why is sign language not universal

why is sign language not universal is a question that often arises among those
unfamiliar with the diversity and complexity of sign languages worldwide. Unlike spoken
languages, which vary greatly across regions, many assume sign language might be a
single, universal mode of communication for the deaf and hard of hearing. However, this is
not the case. Sign languages have developed independently in different communities,
influenced by cultural, historical, and geographical factors, resulting in a multitude of
distinct sign languages globally. This article explores the reasons behind the lack of
universality in sign language, examining the linguistic, cultural, and social elements
shaping its diversity. By understanding why sign language is not universal, one gains
insight into the rich tapestry of human communication and the unique identities within
deaf communities. The following sections will delve into the history of sign languages,
their linguistic variations, cultural influences, and the challenges of creating a universal
system.

e The Historical Development of Sign Languages

e Linguistic Diversity Among Sign Languages

e Cultural and Regional Influences on Sign Language

e Challenges in Establishing a Universal Sign Language

e Efforts Toward International Sign and Its Limitations

The Historical Development of Sign Languages

The evolution of sign languages is deeply rooted in the histories of deaf communities
around the world. Unlike spoken languages that have often spread through migration or
conquest, sign languages typically emerge within localized deaf populations. The
development of these languages is influenced by social interactions, education systems,
and the establishment of deaf institutions.

Origins in Deaf Communities

Sign languages generally arise naturally when deaf individuals come together and need a
means of communication. These languages are not artificially created but evolve
organically, shaped by the needs and experiences of their users. For example, American
Sign Language (ASL) developed from a combination of French Sign Language and
indigenous sign systems used in the United States during the early 19th century.



Impact of Educational Institutions

Schools for the deaf have played a significant role in the formation and dissemination of
sign languages. Where a school adopts a particular sign language or teaching method,
that language often becomes the standard within the local deaf community. Different
schools across the world use different sign languages, which contributes to the diversity
rather than unification of sign language.

Linguistic Diversity Among Sign Languages

Sign languages are fully-fledged natural languages with their own grammar, syntax, and
vocabulary, distinct from the spoken languages in their regions. The linguistic variability
among sign languages is extensive, and many are mutually unintelligible despite sharing
the same modality of communication.

Distinct Grammar and Syntax

Each sign language possesses unique grammatical structures that differ from spoken
languages and from other sign languages. For example, ASL uses a topic-comment
sentence structure, while British Sign Language (BSL) employs a different grammar
system. These structural differences make it impossible to assume comprehension across
different sign languages.

Vocabulary Variations

Vocabulary in sign languages can vary widely due to regional and cultural differences.
Signs for common concepts may look entirely different in separate languages, just as
spoken words do. The variations are influenced by local customs, environment, and
historical developments, further emphasizing the linguistic diversity within sign
languages.

Cultural and Regional Influences on Sign
Language

Culture and geography profoundly shape the development and characteristics of sign
languages. Deaf communities are embedded within their broader cultural contexts, and
these influences are reflected in their modes of communication.

Role of Local Culture

Signs often incorporate cultural references, social norms, and environmental factors
specific to the region or community. This cultural embedding means that sign languages
evolve in ways that reflect the identity and experiences of their users, making universal



communication challenging.

Geographical Separation

Physical distance and isolation between deaf communities limit the spread of a single sign
language. Just as spoken dialects develop in isolated regions, sign languages evolve
independently, leading to significant differences based on geographical factors.

Challenges in Establishing a Universal Sign
Language

Despite the apparent benefits of a universal sign language, several significant challenges
hinder its creation and adoption. These challenges stem from linguistic complexity,
cultural identity, and practical considerations within diverse deaf communities.

Linguistic Complexity and Variation

The complexity of individual sign languages makes standardization difficult. Each
language’s unique grammatical rules and vocabulary resist simplification or
homogenization into a universal form. Attempts to create a universal system must navigate
these linguistic intricacies carefully.

Cultural Identity and Resistance

Sign languages are closely tied to the identity of deaf communities. Many users view their
language as an essential part of their cultural heritage. As such, there is often resistance
to adopting a universal sign language, which can be seen as erasing or diminishing local
languages and identities.

