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This work was precipitated by a profound 
curiosity about the historical relationship 
between American Sign Language (ASL) 
and French Sign Language ( LSF ). Deaf 
people from regions throughout France, 
too numerous to be cited here, provided 
Yves with information about their dialects 
that ultimately enabled him to publish his 
Dictionnaire étymologique et historique de 
la langue des signes française (Etymological 
and Historical Dictionary of French Sign 
Language) in 2007. After meeting Emily, 
some of this information proved relevant 
to reconstructing the history of ASL. It is 
thus a pleasure to thank again those who 
showed Yves these undocumented forms, 
especially the old signs from Chambéry and 
Clermont-Ferrand.
 In Paris and surrounding suburbs, 
special mention is accorded Chantal Callen 
and Jean Spitéri for the richness and diver-
sity of their personal knowledge of LSF. In 
addition, thanks go to Armand and Yvette 
Pelletier in Bourgogne, whose collabora-
tion with Yves resulted in the publication 
of two books and the establishment of a 
museum on the History and Culture of 
the Deaf. Yves also thanks Annie Ravent, 
Marie-Jo Page, Michel Poensin, and Évelyne 
Dubourdeau, who were responsible for col-
lecting  photographs of signs in the regions 
of Le Puy, Chambéry, and Saint-Laurent-
en-Royans, allowing us to redraw them 
in this publication. Finally, Yves wishes to 
thank Françoise Bonnal-Vergès, director of 
the magnificent collection “Archives de la 
langue des signes française” published by 

Lambert-Lucas, for her  unwavering intellec-
tual  support.
 Emily wishes to thank her Deaf neighbors 
and friends from her childhood home in 
Ohio, her ASL teachers in Columbus and 
Chicago who first exposed her to the lan-
guage in a classroom, and her instructors in 
Paris at l’Académie de la Langue des Signes 
Française. She thanks her family, particularly 
Aimee Potter, for hosting her for extended 
periods of time during her research in 
France. Special thanks are due to Chantal 
Callen and Jean Spitéri, dear friends who 
generously embraced her and patiently intro-
duced her to LSF. She also wishes to thank 
Edna Johnston whose initial interest in and 
passion about LSF’s historical connection to 
ASL prompted her to pursue this research 
in more depth. Edna generously modeled 
the contemporary ASL signs and provided a 
wealth of information about ASL throughout 
the development of this work.
 Emily collected regional forms of signs 
from numerous Deaf people across the U.S. 
She thanks especially Maude Nelson from 
Alabama, Sara Cardwell Johnston from 
Indiana, John and Clara Stafford from the 
Eastern Shore of Maryland, and countless 
others too numerous to list who have shared 
their signs and stories with her. The librar-
ians in the Motion Picture and Television 
Reading Room at the Library of Congress 
assisted Emily in the retrieval of the ASL 
films from the turn of the twentieth century 
and deserve her thanks. Ulf Hedberg and 
Michael J. Olson at the Gallaudet University 
Deaf Collections and Archives assisted Emily 
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in locating early documents of the American 
Deaf community, including early correspon-
dences between Laurent Clerc and Thomas 
H. Gallaudet and the demographic data 
concerning the population of students at the 
American School for the Deaf (ASD). Their 
dedication to preserving and promoting 
 Gallaudet’s legacy is noteworthy.
 The majority of the contemporary ASL 
signs in this dictionary were drawn by our 
dear friend Carole Marion, a talented Deaf 
French artist and graduate of the École 
Nationale des Beaux-Arts ( French National 
College of Art and Architecture). Carole 
teaches sign language and visual arts in a 
school for the deaf. Her work was funded 
by the Centre National de la Recherche 
Scientifique (CNRS), thanks to Jean-Charles 
Depaule, director of the Urban Anthropol-
ogy Lab.
 Most of the contemporary Langue 
des Signes Française ( LSF; French Sign 
 Language) signs come from dictionaries 
produced by the International Visual Theater 
( IVT ). IVT was founded at the end of the 
1970s at the prompting of two Americans, 

Alfredo Corrado ( Deaf ) and Bill Moody. 
Today, IVT is directed by the Deaf actress 
and  comedienne, Emmanuelle Laborit. 
Thanks to her backing, the Éditions IVT 
authorized the reproduction of a large num-
ber of LSF signs from their publications. For 
that, we thank them.
 Pat Mallet (1939–2012) became deaf 
at the age of nine. He was the author of 
numerous cartoons published in count-
less newspapers for children or adults. His 
hilarious comic strip The Little Green Men 
made him famous. Four collections of his 
drawings about deafness were published by 
Éditions du Fox: As Long as There Are Deaf 
People, Over There Are the Deaf, The Hard 
of Hearing throughout History, and Without 
Words. Pat was a dear friend. He produced 
charming illustrations for our dictionary that 
depict the etymologies of numerous signs 
much better than lengthy text.
 Finally, we wish to thank an anonymous 
reviewer for helpful feedback regarding our 
work and Ivey Pittle Wallace from Gallaudet 
University Press for her patient and enthusi-
astic support.
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American Sign Language (ASL), the 
language used by signing Deaf people in 
the United States and Canada, has a rich 
 history.1 Like spoken languages, sign lan-
guages develop as a result of regular and sus-
tained contact between groups of individu-
als, in this case, individuals who cannot hear. 
Contrary to popular belief, sign languages 
are not universal. Each one is shaped by the 
people who use it, the environment in which 
it emerges, and the distinct experience of 
interacting with the world primarily through 
sight. ASL offers a treasure trove of histori-
cal relics from America’s past that are stored 
within the forms and meanings of its signs.

Because Deaf people are most often born 
into hearing families, the language and 
 culture that develops naturally among them 
is typically passed down outside the nuclear 
family.2 In many ways, the American Deaf 
community resembles an ethnic minority 
group. Yet, unlike other minorities, members 
of the Deaf community are characterized 
by a shared language and by a disability. As 
a result, the dichotomy between a cultural 
view of deafness as an element of identity 
and a pathological view as a defect that 
needs to be fixed is ever-present.

The exact number of people who use ASL 
is difficult to quantify ( Mitchell, Young, 
Bachleda, and Karchmer 2006 ). Though the 

1. In accordance with convention, we will use “Deaf ” 
to refer to Deaf people who sign and identify themselves 
with a cultural community and “deaf ” to refer to audiologi-
cal status.

2. Mitchell and Karchmer (2004) found 94 –96% of deaf 
children in the U.S. are born to hearing parents.

U.S. Census collects data on individuals with 
hearing loss, it does not distinguish between 
signing and non-signing deaf people. Addi-
tionally, many hearing people learn ASL 
as a first language (children of deaf adults 
or CODAs) or learn and use it regularly as 
adults (e.g., family members, friends, teach-
ers, and interpreters). We do know, however, 
that Deaf people have steadily carved out a 
space for themselves in the American main-
stream so that it is no longer unusual to see 
them on television, at public events, and in 
places of employment. They work in all sec-
tors of the economy, attend institutions of 
higher learning, raise children, and partici-
pate in their communities. Many universities 
and even high schools now include ASL as a 
foreign language (though it is as indigenous 
to the U.S. as English). Interpreter Prepara-
tion Programs have sprouted all over the 
country in response to the legally mandated 
access afforded Deaf and hearing people who 
need to communicate with each other. With 
the advent of videophones and federally 
funded video relay services, Deaf and hear-
ing people are now able to make phone calls 
to each other through interpreters who use 
ASL, English, and in some cases, Spanish. As 
a result, Deaf people have a greater degree 
of access to the mainstream than ever before 
and ASL is beginning to be recognized as 
one part of the diverse linguistic makeup of 
the U.S.

The increase in access to the mainstream 
has unavoidably precipitated a shift in the 
ethos of the Deaf community. Because deaf-
ness is a low-incidence disability that affects 
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only a fraction of a percent of most popula-
tions, schools for Deaf children were at one 
time primarily residential; students boarded 
during the school year and returned home 
on weekends and holidays. The physical 
concentration of Deaf children and adults 
allowed for the rapid development and 
transmission of the culture and language. 
Today, mainstreaming has become the norm, 
resulting in fewer opportunities for the inter-
generational exchange needed to pass down 
ASL. The profusion of cochlear implant 
surgeries in young children coupled with the 
chasm between Deaf adults and non-signing 
hearing parents has led to fewer children 
learning ASL. Most Deaf clubs, once the hub 
of social life for adults, have closed. Remote 
interactions via videophones and text mes-
saging have allowed for frequent contact in 
lieu of personal visits.

Many lament these changes as indications 
of a dying culture, while others view them as 
a reinvention of what it means to be Deaf in 
the twenty-first century. The constant is that 
the community continues to evolve along 
with its language. While the history of ASL 
might seem irrelevant to these contemporary 
transformations, we see it as even more cru-
cial to edifying Deaf people’s place in Ameri-
can society. Signs are steeped in history and 
ASL is a product of American culture—an 
amalgam of influences both foreign and 
domestic. By looking deeply into the etymol-
ogy of this language, we can expose relics of 
a cultural past that are furtively embedded in 
contemporary signs.

Signs Have a History

The story of how the Deaf community and 
ASL came to be usually begins with the 
founding of the first American school for 
deaf children in Hartford, Connecticut in 
1817. The American Asylum for the Deaf 

and Dumb (now, American School for the 
Deaf, henceforth ASD) resulted from the 
partnership of three men—Mason Fitch 
Cogswell, a hearing American doctor and 
father of a deaf child; Thomas Hopkins 
Gallaudet, a hearing American reverend; 
and Laurent Clerc, a Deaf French educator. 
Gallaudet and Clerc’s collaboration marked 
the beginning of formalized deaf education 
as well as the importation of French Sign 
Language ( Langue des Signes Française or 
LSF ) to this continent. Clerc had attended 
the historic school in France (now, the Insti-
tut National de Jeunes Sourds, henceforth 
INJS) founded in 1791 to carry on the legacy 
of Abbé Charles Michel de l’Épée. De l’Épée 
opened the first school to educate Deaf chil-
dren using signs, in 1760 in Paris, France, 
and he is still heralded across the world as 
the father of deaf education.

Establishing ASD was momentous in 
many respects, but the one most relevant 
to this work is that it created a place where 
Deaf Americans could regularly interact 
using a sign language, one that happened to 
be heavily influenced by LSF. Deaf children 
born into hearing families prior to the estab-
lishment of ASD were isolated, had restricted 
access to communication within their own 
families, and limited (if any) interactions 
with other Deaf people. ASD and the other 
residential schools that followed became a 
second home where they were able to learn 
to sign, interact with peers and adults who 
were also Deaf, and become accustomed to 
a visually oriented way of life. Some Deaf 
people had been signing in isolated pockets 
across the U.S. well before the opening of 
ASD, but it was not until the founding of this 
school that ASL as it is known today began 
to be standardized.

Gallaudet did not know sign language 
before meeting Clerc, but Clerc was flu-
ent in LSF and taught it to Gallaudet. Very 
little is known about just what variety of 
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sign language Gallaudet, Clerc, and the first 
generations of students used; no documents 
describing signs were published in the U.S. 
until the late nineteenth century. However, 
it is in the early nineteenth century where 
we find the origins, or etymology, of much 
of the language’s lexicon. Previous studies 
of historical change have only scratched 
the surface of this connection. Now, almost 
two hundred years later, the history of ASL’s 
lexicon and its link to LSF are finally coming 
to light.

The Birth of ASL

According to the 1887 Annual Report of 
the directors of ASD (Annual Report 1887), 
the population of 77 students who attended 
the school in its first two years came from 
diverse backgrounds. Most were older than 
sixteen and had never used sign before.
Clerc’s historic role in the founding of ASD 
meant that LSF was both introduced to and 
used by this nascent Deaf community. We 
can deduce that Clerc’s dialect reflected the 
areas from which he came, including the 
municipal community of Paris where he was 
educated but also regions outside of Paris 
where he and many of the first students at 
INJS grew up. His language was also strongly 
influenced by Signed French, a methodical 
code that de l’Épée invented to map signs in 
French grammatical order. A community of 
Deaf people lived on Martha’s Vineyard long 
before ASD opened, and their language also 
likely had some influence on ASL’s history. 
Thus, to get a clear picture of what cultural 
resources were exploited in the development 
of the signs of early Deaf America, we must 
consider old LSF and its dialects, the signs 
used by the first students and teachers at 
ASD, and cultural practices and ways of life 
particular to the U.S. and France more than 
two hundred years ago.

Martha’s Vineyard

The first group of settlers came from 
 Massachusetts to the island of Martha’s 
Vineyard in 1644. Originally from England, 
they continued to move to the island for the 
next  seventy years, and the first deaf person 
arrived on the island in 1694. For several 
generations, a disproportionately large 
 number of genetically deaf children were 
born, raised, and remained on the island, 
and the entire population of the island used 
a sign language (Groce 1985).

The first three students from Martha’s 
Vineyard to attend ASD—Mary Smith, Sally 
Smith, and Lovey Mayhew—were admitted 
in 1825, seven years after the school opened. 
No more than four students from Martha’s 
Vineyard were present at ASD at the same 
time until the 1850s and 1860s, when their 
attendance peaked at around twelve students 
(Annual Report 1887). Since some of the first 
generations of ASD students were from the 
island, it is likely that a number of Martha’s 
Vineyard Sign Language ( MVSL) signs were 
incorporated into ASL, though probably less 
than is typically assumed. Bahan and Nash 
(1996 ) analyzed data collected from Nash’s 
great-grandmother, a hearing resident of the 
island who knew MVSL. Nash documented 
approximately 300 signs and found roughly 
20 percent of them had cognates in ASL. 
While it is certainly possible that some of 
these signs were inherited into ASL from 
MVSL, without documentation of the signs 
as they were used before the opening of ASD, 
there is no way to verify which language 
transmitted the cognates.

Transmission of old LSF to ASL

Unsurprisingly, the earliest forms of LSF 
have proved a rich source of data from 
which to glean information about ASL’s his-
tory. Many of the students educated under 
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de l’Épée’s method, like Clerc, were invited 
or elected to travel to other countries to 
propagate it. It is well known that Belgium, 
Holland, Mexico, Brazil, Switzerland, and 
Quebec share historical ties to LSF and thus, 
indirectly, to ASL. In all of these countries, 
former students of INJS founded schools 
for the deaf: Joseph Henrion in Belgium, 
Édouard Huet in Mexico and Brazil, Isaac 
Chomel in Switzerland, Brother Young in 
Quebec, and Henri Daniel Guyot, a hearing 
instructor from INJS, in Holland. Gallaudet 
and Clerc also carried on de l’Épée’s mission 
soon after the founding of ASD, convinc-
ing other U.S. states of the need for similar 
schools in their areas. From 1817 to 1857, 
roughly two generations of American stu-
dents attended twenty residential schools 
across the East Coast, Midwest, and South 
that used the sign language from Hartford 
(Gordon 1892). Many of the students who 
graduated from ASD moved to these states 
to be teachers and administrators, thereby 
assuring the transmission of the method 
and, more importantly for us, the language 
used by Clerc, Gallaudet, and their first 
generations of students. In 1864, Edward 
Miner Gallaudet (son of Thomas Hopkins 
Gallaudet), founded the National Deaf-
Mute College (now Gallaudet University) in 
Washington, DC. Many of the students from 
ASD and other residential schools pursued 
degrees at the college and became fervent 
advocates for signed pedagogies.

Oralism and the Milan Congress

As the residential institutions strengthened 
their roots, a burgeoning movement to 
eradicate sign language also began to take 
hold. A philosophical argument materialized 
between proponents of de l’Épée’s method 
and advocates of the oral method, each 
attempting to claim success in teaching deaf 

children ( Lane 1984). The first oral schools 
opened in 1867; by the late 1800s, there were 
seventy-seven schools for the deaf in the 
U.S.—eighteen schools used the oral method 
and fifty-nine used either the manual 
method (sign) or the “combined” method 
(sign and speech) (Gordon 1892).

Sustaining the use of sign language as 
the primary communication method in the 
schools turned out to be a formidable task 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Alexander Graham Bell, who was 
a teacher of the deaf and was fascinated by 
genetics, became one of the most vociferous 
and successful advocates for oral educa-
tion ( Lane 1999). The oral versus manual 
debate quickly distilled into a contest over 
the  superiority of speech or sign. In 1880, a 
 Congress of predominantly hearing educa-
tors in Milan, Italy endorsed the exclusive 
use of the oral method to teach deaf chil-
dren. They claimed that teaching students to 
speak was paramount to their integration in 
a hearing world.

The Milan Congress’s edict suppressed 
the overt use of sign language in almost all 
schools for the deaf throughout Europe, 
and especially in France. Deaf children 
were strictly monitored in their classrooms, 
playgrounds, and dormitories and were 
punished for any evidence of signing. French 
Deaf people continued to sign covertly; 
however, the result of this policy had a 
catastrophic effect on the community for a 
century,  particularly in terms of education 
but also in recording the language. It took 
one  hundred years for the community to 
reassert ownership of its language and to 
once again publish documents of LSF during 
a period now known as the Réveil sourd or 
Deaf  Awakening.

The Milan Congress also had a negative 
impact on American Deaf people but less 
absolutely than in France. While the wide-
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spread practice of excluding sign language 
from classrooms certainly did occur—as 
did the unjust removal or demotion of 
most Deaf teachers—the application of that 
principle took on different forms in each 
school. Instead of acquiescing to the edict, 
the American Deaf community united in 
opposition to it.

Deaf Opposition to Oralism

Three factors contributed to the relative 
 success Deaf Americans experienced in 
countering the Milan decree. First, the 
cultural and geographical distance between 
Europe and the U.S. allowed for some 
flexibility in the policy’s implementation. 
Americans are wont to pave their own way, 
even if (and sometimes especially because) 
it directly contradicts European mores. 
Far from the watchful gaze of European 
educators, the Americans interpreted and 
implemented the mandate according to their 
own principles. Each state had independent 
discretion over the operation of its institu-
tions, permitting distinct approaches to and 
opinions about optimal teaching methods. In 
most cases, schools implemented dual-track 
programs where the so-called “bright” stu-
dents were assigned to oral classrooms and 
the “dull” students were relegated to manual 
classrooms where sign language was used 
( Gannon 2012; Nomeland and Nomeland 
2012). Some schools prohibited signing 
but allowed fingerspelling. Still  others 
completely abolished sign language in the 
classrooms but disregarded it when students 
signed in their dormitories (Gannon 2012; 
Lane 1999).

The second force that fueled the resistance 
was the healthy number of Deaf people 
educated in elementary, secondary, and post-
secondary institutions founded on  signing 
pedagogies. Gallaudet University had been 

open for sixteen years while forty-six schools 
for the Deaf were operating by the time 
the Milan decree was announced. These 
 institutions educated Deaf children who 
eventually became successful Deaf adults 
invested in the preservation of the  language 
for future generations. The National Asso-
ciation of the Deaf ( NAD) contributed 
greatly to the unification of Deaf Americans 
through a series of films produced between 
1910 and 1920. George Veditz, president 
of the NAD from 1904 to 1910, beautifully 
conveyed the Deaf community’s indigna-
tion in the face of oralism’s “false prophets.” 
Contrasting the American and French 
 communities, he said,

For 33 years, the French Deaf have watched, 
with eyes full of tears, with hearts breaking, 
as the beautiful language of signs was wiped 
out of their schools. For 33 years, they have 
strived, struggled, and fought to reestablish 
it in their schools. But for 33 years they have 
been pushed aside. [. . .] The French Deaf look 
at us American Deaf with jealous eyes. They 
look at us as a prisoner, locked down with an 
iron chain about his leg, looks out at those 
wandering free.3

Organizations like the NAD and publica-
tions like the Silent Worker and the American 
Annals of the Deaf helped to unite geographi-
cally dispersed Deaf people behind the com-
mon cause.

The third factor to foster Deaf Ameri-
can resistance was the Christian church. 
Christian groups of various denominations 
proved instrumental in their critique of 
oralism. Many leaders and missionaries 
believed that in order to be saved, Deaf 
people had to understand the Word of God, 

3. Translated by Emily Shaw, from Preservation of the 
Sign Language by George Veditz, 1913.
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regardless of the medium through which it 
was conveyed. American religious groups 
were quick to counteract the Milan edict. 
Daniel D.  Higgins, for example, declared in 
his dictionary of ASL,

Do not let the exaggerated propaganda, which 
claims that all deaf persons are now learning 
to speak and to read the lips perfectly, deter 
you from learning this language. Even if those 
claims were true, the deaf using this language 
would be with us the rest of our lives. . . . Do 
not allow slavishness to a method or system, 
merely mercenary or ambitious motives, or 
the fear of biased, foolishly proud and senti-
mental parents lead you to do present or future 
harm to the pupil spiritually or materially. 
( Higgins 1942, 1)

Religious men published several dictionar-
ies during the early twentieth century to 
 disseminate across the country, thereby 
endorsing sign language as a legitimate 
means of communicating in a social space 
( Long 1910; Michaels 1923; Higgins 1923, 
1942).

The distinct American reaction to the 
Milan Congress shaped ASL in significant 
ways. Even at the height of oralism, ASL 
continued to be used, albeit in a politically 
charged environment. Deaf individuals were 
pressed to prove their intelligence and their 
literacy in English. Consequently, initialized 
signs and idiomatic expressions borrowed 
from English became, and remain, charac-
teristic components of ASL. The use of fin-
gerspelled English words and the documen-
tation of ASL signs actually increased after 
the Milan Congress, unlike in France where 
it abruptly stopped. Uncovering connec-
tions between ASL and LSF is possible today 
because of the work carried out to maintain 
ASL’s presence in American culture. Though 
there are many missing pieces in the his-
tory of the lexicon, we have a great deal of 

documentation to mine. We turn next to a 
discussion of the work of recreating those 
connections.

Etymology of ASL: Research without 
Tradition

While the events that transpired during the 
development of the American Deaf com-
munity are well documented, very little 
is known about the history of its lexicon. 
 William Stokoe’s seminal work in 1960 
marked the beginning of formal research 
into the structure of ASL. Stokoe was the 
first to identify linguistic properties of ASL, 
spurring a movement to legitimize the lan-
guage in scholarly circles. Stokoe was also 
the first to bring attention to ASL’s lexicon. 
In 1965, with Dorothy Casterline and Carl 
Croneberg, he published the Dictionary of 
American Sign Language on Linguistic Prin-
ciples, the first text to formally describe the 
composition of signs and their meanings. 
The book catalogues over a thousand signs 
described by three components (or param-
eters): handshape, movement, and location.4 
The authors provide information about 
regional, gender, and generational variations 
in many entries as well as in articles in the 
appendix.

While scholars used this work as a 
springboard for identifying and describing 
ASL’s phonology, they paid less attention 
to the important historical information it 
contained. Given the stigma associated with 
signing, especially in response to the oral 
movement, it is not surprising that most of 
the earliest linguistic studies foregrounded 
ASL’s formal structure—its phonology, mor-
phology, and syntax—over its iconicity to 

4. Two additional parameters, orientation ( Battison 
1978) and nonmanual markers ( Liddell and Johnson 
1986 ), were later found to be relevant to the structure 
of signs.
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emphasize its parity with spoken language 
(Taub 2001; Meir 2010).

Nancy Frishberg (1975, 1976 ) was the first 
to document how articulatory pressures to 
ease production, ease perception, and avoid 
homonymy triggered the diminution of 
iconicity over time. She developed this argu-
ment by drawing data from the NAD film 
series, the 1918 edition of Long’s  Dictionary 
of the Sign Language, and Michaels’ A 
 Handbook of the Sign Language of the Deaf 
(1923), and then comparing ASL forms with 
LSF counterparts in Blanchet’s (1850) and de 
l’Épée’s (1797) dictionaries.5 Tracing contem-
porary ASL signs to their etymons, Frishberg 
shows that forms become more symmetrical 
through the assimilation of handshapes and 
movements. They tend to centralize in the 
signing space or near the hollow of the neck; 
two distinct units in compound signs even-
tually merge into one form; meaningful con-
tent performed by the face or body transfers 
to the hands; and certain parameters, such 
as handshape and location, become imbued 
with generic meaning much like sound 
symbolism in words. These evolutionary 
tendencies, Frishberg argued, prove that ASL 
was not pantomime but driven to become as 
arbitrary as spoken languages.

The early years spent validating ASL’s 
parity with spoken language were not in 
vain, but they did result in the tendency 
to discount the importance of imagery in 
sign language. While no one has gone so 
far as to identify the origins of the lexicon, 
scholars have begun to reconsider the role 
iconicity plays, not just concerning historical 
evolution (Supalla 2008), but also to help 
explain phenomena like depiction ( Liddell 
2003; Dudis 2004), metaphor (Taub 2001; 
Meir 2010; S. Wilcox 2009; P. Wilcox 2000), 

5. Frishberg cites a 1797 edition of de l’Épée’s diction-
ary; however, the authors are aware of only the 1784 
 edition. 

and language processing ( Bosworth and 
 Emmorey 2010; Thompson, Vinson, and 
Vigliocco 2009, 2010; Thompson 2011). For 
instance, Thompson et al. (2009) have shown 
that iconicity is so pervasive in sign lan-
guages that Deaf signers demonstrate lexical 
processing advantages for iconicity over 
hearing people, both signers and nonsigners 
alike.

Iconicity and metaphor have proved 
central to uncovering the roots of ASL’s 
lexicon. Historical research documents rel-
ics of eras past, but it also contributes to a 
better understanding of how Deaf people 
generate signs and convey meaning about 
their world. For example, the ASL sign 
stupid derives from the polysemy (multiple 
meanings) of the French word bête, which 
can mean “stupid” or “beast.” The forked 
handshape on the forehead from the LSF 
bête was a loan translation that depicted an 
animal with horns. The form is both iconic 
and metaphorical. Meir (2010) discusses 
the emergence of iconicity and metaphor 
in sign language, both of which require 
separate mapping processes from source to 
form in order to be understood (Taub 2001). 
The concept of a book is mapped to the 
sign book via select features of the sign (its 
handshape, point of contact, movement, etc.) 
that resemble an actual book. Metaphors 
function similarly. Meir argues that when a 
form or expression in sign language is both 
iconic and metaphorical (e.g., like the ASL 
sign stupid), the double mapping required 
for each conceptual process to successfully 
occur must be aligned. Our research dem-
onstrates what happens when the mappings 
are not aligned; that is, when the symbolism 
behind the forms of signs was lost in trans-
mission or when the cultural context shifted 
and prompted a reinterpretation of the form. 
To help explain the process through which 
Americans made sense of their second-hand 
forms, we turn to Peircean semiotics.
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Ordinarily, signs (and words) are con-
ceived of as binary pairs where a form (such 
as the word book) is tied to a meaning (the 
physical book one reads) through some sort 
of convention (Saussure 1959). Charles S. 
Peirce, in his theory of semiotics (1955), 
provides an alternate account, describing the 
relation as tertiary: a form becomes linked 
to a meaning via an interpreter’s conceptu-
alization of the connection.6 That is, it is not 
enough to say that the word book is linked to 
the physical book; in order for the word book 
to exist at all, there must be a person who 
perceives the word (via sight or sound ) and 
then conceptualizes the object. Though most 
linguists take for granted that a person gen-
erates form-meaning pairs, Peirce maintains 
that to effectively account for the existence 
of signs at all, the conceptualization of that 
association must be a part of the analysis.

Deaf people intrinsically interpret (and 
reinterpret) symbolism from their lexicon 
and then map those conceptualizations 
onto the forms of their signs (much like 
depicting constructions; Liddell 2003). 
This is especially evident in the American 
Deaf community since so many signs were 
inherited from a different cultural group. 
Interpreted symbolism is often referred to 
as folk  etymology; that is, the explanation 
of meaning that people derive from their 
perceptions of a physical form. Once a folk 
etymology becomes firmly entrenched in a 
community, a sign’s form will often change 
to suit that symbolism. In this book, we refer 
to these changes as reinterpreted (rather than 
folk) etymologies.

The evolution of the ASL sign week 
provides a clear example of a reinterpreted 
etymology. Taub describes “the iconic image 
represented [ in the sign week as] . . . a hori-
zontal row on a calendar” (2001, 135). The 

6. Peirce calls this the interpretant. For an accessible 
reading of Peirce, see also Parmentier (1987).

four fingers of the left hand are interpreted 
as representing the four rows of the calendar; 
the right hand’s movement over the left hand 
is interpreted as the passing of time over the 
length of a week. Signers can refer to each 
individual finger as the first, second, third, 
or fourth week of the month, making the 
perceived imagery a relevant force behind 
the grammar of the form. The etymology of 
the sign, however, in no way represented the 
rows of the calendar or the passing of time. 
In the original LSF sign semaine (week), 
still used as a regional variation in Saint-
Laurent-en-Royans, the two hands displayed 
the French number sept (seven) for the 
seven days of the week, and the right hand 
crossed over the left hand and rested on the 
palm. In the French counting system, which 
uses both hands to represent numbers, deux 
(two) is formed with the right thumb and 
extended index finger, and cinq (five) is the 
open left hand. Americans use the index 
and middle fingers for the sign two, not the 
thumb and index finger, and an altogether 
different, one-handed sign for seven. In LSF, 
the right hand originally exhibited no lateral 
movement, but once (or, perhaps, because) 
the symbolism was reinterpreted in the 
U.S., the right hand moved from right to left 
across the left palm and the derived meaning 
of the sign became entrenched.

A Peircean semiotic view of sign creation 
(including all sorts of symbolic material 
besides language) is especially germane to 
this research. The American Deaf commu-
nity inherited signs from which they gener-
ated meaning. Their conceptualizations of 
the symbolic meanings behind their lexicon 
tangibly impacted the trajectory of the signs, 
in effect, accentuating the central role people 
play in language development. The historical 
study of ASL is an exercise in uncovering the 
imagery from which signs derive. With the 
aid of historical documentation, we apply 
the phonological processes Frishberg first 



introduction  xvii

documented and others expanded upon to 
uncover the symbolic motivations behind 
hundreds of signs. The results are compel-
ling on their own but certainly present a new 
way of analyzing constructions in contempo-
rary sign languages.

An Etymological and Historical 
Dictionary

Once we started reconstructing etymologies 
from historical texts, we were surprised to 
discover a wealth of evidence that directly 
contradicted many of the etymologies 
even we ourselves believed. Many signs in 
ASL appear obscure not solely because of 
articulatory pressures, as has been assumed 
(  Frishberg 1976 ), but also because of the 
shifts in the cultural context with which the 
signs were originally associated.

Laurent Clerc, a product of French cul-
ture, brought forms embedded with highly 
localized cultural meaning to a territory that 
had a very different culture and that had 
no knowledge of French Deaf culture. The 
transmission of the language to American 
Deaf people automatically resulted in signs 
losing these French cultural associations. 
Not surprisingly, LSF contains a myriad 
of culturally specific signs that we do not 
have in ASL. For example, the sign avocat 
(  lawyer) depicts the special white collar 
French  lawyers wear in court. It is easy to 
imagine that many of the signs Clerc brought 
to the U.S. failed to inspire any associations 
among the Deaf Americans and conse-
quently dropped out of use.

The unique circumstances surrounding 
ASL’s history provide us with insight into 
how one group can essentially inherit a 
ready-made language from another. That 
Deaf Americans reinterpreted so many of 
their forms shows the degree to which lan-
guage users influence the formation of their 

lexicon. Understanding the cultural groups 
responsible for the generation of these signs, 
then, is crucial to accurately document his-
torical developments. Previous studies that 
compare contemporary ASL and contempo-
rary LSF (e.g., Woodward 1976 ) only provide 
an account of where each language ended 
up. By incorporating the history of each sign 
in our entries, we provide a richer explana-
tion behind the semantics of the lexicon and 
show that the forms of signs are always moti-
vated by something, be it an icon, a cultural 
or material object, an action, a gesture, or 
a metaphor. Because so many American 
signs were inherited from a different cultural 
group, the inextricable link between lan-
guage and language user is quite clear.

In writing a dictionary that is both etymo-
logical and historical, we shed light on the 
progression from etymon to contemporary 
form as triggered by sociocultural impulses. 
Before we elucidate our methods, we turn 
first to summarize the rich historical data 
unearthed to produce this work.

The Historical Sources

Reconstructing the history of a lexicon is 
very much like assembling a puzzle with 
missing pieces. Etymologists work with 
centuries-old written texts to collect traces of 
evolutions in forms and meanings of words. 
Historical texts are the main source through 
which these researchers reconstruct etymol-
ogies. Labov (1972) asserts that these texts

are produced by a series of historical accidents; 
amateurs may complain about this predica-
ment, but the sophisticated historian is grateful 
that anything has survived at all. The great art 
of the historical linguist is to make the best of 
this bad data—“bad” in the sense that it may 
be fragmentary, corrupted, or many times 
removed from the actual productions of native 
speakers (100).
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Sign languages have had a bleak record 
of historical documentation largely because 
they have no written form. Whereas histori-
cal linguists of many spoken languages ben-
efit from ancient texts produced by native 
speakers, historical linguists of sign languages 
rely on documentation of lexical items (not 
texts) that are described or illustrated, almost 
exclusively, by non-native users.7

The pieces of our etymological puzzle 
come from three categories of sources. 
As expected, the first category consists of 
descriptions and illustrations of French signs 
from the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries. We collected and scrupulously exam-
ined all of the known historical texts of LSF 
signs: Abbé de l’Épée (1784), Abbé  Ferrand 
(circa 1785), Abbé Sicard (1808), Baron de 
Gérando (1827), Abbé Jamet (unpublished 
manuscript, circa 1830, discovered by Yves 
Delaporte in the archives of a religious 
congregation), Jean-Baptiste Puybonnieux 
(1846 ), Alexandre Blanchet (1850), Broth-
ers of St. Gabriel (1853 –1854), Joséphine 
 Brouland (1855), Pierre Pélissier (1856, 
the only Deaf author in this group), Abbé 
 Lambert (1865) and lastly, Abbé Laveau 
(1868). These sources provided enough data 
for Yves Delaporte (2007) to publish the first 
etymological dictionary of LSF and consti-
tute the missing links between ASL and the 
old LSF Clerc imported to American soil.

The second category of data consists of 
American texts and films published in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
In these sources, we typically see signs in 
the intermediary steps in evolution from 
the old LSF to contemporary ASL. Jerome S. 
Brown in Baton Rouge, Louisiana published 
the earliest known document, A Vocabulary 
of Mute Signs, in 1856. This text contains a 
collection of English words and rather vague 

7. Pierre Pélissier, a Deaf native signer of LSF, is the 
only exception in all of our historical sources. 

descriptions of signs that Brown felt should 
be used in the education of Deaf children. 
The title of Brown’s book is misleading since 
the vast majority of entries are definitions of 
English words that reveal nothing about the 
forms of signs. There are a few entries (such 
as animal and conscience /guilty) that 
provide insight into actual etymologies that 
can be substantiated by other historical texts. 
Otherwise, the text has proved less useful.

A far more valuable book, published in 
1885, is The Indian Sign Language written by 
anthropologist William Philo Clark. Though 
focused on documenting the sign languages 
of the Plains Indians, Clark also compares 
over 1,000 signs with corollary forms used 
by “deaf-mutes.”8 Employing ethnographic 
methodology, Clark describes signs based on 
years of fieldwork in Plains Indian commu-
nities. He did not personally conduct field-
work in the Deaf community but collected 
information about ASL from Dr. Philip 
 Gillett, the superintendent of the  Illinois 
School for the Deaf (est. 1846 ) and Ezra 
Valentine, an instructor from the  Indiana 
School for the Deaf (est. 1844). Clark 
describes ASL signs fastidiously and unlike 
the religious authors of subsequent works, he 
does not shy away from documenting more 
secular signs ( like copulate and bet).

The first book to include photographs of 
signs, The Sign Language: A Manual of Signs 
by J. Schuyler Long, was not published in 
its entirety until 1910.9 In the complete text, 
Long documents roughly 1,400 signs. A 
graduate of the Iowa School for the Deaf and 

8. It is worth noting, the signs used by Plains Indians 
are likely not historically related to the signs used by 
American Deaf people. The two groups did not commingle 
regularly enough for borrowing to occur. Though Davis 
(2010) suggests that it is “plausible” signs were introduced 
to deaf students (24), most of the similarities we have 
seen (Clark 1885) are between those signs that are already 
highly iconic. 

9. Long published sections of the book in 1908, 1909, 
and 1910 in the American Annals of the Deaf.
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Gallaudet College, he served as the principal 
of the Iowa School for the Deaf (est. 1856 ) 
for many years. Long collaborated with 
Rev. Dr. Philip J. Hasentab of Chicago, who 
was educated at the Indiana School for the 
Deaf under, according to Long, the “early 
masters of the Sign Language who learned 
it at Hartford.” In his introduction, Long 
explains that his motivation was “to preserve 
this expressive language, to which the deaf 
owe so much, in its original purity and 
beauty, and that it will serve as a standard of 
comparison in different parts of the country, 
thereby tending to secure greater unifor-
mity” (1918, 10).

The next text, How to Talk to the Deaf, 
was written by Daniel D. Higgins, a Catho-
lic priest in St. Louis, Missouri, in 1923. 
 Higgins wrote the book for both hearing 
and oral deaf people who wanted to learn 
sign. It contains roughly 1,600 entries with 
text and photographs and includes several 
annotations that indicate variations in 
production and meaning. In a later edition 
(1942),  Higgins added explanations of the 
symbolism behind the signs and appended 
translations of several prayers, including the 
Apostles’ Creed and the Lord’s Prayer.

The last written text we used from the 
U.S., A Handbook of the Sign Language of 
the Deaf, was also published in 1923 by 
John Walters Michaels, a missionary. Unlike 
the previous two authors who hailed from 
the Midwest, Michaels was from Atlanta, 
 Georgia, and he offers some regional 
variations from the South not documented 
elsewhere. Like Long, Michaels associates 
himself with the “sign masters”; the signs, he 
says, “are depicted as the author uses them 
and he claims to be in the third generation 
from Gallaudet and Clerc, who introduced 
the language into the United States” (1923, 
12). The small dictionary contains illustra-
tions of some signs in addition to brief 
descriptions of how to produce them.

 The third category of data is the film 
series produced by the NAD between 1910 
and 1920 as part of an effort to preserve 
sign language for future generations. George 
Veditz, then president of the NAD, organized 
the films as an act of defiance against the 
oralist movement. A group of well-known 
and respected Deaf and hearing leaders were 
filmed signing sermons, speeches, and stories, 
thus making the films the only historical 
source to show signs as they were once used 
in context. Edward Miner Gallaudet appears 
on film, as do Robert McGregor and Edward 
Allen Fay, among others. John B. Hotchkiss, 
who was a student at ASD from 1859 to 1864, 
recounts his experience interacting with 
 Laurent Clerc, who had retired but still vis-
ited the school. The films are an exceptional 
rendering of many of the forms we see lim-
ited to two dimensions in the  dictionaries.

Language Variation

In addition to studying historical texts from 
France and the U.S. to determine ASL’s 
etymology, we also looked at language varia-
tion. Each community in early Deaf America 
borrowed, adapted, and discarded lexical 
items to suit their respective ways of life. 
The geographical expanse of the U.S. is one 
demographic element that allowed for varia-
tion in signs—a factor to which many of the 
historical authors point, incidentally, as they 
advocate for standardization through their 
dictionaries. Due to the cultural relevance 
of the residential school, it is not surprising 
that areas around the schools tend to have 
larger concentrations of Deaf people. We 
have found many etymons from Deaf people 
who grew up around the oldest schools on 
the East Coast, South, and Midwest regions 
of the U.S.

Ethnic variation has also proved relevant 
to the history of ASL. Slavery and racial 
segregation had a significant impact on the 
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 language passed down in the African Ameri-
can Deaf community. Residential schools 
for the deaf in the South were strictly segre-
gated, which gave rise to considerable lan-
guage variation between African American 
and white Deaf people ( McCaskill, Lucas, 
Bayley, and Hill 2011; Lucas, Bayley, Reed, 
and Wulf 2001). Lucas et al. (2001) found 
that African American signers tend to retain 
more older forms of signs than their white 
counterparts. During the process of collect-
ing data for this dictionary, we observed sev-
eral old signs inherited from LSF in use by 
 African American Deaf people (for example, 
lie and work) that are not typically used 
by northern white Deaf people (confirming 
Lucas et al. 2001). More detailed research of 
the lexicon of Black ASL may likely reveal 
more variants with historical ties to LSF.

