed language, equal to spoken languages in grammatical complexity and expressive power. 2714 GUP SVA Chapter 01 6/14/01 9:13 AM Page 1 2 : sociolinguistic variation and sign languages However, sign language researchers have not previously availed themselves of the insights to be gained by adapting the framework and methodology of quantitative sociolinguistics to the study of ASL or any other sign language. This book describes a large project designed to examine whether variation in ASL is subject to the same types of constraints that operate in spoken languages. In this first chapter we describe the variationist framework within which the project was conducted. To establish that framework , we first discuss general concepts in the study of variation. We then explain the overall goals of the project and provide a review of studies of variation in ASL. Finally, we discuss what we expected to discover about sociolinguistic variation in ASL at the outset of the project, based on what we already knew about variation in both spoken and sign languages. LINGUISTIC AND SOCIOLINGUISTIC VARIATION Even casual observation reveals that language users sometimes have different ways of saying or signing the same thing. Variation may be realized at all different levels of a language. English, for example, contains numerous examples of variation in the lexicon. Some speakers use the word couch, whereas others say sofa or davenport. ASL also exhibits numerous examples of lexical variation. For example, a number of signs exist for the concepts birthday, picnic, or halloween. At the phonological level, variation exists in the individual segments that make up words or signs or in parts of those segments. For example, speakers of a wide range of English dialects sometimes delete the final consonant of words that end in consonant clusters such as test, round, or past, the result being tes’, roun’, and pas’ (Labov et al. 1968; Guy 1980). In ASL, phonological variation can be seen in signs such as bored or deaf, usually signed with a 1 handshape (index finger extended, all other fingers closed) but sometimes produced with both the index finger and the pinky finger extended (Hoopes 1998). Variation may also occur in the morphological and syntactic components of language. For example, in African American Vernacular English (AAVE), the copula be is variably deleted, and the sentences He is my brother and He Ø my brother both occur. The example of consonant cluster reduction given earlier also concerns morphological variation because the final consonant deleted is often a past-tense morpheme (i.e., a meaningful unit). For example, the phonetic realization of the English 2714 GUP SVA Chapter 01 6/14/01 9:13 AM Page 2 [54.196.58.109] Project... 
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