Practical Adoption and Education

Implementing a universal sign language would require widespread education, training,
and acceptance among diverse populations. Given the entrenched use of local sign
languages and the resources needed for such an initiative, universal adoption faces
significant logistical hurdles.

Efforts Toward International Sign and Its
Limitations

International Sign (IS) is a simplified sign system used in international meetings and
events involving deaf participants from different countries. It aims to facilitate basic



communication but is not a fully developed language equivalent to natural sign languages.

Characteristics of International Sign

International Sign uses a limited vocabulary and relies heavily on iconic signs and
gestures understood across many cultures. It is designed for ease of comprehension in
short-term interactions rather than daily use within a community.

Limitations of International Sign

International Sign lacks the grammatical complexity and depth of natural sign languages,
making it insufficient for nuanced or extended communication. Its use remains confined to
specific contexts such as international conferences, and it does not replace regional sign
languages.

e International Sign is not a full language but a pidgin-like system
e Limited vocabulary restricts detailed communication
e Not widely taught or used outside international events

e Cannot fully capture the cultural nuance of native sign languages

Frequently Asked Questions

Why isn't sign language universal like spoken
languages?

Sign languages developed naturally within different Deaf communities around the world,
influenced by local culture, history, and social interactions, leading to a variety of distinct
sign languages rather than a single universal one.

How do cultural differences impact the development of
sign languages?

Cultural differences shape the vocabulary, expressions, and gestures used in sign
languages, resulting in unique languages that reflect the values, environment, and
experiences of each Deaf community.

Are there any efforts to create a universal sign



language?

While there are systems like International Sign used at global events, these are simplified
and not fully comprehensive. Creating a truly universal sign language is challenging due
to the rich diversity and complexity of existing sign languages.

Does the grammar of sign languages vary across
regions?

Yes, sign languages have their own grammar rules that can differ significantly from one
another, just like spoken languages, making it difficult for one sign language to be
universally understood by all users.

What role does history play in the diversity of sign
languages?

Historical factors such as geographic isolation, colonization, and the establishment of Deaf
schools have influenced the development of different sign languages, contributing to their
diversity rather than a single universal form.

Additional Resources

1. The Diversity of Sign Languages: Why Universality Eludes Them

This book explores the rich variety of sign languages around the world and explains the
linguistic, cultural, and historical reasons why a universal sign language has never
developed. It delves into how geography, community isolation, and differing cultural
norms have shaped unique sign languages. The author also discusses the implications of
this diversity for deaf education and communication.

2. Signs of Identity: The Cultural Roots of Sign Language Variation

Focusing on the cultural foundations of sign languages, this book examines how identity
and community influence the formation and evolution of different sign languages. It
highlights case studies from various countries to show how social factors prevent the
emergence of a single, universal sign language. The text also considers the role of deaf
culture in maintaining language diversity.

3. From Gesture to Grammar: The Evolution of Distinct Sign Languages

This work traces the historical development of sign languages, illustrating how separate
sign systems evolved independently into fully-fledged languages with unique grammars. It
explains why no single sign language spread universally, unlike spoken lingua francas. The
author uses linguistic analysis to demonstrate how natural language change operates in
sign languages.

4. Barriers to a Universal Sign Language: Linguistic and Social Perspectives

This book addresses the complex linguistic and social barriers that have prevented the
creation of a universal sign language. It discusses factors such as language
standardization challenges, political boundaries, and community resistance to losing
linguistic heritage. The author argues that these barriers are deeply rooted in human



social structures.

5. Global Sign Languages: Understanding Their Differences and Commonalities

Offering an overview of various sign languages worldwide, this book highlights the
differences and similarities among them. It provides insight into why these languages are
not mutually intelligible and why a universal sign language has not emerged. The book
also discusses efforts to promote international sign communication and their limitations.

6. Communication Without Borders? The Myth of a Universal Sign Language

This book critically examines the popular assumption that sign language could or should
be universal. It explores historical attempts at creating international sign systems and why
they have largely failed. The author also considers the importance of preserving linguistic
diversity in the deaf community.

7. Sign Language and Society: How Community Shapes Language

This text investigates the role of social dynamics and community structures in shaping the
development of distinct sign languages. It explains how social isolation, migration, and
educational policies contribute to language variation. The book provides a sociolinguistic
perspective on why sign languages remain diverse.

