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French Sign Language vs ASL: Understanding the Differences and Similarities

Introduction

The world of Deaf communication is rich and diverse, with numerous sign languages developing
organically within communities worldwide. Among the most prominent are French Sign Language
(LSF) and American Sign Language (ASL). While both are sophisticated visual-gestural languages
used to express complex thoughts and emotions, they are distinct entities with unique histories,
grammatical structures, and vocabularies. Understanding the nuances between French Sign
Language vs ASL is crucial for anyone interested in Deaf culture, linguistics, or facilitating cross-
cultural communication within the Deaf community. This article will delve into the origins, linguistic
features, cultural impact, and practical considerations when comparing French Sign Language vs
ASL, highlighting their divergence and surprising points of overlap. We aim to provide a
comprehensive overview for those seeking to grasp the fundamental differences and similarities
between these two significant sign languages.
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Origins and Historical Development of LSF and ASL

The distinct paths taken by French Sign Language (LSF) and American Sign Language (ASL) are
deeply rooted in history, particularly in the development of formal education for the Deaf. LSF's
origins can be traced back to the 18th century, significantly influenced by the work of Abbé Charles-
Michel de l'Épée in Paris. He established the first public school for the Deaf in 1760, where he
observed and documented the existing signs used by Deaf Parisians and began to systematize them.
This foundation laid the groundwork for what would become LSF, a language with a rich history and
a direct lineage to the signing practices of France.

ASL, on the other hand, has a more complex and geographically diverse origin story. While LSF
played a pivotal role in its early development, ASL is not simply a dialect of LSF. Its roots are a
fascinating blend of indigenous sign languages from various regions of the United States,
particularly from Martha's Vineyard, where a significant portion of the population was congenitally
deaf and used a local sign language, and the signs developed at the first permanent school for the
Deaf in North America, founded in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1817 by Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet.
Gallaudet traveled to Europe, seeking methods for educating the Deaf, and met Laurent Clerc, a
Deaf teacher from Abbé de l'Épée's school in Paris. Clerc brought LSF with him to America, and his
arrival and subsequent teaching at the Hartford school significantly influenced the developing
language. Therefore, while LSF provided a strong foundation and many signs, ASL evolved by
incorporating and adapting elements from various existing sign languages in the United States,
creating a unique linguistic identity. The interaction between Clerc's LSF and the existing American
sign languages is a key factor in understanding the relationship between French Sign Language vs
ASL.

Linguistic Structures: Grammar and Syntax

The grammatical structures of French Sign Language (LSF) and American Sign Language (ASL)
showcase the independent evolution and distinct linguistic principles that govern them. While both
are fully developed natural languages with their own complex grammars, their sentence structures
and the ways they convey meaning differ considerably. LSF, much like its spoken counterpart
French, often follows a Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) word order in its signed representations, though
flexibility exists to emphasize certain elements. It utilizes spatial grammar extensively, with
locations in the signing space representing people, objects, and concepts, and movement from these
locations indicating relationships and actions.

ASL also relies heavily on spatial grammar, but its typical sentence structure can be more flexible
and varied than LSF. While an SVO order is common, ASL often prioritizes the topic of the sentence
first, followed by the comment, which can lead to different ordering patterns to emphasize
information. Furthermore, ASL employs a range of non-manual markers, such as facial expressions,
head tilts, and body shifts, which are integral to conveying grammatical information, including
questions, negation, and adverbs. These markers are not merely decorative but are crucial
grammatical components. When considering French Sign Language vs ASL in terms of syntax, it’s
important to recognize that while both use space to convey information, the specific rules and
conventions for doing so are distinct, reflecting their independent developmental paths.



Vocabulary and Lexicon: A Comparative Look

The lexicons of French Sign Language (LSF) and American Sign Language (ASL) are largely
disparate, reflecting their separate evolutionary trajectories and cultural influences. While some
signs may bear superficial resemblances due to shared historical influences (particularly LSF's
impact on early ASL), the vast majority of signs are unique to each language. This is not surprising,
as the vocabulary of any language develops based on the specific needs, experiences, and cultural
contexts of its user community. For instance, the signs for common concepts like "eat," "drink,"
"house," or "school" will likely be different in LSF and ASL.