Traditional variation studies gather data 
through word lists and elicitation tasks. We 
have also found etymons in casual interac-
tions. A clear example of this occurred dur-
ing one conversation Emily Shaw had with 
a senior citizen from the Indiana School 
for the Deaf (est. 1844). The woman used a 
very old variation of the sign because (see 
because 4) as she recounted a story about 
her mother who was frustrated by her (as a 
child ) for repeatedly asking “Why?” Depict-
ing her mother’s exasperation, the woman 
signed the very rare form because! just 
as her mother presumably did in response 
to her pestering. This variant is not docu-
mented in any text, but it provided the miss-
ing link that connected the contemporary 
sign to LSF. When prompted to repeat the 
sign and explain what it meant, the woman 
apologized for using the “wrong” sign, 
judging her old variant as somehow flawed. 
Countless interactions like this one have 
revealed some of the rarest and most elusive 
etymons.

Interestingly, the dictionaries that com-
munity members tend to discount as inac-

curate often contain variations that tie signs 
to LSF origins. We consulted several smaller 
dictionaries published in the 1960s (e.g., 
Watson 1964; Davis 1966 ) in addition to 
 Stokoe et al. (1965). Other variants have been 
found in more recent texts like Shroyer and 
Shroyer (1984), Riekehof (1987), Costello 
(1994, 1995, 1999), and Sternberg (1994).

Finally, dialects of LSF have proved a 
lucrative source of data for documenting the 
etymology of ASL. Deaf people in several 
regions of France have maintained old LSF 
signs that have since disappeared in Paris. 
These areas include Chambéry, less than 100 
kilometers from Clerc’s hometown where an 
all-girls’ school retained some older signs 
that Deaf Americans still use ( Delaporte 
2012); and Saint-Laurent-en-Royans, whose 
school for the deaf continued to use sign 
language covertly during the Silent Century 
(1880 –1980) and where we have found 
the origins of some of the more obscure 
ASL signs ( like why and week). We have 
consulted contemporary LSF dictionaries 
published in Paris ( IVT 1986, 1990, 1997; 
Oléron 1974) to serve as references for old 
signs that remain in the LSF lexicon.

Spoken Language and ASL

The final source of data we have tapped 
consists of spoken English and French, 
their written forms, and the gestures that 
accompany them. Links between a sign and 
spoken language inevitably occur when 
written glosses are assigned to translate 
signs. Uncovering etymological connec-
tions, though, is slightly different. For 
example, traces of English can be found 
in co-occurring mouth movements (see 
have and important), initialized signs 
( like  principal and use /wear), and in the 
semantics and forms of some signs (such 
as garbage). Because of ASL’s connection 
to old LSF, written French (see stupid) 
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and even Latin (for example, problem and 
sex /gender) are relevant.

Spoken language also has influenced 
ASL via artificial signed codes. De l’Épée’s 
manual method coupled natural and arti-
ficially invented signs to the grammar of 
written French. He believed that by manually 
representing the grammar, Deaf students 
could see and express the written language 
they could not hear. Methodical signs were 
largely abandoned by Deaf people in natural 
conversation. Describing common parlance 
among American Deaf people, Gordon 
(1892) states,

These “methodical” signs, which were never 
used colloquially, were for words rather than 
ideas, and were complicated by the addition of 
manual symbols to indicate the facts and rela-
tions of grammatical analysis . . . A practical 
acquaintance with this De l’Épée-Sicard system 
has so completely vanished that it is probable 
that no living teacher can now recite the Lord’s 
Prayer in “methodical” signs. (xlvii)

In the 1960s and 1970s, American schools 
reintroduced manual codes of English that 
altered signs to directly map them onto 
English words. Classroom teachers across 
the U.S. incorporated invented codes like 
Seeing Essential English and Signing Exact 
English. As with de l’Épée’s methodical signs, 
most of the signs from these artificial codes 
were never incorporated into ASL; however, 
they were not completely discarded, as some 
argue (e.g., Supalla 2008). Some initialized 
lexical items (e.g., live, wine, aunt/uncle) 
and invented signs (e.g., for, person, 
and sex /gender) remain a part of ASL 
 unbeknownst to the Deaf people who inher-
ited them from Signed French. In recent 
years, Deaf Americans have begun to actively 
reject signs that they perceive to be inherited 
from these codes even if the etymologies 
show them to be unrelated (see, for example, 

or /then and because). However, there are 
lexical items ( like shoes and principal) 
whose histories were influenced by signed 
codes and are noted as such.10

Emblematic gestures and parts of gestures 
used by hearing people also factor into the 
generation of signs in ASL and LSF. It is not 
surprising that the gestures hearing people 
use bleed into the local sign language; the 
primary, meaningful input Deaf people glean 
from interactions with hearing nonsign-
ers is speech-accompanying (or co-speech) 
gestures. Though we know very little about 
the historical interactions between hearing 
and Deaf people (a point Supalla 2008 also 
makes), daily contact between them cer-
tainly occurred. The small percentage of deaf 
people in any given population guarantees 
that they will regularly interact with  hearing 
people. Several old signs  inherited from 
LSF (for example, mock) were originally 
 borrowed from gestures used by hearing 
people in France. Parts of gestures are also 
relevant to the history of signs. For example, 
the bundled handshape and ring handshape 
in co-speech gesture ( Kendon 2004) con-
vey very similar meaning in ASL and LSF. 
These data reveal the degree of systematicity 
exhibited by co-speech gesture. That Deaf 
people perceive and glean enough mean-
ing from speech-accompanying gestures to 
incorporate them into their lexicon strongly 
suggests that gesture is as much a part of 
spoken language as it is a part of sign (see 
also Shaw 2013).

The metaphorical significance of places on 
the body also came from European culture. 
For example, the heart is the primary loca-
tion for signs of emotion and personal char-
acteristics, the head is the site of signs for 
thoughts and knowledge, and the area above 

10. Future studies might consider why certain invented 
lexical items are considered acceptable by the Deaf com-
munity and become incorporated into the language while 
others are discarded. 
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the head tends to be reserved for dreams, 
theories, and ideas. The nose carries even 
more specific meaning in LSF—it is the loca-
tion for sentiments, humor, sexual innuendo, 
and also negative connotations. We refer to 
these associations as the sign’s metaphorical 
meaning.

Methodology

After the initial contact between old LSF and 
the signs used by American Deaf people in 
the early nineteenth century, many ASL signs 
quickly developed in distinct ways, undergo-
ing either changes in form or meaning, or 
both. Some signs remained unchanged even 
after two hundred years. We can group his-
torically related signs according to four gen-
eral categories: identical forms with identical 
meanings (e.g., for), identical forms whose 
meanings have changed (e.g., meaning), 
altered forms whose meanings have stayed 
the same (e.g., brother /sister), and altered 
forms whose meanings have also changed 
(e.g., sex /gender). Because most signs have 
undergone some kind of change over time, 
there are often historical links between signs 
that are today superficially distinct in form, 
meaning, or both.

We have followed one underlying prin-
ciple in retracing the trajectory of signs: to 
propose etymologies based on documenta-
tion that can substantiate a change in form 
and /or meaning. Our process consists of 
starting with a hypothesis, collecting evi-
dence about a sign, building a proof based 
on documentation and fieldwork, and pro-
viding a conclusive etymology. An example 
of the method we employed follows.

The sign old is produced by pulling the 
crescent hand downward from the chin into 
a fist. Americans tend to describe this sign 
as representing an old man’s beard, with 
the understanding that this metaphorically 
extends to old women even though they do 

not have beards. The contemporary LSF sign 
vieux (old) has a slightly different form: the 
fist taps the underside of the chin.  During 
a trip to Paris, Emily Shaw saw a Deaf per-
son telling a story at a public event, and he 
signed vieux with two fists stacked on top 
of each other directly under his chin while 
crouching over like an old person. This 
depiction revealed the etymology behind 
the American sign: the hands represent 
the actual fists of an old person resting his 
(or her) chin on a cane. Yves Delaporte inde-
pendently made the same observation in the 
course of his fieldwork. In France, older peo-
ple customarily sit outdoors to watch pass-
ersby, and they rest their chins on their fists 
while holding on to their canes. The custom 
is so widely known in France that when Deaf 
people embellish the sign vieux in a narra-
tive, they are likely to invoke a rendition of 
that image, not an overgrown beard.

The Americans inherited the old LSF 
sign and adapted it to suit their own cul-
tural associations with older people. John 
B. Hotchkiss, in his film Memories of Old 
 Hartford (1913), also signs old with two 
hands during one of his monologues, only he 
draws the fists down from his chin. We see 
here the second step in evolution from the 
etymon to its contemporary form (where the 
second hand is no longer a part of the sign). 
By tracing connections between two con-
temporary forms with two stylistic variations 
and historical documents of the sign, we 
demonstrate not just that the form changed, 
but also the cultural impetus that triggered it.

The etymologies of many signs (e.g., 
dance, eat, and tree) are transparent; we 
do not document those forms here. How-
ever, there are signs whose forms belie their 
origins ( like time, which was not originally 
based on the image of the wristwatch). It is 
important to note that we do not claim to 
have found the origins of all signs in ASL; 
that would be an unconvincing claim for any 
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language. Rather, we are making connec-
tions between known records and present-
ing definitive (and, in some cases, the most 
 plausible) origins for the signs.

Organization of the Dictionary  
and Conventions

Written glosses represent the languages 
without orthographies in this book. Some 
authors of sign language dictionaries have 
dealt with the limitation of glossing by pro-
viding as many homonyms for the English 
(or French) translations as possible. We have 
avoided doing so to ease demonstration and 
have provided the most sweeping transla-
tions for signs in as few words as possible. 
This book is not an instructional text for 
students of ASL, but it should serve as a 
resource for those familiar enough with the 
language to fill in the gaps we intentionally 
leave. Additionally, we include  illustrations 
of the signs, which should be given as much 
weight as their glosses. We have tried our 
best to be clear in our translations of French 
words for the English reader but this can 
be difficult considering the number of 
false homonyms, older meanings of words 
and signs, and contemporary associations 
with meanings of words and signs in both 
 languages. In some cases, we include glosses 
that are less common today because they 
precisely match the glosses in the historical 
texts.

Above all, we have tried to create a read-
able document that follows a logical order. 
Significant consideration has been given 
to the order of the entries. In the end, we 
decided to organize the dictionary alpha-
betically according to the written glosses. 
We acknowledge the benefit of organizing 
a sign language dictionary by handshape 
or some other feature that does not rely on 
written language. By assigning glosses and 

 alphabetizing the entries, though, we follow 
the format of the vast majority of sources 
from which we gleaned our data, allowing 
for the easiest means of comparison.

To segment the languages on the page, 
we have established several conventions. 
All sign glosses are written in small 
capitals in English and French. For French 
signs, we provide an English translation 
in parentheses immediately following the 
gloss: — vin (wine). Emily Shaw translated 
all of the quotes from French texts. Finally, 
for theoretical reasons, we intentionally 
depart from the convention of naming hand-
shapes according to the manual alphabet 
in lieu of one that describes the forms. We 
have found that when a handshape is labeled 
with a letter, that letter can be mistakenly 
associated with the etymology of the sign. 
The ASL sign careful, for example, is com-
monly referred to as having a K handshape 
in reference to the English word keep (one of 
the words that can translate this sign). The 
history of the sign, however, proves that the 
handshape was motivated by the image of 
the Devil’s pitchfork, one that influenced a 
slew of signs in ASL and LSF that all relate 
to notions of caution, danger, hostility, and 
the worsening of conditions. By describing 
the handshape as a fork handshape, we bet-
ter capture the sign’s metaphorical meaning 
and we categorically remove reference ( be it 
implicit or explicit) to English-based sign-
ing systems. Of course, this is not to say that 
some signs in ASL and LSF are not initial-
ized; initialized signs are always identified in 
terms of the letter that represents them. See 
page xxv for a chart containing our hand-
shape typology.

Illustrations in the Dictionary

This dictionary contains numerous illustra-
tions collected from contemporary and 



xxiv  introduction

 historical sources. Edna Johnston, a Deaf 
native signer, graduate of the Maryland 
School for the Deaf, educator, and member 
of a large Deaf family from the Midwest, 
South, and East Coast, modeled all of the 
contemporary ASL signs. Emily Shaw 
 photographed the signs and Carole Marion, 
a Deaf French illustrator and graduate of 
the École Nationale des Beaux-Arts ( French 
National College of Art and Architecture), 
drew them. Marion teaches sign language 
and visual arts in a school for the deaf in 
France. In a few instances, Yves Delaporte 
drew signs. Most of the contemporary LSF 
signs come from dictionaries produced and 
copyrighted by the International Visual 
 Theater ( IVT ), and they are used by permis-
sion of IVT.

Two historical works by J. Schuyler Long 
(1910) and Daniel D. Higgins (1923) are 
essential sources for the knowledge of ASL’s 
history. The poor quality of the photographs 
in these texts made it difficult to reproduce 
them directly in the dictionary. For this 
reason, Yves Delaporte drew the signs from 
their originals.

A number of illustrations of LSF signs 
come from Joséphine Brouland (1855), 
Pierre Pélissier (1856), Abbé Louis-Marie 
Lambert (1865), and Abbé François 
Laveau (1868). Yves Delaporte recently 
re-edited Lambert’s dictionary to make it 
available to researchers and the general 
public. Laveau’s book has been re-edited by 
Françoise Bonnal-Vergès in the Éditions 
Lambert-Lucas ( Limoges).

Pat Mallet, a Deaf French illustrator, pro-
duced several drawings for this dictionary 
that clearly depict the etymologies of signs: 
the image of a typesetter putting type into 
a stick (print), dueling swordsman (can’t 
and argue), the trumpeter announcing 

news from Parliament (publicize), etc. 
We also include illustrations of objects and 
icons from the world that, in the hands of 
Deaf people, became signs: the hammer 
that hit the bell to ring the hours (time), the 
horse-driven carriage whose driver took the 
reins (manage, control), the globe used 
in geography courses (earth), etc. As much 
as possible, we have used pictures from the 
following historical texts for teaching deaf 
children: Joseph Piroux, Vocabulaire des 
sourds-muets (1830), Abbé Jules Chazottes, 
Méthode de Toulouse pour l’instruction des 
sourds-muets (1864), Alexandre Blanchet, 
 Enseignement des sourds-muets (1864), 
J. A. Jacobs, Learning to Spell, to Read, to 
Write, and to Compose,—All at the Same Time 
(1867), and Jérôme Clamaron,  Alphabet 
 dactylologique orné de dessins variés (1875).

Conclusion

Having undertaken the enormous task of 
recreating the etymologies of hundreds of 
ASL signs, we acknowledge the undeniable 
fact that this work is incomplete. Hundreds, 
if not thousands, of signs evade explanation 
simply because we lack enough evidence. 
While we have many opinions and  intuitions 
about the origins of many signs not included 
here, we have decidedly resisted the tempta-
tion of proposing unsubstantiated claims for 
fear of perpetuating our own folk etymolo-
gies. This work is the first attempt at accu-
mulating all known documentation of the 
lexicon. It is our fervent hope that more his-
torical documentation of ASL will be found 
and that more research into the language’s 
etymology will emerge as a consequence of 
our work. The richness and beauty of this 
language and its people deserve nothing less.
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HANDSHAPE TYPOLOGY

 open hand flat hand  mitten bent mitten crescent

 small crescent bundle rounded bundle fist thumb

 claw small claw double hook hook beak

 trident closed trident right angle horns modified horns

 little finger index paintbrush fork key

 ring modified ring bent middle finger cupped hand

Note. Most of the illustrations for these handshapes are from Bill Moody et al, La langue des signes, dictionnaire 
bilingue élémentaire. Paris: Éditions IVT, 1983.
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AMERICAN MANUAL ALPHABET

Source: Webster and Campbell, A Handy Dictionary of the English Language, 1877.
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Symbols

➊ Numbers inside entries indicate variations 
of a sign that have appeared throughout the 
course of the evolution of the language.

Conventions

•	 Small	capital	letters	are	used	to	represent	
each sign in English and French.

•	 The	meaning	of	a	sign	is	placed	in	quo-
tation marks. For example, “right” and 
“all right” are older meanings of the sign 
all right.

•	Unless	otherwise	marked,	sign	illustra-
tions are by Carole Marion. Those marked 
with the initials “YD” are by Yves Dela-
porte. The illustrated ASL signs are used 
throughout the U.S., and the LSF signs are 
used in Paris, unless otherwise noted. If 
the illustrations are followed by the phrase 
“after . . .”, then they were drawn from pho-
tographs of regional signs in France (Saint-
Laurent-en-Royans 1979, Chambéry 1982, 
Poitiers 1982, Le Puy 1984, Oléron 1974), 

from photographs in older dictionaries 
( Long 1910; Higgins 1923; Michaels 1923), 
from gestures used by hearing people 
(Wylie 1977), or from other documents 
listed accordingly.

•	On	occasion,	especially	in	the	case	of	hom-
onyms, glosses of French signs are trans-
lated differently than the original works 
from which they are cited.

•	 “Saint-Laurent-en-Royans”	is	abbreviated	
as “St-Laurent” in the legends under the 
illustrations.

•	 “ALSF”	refers	to	the	Académie	de	
la Langue des Signes Française, an 
 association in Paris dedicated to  
teaching and advancing LSF in French 
society.

•	 The	expressions	“sign	used	today”	and	
“contemporary sign” refer to signs used 
since the 1980s, with the understand-
ing that the advent of the Internet 
has undoubtedly shaped languages in 
 significant ways.

•	 By	convention,	the	terms	left and right 
are used to refer to the nondominant and 
dominant hands, respectively.

SYMBOLS AND CONVENTIONS
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A

ab and on

abandon stems from the nineteenth-
century French sign abandonner 
(abandon). The open hands jut outward 
to express the release of items from 
one’s possession. This sign is also trans-
lated by the English word leave.

a bou t

➊ Kendon (2004) argues that the bun-
dled handshape represents an ensemble 
of several things (see “The Bundled 
Handshape,” p. 217). The right index 
finger circumscribes the left, manifest-
ing the meaning of the English word 
around (one of the meanings of about). 
Roth (1948) detected this metaphor and 
documents it in the entry for about in 
his book of basic signs: “the left hand 
denotes the center core or central idea. 
The right hand indicates ideas pertain-
ing to the center.” 

➋ This variation of the sign shows 
the left handshape from about 1 has 
assimilated with the right index finger, 
thus eliminating the metaphorical asso-
ciation with the bundled handshape 
but retaining the circumscription in the 
movement.

ASL abandon LSF abandonner 
(Pélissier 1856 )

ASL about 1

ASL about 2
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abs ent

This sign derives from the old LSF sign 
glossed disparaître (disappear) by 
Lambert (1865) and means “absent” 
today. The metaphor behind absent 
is revealed in the transformation from 
an open to a bundled hand as the right 
hand moves below the left hand; the 
diminution in size ties to the disappear-
ance of something or someone. In ASL, 
the sign can be used in the literal sense 
to mean that something disappeared 
or in the figurative sense that someone 
passed away. 

a c cep t

We see in this sign the act of bring-
ing an object closer to one’s body. 
The transition from open to bundled 
handshapes reinforces the metaphor of 
gripping something close to the body 
(see “The Bundled Handshape,” p. 217). 
This aligns with the literal interpreta-
tion of the word accept. The same form 
exists in LSF and is likely the ancestor 
of the ASL sign.

a dd

The French ancestor of add came into 
existence from the older LSF encore 
(again; see again), which also meant 
“add.” The sign is produced when the 
signer “unite[s] in a bundle the fingers 
of the right hand and hit[s] it at the 
center of the palm of the left hand” 

LSF disparaître
(Lambert 1865)

ASL absent

ASL accept, LSF accepter

ASL add
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( Lambert 1865).1 The French sign was 
imported to the U.S., where it split into 
two distinct though semantically simi-
lar signs: add and more (see entry). 
Clark (1885) notes the identical form 
that we still see in the contemporary 
LSF sign, where the left hand is held 
below the right when contact is made. 
Today, due to assimilation, the hands 
now draw together in ASL.

ad mit, c onfess

Described by Higgins (1923) as an 
“unburdening of the bosom,” admit is a 
gestural metaphor equivalent to “offering 
one’s heart to another,” as one does when 
admitting to or confessing a wrong-
doing. A semantically related form is 
glossed as the sign willing (see entry).

ad vis e

The right bundled hand opens “toward 
[an] imaginary person . . . as if throw-
ing what it might contain toward the 
person” ( Long 1910). As in the sign 
inform, advise depicts the transmis-
sion of information, but it is produced 
on the back of the left hand instead of 
the forehead. The back of the left hand 
also figures in the semantically similar 
sign warn, as well as the sign summon 
(see entries). Tapping the hand is, of 
course, one way to obtain a Deaf per-
son’s attention.

1. The quotations from older dictionaries are 
located in the corresponding entries under the same 
glosses listed in this dictionary. If an older diction-
ary glosses a sign differently than in this text, the 
original gloss will be noted. 

LSF ajouter
(IVT 1986 )

ASL admit, confess

ASL advise
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ASL again LSF encore 
(Brouland 1855)

ASL against LSF contre ( Belgium)
(© CFLSB 1991)

a gain

This sign is directly inherited from the 
French encore (again), which Lambert 
(1865) describes as follows: “unite in a 
bundle the fingers of the right hand and 
hit it at the center of the palm of the left 
hand.” In both the ASL and LSF signs, 
the bundled handshape evolved into a 
bent mitten hand.

a gains t

Inherited from the French sign contre 
(against), against is described by 
Lambert (1865) as follows: “we push 
back against the object that comes 
towards the body.” The French sign has 
since been initialized with the letter 
C, but one variation still widely used 
in French-speaking Belgium remains 
uninitialized, like the American sign. 
The correlation between these two 
languages, both heavily influenced by 
LSF, confirms that the original French 
sign was not initialized.

a gr ee

➊ In the early twentieth century, the 
old LSF consentir (consent) still 
existed in ASL ( Higgins 1923). Lambert 
(1865) described it as “think or desire 
same.” Long (1910) shows an evolution 
and reinterpretation of the sign’s second 
part: “bring the other forefinger up 
alongside parallel to [the left forefinger] 
but not touching.” ASL agree 1

(YD from Long 1910)
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➋ Today, the movement of the right 
index finger is brisk, curved, and 
downward from near the temple, while 
the left index finger is initially placed 
slightly lower than the left shoulder. 
To denote two parties progressively 
reaching an agreement, each index 
finger curves down in sequence without 
touching. Higgins (1923) translates this 
sign as “becoming” or “suitable.”

all

➊ The open hands trace the contours 
of a sphere in space “as if to include 
the whole” ( Long 1910). George Veditz 
used this sign in Preservation of the 
Sign Language (1913), and it comes 
from the old French sign tout (all ): 
“the right hand, open and above the left 
hand, has its palm facing downwards 
and traces a semicircle, the two hands 
come together at the wrists and the fin-
gers are separated and raised in the air” 
(  Brothers of St. Gabriel 1853–1854).

➋ The photograph of the sign in 
 Higgins (1923) marks the beginning 
of the sign’s evolution— the right 
hand moves around the left in a large, 
 circular movement. 

➌ Today, the right hand no longer 
turns fully around the left hand, but 
rather makes a small circle above before 
resting on it.

ASL agree 2

ASL all 2 
(YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL all 3
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all r ight

Clark (1885) describes all right 
under his entry straight: “pass lower 
edge of extended right across palm 
of extended left, edge touching palm, 
hands at right angles.” This sign was 
likely inherited from the LSF tout 
droit (all right) meaning “follow a 
straight route.” In the earliest records 
of this sign, the outer edge of the right 
flat hand traces a straight line across 
the left palm. In the early twentieth 
century, this sign could mean “all 
right,” “right,” and “correct” ( Higgins 
1923). We have additional evidence that 
all right meant “right” or “correct” 
because of the complementary entry 
wrong in Long (1910), where the right 
hand traces a bent line across the left 
palm (see flip out). Today, two unique 
movements elucidate two alternate 
meanings of the English word right: 
all right, meaning “okay,” is produced 
with several short concave arcs, while 
right, meaning “a privilege to which 
one is entitled,” is produced with a 
single concave arc. Initialization with 
the letter H results in the sign honest. ASL all right

ASL right 
(YD from Long 1910)
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all ow

Laurent Clerc brought this sign to the 
U.S. The two flat hands, palms facing 
each other, move away from the body 
as if tracing the edge of a path. Long 
(1910) glossed the sign may, citing that 
it indicates permission. In France, the 
etymon of this sign is a gesture used by 
hearing people to let someone pass but 
also sarcastically to mean, “Go then, 
since you want to go there!” (the under-
lying suggestion being “I think you are 
wrong”). It is also similar to a gesture 
where the palms are raised and move 
around the body, also used sarcastically 
to mean, “Go ahead, sir.” In ASL, ini-
tialization with the letters L or P means 
let or permit, respectively.

alm os t

The tips of the fingers of the right flat 
hand graze the back of the left hand 
before contracting into the thumb 
handshape. Though not documented 
in historical texts, this sign is possibly 
an assimilated compound of the signs 
approach and first, both of which 
were inherited from LSF. ASL almost

ASL approach
(YD from Long 1910)

LSF premier
( Lambert 1865)

ASL allow (Illustration by Pat Mallet)
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al one

Clark (1885) describes the use of the 
extended index finger to symbolize a 
person as a common gesture. The circu-
lar movement of the index finger comes 
from the image of a solitary individual 
pacing aimlessly.

a lw ay s

Lambert (1865) describes the French 
sign toujours (always) as “a circle 
that does not start or finish.” Paulmier 
(1844) describes the sign as “if, with the 
index, I trace a rapid, circular move-
ment in the air, I cut the wings of time, 
I describe a circle, the serpent, who is 
the symbol of eternity in paintings.” 
The circular movement of the hand 
evokes the never-ending cycle, an image 
that had been reflected in gestures used 
by the broader hearing communities 
(Calbris 2002). In one ASL variation 
( Higgins 1923), the index finger is held 
horizontally, pointing away from the 
signer, identical to the old form docu-
mented by Pélissier (1856 ).

ASL alone ( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL always LSF toujours
(Pélissier 1856 )
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an al yze

This sign comes from the old LSF 
chercher (search), where the double 
hook hand was placed close to the face 
( Pélissier 1856 ), and “the movement 
and expression [resembled ] a person 
who looks from right to left” ( Lambert 
1865). This sign is not the source of the 
ASL sign look for (see entry for a full 
explanation).The ASL sign analyze 
and its French counterpart chercher 
partout (search everywhere) depict 
the act of searching in depth. The dou-
ble hook handshape is also used in the 
LSF sign jardiner (to garden), which 
transmits the same metaphor behind 
the word dig, whose figurative meaning 
is to find something through research.

and

The union of the fingers in a bundle 
symbolizes an ensemble of things 
( Kendon 2004; see also “The Bundled 
Handshape,” p. 217). The use of the 
bundled handshape to translate the 
conjunction and manifests the word’s 
meaning in its purest sense. The same 
sign was once used in Signed French for 
et (and ), reduced to its final handshape 
illustrated here.

ASL analyze

LSF chercher partout
(IVT 1997)

ASL and LSF et 
(Leaflet of a deaf peddler,  

19th century.  
Above the illustration we  
see the symbol & [and ])
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angr y

Higgins (1942) saw the origin of the sign 
angry as “the old sign of anger, rending 
of one’s garments.” In actuality, this sign 
derives from the French sign colère 
(angry), which was originally produced 
with one hand on the left side of the 
chest, symbolizing blood boiling in the 
chest. De Gérando (1827) describes its 
production as “the open right hand, with 
open and bent fingers directed toward 
the heart, executes a rapid and repeated 
movement from low to high near the 
heart as if marking the blood agitating.” 
The claw handshape in both LSF and 
ASL carries metaphorical associations 
with harsh or mean things (see mad and 
selfish). Although Long (1910) docu-
ments angry as being produced with 
one hand, it is frequently produced with 
two hands in contemporary ASL and LSF.

animal

The Brothers of St. Gabriel (1853–1854) 
describe animal thus: “Sign air while 
batting the hand or with both of the 
hands forming the letter M pressed 
against the stomach and following the 
movement of forced respiration.” The 
LSF letter M is nearly identical to the 
bent mitten handshape we see in the 
contemporary ASL sign. Listing quali-
ties of generic concepts was common in 
old LSF and ASL. Pélissier (1856 ) cites 
three signs in his entry animaux (ani-
mals) that correspond to the behaviors 
characteristic of most animals: “Pro-
duce the signs breathe, walk, fly” 
followed by the sign etc. animal was 
first documented in the U.S. by Brown 

ASL angry

LSF colère
(Pélissier 1856 )

LSF colère
(IVT 1986 )

ASL animal (YD)
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(1856 ) as the sign breathe. Clark 
(1885) similarly describes the produc-
tion of the sign as “move the hands out-
wards a few inches, repeating motion 
to indicate the swelling and contraction 
of the chest in breathing.” The sign has 
since moved to the area of the upper 
chest where the fingertips of the bent 
mitten hands make contact. The origi-
nal iconic rendering of  animal, then, is 
completely obscured.

any

➊ In the beginning of the twentieth 
century, the production of this sign 
involved the extended right thumb 
jumping along the horizontal axis in 
small arcs from left to right in front of 
the signer ( Long 1910; Higgins 1923). 
The root of this sign is the French sign 
chaque (each), which Lambert (1865) 
described as “with small jerks of the fist, 
trace a circular movement in front of the 
body where only the thumb is raised.” 
The extended right thumb does not 
represent the letter A from the English 
word any as Higgins (1923) suggests, 
but is from the French sign un (one) 
(see “un (One): The Hidden Number,” 
p. 239). Pélissier (1856 ) notes that “the 
closed hand, except for the thumb which 
appears to be un, jolts from left to right 
with successive jumps, as if it wanted 
to touch or designate each object.” This 
sign also corresponds to the etymology 
of the French word chacun, a compound 
of chaque + un (each + one).

➋ In the contemporary sign, the 
 jumping movement has been reduced 
to a single, outward pivot of the wrist.

ASL any 2

ASL any 1
(YD from Long 1910)

LSF chaque
(Lambert 1865)
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a ppl ause

The Brothers of St. Gabriel (1853–1854) 
documented the compound sign fête 
(feast) as follows: “We clap the palms 
of the hands against each other and the 
two hands separate, shaking as with 
the sign arbre [tree].” The first part 
of the sign, the clap, is the well-known 
applause gesture used among hearing 
people. The second part of the sign, 
where the two hands separate, became 
the so-called “deaf applause.” However, 
the compound sign remained in use 
with its meaning of “feast” up until the 
1980s in Poitiers, France, which is also 
the location of the institution run by the 
Brothers of St. Gabriel. The second part 
of fête has since diffused throughout 
France with the meaning “applause.” 
The semantic link between feast and 
applause is partly explained by cultural 
context—in the French residential 
schools, the only occasion to applaud 
was during the feast that marked the 
end of the school year.

a ppl e

There are different regional variations 
of this sign, but they share a com-
mon handshape: a fist that pivots on 
the cheek representing the apple that 
one eats. This sign existed in old LSF 
according to de Gérando (1827), who 
describes pomme (apple) as “repre-
sented by the round form and the 
action of chewing.” Clark (1885) was 
the first American author to document 
the ASL sign, which he described as 
“indicate the size and shape by clasp-
ing closed and compressed right with ASL apple

ASL applause

LSF fête
(YD from Poitiers 1982)
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left hand, and then hold closed left 
hand at mouth, as though eating an 
entire apple in that way.” Noting a 
slight shift in location, Long (1910) 
cites the handshape as being placed “at 
the corner of the mouth,” which was 
likely to allow for a clearer view of the 
lips for lipreading. Sometime in the 
first part of the twentieth century, the 
hooked index finger became the point 
of contact between the right hand and 
the cheek. By the 1940s the imagery 
behind the sign was reinterpreted. For 
example, Higgins (1942) surmised 
that the hooked index finger stood for 
“the depression around the stem.” We 
see, rather, the evolutionary tendency 
of signs that rotate near the body to 
eventually make contact on and then 
center around one point (see who 3 for 
another instance of this phenomenon; 
see also Delaporte 2008 for examples 
in LSF ).

a ppr oa c h

➊ This sign comes from the old French 
sign approcher (approach; Lambert 
1865) where the back of the right hand 
moves toward the palm of the left hand 
( Long 1910). In contemporary ASL, this 
sign is used in the temporal sense, as in 
“Memorial Day is drawing near,” and 
also to denote nearing a destination. 

➋ Different in form and meaning, 
approach 2 means “confront” or “meet 
face-to-face.” It is produced by drawing 
the palms of the two flat hands upwards 
toward each other.

ASL approach 1
(YD from Long 1910)

LSF approcher
(Lambert 1865)

ASL approach 2
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ar gue

argue is identical to the LSF sign 
ennemi (enemy), whose etymology 
Ferrand (circa 1785) described as 
“men against, swords drawn.” Lambert 
(1865) explained it as “cast the index 
fingers of each hand across from each 
other, as two swords.” The metaphori-
cal invocation of swords exists in all 
of the signs semantically related to 
discussion and dispute in LSF: débat 
(debate),  dialoguer (dialogue), and se 
disputer (argue); and in ASL: enemy, 
opposite, and struggle (see entries). 
Long (1910) saw a different sort of 
conflict in the sign’s symbolism—“let 
ends of fingers drop, and draw up again, 
imitating motion of roosters fighting.”

ar r ive

Variations of this sign in older texts 
( Long 1910; Veditz 1913; Higgins 1923) 
depict the movement of the body (the 
right hand ) as it reaches a destination 
(the left hand ): “1. Drop the back of the 
right hand in the palm of the left hand. 
2. Quickly move both hands out for-
ward in a bouncing manner” (Michaels 
1923). Roth (1948) describes the sign 
slightly differently: “hold the hands 
before you with the right hand resting 
in the left hand. Then move both hands 
forward, lifting the right hand up a little 
and letting it drop back into the left 
hand.”

ASL argue LSF ennemi
( IVT 1986 )

( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL arrive
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as k

Documented first by Brouland (1855), 
this sign comes from the conventional 
gesture of clasping the hands to pray. In 
ASL, the act of praying to God semanti-
cally extended to include any request. 
Today, ask remains identical to the 
LSF sign demander (ask) except in 
its movement. In LSF, the movement 
is directed toward the solicited per-
son whereas in ASL the movement is 
directed toward the signer, foreground-
ing the solicitor of the request. In con-
temporary contexts, the sign generally 
denotes formal requests.

aut omatic

In the most contemporary form, the 
hooked right index finger slides down 
the outer edge of the left index finger 
before quickly rising again. An older 
variation has the left hand configured in 
a flat handshape while the right hooked 
index finger or bent flat hand, traces the 
outer edge of the left hand. The outer 
edge of the left hand is implicated in 
a family of signs linked to skill, preci-
sion, and, in this case, automaticity (see 
entries skill and technical).

LSF demander
( Brouland 1855)

ASL ask

ASL automatic
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autu mn

The symbolism behind this sign is fairly 
transparent. The raised left arm repre-
sents a tree and the right hand repre-
sents the falling leaves (Clark 1885). A 
similar but more iconic sign, automne 
(autumn), exists in LSF, where the open 
hand depicts a leaf falling from a tree. 
The brushing contact of the right hand 
with the left elbow in the ASL sign 
slightly obscures its root.

awful

➊ The photograph for the sign in 
Higgins (1923) leaves no doubt as to 
the origin of the contemporary sign 
awful—the hair rises on the head 
as might metaphorically occur in the 
face of danger. This metaphor appears 
in English expressions such as “the 
hair rose on the back of my neck,” that 
describe the experience of encountering 
a precarious situation. A nearly identi-
cal sign exists in Belgium.

➋ Today, awful is produced in front 
of the signer with the middle finger 
flicking outward from the pad of the 
thumb. It is likely that the shift in loca-
tion from the head to the front of the 
signer occurred in the middle of the 
twentieth century. Watson (1964) notes 
a variation for awful that he glosses 
as fearful, which is illustrated like 
awful 1 but with F handshapes. While 
it is tempting to interpret the hand-
shape as initialized for fearful, it is more 
likely an intermediary between the 

ASL autumn LSF automne

LSF affreux ( Belgium)
(CFLSB 1989)

ASL awful 2

ASL awful 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)
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older form and the contemporary one. 
The shift from the ring to the modified 
ring handshape is common in ASL (see 
“Handshape Change,” p. 148).

awkw ar d

The origin of awkward is the LSF sign 
paysan (peasant), which depicts the 
gait of people from the countryside in 
centuries past. Ferrand (circa 1785) 
called it a “sign of heavy walking,” and 
Sicard (1808) explained it as showing 
“the slow and lazy walk of good country 
folk, their gross habits, badly cut and 
unkempt.” In LSF, the sign also means 
“impolite.” For a detailed account of the 
etymological relationship between the 
signs paysan and impoli (impolite) see 
Delaporte (2007).

ASL awkward

LSF paysan, impoli
(YD from Oléron 1974)
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B

ba d

The sign bad is comprised of two parts. 
The first is the nineteenth-century 
French sign bon (good; see good) 
followed by a form of negation (see 
don’t want). Clark (1885) also notes 
bad as a compound of the sign good 
and “then turn the hand back down, 
as it is thrown down to left,” a sign of 
negation. Although there are no texts 
in France that document the existence 
of this form in old LSF, a sign identi-
cal in form and meaning does exist in 
Saint-Laurent-en-Royans. There the 
school for the deaf retained many signs 
 historically similar to ASL, suggesting 
that this sign for bad did exist in old 
LSF as well. 

bap tize

At one time, this sign was produced 
as a compound consisting of the sign 
water followed by the extended 
thumbs “plunged tandem wise down 
into the water and up again” ( Higgins 
1923). The handshape is inherited from 
LSF, where the number 1 as well as one 
person is expressed with the thumb 
handshape, rather than the index finger. 
In this case, it most likely stands for 
one person (see “un (One): The Hidden 
Number,” p. 239).

ASL bad LSF mal
(YD from St-Laurent 1979)

ASL baptize
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ba sement

The thumb hand rotates in a circle 
beneath the palm of the flat left hand. 
The extended thumb represents an 
individual, which can be traced back 
to the French numbering system where 
the sign un (one) can also mean one 
person (see “un (One): The Hidden 
Number,” p. 239).

ba sk et

➊ The Brothers of St. Gabriel 
(1853–1854) first described basket 1 
as “the open right hand, palm turned 
toward the self is brought to rest on the 
left elbow and then lifted to the forearm 
to represent the handle of a basket.” The 
older sign in ASL, as shown by Higgins 
(1923), shows the intermediary between 
the original LSF and the contemporary 
ASL: the right extended index finger 
crossed over the left forearm, depicting 
the handle. 

➋ basket 2 had already emerged by 
the nineteenth century. Clark (1885) 
describes the shift from an arc on top 
of the left arm to a convex arc on its 
underside from wrist to elbow. The 
pressure to ease production likely 
 motivated the change. basket 2 is also 
commonly used to mean “trash.”

ASL basement

ASL basket 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL basket 2

(Illustration by Pat Mallet)
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bea utiful

Clark (1885) describes this sign as a 
compound consisting of outlining the 
face with the index finger to mean 
face and then “holding extended right 
hand, palm towards and near face, 
bring the tips of the fingers and thumb 
together” to mean beautiful. Accord-
ing to  Pélissier (1856 ), the two parts 
of this sign come from two ancient 
French signs—joli (pretty) and beau 
( beautiful ). Once in the U.S., the sign 
evolved very little. Higgins (1923) wrote 
that the “right hand finger tips, palm 
inward, passed down over the face 
and closed when brought to lips, then 
ending with a slight upward curve to 
the right.” Blanchet (1850) mentions 
in his description of the LSF sign beau 
that the open hand at the end of the 
movement originally represented blow-
ing a kiss. In France, hearing people 
 frequently use a similar gesture to 
express that something is “splendid” 
(Wylie 1977). When the sign is reduced 
to its first part in ASL, it means “pretty.” 
The contemporary ASL form has 
reduced the two contributing signs by 
keeping the open handshape of joli and 
then closing it to the first handshape of 
beau.

ASL beautiful

LSF beau
 (Pélissier 1856 )

Gesture “splendid” ( French hearing people)
(YD from Wylie 1977)

LSF joli
 (Pélissier 1856 )
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beca us e

This highly enigmatic sign contains 
traces of the LSF c’est pour ça (that’s 
why), which originally consisted of 
pour (for) followed by the letters C 
and A. The importation of the sign to 
the U.S. triggered a number of changes, 
resulting in four variants. Each variant 
has retained at least one of the three 
most prominent elements of the old 
French sign: the index finger of pour 
and the letters C and /or A from ça.

➊ In the first ASL variant, because 1, 
the index finger glides across the fore-
head ending with the hand in a thumb 
handshape. This is the sign pour fol-
lowed by the letter A ( Long 1910).

➋ In the second variant, because 2 
(Michaels 1923), we see a remnant of 
pour in the initial location of contact, 
the C in the curved hand that touches 
the forehead, and the A in the final 
handshape.