8. International Sign: Bridging the Gap or Adding to the Divide?

Focusing on International Sign, a pidgin-like auxiliary sign system used in global deaf
events, this book explores its strengths and weaknesses. It discusses why International
Sign has not become a universal language and how it differs from natural sign languages.
The author evaluates its role in international communication among deaf people.

9. The Linguistic Landscape of Sign Languages: Origins, Differences, and Challenges

This comprehensive book covers the origins and linguistic features of various sign
languages, emphasizing why they differ so drastically. It discusses the challenges faced in
attempts to unify or standardize sign languages globally. The book serves as a
foundational text for understanding the complexity behind the non-universality of sign
languages.
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of concepts that students may draw on to link culture, communication, and community Expands the
Ethnographer’s Toolkit to include an introduction to basic concepts followed by a range of
ethnographic case studies

why is sign language not universal: Rector's Community and Public Health Nursing Mary Jo
Stanley, Charlene Niemi, 2024-12-17 Combining practical insights, real-world examples, and a
renowned, student-friendly approach, Rector’s Community and Public Health Nursing: Promoting
the Public's Health, 11th Edition, equips tomorrow’s nurses with the knowledge, skills, and
perspective needed to address complex health challenges and to promote the well-being of diverse
populations in an ever-changing healthcare landscape. This extensively revised edition reflects an
enhanced emphasis on clinical judgment and a renewed focus on the needs of aggregate and
vulnerable groups, familiarizing students with today’s most prominent public health issues while
empowering them to promote health, to foster disease prevention, and to protect at-risk populations
in any setting.

why is sign language not universal: Deafness, Gesture and Sign Language in the 18th
Century French Philosophy Josef Fulka, 2020-04-15 The book represents a historical overview of the
way the topic of gesture and sign language has been treated in the 18th century French philosophy.
The texts treated are grouped into several categories based on the view they present of deafness and
gesture. While some of those texts obviously view deafness and sign language in negative terms, i.e.
as deficiency, others present deafness essentially as difference, i.e. as a set of competences that
might provide some insights into how spoken language works. One of the arguments of the book is
that these two views of deafness and sign language still represent two dominant paradigms present
in the current debates on the issue. The aim of the book, therefore, is not only to provide a historical
overview but to trace what might be called a “history of the present”.

why is sign language not universal: The Universal Access Handbook Constantine Stephanidis,
2009-06-11 In recent years, the field of Universal Access has made significant progress in
consolidating theoretical approaches, scientific methods and technologies, as well as in exploring
new application domains. Increasingly, professionals in this rapidly maturing area require a
comprehensive and multidisciplinary resource that addresses current principles

why is sign language not universal: Sign Language Linguistics Howard Burton, 2020-10-01
This book is based on an in-depth filmed conversation between Howard Burton and renowned
researcher of sign languages Carol Padden, the Sanford I. Berman Chair in Language and Human
Communication at UC San Diego. This extensive conversation covers topics such as growing up with
ASL, Carol’s early work with Bill Stokoe, the linguistic complexity, structure and properties of ASL
and other sign languages, the development of new sign languages throughout the world, the role of
gesture and embodiment, and much more. This carefully-edited book includes an introduction,
Heeding the Signs, and questions for discussion at the end of each chapter: I. Choosing languages -
Faulty assumptions and different sides II. Distance Education - A formative experience III. Signing as
Language - Bill Stokoe and the development of ASL IV. Diversity and Structure - The many shades of
sign languages V. Distinctiveness - Language, identity, and the question of affordances VI.
Embodiment - Making sense of the world around us through our bodies VII. A Cultural Window -
Change, humour and balance VIII. Predictions and Proclivities - Speculations on the future, fillers
and gender markers IX. Examining Diversity - Brain scans, sign-twisters and gesturing Italians X.
Making Comparison - Efficiency, community and complexity About Ideas Roadshow Conversations:
Presented in an accessible, conversational format, Ideas Roadshow books not only explore frontline
academic research but also reveal the inspirations and personal journeys behind the research.