The divergence in vocabulary is also evident in specialized terminology related to cultural practices,
historical events, or geographical locations specific to France and the United States. Even when a
concept might seem universal, the specific visual representation developed by each community can
be entirely different. This disparity is a significant factor when comparing French Sign Language vs
ASL, highlighting that they are not mutually intelligible at the lexical level. Learning one does not
automatically grant understanding of the other, much like learning French does not mean one can
understand English without dedicated study.

Phonology and Handshapes

The "phonology" of sign languages refers to the basic building blocks of signs, akin to phonemes in
spoken languages. These include handshape, orientation, location, and movement, along with non-
manual markers. In French Sign Language (LSF) and American Sign Language (ASL), these
phonological components are organized according to distinct linguistic rules. While both utilize a
range of handshapes, their specific repertoire and the way they are combined with other parameters
to form signs differ.

For example, a particular handshape that is common and easily produced in ASL might be absent or
used differently in LSF, and vice-versa. The orientation of the palm, the specific location in the
signing space where the sign is produced, and the type of movement (e.g., straight, circular,
oscillating) all contribute to the distinctiveness of each sign within its respective language. While a
comprehensive comparison of every phonological feature is beyond the scope of this overview, it's
crucial to understand that the fundamental "sound system" of French Sign Language vs ASL, if you
will, is different. This is a primary reason why direct mutual intelligibility is limited.

The Influence of Deaf Education

The history of Deaf education has played a profound role in shaping both French Sign Language
(LSF) and American Sign Language (ASL), though in different ways. In France, Abbé de l'Épée's
innovative approach in the 18th century, which emphasized the use of existing signs and the
creation of systematic visual vocabulary, was instrumental in standardizing LSF. The schools that
followed continued to foster and develop the language within the French Deaf community.

In the United States, the establishment of the Hartford school by Gallaudet and Clerc in 1817
marked a turning point. As mentioned earlier, Clerc brought LSF principles and vocabulary to



America, which then merged with existing indigenous sign languages. This fusion, along with the
subsequent development of education for the Deaf across the country, led to the formation of ASL as
a distinct language. However, the history of Deaf education is also marked by periods of oralism,
where signing was discouraged or banned in favor of speech. This pedagogical debate has had
implications for language preservation and transmission within both communities, though the
impact and specific historical contexts varied. Understanding these educational histories is key to
appreciating the distinct yet intertwined development of French Sign Language vs ASL.

Cultural Significance and Identity

Sign languages are not merely tools of communication; they are deeply intertwined with Deaf
culture and identity. French Sign Language (LSF) is a vital component of the Deaf community in
France, representing a shared history, heritage, and worldview. It serves as a powerful unifying
force, fostering a sense of belonging and collective identity. The language itself is a repository of
cultural norms, humor, and artistic expression unique to the French Deaf experience.

Similarly, American Sign Language (ASL) is central to Deaf culture in the United States and parts of
Canada. It is the primary language of a vibrant and distinct cultural group, carrying with it a rich
tapestry of traditions, social customs, and a unique perspective on the world. The pride and
advocacy surrounding ASL are testament to its significance as a symbol of Deaf identity and
empowerment. When discussing French Sign Language vs ASL, it's crucial to acknowledge that each
language is more than just a set of signs; it's a cultural anchor that shapes and sustains the
communities that use it.

Mutual Intelligibility: Can LSF and ASL Users
Understand Each Other?

A common question when comparing French Sign Language (LSF) and American Sign Language
(ASL) is whether users of one can understand the other. Generally, the answer is no, they are not
mutually intelligible. This is comparable to asking if a native French speaker can understand a
native English speaker without prior learning. While there might be a few very basic signs that
appear similar due to chance or perhaps a very early, limited borrowing, the vast majority of the
lexicon, grammar, and syntax are different.