➌ In because 3, the orientation of the 
hand has shifted so that we see only a 
trace of the sign pour in the use of the 
index finger. A remnant of the letter A 
exists only in the bending of the index 
finger.

➍ The fourth variant, because 4, is an 
older form used in Indiana and possibly 
elsewhere ( E. Shaw, field observation). 
To produce this form, because 2 is 
followed by an opening and dropping of 
the hand away from the body. Here, we 
see the closest resemblance to the LSF 
c’est ça (that’s it), the most semanti-
cally proximal sign to because that is 
also linked to c’est pour ça.

LSF pour
( Pélissier 1856 )

LSF c’est pour ça 
( IVT 1986 )

ASL because 1 (YD) ASL because 2 (YD)

ASL because 3 (YD) ASL because 4 (YD)

LSF c’est ça ( IVT 1986 )
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befo r e

Abbé de l’Épée (1784) observed that 
“the deaf and mute, before they come 
under my tutelage, have come with 
the idea of the past, the present, and 
the future . . . . How did they make it 
understood that an action had hap-
pened in the past? They tossed . . . the 
hand over one side of the shoulder.” 
The ASL sign before conforms to this 
gesture.

benefit , pr ofit

This sign depicts the act of slipping a 
small, thin object ( i.e., money) into a 
pocket. An older variation was pro-
duced at the hip, whereas the contem-
porary sign shows the ring handshape 
positioned at the side of the chest. The 
same sign has existed for centuries in 
dialects of LSF outside Paris, especially 
in Chambéry. Its meaning has since 
expanded to denote benefit, credit, and 
even points or score.

ASL before

ASL benefit, profit LSF bénéfice
(YD from Chambéry 1982)
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be t ter

This sign is inherited from the 
 compound in LSF mieux ( better), 
which was originally made up of bon 
(good ) followed by premier (first). 
The sign bon has been in use since 
the nineteenth century; Blanchet 
described it as “blow a kiss with the 
hand” (1850). premier is made by 
lifting the extended thumb hand (see 
“un (One): The  Hidden Number,” 
p. 239). In ASL, as in the current LSF 
sign, the two parts of the compound 
sign good and first have assimilated 
to become a single unit.

bl a ck

Signs for colors tend to become stan-
dardized later in the establishment 
of a lexicon (see red and color). In 
eighteenth-century France, the sign for 
the color black was not yet lexicalized; 
to indicate the color, a signer would 
merely “show the color black” ( Ferrand 
circa 1785). By the nineteenth century, 
all of the French authors documented a 
sign for noir ( black) as tracing the eye-
brow with the index finger to indicate 
its color. Clark (1885) states that Deaf 
people simply “touch the eyebrow with 
the tip of right index.” The contempo-
rary ASL sign has evolved into a slightly 
higher placement on the forehead and 
a twisting of the wrist, both of which 
obscure its origin.

LSF bon + premier
(Lambert 1865)

ASL black LSF noir
(Pélissier 1856 )

ASL better
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bl ame

This sign has a nebulous etymology. 
blame is one member of a lexical 
family rooted in the old French sign 
établir (establish) (see “On Com-
mon Ground,” p. 28), where the left fist 
symbolized a foundation upon which 
the right fist established itself ( Lambert 
1865). The old dictionaries give several 
forms of the sign in addition to two 
derived meanings. 

➊ In the first American documenta-
tion of this sign, Higgins (1923) shows 
a form much like établir that uses an 
extended right thumb hand instead of a 
full fist. This sign remains in use today 
to establish blame or fault someone. 
blame 1 followed by self means “It’s 
my fault.”

➋ To assess blame, that is, to blame 
someone, the right hand is thrust from 
its resting place on the back of the left 
hand toward the accused.

bl o od

➊ This is a compound sign first 
documented in ASL by Clark (1885): 
“indicate the red color and the flow-
ing.” We see the contemporary LSF sign 
sang ( blood ) produced as a similar 
compound, comprised of rouge (red ) 
followed by se répandre (shed ).

➋ In the U.S., Deaf people today tend 
to omit the first part of the compound 
(red) or will initiate this sign near the 
mouth.

LSF établir
( IVT 1986 )

ASL blame 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL blame 2

ASL blood 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)

LSF sang
( IVT 1986 )

ASL blood 2
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bl ow  top

➊ The right hand, formed in the claw 
handshape, rises and lowers on top of 
the left fist. This sign depicts a lid that 
is thrust open after having held down a 
pressurized force. We see a similar anal-
ogy in the English idioms “blow one’s 
stack” and “he blew a gasket.” 

➋ Different from the first form, this 
second sign begins with the right index 
finger on the forehead, like the sign 
think. This reinforces that the form 
represents one’s inner state of mind.

body

body comes from the LSF corps 
( body) described by Lambert (1865): 
“indicate one’s own body by patting 
the chest, the side, and the thighs with 
the hands.” An evolution of the sign 
in France and in the U.S. raised the 
points of contact to the chest and waist. 
Veditz (1913) uses the sign to indicate 
a person, not just the body of a person, 
confirming that corps is also the root 
of the person marker (see person).

ASL blow top 1 ASL blow top 2

ASL body LSF corps
( Lambert 1865)
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On Common Ground

Several hearing employees at the Institute in Paris ( Joseph de Gérando and Alexandre 
Blanchet, for example) recorded the earliest LSF signs used in the school. These men 
had an ulterior motive beyond documenting signs: they were linking manual gestures 
with written forms in French to faithfully execute de l’Épée’s method. Because they were 
well-versed in Latin, like all educated men of that time, their dictionaries contain a con-
siderable number of signs whose forms they created to gesturally represent Latin roots 
(e.g., gender /sex). Of course, these authors could not absolutely control the signs that 
Deaf people ultimately used. However, the Deaf community in France eventually adopted 
several of these invented signs. Over time, the French Deaf community rejected these 
invented forms, but American signers continue to use some of them unaware that the 
signs were intended to represent French syntax (e.g., gender /sex, than, and person). 
ASL appears to have retained quite a few more of these invented signs than LSF, partly 
because the displacement of the language removed all associations that these lexical items 
had among French Deaf people with Signed French.
 It is in this environment that the signs establish, institution, and blame were born. 
All three signs are founded on the metaphor of a grounded base, represented by the left 
hand (a fist in LSF and a flat hand in ASL), and an upright entity placed on top of that base 
(also a fist in LSF and a fist with an extended thumb in ASL).
 Both American and French Deaf people extrapolated from iconic forms to create a slew 
of arbitrary vocabulary. Much like Latin roots reveal concrete associations with English 
words, these signs are rooted in imagery that can only be explained by referencing all four 
languages—ASL, LSF, English, and French.
 In the LSF signs fonder (found ) and créer (create), the right fist taps the top of the 
left fist with the palm facing right. Ferrand (circa 1785) describes both as positioning the 
first stone, and Blanchet (1850) describes them as driving a stake into the ground to mark 
possession of the terrain. The first step in abstraction from these iconic images occurred 
in the extension of the meaning of fonder to name a place. The LSF sign établissement 
(establishment) is described as “the two hands rest on top of each other, the left hand in 
the form of the letter S and the right hand in the form of the letter A, which is placed 
above the left” ( Brothers of St. Gabriel 1853–1854, 60). établir (establish) is described by 
Lambert (1865, 234) as “take with the two hands, as if by the neck, a bottle that was set to 
the right and set it in front of you.”
 Normally, establishments and foundations are buildings or entities with institutional 
power. The association between établir and instituer (institute) in LSF, and then 
institution in ASL, was an easy one to make. Two older texts of LSF ( Brothers of St. 
Gabriel 1853–1854, 60; Ferrand circa 1785, 115) cite an initialized sign that derived from 
établir to denote institution: “Sign the manual letter I and the same sign as establish.”
 Once transmitted to the U.S., the sign institution took on culturally specific mean-
ing. Nearly all of the residential schools in America were called “institutions.” The sign for 
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“residential school for the deaf ” continues to be institution even though these schools 
are no longer called “institutions” in English. Though the sign existed in older LSF, it fell 
out of use in the French Deaf community, likely because its initialization indicated such 
an overt reference to the strongly disliked Signed French.
 The final step in abstraction was realized in the sign blame. It is likely that the ASL 
sign derived from the close semantic relationship between the words establish, institute, 
found, cause, and blame—all noted synonyms for the sign in the beginning of the twenti-
eth century ( Higgins 1923). Higgins (1942, 14) describes the form as the “left hand sup-
porting the right as accepting the burden.” He goes further to say that “if this right hand 
is thrown out towards someone, it means: ‘accuse.’ ” Thus, a distinction based on move-
ment allowed two meanings to emerge: blame did not move while accuse moved toward 
the object of blame. Long (1910) also cites two different forms. In contemporary use, an 
emphatic version of blame meaning “you only have yourself to blame” is essentially a 
compound of establish + yourself. Similar metaphors in English link blame with the 
literal ground on which one stands, as seen in the expression “On what grounds do you 
base your  argument?”
 The juxtaposition of these two classes of signs that differ only in movement is common 
in ASL (for example, the noun /verb pairs chair /sit, airplane /fly), so it is not unusual 
that the early sign for blame, with a slight modification, functioned as both a noun and 
a verb. Today, the signs establish, institution, and blame have very different forms, 
making it difficult to imagine that they are products of the same sign.
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bon e

In the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, bone was conveyed by tap-
ping the teeth with the hooked index 
finger (Clark 1885; Long 1910; Higgins 
1923). Today, that form is used exclu-
sively for glass. Higgins (1923) is the 
only historical author to cite a different 
form: “point to prominent knuckles of 
closed left hand.” Today, bone consists 
of the double hooked handshapes 
crossed in front of the signer. A nearly 
identical sign in LSF means “skeleton” 
and draws from the image of the skull 
and crossbones. The double hooked 
handshape also links bone to other ASL 
signs metaphorically associated with 
hard things (see difficult, hard, and 
problem).

bor ing

Long (1910) documents a variation of 
this sign in his entry tedious: “Place 
the end of the forefinger on the tip of 
the nose and press down, bending the 
head forward slightly as if in obedience 
to the pressure of the finger.” Some may 
interpret this as a gestural rendition 
of the English expression “nose to the 
grindstone.” In contemporary contexts, 
the index finger is placed on the side of 
the nose and the wrist twists forward, 
moving the finger off the nose. Though 
this specific form is not documented in 
the historical texts, a description of the 
sign awl by Clark (1885) might explain 
the handshape and movement as a play 
on the double meaning of the English 
word “boring” which means “dull” 
but also “drill a hole”: “make a boring 

ASL bone LSF squelette
( IVT 1986 )

Skull and crossbones
(YD)

ASL boring
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motion with tip of right index, other 
fingers and thumbs closed, against left 
palm.” The location of boring is yet 
another example of the nose  evoking 
negative connotations, also seen in 
signs like don’t care, lousy, and 
fool, joke (see entries).

boss

The sign is inherited from the LSF 
officier (officer), which Higgins 
(1923) recognized as symbolizing “the 
epaulets on the left arm,” the mark of 
authority for captains in the military. 
The iconicity behind the sign has 
slightly diminished as the semantics has 
expanded; today, the sign refers to all 
sorts of positions of authority, including 
coach, captain, boss, and chairman.

bother

Clark (1885) in his entry come 
between describes the sign as “lay the 
lower edge of right hand on curved sur-
face between spread thumb and index 
of left hand.” Translated by Long (1910) 
as “interrupt, interfere with, come 
between,” this sign is a visual metaphor 
for what it means to bother someone.

ASL boss

Illustration of the epaulets 
of an officer

(Clamaron 1875)

LSF officier
(Clamaron 1875)

ASL bother
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boy

boy comes from the LSF sign garçon 
( boy), which was originally a com-
pound of the signs homme (man) and 
jeune (young). The second part of 
the compound has since disappeared. 
homme is described as “taking one’s 
hat to say hello” ( Brouland 1855), the 
“sign of tipping a hat” ( Pélissier 1856 ), 
and the “sign of lifting and putting 
a hat back on one’s head” ( Lambert 
1865). Confirming its connection with 
homme, the contemporary ASL sign 
boy can also be used to mean “man.”

bra g

This is the repetitive and emphatic 
form of myself in which the extended 
thumb, inherited from LSF, carries the 
value of singularity (see “un (One): The 
Hidden Number,” p. 239). brag is close 
to the French sign égoïsme (egotism), 
which is rooted in the same metaphor 
as se vanter (egotistical ) that is, to relate 
everything to one’s self. Lambert (1865) 
cites the form as “close the right fist and 
from the back of the thumb, lift and 
hit the chest two or three times.” The 
lowering of the sign to the hips caused a 
shift in orientation of the thumbs due to 
the physical constraint of trying to keep 
the wrists in the same position, but this 
obscures the sign’s origin.

ASL boy LSF garçon
( Brouland 1855)

Gesture of salutation
( Piroux 1830)

ASL brag LSF moi-même, égoïsme
( Lambert 1865)
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bra ve, c oura ge

➊ The older form of brave displays 
its close ties to the old LSF compound 
courage (courage). The first part of 
the LSF sign was a simple pointing to 
the heart “to show that one is speaking 
of its force” and the second part was the 
sign fort (strong), “produced by bend-
ing the arms while closing the fists” 
(Sicard 1808). Abbé Lambert (1865) 
glossed the two signs as strong heart. 
This metaphor also conforms to the 
etymology of the word courage, which 
comes from the French word cœur 
( heart). The metaphorical influences of 
heart and strength are not seen in the 
early documents of ASL: “taking oneself 
as if by the lapel of coat and then pull-
ing oneself forward” ( Higgins 1923). 
This description is reinforced by Long 
(1910), who specifies that the hands 
are “somewhat open” and initiate at 
the level of the heart then project away 
from the chest with force.

➋ Later, brave, courage evolved so 
that the hands begin on the shoulders 
rather than the chest, leaving the con-
nection with the heart no longer visible.

br ead

Both Clark (1885) and Long (1910) 
characterize the ASL sign as Blanchet 
(1850) described the LSF sign pain 
( bread ): “simulate the action of cutting 
with the right hand a piece of bread 
that is held with the left hand.” The 
big loaves of bread of this era were 
held against the chest with the left 
hand while the knife sliced through 

ASL brave, courage 1
(YD from Long 1910)

ASL brave, courage 2

ASL bread, LSF pain
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the bread towards the left arm. Clark’s 
description is very similar: “holding 
left hand, back to left, fingers extended 
and pointing to front . . . make motion 
of cutting off slices of bread with lower 
edge of extended right hand, held back 
to right, parallel to left, and some inches 
from it” (1885). Thus, in performing 
the sign, the back of the left hand does 
not represent a loaf of bread, as is com-
monly assumed, but rather the hand 
that held the bread. The migration of 
the hands toward each other such that 
the right hand is now in front of the left, 
obscures the connection with this sign’s 
etymon.

br id e, br id es maid

Iconic in its origin, this sign represents 
the way in which a bride carries her 
bouquet of flowers down the aisle on 
her wedding day. The sign can also 
mean “bridesmaid.”

br id ge

A very old sign that has remained 
unchanged over the centuries, bridge 
is cited by Clark (1885) as “make a sign 
like basket, but instead of making the 
loop under the left arm with the index, 
make it with first and second fingers.” 
Higgins (1923) saw the symbolism 
behind the sign as “the four main sup-
ports of the bridge.”

Ancient method of cutting bread
(Nineteenth-century  engraving)

ASL bride, bridesmaid (Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL bridge
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br other

➊ This sign is a compound once 
formed by the signs boy and same 
(see entries). First documented in ASL 
by Clark (1885), it derives from the 
nineteenth-century French sign frère 
( brother), which continues to be used 
in Saint-Laurent-en-Royans. The sec-
ond part of the contemporary ASL sign 
has evolved to right angle handshapes.

➋ A variation of brother 1, this sign is 
the result of a widely recognized process 
of compounding where two component 
signs with two different hand configura-
tions (the bundled handshape of boy 
and the extended index handshapes of 
same) combine into a sign with a single 
hand configuration (the right angle 
handshape in same). The modification 
of the second component, with the 
thumb extended, has contributed to the 
divergence from the sign’s original form.

br own

Historically, most colors were indexed 
by simply pointing to a nearby object 
of the same color (see black and red). 
brown and its variant tan are the only 
color signs produced at the cheek. For 
brown, the letter B slides down the side 
of the cheek. It is possible that the ASL 
sign derived from an initialization of 
the old LSF brun,  marron ( brown), 
which  Blanchet (1850) describes as “rub 
the chin with the tips of the four fingers 
of one hand” to indicate the color of a 
beard. It is equally possible that the ASL 
sign emerged independently and refers 
to brown skin.

ASL brother 1 LSF frère
(YD from St-Laurent 1979)

ASL brother 2

ASL brown LSF brun, marron
(YD from St-Laurent 1979)



36  butcher

but cher

This iconic sign, identical in form to 
the LSF sign, consists of the extended 
right thumb touching the neck as a 
butcher’s knife might pierce an animal’s 
neck. It capitalizes on the extended 
thumb as a symbol for something long 
and thin (see “Meaning of the Thumb,” 
p. 63), which is also seen in the sign 
 dangerous (see entry).

buy

Clark (1885) deconstructs the com-
ponents of this sign as follows: “make 
sign for money, for giving, and for 
 receiving.” The purchase of an object 
is represented by the payment portion 
of the transaction, which is the same 
iconicity found in the LSF sign payer 
( pay) and the ASL sign pay, identical 
in form to the LSF sign except with the 
extended index finger instead of the 
thumb.

ASL butcher, LSF boucher

ASL buy

LSF payer
(IVT 1986 )
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C

call

Originally composed of two distinct 
parts, call was documented by Clark 
(1885) under his entry telegraph: 
“tap with tip of curved right index, 
other fingers and thumb closed, 
the knuckle of left index finger, and 
then move the right hand sharply to 
front.” The first part of the sign, then, 
depicted the visible movement of the 
telegraph needle, while the second part 
represented the invisible transmission 
of pulses through the line. With the 
advent of the teletypewriter (TTY) in 
the 1960s and 1970s, the meaning of the 
sign expanded to “call via TTY.” Today, 
only the second part of the original 
sign remains. As newer technologies 
like videophones and texting devices 
have replaced TTYs, the sign is drop-
ping out of favor, though it is still used, 
especially when referencing calls made 
through relay services.

ASL call
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can

This sign matches the French sign 
pouvoir (can, power), which conveys 
a variety of meanings, including “can,” 
“able,” “may,” and “power” ( Pélissier 
1856 ). The sense of power accounts 
for the hand configurations: “to angle 
the two arms with closed fists toward 
the ground to mark power” ( Ferrand 
circa 1785). The sign leverages the 
 symbolism of the fist, which is itself 
a vehicle of force and ability, though 
the ASL can is not synonymous with 
power. The movement toward the 
ground is reminiscent of a command, as 
in the LSF sign il faut (must) and the 
ASL sign must (see entry).

canno t

Found in Clark (1885) under the entry 
impossible, as well as in Long (1910) 
and Veditz (1913), this now ubiqui-
tous sign is identical to the LSF sign 
interdit (prohibit). In 1853–1854, the 
Brothers of St. Gabriel described it as 
impossible (impossible): “the index 
of the right hand hits the index of left 
hand.” The fingers may represent a 
sword fight where one of the adversar-
ies knocks away his opponent’s sword 
(a metaphor also seen in the etymons of 
argue and enemy).

ASL cannot LSF interdit
( IVT 1986 )

ASL can LSF pouvoir
( Pélissier 1856 )
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car eful

The sign is derived from a family of 
French signs that include mauvais 
( bad ) and danger (danger), which are 
historically linked to a gesture hear-
ing French people used to evoke the 
Devil (see “The Veiled Devil,” p. 176). 
The American sign careful can be 
inflected in a variety of ways by alter-
nating the movement to convey con-
cepts such as “watch over,” “take care 
of,” and “keep.” Clark (1885) interpreted 
a secondary image behind the sign—
“guarding with double eyes.” A similar 
sign, faire attention (be careful), 
continues to exist in LSF.

car eless

Clark (1885), Long (1910), and Higgins 
(1923) all document this sign as one-
handed, although today it is frequently 
produced with both hands. The forked 
handshape is a trace of the old French 
sign mauvais ( bad; see above), which 
is borrowed from the gesture used by 
hearing people in France to signal the 
Devil. This gesture also contributed to 
the form seen in the LSF sign danger 
(danger; see hell and “The Veiled 
Devil,” p. 176).

ASL careful ASL watch over

LSF faire attention
( IVT 1986 )

LSF mauvais
( Pélissier 1856 )

LSF danger
( IVT 1986 )

ASL careless
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ca us e

Long’s (1910) documentation of cause 
reveals a form identical to the French 
sign ça arrive (it happens). A closely 
related French sign, causer (cause), 
was used in Paris until the middle of 
the twentieth century. It consisted 
of the hands moving away from the 
signer along the horizontal axis of time, 
representing the succession of cause 
and effect (see “Axis of Time,” p. 286). 
The opening of the fists present in all 
of these signs symbolizes the arrival of 
something new.

celebra te, anniversar y

Originating as an iconic sign wherein a 
signer would be “waving the flag vigor-
ously” in the right hand during celebra-
tory events ( Higgins 1942), this sign 
has since evolved. The left hand now 
mirrors the right, and both hands have 
dropped from above the shoulder to in 
front of the shoulders.

ASL cause

LSF ça arrive
( IVT 1986 )

LSF causer
(YD from Oléron 1974)

ASL celebrate, anniversary
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ch allenge

The hands in the thumb handshape 
come together, depicting two  opponents 
confronting each other. The iconicity 
behind this handshape is the LSF sign 
un meaning “one” or “one  individual” 
(see “un (one): The Hidden  Number,” 
p. 239). This sign is similar to LSF 
 compétition (competition); it 
looks like ASL which with the hands 
a bit closer together and signifies two 
 competitors in a contest. Stokoe et al. 
(1965) describe challenge as “meet 
(in a contest or game).” The ASL sign 
game is semantically proximal to 
 challenge, but it lacks the initial 
arched  movement of the hands and 
displays an extra tap.

ch ampio n

➊ Another meaning of this sign, 
“crown,” reveals its etymology: the 
right claw handshape lowered on the 
left index finger represents a crown 
placed on top of a head. More specifi-
cally, champion 1 depicts the act of 
putting a crown of laurels on the head 
of the winner of an athletic event—a 
tradition inherited from the Olympics 
of ancient Greece. In an older French 
sign, in use in Asnières, the left fist 
 represents the human head and is the 
point of contact instead of the index 
finger (Shaw has also seen this vari-
ant used by some signers in the U.S.). 
Though most American authors do 
not mention the imagery behind this 
sign, Watson (1964) notes in his entry 
for crown that “a champ is being 
crowned.” The sign is common as a 

ASL challenge

ASL champion 1 LSF champion
(regional variant, Asnières, YD)

ASL champion 2 ASL champion 3
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positive  adjective, describing anything 
of excellent quality.

➋ An older variation of this sign used 
in Indiana shows a closer  etymological 
relationship to its French origin: the 
right claw hand is placed near the 
temple of the signer’s head, again, rep-
resenting the crown of laurels ( E. Shaw, 
field observation).

➌ This form is a reduced variant of 
champion 2. The contraction of the 
little and ring fingers obscures its rela-
tionship to the crown.

ch ara cter

In an older version of the sign, the C 
hand was placed on the signer’s heart 
and then drawn outward from the 
chest ( Long 1910). Today, the sign is 
produced in the same location but with 
a small arched movement. In French 
culture, this area of the chest is the 
perceived location of personality traits, 
a belief that finds its roots in numerous 
metaphors of the heart. There are sev-
eral nineteenth century LSF examples: a 
benevolent person was indicated by the 
signs cœur bon (good heart); a capri-
cious person, cœur variant (varied 
heart); a courageous person, cœur 
fort (strong heart); a depraved person, 
cœur méchant (mean heart); a proud 
person, cœur gonflé (inflated heart). 
The location and movement of the sign 
in ASL has proved especially productive 
for initialized signs that specify aspects 
of personal characteristics—attitude 
( A hand ), loyal ( L hand ), noble ( N 
hand ), personal(ity) ( P hand ), and 
reputation ( R hand ).

(Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL character
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chea t

➊ Stokoe et al. (1965) and Sternberg 
(1994) characterize this form of the 
sign as being identical to “mount[ing ] 
a horse.” “The derived meaning comes 
from the use, often dishonestly, of a 
‘pony’ or ‘trot’ for translating a foreign 
language; hence the sign in this use is a 
punning one” (Stokoe et al., 39). (The 
terms pony, trot, and crib refer to a 
word-for-word translation of a foreign 
language, often used to cheat on a test.) 
In recent forms of the sign, the palm of 
the left hand faces down to ease pro-
duction, which obscures the link with 
horseback ride.

➋ cheat 2 likely derives from an older 
sign documented by Higgins (1923) in 
his entry robber, where both paint-
brush handshapes slide down the sides 
of the nose. This sign evokes the comic 
book illustrations of burglars with black 
masks over their eyes. Over time, the 
left hand dropped out of use, resulting 
in the sign thief, which also means 
“cheat” in some regions.

➌ The rubbing together of the little 
fingers in this regional variation found 
in Illinois and Florida (Shroyer and 
Shroyer 1984), draws its meaning from 
a pejorative gesture widely used in the 
Mediterranean basin. Rubbing two 
fingers together symbolizes complicity 
in undisclosed affairs, most notably in 
illegitimate sexual relations.

➍ In the handshape of this regional 
variant seen in New Mexico, Utah, and 
Wisconsin (Shroyer and Shroyer 1984), 
the index and little fingers are extended, 
likely an influence of the metaphor 
behind the horned handshape (see “The 

ASL cheat 1 ASL cheat 2

(Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL cheat 3 ASL cheat 4
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Veiled Devil,” p. 176). It can also be pro-
duced with just the extended index fin-
ger. The location of the sign is identical 
to ASL tempt (see entry). Cheating and 
succumbing to temptation are equally 
negative acts that involve underhanded-
ness and represent a victory for the Devil, 
the evil tempter. LSF has a sign identical 
in form to cheat 4 that means “spy.”

chees e

Widely believed to symbolize the process 
of making cheese by pressing water 
out of a block, this sign is described by 
Higgins (1923) as a compound: “Both 
palms pressed together and pulled apart 
as if sticky . . . ‘Y’ shaken at side for ‘yel-
low’. ” Today, the palms do not separate; 
instead, the heel of the right hand twists 
right to left on the left palm, and  yellow 
has been dropped. If Higgins’ com-
pound was indeed the precursor to this 
contemporary sign, the only remnant of 
yellow is the twisting movement.

cho c ol ate

This sign comes from LSF and repre-
sents the gesture of grating a piece of 
chocolate: the left hand stands for the 
grater while the right hand symbolizes 
the piece of chocolate. The initializa-
tion of the right hand with the letter C 
breaks the etymological link with its 
more iconic etymon, but one regional 
variant seen in Louisiana (Shroyer and 
Shroyer 1984) maintains the form of the 
original French sign.

ASL cheese

Gestural etymon of chocolate
( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL chocolate LSF chocolat
( IVT 1986 )
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cho os e

choose comes from the French sign 
choisir (choose) that Lambert (1865) 
compares to the gesture of plucking 
a flower or to a typesetter picking up 
characters. The configuration of the 
ring hand characterizes the small size 
of the thing that is selected. choose has 
since been metaphorically extended to 
refer to objects of all sizes and abstract 
concepts. The ASL sign has added the 
left hand, from which the right hand 
makes its selection.

chr is t mas

➊ In the beginning of the twentieth 
century, this sign was formed as a 
compound consisting of the sign jesus 
followed by birth and day ( Long 1910; 
Higgins 1923).

➋ The compound has since reduced to 
a single form, the arm and hand posi-
tions come from the last component 
day, and the handshape has been ini-
tialized with the letter C. The twisting 
of the wrist is consistent with the older 
ASL form of day (see entry) where the 
index finger depicted the progression of 
the sun from the horizon to the sky.

ch ur ch

The sign is widely attested, most nota-
bly by Higgins (1923), to be a variation 
of the sign rock. The left hand repre-
sents the rock, and the right C hand is 

ASL choose LSF choisir
( Lambert 1865)

ASL christmas 2

ASL church
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an initialization of church. This form 
references Christ’s address to Saint 
Peter: “You are the Rock and it is on 
this rock that I will build my Church.” 
From the description in Roth’s (1948) 
dictionary, this sign may be a part of 
the family of signs linked to establish 
(see “On Common Ground,” p. 28).

clean

This sign comes from a gesture mean-
ing “wipe clean” documented in the 
description of the old French sign 
propre (clean) by the Brothers of St. 
Gabriel (1853–1854): “the palm of the 
right hand sweeps the left hand from 
the wrist to the tips of the fingers.” 
This is also the sign efface (clear) 
documented in Brouland (1855). The 
concrete concept of cleanliness became 
associated with metaphorical purity as 
the sign’s meaning expanded to include 
the personality characteristic nice.

clear

➊ The sign described in Higgins (1923) 
is inherited directly from the French 
sign clair (clear)—“cross the two fists 
in front of the forehead and close the 
eyes then open them suddenly: night 
passes, the eyes see” ( Lambert 1865).

➋ In its current form, the sign has 
descended to the front of the chest, 
perhaps for ease of production. It 
is also used to mean “bright” and 
“ transparent.”

ASL clean LSF efface
( Brouland 1855)

ASL clear 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL clear 2
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cl os e call

This sign is not documented in any of 
the older American texts; however, LSF 
has an identical sign, pile, which means 
“on the dot,” “carefully done,” “exact,” 
“precise,” “impeccable,” and “immacu-
late.” In an older variation in Belgium, 
minutieux (carefully done), the ring 
handshape moves from the top of the 
head rather than the forehead. The 
Belgian form furnishes the etymology 
of close call: it is a gestural transposi-
tion of the French expression pile poil 
or au quart de poil meaning “carefully 
done, precise.” The meaning of the ASL 
sign seems to stem from the French 
word poil ( hair) in that it can also be 
glossed as “by a hair,” and is generally 
used to mean “just made it” or “that 
was close.”

c ollege

This was likely a compound sign at one 
time composed of school (see entry) 
followed by above to denote a level 
beyond regular schooling. Stokoe et al. 
(1965) note the same symbolism.

c ol or

In emerging sign languages, it is com-
mon to indicate specific colors by 
pointing to objects of each color. Clark 
(1885), for example, compared color 
signs in ASL with those used by Plains 
Indians: “Deaf-mutes indicate black by 
touching the eyebrow; red, touch the 

ASL close call LSF minutieux ( Belgium)
(CFLSB 1993)

ASL college
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lips; white, the shirt-bosom; and for the 
rest, indicate in the same way as with 
Indians; i.e., point to or touch some-
thing possessing the color.” In contem-
porary LSF and ASL, the signs  couleur 
(color) and color are produced with 
the oscillating fingers of the open hand 
in front of the mouth. The oscillation 
of the fingers indicates plurality of 
the colors and may be iconic of their 
brilliance. Also, the location of these 
signs is identical to the LSF sign rouge 
(red ) and can be explained by the fact 
that the color red was considered the 
prototypical color, as evidenced by 
historical texts. Ferrand (circa 1785) 
translated coloris as “red tint”; Lambert 
(1865) translated couleur as “red paint,” 
and he called the tricolored sash ( blue, 
white, and red for France’s flag) “red 
sash.” Etymologically, then, color can 
be deconstructed as meaning “different 
things like red.”

c ommunion

Here, we see the combination of two 
elements related to the Catholic ritual 
of taking communion. The ring hand-
shape is iconic, representing the way 
in which a parishioner holds the com-
munion wafer between the index finger 
and thumb. This iconicity appears 
in a similar fashion in the LSF sign 
 communion. The movement in the 
ASL sign depicts the sign of the cross 
that parishioners make after ingesting 
the wafer.

ASL color LSF couleur
( IVT 1986 )

ASL communion LSF communion
( Lambert 1865)
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c ommunism

This sign represents the Communist 
hammer and sickle that is seen on the 
red flag of the former Soviet Union and 
related territories.

ASL communism

c ompar e

The bent mitten handshapes represent 
different objects that are compared by 
bringing them alternately in front of 
the face. This sign hails directly from 
the LSF sign comparer (compare), 
which  Ferrand (circa 1785) described 
as “regard the two hands one after 
another.” Long (1910) documents an 
older ASL variation where one open 
flat hand is brought next to the other 
as the signer looks at them. Today, the 
movement of the arms and head has 
transferred to the hands.

( Illustration by Pat Mallet, from a photograph of a Russian soldier 
planting the Soviet flag on the Reichstag in Berlin in 1945.)

ASL compare, LSF comparer
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c ompl ain

Similar in composition to the sign 
disgusted (see entry), complain is 
likely based on a visual metaphor of 
the meaning of the word complain: an 
internal disgruntled feeling from the 
chest that is made manifest, in this case, 
with the hand configured as a claw.

c omplex

➊ complex 1 derives from the French 
sign difficile (difficult), as recorded by 
the Abbé Ferrand (circa 1785), where 
the index fingers were posed on the 
forehead in the form of a cross. This is 
almost identical to the old French sign 
mensonge ( lie; see lie) except for the 
location. The common link between 
mensonge and difficile—both 
signed with a cross—is the indication 
of some kind of obstacle: an obstacle 
against truth for mensonge and against 
comprehension for difficile. Today, 
the cross motif is maintained in the 
movement of the sign complex. The 
sign has lowered to the bottom of the 
face or directly below it, while the 
meaning has narrowed to “complex” or 
“ complicated.”

➋ A variant used in Maryland 
( E. Shaw, field observation), complex 2 
seems to be directly inherited from the 
LSF difficile. The only difference is 
that the sign is produced at the base of 
the chin instead of the forehead. We see 
a similar change in the location of the 
sign lie (see entry).

ASL complain

ASL complex 1
(YD)

LSF difficile
( Illustration reconstructed 
from Ferrand [circa 1785]  

by Pat Mallet)

ASL complex 2
(YD)

LSF difficile
( IVT 1986 )
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c oncer n

For this sign, the bent middle fingers 
alternately touch either side of the chest. 
This handshape is used in the family 
of signs associated with emotions (see 
touched and pity, and “Handshape 
Change,” p. 148). The location also is 
consistent with the group of signs asso-
ciated with personal characteristics and 
internal states (see character).

c oncl us io n

Documented first in 1910 ( Long), the 
ASL sign conclusion is related to 
the French sign bilan , donc (result, 
conclusion), both of which mean 
the end of a series of events. bilan 
and  conclusion share all the same 
 features but handshape, where bilan 
is produced with ring handshapes. The 
LSF sign expresses causation through 
two metaphors that visually represent 
the flow of water. The first metaphor 
represents a plumb line used to measure 
the depth of water. Lambert (1865) 
describes donc (consequently) as fol-
lows: “with the thumb and index finger 
of the left hand, grasp as one might 
grasp a plumb line that one brings from 
top to bottom with the thumb and index 
of the right hand.” The second metaphor 
uses the ring handshapes to depict water 
as it flows from its source; this metaphor 
is borrowed from the French word 
découler (ensue), which comes from the 
word couler meaning “running water.” 
Unlike the ASL sign conclusion, which 
exclusively means the end of something, 
the contemporary LSF sign bilan can 
also mean “leaking water.”

ASL concern

ASL conclusion

LSF bilan
(YD, fieldwork)
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c onfid ent

confident is identical in form and 
meaning to the old French sign 
 confiance (confident), which is 
described as the “heart drawn toward” 
by Lambert (1865) and “take from one’s 
heart and give” by Jamet (circa 1830). 
The moving hands symbolize entrust-
ing one’s heart to another person’s care. 
This older LSF form is also maintained 
in some places in France, such as 
Le Puy. In ASL, the closing of the hands 
in the second part of the sign may come 
from its underlying meaning of seizure: 
the heart, a symbol of confidence, is 
held with force.

c onfus ed

This is a compound sign that incor-
porates the old LSF sign  révolution 
( revolution) that Sicard (1808) 
described as “trace the orbit of a 
planet, from its origin and back” 
(see revolve). The first part is the 
ASL sign think. This compound 
evokes the sense of swirling, disordered 
thoughts that one experiences when in 
a state of confusion.

ASL confident LSF confiance
(YD from Le Puy 1984)

ASL confused
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c ongra tul ate

Borrowed from a gesture used by 
hearing people, this sign derives from 
a form Mitton (1949) described as a 
“handshake at a distance,” such as when 
a person is congratulated from afar. 
This sign was already incorporated into 
LSF’s lexicon by the late nineteenth 
century, as attested in a newspaper 
article from 1888. Satisfied with a court 
decision, a sign language interpreter, in 
front of the courthouse, signs “appar-
ently, giving the handshake, clearly 
signifying that the three months in 
prison was at an end and the prisoner 
was let out to society” (Le Bon Journal, 
1888). This gesture was intended to be 
viewed from afar, as it was originally 
produced higher up in space. In ASL, 
the sign has lowered to the area in front 
of the chest.

c onnect

The ring handshapes join together as 
a chain might link together two rings. 
Clark (1885) is the first to document 
this sign in his entry alliance. The 
sign can reference all sorts of connec-
tions, both literal and figurative.

c onscience, guil t y

To produce this sign, the edge of 
the extended index finger taps the 
chest in the area of the heart. This 
sign can be translated as either “con-
science” or “guilty,” depending on 

ASL congratulate

ASL connect



54  continue

the context. Because of the proximity 
in handshape between the extended 
index finger and the letter G, the sign 
is frequently assumed to be an initial-
ization of the word guilty. However, 
historical texts in France and the U.S. 
provide proof that the etymon was not 
originally initialized. Brown (1856 ) 
cites the “forefinger brought up toward 
body as if reproving.” A series of com-
pound signs in nineteenth-century LSF 
pertained to the domain of conscience 
or guilt by referencing the heart with 
the index finger: cœur juger (a judged 
heart /conscience), cœur déchiré (a 
torn heart /remords [remorse]), and so 
on (  Lambert 1865).

c ontin ue

continue belongs to a family of signs 
in ASL that centers on the symbolic 
representation of the passage of time 
(see “Axis of Time,” p. 286). This sign is 
likely inherited from two French signs 
with similar meaning. The first LSF sign 
linked to continue is rester (stay), 
documented by de Gérando (1827) as 
“the right thumb presses transversally 
on the left thumb” as if holding it in 
place; and by Brouland (1855) as “lower 
the thumbs a bit with a small abrupt 
movement.” The second LSF sign, 
continuer (continue), shares the same 
movement as continue but demon-
strates a slightly different configura-
tion and placement of the hands. The 
semantic proximity of these two LSF 
signs coupled with the range of forms 
and associated meanings in ASL, sug-
gests a great deal of flux in the evolution 
of this sign.

ASL conscience, guilty

ASL continue LSF rester
( Brouland 1855)

LSF continuer
(Lambert 1865)
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c opy

➊ In the early twentieth century, this 
sign was produced by closing the right 
open hand into a bundle handshape and 
placing it on the left palm, as if “taking 
from one page to put onto another” 
( Higgins 1942). The older sign, then, 
was essentially a compound of take 
and put on paper that later changed 
in form and metaphorical composition 
such that the sign now includes all sorts 
of imitation.

➋ The sequence of movements in 
the more contemporary copy 2 is 
inverted from copy 1—the open hand 
first makes contact with the left hand 
and then pulls outward into a bundled 
handshape. The depicted act, then, has 
reversed from recording something 
from a chalkboard onto paper ( Long 
1910) to taking something from paper 
to copy elsewhere.

c or por a l

In use since the nineteenth century 
( Pélissier 1856 ), this sign represents the 
chevron stripes on military uniforms. 
In ASL, the sign is produced closer 
to the shoulder where the stripes are 
located, as opposed to the wrist in the 
old LSF sign.

ASL copy 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL copy 2

ASL corporal LSF corporal
( Pélissier 1856 )
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c ost

Inherited from the French sign 
amende (fee), cost is cited by  Higgins 
(1923) in his entry fine (charge) as 
a compound consisting of the sign 
money followed by the “bent right 
index, palm in, drawn down left palm” 
as if drawing money toward the self. In 
ASL, cost can also mean “fee,” “fine,” 
“tax,” and “price.” While today, the right 
hooked index finger brushes down the 
left palm, Long (1910) says the right 
index finger first moved along the left 
palm before striking it. The move-
ment is depictive of a blow to the hand, 
much like the English expression “hit 
with a big bill.” The hooked handshape 
reinforces the  harshness of such a blow 
(a metaphor also present in the signs 
tease and ruin).

c ount

This sign is derived from the old 
French sign calculer (calculate), 
which  Lambert (1865) describes “as 
if grasping a pencil with the right 
hand, count on the left hand.” The ring 
 handshape is common in signs that 
metaphorically depict the grasping of 
small or thin objects, like a pencil.