why is sign language not universal: A Language in Space Irit Meir, Wendy Sandler, 2008 This
English version of A Language in Space: The Story of Israeli Sign Language, which received the
Bahat Award for most outstanding book for a general audience in its Hebrew edition, is an
introduction to sign language using Israeli Sign Language (ISL) as a model. Authors Irit Meir and
Wendy Sandler offer a glimpse into a number of fascinating descriptions of the ISL. community to
which linguists and other researchers may not have access. An underlying premise of the book is



that language is a mental system with universal properties, and that language lives through people.
A clear and engaging read, A Language in Space addresses relevant aspects of sign language,
including the most abstract questions and matters related to society and community. Divided into
three parts, the book covers: the linguistic structure of Israeli Sign Language; the language and its
community; and a broad depiction of ISL and the contribution of sign language research to linguistic
theory. This book is intended for linguists (with or without a background in sign language),
psychologists, sociologists, educators, students, and anyone with an interest in the human capacity
for language.

why is sign language not universal: A Companion to Linguistic Anthropology Alessandro
Duranti, 2008-04-15 A Companion to Linguistic Anthropology provides a series of in-depth
explorations of key concepts and approaches by some of the scholars whose work constitutes the
theoretical and methodological foundations of the contemporary study of language as culture.
Provides a definitive overview of the field of linguistic anthropology, comprised of original
contributions by leading scholars in the field Summarizes past and contemporary research across
the field and is intended to spur students and scholars to pursue new paths in the coming decades
Includes a comprehensive bibliography of over 2000 entries designed as a resource for anyone
seeking a guide to the literature of linguistic anthropology

why is sign language not universal: The Oxford Handbook of Deaf Studies, Language,
and Education, Volume 1, Second Edition Marc Marschark, Patricia Elizabeth Spencer,
2011-01-11 In this updated edition of the landmark original volume, a range of international experts
present a comprehensive overview of the field of deaf studies, language, and education. Written for
students, practitioners, and researchers, The Oxford Handbook of Deaf Studies, Language, and
Education, Volume 1, is a uniquely ambitious work that has altered both the theoretical and applied
landscapes.

why is sign language not universal: Universal Indian Sign Language of the Plains Indians of
North America William Tomkins, 1929

why is sign language not universal: Language Acquisition by Deaf Children Kristina
Coltzau, 2011-11 Seminar paper from the year 2011 in the subject English Language and Literature
Studies - Other, grade: 1,7, Ernst Moritz Arndt University of Greifswald (Anglistik/Amerikanistik),
language: English, abstract: Language is the most important device in means of communication
between human beings all over the world. We use it to ask something, to complain or explain and to
tell what we think about things that come into our mind. But what if everything around you is silent?
If you are deaf. You need to take advantage of one of your other organs, the eyes. Take advantage of
facial expressions and gesticulation performed by others. In this term paper we have a look on
language acquisition by deaf children in comparison with the acquisition by hearing children. First
of all I will give information about deafness in general followed by an introduction to sign language. I
will concentrate on American Sign Language (ASL) because of the small amount of information
available about the other kinds of sign language. Within the comparison we need to differentiate
between children growing up with hearing or deaf parents because of the impact the social
environment has on language acquisition. This is also relevant to state because only 10% of the deaf
children actually have deaf parents. Further I would like to introduce bilingualism in connection with
deafness. In my conclusion I will state why studies on the subject of language acquisition by deaf
children are important to understand language in his whole complexity.

why is sign language not universal: Australian Sign Language (Auslan) Trevor Johnston,
Adam Schembri, 2007-01-18 This is first comprehensive introduction to the linguistics of Auslan, the
sign language of Australia. Assuming no prior background in language study, it explores each key
aspect of the structure of Auslan, providing an accessible overview of its grammar (how sentences
are structured), phonology (the building blocks of signs), morphology (the structure of signs),
lexicon (vocabulary), semantics (how meaning is created), and discourse (how Auslan is used in
context). The authors also discuss a range of myths and misunderstandings about sign languages,
provide an insight into the history and development of Auslan, and show how Auslan is related to



other sign languages, such as those used in Britain, the USA and New Zealand. Complete with clear
illustrations of the signs in use and useful further reading lists, this is an ideal resource for anyone
interested in Auslan, as well as those seeking a clear, general introduction to sign language
linguistics.

