
why is asl similar to french sign
language
why is asl similar to french sign language is a question that often arises
among linguists, sign language users, and educators. American Sign Language
(ASL) and French Sign Language (LSF - Langue des Signes Française) share many
similarities, which can be traced back to historical, cultural, and
linguistic connections. Understanding these connections sheds light on how
sign languages evolve and influence each other. This article explores the
origins of both sign languages, their historical ties, structural
similarities, and the impact of shared educational practices on their
development. By delving into why is asl similar to french sign language,
readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of the linguistic
relationship between these two important sign languages and the broader
implications for sign language studies worldwide.
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Historical Origins and Development of ASL and
French Sign Language

The historical background of French Sign Language (Langue des Signes
Française, or LSF) and American Sign Language (ASL) is foundational to
understanding their similarities. LSF has roots dating back to the 18th
century in France, where it developed organically within Deaf communities.
ASL, on the other hand, emerged in the early 19th century in the United
States. Its development was significantly influenced by the introduction of
LSF to American Deaf education.

Origins of French Sign Language

French Sign Language originated in the Deaf community of Paris. It evolved



naturally as a means of communication among deaf individuals, combining home
signs and village signs used by Deaf people across France. By the 18th
century, LSF had become a rich, fully developed language with its own grammar
and syntax, supporting a thriving Deaf culture.

Development of American Sign Language

American Sign Language began to form primarily after the establishment of the
American School for the Deaf in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1817. The school
was co-founded by Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet and Laurent Clerc, a Deaf teacher
from France who brought LSF with him. The interaction between LSF and
existing indigenous sign systems in the U.S. led to the creation of ASL.

Influence of French Sign Language on ASL

The most direct reason why is asl similar to french sign language lies in the
historical influence of LSF on ASL. Laurent Clerc's arrival in America marked
the introduction of French Sign Language into American Deaf education,
profoundly shaping the emerging ASL.

Laurent Clerc’s Role

Laurent Clerc was a Deaf educator from the Institut National des Jeunes
Sourds de Paris (National Institute for Deaf-Mutes in Paris). His
collaboration with Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet led to the foundation of the
first permanent school for the Deaf in the United States. Clerc’s use of LSF
in teaching American Deaf students was pivotal in transferring aspects of
French Sign Language to American learners.

Blending of Sign Systems

At the time, various home sign systems and regional sign languages existed
among Deaf Americans. The introduction of LSF combined with these indigenous
signs resulted in a hybrid language, which evolved into ASL. This blending
explains the significant lexical and grammatical similarities observed today.

Structural and Linguistic Similarities Between



ASL and French Sign Language

Analyzing the linguistic features of ASL and LSF reveals several compelling
similarities. These similarities go beyond mere vocabulary and extend into
the grammar, syntax, and spatial use of language.

Lexical Similarities

Many signs in ASL closely resemble their counterparts in French Sign Language
due to their shared origin. This lexical overlap is one of the most
noticeable features for learners familiar with both languages.

Grammatical and Syntactic Features

Both ASL and LSF utilize spatial grammar, facial expressions, and body
movements to convey meaning, which is typical of natural sign languages.
Their sentence structures share similar patterns, such as topic-comment
constructions and the use of non-manual markers to express questions or
negation.

Use of Space and Classifiers

Both languages employ spatial referencing, where the signer indicates
locations in physical space to represent subjects, objects, and actions.
Classifier handshapes are used in both ASL and LSF to represent categories of
objects and their movements, demonstrating a shared linguistic strategy.

Shared lexical items and sign forms

Similar grammatical structures and syntax

Utilization of spatial grammar and classifiers

Non-manual markers for grammatical functions

Educational and Cultural Connections

The educational frameworks and cultural interactions between Deaf communities



in France and the United States contributed greatly to the similarities
between ASL and French Sign Language. The dissemination of LSF through formal
education played a key role in shaping ASL.

Deaf Education in the 19th Century

The establishment of the American School for the Deaf was a turning point. It
introduced French pedagogical methods and sign language to American students,
which contrasted with oralist approaches prevalent elsewhere. This
educational model fostered the transmission of LSF elements into the emerging
ASL.

Cultural Exchanges Among Deaf Communities

Deaf individuals and educators traveling between France and the United States
facilitated cultural and linguistic exchange. These interactions helped
maintain ties between the two languages and their users, reinforcing
similarities over time.

Differences Despite Similarities

While ASL and French Sign Language share many features, it is important to
recognize that they are distinct languages. Each has evolved independently
for nearly two centuries, influenced by unique sociocultural and linguistic
factors.

Evolution of ASL in the American Context

ASL has incorporated signs from indigenous sign systems and adapted to the
cultural context of the United States. This evolution has led to differences
in vocabulary, idiomatic expressions, and usage.