ASL cost LSF amende
( IVT 1986 )

ASL count
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c ountr y

This sign has been interpreted to repre-
sent everything from “a tree” and “the 
land where it grows” ( Higgins 1942) 
to the more recent “elbows of a farm 
worker” (Sternberg 1994). This form is 
identical to the French sign  campagne 
(countryside) whose etymology, 
unlike its American counterpart, was 
documented without ambiguity by 
the French authors of the nineteenth 
century: “Simulate the action of cutting 
wheat with a sickle” ( Blanchet 1850); 
and “harvest” ( Lambert 1865). The 
original LSF sign depicted the action of 
holding a sheaf of wheat with the left 
hand and moving the right hand under 
it as a sickle would cut wheat. The 
 accuracy of this etymology is confirmed 
by the presence of the same sign in 
Saint-Laurent-en-Royans, in the south-
east of France, as well as in Italy where 
it is used to mean “August” or “the 
harvest month” ( Radutzky 2001). In the 
contemporary ASL sign country, the 
movement has reduced to a rotation 
of the flat handshape on the left elbow, 
and in LSF the upright left hand has 
lowered and become inactive. ASL also 
has a variation with a modified horn 
handshape, and this is often interpreted 
as representing the letter Y from the 
English word country.

ASL country LSF campagne
( IVT 1986 )

The Harvest
(YD, from a medieval drawing)

LSF août
(YD from St-Laurent 1979)
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crazy ab out

This metaphorical sign derives its 
meaning from a more concrete sign for 
individuals who are insane. Higgins 
(1942) documents the form as consist-
ing of the claw handshape moving 
laterally across the forehead in small, 
repetitive arcs, showing the “brains are 
mixed.” The contemporary sign involves 
a single rotation of the wrist across the 
face with the same hand configuration 
as its etymon but has adopted a slightly 
different meaning: “to be crazy about 
something”—an English expression that 
denotes extreme affinity for something 
or someone. The claw handshape often 
is used to denote negative aspects, and 
here is likely a trace of the negative 
association with insanity.

cr eam

Often mistaken for an initialized sign, 
the true etymology of cream is quite 
iconic. The movement of the cupped 
handshape of the right hand represents 
the act of skimming off the cream that 
rises to the top of fresh milk.

➊ Higgins (1923) recognized the 
iconic origin of this sign, as is seen in 
his citation: “right inverted ‘C’ hand 
moved as if skimming the cream from 
the surface of the milk.” The left hand 
played no part in the execution of this 
older sign. Long (1910) describes the 
transitory phase of this sign’s evolution, 
which would contribute to its dimin-
ished iconicity: “making a ‘spoon’ of the 
right ‘C’ hand, make motion of ‘skim-
ming’ across the back or palm of the left 

ASL crazy about

ASL cream 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)
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open hand.” Here, we see the left hand 
introduced to represent the surface of 
the milk, but its orientation has not yet 
been established; it could appear either 
palm down or palm up.

➋ By the late twentieth century, the 
sign underwent two crucial transfor-
mations that obscured its iconic roots. 
First, the left hand became codified as 
palm up, and second, the right hand 
evolved from palm down to palm up.

cur io us

This sign is not documented in histori-
cal texts and is not related to a French 
sign. The earliest mention of the sign 
is found in Stokoe et al. (1965), who 
cite the key handshape as an alternate 
configuration of the hand, stating the 
hand “takes a pinch of skin and shakes.” 
In the most common form, the ring 
handshape touches the throat as the 
wrist rotates. In a less common variant, 
the ring handshape touches the throat, 
draws away, and then returns.

curs e

➊ According to Higgins (1923), the 
right hand moves “as if taking some-
thing from the mouth and throwing it 
heavenward.” Higgins interprets this 
“something” as throwing the voice or 
speaking against God. This form of 
curse may derive from an old French 
sign described by Lambert (1865) as 
uniquely suited to Deaf parishioners—

ASL cream 2

ASL curious

ASL curse 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)
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“The deaf-mutes who are themselves 
guilty take the mucous from the nose 
and throw it up to heaven.” This is essen-
tially a directional form of the LSF sign 
mépriser (despise) aimed at God. Many 
ASL signs follow this pattern of lowering 
the hand from the original higher loca-
tion of LSF signs (see lie, for example).

➋ The religious undertones of curse 1 
that are conveyed through the move-
ment toward the sky changed in the 
contemporary form to projecting the 
hand away from the mouth and then 
closing it into a fist. These changes have 
obscured the iconicity and religious 
undertones of the older form. However, 
the claw handshape carries metaphori-
cal associations with harsh or mean 
things, such as curses.

cu te

The sign cute derives from the eigh-
teenth century French sign bon, bien 
(good, well ), described by Ferrand 
(circa 1785) as bringing “the index and 
the middle finger of the right hand to 
the mouth making the natural sign of a 
good thing with the lips.” In ASL, cute 
has since dropped to the chin. The LSF 
etymon bon, bien produced a family 
of signs sharing the sense of a “good 
thing”: in LSF, the signs parfait (per-
fect), expert (expert), and à la mode 
(fashionable); in ASL, the signs cute, 
expert, and sweet. By metaphorical 
extension, the sign can also refer to 
something that is small in size. For 
example, the ASL sentence i earn 
cute equates to the English “I didn’t 
earn much.”

ASL curse 2

ASL cute LSF à la mode
( IVT 1986 )
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D

dail y

Documented in Long (1910) and 
 Higgins (1923), the ASL sign daily is 
closely related in form and meaning to 
the LSF sign tous les jours (daily). 
It is also similar to the ASL signs in a 
few days and tomorrow (see entry), 
both of which begin with a thumb 
hand. Like tous les jours, in a few 
days begins with the thumb brushing 
the cheek and then moving forward as 
the fingers open. In all of these signs, 
the extended thumb represents the LSF 
number 1 (see “un (One): The Hidden 
Number,” p. 239). In terms of  meaning, 
the repeated movement in daily 
 signals a succession of days, as opposed 
to the single forward movement of 
 tomorrow, which signals one day in 
the future (see “Axis of Time,” p. 286).

dama ge

➊ In his NAD film, George Veditz 
(1913) produces damage 1 like the 
French sign effacer, abolir (erase, 
annihilate). The handshape originally 
represented the letter A in LSF, for the 
first letter of the French word abolir 
( Jamet circa 1830). This handshape 
was maintained in ASL.

➋ The sign that is used today has 
undergone two modifications from 

LSF tous les jours
( IVT 1986 )

ASL daily

ASL damage 1,  
LSF effacer, abolir

( IVT 1990)

ASL damage 2
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the old LSF form: 1) the right hand 
brushes across the left hand and then 
moves back to the initial position, and 
2) the right hand begins in the shape 
of a claw before closing into the thumb 
handshape.

danger ous

In the ASL translation of The Lord’s 
Prayer, A. Clark (1899) and Higgins 
(1942) document this sign as the equiv-
alent of the English word trespass. Clark 
indicates that the sign is  directional. For 
example, trespass against me is signed 
like the contemporary form, with the 
right hand moving toward the signer, 
while for trespass against you, the right 
hand moves away from the signer. In 
LSF and ASL, the thumb handshape 
frequently represents one individual, 
so it is plausible that it symbolizes one 
person violently attacking another (see 
“Meaning of the Thumb” p. 63). It is 
equally plausible that the handshape 
represents a thrusting knife that is 
blocked by the back of the left hand 
since the extended thumb in ASL can 
also denote a knife (see butcher). Sto-
koe et al. (1965, 205) note that the sign 
can be translated into English as injure 
or danger. Today, the sign is largely 
used to mean “danger” or “threat,” thus 
losing an explicit semantic link with a 
person injuring someone else.

ASL dangerous
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The Meaning of the Thumb

In both ASL and LSF, the extended thumb can have several meanings. It can represent an 
extended, pointy, or thin object such as a knife (ASL butcher, LSF boucher [ butcher]), 
a scalpel (ASL surgery, LSF opérer [operate]), a cylinder (ASL science, LSF chimie 
[chemistry]), or the neck of a bottle (ASL pour, LSF vinaigre [vinegar]).
 In LSF, the extended thumb also represents the number 1 and, by abstraction, the 
notions of unity and singularity. This symbolism was transmitted into ASL in several 
signs, but it is not used for the sign one; instead, the ASL one is made with an extended 
index finger (see “un (One): The Hidden Number,” p. 239).
 The extended thumb in LSF also depicts the idea of one person in movement, which has 
carried over to a number of ASL signs. These include —assistant (one person placed under 
another), chase (one person pursuing another), far (one person separated from another), 
follow (one person following another), race (two people running a race), as well as 
behind, challenge, commute, each other, game, live apart, and socialize. The 
rupture in the etymological link between the form and its original symbolic meaning allowed 
for an expansion of its use in ASL to include animate and inanimate objects (for example, a 
car, a house, or even an abstract concept like work, as in “catch up on my work”). Likewise, 
as was the case for behind and under, the reference to a person in movement eventually 
became unnecessary. In ASL, then, the extended thumb became a sort of all-purpose tool.

 The cases where American authors interpret the extended thumb as a person are quite rare. 
Higgins (1942) recognizes the form in his entry backbite: “right hand is trying to beat the 
left thumb (a person), down and out of place” (11). Another example is found in Michaels’ 
(1923) entry sweetheart (see entry), where he interprets the bending of the thumbs as the 
bending of heads “like sweethearts do their heads when conversing or courting” (119). But 
this latter interpretation emerged after transmission to ASL; an altogether different symbol-
ism motivated its French etymon petit(e) ami(e) (sweetheart). The imbued cultural trans-
parency of the LSF extended thumb became lost as the extended index finger slowly replaced 
it in ASL. That the extended thumb refers to two very heterogeneous categories—“one” and 
“person in movement”—could only foster its erasure from Americans’ consciousness.

 ASL challenge ASL science ASL backbite  
   (YD from Higgins 1923)
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daughter

This form was originally a compound 
of two signs: girl (see entry), which 
derives from the LSF sign femme 
(woman), and baby. The contemporary 
sign exhibits a change in form from its 
original components. The handshape 
of girl is no longer visible due to 
assimilation with the flat handshape 
of baby. Additionally, the reduplicated 
movements in girl and baby have 
been reduced into one sweeping move-
ment of the hand from the cheek to the 
arm. The male counterpart, son, is the 
result of a similar evolution; it began 
as a compound of boy (see entry) and 
baby, and the handshapes and move-
ment changed. son is similar in form 
to daughter, except that the first part 
of the sign contacts the forehead rather 
than the cheek.

day

This sign first appears in Ferrand 
(circa 1785). He describes the move-
ment as “tracing the index finger 
following the course of the sun’s 
 movement across the sky from rising to 
setting.” Clark (1885) first documented 
this sign in the U.S., saying that it 
indicated the “path of the sun in the 
heavens.” In the contemporary form, 
the movement has been truncated to 
a quarter circle that shows only part 
of the sun’s course. This change has 
reduced the iconicity of the original 
LSF sign.

ASL daughter

ASL day LSF jour
( Pélissier 1856 )
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deaf

The form and meaning of this sign hails 
directly from LSF. Blanchet, the doctor 
at the school for the deaf in Paris, cited 
its use in his 1850 dictionary, where 
he described it as the extended index 
finger pointing to the ear and then the 
mouth. This sign likely emerged from 
a gesture Deaf people used to quickly 
identify themselves by pointing to their 
ear and mouth while shaking their 
heads to indicate they could not hear 
or speak. In France it is still culturally 
acceptable to use the term “deaf-mute,” 
which is also a direct translation of 
the sign’s original meaning. However, 
American Deaf people consider the 
term outdated and offensive, even 
though the ASL sign maintains the 
original reference to “mute” by touch-
ing the index finger near the mouth. 
ASL has two additional variants of 
this sign—in one, the direction of 
movement is reversed, and in the 
other, only the upper cheek is touched 
( Lucas 1995).

deceive, fo ol

➊ This sign is one of many derived 
from the evil eye gesture used by 
 hearing people in the Mediterranean 
region to project injury or ill will on 
another person (see cheat, ironic, 
mock, and wrong). The gesture con-
sists of pointing the horn handshape 
toward an adversary. In nineteenth-
century France, the right hand was 
placed over the left hand to produce the 
sign tromper (deceive, wrong). Clark 
(1885) describes it in his entry cheat 

ASL deaf

LSF sourd-muet
( Lambert 1865)

ASL deceive 1
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as “an underhanded exchange.” In a 
similar variant used in Colorado, the 
right hand passes under the left hand 
(Shroyer and Shroyer 1984).

➋ In this variant, the index finger of 
the left hand represents the person who 
is being deceived. In old LSF, the sign 
tromper could be directed toward the 
location of a person who was wrong. 
The directional movement of deceive 2 
is the sole remnant of the LSF etymon.

decid e

The etymology of the contemporary 
sign is clarified by Long’s (1910) 
description of a compound, where 
the signer first produces think and 
then, “after balancing hands as in 
[ judge], bring them to an abrupt 
stop exactly opposite.” This is very 
similar in form to the semantically 
related ASL sign justice (see entry), 
which itself derives from the LSF sign 
 balance (scales). The motivation 
behind this contemporary form and 
LSF  balance draws from the metaphor 
“thoughts are objects,” particularly 
ones that are to be “weighed” before 
a  decision is made. Today, the only 
trace of judge or  justice is in the ring 
 handshapes.

LSF tromper
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL deceive 2

ASL decide



defend  67

defea t

Here the fist, a symbol of force and 
power (see can, try, and brave), 
thrusts towards an adversary to defeat 
it. Long documented this ASL sign in 
1910 and it is very similar in form to 
the French sign vaincre (defeat). The 
distinction between the LSF and ASL 
forms is in the difference in movement 
and left hand configuration. vaincre 
bends at the elbow while touching the 
left fist, whereas defeat bends at the 
wrist while touching the left extended 
index finger. The ASL sign, then, 
appears to be a reduced form of the 
LSF sign. Both contemporary signs can 
be directed away from or toward the 
signer, depending on who experiences 
the defeat. 

defend

Early documentation of this sign in 
France describes the form as being 
iconic, representing a knight’s or sol-
dier’s shield. The signer would depict 
the action, and “put the left hand on the 
chest of the [signer] like a shield, and 
with the other push away the enemy” 
( Ferrand circa 1785). Later, the two 
hands assimilated, adopting the same 
movement and handshape, so that now 
both fists push away from the body. 
Although this sign is no longer used in 
France, it was transmitted to Belgium 
and the U.S., where the form remains 
unchanged to this day.

ASL defeat
LSF vaincre

( IVT 1986 )

ASL defend LSF défendre
( Belgium; CFLSB 1989)
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delicio us

➊ In this very iconic sign, signers “draw 
extremity of right tips across the lips 
as if licking them one after the other” 
( Higgins 1923). The sign was inherited 
from the LSF délicieux (delicious; 
Lambert 1865), in which the signer must 
“pass the tips of the fingers of the left 
hand over the lips as if licking them” (de 
Gérando 1827). This form and meaning 
is maintained in contemporary LSF.

➋ The sign’s evolution reduced the 
movement to a single contact on the 
lower lip with the right middle finger 
(the same handshape used to indicate 
taste and touch, see entries), fol-
lowed by the sign smooth (where the 
thumb glides along the fingertips of 
the bundled hand, from little finger to 
index). The two components further 
reduced into a new sign in which the 
thumb and index finger of the modified 
ring handshape contact the mouth and 
fingers then close into a fist. The move-
ment away from the mouth is the sole 
trace of smooth, the second part of the 
original compound.

demand

According to Long (1910) and Higgins 
(1923), demand was once produced 
as an emphatic form of owe, which 
came from the LSF sign devoir, dette 
(owe, debt; see owe 1). The  movement 
was directed toward the signer to 
indicate that one was owed something. 
 Eventually, demand became a distinct 
ASL sign independent from its etymon. 
The subsequent evolution of owe 2 (see 

LSF délicieux, ASL delicious 1
( Lambert 1865)

ASL delicious 2

ASL demand
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entry), where the tip of the index finger 
taps the left palm, facilitated this sepa-
ration of demand and owe and allowed 
them to become two different signs.

deny

An emphatic version of not (see 
entry), which comes from the LSF 
rien (nothing), deny is produced with 
both hands. Because of its etymon, this 
contemporary sign could be literally 
translated as “not, not,” a forceful denial 
of an accusation.

depend

We find the etymology of depend 
rooted in the form documented by 
Sicard (1808), who describes the sign 
dépendence (dependence) as “ feigning 
the attachment of one thing on another 
thing that is higher than the thing being 
attached.” Higgins (1923) confirms the 
link in his entry, explaining depend as 
the “left hand pointing outward, palm 
rightward, and then right bent index 
hanging on upper edge of left hand.” 
This sign, then, is an iconic rendering 
of “hang on,” which corresponds to the 
 etymology of the word depend from the 
Latin verb  pendere, meaning “to hang 
from.” Over time the handshape of 
the right index finger (originally bent) 
assimilated to match that of the left, and 
the movement of both hands became 
the same, obscuring the iconicity that 
had  originally  motivated this form.

ASL deny

ASL depend
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deter io ra te

➊ This sign is motivated by the meta-
phor “down is bad.” Using the arm to 
represent a measuring tool, the right flat 
hand makes successive jumps down the 
left arm, an action that Higgins (1942) 
interprets as the “downward stages of 
degeneration.” The sign’s antonym is 
produced with the reverse movement, 
and is glossed as improve (see entry).

➋ In an altogether different form 
with the same meaning, both hands 
in the thumb handshape are brought 
down to signal the deterioration of 
states experienced by an individual. 
The raised thumbs are inherited from 
the French number un (one), which is 
commonly used to stand for individuals 
(see “un (One): The Hidden Number,” 
p. 239). The movement of the hands 
employs the spatial metaphor “down is 
bad,” which is common in both French 
and American cultures.

di e

Sharing the same meaning and very 
similar in form to the LSF sign mort 
(die), this ASL sign has been docu-
mented as both one-handed (Clark 
1885; Long 1910; Higgins 1923) and 
two-handed ( Higgins 1923). Today, the 
two-handed variant is the most com-
monly used form. In the early ASL sign, 
both hands began with palms up and 
then turned over. Today, the sign begins 
with the right hand palm up and the left 
hand palm down, and then the hands 
turn over so that they reverse their 
respective orientations. Clark (1885) 

ASL deteriorate 1 ASL deteriorate 2

ASL die LSF mort
( IVT 1986 )
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describes the image behind the sign as a 
living entity being “knocked over, such 
as the sudden falling of an animal on 
being shot.”

differ ent , but

This sign derives from the old LSF 
contraire, différent (contrary, dif-
ferent), which Lambert (1865) describes 
as “unite the two index fingers then 
curtly separate them drawing them 
away from each other.” In ASL, this sign 
has taken on the additional meaning of 
the English conjunction but, allowing 
it to introduce something new to the 
discourse.

difficul t

The double hooked handshape is used 
in a family of signs to convey notions 
of hardness, both physical and  mental 
(see bone, hard, and problem). 
Long (1910) characterizes the form as 
symbolizing the “effort to push each 
beyond the other,” and translates it 
“Struggle, indicating trying to overcome 
obstacles.” Higgins (1923) reinforces 
this link in his entry for hard, where 
he lists possible English synonyms as 
difficult, scarcely, reverses, obstacle, and 
stone. ASL difficult is almost identical 
to the LSF sign pierre (stone), which 
comes from the old LSF dur ( hard; 
Brouland 1855). Both the contempo-
rary LSF and ASL signs use the double 
hooked handshape as a metaphorical 
symbol of hardness.

ASL different, but
LSF contraire, 

 différent
( Lambert 1865)

ASL difficult LSF pierre
( IVT 1986 )

LSF dur
( Brouland 1855)
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dirt y

This is the French sign sale (dirty), 
which is semantically related to 
cochon (pig). It is produced as follows: 
“place the fingers of the right hand, 
symbolizing the head of the hog, under 
the chin and lightly move them as if 
searching in front of itself ” ( Lambert 
1865). In their entries for sale, Sicard 
(1808) and Blanchet (1850) both refer 
the reader to cochon. Pélissier (1856 ) 
has a similar description in his entries 
sale and cochon. Both the LSF sale 
and the ASL dirty reflect the stereo-
type that pigs are dirty animals.

disap pointed

The French sign déçu ( disappointed ) 
is the etymon of the ASL sign 
 disappointed. The contemporary 
form of déçu is a compound consist-
ing of goût (taste) where the index 
finger touches the mouth, followed 
by a form of negation where the open 
hands drop in front of the chest, liter-
ally meaning “taste not.” If this form 
ever existed in ASL, the negation has 
since disappeared and been replaced by 
a facial  expression. As with many other 
signs (dry and taste, for example), 
the point of contact in disappointed 
has  lowered from the mouth to the 
chin, and the movement is now in the 
 opposite  direction.

ASL dirty LSF sale, cochon
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL disappointed

LSF déçu
( IVT 1986 )
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discuss, d ebate

Higgins (1923) describes the sign 
debate as the “right index struck sev-
eral times onto the left supine palm and 
then left index struck several times onto 
the right supine palm.” This form is still 
used in some contexts today especially 
when referencing formal debates or 
extensive discussions between two par-
ties. While his text states that the index 
finger strikes the palm, Higgins’s illus-
tration shows only the tip of each finger 
touching the respective palms. Long 
(1910) characterizes this sign as being 
used when “one often emphasizes his 
points.” Over time, the edge of the index 
finger, rather than the fingertip, became 
the point of contact with the palm, and 
the alternating movement from one 
hand to the other was dropped.

disgus ted

To produce this sign, the claw hand-
shape moves in a circle on the chest 
and the signer’s face is contorted, which 
often co-occurs with internal feelings 
of anger or disgust, either literal or 
 figurative. The claw handshape is a 
metaphorical association with harsh 
feelings (see angry, complain, and 
mad). When me is added after the sign, 
it conveys the figurative sense of being 
disgusted with oneself, as in “I should 
have thought of that before.”

ASL discuss, debate

ASL disgusted
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divid e

➊ According to Higgins (1923), this 
sign originally was a compound. In the 
first part, the right flat hand cut the left 
palm in half, and in the second part, 
both hands traced “in the air the two 
right angles placed at either side of the 
dividend” ( Long 1910).

➋ Today, the two parts of the sign have 
been consolidated into a single fluid 
movement.

do, a ctio n

Blanchet (1850) described the old 
French sign faire (do), which referred 
to manual activities, as “the fingers of 
the two, slightly bent hands, agitate in 
front of the body from right to left.” 
Clark (1885) was the first to document 
this sign in the U.S., stating that signers 
“indicate action by horizontal motion 
of hands to front.” In contemporary 
LSF and ASL, the sign has expanded 
its meaning to include the concept of 
“work” and “action” specifically in cases 
where the labor is manual in nature.

ASL do, action LSF faire
( Lambert 1865)

LSF faire
(YD from Chambéry 1982)

ASL divide 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL divide 2



doll  75

do c tor

This sign derives from the French sign 
médecin (doctor), which is described 
as “check[ing] the pulse” ( Ferrand circa 
1785). In ASL, the sign has several ini-
tialized forms to express different medi-
cal professions, such as N for nurse, D 
for doctor, and P for an older form of 
psychiatrist. Some older signers con-
tinue to use the M handshape, inherited 
from the initialized form in LSF. 

dol l

➊ Michaels (1923) clarifies the 
 etymology of this sign by describing it 
as “draw the hooked index finger from 
your forehead down over your nose and 
chin and sign baby.” The first part of 
the sign signifies the profile of the face, 
like in the old LSF sign image (picture) 
( Pélissier 1856; see picture). doll 
is one of many signs in an important 
 lexical family in LSF where the bent 
index finger or the extended thumb 
traces the profile of the face. Other con-
temporary LSF signs that incorporate 
this feature include portugal (whose 
form references the country’s shape, 
see picture); musée (museum), where 
portraits and statues are collected; 
 dessin (drawing), symbolizing the 
profile of drawn faces; lune (moon), 
which is popularly associated with 
the human face; and timbre (postage 
stamp), which in France used to feature 
the profile of the Greek  goddess Cérès.

➋ Today in ASL, the hooked index 
finger brushes the length of the nose. 
The original long movement has been 

ASL doctor

The gestural etymon of doctor
(Goust 1954)

ASL nurse

ASL doll 1, LSF 
 portugal ( IVT 1990)

LSF musée
( IVT 1986 )

ASL doll 2
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reduced into a shorter, redoubled one. 
At the same time, the second part of the 
compound, baby, has been deleted.

doll ar

Essentially unchanged since the early 
twentieth century, this sign was once 
executed by having the fingertips of the 
right crescent hand dragged along the 
length of the left palm from the base of 
the thumb to the tips of the fingers; this 
movement highlights the rectangular 
shape of the American dollar ( Long 
1910; Higgins 1923). At some point, the 
orientation of the left hand changed to 
palm in, and the right fingertips traced 
the length of the left index finger. In 
another variation, the right hand grasps 
the tips of the left fingers and then pulls 
away, closing to a bundled handshape, 
thereby obscuring the link with its more 
iconic root.

don’t car e

➊ Higgins (1923) explains that this 
sign moves away from the forehead, 
representing the removal of thoughts 
from the head. This action is based 
on the metaphor “ideas are objects.” 
As such, objects can be shared with 
others (for example, inform) or, as in 
this case, removed and thrown away. 
Long (1910) notes that the sign moves 
out either from the forehead or “the 
end of the nose”; however, he says that 
the latter “is a rather objectional [sic] 

ASL dollar

ASL don’t care 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)
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slang sign but much used to designate 
lack of interest.”

➋ The contemporary sign evolved 
from Long’s second variant, and it is 
identical in form to the old LSF sign 
mépriser (despise). Lambert describes 
mépriser as “wip[ ing] one’s nose with 
the fingers and throw it in the face of 
an object” (1865). This twisting motion 
of the hand is a form of negation found 
in a number of ASL signs (for example, 
don’t know, don’t want, and don’t 
mind). When French Deaf people 
direct this form upwards or “toward the 
heavens,” it is glossed as malédiction 
(curse; see curse).

don’t mind

The extended index finger moves away 
from the nose in this sign, which is 
likely a negated form of think (mean-
ing “mind”) that was simply lowered to 
the nose. Interestingly, Long (1910) lists 
this form as a synonym for don’t care, 
which may have been used interchange-
ably during his time. Today, though, 
don’t mind is exclusively used in posi-
tive contexts, particularly when asking a 
favor or responding in the affirmative as 
in “I don’t mind.” The same form exists 
in the LSF sign ne pas croire (don’t 
believe), which is frequently produced 
at the nose when used to mean “guess,” 
“feel,” and “sense.”

ASL don’t care 2

ASL don’t mind

LSF ne pas croire
( IVT 1986 )



78  don't want

don’t w ant

This is the sign want flung outward to 
convey negation. This method of nega-
tion is visible in several contemporary 
ASL signs (see don’t care and don’t 
mind). The same sign exists in LSF 
except that the hands are in double 
hook shapes, an artifact of the letter V 
for the French word vouloir (want).

doubt

Long (1910) states that doubt means 
to “express incredulity,” and Higgins 
(1923) describes its production as 
“scratching the eyelids or pulling them 
down.” doubt appears to be composed 
of the sign see followed by a trace of 
negation in the bent fingers, indicat-
ing something that is not seen. This 
sign’s etymon is found in two gestural 
metaphors inherited from France. First, 
the hook handshape often conveys 
negative meaning in LSF, a feature that 
is well adapted to the notion of refusing 
to believe. Second, several LSF signs 
that express uncertainty or a refusal 
to believe are located near or on the 
nose. This particular association with 
the nose comes from the double mean-
ing of the French word sentir, which 
literally means “to smell” or “to sense,” 
and figuratively means “to have a feel-
ing that.” Examples include deviner 
(guess), soupçonner (suspect), and a 
variant of ne pas croire (don’t believe).

ASL doubt

ASL don’t want
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dry

Historically, the sign was made by 
drawing the index finger across the lips, 
as if wiping the mouth after taking a 
drink. According to Clark (1885) the 
sign “indicate[s] that a person is dry by 
holding crooked index across mouth”; 
whereas Higgins describes it more 
concisely as “lips are dry” (1942). The 
sign has since lowered to the chin, and 
the extended index finger flexes into 
the hook handshape as it draws across 
the chin. This evolution in location also 
has occurred in the signs lie and taste 
(see entries).

dumb

In France, tapping the head with the fist 
can signify that a person is hard-headed 
or has an empty head. This gesture 
is accompanied by spoken phrases 
like “It rings hollow!” or “It echoes in 
there!” In both cases, the gesture is a 
declaration of another person’s lack 
of intelligence. This gesture is equally 
potent in the U.S.—both Long (1910) 
and Higgins (1923) gloss the sign as 
dunce. But, rather than characterizing 
the head as empty, Higgins (1942) 
explains that “the skull is thick and 
hard, knowledge is unable to penetrate.”

ASL dry ( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL dumb
Gesture “hard-headed”

( France, hearing;  
illustration by Zaü)



80  during

dur ing

Here, the two hands trace a straight line 
away from the signer’s body along the 
axis of time (see “Axis of Time,” p. 286). 
This sign derives from the French sign 
pendant (during), which itself comes 
from the old LSF sign temps (time) 
used by Abbé de l’Épée. Sicard (1808) 
states that “the sign for temps, by the 
movement of the right hand [. . .], 
traces a straight line, to indicate the 
duration of time.” An initialized ver-
sion of pendant appeared later in LSF. 
The contemporary American sign is 
not initialized but instead uses two 
extended index fingers placed parallel 
to one another. Early on, the meaning 
expanded to include meanwhile and 
while, particularly when used to com-
pare two things ( Higgins 1923).

ASL during

LSF pendant
( Pélissier 1856 )
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E

ea ch

each descends directly from the LSF 
chaque (each), which is also glossed 
as chacun (every) and is of the same 
origin as the ASL sign any (see entry). 
Pélissier describes chaque as produced 
with “the closed hand, except for the 
thumb which appears to be un (one), 
jolts from left to right with  successive 
jumps, as if it wanted to touch or 
 designate each object” (1856 ).

➊ In the early twentieth century 
( Long 1910; Higgins 1923), each was 
produced with both hands in the thumb 
handshape. The outer edge of the right 
hand moved down the inner edge of 
the left hand while moving from right 
to left. Higgins describes it as the “right 
hand repeatedly struck down onto left 
as thumbs point in various directions 
from right to left.” The lateral move-
ment and handshape are both traces of 
the LSF etymon.

➋ In the contemporary form of 
each, the movement has significantly 
reduced, and the lateral movement has 
disappeared.

LSF chaque
(Lambert 1865)

ASL each 2
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ear th, geo grap hy

➊ The fingertips of the right thumb 
and middle finger straddle the back of 
the left fist, which pivots. This form, 
documented in Long (1910) and 
 Higgins (1923), leaves no doubt as to 
the iconicity of the sign—the thumb 
and the middle finger represent the 
metal axis of a globe that deaf children 
would have had in their classrooms, 
while the left fist represents the globe 
itself. This etymology of the form 
explains the expansion of its meaning to 
include “geography.”

➋ Today, the thumb and the middle 
finger no longer encircle the left fist but 
instead are posed on the back of the 
open hand. In a break from the sign’s 
original iconicity, the left hand stays 
immobile while the right hand rocks 
back and forth.

eas y

Perhaps deriving from one meaning 
of the word easy as something that 
is pliable or lenient, the right hand 
brushes the fingers of the left hand, 
bending them to demonstrate the ease 
with which they move. Higgins (1942) 
describes the action as “light, not heavy, 
the yielding left fingers are easily lifted.” 
The concept behind the sign, then, is 
the association between something that 
yields as also being easy.

ASL earth 1
(YD from Long 1910)

ASL earth 2

( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL easy
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egg

The Brothers of St. Gabriel (1853–1854) 
provide the first, rather lengthy, 
description of this sign. The Brothers 
explain that “the thumb and first two 
fingers of the left hand touch at their 
tips, assuming the shape of an egg, the 
right hand forms the letter H, the palm 
is turned toward the body diagonally, 
and taps the thumb and index of the 
left hand on the side near the nail 
simulating the action of cracking an 
egg, then the fingers of both hands turn 
towards the ground to imitate empty-
ing a cracked egg.” Clark (1885), Long 
(1910), and Higgins (1923) all describe 
the sign with both hands configured in 
the paintbrush handshape but as main-
taining the movement of the old LSF 
sign. The assimilation of the left hand 
to the shape of the right, along with the 
downward movement of both, slightly 
obscures the imagery behind this sign.

elect , vote

This sign is a gestural representation of 
the act of placing a candidate’s written 
name on a ballot into the voting box. 
Sicard (1808) was the first to describe 
this sign under his entry électeur 
(elector, voter) in which the signer 
would “imitate the action of one who 
chooses and elects the most honest and 
virtuous person to place in the public 
sphere, by writing their name and 
throwing it in the urn.”

ASL egg

(Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL elect, vote
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electr icit y

This sign derives from the French sign 
électricité (electricity). Long (1910) 
first documented the ASL sign and 
remarked that it was still “not uniform,” 
suggesting other variations existed 
at that time. The tapping of the two 
hooked index fingers represents the 
contact between two wires to create 
an electrical charge. Some older sign-
ers use double hooked handshapes to 
 produce this sign ( E. Shaw, field obser-
vation); this variation may be a trace of 
the sign’s lack of uniformity to which 
Long referred.

embar ra ss

embarrass is documented as  having 
four different forms: 1) the open 
hands rise along both sides of the face 
(  Higgins 1923); 2) the open hands 
remain in place on the face ( Long 
1910); 3) the hands are closed in the 
beginning of the sign and then raise up 
along the sides of the face into an open 
hand; and 4) the open hands rise in a 
curved movement in front of the face 
( Riekehof 1987). Regardless, all of these 
forms convey the same metaphorical 
meaning as the signs shame, shy, and 
prostitute (see entries), in which the 
color red takes over the face as if one 
is blushing. These ASL signs all derive 
from the original French sign honte 
(shame) where the back of both bent 
mitten hands rotated outward from the 
cheeks. Ferrand (circa 1785) described 
the sign as “pass the back of the two 
hands on the two cheeks to indicate the 
redness that reveals this emotion.” Long 

ASL electricity

(Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL embarrass
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(1910) establishes the link when he 
notes that the ASL sign originally began 
with red, but this component of the 
sign has since been dropped.

empt y

Higgins (1923) documents an older 
variation of this sign in his entry 
bald, which he also glosses as naked. 
To produce the sign, the “right palm 
moved over back of left closed prone 
hand.” This sign likely derived from 
the semantically related French sign 
nu (naked ), where the right hand 
rubbed over the back of the left hand 
( Lambert 1865). The handshape of 
the ASL form has since evolved into 
a bent middle finger that sweeps 
across the back of the left hand. This 
phonological change is apparent in a 
number of signs in LSF (for example, 
tard, retard [ late]) and in ASL (for 
example, forget, pity, and sick), 
where the flat hand has evolved into 
a bent middle finger (see “Handshape 
Change,” p. 148). In ASL, empty has 
proved highly prolific in its meaning; 
it can be translated by “bald,” “nude,” 
“naked,” “blank,” and, in some regions, 
“bare feet.” When the movement across 
the back of the left hand is repeated, the 
sign means “available” (as in, “Is this 
seat available?”).

ASL empty
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enemy, oppos ite

This sign is well documented in LSF 
as ennemi (enemy), which is also the 
source of the ASL sign argue (see 
entry). Ferrand (circa 1785) described 
ennemi as “men against, swords 
drawn.” The Brothers of St. Gabriel 
(1853–1854) wrote that “the index 
fingers touch each other at the tips and 
quickly separate.” The extended index 
fingers pointing at each other are iconic 
representations of two swords drawn 
during a duel. Lambert (1865) also 
notes this iconicity, explaining that the 
signer must “cast the index fingers of 
each hand across from each other, as 
two swords.” Once transmitted to the 
U.S., the overt reference to swords was 
lost. Clark (1885) documents the same 
form that Higgins (1923) describes as 
a compound that began with the sign 
friend followed by the hands tearing 
“apart to remain at the sides pointing 
at each other threateningly.” Today, the 
ASL sign maintains only the second 
part of that compound, making it closer 
to the old LSF sign. When the person 
marker is added, the meaning becomes 
“enemy.” The contemporary form can 
also mean “opposite,” “oppose,” or 
“ contrast.”

englis h

The origin of this sign is explained in 
Clark’s (1885) entry british: “cross the 
hands over the abdomen to indicate 
an Englishman.” Originating from 
American stereotypes of British people 
as being prim and proper, this charac-
terization accounts for why the early 

ASL enemy, opposite

LSF ennemi
(IVT 1986)

ASL english
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twentieth-century documents show the 
hands first folded before being drawn 
toward the body ( Long 1910; Higgins 
1923). Today, there is no movement 
toward the body; instead, the focus has 
shifted to the contact made between 
the two hands. Additionally, the sign’s 
meaning has expanded to include the 
English language (spoken and written), 
as well as England and its people.

enjo y

The sign comes from the old LSF 
sign content ( glad, pleased ), which 
 Pélissier (1856 ) illustrated with the 
flat hand circling the heart. Higgins 
(1923) cites the translation “pleasure” 
in his entry please, where one hand 
rubs the chest in a circular movement. 
At some point, the ASL sign split into 
two distinct forms with two different 
meanings. When both flat hands rub 
the chest and stomach in alternating 
circles, the sign is enjoy, while the one-
handed form is please. The extension 
of the sign’s meaning likely occurred 
as a result of the polysemy of the word 
please, which can be used to mean 
“cause one to feel pleasure” and also to 
initiate a polite request.

ASL enjoy LSF content
(Pélissier 1856)
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enth us ia stic

Rubbing the hands together is a gesture 
used by hearing people in France to 
mean “rejoice” or “I can’t wait.” It can 
also be used sarcastically to mean “this 
is going to be good” when one intends 
to inflict harm on an adversary. The 
ASL sign has assumed a more limited 
meaning than that of the gesture. Long 
(1910) describes it as “giving the idea of 
enthusiasm manifested toward object 
at hand.” The sign can also express the 
synonyms motivated and ambitious.

es t ablis h

This sign is related to the LSF sign 
établir (establish), which itself is 
an iconic representation of an object 
being placed on the ground (see “On 
 Common Ground,” p. 28). It differs only 
slightly from the French form in hand-
shape and movement. The shift from 
the fist to the thumb handshape may be 
a metaphorical reference to the concept 
of one unit being placed on the ground 
(see article “un (One): The Hidden 
Number,” p. 239).

et ce tera, e t c

This form appears to derive from the 
old French sign et cetera, which 
 Lambert (1865) glossed as différent, 
différent, différent. In ASL, instead 
of three iterations of the sign  different, 
the hands draw away from each other 
while the index fingers wiggle.

ASL enthusiastic ( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL establish LSF établir
( IVT 1986)

ASL et cetera, etc.

LSF contraire, 
 différent

( Lambert 1865)
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ex a ct

ASL exact comes directly from the old 
LSF sign that Lambert (1865) described 
as “unite the thumb and index of the 
right hand and hit the exact center of 
the palm of the left hand.” The sign 
represented an arrow hitting the center 
of a target. In ASL, both hands assumed 
the key handshape, but the sign can 
also be produced with two ring hand-
shapes, retaining the original configura-
tion of the right hand in the old LSF 
sign. When the sign is made with two 
P hands, it means “perfect.”

ex a ggera te

➊ Long (1910) and Higgins (1923) 
describe exaggerate 1 as deriving 
from the ASL sign more (see entry), 
which itself was inherited from the LSF 
sign ajouter (add ). Higgins (1942) 
characterizes the meaning as “thinking 
and making it more and more from 
various angles.” ajouter still exists in 
contemporary LSF.

➋ Derived from the meaning of 
stretch, as in “stretch the truth,” 
the movement of the right fist in 
 exaggerate 2 consists of short, succes-
sive jumps (Sternberg 1994) or a single 
jump (Costello 1994) away from the left 
fist. This form is depictive in that the 
fist handshapes preserve the imagery 
of grasping a pliable object to stretch it, 
both literally and figuratively.