why is sign language not universal: Teaching Deaf Learners Harry Knoors PhD, Marc
Marschark, 2014-01-22 Teaching Deaf Learners asserts that the education of deaf learners profits
from an ecological approach to learning and teaching. What is known about the characteristics of
deaf learners implies that teaching deaf learners should not be the same as teaching their hearing
peers. Appropriate teacher education is of crucial importance given the increasing diversity of deaf
learners and their educational contexts.

why is sign language not universal: British Sign Language Margaret Deuchar, 2013-06-17
This first linguistic study of British Sign Language is written for students of linguistics, for deaf and
hearing sign language researchers, for teachers and social workers for the deaf. The author
cross-refers to American Sign Language, which has usually been more extensively studied by
linguists, and compares the two languages.

why is sign language not universal: Sign Language And Language Acquisition In Man
And Ape Fred C. C. Peng, Roger S Fouts, Duane M Rumbaugh, 2019-06-10 This volume brings
together recent research findings on sign language and primatology and offers a novel approach to
comparative language acquisition. The contributors are anthropologists, psychologists, linguists,
psycholinguists, and manual language experts. They present a lucid account of what sign language is
in relation to oral language, and o

why is sign language not universal: The Book of Common Fallacies Philip Ward, Julia
Edwards, 2012-06 Everything you thought you knew was...

why is sign language not universal: Universal Grammar and American Sign Language D.C.
Lillo-Martin, 1991-09-30 AMERICAN SIGN LANGUAGE American Sign Language (ASL) is the
visual-gestural language used by most of the deaf community in the United States and parts of
Canada. On the surface, this language (as all signed languages) seems radically different from the
spoken languages which have been used to formulate theories of linguistic princi ples and
parameters. However, the position taken in this book is that when the surface effects of modality are
stripped away, ASL will be seen to follow many of the patterns proposed as universals for human
language. If these theoretical constructs are meant to hold for language in general, then they should
hold for natural human language in any modality; and ifASL is such a natural human language, then
it too must be accounted for by any adequate theory of Universal Grammar. For this rea son, the
study of ASL can be vital for proposed theories of Universal Grammar. Recent work in several
theoretical frameworks of syntax as well as phonology have argued that indeed, ASL is such a lan
guage. I will assume then, that principles of Universal Gram mar, and principles that derive from it,
are applicable to ASL, and in fact that ASL can serve as one of the languages which test Universal
Grammar. There is an important distinction to be drawn, however, be tween what is called here
'‘American Sign Language', and other forms of manual communication.

why is sign language not universal: Recognition, Regulation, Revitalisation Theodorus du
Plessis, Chrismi-Rinda Loth, 2020-01-01 Recognition, Regulation, Revitalisation: Place Names and
Indigenous Languages is a selection of double-blind peer-reviewed papers from the 5th International
Symposium on Place Names that took place 18-20 September 2020 in Clarens, South Africa. The
symposium celebrated 2019 as the International Year of Indigenous Languages as declared by the
United Nations.

why is sign language not universal: Understanding Signed Languages Erin Wilkinson, Jill
P. Morford, 2024-01-31 Understanding Signed Languages provides a broad and accessible
introduction to the science of language, with evidence drawn from signed languages around the
world. Readers will learn about language through a unique set of signed language studies that will
surprise them with the diversity of ways human languages achieve the same functional goals of
communication. Designed for students with no prior knowledge of signed languages or linguistics,



this book features: A comprehensive introduction to the sub-fields of linguistics, including
sociolinguistics, linguistic structure, language change, language acquisition, and bilingualism;
Examples from more than 50 of the world’s signed languages and a brief “Language in Community”
snapshot in each chapter highlighting one signed language and the researchers who are
documenting it; Opportunities to reflect on how language ideologies have shaped scientific inquiry
and contributed to linguistic bias; Review and discussion questions, useful websites, and pointers to
additional readings and resources at the end of each chapter. Understanding Signed Languages
provides instructors with a primary or secondary text to enliven the discourse in introductory classes
in linguistics, interpreting, deaf education, disability studies, cognitive science, human diversity, and
communication sciences and disorders. Students will develop an appreciation for the
language-specific and universal characteristics of signed languages and the global communities in
which they emerge.

