Preface

A major goal of this book is to function as a point of access to the field
of sign language phonology for researchers who are working in closely
related disciplines but who have not yet learned to sign. For instance, for
those readers who have attended a conference session on sign languages
and would like to learn more, this book will provide a first immersion into
current questions in the phonology of sign languages. To aid in this, I
have included images that will serve as an anchor for the book’s argu-
ments based on sign language forms.

In addition to introducing the field, the book has several other goals,
which have shaped its structure. Chapters 1 and 8 are a framing device for
what is contained in chapters 2 through 7. Chapter 1 concisely articulates
the major claims of the Prosodic Model and the grounds on which I will
argue for them. It also describes and gives example images of the canon-
ical types of signs used in phonological analyses more generally, provid-
ing background for the more detailed analyses to follow. Chapter 8 shows
how the Prosodic Model incorporates elements of other models of sign
language phonology and how it differs from them. This chapter also uses
the well-formedness constraints developed on independent grounds in
the rest of the book to propose a means for delineating lexical strata
in American Sign Language. Finally, it places the Prosodic Model into
the context of current discussions of higher-order visual processing. This
research on vision has gone virtually untouched by sign language pho-
nologists, yet its findings could be useful in making arguments about sign
language phonological structure based on perception. I also believe that
sign language data, and analyses of them, provide categories of visual
forms used in some of the experimental work on vision.

Chapter 2 is aimed at sign language researchers and linguists who are
not phonologists who may benefit from some background in the specific
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theories drawn upon for the analyses in this book. Although the discus-
sions in this chapter do not cover these theories in their entirety, they do
explain the context in which particular concepts developed and how they
are being used to analyze sign language within the Prosodic Model.

Chapters 3 through 7 are the heart of the book. Sign language pho-
nology is no longer in its infancy, and researchers have come to a con-
sensus about some of the questions that launched the field. My intention
is to highlight these areas of consensus wherever possible so that future
work can build upward and outward from them. The central idea of
the Prosodic Model of sign language phonology, which distinguishes it
from other models, is that two kinds of phonological features can be
systematically identified in core lexical items: those that are necessary
for describing a sign’s movement (the prosodic features) and those that
describe properties of the sign that do not participate in movement (the
inherent features). The latter express many of the paradigmatic con-
trasts of a sign; the former capture phonological contrasts as well, but
they also are important for syllable construction and syllable weight. To
date, no other model has isolated movement features in this way—a way
that allows their uniform behavior in phonological operations to be
expressed.

This book was completed only with the help of many friends and col-
leagues. I would like to thank the University of California-Davis for a
leave in 1994-1995, which allowed me to complete a full first draft; the
anonymous reviewers of MIT Press for their helpful comments; and John
Goldsmith and Wendy Sandler for reading the manuscript in an earlier
form. I am grateful to Steven Lapointe for co-teaching a seminar on
Optimality Theory with me in the fall of 1996, which helped me crystal-
lize the analyses in this book that employ that framework. I am also
thankful to Karen Emmorey, Bruce Hayes, Harry van der Hulst, Robert
Johnson, Judy Kegl, Scott Liddell, Carol Padden, David Perlmutter,
Kelly Stack, and Ronnie Wilbur for many discussions about earlier
stages of analyses during linguistic colloquia and at conferences. For the
opportunity to work in a laboratory integrally involved in studying the
effects of neurological damage on motor control, and for helpful con-
versations and guidance in these areas, I thank Howard Poizner. The
analyses in this book also benefited a great deal from conversations at
the 1994 Workshop on Sign Language Phonology in Trondheim, Norway,
and the 1995 Linguistic Institute in Albuquerque, New Mexico; to their
organizers and participants go my heartfelt thanks.
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The photographic images throughout the text were made possible by
plunging into the world of photo CDs, photography techniques specific to
sign languages, and relevant computer software, and for help in this area
I am thankful to the professional staff of the Center for German Sign
Language, in particular Thomas Hanke. I am grateful to Sigmund Prill-
witz for making the resources of the Center available to me while I was
in Germany and to Joel Snyder for helping me reconstruct them “on a
budget” when I came back to the United States. I also acknowledge the
Richard and Nancy Robinson Fund for its support. I also owe special
thanks to David Landan for proofreading and figure preparation, to
James Williams for constructing the index, and to Anne Mark for her
excellent copyediting assistance.

I also wish to thank members of the Deaf community for their patience
and acceptance, for their help as informants, and for discussions about
particular signs in these analyses; Drucilla Ronchen deserves warm
thanks in this regard. Finally, I am indebted to Stefan Goldschmidt and
Robin Shay for serving as the models for the signs.