ASL exact LSF exact
( Lambert 1865)

ASL exaggerate 1,  
LSF ajouter ( IVT 1986 )

ASL exaggerate 2
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ex cited

excited is identical to the two-
handed emphatic form of the LSF sign 
intéressant (interesting), which, in 
certain contexts, means “exciting.” The 
one-handed form of intéressant is 
identical to the semantically related 
ASL sign feel. Long (1910) notes that 
this sign is produced while “assuming 
a nervous manner,” but today it is used 
exclusively to denote a positive sense 
of excitement. To produce excited, 
the left and right bent middle fingers 
alternately brush up and off the chest 
in upward circles. The handshape and 
location are consistent with a family of 
signs related to physical and emotional 
sensations (see  concern, favorite, 
pity, and touched). When the hands 
are configured with the letter E, the sign 
is emotion.

ex cus e

This sign comes from LSF pardon 
(excuse), which Ferrand (circa 1785) 
described as “all is erased by wiping the 
palms of the hands to show that noth-
ing remains.” Lambert (1865) preceded 
this sign with faute (fault), so that 
“fault [was] erased, by passing the right 
hand over the palm of the left hand.” 
excuse, then, was what Deaf people 
used to ask to erase a mistake. Like so 
many signs, the meaning has expanded 
to include forgiving a mistake and also 
to excuse an interruption.

ASL excited

ASL excuse LSF pardon
( Lambert 1865)
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exp ens ive

Originally a compound, this sign once 
consisted of money (see money 2) 
 followed by shaking the hand to indi-
cate intensity. Today, expensive retains 
only a trace of the first part of the 
compound, the bundled handshape, 
and instead of laying the right hand in 
the left palm, today only the fingertips 
contact the palm, further obscuring its 
origin.

exp er ience

➊ In the film Preservation of the 
Sign Language, Veditz (1913) signs 
 experience with both hands in the 
bundled handshape held slightly above 
his head. He then opens his hands as 
they move toward his face. The form 
symbolizes the sum of knowledge being 
cast into the brain, creating the founda-
tion of an experience. Some Deaf peo-
ple in the U.S. still use experience 1 
(e.g., Alabama; E. Shaw, field observa-
tion). This sign is a directional form of 
the old French sign enseigner (teach; 
see teach), where the sum of knowl-
edge is directed toward the signer.

➋ Today, the sign begins with the 
open fingers of the right hand on the 
cheek, and then they close into a bundle 
 handshape while dropping twice just 
below the jaw. The order of opening 
and closing the hands has reversed 
from  experience 1, and the location 
of the sign lowered and moved closer 
to the body. These changes break the 
etymological link entirely.

ASL expensive

ASL experience 1
( Regional variation, Alabama. YD)

ASL experience 2
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exp er t

This sign is related to the old French 
sign bon, bien (good, well ), which is 
formed by bringing “the index and the 
middle finger of the right hand to the 
middle of the mouth” ( Ferrand circa 
1785; see cute). In LSF, this sign gave 
rise to the contemporary sign à la 
mode, expert (fashionable, expert), 
which has since lowered to the chin. 
In ASL, the sign’s positive connota-
tion has been reinforced by the shift 
in handshape from the paintbrush to 
the ring, a configuration that carries 
the metaphorical meaning of precision 
and detail in ASL and also is a com-
mon gesture among hearing people (see 
exact). Calbris (2002), for example, 
observes that French words such as 
précis ( precise), exact (exact), and rigou-
reux (rigorous) are often accompanied 
by gestures with the ring handshape. 
Kendon (2004) also documents the ring 
handshape as a gesture that co-occurs 
with spoken phrases denoting preci-
sion. In ASL, expert is used to describe 
exceptional capability in some regard, 
not just “I am an expert,” but more 
broadly “I can do that extremely well.”

ASL expert

LSF à la mode, expert
(IVT 1986)
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exp l ain, tell a s t or y

➊ This old sign originates in the LSF 
expliquer (explain), and has remained 
unchanged since the eighteenth century. 
Abbé Ferrand (circa 1785) provides its 
etymology, explaining that the form 
represents “remov[ing] the folds with 
both thumbs and index fingers as is 
done to make a roll of ribbons.” Higgins 
was not far from this original etymol-
ogy when he described the ASL sign as 
“pulling apart of shreds” (1923), and 
later as “untangle the tangle” (1942).

➋ This variation of explain, tell 
a story 1 differs only in movement. 
Instead of repeatedly coming together 
and separating, each hand moves front 
to back, and the hands no longer come 
in contact. In LSF, this variation contin-
ues to be used in a regional dialect in 
Saint-Laurent-en-Royans.

ASL explain,  
tell a story 1

ASL explain 2

LSF expliquer
(Lambert 1865)

LSF expliquer
(IVT 1986)
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F

f ail

Long’s description of fail reveals the 
iconic etymology of the contemporary 
sign: “Stand V on the palm; suddenly 
throw out the ends, and let the V fall on 
the palm” (1910). The sign iconically 
depicts a fall to represent a setback or 
failure. Today, the forked handshape is 
retained, but the back of the right hand 
glides from the wrist to the fingertips of 
the left palm, thus obscuring the more 
literal origin.

f aith

➊ faith 1 is a compound sign 
comprised of the signs think and 
 confident (see entry). Jamet (circa 
1830) described the old French sign 
confiance (confident), the etymon 
of confident, as “take from one’s 
heart and give.” The structure of faith 
is  similar to that of the old LSF sign 
croire ( believe, have faith), a sign 
that Abbé de l’Épée invented. He first 
pointed to the forehead and then the 
heart to signify submitting to God with 
the mind and the heart.

➊ faith 2 is the more commonly 
used form in contemporary ASL. It 
is an  initialization of faith 1, which 
obscures the sign’s origin.

ASL fail

ASL faith 1

ASL faith 2
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f als e

➊ In nineteenth-century LSF, the index 
handshape, with the palm down, pass-
ing in front of the mouth meant both 
“false” and “lie.” The polysemy of this 
sign appears in old ASL as well; Long 
(1910) translated false 1 as “false, a lie.” 

➋ In a second variation of the sign, 
Long describes a slightly different form 
where the index finger points verti-
cally instead of horizontally. This slight 
change in composition, Long explains, 
indicates “a less heinous falsehood, a 
fib, or softens the accusation, and is 
used in preference to lie when speaking 
of imitations or false material” (1910). 
Higgins (1923) also describes this 
variation—“right vertical index palm 
leftward pushed across the lips from 
right to left.” By the early twentieth 
century, then, with Long’s distinction 
we see the first documented evidence 
of a bifurcation in form and meaning 
for two distinct signs false and lie 
(see entry).

➌ Today, the location has shifted to 
the front of the nose. The movement 
of the sign away from the mouth and 
toward the nose conforms to several 
LSF and ASL signs that express the 
sense of uncertainty or a refusal to 
believe (see don’t care and doubt). 
lie has since evolved into a distinct 
sign that is produced at the chin 
(see entry).

ASL false 1, LSF menteur
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL false 2
(YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL false 3
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f amous

Clark (1885) gives the origin of this 
sign under his entry fame, in which he 
states that “deaf-mutes make their sign 
for talk with both hands, moving the 
hands well out to right and left, one’s 
words spread out over the country.” 
The sign, then, was originally a com-
pound of talk (see entry) followed by 
an indication of the expanse over which 
that talk spread. Today, the only trace 
of the first part of that compound is 
the index fingers departing from the 
chin. The successive arcs of the index 
fingers moving away from the signer 
are  remnants of the words being spread 
about the object of fame.

f ancy

Like fine (see entry), fancy comes 
from the old French sign jabot 
(ruffles), which depicts the lace or 
cloth ruffles on the front of shirts in the 
 eighteenth century. The small move-
ment of the hand toward the chest 
 represents the layers of lace, which 
 Higgins (1942) documents in his 
description. In contrast to the tapping 
motion in the sign fine, the circular 
movement in fancy serves an emphatic 
function that is even more exaggerated 
when the sign is produced with both 
hands moving in alternating circles.

ASL famous

ASL fancy
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f a scin ated

➊ This is an older sign that is also the 
etymon for interesting (see entry). 
Higgins (1923) explains that the signer 
places the right ring handshape “before 
the face and as if to take hold of the 
nose, and the left before the chest. 
Both hands drawn frontward, and 
body showing an inclination to follow.” 
This form is rooted in the expression 
to be “pulled along by nose and heart” 
(  Higgins 1923, 1942). Long (1910) 
describes this sign as “giving the idea of 
drawing the attention out.” In the upper 
part of the sign we see the French sign 
être déçu, se faire avoir ( be taken 
or fooled ), also founded in the same 
metaphor: “take the nose away from the 
body” ( Lambert 1865).

➋ In the contemporary sign, both 
hands in claw handshapes move away 
from the center of the face and close 
into fists. This location preserves the 
representation of one’s face or nose 
being drawn toward an object of 
 interest.

fa st

This sign symbolizes the act of abstain-
ing from food during the Catholic 
season of Lent. It is similar to the old 
ASL sign patience, which Higgins 
(1923) defined as “fast from food” 
(see patience 1), and LSF sacrifice 
(sacrifice). The ring handshape used 
in this sign may have come from one 
of two sources—either by initialization 
for the English word fast or from the 
sign communion (see entry), where the 

ASL fascinated 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL fascinated 2

LSF être déçu, se faire 
avoir ( IVT 1986 )

ASL fast
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handshape symbolizes the shape of the 
host. The ASL sign lent is the same as 
fast except that it is initialized with the 
letter L.

f ather

father is semantically related to an 
old French sign for man (see man 1), 
where the thumb of the open hand 
touches the forehead and then the 
chest. father preserves only the first 
part of this compound. The demar-
cation between man 1 and father 
appears to have occurred before 
Laurent Clerc’s  departure for the U.S. 
because one LSF sign for père (father) 
is identical to the ASL sign, and it is still 
used in Auvergne, France (Y. Delaporte, 
field observation). The ASL sign has 
two variations: the thumb can tap the 
forehead or the thumb can rest on the 
forehead while the fingers wiggle.

f avor ite

favorite is likely the result of a meta-
phorical extension of the sign taste 
(see entry), which itself is inherited 
from LSF goût. Something thought 
or known to taste good often becomes 
favored or preferred. The bent middle 
finger handshape used in this sign cor-
responds to several semantically related 
signs in ASL, all of which convey 
physical or emotional sensations (see 
 concern, excited, and touched).

ASL father
(YD)

LSF père
(Auvergne, France;  

YD, fieldwork)

ASL favorite LSF goÛt
( IVT 1986 )
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fear

➊ The palms of the hands face out 
as they wave downward, depicting 
the action of protecting oneself from 
 danger. This same movement has 
also been described as distancing 
oneself from danger ( Higgins 1923) 
or the body recoiling from danger 
(Clark 1885; Long 1910).

➋ In fear 2, the palms of the open 
hands face in and move toward each 
other as if grabbing the body. This same 
gesture exists among hearing people in 
France (Calbris and Montredon 1986 ).

feminine

This sign is inherited from the 
 polysemous LSF sign élégant that, 
depending on context, can be translated 
as chic (style), efféminé (effeminate), 
élégant (elegant), mademoiselle (young 
lady), maniaque (finicky), or méticuleux 
(meticulous). In ASL, this sign’s mean-
ing has become restricted to describing 
someone who is feminine or effeminate. 
The small circular movements of the 
two hands in the LSF sign come from 
a gesture used by hearing people in 
France to convey a chic or effeminate 
demeanor. The ring handshape is used 
in a number of gestures in Europe 
and the U.S. to express both delicate-
ness and precision ( Kendon 2004; 
see close call and exact). Hearing 
 Americans do not use this gesture to 
depict femininity, thus it is not surpris-
ing that Costello (1992) reinterpreted 
the form as symbolizing “an effeminate 
way of walking.”

ASL fear 1 ASL fear 2

ASL feminine

LSF élégant
( IVT 1997)
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fe w, several

The old LSF sign plusieurs (several ) 
was first noted in 1808 by Sicard, who 
stated that the signer must show “all 
of the fingers of the hand as if one 
were counting without giving enough 
time to determine an exact number.” 
The successive extension of the fingers 
originally followed the French count-
ing system, which begins with the 
thumb as the number 1 (see “un (One): 
The Hidden Number,” p. 239). The 
ASL sign quickly evolved to accom-
modate the American counting system 
in which the index finger represents the 
number 1. Clark (1885) describes the 
American form as “hold closed right 
hand, back down, in front of body, 
extending fingers one after the other, 
commencing with index.” In addition, 
the sign’s meaning expanded to either 
“few” or “several,” depending on the 
co- occurring facial expressions.

file, ap pl y

Watson (1964) reveals the iconic ori-
gin of this sign in his illustration of a 
spindle, which used to be the way clerks 
filed business papers. A clerk would 
punch each piece of paper on a metal 
spindle and later “run a piece of string 
through the holes [to] tie up the bun-
dle” ( Lubar 1992). Today, the sign can 
be used in the literal sense to indicate 
filing papers and also to appeal a ruling 
or apply concepts in an abstract way.

ASL few, several

LSF plusieurs
( IVT 1986 )

ASL file, apply
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fin all y, suc ceed

The etymon of this sign is most likely 
the French sign aller (go), where 
the two extended index fingers rotate 
alternatively as they move away from 
the body. Long (1910) describes an 
earlier form of the ASL sign in his entry 
 succeed that suggests this link with 
aller: “with the extended index fingers 
raise the hands, revolving the fingers 
around each other.” Higgins (1923) 
illustrates the sign as  originating with 
the index fingers pointed down and 
ending pointed up near the signer’s 
temples. Today, when used to mean 
“finally,” the sign is commonly glossed 
as pah and is co-expressed with a 
nonmanual marker where the mouth 
opens resembling the articulation of the 
English syllable pa.

fine

This sign, like fancy (see entry), 
comes from the old French sign jabot 
(ruffles), which depicts the lace or cloth 
ruffles on the front of the shirts of the 
upper class in the eighteenth century. 
fine was incorporated into both 
 monsieur and madame (depending 
on whether male or female preceded 
it; see father, man, and woman). 
The small movement of the hand 
toward the chest represents the layers 
of lace. Though the etymological link 
between jabot and its contemporary 
derivatives has been lost in modern 
France, the link has remained intact 
in the consciousness of Americans. 
Several authors, old and new, explicitly 
refer to the connection. Higgins (1942) 

ASL finally, succeed

LSF aller
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL fine

Ruffles on a shirt
( Piroux 1830)
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describes the sign as “indicating the 
fancy ruffles and laces formerly affected 
by so-called gentleman and ladies”; 
and Costello (1994) says the sign 
shows “the ruffles on the front of a fine, 
old- fashioned shirt.” A recent change 
consists of wiggling the fingers to mean 
“cool” or “neat.”

firs t

This contemporary form of first 
 maintains its etymological connection 
to LSF through the use of the extended 
thumb to signal the number 1 (see “un 
(One): The Hidden Number,” p. 239). 
Either because of pressures to accom-
modate to the U.S. system of counting 
or assimilation, first is sometimes 
produced with an extended left index 
finger instead of the thumb, distancing 
it from un.

fit

This sign is nearly identical to the LSF 
adapté (fitted ), except that the hands 
assume claw handshapes rather than 
keys. The hands represent two small 
objects that are fitted together. Ferrand 
equates the “fitting” of the two hands 
to the hinged lid of a snuffbox (circa 
1785). In ASL, the hands are configured 
in loose claws and the fingers come 
together and interlock. This gives the 
impression of fitting together two 
grooved objects, like cogs on a wheel.

ASL first

ASL fit
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fl at ter

The extended left index finger is 
caressed by the right hand, conforming 
to the etymology of the correspond-
ing English verb. Flatter comes from 
the French flatter, meaning “stroke or 
caress.” Though this sign is not docu-
mented in historical texts, the extended 
index finger is often used to represent 
a person, an iconic use that appears in 
several ASL signs, including champion, 
pick on, recruit, and situation 
(see entries).

flip o ut

Long (1910) illustrated this sign with 
the outer edge of the right hand oscil-
lating over the left hand to depict a 
wavy line, and it meant “wrong.” For its 
 antonym, right, he showed the right 
hand moving in a straight line across 
the left palm. The contemporary sign 
flip out is an extension of the original 
meaning of “wrong,” such that one who 
is flipping out is perceived as wrong in 
the head. The movement has changed 
so that the right hand moves down 
from the forehead to the left palm and 
slides from the heel to the fingertips 
before abruptly bending. This move-
ment is closely related to the older 
ASL form by representing a straight 
mental path that then bends or breaks. 
Davis (1966 ) describes it as “veering off 
the main course.” Stokoe et al. (1965) 
identify the sign as both wrong and 
unsound, reinforcing the shift in mean-
ing from the generic wrong to the more 
specific flip out.

ASL flatter

ASL flip out

ASL wrong
(YD from Long 1910)

ASL right
(YD from Long 1910)
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flir t

The oscillating fingers used in this 
sign convey the metaphorical mean-
ing of “shiny things,” which we also 
see in the origins of the signs color 
and friendly (see entries). The short 
movement of the hands away from the 
signer’s body gives the impression that 
the signer is transmitting  flattering 
words to another individual. Higgins 
(1942) describes flirt as “just words 
from the lips towards the person 
 flattered,” indicating that the sign may 
have originally started at the mouth but 
has since lowered to the chest.

fl ower

This sign derives from the old French 
sign fleur (flower), which depicted the 
“action of taking a thing in the hand, 
bringing it to the nose several times to 
smell it” ( Blanchet 1850). Clark (1885) 
describes an earlier form of the ASL 
sign flower as a compound, where 
the signer first gestured to indicate a 
flower stem and then “place[d] the right 
hand near nostrils, as though inhal-
ing the perfume.” The first part of the 
compound has since disappeared, and 
only the bundled handshape remains to 
perform the depictive action of grasp-
ing a flower and bringing it up to each 
nostril.

ASL flirt

ASL flower
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fo ol, jo ke

Higgins (1923) documents this sign 
with the English translations “fool,” 
“joke,” and “hoax.” He describes its 
production as the “right bent index of 
‘X’ hand hooked over the nose to pull 
down with a slight jerk.” The contem-
porary ASL form can be produced with 
either a key ( X ) or ring handshape and 
is commonly used to mean “fool,” but 
can also mean “fake” in sports contexts 
to describe when a player throws off the 
opposition ( E. Shaw, field observation). 
The form with the ring handshape 
matches the LSF sign être déçu, 
se faire avoir ( be taken or fooled ), 
where the signer pulls down his nose 
with the ring handshape. Lambert 
(1865) noted the metaphor as “take the 
nose away from the body.” In French 
culture, representations of trickery 
and deception tend to be invoked by 
the word nez (nose). For example, the 
expression faire un long nez means “be 
deceived” and se faire mener par le bout 
du nez means “be led by the nose,” as a 
naive person might be. Higgins (1923) 
confirms this interpretation by charac-
terizing joke as “pulled by the nose.” 
The semantic derivation from naive, 
duped, deceived to fool, joke is evidenced 
by the polysemy of the English words 
fool and joke; in this case, it refers to the 
verbs.

ASL fool, joke

LSF être déçu, se faire avoir
( IVT 1986 )
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f or

This is the same form and meaning 
as the LSF sign pour (for), which was 
described for the first time by Abbé 
de l’Épée (1784) and may have been 
invented by him. Lambert (1865) later 
described the same form as produced 
by “touch[ing] the index finger on the 
forehead (thought) then thrust[ing] it 
in front of the body (directed towards).” 
With a short and repeated movement, 
the ASL sign also functions as a ques-
tion meaning “What for?”

fo r ever, l ong time

This sign derives from the very old 
LSF jusqu’a (until, from one moment 
until another), documented since the 
eighteenth century as being made with 
the French manual letter J, which is 
also the modified horn handshape 
( Ferrand circa 1784; Blanchet 1850; 
Lambert 1865). According to Lambert 
(1865), the hand draws away from the 
body: “advance to the front the manual 
 letter J, from one point to another.” 
This particular contemporary variation, 
where the thumb of the modified horn 
handshape contacts the temple then 
moves directly away from the face, has 
not been found in older texts, but it is 
widely used in both ASL and LSF. When 
produced with one short movement 
and the mouth shaped in a circle, the 
sign means “a long time,” as in “I waited 
in line forever.” When produced with 
repeated circles extending from the 
temple, it means “a prolonged period of 
time.” When the LSF sign is repeated, it 
also means “a long time.” The upward 

LSF pour
( Pélissier 1856 )

LSF jusqu’a, c’est long
( IVT 1986 )

ASL forever, long time

ASL for
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migration of the hand in both ASL and 
LSF may be due to the location of the 
sign future, will (see entry).

fo r ge t

forget comes from an old LSF sign 
meaning “forget” that has since disap-
peared. De Gérando (1827) described 
the form as “rapidly pass the hand over 
the forehead.”  Ferrand (circa 1785) 
states that the signer must “bring the 
hand over the forehead and throw it 
behind the head with a look in the 
eyes and face that I don’t remember 
anymore.” This stems from the meta-
phor “ideas are objects,” and the action 
depicts the signer removing objects 
(ideas or memories) from the mind. 
This form was first documented in the 
U.S. by Clark (1885), who describes 
how the fingertips of the right flat 
hand swipe the forehead and then 
close. A contemporary variation of 
ASL  forget consists of the bent 
middle  finger handshape sliding across 
the forehead. This form is typically 
reserved to denote forgetting specific 
things like a topic to discuss (for 
 example, “My mind has gone blank”). 
This handshape is commonly used 
in ASL to indicate blank or empty 
spaces, as in the signs bald and empty 
(see entries).

ASL forget
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f ork

This sign was originally produced as 
a compound in LSF ( Pélissier 1856 ), 
in which the right fork handshape 
first contacted the mouth and then 
the left palm. The contemporary ASL 
form retains the second part of the 
compound to show the tines of a fork 
pressed into food. This newer form was 
first documented in the early twentieth 
century by Long (1910) and represents 
the most literal interpretation of the 
handshape. A myriad of LSF and ASL 
signs with metaphorical relationships to 
forked entities incorporate this hand-
shape (see careful, hell, and worse).

fr iend

The sign friend comes directly from 
the French sign ami (friend ). Lambert 
(1856 ) described it as “unit[ing] the 
two indexes in a ring.” In the ASL sign, 
the index fingers hook together, one 
palm down and the other palm up, and 
then “the hands change their relative 
position” ( Long 1910). This is an iconic 
representation of the link between two 
people and the reciprocity inherent in 
friendship. ASL friend LSF ami

( Lambert 1865)

ASL fork LSF fourchette
( Pélissier 1856 )
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fr iend l y

Long (1910) describes this sign in his 
entry cheerful as “ ‘beams of joy’ radi-
ating from the face.” Oscillating fingers 
symbolize shiny things in several signs 
(see color and flirt). The etymology 
of this sign may also derive from the 
polysemy of the English word pleasant. 
Roth’s (1941) description states that the 
sign “come[s] from pleasant weather. 
The sign indicates pleasant breezes 
blowing against the face. We use this 
sign to indicate a person who is of a 
pleasant disposition.” LSF has a similar 
sign—frais (cool )—that originated as 
a gesture centuries ago. This sign rep-
resents a breeze of fresh air, “the act of 
waving oneself with one or both hands” 
( Lambert 1865). The ASL sign cool 
is exactly the same. The extrapolation 
of a concrete sensory experience to a 
gesture also occurred in the develop-
ment of signs like favorite (see entry). 
While friendly may come from the 
same root as frais, it no longer has a 
literal association with a cool breeze 
and the reduplicated movement has 
disappeared.

f ro m

The origin of from is the old Signed 
French de (from), which Sicard 
described in 1808 as follows: “take back 
the hand that one had directed towards 
a goal, and trace the hand, in the air, 
in a straight line from the point in 
space where it was directed.” The right 
index touches the left at the beginning 
of the sign, like the ASL goal (see 
entry), then draws away into a hooked 

ASL friendly

LSF frais
( IVT 1986 )

LSF de
( Laveau 1868)

 ASL from
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 handshape. Higgins (1942) interpreted 
the sign as “something drawn away 
from under left index.” Unlike most 
Signed French signs, the one-handed 
variant of de ( Laveau 1868) continues 
to be used by Deaf people in France; 
the index finger also draws toward the 
signer into a hooked handshape.

fr uit

Identical to the contemporary LSF sign 
fruit (fruit), this sign likely represents 
the grasping of a small piece of fruit 
brought toward the mouth. Ferrand 
(circa 1785) indicated that the signer 
moves the hand toward a tree “as if 
picking an apple and bringing it to the 
mouth” in his entry fruit. The sign is 
now initialized with the letter F in both 
ASL and LSF.

fr us tra ted

frustrated is an iconic representation 
of a door closing in one’s face, mean-
ing encountering an obstacle that is 
out of one’s control. A similar sign in 
LSF can be translated as “hurl oneself 
against a wall,” another common French 
and English idiom used to describe 
the feeling of being frustrated. When 
 frustrated is made with both hands 
alternating in movement, the sign con-
veys repeated frustration.

ASL fruit

ASL frustrated ASL frustrated 
(emphatic)
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fun

This is a hybridized compound of the 
signs funny and stay (see entries), both 
of which are very old signs in ASL and 
LSF. fun can be translated literally as 
“an enjoyable experience that lasts,” and 
it retains only part of each of its com-
ponents. The reduplicated movement of 
funny has disappeared while the hand-
shape of stay has assimilated with the 
paintbrush handshape of funny.

funny

Though we have not found 
 documentation of this sign in old LSF, 
the resemblance between the contem-
porary LSF sign humour ( humor) and 
the American form strongly suggests 
that funny is of French origin. Long 
(1910) cites the sign in his entry funny, 
 humorous: “Rub the nose downward 
with the ends of the fore and middle 
fingers two or three times and look 
funny.” The location of the sign on 
the nose reinforces the symbolic link 
between the nose and humor. The 
French word nez (nose) and English 
word nose both derive from the Latin 
nasus, which can be translated as “nose” 
or “mockery.” In Europe, the nose is 
perceived as a comical feature (for 
example, Cyrano de Bergerac and the 
red nose clowns wear). The configura-
tion of the hand as a paintbrush is likely 
an initialization of the word humor in 
English and humour in French.

ASL fun

ASL funny

LSF humour
( IVT 1986 )
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fu tur e, will

This sign was inherited from the very 
old LSF sign futur (future), which 
Pélissier illustrated in 1856. The flat 
hand is placed at the height of the 
shoulder and moves away from the 
signer along the axis of time, “indicat-
ing future” ( Long 1910; see “Axis of 
Time,” p. 286). A recent evolution in the 
U.S. has resulted in the derived form 
will, which consists of a shortened 
movement away from the signer after 
the thumb makes brief contact with the 
cheek; this change in form indicates the 
very near future.

ASL future

LSF futur
( Pélissier 1856 ) ASL will
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G

get

➊ In the older form of get, the right 
hand executed a capturing movement 
over the immobile left fist ( Long 1910; 
Higgins 1923). This is similar to the 
ASL sign win (see entry), which is a 
cognate of the LSF sign gagner (win). 
gagner has two meanings in French: 
gagner un prix (win an award ) and 
gagner quelque chose (get or gain some-
thing). In ASL, two distinct forms—get 
and win—evolved, possibly because 
their English translations have distinct 
meanings.

➋ In get 2, both claw hands close and 
pull in toward the body.

ge t go ing, lea ve

This sign was inherited from the 
LSF se sauver (escape). It has been 
translated into English by words like 
fast ( Roth 1941), scram (Stokoe et al. 
1965), and leave clandestinely ( Long 
1910). Because the primary movement 
is carried out by the right hand, which 
begins beneath the left, the sign meta-
phorically links to something secret 
or discreet—one additional trace of its 
French etymon. Today, the sign is used 
not so much to convey a secret depar-
ture as a quick one.

ASL get 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)

LSF gagner
( IVT 1986 )

ASL get 2

ASL get going, leave LSF se sauver
( IVT 1986 )
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gir l

This sign comes directly from the 
French sign femme (woman), which 
has been noted since Abbé de l’Épée’s 
time. At least two French authors 
(  Puybonnieux 1846; Lambert 1865) 
indicate the unambiguous, iconic origin 
of this sign in their descriptions: the 
thumb traces the length of the cheek 
to represent the drawstrings of the 
 bonnets that girls once wore. In girl, 
the movement is now one or two short 
strokes on the lower chin.

give up

This sign is a gestural metaphor that 
corresponds to the literal meaning of 
“surrender.” The open hands extend 
above the shoulders symbolizing that 
one no longer bears arms and abandons 
combat.

ASL girl LSF femme
( Brouland 1855)

Girl’s bonnet
( France, 19th century)

ASL give up

( Illustration by Pat Mallet)
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gl a ss

This is the same sign used for centuries 
by Trappist monks (Us des Cistercians 
1890) and French Deaf people (with 
the middle finger instead of the index). 
Tapping the teeth is an analogy for 
the strength of glass. Over time, due 
to pressures of centralization that we 
also see in signs like dry, red, and 
taste (see entries), glass is now most 
 frequently produced on the chin instead 
of on the teeth.

go

➊ This is one of several ASL signs 
(see finally and trip 1) that stem 
from the French sign aller (go): 
“roll the index fingers one over the 
other” (Sicard 1808), “like a wheel that 
rolls away” ( Lambert 1865). The sign 
remained unchanged for a long time 
in ASL. Michaels (1923) described it 
as “move the fingers forward revolv-
ing one over the other as you make the 
movement,” and it continues to be used 
in formal contexts as well as by some 
older  signers.

➋ This contemporary sign displays 
a rectilinear movement of both index 
fingers away from the body. An inter-
mediary form also exists where the sign 
moves forward in a circular movement 
(Sternberg 1994; Costello 1999).

ASL glass LSF verre
( IVT 1986 )

ASL go 1, LSF aller
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL go 2
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go al

The French sign but (goal ) is identical 
in form and meaning to the ASL sign 
goal. Lambert (1865) described but 
as “place the right index finger on the 
forehead and then direct it towards the 
left, raised index finger a short distance 
from the body: thoughts directed 
towards.” Closely linked to the sign for 
(see entry), goal differs only in the 
use of the left index finger to represent 
the target to which the right index is 
directed.

goat

The sign comes from the French sign 
bouc ( billy goat; Pélissier 1856 ), and 
it also was used by the Plains Indians 
(Clark 1885). In these iconic vari-
ants, the hand assumes the bundled 
shape on the chin and then moves up 
to the  forehead, where the fingers of 
the double hooked hand flick up, thus 
representing the beard and the horns 
of a goat. In the contemporary form, 
the hand is configured in a fist when it 
contacts the chin and forehead, and the 
fingers flick up immediately after each 
contact. Here, we see an assimilation 
of handshape and orientation at each 
point of contact, in addition to an extra 
flick that was not evidenced in older 
forms.

ASL goal LSF but
( IVT 1986 )

ASL goat

LSF bouc
( Pélissier 1856 )
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god

➊ The sign god comes from the old 
LSF saint ( holy), which represents 
the Holy Spirit or, as Lambert (1865) 
described, the breath of God that spills 
“from the forehead to the heart.”

➋ Two old signs for god combined 
three signs from LSF in two different 
ways: dieu (God; point to the sky), 
croire ( believe; point to the heart), 
and saint ( holy; point to the sky then 
the heart). Michaels’ (1923) descrip-
tion states, “point the index finger […] 
heavenward […] move the hand down 
before your face slowly, spread out the 
fingers as you do so,” which conforms to 
the LSF saint. His illustration, though, 
begins with the LSF dieu and ends at 
the heart as in LSF croire. The same 
form is cited by Clark (1885). Higgins 
(1923) reveals a shift in the  pragmatics 
of the signs god 1 and god 2 in his 
entry: “Some merely point the index 
toward heaven, but this seems to be 
better used only when we refer to God 
as angry with sin.”

go ld

The sign gold originated as a com-
pound of the old French sign or (gold ), 
described as “sign earring” ( Ferrand 
circa 1785), and jaune (yellow; the 
same sign as the ASL yellow). gold is 
now a single form that can begin with 
either the index or bent middle finger 
touching the ear rather than grasping it. 
The sign is also used for california, so 
named for the California Gold Rush of 
the mid-1800s.

ASL god 1 LSF saint
(YD, fieldwork)

ASL god 2
( Michaels 1923)

LSF dieu
(Abbé de l’Épée)

ASL gold LSF or
( Lambert 1865)
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go od

Inherited from the nineteenth-century 
LSF sign bon (good ), this sign was 
described by Blanchet (1850) as: “Send 
a kiss with the hand.” Clark (1885) 
describes the same form produced 
with two hands for good-day, good-bye, 
and thank you. Long (1910) noted that 
goodbye was “used indiscriminately to 
greet one, thank one, and bid farewell.” 
In LSF bonjour ( hello) and merci 
(thank you) are similar homonyms.

goss ip

This is the old French sign bavarder 
(gossip), first illustrated by Pélissier 
(1856 ) and described by Blanchet 
(1850) as “the right hand in front of the 
mouth […], quickly open and close the 
thumb from the other fingers to simu-
late the movement of the lips.” The form 
depicts the covert transmission of the 
spoken word metaphorically extended 
to sign language. The  current configu-
ration of the hands is often interpreted 
to be the letter G for gossip, but Long 
(1910) saw the iconic  motivation 
behind it when he wrote that the hands 
“imitate the movement of the lips in 
talking.”

ASL good LSF bon
( Lambert 1865)

ASL gossip LSF bavarder
( Pélissier 1856 )
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go ver nment

The older ASL dictionaries describe the 
movement of governor as the index 
finger tracing a circle in proximity to 
the temple ( Michaels 1923), or posing 
on the temple then tracing a circle in 
the air only to return to its point of 
origin ( Long 1910; Higgins 1923). Roth 
(1941) interpreted the sign to represent 
“the people as a whole, and by touch-
ing the temple, indicated that they are 
of one mind.” Contemporary authors 
propose links to the double meaning 
of the English word head—the physical 
head ties to the metaphorical head of a 
state (Sternberg 1994; Costello 1999). 
These etymologies are alluring but do 
not explain the circular movement 
that occurs at the temple. The origin of 
government is in fact the French sign 
république (republic), which is an 
iconic representation of the tricolored 
badges worn on the hats of republicans 
during the French Revolution. The 
movement today has been reduced to a 
contraction and extension of the index 
finger, in addition to a reduced rotation 
of the wrist that nearly eliminates the 
original circle. When the sign is made 
with a P handshape, it means politics.

grab a ch ance

This comes from the old LSF sign 
 gagner (win) described by Jamet (circa 
1830) as “throw the die, take them.” The 
semantic derivation of grab a chance 
from win is explained by the etymology 
of the French sign, which represents 
the action of tossing dice. The LSF sign 
hasard (chance) is identical in form to 

ASL government ASL governor
( Michaels 1923)

Cap worn during the 
French Revolution

LSF république
( IVT 1990)
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grab a chance but it is produced with 
different facial expressions: “hasard: 
sign for playing dice, sign can mean to 
win or to lose” ( Ferrand circa 1785). 
The ASL sign always has a positive 
connotation, and it almost exclusively 
means “take a chance” or “grab the 
opportunity.” Thus, we see a metaphori-
cal extension of the sign’s meaning from 
the literal act of taking a chance when 
playing dice to the abstracted chance 
with intangible experiences.

grad uate

➊ Long (1910) and Higgins (1923) 
describe a form they interpreted to be a 
compound of “indicating paper with a 
seal” ( Long) followed by the sign leave 
(see entry). The etymology of the first 
part of the compound is likely related 
to the French sign jusqu’au bout 
(right to the end ) where the  circular 
 movement of the fist represents a 
 temporal cycle.

➋ The subsequent evolution of the 
sign is the result of two noticeable 
changes: the reduction of the large 
circular movement of the first part of 
graduate 1 to a much smaller rotation 
of the wrist, and the elimination of the 
second part of the compound (leave). 
In graduate 2 the edge of the right fist 
hits the left palm, suggesting that the 
sign represents the seal that sanctions 
a degree. The link to the original form 
is now obscured by the initialization of 
the sign with the letter G.

ASL grab a chance LSF gagner
( IVT 1986 )

ASL graduate 1  
(first part of compound )

(YD from Higgins 1923)

LSF jusqu’au bout
( IVT 1997)

ASL graduate 2
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grad uate scho ol

The back of the right fork hand makes 
contact with the heel of the open left 
hand to represent the additional years 
of study required for an advanced 
degree. At one time, Gallaudet 
 University had a preparatory year that 
preceded the traditional four years of 
undergraduate study, which accounts 
for the use of the left open handshape 
for the number five instead of four. 
The right hand then represents the two 
years after undergraduate study, the 
standard length for American master’s 
degree programs. The structure of this 
sign, showing the number 5 with one 
hand and the number 2 with the other 
to indicate seven years, is identical to 
the etymology of the sign week (see 
entry), where the right hand was the 
French number 2 and the left hand the 
number 5, indicating seven days.

grand par ent s

This is a compound of grandfather 
and grandmother. Extrapolating 
from the semantic pairs father /man 
and mother /woman (see entries) 
these two individual signs exhibit a 
 movement that symbolizes the  passing 
of generations. In older variations 
(Clark 1885; Long 1910), both hands 
mirrored each other but at a  location 
slightly lower and in front of the 
signer’s chest.

ASL graduate school

ASL grandfather ASL grandmother
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gra ss

➊ Describing grass 1, a sign that is no 
longer used, Clark (1885) writes that 
Deaf people sign green “then make 
their sign for grow, and indicate stalk 
with extended index finger.” 

➋ It is possible that this sign evolved 
from the old sign for hay. Long (1910) 
is the only historical author to docu-
ment this form, which is similar to his 
description of hay: “Push the right 
‘4’ hand upward in front of or against 
the mouth.” The raised fingers, then, 
likely symbolized the tall stalks of grass 
from which hay is made. Today, the 
placement of the hand under the chin 
suggests an evolution that allowed for 
the mouth to be more visible for ease in 
lipreading (a similar fate of many signs 
such as favorite, glass, and lie).

gra y

All the historical authors document this 
sign as a compound of black followed 
by white and then mix (Clark 1885; 
Long 1910; Higgins 1923). Today, gray 
retains only the location of the last 
part of the original compound. In the 
contemporary form, the open, spread 
fingers of both hands alternate passing 
back and forth through each other. This 
movement represents the mixing of two 
different things, in this case the colors 
black and white.

ASL grass 2

ASL gray
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gr ea se

Also used to mean gravy, this sign 
was first described by Clark (1885) 
as “denote the dripping” from meat. 
The mitten handshape of the left hand 
is also employed in the sign meat 
(see entry), thus creating a semantic 
connection between the two signs. 
grease originally was produced with 
the right index finger and thumb mak-
ing contact with the left hand, whereas 
today the middle finger and thumb 
execute the movement. The shift in 
point of contact from the right index to 
the middle finger is common in ASL, 
as documented in  several signs, such as 
like, tell a story, and interesting 
(see “ Handshape Change,” p. 148).

gr een

This sign is likely inherited from the 
old French sign vert (green). vert 
was originally produced with the 
 letter V “stretching horizontally a bit 
down” representing “the color of the 
grass, turf, prairie” ( Pélissier 1856 ). 
Clerc and  Gallaudet may have replaced 
the V handshape with the letter G 
to  represent the English equivalent 
green. Its  contemporary location and 
 movement matches that of several other 
color signs, such as yellow (see entry), 
blue, and purple, all of which are 
initialized.

ASL grease

ASL green

LSF vert
( Pélissier 1856 )
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gr ief

This sign is a gestural metaphor 
 depicting the action of a heart breaking 
or being crushed. This same idea also 
exists in the French expression cœur 
brisé (crushed heart, broken heart). 
Higgins (1923) shows both fists twist-
ing over each other. Today, the sign can 
also be produced with both hands in 
the claw handshape and the right hand 
slightly above the left near the heart; the 
right hand descends as both hands turn 
into fists and twist. The twisting move-
ment makes the metaphor of a broken 
heart palpably clear.

guess

Higgins (1923) lists this sign under his 
entry original, where the signer first 
points to the temple for think then 
grasps the air in front of the forehead. 
Many older Deaf people still produce 
the sign here, which is likely a  gestural 
metaphor for “ideas are objects.” 
 Sternberg (1994) posed this mean-
ing in his description: “To snatch an 
idea, a thought is grasped.” The sign 
no longer begins with think and the 
location has lowered to the area in front 
of the  signer’s nose, thus obscuring 
its origin as a compound and making 
it a  homonym of the sign miss (as in 
“I missed the bus”).

ASL grief

ASL guess
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gulp , make a mis t ake

The right claw handshape is drawn 
away from the signer’s throat while 
it simultaneously closes into a fist. 
 Colloquially glossed as gulp due to its 
location at the throat, the sign’s closest 
 English translation is the expression 
“egg on one’s face,” which means that 
someone has made a mistake and is 
embarrassed by it. The initial claw 
handshape reinforces the sign’s negative 
connotation, as is also seen in mad, 
angry, and complain (see entries). 
Although this sign is not documented 
in historical texts, its proximity in 
form to the semantically related sign 
 withhold, suppress makes it pos-
sible that the two share an etymological 
link. In withhold, suppress, the claw 
hands drag down the length of the 
signer’s body and close into fists, repre-
senting the metaphor “the heart is the 
center of emotion” and showing that the 
signer suppresses emotions by grabbing 
them from the chest and moving them 
into the gut. Stokoe et al. (1965) note 
the same connection between the two 
forms, which they translate as “restrain 
one’s feelings, repress” (180, 192).

