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Historical linguistic research of sign languages is sparse on the ground. The most abundantly available type of research is the simple lexicostatistical comparison of languages and dialects to see if they can be considered members of the same language family or dialects of the same language. Examples include: Vasishta, Woodward & de Santis (1980) for sign language dialects of India, Parkhurst & Parkhurst (2003) foreign dialects of Spain and sign languages of Europe, Johnston (2000) for languages/dialects of the British Sign Language family. To date, however, the only attempts that the author is aware of to construct trees showing the interrelatedness of sign languages within the same sign language family, or of dialects of the same sign language are preliminary studies by the current author of ASL (plus Bolivian Sign Language) (Morgan 2000) and of the Japanese Sign Language family (Morgan 2003). The present paper is a continuation and completion of these studies.





In the present paper the results of the application of three methods of tree-reconstruction will be presented. The first is a method for maximizing ‘exclusivity’ and ‘connectivity’. Data on degree of identity and cognateness of lexical items for each pair of languages is compiled, and then these degrees of similarity are organized into a triangular grid of groups, attempting to maximize the similarity between neighboring languages. The groupings are then examined at various ‘tolerance’ levels to extrapolate the degree of similarity within each grouping and subgrouping, thus obtaining a nested tree of relationships.





The second method of tree-reconstruction is cluster analysis based on lexicostatistical results of the pair-wise comparisons used in the first method. This method, performed by computer program, strives to optimize relatedness within groups, such that each member of a group is more closely related to the other members of its group than it is to any member of another group.





The third method of tree-reconstruction is the cladistic analysis of all the lexical data for each language group. This analysis is also conducted by computer program, whereby the most parsimonious fit of groupings of sign languages/dialects is sought. Roughly speaking, this is done by comparing the number of changes needed to obtain each possible grouping, and then selecting the grouping with the least number of changes.





All three methods were applied to two groups of sign languages/sign language dialects. The first language group is the Japanese Sign Language Family, composed of Japanese Sign Language (JSL), Taiwanese Sign Language (TSL) and Korean Sign Language (KSL). Analysis is performed on data from the standard dialects of each (based, respectively in Tokyo, Taipei and Seoul, and represented in standard sign language dictionaries and glossaries), as well as from several non-standard dialects of JSL (data collected by interview). The second language group is American Sign Language (ASL). Here analysis is performed on data from the dialects provided by Shroyer & Shroyer (1984), and also data from Bolivian Sign Language (LSBol), which is proposed to be a (special) dialect of ASL. Data for LSBol is from the only dictionary of the language available (Ministerio de Educacion y Culture, Bolivia 1992), as well as interviews conducted with native signers in Cochabamba.





Trees for both reconstructed sign language/dialect families will be presented, as well a compromise trees where the different methods of analysis produce different results. Generally speaking, the results of the analyses show that the three languages of the JSL language group are indeed separate languages, and whereas the dialects examined for Eastern JSL do form a monophyletic dialect group, those examined for Western JSL do not. In addition, within the JSL language group, both KSL and TSL stand a bit apart. As for LSBol and the ASL dialects, the proposed grouping of LSBol with the ASL dialects is confirmed. In each case the different analysis methods produce slightly different results. Reasons for these differences will also be discussed.