The historical influence of LSF on the formation of ASL means that ASL has some LSF roots, but ASL
has evolved independently for over two centuries, incorporating many other influences and
developing its own unique linguistic system. Therefore, a fluent ASL user would not be able to
understand a fluent LSF user without dedicated learning, and vice versa. This lack of mutual
intelligibility is a significant point of distinction when examining French Sign Language vs ASL and
underscores their status as separate and unique languages.

Learning French Sign Language vs ASL

For individuals interested in learning either French Sign Language (LSF) or American Sign



Language (ASL), the learning process requires dedicated study and immersion. The pathways to
acquiring fluency in each language are similar in principle but differ in the specific resources and
communities involved. Learning ASL often involves seeking out ASL classes, Deaf community events,
online ASL courses, and resources such as ASL dictionaries and grammar guides. Immersion within
an ASL-using community is highly recommended for developing conversational fluency and cultural
understanding.

Learning LSF follows a similar model, requiring access to LSF instructors, Deaf cultural centers in
France or French-speaking regions, and LSF-specific learning materials. Given the geographical
distribution of these languages, the accessibility of learning resources can depend heavily on one's
location. When considering French Sign Language vs ASL from a learning perspective, prospective
learners should identify their goals and the communities they wish to connect with, as this will guide
their choice of language and the resources they utilize.

Conclusion

In conclusion, while both French Sign Language (LSF) and American Sign Language (ASL) are
robust, expressive languages used by vibrant Deaf communities, they are distinct linguistic entities.
Their origins, historical development, grammatical structures, lexicons, and phonological features all
contribute to their unique identities. The influence of Deaf education and the cultural significance of
each language further underscore their separateness. Although LSF played a role in the early
formation of ASL, centuries of independent evolution have resulted in two languages that are not
mutually intelligible. Understanding the differences and similarities between French Sign Language
vs ASL is essential for fostering effective communication, appreciating Deaf cultures, and
recognizing the rich linguistic diversity that exists within the global Deaf community.

Frequently Asked Questions

Is French Sign Language (LSF) mutually intelligible with
American Sign Language (ASL)?
No, LSF and ASL are not mutually intelligible. While both are sign languages, they evolved
independently and have distinct vocabularies, grammar, and syntax, much like spoken French and
spoken English.

What is the historical relationship between LSF and ASL?
ASL has historical roots in LSF. In the early 19th century, Laurent Clerc, a deaf teacher from
France, traveled to the United States and co-founded the first public school for the deaf with Thomas
Hopkins Gallaudet. Clerc brought LSF with him, which heavily influenced the development of ASL,
along with indigenous sign languages already in use in America.

How do LSF and ASL differ in their grammar and structure?
Both LSF and ASL are fully developed languages with complex grammatical structures. However,



they differ in aspects like verb agreement, the use of space for referring to people and objects, and
the order of grammatical elements. ASL, for instance, often uses a topic-comment structure, while
LSF has its own unique ways of conveying grammatical information.

Are there regional variations within LSF and ASL?
Yes, just like spoken languages, both LSF and ASL have regional dialects and variations. This means
that signs and some grammatical features can differ between different regions within France for
LSF, and within the United States and Canada for ASL.

How does the manual alphabet differ between LSF and ASL?
The manual alphabets, used for spelling out words, are different. ASL uses a one-handed manual
alphabet, while LSF uses a two-handed manual alphabet. This is one of the most immediate visual
differences between the two languages.

Which sign language is more widely used globally?
It's difficult to definitively say which is 'more widely used' without precise global data, as sign
language use is tied to specific Deaf communities. ASL is dominant in the United States and parts of
Canada, while LSF is the primary sign language of France and has influenced sign languages in
other French-speaking countries.

Why is it important to distinguish between LSF and ASL?
It's crucial to distinguish between LSF and ASL to respect the linguistic diversity of Deaf
communities and to ensure accurate communication. Treating them as the same would be akin to
assuming everyone who speaks a Romance language speaks the same way.