ASL gulp, make a mistake

ASL withhold, suppress
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H

habit

This is the old French sign emmenoté 
(shackled ), which shows the hands in 
chains to symbolically convey “con-
tracting bad habits” ( Lambert 1865). 
This idea is found in both French and 
English, most notably in the expression 
slave to habit. Long (1910) identified 
the symbolism early on as “mental 
slavery.” Both Long and Higgins (1923) 
document the sign as a compound 
that began by pointing to the fore-
head for think, thus confirming the 
 metaphor of an imprisoned mind or 
spirit.  Initialization has produced two 
 variations of this sign: U for used to 
and T for tradition.

half ho ur

This sign derives from the old French 
sign cadran (dial ), which Lambert 
(1865) described as “act as if holding a 
pocket watch, place the right thumb in 
the center of the left and with the index 
open like a compass, indicate the hours 
by the circumference.” The contempo-
rary sign half hour depicts the path 
of the compass needle around the dial 
or face of a watch with the right flat 
hand. This sign is a cognate of later 
(see entry).

ASL habit LSF emmenoté
( Lambert 1865)

ASL half hour
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ha ppen

The origin of this ASL sign is uncovered 
in the close relationship between the 
French verbs venir (come) and arriver 
(arrive). The French phrase Qu’est-ce 
qui est arrivé? can be translated into 
English as “What arrived?” or “What 
happened?” Ferrand (circa 1785) first 
noted the use of the LSF signs arriver 
and venir for announcing an event 
that recently happened: “Same sign 
as venir, then quickly pass the right 
hand perpendicularly in front of the 
left hand with the fingers and the palm 
turned toward the face.” Sicard (1808) 
similarly observed that “the sign of an 
event that recently happened is made 
by representing the action or feat of 
something by signing arriver which 
is originally the sign venir.” Clark 
(1885) is the first American author 
to record the sign, which he included 
in his entry  accident: “the index 
fingers alone extended and held about 
horizontally, and pointing about to 
front; by wrist action suddenly turn the 
hands, backs towards each other.” In 
his entry  history, he also describes a 
sign glossed as happenings—“hold the 
hands in front of shoulders, backs up, 
index fingers only extended” and point-
ing toward each other after which the 
wrists rotate and drop down, like the 
sign come. George Veditz (1913) uses 
an intermediary form of happen in his 
film Preservation of the Sign Language, 
where the sign is directed toward the 
signer, like in come. In another exam-
ple of  happen’s link to come, Edward 
Allen Fay signs the contemporary form 
happen in his film Dom Pedro’s Visit 
to Gallaudet College (1913). Neither 
Long (1910) nor Higgins (1923) saw 
the association between happen and 

ASL happen

LSF venir
( Lambert 1865)
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come or arrive. According to Higgins 
(1942), the sign meant something “falls 
out.” Over time, the sign has greatly 
expanded in meaning to include event, 
accident, and history, as well as to intro-
duce a narrative (as in, “Let me tell you 
what happened”).

hap py

The sign is closely related to the LSF 
avantage (advantage). The hand mov-
ing upward as it taps the center of the 
chest is indicative of the metaphors “the 
heart /chest is the center of emotion” 
and “up is good.” These metaphors 
explain Lambert’s description of the 
sign as a “lifted heart” (1865). LSF 
avantage has several translations, all 
of which connote positivity: avantage 
(advantage), avoir un coup de chance 
( be lucky), and être assez heureux pour 
( be fortunate, be happy for). Clark 
(1885) notes two forms of happy. He 
explains that when tapped over the 
heart, it meant “pleasure” and when 
moved circularly, it meant “happy,” 
“pleased,” and “glad.” In ASL, as in 
LSF, the location of the contemporary 
sign has since moved to the middle of 
the chest.

ha rd

This sign originates from the LSF 
dur ( hard ): “Hit the back of the left 
hand with the back of the bent index 
finger of the right hand as one would 

ASL happy LSF avantage
( Lambert 1865)

LSF avantage
( IVT 1997)
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do if resonating a vase” ( Blanchet 
1850).  Cistercian monks also have 
used the sign for centuries: “Hit the 
back of the hand with the joint of 
the middle  finger” (Us des Cisterciens 
1890).  Hearing people use a similar 
handshape when knocking on a hard 
object like a door. The change to a 
double hooked  handshape occurred in 
tandem in LSF and ASL. In addition, 
the  phonological process of assimilation 
occurred in ASL so that the left hand 
frequently assumes the same handshape 
as the right.

hat e

We see in this sign the flicking move-
ment associated with reprimands or 
rejection. The middle finger is held 
down by the thumb and then briskly 
flicks open. This same gesture has 
been documented in France since the 
 nineteenth century. The form standard-
ized as a sign in LSF, and was then 
passed on to ASL, taking on the mean-
ing “hate” and more recently “reject.”

hav e

➊ This very old sign comes from 
the old LSF avoir ( have) described 
as “open the two hands and bring 
them towards the self in a half-circle” 
(  Ferrand circa 1785), and “the idea 
of possession” ( Pélissier 1856 ). Long 
(1910), Veditz (1913), Roth (1941), and 
Watson (1964) all documented that 

ASL hard LSF dur
( Brouland 1855)

ASL hate LSF hate
( YD from Oléron 1974)

ASL have 1
( YD from Long 1910)

LSF avoir
( Pélissier 1856 )
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possession was signaled by bringing the 
palms of both hands to the chest.

➋ Over time, the form has changed 
significantly, so that now the tips of 
the bent mitten hands touch the chest. 
Even so, the American form have 2 is 
closer to its etymon than the contem-
porary LSF sign, which has evolved 
quite differently and is exclusively 
produced with one hand. It is pos-
sible a similar fate awaits have 2 as it 
is also produced with only one hand 
in certain contexts. Signers frequently 
accompany the manual component 
by slightly biting the bottom lip, an 
abbreviated articulation of the English 
word have. The  nonmanual signal has 
become so ubiquitous that signers can 
produce the labiodental gesture alone 
and still be understood as signing have 
(Shaw 2013).

hear ing

This sign shares the same form and 
meaning with the sign used in France 
since the nineteenth century. The rota-
tion of the index finger in front of the 
mouth meant parler (speak) in all 
of the works written by French Deaf 
people of this era. Hearing people 
were referred to as parlants (speakers; 
Berthier 1868) or entendants-parlants 
( hearing-speakers; Richardin 1834). In 
this case, Deaf people primarily charac-
terized hearing people by their ability to 
speak, rather than their ability to hear, 
reinforcing Deaf people’s proclivity for 
attending to visible movements over 
invisible sounds.

LSF avoir
( Lambert 1865) ASL have 2

ASL hearing

LSF parlant
( Pélissier 1856 )
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hea ven

Clark (1885) describes heaven as 
“the arch with both hands held curved, 
backs up, above head” followed by the 
sign enter, indicating that it was a 
compound. Today, only a trace of the 
sign enter remains, and it precedes 
the depiction of the sky rather than 
 following it.

height

The edge of the right index finger taps 
the top of the head twice, symbolizing 
the horizontal rod used to measure 
height on a doctor’s scale. The LSF sign 
taille ( height) is the same, except for 
the use of the flat hand instead of the 
index finger.

ASL heaven

ASL height

LSF taille
( IVT 1986 )

Measuring the height of the students
( Pastouriaux and Régnier 1954)
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hell

In the sign hell, we see remnants of 
a gestured curse used in Europe for 
centuries. The gesture is produced with 
the forked handshape symbolizing 
the Devil’s pitchfork, which is thrown 
toward the ground in the direction 
of hell. In the thirteenth century, the 
gesture was sculpted on the door of 
the Bamberg Cathedral in Germany, 
and it is still used in rural France 
(Y. Delaporte, field observation). Long 
(1910) notes that the sign originated as 
a  compound of devil followed by let-
ting the index finger “descend as far as 
it can.” In the contemporary ASL sign, 
the  etymological link with the pitchfork 
has been obscured by the closing of the 
index and middle fingers to form the 
letter H, the result of initialization for 
the  English word hell (see “The Veiled 
Devil,” p. 176).

help

This sign derives from the old French 
sign aider ( help): “slightly lift the left 
arm with the right” ( Brouland 1855). 
help was first documented in the U.S. 
by Clark (1885), who described the 
palm of the right hand lifting the elbow 
of the left hand to indicate the physical 
act of providing assistance. The sign has 
since evolved so that now the palm of 
the left hand lifts the right raised thumb 
hand.

ASL hell LSF diable
( Lambert 1856 )

The damned at Bamberg Cathedral
( YD from Schmitt 1995)

ASL help LSF aider
( Brouland 1855)
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his, hers, it s, their

This sign comes directly from the old 
French sign son that can be translated 
by any of the contextually appropriate 
possessive pronouns his, hers, its, or 
their. Though the sign has since been 
initialized in LSF, the original variant 
continues to be used in areas outside 
Paris. In addition, Deaf people in both 
the U.S. and France refer to typical 
characteristics of a person or group 
of people through this form. The sign 
for the international conference Deaf 
Way, for example, is deaf + their. 
The seemingly banal possessive pro-
noun, then, experienced a semantic 
shift from “this is his ( hers, its, etc.)” to 
something like “this behavior is typical 
of him ( her, it, etc.).” In both ASL and 
LSF, the expression is accompanied by 
the mouth movement pih, an abbrevi-
ated mouthing of the syllable pi in the 
French word typique (typical ).

ho me

From an old LSF sign no longer used 
in France, home was first described by 
Ferrand (circa 1785) under habiter 
(inhabit, reside) as “sign house, eat, 
sleep.” Clark (1885) cites the exact same 
sequence of signs: “for home make 
sign for house, eat, and sleep or bed.” 
Michaels (1923) describes the ASL form 
without house: “make the sign for eat. 
Lean the side of the head in the palm of 
the hand. Close the eyes as if to sleep.” 
The sign eventually transformed as a 
result of the well-documented process 
of compounding, where two differ-
ent handshapes—here the bundled 

ASL his, hers, its, their LSF son
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL home ASL eat

ASL sleep
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handshape of eat and the flat hand of 
sleep—evolved into one handshape, 
the bundled handshape of eat.

ho nes t

The right H hand moves in a straight 
line from the heel to the fingertips of 
the left palm. The movement of the 
right hand is a symbolic translation of 
the  metaphor “straight is good,” which 
is also found in the related signs right 
and straight and indicates moral 
integrity. Higgins (1923) lists the words 
just and fair as English synonyms of 
the ASL sign honest, whereas today its 
meaning is restricted to the semanti-
cally related concepts of honesty, truth, 
and integrity.

ho ne y

Both Long (1910) and Higgins (1923) 
document this sign under the entry 
molasses, while Stokoe et al. (1965) 
add the English translation “syrup.” 
The ASL sign is likely inherited from 
the French sign crème (cream), which 
has the identical form of the index 
finger drawing the length of the chin 
and then twisting away from the mouth 
as if having been licked. French des-
serts are often accompanied by a thick, 
sweet cream. This type of cream was 
 traditionally stored in pots—like honey 
or molasses—and surreptitiously tasted 
by dessert lovers who dipped their 
 fingers in to taste.

ASL honest ASL right
( YD from Long 1910)

ASL honey, LSF crème
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ho no r, r es pect

This sign derives from the old LSF 
politesse, respect ( politeness, 
respect): “take the hand, held horizon-
tally and prone, and apply the outer 
edge to the forehead; lower the hand 
and the head while tracing a half 
circle and an upward movement” 
( Blanchet 1850). Initialized with the 
H  handshape, this is the contemporary 
ASL sign honor, and when produced 
with the R handshape, it is the ASL sign 
respect. In ASL and LSF, both hands 
are now used, suggesting that the two 
signs must stem from the same etymon. 
In ASL, the sign is directional, so that 
the hands can move toward the signer 
from  neutral sign space to express the 
meanings “you honor me” or “you 
respect me.”

ho pe, exp ect

From the old French sign espérer 
( hope), hope, expect was origi-
nally indistinguishable from the LSF 
 attendre (wait; see wait) except for 
the orientation of the palms. Both signs 
express the same metaphorical meaning 
of pulling something towards the body 
for which one waits or hopes. Paulmier 
(1844) expressed this meaning quite 
lyrically as “the heart drawing near the 
one thing that it seems to aspire to by 
taking the two hands in front as if to 
pull that thing close.” Lambert (1865) 
mentions the same metaphor in his 
description—“Imprint on the hands 
the movement of come, come, come.” 
In the nineteenth century, the forearms 
were brought toward the body. Clark 

ASL honor, respect LSF politesse, respect
( IVT 1997)

Gesture of respectful salutation
( Illustration by Le Rallic in De Bardy 1937)

ASL hope, expect LSF espérer
( Lambert 1865)
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(1885) describes this sign in his entry 
anxious, which is identical in form 
to the LSF espérer, with the addition 
of “an upward look with the eyes, with 
an intense or expectant expression of 
countenance.” Much later, in LSF and 
in ASL, the arms immobilized and the 
movement transferred to the fingers 
that now bend. In LSF, the dominant 
hand is placed close to the forehead and 
the hands face each other. This form 
likely transferred to ASL since we see 
both hands elevated above the shoul-
ders close to the head where hopes are 
metaphorically thought to reside.

h ot

Blanchet (1850) described the French 
sign chaud ( hot) as “the open hand, 
palm placed in front of the mouth; 
simulate the action of warming it with 
one’s breath.” Clark (1885) recognized 
the image behind the sign in his entry 
for hot: “Suddenly throw the hand out, 
and extending the fingers, at same time 
make motion with mouth as though the 
hand was blown on by the breath.” Later 
in both ASL and LSF, the sign evolved 
so that the hand now twists away from 
the mouth, a shift that Higgins noted as 
early as 1923 in his description to move 
the hand away “as if to drop the hot 
article.”

LSF attendre
( Pélissier 1856 )

LSF espérer
( IVT 1986 )

ASL hot LSF chaud
( Pélissier 1856 )

LSF chaud
( IVT 1986 )
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h ow

➊ The etymon of how 1 is the old 
French sign comment ( how) docu-
mented by de l’Épée (1784), Ferrand 
(circa 1785), Sicard (1808), and 
 Blanchet (1850). Ferrand cites the same 
sign as meaning manière (manner) 
and manier ( handle): “With the right 
hand handle [i.e., rub] in any direction 
over the left.” Blanchet’s description 
reveals that the sign had simplified 
with time: “Pass the palm of the hand 
over the back of the other hand one 
time” (1850). The polysemy of the 
sign manière /manier is founded on 
the etymologies of the French words 
manière and manier, both of which 
come from main ( hand ), as well as the 
first meaning of manier (touch with 
the hand ). Long (1910) and Higgins 
(1923) both document this sign in ASL, 
which at the time, also was used to 
mean “manner” ( Higgins 1942). The 
semantic relationship between manner 
and how is seen in the definition of 
manner as “a way of doing something”: 
“he explained the manner in which he 
would fix the car,” and “he explained 
how he would fix the car.” The assimila-
tion of the handshapes and movements 
in this form gave rise to the sign in ASL. 
Today, it is almost exclusively reserved 
for formal registers.

➋ how 2 is a contemporary variant of 
how 1. The left hand remains still while 
the right hand exhibits a short back and 
forth rotation of the wrist. Additionally, 
signers are known to extend the little 
finger and the thumb of both hands, 
a shift that almost fully obscures the 
original symbolism of the sign. When 
the movement repeats, how 2 most 
commonly refers to the manner in 

ASL how 1

ASL how 2
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which something is done. However, 
with a single rotation of the wrist, it can 
refer to how one is doing or feeling.

ho w many

Stemming from a counting gesture 
consisting of extending the fingers 
one after the other, this sign’s origin is 
found in old descriptions of the LSF 
sign combien ( how many). Ferrand 
(circa 1785) instructed signers to “count 
with the fingers one, two, three,” and 
Lambert (1865) wrote “open the fingers 
of the right hand successively.” Clark 
(1885) cites the same form in his entry 
for how many, only he indicates that 
the index finger (for the American 
sign one) is the first to be deployed: 
“Hold closed right hand in front of 
body, opening fingers, one after the 
other, commencing with the index.” 
In the contemporary sign, the fingers 
open at the same time. how many and 
many (see entry) are distinguished 
from each other by their movements—a 
long emphatic movement and lowered 
eyebrows for how many and a short, 
repeated movement for many.

h umble

➊ humble and god (see entry) both 
come from the LSF sign saint ( holy), 
in which “the right hand descends 
from the forehead down the length 
of the body by a curved line; at the 
same time the head bows down” (de 
Gérando 1827). This is a representation 

ASL how many

LSF combien
( IVT 1986 )
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of the Holy Spirit that flows “from the 
forehead to the heart” ( Lambert 1865). 
One of the characteristics of sainthood 
is humility, and the movement of the 
left hand under the right hand in the 
ASL sign reinforces the symbolism 
of submission. In an earlier variation 
documented by Michaels (1923), the 
sign began with the index finger posed 
on the mouth, probably a reference to 
the silence of one who is humble. The 
same symbolism is implicated in the 
sign described by Brown (1856 ), where 
the thumb glides the length of the lips 
symbolizing deprivation and resigna-
tion during the Catholic season of Lent 
(see patience).

➋ In a second variant first documented 
by Long (1910), the sign begins with the 
flat hand. This may have been inherited 
from the LSF saint or it could be the 
result of assimilation with the hand-
shape in humble 1. Higgins (1923) 
notes both flat hands are drawn down 
with the “head bowing down” to indi-
cate submission.

(one) h und r ed

Directly inherited from LSF, the hand-
shape is the letter C for the French word 
cent ( hundred ). Abbé de l’Épée (1784) 
described the sign as follows: “cent 
is produced like the Roman number 
by the letter C.” The LSF sign can be 
produced without a number preceding 
it, and while this may have been true 
historically—Higgins (1923) cites the 
same variation—the contemporary ASL 
hundred must always be preceded by 
a number.

ASL humble 1 LSF saint
(YD, fieldwork)

ASL humble 2

ASL (one) hundred
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h ur ry

Higgins (1942) described the sign as 
the right hand configured with the 
letter H “beckoning with quick jerks” 
as it moved forward on the axis of 
time. The jerking movement is seen in 
other signs that invoke speed, like the 
sign quick (see entry). Today, both 
hands are  typically used instead of 
one. In addition, the hands can move 
forward (especially in the sense of rush) 
but do not have to.

h urt

Clark (1885) was the first to document 
this sign. He included it under his 
entry ache: “hold the extended index 
finger, others and thumb closed, over 
and parallel to surface, and then make 
thrusting motion to indicate the darting 
pain, sometimes first making the sign 
for sick.” In the early twentieth century, 
Higgins (1923) noted that the sign 
could be positioned in different loca-
tions to show where the pain occurred, 
a feature that remains in contemporary 
productions. Roth (1941) reiterated 
that the sign ache /pain is an indica-
tion of “a throbbing at the injured spot. 
(Similar to sin from which it may have 
originated.)” This link between physical 
pain and moral deprivation is reflected 
in the related sign sin (see entry).

ASL hurry

ASL hurt



hypocrite  141

hyp o cr ite

The production of this sign combines 
several metaphors concerning deceit, 
underhandedness, and the association 
of the horned handshape with the evil 
eye (see “The Veiled Devil,” p. 176). 
Long (1910) translates the sign as 
“ humbug, impostor.” In the early 
twentieth  century, humbug commonly 
referred to a deceptive person; it is 
possible, then, that the movement of 
the right hand pressing down over the 
left represented a mask placed over the 
face to trick or deceive someone. Hig-
gins (1923) has two entries relevant to 
hypocrite, both of which contribute 
evidence that the sign likely merged two 
metaphors—“masks are a sign of decep-
tion” and “horns guard against the evil 
eye.” He, too, documents the sign under 
his entry humbug; however, he also 
lists the translation “hypocrite” under 
deceive, where the horned handshapes 
“on both hands, palms down, extended 
to the left tandem wise, and right hand 
glides slowly outward along back of 
left hand as the left hand is withdrawn 
toward body.” This entry provides 
evidence that an old French sign hypo-
crite ( hypocrite) is a likely ancestor. 
Lambert (1865) cites hypocrite as a 
compound sign consisting of gliding 
the middle finger across the left palm 
for facile (easy) followed by the direc-
tional form of the old LSF tromper 
(deceive; see deceive). Though there is 
no definitive proof of the sign’s etymon, 
it is likely that a combination of these 
metaphorical forces influenced the form 
and its meaning.

ASL hypocrite

LSF tromper
( Pélissier 1856 )



142  ice, freeze

I

ice, fr eeze

Long (1910) notes that the fingers of the 
open hands bend into claws with a short 
movement toward the ground. The con-
temporary sign is the same, except that 
the hands move toward the body. The 
stiffening of the fingers symbolizes water 
solidifying under cold temperatures.

igno r e

In LSF, the nose is the location of 
 intuition, a result of the polysemy of the 
French word sentir, meaning “sense” or 
“smell.” The nose also has negative con-
notations in LSF and ASL (see doubt 
and lousy), and the twisting open hand 
away from the nose connotes negation 
(as in don’t care and don’t want, for 
example). The etymology of ignore is, 
in effect, “sense not.”

impor t ant

➊ Long (1910) and Higgins (1923) 
both included this sign, which is no 
longer used among mainstream Deaf 
Americans. Higgins (1942) wrote that 
the right hand was configured in the let-
ter I for important and rested on the left 
fist while the two hands lifted in concert 
to “bring what is important to the top.”

ASL ice, freeze

ASL ignore

ASL important 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)
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➋ important 2 is the conventional 
sign used today. It belongs to a  family 
of signs with the ring handshape that 
pertain to worth or lack of worth 
(see worthless, worth, price, and 
 nothing). The first documented 
form in this family is the old LSF 
sign sans, rien (without, nothing), 
which was transmitted to the U.S. as 
nothing and  worthless. Over time, 
Deaf  Americans derived worth from 
worthless via back formation, where 
the last part of the sign was interpreted 
as meaning “less” or “without.”  Stokoe, 
et al. (1965) cite worthless as a 
compound meaning “worth nothing.” 
 Higgins (1923) lists important 2 under 
his entry merits, and he provides the 
alternate translations “reward,” “deserve,” 
“ worthy,” and “ desserts.” important 2 
is nearly identical to worth except for 
the movement, and it can be translated 
as “worth” in some  contexts, such as 
“It was worth going to the event.”

imposs ible

➊ The history of this sign is revealed 
in an older variant in which the right 
modified horn handshape marks an X, 
the sign of negation, on the left palm. 
This movement is seen in the old LSF 
sign jamais (never), where the LSF 
letter J traces a cross in the air ( Pélissier 
1856 ). After transmission to the U.S., 
American signers added the extended 
thumb, thus obscuring the connection 
with the initialized French sign.

➋ In the most widely used form, 
the traced X has been replaced by 
a short, reduplicated knocking on 

ASL important 2

ASL impossible 1

LSF jamais
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL impossible 2
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the palm. This evolution completely 
obscures the etymological connection 
with the cross of negation.

impr ess, emp ha size

This form is a gestural equivalent of 
the English words impress, print, and 
more specifically fingerprint. impress 
is identical to the French sign identité 
(identity), whose etymon is the sign 
empreinte (fingerprint). The figura-
tive uses of the sign in ASL are similar 
to those in English, all of which focus 
on extended meanings of impress— 
emphasize (“press a point”), stress 
(“pressure”).

impr ove

The movement of the right hand from 
the wrist to the top of the left arm is a 
visual metaphor for progress. The arm 
represents a measuring tool, which 
Long (1910) affirms in his descrip-
tion of the movement as “measuring 
off spaces of advancement.” When the 
movement is inverted, the sign means 
deteriorate (see entry).

info rm

The right, bundled hand on the 
 forehead represents the grasping of 
ideas and the opening of the hands 
symbolizes releasing those ideas (see 

ASL impress, emphasize

ASL improve
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“The Bundled Handshape,” p. 217). The 
ASL sign is nearly identical to the old 
LSF enseigner (teach; Pélissier 1856 ). 
Long (1910) described an older version 
of the sign as a compound of know and 
give away.

ins ect

Historical documents describe the 
older version of this sign, which was 
produced in front of the body rather 
than on the nose, as “the crawling of 
the insect” ( Higgins 1942; Long 1910). 
The change in location to the nose 
 reinforces the association of the nose 
with negative or pejorative things (see 
don’t care, ignore, and lousy).

ins ul t

This sign comes directly from the old 
French sign insulte (insult), which 
Blanchet (1850) described as “tap the 
chest with the index extremity several 
times, if one wants to indicate that one 
has received the injury; make the sign 
in the opposite direction to indicate a 
person when the injury has been made 
to another.” The index finger almost 
certainly represents a sword, an iconic 
form widely documented in LSF that 
was transmitted to ASL (see argue, 
cannot, and struggle). Today, the 
wrist rotates up in an arc.

ASL inform LSF enseigner
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL insect

ASL insult
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inter es ting

➊ This sign is identical to the old 
ASL sign fascinated (see entry). The 
original ring handshape is still used by 
some older Deaf people ( E. Shaw, field 
observation), and it suggests a delicate 
tugging on the heart and the head 
towards something outside the body. 
Higgins (1923) glossed it as yield, 
signifying yielding to pleasure or giving 
one’s self over to something or someone 
else. Long (1910) also saw this meaning 
at work in the sign, which he said gave 
“the idea of drawing the attention out.”

➋ In the subsequent evolution of the 
form, the handshape changed to small 
crescents that then contract into key 
handshapes. This variant is also fre-
quently produced with only one hand.

➌ interesting 3 maintains the drawn 
out movement of the earlier versions, 
but the dominant hand drops from 
the face to the center of the chest. The 
change from the ring handshape to the 
modified ring is a common phonologi-
cal shift that has occurred in numerous 
ASL signs (see “Handshape Change,” 
p. 148).

inter pr et

This sign combines elements of two 
semantically related signs—the first 
part of language 1 (see entry) and the 
twisting movement of change. The 
twisting of the palm orientation signi-
fies the conversion of one language to 
another. The same movement is seen in 
the ASL sign translate.

ASL interesting 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL interesting 2

ASL interesting 3

ASL interpret
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invent

The handshape for this sign has been 
documented as the index finger ( Long 
1910), the flat hand (Costello 1994), 
and the open hand ( Riekehof 1987). 
However, the movement has always rep-
resented the metaphor “ideas emerge 
from the head.” The synonymous 
English expression make up reflects the 
same metaphor.

ir onic

This sign derives from a mocking 
or injurious gesture commonly used 
among hearing people throughout the 
Mediterranean basin. Gesturers point 
the pair of horn handshapes toward an 
adversary to ward off the evil eye. The 
Deaf in France incorporated this form 
in many signs that  convey mockery, 
deceit, and overall underhandedness 
(see mock and deceive). The original 
configuration of the hand in the Euro-
pean gesture has been maintained in 
this ASL sign. Initiation of the sign near 
the nose carries additional meaning in 
France and, more subtly, in the U.S., 
where the nose is symbolic of funny 
or pejorative things (see don’t care, 
funny, and lousy). The sign is equally 
used to mean “sarcastic,” which retains 
the form’s semantic association with 
 deception or masked meanings.

ASL invent

ASL ironic



148  handshape change

Handshape Change

During the course of our historical analysis of ASL, we have uncovered some undocu-
mented evolutionary tendencies. Nancy Frishberg’s seminal work (1976 ) on historical 
change revealed that the vertical axis and the center of the signing space both exert a sort 
of gravitational pull on signs as they evolve over time. She posits that change will ulti-
mately occur in signs whose locations are just outside these areas. We have found a class 
of signs where a similar “pull” operates on handshapes rather than locations on the body. 
We can categorize these into two groups: the flat handshape and the ring handshape.

The Flat Handshape

In the older forms of ASL and LSF, several signs with the flat handshape evolved into varia-
tions with a bent middle finger. Examples in ASL include empty/bald, forget, pity, and 
sick; and in LSF, ne pas connaître (don’t know),” s’échaper (escape), and retard ( late).

 ASL empty ASL pity ASL sick

 LSF s’échaper LSF retard
 ( IVT 1986) ( IVT 1986)
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This flat hand to bent middle finger evolution appears to be triggered by the hand’s con-
tact with the body.

The Ring Handshape

The ring handshape is typically implicated in signs that depict the grasping of thin objects 
such as count and find. In several contemporary signs that use the modified ring hand-
shape, where the thumb and middle finger make contact, their progenitors were produced 
with the ring handshape in at least part of the sign. These include cat, choose,  connect, 
hate, interesting, like, and tell-a-story. All of these signs (some more than others) 
can still be produced with the ring handshape. This evolutionary tendency of the fingers 
drawn to the middle is not present in LSF but has proved widespread in ASL.

 ASL choose ASL connect ASL hate

 ASL interesting ASL like ASL tell-a-story
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J

jeal ous

➊ This sign exists in other sign lan-
guages, including LSF, British Sign 
 Language, and Lengua de Signos 
 Española /Spanish Sign Language, sug-
gesting it was borrowed from a gesture 
used in the larger hearing community. 
Littré (1863–1872) described the origin 
as “bite the fingers, actual act that is 
a sign of impatience, embarrassment, 
preoccupation.” Costadau (1720) sees 
in this gesture “the sign of chagrin, 
sometimes a mark of menacing and 
vengeance.” In transforming the gesture 
into a lexical unit for sign language, 
Deaf people restricted the meaning 
to “envious, jealous.” In the old LSF 
variant of jaloux ( jealous), the sign 
remained the same as the gesture, and it 
is still seen in Saint-Laurent-en-Royans. 
 However, in standard LSF, the index 
 finger does not contact the teeth and 
the hand swings straight out in front of 
the mouth, as it does in the ASL sign. 
The added rotation of the wrist and 
bending of the index finger in the ASL 
sign further obscures its iconicity.

➋ A newer form is simply an initial-
ized version of jealous 1 that can 
originate close to the mouth or in more 
neutral space, thereby securing its dis-
tance from the iconic root.

ASL jealous 2

LSF jaloux
(YD from St-Laurent 1979)

ASL jealous 1
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jus tice

Ferrand (circa 1785) first documented 
the French sign juger ( judge) as “hold 
the balance.” Lambert (1865) later gave 
the following description of the LSF 
sign balance (scales): “with the thumb 
and index of each hand, take the chains 
of the trays on a scale and with a light 
movement alternately raise and lower 
them.” Thus, the ASL sign represents 
the trays of an old-fashioned scale, 
which is the symbol of justice promi-
nently displayed in all courthouses. 
The iconicity is also seen in the ASL 
sign decide (see entry).

ASL justice

LSF balance
( Lambert 1865)

Symbol of justice
( Pinloche 1922)
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K

kid

Though this sign is not documented 
in any of the historical texts, it is often 
described as a depiction of wiping a 
runny nose. Some older Deaf people 
in Alabama point the index finger 
down and make a motion that depicts a 
runny nose ( E. Shaw, field observation). 
Costello (1994) says it “ suggests a child’s 
runny nose”;  Riekehof (1987) calls it 
“wiping the nose as children often do”; 
Sternberg (1994) says it is “the running 
nose”; and Stokoe et al. (1965) record 
that the index finger, rather than the 
horn  handshape, is placed under the 
nose, noting that it is not used “in polite 
usage as the sign is imitative of runny 
noses.”

kill

This is one of many ASL signs in 
which the index finger symbolizes a 
sharp weapon such as a knife or sword 
(see argue, cannot, and enemy, 
 opposite). Documented in the U.S. 
since the nineteenth century (Clark 
1885), the right index finger denotes a 
weapon that penetrates the body, rep-
resented by the left hand. Long (1910) 
confirms the iconicity in his description 
of the movement as: “the motion . . . 
of stabbing. Some follow with the sign 
for ‘die’. ”

ASL kid

ASL kill



kiss  153

kind

This sign draws from a metaphor 
pervasive in ASL and LSF that means 
“the heart is the location of warmth 
and affection.” It comes from the old 
French sign ami (friend ), in which 
“the two hands, one placed in front of 
the other near the heart in a horizontal 
position with the palms up, move over 
each other alternatively from the heart 
to paint the outpouring of the heart 
and its reciprocity” (de Gérando 1827). 
Paulmier (1844) speaks of a “current 
of affection that circulates from one 
heart to the other,” and Lambert (1865) 
describes an “exchange of the heart.” In 
contemporary ASL, kind is typically 
used in more formal settings and can 
also mean “generous.”

kiss

➊ This variation of kiss was 
inherited directly from the French 
sign embrasser ( kiss), which mim-
ics the customary French greeting 
of people kissing each other on both 
cheeks. In LSF, the fist symbolizes 
a person’s head, and it touches each 
cheek. Because the custom does not 
exist in the U.S., the sign’s form evolved 
in a way that obscures its literal  origin. 
The hand assumes a bent mitten 
 handshape and touches the area below 
and then above the mouth on the 
signer’s cheek.

ASL kind LSF ami
(YD from Oléron 1974)

ASL kiss 1 LSF embrasser
( Pélissier 1856 )
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➋ The bundled handshape in this 
sign represents the heads and, more 
 specifically, the lips of two people 
engaging in a kiss. kiss 2 is almost 
 identical to LSF amoureux (in love), 
with the addition of a nonmanual 
marker of puckered lips.

kno w

The bent mitten hand taps the fore-
head, the location of intellectual 
faculties. This sign comes from the 
French  connaître ( know), illustrated 
by  Pélissier (1856 ) and described in 
 Lambert (1865) as “gently tap the 
forehead two times with the tips of the 
fingers.”

ASL know

LSF connaître
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL kiss 2 LSF amoureux
( IVT 1986 )
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L

l angu a ge

➊ In the early twentieth century, 
chain, sentence, and language all 
were produced with the “thumb and 
index of both hands, joined as if links, 
separating and joining repeatedly, 
as hands move rightward” ( Higgins 
1923). This version is nearly identical 
to the contemporary form sentence 2 
(see entry), where the hands assume 
ring handshapes that come together 
and stretch away from each other,—a 
representation of the “chain of speech,” 
inherited from the French sign phrase 
(sentence). Over time, the rightward 
movement of the linked hands changed 
so that now the ringed hands touch in 
the first part of the sign and then draw 
outwards.

➋ Eventually, language 1 became 
initialized with the L handshape, 
resulting in a more targeted meaning. 
This change in form distinguished 
 language 2 from the related signs 
chain and sentence, but also ruptured 
the sign’s visual association with a chain.

l as t

➊ The right index finger taps the left 
little finger ( Higgins 1923), just as the 
right index finger points to the left 
thumb in the counterpart sign first 
(see entry).

ASL language 1, sentence 2

ASL language 2

ASL last 1
( YD from Higgins 1923)
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➋ This contemporary form is the result 
of assimilation, where the right hand 
has borrowed the configuration of the 
left hand so that the right little finger, 
not the index finger, now strikes the left 
little finger.

l ate, no t ye t

The old French sign après (after), first 
documented by Sicard (1808), is the 
etymon of this sign. The movement of 
the hand toward the rear is perplex-
ing because in both ASL and LSF this 
motion typically indicates the past 
(see “Axis of Time,” p. 286). This is a 
direct contradiction of the meaning, 
of late. The movement is explained 
by the  polysemy of the French word 
après, which can mean “after something 
is  finished” (e.g., après dîner [after 
 dinner]) or “later” (e.g., je viendrai 
après [ I will come after]). In ASL, if the 
sign is reduplicated and accompanied 
by a protruding tongue, it conveys the 
very specific meaning “not yet.”

l ater

➊ In later 1, the right thumb contacts 
the left palm while the index finger 
rotates down, iconically representing 
the movement of the minute hand on 
a clock. This sign closely resembles 
the ASL sign half hour (see entry), 
 differing only by a shorter movement 
and initialized handshape.

ASL last 2

ASL late

LSF après
( Lambert 1865 )

ASL not yet

ASL later 1
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➋ Configured in the L handshape 
for later, this variant form projects 
away from the signer, symbolizing 
the  passing of time toward the future 
(see “Axis of Time,” p. 286). The sign 
is likely an initialized form of the 
semantically similar sign future, will 
(see entry).

l aw

➊ In this early version of the sign in 
the U.S., the outer edge of the right 
index finger knocked against the palm 
of the left hand several times ( Long 
1910). law 1 is identical in both form 
and meaning to the old French sign 
loi ( law;  Brouland 1855 ), where the 
flat left hand represents a tablet of laws 
( Lambert 1865 ) and the index finger 
symbolizes the articles written upon it.

➋ Under his entry brother-in-law, 
Clark (1885 ) shows an intermediary 
form wherein the L handshape replaces 
the original index finger (an initializa-
tion of law), and the palm faces away 
from the signer. In the contemporary 
form, the right hand retains the L 
 handshape but the palms face each 
other, an evolution that likely occurred 
to ease production. The basic form of 
this sign has proved incredibly prolific 
in ASL where initialized extensions 
abound, including the signs agenda, 
a variant of bible, code,  ethics, 
 formula, policy, rule, state, and 
testament.

ASL later 2

ASL law 1
( YD from Long 1910)

LSF loi
( Brouland 1855 )

ASL law 2
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l azy

The sign originates from the old French 
sign paresseux ( lazy), where the 
crossed arms rested on the shoulders 
to represent inactivity. In some areas 
(e.g., Indiana; E. Shaw, field observa-
tion; Shroyer and Shroyer 1984), an 
 initialized version of the two-handed 
LSF sign with the letter L is still used. 
Today, lazy is most often produced 
with only the right hand tapping 
the area of the chest near the heart. 
 Fortuitously, this location on the chest 
is frequently indexed in signs that 
denote personal characteristics. As a 
result, the etymon of lazy is largely 
unrecognized as a gesture of rest.

lear n

This sign hails directly from the 
old French sign apprendre ( learn; 
 Lambert 1865 ). Unchanged for 
 centuries, it represents the transmission 
of knowledge from a book (signified by 
the left hand ) to the head, the symbolic 
location of intellectual faculties. Sicard 
(1808) describes the form as “the action 
of taking, with the right hand, from the 
left palm, everything that one  supposes 
is there and putting in the head that 
which one takes.” The  contemporary 
ASL sign student (see entry) origi-
nated as a compound of learn and 
person.

ASL lazy LSF paresseux
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL learn LSF apprendre
( Lambert 1865 )
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lea ve

The transition from the open to the 
bundled handshape visually represents 
the image of something going away and 
disappearing in the distance. A similar 
motivation can be seen in the LSF sign 
disparaître (disappear) and the ASL 
sign absent (see entry), both of which 
involve the disappearance of someone 
or something.

lectur e

Higgins (1923) notes that the right 
hand is held “horizontal, pointing 
outward, palm leftward, moved up and 
down as if repeating gesture of empha-
sis.” Similarly, Roth (1941) explains 
that the sign lecture is “the motion 
a speaker makes when delivering a 
lecture.” Today, the hand is held higher, 
in front of the right shoulder, and the 
fingertips point upward in the initial 
position, rather than outward.

lend , bor r ow

This sign derives from a compound 
of the signs give and keep ( Higgins 
1923), where lend requires movement 
away from the signer toward the one 
receiving the loan and borrow requires 
movement in toward the signer, who is 
the receiver. give is no longer realized 
in the contemporary form but for the 
slight bending of the wrists as the forked 
handshapes extend away from (or 
toward ) the signer. The fork handshapes 

ASL leave

ASL lecture ( YD)

ASL lend, borrow
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maintain the sign’s link to keep, which 
is also glossed as careful (see entry).

lesso n

This sign comes directly from the 
old French sign cahier (exercise 
book; Pélissier 1856 ). The left hand 
 symbolizes a page in a student’s lesson 
book, and the right hand marks the 
edges of the page. Higgins (1923) wrote 
a similar description: “divide the page 
represented by left palm.”

le t ter

letter comes from the LSF sign 
lettre ( letter), which Blanchet (1850) 
described as “take the right thumb to 
the lips as if wetting a sealing wafer; 
imitate the act of applying it to a letter 
placed in the palm of the left hand.” The 
symbolism of wetting a sealing wafer 
was later replaced by the image of the 
postal stamp. In both cases, the thumb 
represents bringing the wafer or stamp 
to the lips. The sign’s form and meaning 
remain unchanged to this day.

le t tuce, cabb a ge

➊ Both Long (1910) and Higgins (1923) 
give us the etymology of this sign: the fist 
handshapes tap the sides of the head just 
as “the wide leaves close together to form 
the head of a cabbage” ( Higgins 1942).

