There are different sign languages all over the
world, just as there are different spoken lan-
guages. ASL and British Sign Language are differ-
ent, mutually unintelligible languages. Because
the American and British Deaf communities were
not in contact with each other, the two languages
developed independently. French Sign Language,
Danish Sign Language, Taiwan Sign Language,
Australian Sign Language, Thai Sign Language,
Finnish Sign Language, Brazilian Sign Language,
and many others have developed in communities
of Deaf people, just as spoken languages have
developed in communities of hearing people.
Each displays the kinds of structural differences
from the country’s spoken language that show it
to be a language in its own right.

The discovery that sign languages are languages
in their own right has led to the blossoming of
literary culture in sign. With a new sense of
pride in their language and culture, and rooted in
Deaf people’s strong story-telling tradition, a new
generation of Deaf writers, playwrights, and poets
has begun to explore the ways sign languages
can be used to create works of art. They have
produced literary works in sign languages—sto-
ries, plays, and poetry—performed and dissemi-
nated on videotape.

What has been discovered over the past half cen-
tury is that sign language is language. This is
not just a discovery about sign language; it is a
discovery about language itself. It reveals human
language to be more flexible than had been
imagined, able to exist in either auditory or visual
form. It shows that the human drive for language
is so strong that when deafness makes speech
inaccessible, it finds another channel, creating
language in sign. Sign language has taught us
that human language can use either channel—
speech or sign. It is a living testament to the
fact that language is what we all need to be
human.
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What is Sign Language?

Now is a good time to ask. During most of the
20th century, no one really knew. Not even Deaf
people who used sign language in their daily lives
knew what it was. Those who noticed that many
thoughts are expressed differently in sign and in
English assumed that sign was an ungrammatical
form of English. Most Americans thought it was

a way to express English words with signs—a
substitute for speech. As the truth came to light
in the second half of the 20th century, it surprised
everyone.

Do the signs of American Sign Language (ASL)
stand for English words? A simple test is to find
English words that have two different meanings.
If ASL signs stand for English words, there would
be a sign with the same two meanings as the
English word. For example, the English word
“right” has two meanings: one is the opposite of
“wrong,” the other is the opposite of “left.” But
there is no ASL sign with these two meanings.
They are expressed by two different signs in ASL,
just as they are expressed by two different words
in French, Spanish, Russian, Japanese, and most
other languages.

Right (opposite
of “wrong”)

Right (opposite
of “left”)

Like the words of other languages, ASL signs express
meanings, not English words.

A single ASL sign can express an entire sentence that
requires three words or more in English. For example,
the signs below mean “I ask her,” and “she asks me.”

| ask her

She asks me

The hand’s orientation and the direction in which it
moves indicate who is asking whom. English requires
three different words to express “ask,” the person
asking, and the person asked. In ASL the complex
meanings “l ask her” and “she asks me” are each
expressed by a single sign.

A single ASL sign can express even more. Adding a
circular movement to these signs produces signs
meaning “l ask her for a long time” and “she asks me
for a long time:”

| ask her for
a long time

She asks me
for a long time

Changing the movement in other ways produces signs
meaning “l ask her repeatedly,” “I ask her continual-
ly,” “she asks me repeatedly,” “she asks me continual-
ly,” and others. These meanings, which English needs
four words or more to express, are expressed with
only one sign in ASL. ASL has many ways of combin-
ing into a single sign complex meanings that can only
be expressed with a sequence of words in English.
This is one of the many differences between ASL
grammar and English grammar. ASL does not lack
grammar; it has a grammar of its own that is different
from that of English.

Yes-no questions illustrate another difference between
ASL grammar and English. To change an English
declarative sentence to a question, one changes the
word order, sometimes adding a form of the verb
“do.” For example, “She was there” becomes “Was
she there?” “He worked here” becomes “Did he work
here?” In ASL, a declarative and the corresponding
yes-no question consist of the same signs in the same
order. The difference between a statement and a

question is indicated on the face: when a yes-no
question is signed, the eyebrows are raised. In an
ASL conversation, signers do not watch each
other’s hands; they maintain eye contact, watching
each other’s faces. Grammatical information, such
as the difference between statements and ques-
tions, is conveyed on the face. Signers get all the
information conveyed by the hands through their
peripheral vision.

Another kind of question uses question words such
as “who,” “what,” “where,” “when,” and “why.” In
English and in most other European languages,
these question words come at the beginning of the
sentence, e.g. What did she buy yesterday? In ASL,
this question may be expressed in several ways,
including one with the question word at the end of
the sentence (SHE BUY YESTERDAY WHAT?), or
both at the beginning and the end (WHAT SHE BUY
YESTERDAY WHAT?). This is another way that ASL
grammar differs from English.

Such differences between ASL and English grammar
have been discovered only since linguists began to
study ASL as a language in its own right, beginning
around 1960. The differences between ASL and
English, once thought to show that ASL is “ungram-
matical English,” have turned out to be a rich
source of evidence that ASL has a grammar of its
own. Indeed, ASL differs more from English in its
grammatical structure than do European languages
such as French, German, Spanish, and Russian.
Many of the grammatical structures that distinguish
ASL from English are found in other spoken lan-
guages around the world. ASL differs from English
for the same reason other languages do: it is a
different language. As such, it is increasingly being
accepted as satisfying foreign language require-
ments in high schools, colleges, and universities.

The differences between ASL and English are evi-
dence that ASL was not invented or modelled on
English, but rather developed within the American
Deaf community. In the same way, other sign lan-
guages have developed in other Deaf communities.