why is sign language not universal: The Oxford Handbook of Universal Grammar lan G.
Roberts, 2017 This handbook provides a critical guide to the most central proposition in modern
linguistics: the notion, generally known as Universal Grammar, that a universal set of structural
principles underlies the grammatical diversity of the world's languages. Part I considers the
implications of Universal Grammar for philosophy of mind and the philosophy of language, and
examines the history of the theory. Part II focuses on linguistic theory, looking at topics such as
explanatory adequacy and how phonology and semantics fit into Universal Grammar. Parts III and IV
look respectively at the insights derived from UG-inspired research on language acquisition, and at
comparative syntax and language typology, while part V considers the evidence for Universal
Grammar in phenomena such as creoles, language pathology, and sign language. The book will be a
vital reference for linguists, philosophers, and cognitive scientists.

why is sign language not universal: In Search of Universal Grammar Terje Lohndal, 2013
This volume in honor of Jan Terje Faarlund covers the areas in which he has contributed to linguistic
theorizing, ranging from in-depth studies of Norwegian and Scandinavian grammar both
synchronically and diachronically, to work on the Indian language Chiapas Zoque. The book is
organized thematically with two chapters on each topic: The grammar of the Scandinavian
languages (Tor A. Afarli and Christer Platzack); language policies and sociolinguistics (Unn
Rgyneland and Peter Trudgill); French (Hans Petter Helland and Christine Meklenborg Salvesen);
language change (Werner Abraham and Elly van Gelderen); lesser-studied languages (Alice Harris
and Jerry Sadock); language acquisition (David Lightfoot and Marit Westergaard); and language
evolution (Erika Hagelberg and Salikoko Mufwene). This book will be of interest to a wide range of
readers, from students to scholars working on any of the areas covered.
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reason or purpose of something

Contextual difference between "That is why" vs “Which is why"? Thus we say: You never know,
which is why but You never know. That is why And goes on to explain: There is a subtle but
important difference between the use of that and which in a

"Why ?" vs. "Why is it that ?" - English Language & Usage Why is it that everybody wants to
help me whenever I need someone's help? Why does everybody want to help me whenever I need
someone's help? Can you please explain to me

pronunciation - Why is the “L” silent when pronouncing “salmon The reason why is an
interesting one, and worth answering. The spurious “silent 1” was introduced by the same people
who thought that English should spell words like debt and

american english - Why to choose or Why choose? - English Why to choose or Why choose?
[duplicate] Ask Question Asked 10 years, 10 months ago Modified 10 years, 10 months ago

Politely asking "Why is this taking so long??" You'll need to complete a few actions and gain 15
reputation points before being able to upvote. Upvoting indicates when questions and answers are
useful. What's reputation and how do I

Is "For why" improper English? - English Language & Usage Stack For why' can be idiomatic
in certain contexts, but it sounds rather old-fashioned. Googling 'for why' (in quotes) I discovered
that there was a single word 'forwhy' in Middle English

Do you need the “why” in “That's the reason why”? [duplicate] Relative why can be freely
substituted with that, like any restrictive relative marker. I.e, substituting that for why in the
sentences above produces exactly the same pattern of

"Why do not you come here?" vs "Why do you not come here?" "Why don't you come here?"
Beatrice purred, patting the loveseat beside her. "Why do you not come here?" is a question seeking
the reason why you refuse to be someplace. "Let's go in

indefinite articles - Is it 'a usual’ or 'an usual'? Why? - English As Jimi Oke points out, it
doesn't matter what letter the word starts with, but what sound it starts with. Since "usual" starts
with a 'y' sound, it should take 'a' instead of 'an'. Also, If you say

Where does the use of "why" as an interjection come from? "why" can be compared to an old
Latin form qui, an ablative form, meaning how. Today "why" is used as a question word to ask the
reason or purpose of something

Contextual difference between "That is why" vs "Which is why"? Thus we say: You never know,
which is why but You never know. That is why And goes on to explain: There is a subtle but
important difference between the use of that and which in a
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