ASL lesson LSF cahier
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL letter LSF lettre
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL lettuce, cabbage 1
( YD from Long 1910)
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➋ The sign has since evolved in two 
important ways. First, the handshape 
has changed to a claw, and second, the 
left hand has been dropped, likely to 
ease production, given the location of 
the sign at the height of the temple. 
These changes obscure the iconicity 
behind the sign.

lie

During the eighteenth century, the LSF 
sign mensonge 1 ( lie) was produced by 
crossing the index fingers and shaking 
them over the mouth (  Ferrand circa 
1785 ). The crossed fingers symbolize 
an obstacle, in this case to the truth. 
The crossed fingers are also found 
in the LSF sign difficile (difficult), 
and a remnant can be seen in the 
ASL sign complex (see entry). By 
1808,  mensonge 2 had developed as a 
one-hand sign that Sicard described as 
“the act of tracing the index of the right 
hand the length of the mouth from 
right to left in an oblique line to express 
that the person of subject does not 
have the right, and that the expressions 
or the gestures announce falsity.” In 
1816, Clerc brought this form to North 
America. Today, the most frequently 
used variation of lie is produced on 
the chin with a bent mitten handshape. 
However, in certain dialects (e.g., 
among some African  American signers; 
E. Shaw, field observation), the form 
originally introduced by Clerc contin-
ues to be used today. The transverse 
movement of the index finger directly 
opposes that of its complement true, 
which moves in a straight line away 
from the mouth.

ASL lettuce, cabbage 2

ASL lie

LSF mensonge 1
( Illustration by Pat Mallet )

LSF mensonge 2
( Pélissier 1856 )
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like

Both Long (1910) and Higgins (1923) 
describe like as produced with the 
thumb and index finger coming 
together “as if the heart was being 
drawn out toward the object” ( Long ). 
The same movement is present in 
the signs confident, fascinated, 
and interesting (see entries). In the 
 contemporary sign, the middle finger 
and thumb draw away from the center 
of the chest (as opposed to the heart). 
The evolution in contact from the index 
to middle finger is common in ASL 
(see “Handshape Change,” p. 148).

live

➊ This very old sign was inherited 
from the LSF sign vivre ( live), in 
which “the fingers unite by their 
extremity . . . raised from the bottom 
of the chest to the top” ( Laveau 1868). 
Clark (1885 ), the first American author 
to record the imagery behind the form, 
wrote that the movement “denotes the 
flow of blood through the system.” 
Long (1910) includes two forms in his 
dictionary—a sign having open hands 
that corresponds with the symbolism of 
live 1, and a photograph showing the 
hands configured in fists, which corre-
sponds to live 2. In the mid-twentieth 
century, live 1 was still interpreted as 
symbolizing “the blood . . . ascending 
the aortas” ( Higgins 1942).

➋ The subsequent evolution of the sign 
on American soil manifests a change in 
handshape so that the thumb extends 
from a closed fist. This  variation is 

ASL like

ASL live 1, LSF vivre
( Laveau 1868)

ASL live 2
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also used to mean “address” (as in 
one’s residence or mailing address). 
live 2 is frequently initialized with the 
L handshape, which further obscures 
the original imagery behind the sign.

l onel y

The form of this sign is similar to that 
of patience 2 (see entry), and it shares 
the meaning of enduring some kind 
of difficulty—in this case, solitude. 
Both signs belong to a family of signs 
whose origin is related to the practice 
of abstinence during the season of Lent 
(see humble, secret, and suffer). At 
the beginning of the twentieth century, 
lonely was followed by the sign alone 
( Long 1910, Higgins 1923), which sug-
gests that a compound sign, patience 
2 + alone, might have preceded the 
contemporary form. If this were the 
case, the handshape of patience 2 
assimilated with the handshape of 
alone (see entry) to create lonely.

l on g

This sign was inherited from the French 
sign longue ( long ). Sicard (1808) 
explained that “for the word long, I 
extend my left arm and with the right 
arm I run the length of the extension.” 
The arm, then, serves as a measur-
ing tool—a metonym also seen in the 
signs improve and deteriorate (see 
entries).

ASL lonely

ASL long
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l o ok  f or

Though some linguists consider the 
handshape for the ASL sign to be the 
letter C for the LSF chercher ( look 
for; see, for example, Baker-Shenk and 
Cokely 1980, 460; Cagle 2010), histori-
cal texts confirm that look for derived 
from the LSF curieux (curious). 
 Blanchet (1850) explains that to pro-
duce curieux, the signer must “form 
the manual letter C; bring it in front of 
the eye, like an eye glass; . . . shake it 
circularly several times.”   Higgins (1923) 
documents the ASL sign with addi-
tional translations (“look for,” “seek,” 
and “investigate”) under his entry 
 curious, which he describes as 
“ vertical ‘C’ of right hand as if  holding 
a magnifying glass before the eyes as 
the head turns from right to left as if 
searching.” While chercher has a 
close semantic link to look for, its 
 handshape has always been the double 
hook, not the letter C. curieux is also 
the etymon of the contemporary ASL 
sign strange (see entry), making look 
for and strange historically linked in 
spite of their semantic disparity.

l ose

 lose is an iconic sign that originated in 
the French sign perdre ( lose). Ferrrand 
(circa 1785 ) describes the production of 
perdre as “look in one pocket to search 
for a handkerchief or tobacco, then with 
the two hands joined at the fingertips, 
back-to-back, separate them with force 
while looking around saying ‘it’s lost!’” 
The meaning has since expanded to 

ASL look for

LSF curieux
( Lambert 1865 )

ASL lose
LSF perdre

( Lambert 1865 )
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include “losing an object,” “getting lost 
in a crowd,” and even “losing one’s place 
in a book.”

l os e a game

Long (1910), in his entry fail, char-
acterizes lose a game as the act of 
standing and then falling down, literally 
conveying what it means to fail at a 
task. The first part of the sign has since 
dropped, so that now, only the palm of 
the right forked hand strikes the heel of 
the left palm. This change in form eased 
production and masked the iconicity 
behind the sign, but it also allowed for 
the emergence of the distinct sign fail 
(see entry).

l ou d

loud begins with the right open hand 
touching the ear and then both fists 
shaking at either side of the head. This 
action references the association of 
sound with the ear and visually repre-
sents the vibration of loud noises (see 
also noise). The fist handshapes add 
metaphorical meaning of strength or 
power (see brave /courage, defeat, 
and steel).

ASL lose a game

ASL loud



166  lousy

l ousy

Although there are no historical records 
of this particular form, the rendition is 
consistent with the image of projecting 
mucus at something one deems “lousy.” 
This metaphor is found in both LSF and 
ASL (see curse 1 and don’t care). It 
is also possible that the “thumbing the 
nose” gesture influenced the form of 
this sign. In highly emphatic forms, the 
head can tilt to the side as the thumb 
presses into the nose. ASL lousy
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M

machine

To produce this sign, the two claw 
hands fit together like the cogs of a 
wheel. This corresponds to Lambert’s 
(1865 ) documentation of the French 
sign engrenage ( gear), which he 
describes as “close both of the fists 
and then interlock the backs of the 
phalanges of the fingers one inside the 
other with the movement of the gears of 
two wheels.” This sign is quite prolific 
in ASL; its meaning has extended to 
objects with actual cogs and wheels, 
(e.g., engine) and to places where 
cogs and wheels might be located (e.g., 
 factory). In addition, if the movement 
is repeated with an added vibration of 
the lips, the sign means the machine or 
engine is running.

mad

The first description of mad is found 
in Clark (1885 ) as a “clawing motion in 
front of face” with a “scowling expres-
sion.” Long (1910) wrote that this 
handshape resembled “the talons of an 
eagle.” In general, the claw handshape 
is associated with harsh or mean things 
(see angry and complain).

ASL machine

Gears
( Basquin, 1947 )

ASL mad
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make

We uncovered the origin of make in a 
gesture that depicts the act of manu-
ally creating something. Both Long 
(1910) and Higgins (1942) character-
ized the sign as the “action of twisting 
and pounding” ( Higgins). Roth (1941) 
cites two movements in the sign’s 
 production—“strike the right fist on 
top of the left fist and then turn the 
striking fist this way and that way as if 
forming something.” This sign is closely 
related to the French sign travailler 
(work), which is produced by pound-
ing the right fist over the left fist, as a 
laborer would employ an implement. 
travailler is also the etymon of the 
ASL sign work 1 (see entry). In the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
most Deaf people worked in manual 
trades, which creates an even stronger 
association between work 1 and make. 
make maintains the original orienta-
tion and point of contact of its French 
etymon, while the form of work 1 has 
since evolved.

man

➊ This sign originates from a very 
old sign used in the French coun-
tryside (Chambéry, Angers, and 
Clermont- Ferrand ), but never in 
Paris ( Y.  Delaporte, field observation). 
The thumb of the open hand touches 
the forehead then the chest, symbol-
izing two elements of the spectacular 
 clothing worn by French noblemen and 
women before the French Revolution. 
Gentlemen wore tall hats that were 
often adorned with ostrich feathers, and 

ASL make

ASL work 1, LSF travailler
( IVT 1986 )

ASL man 1 LSF monsieur
(Chambéry; YD, fieldwork )
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their shirts were decorated with ruffled 
lace. Until the 1950s, this same sign 
was used for monsieur ( gentleman) 
at the girls’ campus of the school for 
the deaf in Chambéry. Coincidentally, 
the open hand with the thumb on the 
forehead was the sign rooster at the 
same school. The first component of the 
compound man, therefore, most likely 
came from a depiction that mocked 
handsome gentlemen from the city—
men adorned with feathered hats who 
dressed like proud roosters. The second 
part of the compound has the same ori-
gin as the sign fine (see entry), which 
symbolizes the ruffles on a shirt.

➋ This variation begins with the 
thumb touching the forehead, which 
could be a remnant of boy where the 
extended thumb handshape was a 
modification in anticipation of the open 
handshape of the sign fine.

mana ge, c ontr ol

Ferrand (circa 1785 ) documented 
the metaphor behind the sign in his 
entry for administrer (administer) 
as “take the reins.” The French sign 
diriger (manage), which is very 
 similar to administrer, is the etymon 
of  manage, and it represents the reins 
used to control horse-driven carriages.

Ruffles of lace and three-
cornered hat adorned with 
ostrich feathers circa 1700

(Agron 1970)

ASL man 2
( YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL manage, control LSF diriger
( Lambert 1865 )

A stagecoach in 1825
( Hallynck and Brunet 1948)
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many

many hails from the French sign 
 beaucoup (many), which itself derives 
from the act of counting with the 
fingers. Ferrand’s (circa 1785 ) descrip-
tion says to “close then open the right 
hand several times.” The ASL sign has 
evolved to a simultaneous opening of 
both hands, which ultimately obscured 
its etymological link.

mean

➊ Both Long (1910) and Higgins 
(1923) gloss this form as backbite 
and show it configured with extended 
thumbs. The extended thumbs 
undoubtedly represent the French sign 
un (one), which can also stand for an 
individual (see “un (One): The  Hidden 
Number,” p. 239). Higgins’ (1942) 
interpretation is that the “right hand is 
trying to beat the left thumb (a person) 
down and out of place.” Long further 
specifies that mean can be preceded 
by the sign shame to produce the 
expression “shameful meanness.” This 
compound might have influenced the 
contemporary sign mean 1, which has 
since been reduced to the claw hand-
shape near the nose followed by the 
form described by Higgins. 

➋ To produce this variant the key 
handshape taps the nose several times. 
The nose is the site of several signs with 
negative connotations in LSF and in 
ASL (see entries don’t care, insect, 
and lousy). This form is still used in 
some dialects (e.g., Chicago; E. Shaw, 
field observation).

ASL many

ASL mean 1 ASL backbite
( YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL mean 2
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➌ mean 3 is a regional variant found 
in Indiana ( E. Shaw, field observation). 
It hails directly from the old LSF sign 
méchant, blesser (mean, injure), 
which is still used today in France. 
Using the mitten handshape, the signer 
cuts across the torso to symbolize an 
injurious act. In ASL, the movement 
has reversed from its French etymon.

mean(ing)

This sign can be translated as “mean /
meaning,” “intend,” and “purpose.” 
The latter two translations provide evi-
dence of the sign’s link with its French 
etymon compas (compass [used for 
measuring ]), which also has an array 
of meanings, including “technique,” 
“budget” (as in managing one’s money), 
“follow a diet,” “mark one’s words,” and 
“be prudent.” The common denomina-
tor between the ASL and LSF signs 
is the idea mesure (measure), which 
has a double meaning in both English 
and French: “measure the dimensions 
of something” and “do something in 
a measured way, with wisdom and 
attentiveness.” Clark (1885 ) was the 
first American author to document this 
sign in his entry plan, described as 
“touch forehead, and then hold tips of 
extended and separated first and second 
fingers on left palm, back of left hand 
down; the right hand is turned so as 
to give different position to the verti-
cal fingers. (These latter probably are 
intended to indicate measurement with 
a pair of dividers.)” Creating a plan is 
another way of expressing intention or 
purpose. The image of a compass as 
an instrument of precision is uniquely 

ASL mean 3 LSF méchant, blesser
( IVT 1986 )

LSF compas
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL mean( ing)
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suited to convey concepts that involve 
measuring—intention and purpose 
both require some degree of thinking 
in a measured way. The use of the sign 
expanded to include “mean(ing )” via 
the polysemy of the word mean to indi-
cate intend, as in “what do you mean to 
do?” When preceded by think, then, 
the ASL sign visually represents thought 
applied in a precise and measured way. 
Long (1910), like Clark, documents the 
sign as a compound consisting of think 
followed by the old LSF sign compas, 
where the left palm faces up and the 
middle finger of the forked handshape 
rotates on it as a compass would on 
paper. Today, the wrist of the left hand 
of mean(ing) can also rotate towards 
the dominant hand, thereby obscuring 
the original imagery.

measur e

Derived from the sign foot (unit of 
length), the tips of the thumbs touch 
while the hands twist ( Higgins 1923) 
or tap each other (Sternberg 1994). 
 Originally, the little fingers were flexed 
in a closed position ( Long 1910); 
 however, the evolution to the contem-
porary modified horn handshape is a 
shift also seen in a number of ASL signs 
(see stay). The movement of measure 
is likely an iconic representation of 
calculating a measurement with a ruler 
or tape measure.

LSF technique
( IVT 1997)

ASL measure
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meat

In this sign, we see the same form 
and meaning as the old French sign 
viande (meat), which the Brothers of 
St. Gabriel (1853 –1854) described as 
“one grasps the muscle between the 
thumb and the index finger of the right 
hand with the thumb and index finger 
of the left hand.” The sign remains 
unchanged to this day.

meeting

This is identical to the old French sign 
société (society; i.e., an organiza-
tion; Oléron 1974). Higgins (1923) 
also glossed meeting as assembly. 
The metaphorical meaning behind the 
bundled handshape is an ensemble of 
things (see “The Bundled Handshape,” 
p. 217), and, in this case, refers to people.

menstr uatio n

Historically, in both ASL and LSF, signs 
on the cheek often denote the color 
red. Michaels’ (1923) entry for apple, 
for example, includes the  instruction 
to “rub the fist of either hand on your 
cheek (for color).” Lambert (1865 ) 
describes the sign vin (wine) as “roll 
the manual letter V on the cheek” 
(1865 ); whereas Pélissier (1856 ) sim-
ply states that the sign “indicates the 
color of wine.” This same  symbolism 
is invoked in the sign shame, shy (see 
entry), which Sicard (1808) explains 
as “showing the redness that divulges 

ASL meat LSF viande
( IVT 1986 )

ASL meeting

ASL menstruation
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this emotion.” Not surprisingly, 
 menstruation is not recorded in 
historical texts. However, it is possible 
that the sign is placed on the cheek 
because of its association with the color 
red. In LSF, signers use rouge (red ) for 
 menstruation.

met al

➊ metal 1 consists of the fist strik-
ing the underside of the chin. The 
sign originated from the LSF sign fer, 
métal (iron, metal ), which Lambert 
(1865 ) describes as “with the back of 
the right hand, strike beneath the chin.” 
In both ASL and LSF, the chin is one 
location that is used to express hard-
ness, in addition to the top of the hand, 
the head, sternum, and teeth (see dumb, 
glass, hard, and tough).

➋ This variant emerged in the nine-
teenth century with a slightly different 
handshape—a hooked index finger. The 
hooked index finger is used in a group 
of signs representing the metaphorical 
notion of harshness (see tease and 
witch). The same evolution from fist 
to hooked index finger has occurred in 
the contemporary LSF sign.

ASL metal 1 LSF fer, métal
( Lambert 1865 )

ASL metal 2

LSF fer
( IVT 1986 )
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misund ers t and

The sign reverse (see entry) is pro-
duced at the forehead, the location of 
the sign understand (see entry). Its 
literal meaning is “understanding in 
reverse.” Higgins (1942) describes the 
meaning as “I thought one way instead 
of the other.” A similar sign, change 
one’s mind, is produced with only the 
right hand where the tips of the index 
then middle finger touch the forehead.

moc k

mock derives from the centuries-old 
gesture mano cornuta ( horned hand ), 
which is directed against one’s adversar-
ies and is widely used by hearing people 
throughout the Mediterranean basin. 
The extended index and little fingers 
are thrust toward a perceived threat 
and function as protection from the 
evil eye (see “The Veiled Devil,” p. 176 ). 
In France, this gesture is the etymon 
of a number of LSF signs, includ-
ing tromper (deceive), se tromper 
(wrong ), faux (false), and artificiel 
(fake). The original handshape of the 
hearing gesture is preserved in mock, 
as well as in deceive 1 and ironic 
(see entries).

ASL misunderstand

ASL mock

Hearing children in France
( Illustration by Pat Mallet )
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The Veiled Devil

Two codified gestures, strongly anchored in Western culture, share the configuration of 
the hands in the form of horns. One uses the extended index and little finger, and the 
other uses the extended index and middle finger. These two forms are rampant in the 
lexicon of several European sign languages and have become so entrenched in ASL that 
they are often unrecognized as being linked historically to European gestures.

 The first gesture is called faire les cornes (make the horns) in French or mano cornuta in 
Italian. With only the index and little finger raised, the gesturer thrusts the hands toward 
a dangerous person, threatening to pierce the evil eye. This gesture from pre-Christian 
antiquity was used widely throughout the Mediterranean basin. It later became secular-
ized and was commonly used as late as the twentieth century in French schoolyards by 
children to mock or deride an adversary. It has since dropped out of favor.

The horned fingers.
( Mural of Pompeii, First Century AD)

 The second gesture consists of the extended index and middle fingers and is also directed 
away from the body. The configuration in the form of a fork evokes several  symbols tied to 
the Devil: his horns, tail, claws, and hoofs, all of which are forked; in addition to the tools 
with which he torments the damned. 
  French Deaf people borrowed both gestures to create a number of signs with negative 
connotations, including mauvais ( bad), danger (danger), faux (false), and tromper 
(deceive). These gestures came to ASL through LSF and continue to be used, even though 
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their original association with the Devil has been lost. The following examples illustrate 
how the gestures have been incorporated into ASL.

1. The gesture of protection against the evil eye (index and little finger extended) and later 
the gesture of mockery and derision is the root of the signs deceive 1, ironic, and mock. 
Some signers in Colorado sign cheat in a way that resembles the sign for  temptation, 
only with the handshape in horns referring without ambiguity to the Devil or the “demon 
tempter” (Shroyer and Shroyer 1984). 

2. This same gesture (index and little fingers extended) was borrowed by French Deaf 
people and then underwent a transformation, so that now it is most often produced with 
the extended thumb and little finger. In LSF, the extended index and little finger configu-
ration is rarely used. The transformation to the extended thumb and little finger hand-
shape also occurred in many ASL signs. It appears in the sign wrong, for example, which 
issues directly from LSF se tromper (wrong) and whose etymology was clearly described 
as “make the horns to oneself ” ( Lambert 1865, 379) as a self-imposed deprecation. The 
sign was also passed on in a regional variant of fake (Shroyer and Shroyer 1984) that 
comes from the directional form of the LSF vous vous trompez (you are wrong), which, 
incidentally, also produced the French derivation faux (false) and the ASL (deceive).

 The ASL signs mock and deceive are typically made with the index and little fingers 
extended, but they have also been documented with the thumb and little finger extended 
by Michaels (1923) in his entry mock and Higgins (1923) in his entry deceive.

3. The fork of the Devil has a pejorative connotation in many signs, and it comes directly 
from LSF. The ASL sign worse is identical to the old LSF sign mauvais ( bad); careful is 
identical to the second part (danger) of the LSF compound faire attention ( be care-
ful), which is composed of apercevoir + danger (notice + danger).

ASL worse
Old LSF mauvais ( bad)

( Pélissier 1856 )
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mon ey

➊ This form is borrowed from a 
 gesture where the thumb and index 
 finger rub against each other “as 
if counting money into the palm” 
(  Higgins 1923). This is the same 
form and meaning as the French sign 
argent (money;  Lambert 1865 ).

➋ money 2 was first documented by 
Clark (1885 ), who cited the right hand 
as flat (not bundled ). Just a few decades 
later, Long (1910) described the con-
temporary form made with the bundled 
handshape. This newer form represents 
the grasping of money that is then 
placed on the left palm.

month

This sign descends from the French 
sign mois (month), which Ferrand 
(circa 1785 ) described as “trac[ing ] 
lines in the left hand up and down 
to represent the months as they are 
on the calendars.” The difference in 
handshapes between the French and 
American signs is a result of the distinct 
numbering systems of each cultural 
group: Americans use the index finger 
to represent the number 1 while the 
French use the thumb (see “un (One): 
The Hidden Number,” p. 239). Thus, the 
respective signs reflect the cultural con-
text in which they are used. A  similar 
change occurred in the handshape of the 
American sign week (see entry). Addi-
tionally, in the ASL sign month, the left 
hand is configured with the index finger 
as a result of assimilating with the right 
hand ( Long 1910;  Higgins 1923).

ASL money 1, LSF argent
( Lambert 1865 )

ASL money 2

ASL month

LSF mois
( Pélissier 1856 )
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mo on

The small crescent handshape for this 
sign is iconically motivated by the shape 
of a crescent-shaped moon. The initial 
location on the face conforms with 
stories and myths from many cultures 
that describe the Man in the Moon. 
Long (1910) described the movement 
of the sign as “upward toward an imagi-
nary moon,” placing this image at least 
referentially close to where the moon is 
found.

more

more derives from the French sign 
encore (again), where the signer would 
“unite in a bundle the fingers of the 
right hand and hit it at the center of the 
palm of the left hand” ( Lambert 1865 ). 
Long (1910) documents this same form 
in his entry. He also describes a varia-
tion that is strikingly similar to LSF 
ajouter (add ), with both hands in the 
bundled handshape. The contemporary 
ASL sign exhibits a reduced movement 
due to the assimilation of the right hand 
to the left. Traces of the older arced 
movement can still be seen in emphatic 
instances of more.

ASL moon The moon in popular 
iconography

( Blanchet 1864)

ASL more

LSF ajouter
( IVT 1986 )

LSF encore
( Brouland 1855 )
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mor ning

This sign originates from the French 
sign matin (morning ), which repre-
sents the “rising sun” ( Pélissier 1856 ). 
Sicard (1808) described the movement 
as “imitate with the right hand, the sun 
rising from our horizon.” The iconicity 
of the sign is similar to that found in 
night (see entry), but with the opposite 
movement.

most

This sign’s form derives from the LSF 
sign plus que (more than), in which 
the extended thumb holds the value 
of “one” or “first” (see “un (One): The 
Hidden Number,” p. 239). The move-
ment in producing most shows that 
one thing is above another. The concept 
of the superlative is relayed through the 
metaphorical representation that supe-
rior things are higher than the norm.

ASL morning LSF matin
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL most

LSF plus que
( Pélissier 1856 )
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mother

The origin of this sign is closely inter-
twined with the  etymons of woman 
1, father, and man (see entries) and 
likely resulted from an assimilation of 
the location of girl with the handshape 
of the sign fine, the two parts of the 
compound woman 1. Like father, 
there are two variations of mother: the 
thumb can tap the chin, or the thumb 
can rest on the chin while the fingers 
oscillate.

movie

Each historical author in the U.S. 
reports a different variation of this 
sign based on representing either the 
projector that casts images or the actual 
fluttering of the images on a screen. The 
origin of movie seems to be linked to 
the old French sign théâtre (theater), 
where the signer “run[s] the right 
hand over the back of the left hand as 
the  curtains in a theater are raised” 
(  Lambert 1865 ). This form was used in 
Chambéry for cinéma (movie, movie 
theater). Old movie theaters tradition-
ally had curtains over the screen that 
would either rise or draw open at the 
beginning of the movie. This imagery 
is perhaps at work in a variant form 
used in Pennsylvania (Shroyer and 
Shroyer 1984, 150), where the two open 
hands face out and slide in small lateral 
movements. In ASL, as in LSF, the 
s ymbolism of the contemporary sign 
was  reinterpreted as the fluttering of 
images on the screen.

ASL mother ASL woman 1

ASL movie

LSF cinéma
( YD from Chambéry 1982)
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music

music comes from the old French sign 
poème ( poem). The iconic  motivation 
behind it, according to Blanchet (1850), 
is to “simulate the length of a verse.” 
The sign, then, initially referred to 
 written poems that were studied by 
deaf students at the school in Paris. The 
sign used today is documented in Long 
(1910) and Higgins (1923), who gloss 
it as poem, song. In Roth’s  dictionary 
(1941), he imagined that the left arm 
represents “a song book or a piece 
of music,” and the right hand moves 
over it “in rhythmic cadence.” Once 
the initialized sign poem emerged, the 
original form took on the more specific 
meaning of “music” and “song.”

must

This sign comes from the French sign 
falloir (must), which Blanchet (1850) 
described as “the index of one hand, 
bent and turned toward the ground, is 
brought downward in this position sev-
eral times from high to low.” Lambert 
illustrated the same sign in 1865. In 
European hearing culture, the gesture is 
used to convey a command or an order. 
In ASL, must has a single downward 
movement, but when it is repeated with 
a different facial expression, it is glossed 
as need (see entry) and should.

ASL music LSF poème
( IVT 1986 )

ASL must LSF falloir
( Lambert 1865 )
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N

name

ASL name originated as the old LSF 
sign nom (name), in which “the index 
finger of the right hand hits the index 
of the left hand two times in the shape 
of a cross” (de Gérando 1827 ). This 
sign is an iconic representation of the X 
illiterate people used as their signature. 
Before the advent of schools for the 
deaf, many deaf people signed docu-
ments this way. Clark (1885 ) reported 
the sign was formed with both index 
fingers, but eventually in both France 
and the U.S., the N handshape replaced 
the cross to indicate the first letter in 
the words nom and name.

natur e, natio n, no rmal

The symbolism behind this sign 
derives from the old LSF sign normal, 
naturel (normal, natural ), where the 
index finger moved in a circle over the 
signing space, essentially circumscrib-
ing the natural world as a symbol of 
the normalcy of things. For Abbé Jamet 
(circa 1830), this was also the verb 
être ( be). Long (1910) documents a 
similar form in his entry rule, in which 
the right hand circumscribes the left 
hand (representing the land ), indicat-
ing dominion over it. Long also cites 
the initialized form under his entry 
nation, where the N hand makes a 
smaller circle over the left hand before 

ASL name

LSF nom
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL nature, nation, normal
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contacting it. In contemporary ASL 
and LSF, the sign’s circular movement 
is the only remnant of the etymon. The 
polysemy of the sign already existed in 
the early twentieth century; Higgins 
(1923) notes that nation can be used 
to mean “nature (natural ),” “nation(al ),” 
“of course,” and “normal.”

need

need is a derived form of must 
(see entry), which itself originated in 
the LSF falloir (must). Whereas in 
must, there is one emphatic movement, 
the movement in need is short and 
repeated from the wrist. In addition, the 
mouth is open and the lips spread as if 
saying “ee” for need.

ner vy

Nearly identical to the French sign 
s’énerver ( become annoyed, agitated 
by) nervy can be used to describe 
a pushy person who has annoyed or 
 agitated others, as in the expression 
he has a lot of nerve! In both languages, 
there is a link with the word “nerve.” 
The French word énerver (annoy) has 
several meanings, but in this case it 
refers to touching a sensitive area (as in 
the expression hit a nerve). A bold or 
pushy person touches the nerve of one 
who is agitated. Both signs employ the 
double hooked handshape, which is 
metaphorically linked to harsh things 
(see hard and problem) and is also 
used in signs related to extraction (for 

ASL rule
( YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL need

ASL nervy LSF s’énerver
( IVT 1997)
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 example, tonsillectomy, steal [see 
entry], and quote from). Given the 
placement of the sign on the cheek, it 
is possible that the form was originally 
motivated by the extraction of a tooth.

never

This sign comes from the old French 
sign jamais (never), where the signer 
“trace[s] a cross in the air in a rapid 
motion” ( Blanchet 1850). The same 
movement is documented by Long 
(1910) and Higgins (1923), and it was 
inherited from a more general gesture 
of refusal or negation where the two 
hands, palms down, crossed over each 
other and then moved outward (see 
don’t want). The complete movement 
of the cross has become so abbreviated 
that the origin is no longer perceptible. 
Stokoe et al. (1965, p. 20) characterize 
the shape of the movement as a “7 or ?.”

new

The back of the right hand slides across 
the left palm as it moves upward, 
 evoking the appearance of something 
new. Clark (1885 ) describes this same 
form under his entry marvellous 
(sic). The link between marvelous and 
new hinges on the characterization of 
novelty as wondrous or marvelous. 
This symbolism was not documented 
in the twentieth century; instead, 
 Higgins (1942) interpreted the etymol-
ogy as “bright new metal pushed out of 
the mold.”

ASL tonsillectomy ASL quote from

ASL never LSF jamais
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL new
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night

Directly inherited from the LSF sign 
soir (evening ), this sign shows “the sun 
that lowers and sets” (Sicard 1808). The 
iconicity of the sign is similar to that 
found in morning (see entry), but with 
the opposite movement.

no is e

The direction of movement in the sign 
noise is identical to that of the French 
sign bruit (noise). The movement is 
explained by Jamet (circa 1830) and 
Lambert (1865 ) as take the index or 
the hand to the ear and “quickly sepa-
rate them with a startled expression.” 
The sign, then, does not represent the 
 perception of sound, as is the case for 
hear and listen where the movement 
is directed toward the ear. Rather, the 
sign represents the reaction to sound, 
that is, the negative reaction hearing 
people have to a loud noise. This inter-
pretation of the sign is confirmed by 
Higgins (1923) and Sternberg (1994), 
who both relate the sign to thunder.

nos y

The movement of the index finger from 
the nose to the left fist is a gestural rep-
resentation of the expression “put one’s 
nose in someone else’s business.” The 
hooked handshape in the second part 
of the sign adds a negative connotation 
that is also present in signs like tease 
and witch (see entries).

ASL night LSF soir
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL noise (Journal de Bébé 1938)

ASL nosy
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ASL not

LSF rien
( Lambert 1865 )

not

Inherited from the French sign rien 
(nothing ), not descends from a 
hearing gesture used in Europe that 
consists of flicking the thumbnail from 
under the teeth as an act of defiance 
and contempt. The gesture originally 
signified “I will not surrender to any-
thing,” but later took the more neutral 
meaning “nothing.” Abbé de l’Épée 
(1784) explained that “the sign rien 
is known by everybody. We take our 
fingers between the extremity of two 
teeth and then draw out the hand with 
haste: the deaf and mute all know this 
sign even before coming to our classes.” 
Abbé Lambert (1865 ) mentioned other 
uses for the sign beyond nothing that 
included nobody and none. In ASL, the 
location of the sign lowered to the chin 
and is used exclusively to mean “not.”

no t r es ponsible

In both French and English, respon-
sibility is metaphorically associated 
with a weight on the shoulders (e.g., 
in the expression shoulder a burden). 
In the ASL sign responsible,  Higgins 
(1923) notes the hands are placed on 
the shoulder and bear down on it. 
To  produce not responsible, the 
bent middle fingers flick away from 
either shoulder, indicating that one is 
brushing off or shirking responsibility. 
Though no historical documentation 
verifies the link, a similar sign c’est pas 
moi (it’s not me) exists in LSF and may 
share the etymon of this ASL sign.

ASL not responsible LSF c’est pas moi
( IVT 1986 )



188  nothing

no thing

➊ nothing 1 is derived from a 
nineteenth-century French sign glossed 
as aucun (no one), rien (nothing ), 
and sans (without), where the signer 
“blow[s] on the palm of the left hand 
held horizontally” ( Blanchet 1850). 
Today, the sign has evolved such that 
the hand moves from left to right in 
front of the mouth while the mouth 
releases a small puff of air.

➋ The second sign also invokes 
the act of blowing away an object. 
 nothing 2 is inherited from the LSF 
sign sans, rien (without, nothing ) 
where the ringed hands are brought 
to the mouth then figuratively blown 
away to signify that nothing is left. 
George Veditz signs this same form 
in his film Preservation of the Sign 
Language (1913), in the phrase “know 
 nothing.” Today, the initial position 
is typically under the chin, while the 
initial handshape has changed to the 
fists. These slight changes have blurred 
the connection with the sign’s etymon. 
The same  etymon gave rise to the ASL 
signs worth, worthless, and simple 
(see entries).

ASL nothing 1 LSF aucun, rien, sans
( Lambert 1865 )

ASL nothing 2

LSF sans, rien
( IVT 1986 )
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number

number most likely evolved from the 
French sign problème (difficulty; see 
problem). The bundled handshape 
metaphorically invokes an ensemble or 
grasping of things (see “The Bundled 
Handshape,” p. 217 ), while the move-
ment represents the act of folding and 
refolding things into a complex whole. 
The pivoting movement is found in 
several French and American signs— 
problème ( problem), compliqué 
(complicated ), and structure (struc-
ture) in LSF, and number, problem, 
and puzzle in ASL.

nut

Long (1910) describes the sign nut as 
a compound, slightly different than the 
contemporary form, consisting of nut 
followed by the old form of stone—
“Bite the end of the right thumb of ‘A’ 
hand, nail down, and strike the top 
of the left ‘S’ hand with the right ‘S’.” 
 Higgins (1923) interprets the symbol-
ism as “cracking a nut with the teeth.” 
We propose a different etymology of 
the sign, one rooted in the old LSF sign 
rien (nothing; see not), which has the 
same form as the sign nut. The French 
word rien has the same figurative 
meaning as “peanuts,” as in “something 
of little importance.” The phrase de 
petits riens ( little nothings) equates to 
the English expression “to work for 
peanuts.” The etymological connection 
between rien and nut has long since 
ruptured, but the form remains intact.

ASL number LSF problème
( IVT 1986 )

ASL nut
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O

ob ey

This is the old French sign obéir 
(obey), which was produced with a 
bowed head symbolizing the spirit and 
the hands put at the disposal of God 
( Ferrand circa 1785; de Gérando 1827 ). 
Long (1910) said that the sign repre-
sented “submission to authority.” In 
the contemporary sign, the head does 
not lower in reverence. Coincidentally, 
obey is a homonym of the ASL sign 
inform (see entry).

obsess

Likely a compound of the signs think 
and touch, obsess has evolved so 
that only the handshape of the second 
part of the compound is produced. 
The sign is a visual representation 
of what it means to be obsessed with 
 something—to think about one thing 
for an extended period of time.

often

often is derived from the sign again 
(see entry), which itself is from the 
LSF encore (again). The repeated 
movement relays the meaning of doing 
something again and again.

ASL obey

ASL obsess

ASL often
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oh i s ee

From the intermediary impossible 
(see entry), the sign oh i see derives 
from the mocking gesture typically used 
throughout the Mediterranean basin to 
ward off the evil eye (see “The Veiled 
Devil,” p. 176 ). The meanings “impos-
sible” and “oh I see” both refer to some-
thing that is not yet seen or is difficult 
to believe. The same relationship exists 
between the French signs ah bon? 
(really?) and faux (false), whose forms 
and meanings are also close to the 
American sign impossible.

ol d

Although all of the older American 
texts propose that the imagery behind 
old is the long beard of an elderly man, 
French historical documents reveal 
an entirely different etymology. old 
comes from the French sign vieux 
(old ) whose origin is firmly established 
in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
documents as follows: “sign cane, 
glasses, curve over, sign few teeth” 
( Ferrand circa 1785 ); “figure the action 
of pressing both hands on a cane” 
( Blanchet 1850); and “as if holding 
a staff with both hands underneath 
the chin” ( Lambert 1865 ). It is com-
mon throughout regions of France for 
elderly people to sit outside and rest 
their chins on their canes as they watch 
passersby. However, this practice is not 
typically associated with seniors in the 
U.S. The oldest record of the sign in 
ASL conforms with Lambert’s descrip-
tion of vieux: “denote extreme age 
by placing side of curved right index, 

ASL oh i see LSF ah bon?
( IVT 1986 )

Two elderly men in the South of France
( Illustration by Yves Lapalu)

ASL old LSF vieux
( Lambert 1865 )
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other fingers and thumb closed, against 
the chin and lowering the head with a 
tremulous motion” (Clark 1885 ). By 
the twentieth century, however, the 
sign had evolved and the etymological 
link was broken. The hand no longer 
rested on the chin but was drawn away 
from it; Long (1910) wrote that the S 
hand pulled down, “as if pulling an 
imaginary beard.” The initial closed 
fist soon evolved into a slightly open 
claw handshape that closes into a fist 
at the end of the sign’s movement, 
thus  marrying the form with the rein-
terpreted  etymology of a long beard. 
Michaels (1923) explained it as “hold 
both hands with the fingers closed 
under your chin; move them downward 
in a shaky manner,” and this exact form 
appears in John Hotchkiss’s Memories 
of Old Hartford (1913). Higgins (1942) 
made a tentative guess to reconcile the 
competing forms with the explanation 
“the hand of the aged shakes when 
stroking whiskers.”

once, t wice

These signs come directly from the 
French signs une fois (once) and deux 
fois (twice). In the French number-
ing system, the thumb means “one” 
and the extended thumb and index 
finger means “two” (see “un (One): 
The Hidden Number,” p. 239). In ASL, 
the handshapes for the numbers 1 and 
2 replaced the original un (one) and 
deux (two).

ASL once ASL twice

LSF une fois
( Lambert 1865 )

LSF deux fois
( IVT 1990)
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opera te, r un

The proximity in form between 
 operate, run and get going, leave 
(see entry), as well as a wide range 
of meanings, makes the origin of 
this sign difficult to determine. The 
form of operate, run seems to be 
a  reduplicated instantiation of get 
going, leave, which can be  translated 
by a slew of English expressions, 
including “get going,” “leave quickly,” 
and “gotta run.” The two signs are 
also semantically linked through the 
 polysemy of the English word run, 
which has many meanings, includ-
ing “run away,” “leave,” and “operate a 
machine.” There is additional evidence 
that the meaning of this ASL sign 
expanded from run to run a machine 
via the symbolism of the sign sharp, 
which Long (1910) and Higgins (1923) 
describe as “using the right open 
hand as a whetstone make motion of 
 whetting against the edge of the open 
left hand” ( Long ). The very literal act 
of whetting a sharp implement over 
a whetstone was extended to a range 
of machines. The meaning “operate a 
machine” is a recent development in the 
history of the sign. Higgins glosses the 
contemporary form as run, and Long 
glosses it as run away.

ASL operate, run

ASL sharp
( YD from Higgins 1923)
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or, then

This is the old French sign ou (or) that 
Lambert translates as “this or that” 
(1865 ). or, then retains a trace of the 
French numbering system where the 
thumb represents 1 and the extended 
thumb and index finger represent 2 
(see “un (One): The Hidden Number,” 
p. 239). The adaptation to the American 
numbering system produced a second 
variation where the right index finger 
touches the left index and then middle 
finger. In contemporary ASL, the older 
sign is widely used to mean “then”; an 
initialized version with the letter O for 
or has emerged as a product of Signed 
English.

other

This sign is borrowed from a gesture 
used by hearing people to indicate a 
person or thing situated a distance 
away. Long (1910) writes that the 
extended thumb “describes a semicircle 
in the air.” Given the form’s proximity 
to the sign any (see entry), it is possible 
the two are linked historically.

ow e

➊ This variant is from the French 
sign devoir, dette (owe, debt), where 
the index finger, pointing toward the 
 ceiling, drops suddenly downward. This 
is a gesture of commandment  borrowed 
from hearing people in France. Its 
use for this sign is explained by the 

LSF ou
( Lambert 1865 )

ASL or, then

ASL other

ASL owe 1, LSF devoir, dette
( Lambert 1865 )
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 polysemy of the French word devoir, 
which can mean “falloir” ( have to, 
must) and “avoir une dette” (owe). The 
oldest mention of the sign is in Abbé 
Ferrand’s text (circa 1785 ): “hit the table 
with the end of the index finger several 
times,” referring to the table Abbé de 
l’Épée used during instruction of his 
students. The palm of the left hand 
eventually replaced the table as the 
point of contact, which Lambert (1865 ) 
recorded: “devoir, with the meaning 
dette: bring the right index on the 
left hand.” The earliest documentation 
of owe in ASL shows the same form 
imbued with directionality, and Long 
(1910) explains it as “move both hands 
forward toward imaginary person. To 
indicate the debt is due to oneself, with 
hands in similar position draw them 
toward you.”  Higgins (1923) describes 
its production as “both hands moved 
toward creditor or away from debtor.”