Regional Variations and Dialects

Both ASL and LSF exhibit regional dialects and variations, which add
complexity to their comparison. These variations reflect localized Deaf
cultures and community preferences.



Distinct Linguistic Identities

Despite their shared roots, ASL and LSF serve different Deaf communities and
have developed unique identities. Mutual intelligibility is limited,
underscoring their status as separate languages rather than dialects of the
same language.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why is American Sign Language (ASL) similar to
French Sign Language (LSF)?
American Sign Language (ASL) is similar to French Sign Language (LSF) because
ASL was heavily influenced by LSF during its formation in the early 19th
century. Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet, an American educator, studied in France
and brought French Sign Language to the United States, which blended with
local sign systems to create ASL.

What historical events led to the similarity between
ASL and French Sign Language?
The similarity between ASL and French Sign Language stems from the
establishment of the American School for the Deaf in 1817 by Thomas Hopkins
Gallaudet and Laurent Clerc, a deaf teacher from France. Clerc taught LSF
signs to American deaf students, which merged with indigenous signs, leading
to ASL's development.

Are ASL and French Sign Language mutually
intelligible because of their similarities?
ASL and French Sign Language share many similarities due to their historical
connection, but they are not fully mutually intelligible. While they have
common roots and some overlapping signs, they have evolved separately for
over two centuries, resulting in distinct languages.

How much of ASL vocabulary is derived from French
Sign Language?
A significant portion of ASL vocabulary is derived from French Sign Language,
with estimates suggesting that about 60-70% of ASL signs have origins in LSF.
However, ASL also incorporates signs from regional and indigenous sign
systems in the United States.



Does the similarity between ASL and French Sign
Language affect deaf education in the US and France?
The similarity between ASL and French Sign Language has historical importance
in deaf education, as it shaped teaching methods and curriculum in the US.
However, modern deaf education in each country uses their respective sign
languages, which have developed unique grammatical structures and
vocabularies.

Additional Resources
1. The Origins of American Sign Language: Exploring French Influence
This book delves into the historical roots of American Sign Language (ASL)
and traces its connections to French Sign Language (LSF). It examines the
role of early Deaf educators, particularly Laurent Clerc, in bringing French
sign language to America. The book highlights the linguistic and cultural
exchanges that shaped ASL's development.

2. From Paris to Philadelphia: The Journey of Sign Language
This work narrates the migration of French Sign Language to the United States
through the establishment of the American School for the Deaf. It explains
how ASL evolved by blending LSF with local sign systems and indigenous signs
used by Deaf communities. The author provides insight into the social and
educational contexts of the 19th century that influenced this linguistic
fusion.

3. Comparative Grammar of ASL and French Sign Language
Focusing on linguistic structure, this book compares the grammar, syntax, and
vocabulary of ASL and LSF. It highlights similarities that point to a shared
lineage, as well as differences that emerged due to geographical and cultural
divergence. The detailed analysis is supported by examples from both
languages, making it valuable for linguists and sign language learners alike.

4. Language Contact and Change: ASL and French Sign Language
This academic text explores how language contact between French and American
Deaf communities led to changes in sign language use. It discusses theories
of language borrowing, pidginization, and creolization in the context of
ASL's development. The book provides a framework for understanding why ASL
and LSF share features despite evolving separately.

5. Laurent Clerc and the Birth of American Sign Language
A biographical account of Laurent Clerc, a Deaf French educator who played a
pivotal role in introducing French Sign Language to the United States. The
book highlights Clerc’s collaboration with Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet and their
impact on Deaf education. It also addresses how Clerc’s influence helped
shape the foundation of ASL.

6. Sign Language Families: Tracing the Lineage of ASL
This book situates ASL within the broader context of sign language families



worldwide, emphasizing its genetic ties to French Sign Language. Through
genealogical studies and linguistic evidence, the author explains why ASL is
often classified as part of the French Sign Language family. The book also
explores other influences that contributed to ASL’s unique character.

7. Deaf Education and Language Evolution: The French-American Connection
Examining the history of Deaf education in both France and America, this book
illustrates how educational philosophies affected language transmission. It
reveals how French teaching methods and sign language were transplanted to
America, shaping ASL’s early form. The text also discusses subsequent
adaptations within the American Deaf community.

8. Lexical Similarities Between ASL and French Sign Language
This linguistic study focuses on vocabulary overlap between ASL and LSF,
identifying signs that are cognates and those that differ. It investigates
how borrowing and language contact contributed to these lexical similarities.
The book is a useful resource for understanding the practical aspects of ASL
and LSF’s relatedness.

9. Cross-Cultural Perspectives on ASL and French Sign Language
This interdisciplinary book looks at how cultural exchange between Deaf
communities in France and America influenced the languages they use. It
explores shared traditions, values, and social practices that reinforced
linguistic ties. The author argues that language similarity is deeply
intertwined with cultural connections and identity.
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