Are there any similarities between LSF and ASL beyond their
shared history?
While they are distinct languages, some signs might appear similar due to shared cultural influences
or universal concepts. However, these similarities are often coincidental rather than indicative of
mutual intelligibility. The foundational influences from LSF on ASL are the most significant historical
link.

How can I learn more about the differences and similarities
between LSF and ASL?
You can learn more through reputable resources such as academic studies on sign language
linguistics, Deaf community organizations, online dictionaries and learning platforms specifically for
LSF and ASL, and by connecting with Deaf individuals who use either language.



Additional Resources
Here is a numbered list of 9 book titles related to French Sign Language (LSF) vs. American Sign
Language (ASL), with short descriptions:

1. The Silent Divide: A History of Signed Languages in Europe and North America
This book delves into the historical development of both LSF and ASL, tracing their origins and
influences. It explores the key figures and institutions that shaped their evolution and spread across
different continents. The author examines how colonization, educational philosophies, and linguistic
contact led to the divergence and distinct characteristics of these two major signed languages.

2. Linguistic Kinship: Tracing the Roots of ASL in French Sign Language
This title focuses on the direct lineage of ASL from LSF, a crucial aspect of understanding their
relationship. It meticulously details the historical movement of French educators and deaf
individuals to America and their subsequent impact on the nascent ASL community. The book
highlights the specific linguistic features that were inherited and how they were adapted and
evolved within the American context.

3. Signs of Connection: Comparative Grammars of LSF and ASL
This academic work offers a detailed linguistic analysis, comparing and contrasting the grammatical
structures of LSF and ASL. It examines similarities in areas like verb agreement, spatialization, and
sentence construction, while also highlighting significant differences. The book serves as a valuable
resource for linguists and advanced learners seeking to understand the nuanced grammatical
systems of both languages.

4. Beyond the Atlantic: Cultural Contexts of French and American Sign Languages
This book explores the socio-cultural landscapes in which LSF and ASL developed and are used
today. It discusses the unique cultural experiences and community identities of deaf people in
France and the United States, and how these factors have shaped their respective languages. The
author considers the societal attitudes towards deafness and sign language in each country and their
impact on language preservation and recognition.

5. Visual Lexicon: A Lexical Comparison of French Sign Language and ASL
This resource provides a side-by-side comparison of the vocabulary of LSF and ASL, showcasing both
cognates and distinct signs. It aims to help learners and researchers understand the extent of lexical
borrowing and independent development. The book would likely include visual representations of
signs and discussions on the etymology of specific signs within each language.

6. The Laurent Clerc Legacy: From Paris to the American Deaf Community
This biography-focused book centers on the pivotal role of Laurent Clerc, a deaf French teacher who
co-founded the first permanent school for the deaf in North America. It explores his journey, his
teaching methods, and the profound influence he had on the establishment and early development of
ASL. The book emphasizes the direct transfer of LSF knowledge and structure that Clerc brought to
the United States.

7. Divergent Paths: Sociolinguistic Variation within LSF and ASL
While focusing on the comparison, this title also acknowledges the internal diversity within both LSF
and ASL. It examines regional dialects, generational differences, and the impact of various
educational approaches on the languages. The book aims to provide a more nuanced understanding
of how these languages are used in practice, beyond a generalized comparison.



8. Bridging the Gap: Practical Guide to Understanding LSF and ASL Differences
This book is designed for a broader audience, including interpreters, educators, and those interested
in Deaf culture, offering a more accessible comparison of LSF and ASL. It highlights practical
communication challenges and strategies for navigating the differences between the two languages.
The author emphasizes key visual and grammatical distinctions that are important for effective
cross-linguistic understanding.

9. The Sound of Silence, the Shape of Meaning: Exploring the Semantics of LSF and ASL
This work delves into how meaning is conveyed in both LSF and ASL, examining the semantic
principles that guide sign formation and expression. It explores how abstract concepts are
represented visually and how cultural nuances influence meaning. The book likely discusses the
relationship between the physical form of signs and the conceptual meaning they carry in both
languages.
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