➋ Today, the directionality has largely 
disappeared, and the long, single 
 movement of the right index finger has 
been replaced with short, reduplicated 
movements.

ow n

The open hands draw toward the body 
as the fingers contract into bundled 
handshapes. The transformation of the 
hands indicates taking possession of 
something (see “The Bundled Hand-
shape,” p. 217).

Abbé de l’Épée hits the table with his  
index finger during instruction

( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL owe 2

ASL own
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P

pap er

This sign is identical in form to the 
French sign imprimer ( print), which 
Lambert (1865) describes as “press the 
palm of the right hand on the palm 
of the left as if to print an imprint.” 
Long (1910) glosses this same sign as 
publish, which he explains is used “to 
indicate something is published [that 
is, printed ] and announced in a news-
paper.” The act of imprinting text onto 
a page with a press motivated the form, 
and explains its original association 
with news and newspaper. Over time, 
however, the use of this old sign shifted 
in the U.S. to mean “paper.” Michaels 
(1923) describes the production of 
paper as “strike the balls of your hands 
together.” Today, an entirely different 
ASL sign, print (see entry), is used for 
newspaper and the verb to print.

patience

➊ Higgins (1923) translates this sign  
as “abstain” or “fast from food.” He 
states that the signer must first  produce 
“eat and make a cross on the lips with 
the thumb.” In a later edition of his book 
(1942), he explains that in producing 
patience “the lips are sealed (with a 
cross because of the Catholic law of 
fasting).” patience 1 comes from the 
same root as fast (see entry). The same 
form in  contemporary LSF means 

ASL paper

LSF imprimer
(Clamaron 1875)

Printing press
( Blanchet 1864)

ASL patience 1, LSF sacrifice
( IVT 1990)
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“ sacrifice”; however, the form used in 
the Belgian dialect of LSF retains the 
older meaning “day of  fasting.”

➋ Today, patience 2 is a reduced 
form with a vertical movement only. 
The sign no longer refers to fasting, but 
instead denotes any act of self-restraint. 
This variant form is used with the 
newer meaning in several countries, 
 including France, Spain, Italy, Greece, 
Great  Britain, and Quebec, Canada. 
The World Federation of the Deaf rec-
ognized the universality of the sign and 
has adopted it into International Sign.

pea ce

➊ peace 1 hails from the old French 
sign paix ( peace), which Lambert 
(1865) explains as “take one’s hands, one 
in the other, in the guise of peace.” In 
what amounts to two partners  shaking 
hands in agreement, the  movement later 
became reduplicated in France and in the 
U.S. Higgins (1923) describes the sign as 
“right hand grasps the left as if to shake 
it and the left hand grasps the right.”

➋ Today, the contemporary form is the 
result of a compound in which the first 
part is produced with flat hands like 
the contemporary LSF sign paix and 
the second part is the ASL sign calm. 
Both Long (1910) and Michaels (1923) 
described peace 2 as a compound, but 
Higgins (1942) treated the second part 
as optional. The iconicity of the sign 
eventually diminished as the handshake 
transformed into a smooth rotation of 
both flat hands. This change resulted 
in the first part of peace 2 becoming a 

ASL patience 2

ASL peace 1

ASL peace 2

LSF paix
( Lambert 1865)

LSF paix
(YD, fieldwork)
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homonym of the sign become, which 
allowed for a reinterpreted etymol-
ogy as become + settle to emerge 
(Costello 1999).

penis

The nose is the site of several ASL 
signs with negative connotations 
(see don’t care, lousy, and fool, 
joke). Although Americans do not 
ordinarily associate the nose with 
sexual innuendo, the connection 
is widespread in LSF as a result of 
European folklore from the Middle 
Ages to the  Renaissance ( Bakhtin 
2008). For  example, in the LSF signs 
faire l’amour (make love) and jouir 
(orgasm), the nose serves as a substitute 
for the penis. In the American sign 
penis, the handshape is initialized for 
the English words penis and also pee in 
some contexts. The ASL sign orgasm 
is also produced on the nose. The 
 identical location of production in both 
ASL and LSF is compelling, especially 
given the fact that the nose does not 
carry the metaphorical association with 
the male sexual organ in America.

penny , cent

dollar is the only monetary sign 
recorded in the American historical 
texts. penny is colloquially linked with 
two signs associated with the head: 
Abraham Lincoln (Sternberg 1994), 
whose head is printed on all pennies and 
the sign sense because of the phonemic 

ASL orgasm LSF jouir
( IVT 1990)

ASL penis
(YD)

LSF faire l’amour
( IVT 1986)



perform, play  199

homophony of the English words cents 
(another word for penny) and sense 
(one’s intellectual faculty). In essence, the 
sign penny could be glossed sense one. 
Additional signs for the value of differ-
ent coins (nickel, dime, and quarter) 
simply incorporate the numerical value 
with the sign penny, cent (for example 
nickel = penny, five).

peopl e

This sign is a derivation of the singular 
sign person (see entry), initialized 
with the letter P. In Preservation of the 
Sign Language (1913), George Veditz 
used the repeated circular movement 
in this sign to signify a vast ensemble 
of people. Higgins (1942) describes this 
sign as “show[ing ] many individuals.”

per fo rm, pl ay

Higgins (1923, 1942) documents 
the origin of the sign in his entry 
 entertainment, where the flat hands 
with palms facing away from the signer 
move alternately up and down “to 
indicate the raising and the lowering 
of the curtain” (1942). Lambert (1865) 
describes similar imagery for the old 
French sign théâtre (theater; see 
movie). Long (1910), however, cites the 
use of the extended thumb handshape 
in his description of the sign for “a 
play at the theatre or acting.” Like in 
 Higgins and Lambert, Long documents 
the hands as moving alternately up and 
down. At some point in the ASL sign’s 

ASL penny, cent

ASL people

ASL perform, play
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evolution, the hands gravitated closer to 
the chest and rotated alternately toward 
the chest. Consequently, the contempo-
rary form no longer exhibits the origi-
nal iconic motivation of stage curtains.

perso n

The contemporary form of person 
is similar to the old French signs 
formerly glossed homme (man) and 
 individu ( person). Puybonnieux 
(1846) describes homme as “run the 
length of the body from the head to 
the feet with two hands,” and Lambert 
(1865) explains individu’s form as “the 
two hands run the length of the body 
from the chest to the thighs, indicating 
the human body.” In both signs, the 
fingertips touch the body. The old ASL 
sign also made contact with the body, as 
can be seen in the film Preservation of 
the Sign Language (Veditz 1913), and in 
Higgins’ (1923) entry for er ( meaning 
an occupation). Today, the hands no 
longer touch the torso; instead, the 
fingertips point out and the hands are 
drawn down in neutral sign space. The 
sign continues to function as an agen-
tive marker when produced after a verb 
(e.g., teach + person = teacher). This 
practice was common in old LSF, but 
because it was introduced by hearing 
instructors as part of Signed French, it 
was widely discarded by French Deaf 
people. American Deaf people do not 
have the same association with the sign 
and still use it as part of their discourse, 
both as a stand-alone sign and as an 
agentive marker. The initialized version 
with a P handshape is widely used in 
the U.S. today for person.

ASL person
(YD)

LSF individu
( Lambert 1865)
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phy sics

This sign derives from electricity, 
which represents the connection of two 
electrical wires (see entry). Here the 
double hooked handshapes are used 
instead of single hooks.

pick o n

This sign hails from the old French sign 
agacer quelqu’un (irritate someone), 
which Ferrand (circa 1785) calls a natu-
ral sign (that is, a gesture) and describes 
as “irritate someone by fooling him.” 
Long (1910) cites the sign in his entry 
“find fault.” His depiction of the sign is 
consistent with the contemporary form, 
where the dominant hand assumes 
the key handshape. In this form, the 
extended left index finger represents 
a person—a productive iconicity that 
is also employed in signs like flatter 
and situation (see entries).

pictur e

➊ Long (1910) writes that picture can 
be signed by drawing a “C or crooked 
forefinger downward against the face.” 
Clark (1885) describes the same sign 
made with the hooked index finger, and 
Hotchkiss signs it this way in his filmed 
narrative Memories of Old Hartford 
(1913). That form is also the first com-
ponent of the old LSF compound sign 
image ( picture), which was followed by 
petit carré ( little square) and symbol-
ized a face in profile ( Pélissier 1856). 

ASL physics

ASL pick on

ASL picture 1,  
LSF portugal

 ( IVT 1990)

LSF image
( Pélissier 1856)
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An identical sign in contemporary LSF 
now means portugal, whose shape 
resembles the profile of a face. image 
is also the origin of the ASL sign doll 
(see entry).

➋ Long (1910) and Higgins (1923) 
describe photograph as a compound 
consisting of Long’s picture 1 with the 
crescent handshape followed by placing 
the edge of the right crescent hand on 
the left palm. In English, picture and 
photograph are used synonymously, 
and in ASL, picture 2 can also mean 
“photograph.”

pig

The American sign pig originates from 
the old French sign cochon ( pig), 
where the fingers of the right hand 
represented a pig’s snout, and the move-
ment mimicked “rustling the ground” 
( Lambert 1865). Clark (1885) was the 
first American author to describe pig, 
stating that its form “indicate[s] the 
rooting with extended right hand under 
chin.” Higgins (1923) characterizes the 
form as “the wallowing of the animal 
in the mire.” Although semantically 
related, this sign is distinguished from 
the sign dirty (see entry) in two ways: 
its handshape is a bent mitten instead 
of an open hand, and all of the fingers 
bend instead of oscillate.

ASL picture 2

ASL pig LSF cochon
( Pélissier 1856)
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pit y

➊ Early American authors ( Long 1910; 
Higgins 1923; and Michaels 1923) 
describe a compound sign where the 
signer first produces feel and then 
“bring[s] the open hand out extended 
toward the imaginary object of pity, 
making a kind of stroking or circular 
motion with the hand, as if giving 
comfort” ( Long). The first part of this 
compound is closely linked to the ASL 
sign touched (see entry), which itself 
is identical in form to the LSF sign 
pitié ( pity).

➋ pity 2 is a reduced form of pity 
1. The bent middle finger handshape 
of the first part of pity 1 became 
integrated with the movement and 
orientation of the second part. The bent 
middle finger is used in LSF and ASL 
to represent emotional contact (see 
“Handshape Change,” p. 148).

pl ay

The ASL sign play comes from the LSF 
sign s’amuser, jouer ( have fun, play), 
which is produced by “mak[ing ] two 
Js . . . with small rotations of the hands” 
( Blanchet 1850). The handshape is not 
Y for the last letter in the English word 
play, but the LSF letter J for the French 
word jouer. The handshape in play is 
definitive proof of the link between the 
two signs.

ASL pity 1
(YD from Long 1910)

LSF pitié, touché
( Lambert 1865)

ASL pity 2

ASL play LSF s’amuser, jouer
( IVT 1986)
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po or

This sign, which is an iconic representa-
tion of the clothes of a poor person, 
comes from the French sign pauvre 
( poor). Pélissier characterizes pauvre 
as a “hole in the sleeve” (1856). Clark 
(1885) describes a slightly different 
hand  configuration, stating that one 
would “clasp the sleeve on under side 
with thumb and index, dropping hand 
as though indicating that same was torn 
into strips or rags.” Today, all of the fin-
gers of the right hand grasp the elbow 
of the left arm before  pulling down and 
closing into the bundled handshape.

popul ar

In this iconic sign, the palm of the 
right claw hand presses against the 
left index finger to represent a large 
number of people converging on an 
individual. The extended index finger 
is often employed in ASL to signify 
an  individual, such as in the signs 
 champion, flatter, pick on, and 
situation (see entries).

ASL poor LSF pauvre
( IVT 1986)

ASL popular
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pos tp one

Long (1910) notes that this sign can be 
produced with either one or two hands. 
Today, postpone is always two-handed, 
and the left hand can either remain 
in place or move in concert with the 
right along the axis of time (see “Axis 
of Time,” p. 286). This sign comes from 
the LSF sign reporter ( postpone), 
which differs mainly in handshape. 
The use of the ring handshapes in 
 postpone may be a remnant of de 
l’Épée’s methodical sign temps (time), a 
sign Sicard (1808) described as “trace a 
straight line to depict length and time” 
with the hands configured in the LSF 
letter T, which is almost identical to the 
ring handshape in ASL.

power

The right flat hand traces the contour 
of flexed biceps to show strength. 
Except for the handshape, this ASL 
sign is almost identical in form to 
the  semantically related French sign 
énergie (energy). The ASL signs 
authority and energy derive from 
power as a result of  initialization.

ASL postpone LSF reporter
( IVT 1986)

ASL power

( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

LSF énergie
( IVT 1990)
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pr ea ch

Historically, preach was produced 
higher and further away from the 
signer, much like lecture (see entry). 
Higgins (1942) is the only author to 
explain that the handshape was the 
letter “F for ‘friar preachers’ and gesture 
for emphasis.” It is possible that the 
symbolism behind preach is in fact 
more metaphorical than that. Long 
(1910) defines the sign revive as “bring 
up something from the past,” and the 
form lends some clues as to preach’s 
possible etymon: “reach the hands back 
over the right shoulder and grasp imag-
inary object and drag it forward.” Long 
does not describe the hand configura-
tion, but in many other entries (see 
choose, like, and Clark’s description 
of poor), the ring handshape represents 
grasping. It is possible, since pastors 
preach through stories revived from 
the past, that the contemporary sign 
preach is simply a truncated and redu-
plicated instantiation of the now extinct 
sign revive. The delivery of sermons in 
religious revivals is additional evidence 
of the sign’s roots.

pr ecio us

This sign has been described as a vari-
ant of the sign jewish, invoking nega-
tive stereotypes that Jewish people are 
greedy (cf., Stokoe et al. 1965, 153). 
precious is more likely inherited from 
the French sign avoir envie (want to, 
feel like—literally “have envy”), where 
the fingers of the claw handshape tap 
the chin, an area of the body  associated 

ASL preach

ASL precious
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with good and sweet things (for 
example, cute, delicious, and sweet). 
avoir envie likely derived from the 
gesture of biting the fingers in envy (see 
also jealous). Once incorporated into 
LSF, the form lowered to the chin to 
facilitate lipreading. In ASL, the hand 
contracts into a fist. The addition of the 
fist enhances the symbolism behind the 
sign’s meaning, literally grabbing onto 
that which is precious or dear.

pr ed ict

predict has remained unchanged since 
the nineteenth century. Clark (1885) 
described the form as “carry right fixed 
as in see or look under left. (Seeing 
under left hand, seeing things partially 
hidden.)” The movement of the right 
hand under the left expresses the notion 
that prediction involves uncovering 
hidden information. In writing “looking 
through the veil of the future,”  Higgins 
(1942) clearly reflects this  motivation 
behind the sign. The handshape and 
movement of the right hand also 
 symbolize a long-term view along the 
axis of time (see “Axis of Time,” p. 286).

LSF avoir envie
(YD, fieldwork)

ASL predict
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pr efer

This old ASL sign is still used in some 
regions of the U.S., including in Illinois 
( E. Shaw, field observation) and among 
older signers. The fingers of the flat 
hand touch the side of the chest, then 
flex into a thumb handshape as the 
hand draws out to the right. prefer 
descends directly from the LSF signs 
aimer ( like) and premier (first), 
 illustrated by Lambert in 1865, which 
later compounded into one sign.

pr epar e, pl an

Besides the more obvious symbolism 
of “putting things in order” ( Higgins 
1923), prepare, plan may have derived 
from the old French sign préparer 
( prepare) in which the edge of the right 
hand hits the left palm in several places, 
indicating a progression of things. 
The sign also meant peu à peu ( little 
by little; Lambert 1865). Clark (1885) 
describes the same sign in his entry 
arrange. Higgins (1923) glosses it with 
several English equivalents, including 
“arrangement,” “classed,” “complete,” 
“degree,” “order,” “plan,” “prepare,” “put 
in order,” and “ready.” He also notes that 
the rightward movement with repeated 
stops shows “division or arrangement.” 
The concept of “preparation,” which 
is equally at work in the ASL sign, is 
 actually closer to that of “ progression” 
than “putting things in order.” In 
both LSF and ASL, the production of 
 prepare, plan, and ready 1 (see entry) 
are closely linked, demonstrating that 
one must prepare in order to be ready.

ASL prefer LSF aimer
( IVT 1986)

LSF premier
( Lambert 1865)

ASL prepare, plan
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pr es er ve, sa ve

Ferrand (circa 1785) was the first to 
describe this sign under his entry 
conserver (conserve)—“Take the left 
hand and press it against the chest, 
something that one is glad to have and 
take the right hand over it to show that 
one does not want to let it go.”  Higgins 
(1923) described the same sign in 
his entry save. In the early twentieth 
century, preserve, save also meant 
“salvation” in religious contexts ( Long 
1910; Higgins 1923). However, now, 
the sign is almost exclusively used as it 
was in France during the late eighteenth 
century in the sense of conserving 
something. Today, the hands no  longer 
contact the chest, and the forked hand-
shape of the right hand is possibly a 
trace of initialization with the letter P 
for preserve.

pr es id ent

Both Long (1910) and Higgins (1942) 
agree that this sign symbolizes the 
“horns of authority.” Higgins (1942) 
goes further to say that “chieftains 
affected the horns as part of headdress.” 
Roth (1948) instead correctly interprets 
its origin as “George Washington’s 
three-cornered hat,” an image that was 
certainly in the history books that Deaf 
children would have seen in school. 
Confirmation of Roth’s proposed 
etymology is found in LSF, where the 
same sign means gendarme (constable; 
Pélissier 1856; Clamaron 1875), and is 
documented as symbolizing the three-
cornered hats worn by French police 
officers during the nineteenth century.

ASL preserve

ASL president George Washington

LSF gendarme
(Clamaron 1875)

Illustration of a constable
(Clamaron 1875)
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pr ide

pride comes from the old French sign 
orgueil ( pride), the form of which 
Lambert (1865) describes as “raise 
the right hand the length of the chest: 
swollen heart.” In ASL, this sign has 
been documented since the nineteenth 
century with the fingers flexed and the 
thumb extended (Clark 1885). This 
change in handshape partially obscures 
the etymological link; however  Higgins 
(1923) noted the symbolism of “a 
swelled chest.”

pr incip al

➊ We first find this sign in Clark 
(1885), and later in Higgins (1923), 
who translated it as authority, control, 
and rule. Higgins describes principal 
1 as “the right open prone palm, circled 
horizontally over the left prone closed 
hand.” Roth (1948) provides a clear 
description of the symbolism behind 
this form: “The left hand represents the 
physical aspects of a place, and the right 
hand the controlling factor over it.” 
The same form is implicated in the sign 
nature, nation, normal (see entry).

➋ It is possible that this initialized 
form emerged during the 1970s, 
when Signed English gained favor in 
 American schools for the deaf. The long, 
circular movement of the dominant 
hand in principal 1 was replaced by a 
short one. This change also occurred in 
the semantically related sign nature 
(see entry). Today, the metaphorical 
motivation behind this contemporary 
form is no longer  apparent.

LSF orgueil
( Brouland 1855)

ASL pride

ASL principal 2

ASL principal 1 (rule)
(YD from Higgins 1923)
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pr int

➊ Long (1910) cites the motivation 
behind this sign as “make motion 
of printer putting type into a stick.” 
Similarly, Higgins (1923) describes the 
movement of print 1 as “picking the 
type from the font and placing them 
in the left palm as into the composing 
stick.” This is the first part of imprimer 
( print), an old compound sign in LSF, 
which Ferrand (circa 1785) describes 
as “take characters from the different 
cases, arrange them in order between 
the thumb and index of the left hand, 
then turn them over on the hand 
with force to give the impression of 
 printing.” Today, the meaning of the old 
imprimer has changed to “typesetter.”

➋ The form and movement of the 
 contemporary variant has changed 
slightly, such that only the right index 
finger moves, while the thumb main-
tains contact with the palm of the 
left hand. The meaning of the sign 
has broadened to include the English 
equivalents “newspaper,” “printer,” and 
“publish.” Now typesetting is largely 
obsolete; however, it was a popular 
profession among Deaf Americans in 
the nineteenth and  twentieth centuries. 
Although  technology has changed 
rapidly in the last century, print 2 
 continues to refer to text that is printed 
on a page.

ASL print 2

Typesetter
( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL print 1, LSF typographe
( IVT 1990)
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pr oblem

Higgins (1923) documents one 
 variant of this sign where the “bent 
knuckles of ‘V’ hands, palms inward, 
struck together from the sides,” which 
denotes a collision, hindrance, or dif-
ficulty encountered. It is possible the 
twisting movement in problem was 
inherited from the LSF sign problème 
(difficulty, problem), which Ferrand 
(circa 1785) discusses in his entry 
complication (complication) as “fold 
and refold together” meaning “the two 
open hands, supine, turn over from 
the right over the left and back again” 
( Jamet, circa 1830). The LSF sign plier 
(fold) demonstrates Jamet’s citation. 
The metaphor of “folding something 
to complicate it” motivates the French 
word compliqué (complicated), which 
comes from the Latin complicare (fold).

pr omise

In this sign we see traces of the gesture 
one makes when taking an oath— 
raising the flat hand—a gesture that 
has been used in Christianity since 
the Middle Ages (Schmitt 1995). The 
sign was first documented in France 
by Blanchet (1850) and in the U.S. by 
Long (1910) with the right hand open 
and flat. Another variant, where the flat 
hand raises “in nature of an oath” ( Long 
1910) in the second part of the sign, 
was also present in the early twentieth 
century. In contemporary ASL, the 
index finger is first placed on the lips, 
a semantic association with the speech 
coming from the person who is  making 
a promise. The last part of the sign, 

ASL problem LSF problème
( IVT 1986)

LSF plier, ASL fold
(YD, fieldwork)

ASL promise LSF promettre
(YD from St-Laurent 1979)
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where the palm of the open hand makes 
contact with the left fist, continues to 
exist in one regional dialect of LSF 
(Saint-Laurent-en-Royans).

pr o of

This sign is similar in form to its 
French counterpart preuve ( proof), 
which Lambert (1865) describes as 
“hit the back of the right hand on the 
palm of the left hand.” He adds that 
this form is a gestural representation of 
the  metaphor “all cards on the table.” 
Higgins (1942) saw in this sign the 
gesture that “goes with ‘Prove it,’ put the 
evidence there so we can see it.” That 
same form can be initialized to mean 
“evidence,” “fact,” and “witness.”

pr os titu te

prostitute was first recorded by 
Clark (1885) as a compound  consisting 
of female followed by shame (see 
entry). The contemporary ASL sign is 
 distinguished from shame based on a 
reduplicated movement, which may, in 
fact, be the sole trace of female, the 
first part of the original compound sign.

ASL proof LSF preuve
( IVT 1986)

ASL prostitute
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pr ot est

This sign comes directly from the 
semantically related LSF sign désobéir 
(disobey). Lambert’s (1865) form of 
the sign came from an image clearly 
described by de l’Épée (1786), in his 
entry pécher (sin). De l’Épée states that 
“we make the same sign of the elbow 
that the children do when they do not 
want to do what they have been told. 
God commands, one disobeys, one 
makes a transgression.” As in the signs 
resist and won’t (see entries), the 
fist handshape in protest conveys the 
meaning of force and opposition. Long 
(1910) shows an intermediary form 
in which both the wrist and the elbow 
twist. Today, only the wrist twists, and 
the sign has taken on the more specific 
meanings of “protest” or “revolt.”

psycho l o gy

There are two possible etymologies for 
this sign. The first is the old French 
sign psychologie ( psychology), which 
relates to the idea of transparency; the 
fingers of the right hand penetrate the 
hollows of the left as if to see a cross 
section of the patient’s spirit. The con-
temporary LSF sign is now identical to 
the ASL sign. The second possibility for 
the sign’s origin, one which Deaf people 
in France favor, is the manual represen-
tation of the Greek letter psi, the first 
syllable of the word psychology and the 
symbol for psychology around the world. 
However, these two possible  etymologies 
are not mutually exclusive, the second 
could have easily stemmed from a rein-
terpretation of the older LSF sign.

ASL protest LSF désobéir
( Lambert 1865)

ASL disobey
(YD from Long 1910)

ASL psychology LSF psychologie
(YD from Poitiers 1982)

The Greek letter psi
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publicize

This sign issues from the second part of 
an old French compound sign publier 
( publish, publicize), which represents 
the town crier blowing his trumpet 
before announcing “the decrees of 
Parliament” ( Ferrand circa 1785). The 
LSF etymon gave rise to two variations 
based on the symbol of the trumpet—
one long single movement to show the 
trumpet’s shape, and the short repeated 
movement of the right hand away from 
the body depicting the trumpet’s sound. 
Though news is no longer announced 
with trumpets, the sign remains in 
ASL’s lexicon to refer to all sorts of 
media communication, particularly 
 advertisements.

punis h

➊ Higgins (1923) describes the iconic-
ity of this sign as follows: “grasp the 
culprit by the collar, and right hand 
strikes the culprit with the right index 
used as a rod.” Long (1910) noted this 
same form of the sign.

➋ Later, the left arm lowered to ease 
production, as did the index finger, 
which now makes brushing contact 
with the elbow. Abbé Laveau (1868) 
drew this same form in his entry punir 
( punish). This combination of changes 
ruptures the variant’s link to its etymon. 
Parenthetically, this particular evolution 
of components is also evident in the 
sign country (see entry).

ASL publicize

A trumpeter announcing the decrees of Parliament
( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL punish 2

ASL punish 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)

 LSF punir
( Laveau 1868)
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put

The bundled handshape typically 
 symbolizes an assembly of things (see 
“The Bundled Handshape,” p. 217). In 
this sign, the hand configuration also 
conveys the grasping of some object to 
be moved or placed somewhere else. 
The exact same sign exists in LSF.

puzzled

Originally, the index finger would trace 
the shape of a question mark at the 
height of the forehead (Clark 1885). 
However, the contemporary form of 
puzzled is produced by flexing the 
index finger as it is drawn toward 
the forehead. Interestingly, Clark 
documented this sign under his entry 
medicine, which in the late nineteenth 
century was still a perplexing, if not 
mysterious, profession.

ASL put

ASL puzzled
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The Bundled Handshape

The bundled handshape is a common configuration in the gestures of hear-
ing people. Kendon (2004) analyzed hundreds of hours of conversations 
between hearing people and found that the handshape is used extensively to 
mark a discourse topic, ask questions, demand explanations, or emphasize a 

topic as pertinent to a discussion. An oscillating bundled handshape tends to accompany 
utterances that implore an interlocutor to pay attention to what is being said. When the 
bundled handshape moves toward an interlocutor and then opens, the speaker is typi-
cally commenting on, proposing, or completing a topic of discussion (see Kendon 2004, 
chapters 11 and 12, for a full discussion). In ASL, the bundled handshape conveys several 
meanings, depending on what immediately precedes or follows it.

 1. When no other handshape precedes the bundled handshape, it represents one of two 
things:

 a. The union or grasping of things (concrete or metaphorical), as in about, buy, eat, 
flower, give, makeup, money, more, put, and sell. The metaphorical meaning 
of this union of abstract things is also seen in the gestures hearing people produce 
when “appear[ing ] to mark the topic” ( Kendon 2004, 228).

 about eat give put

 b. The head, as in dinosaur, kiss, any classifier predicate for the head of an animal 
( like a dog), and head nod.

 dinosaur kiss head nod
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 2. When an open hand or a slightly bent open hand precedes the bundled handshape, it 
has two possible meanings.

 a. A grip. Examples include and, accept, add, copy, learn, own, vacuum, and 
white ( pinching the shirt). Out of all possible symbols, Long (1910) selected the 
ampersand (&) to represent this handshape in his dictionary.

 and learn own vacuum

 b. A disappearance, as in absent and leave, out.

 absent leave, out

 3. When an open or slightly bent open hand follows the bundled handshape, it has the 
following symbolism:

 a. An opening, as in the signs clear and grow.

 clear grow
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 b. A diffusion, such as an escape or a projection of something. Examples include the 
signs advise, don’t care, give out, inform, lose, and spread.

 advise give out inform 

 lose spread

 The deconstruction of the symbolism behind the bundled handshape allows us to rec-
ognize symbolic, meaningful, and systematic patterns that exist in this particular sign lan-
guage. The analysis might also inform how scholars interpret the meaning of handshapes 
in gestures that hearing people use.
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Q

quaker

The sign for quaker is borrowed from 
the gesture known as “twiddling the 
thumbs” that hearing people ordinar-
ily use to mean “I have nothing to do” 
or “I’m bored.” The sign’s  meaning 
 narrowed in ASL to refer to the 
 Quakers, as well as the Amish,  perhaps 
because during Quaker services 
 parishioners sit in silence, waiting for 
inspiration from the Holy Spirit. In LSF, 
the same gesture motivated the sign 
loisirs ( leisure time).

quick

ASL quick was inherited from a  
French gesture used by hearing people 
to indicate “just a little bit.” In LSF, the 
gesture became the sign peu (few), 
which was the second part of bientôt 
(soon; futur [future] + peu), a 
 compound used in nineteenth-century 
France. In contemporary ASL, authors 
no longer perceive the sign’s link 
with the gesture, instead describing 
it as “a quick movement” (Sternberg 
1994) or “as fast as shooting a marble” 
( Riekehof 1987).

ASL quaker

ASL quick
(YD)

LSF bientôt
( Lambert 1865)
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quie t

➊ The index finger is brought to the 
mouth to symbolize closing the lips 
when commanding silence. This form 
is borrowed from a hearing gesture 
used to tell others to be quiet. In 
 contemporary ASL, the sign means 
“hold my tongue” or “I’m not saying a 
word.”

➋ Issued from the French sign  
calme (quiet), the lowering of the 
hands is a gestural metaphor for 
 reducing noise or agitation. Long 
(1910) describes a compound sign 
 consisting of quiet 1  followed by 
quiet 2; this same  compound is 
described by Michaels (1923) in his 
entry behave.

ASL quiet 1

ASL quiet 2

LSF calme
( Lambert 1865)
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R

rabbit

➊ In this iconic sign, the extended 
index and middle fingers of both hands 
placed on each side of the head repre-
sent the ears of a rabbit.

➋ In a more perplexing variant, the 
paintbrush handshapes of the crossed 
hands are generally interpreted as 
representing rabbit ears. The hands 
moved from the head to the chest to 
ease sign production. It is more likely, 
though, that the evolution occurred 
as a result of assimilation of the old 
LSF sign lapin (rabbit), in which 
the right forked hand pointed up to 
represent the ears, and the left forked 
hand pointed toward the ground to 
represent the rabbit’s body. In lapin, 
the two hands moved forward with an 
oscillating movement depicting a rabbit 
jumping. Over time, the forked fingers 
closed, the orientation of the hands 
rotated 45 degrees, and the oscillating 
movement of the hands transferred 
to the fingers, thus fully rupturing the 
 etymological root.

ASL rabbit 1

ASL rabbit 2, LSF lapin

( From a leaflet of a deaf peddler, c. 1800s)
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r at

The contemporary ASL sign maintains 
the same form as its French counterpart 
rat (rat), where the signer “place[s] 
the manual letter R on the nose, with a 
light movement imitate[s] the snout of 
the rat” ( Lambert 1865). Higgins (1942) 
saw a slightly different symbolism, 
noting that the movement represented 
nibbling. The semantically related ASL 
sign mouse is exactly the same except 
for its handshape (the index finger 
instead of R).

r ead y

➊ The connection between the signs 
prepare (see entry) and ready 1 was 
present in LSF in the nineteenth cen-
tury ( Lambert 1865) and in ASL in the 
twentieth century. Both Long (1910) 
and Higgins (1923) described the sign 
similarly; Long cites the compound 
arrange + finish and Higgins cites 
classed. The contemporary variant, 
initialized with the R handshape, main-
tains the original left to right movement 
of the sign prepare.

➋ Because the hands in ready 2 move 
away from each other, the etymological 
link with the symbolic ordering move-
ment in prepare becomes weaker. 

➌ In this regional variant, (Alabama, 
E. Shaw field observation), the hands 
configured in the fist handshape drop and 
open as they cross over each other. ready 
3 is directly inherited from the LSF sign 
prêt (ready), which itself emerged from 
the LSF préparer ( prepare).

ASL rat

ASL ready 1 ASL ready 2

ASL ready 3
( IVT 1986)

LSF prêt
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r ea so n

The R handshape rotates in small  
circles in front of the temple, visually 
indicating the movement of thoughts. 
The etymology of reason is linked to 
only one of the definitions of the English 
word reason—the capacity for rational 
thought, rather than cause or motive. 
Given the productivity of initialized 
signs in ASL, reason has become a 
catch-all sign for semantically similar 
English words beginning with the  letter 
R that refer to thoughts, including 
 rational, realize, and  reasonable.

r ecent

Today, two variants of recent exist 
in the U.S., neither of which is docu-
mented by the early twentieth-century 
authors of ASL signs. 

➊ recent 1 derives from the old LSF 
sign il y a un instant ( just a second 
ago) first described by Laveau (1868) as 
“the right hand over the right shoulder 
slightly agitates the index finger and the 
thumb.” The finger points behind the 
signer, which metaphorically indicates 
the past. In recent 1 the thumb con-
tacts the cheek while the index finger 
oscillates. This is an intermediary form 
between the old LSF sign and recent 2.

➋ The second variant consists of the 
outer edge of the hooked index finger 
touching the cheek, palm facing in, 
while the index finger oscillates. The 
prominence of the index finger in 
this variation completely obscures the 
thumb.

ASL reason

ASL recent 1

ASL recent 2

LSF il y a un instant
( Laveau 1868)
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r ecr uit

In line with several signs (see 
 champion, flatter, popular, and 
situation) where the extended index 
finger iconically depicts an individual, 
here the double hooked handshape 
draws the index finger toward the 
signer as one might enlist another 
for duty.

re d

Often in evolving sign languages,  
there are no particular signs for colors; 
people point to objects situated in the 
vicinity to indicate a specific color. In 
ASL, LSF, BSL ( Brien 1992), Plains 
Indian sign languages (Clark 1885), 
and among  Cistercian monks ( Barakat 
1975), the lips are the location for the 
color red. Long (1910) described red 
as “draw the end of the forefinger . . . 
downward across the lower lip, two or 
three times.” In contemporary ASL, 
the index finger has lowered from the 
lips to the chin, and the thumb has 
extended. The ASL sign pink is an 
 initialized derivative of red.

ASL recruit

ASL red

red used among Cistercian monks
(YD from Barakat 1975)
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r elie ved

With the palms of both flat hands 
 facing down and thumbs under the 
palms, the hands trace the length of the 
chest. This is a gestural equivalent of 
the onomatopoetic expression whew! 
that imitates the expiration of breath 
when one unloads a great weight. 
De Gérando (1827) recognized the 
same metaphor in the old LSF sign 
 modération (restraint), stating that 
“the two open hands lower from the 
top of the chest toward the heart, as if 
 calming the  agitation.”

r eligio n

➊ In this earlier sign symbolizing 
religious faith, the letter R for religion 
touches the heart and then swings out 
and up toward God in heaven ( Long 
1910; Higgins 1923).

➋ For ease of movement, the sign  
has evolved so that the hand is directed 
away from the body but not toward 
the sky.

ASL relieved

ASL religion 2ASL religion 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)
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r emember

The earlier form of remember 
consisted of the index finger ( Long 
1910) or the flat hand ( Higgins 1923) 
touching the forehead, followed by 
the French sign rester (stay), which 
 Higgins (1942) interprets as “the 
thoughts stay.” Over time, these hand-
shapes assimilated so that both hands 
assume the extended thumb handshape. 
The same evolution occurred in LSF, 
and  remember and se souvenir 
(remember) are now identical.

r es er ve

➊ Long (1910) and Higgins (1923) 
gloss this sign as engagement. It 
consists of three components:  promise 
(see entry), followed by a circular 
movement of the two hands that 
 Higgins translates as “arrangement,” 
and then bound, based on the image 
of shackled hands (see habit). Though 
this sign is no  longer used in ASL, it is 
similar in form to the contemporary 
LSF  arrangement (arrangement). 
It is probable that the second part 
of the sign came from LSF but had 
already disappeared in ASL by the 
early  twentieth century. 

➋ Over time, the sign has evolved, 
probably for ease of production.  Similar 
changes have also occurred with 
nature and principal (see entries). In 
reserve 2, the first part of reserve 1 
has been dropped, but it retains a trace 
of the circular movement and it ends 
with bound.

ASL remember LSF se souvenir
( IVT 1986)

LSF arrangement
( IVT 1997)

ASL reserve 1  
(engagement)

(YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL reserve 2
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r es is t

Higgins (1923) shows resist produced 
with both hands, and it resembles 
the gesture of defending oneself (see 
defend). The fist handshape conveys 
the meaning of force and opposition 
(see defeat, protest, and won’t).

r es ponsible

The sign responsible derives from the 
French sign charge ( burden), which 
Ferrand (circa 1785) interpreted as 
“the action of a man who would put a 
stack of wheat on his shoulders with an 
air of weight.” Blanchet (1850) writes 
that charge is “express[ed ] by toss-
ing the hand on the shoulder that one 
buckles under the weight of an object 
that is carried.” Trappist monks use a 
one-hand version of Blanchet’s sign 
to designate the person who is tasked 
with a specific chore in the monastery; 
for example, “a Brother charged with 
sweeping.” When signed with one 
hand in ASL, responsible can also 
mean “fault,” as in “you are responsible 
(at fault) for what occurred.”

ASL resist

ASL responsible

Trappist Monk sign, Old LSF charge
(YD, fieldwork)
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re st

Long (1910) says signers “fold the arms 
across the breast.” This sign hails from 
the canonical gesture of crossed arms as 
a symbol of repose. Its most prominent 
use is in the image of one who rests 
eternally, as in the expression “rest in 
peace” inscribed on tombstones.

r evenge

Bent index fingers convey hardness 
or harshness (see mean 2, metal 2, 
and witch) and are frequently used 
in signs where there is a conflict in 
social relations (see tease). Here, 
the hands are configured in the key 
handshape. Higgins (1942) saw the 
symbolism as “the beaks of two fighting 
roosters in action.” We see a  different 
 symbolism in the location of the hands: 
the right hand is placed below the left 
when the hands draw together. The 
implicit  underhandedness of the sign’s 
 meaning is conveyed through the 
 inferior  position of the dominant hand. 
The same symbolism is at work in 
deceive 1 and steal 2 (see entries).

ASL rest

( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL revenge
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r evers e

Rotating the hand designates the 
act of inversion in both the concrete 
and abstract sense. Among hearing 
people, this image is often used to 
signal a  logical opposition (Calbris and 
 Montredon 1986). The sign reverse 
originates from the French sign envers 
(reverse), which is made with a fork 
handshape. The handshape comes from 
Signed French, a manual code used by 
hearing educators of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. The word 
envers was broken into two morphemes 
en (in) followed by vers (toward), and 
the handshape was the letter V ( Ferrand 
circa 1785). Americans have no aware-
ness of reverse’s link to the invented 
code in France.

r ev iew

The sign is an initialized version of a 
more iconic variant where the outer 
edge of the left hand, configured in 
either the index finger or the fork 
handshape, traces an arc from the little 
finger to thumb of the left hand to indi-
cate looking over things ( E. Shaw, field 
observation). Deaf people often use 
the open left hand to represent a list of 
things that they reference by pointing to 
each finger with the right index.

ASL reverse

LSF envers
( IVT 1990)

ASL review
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r evol ve, mix

This is the French sign révolution 
(revolution), which has multiple mean-
ings, but in this case refers to the orbit 
of a planet, from its origin and back” 
(Sicard 1808). The configuration of the 
hands represents spherical objects, in 
particular, the celestial bodies that turn 
around each other.

r ight , c or r ect

In the first part of the twentieth   
century, right, correct was produced 
by  holding the two hands far from each 
other, then precisely striking them 
together in parallel; Higgins (1923) 
glosses this form as perfect and states 
the signer shows “an effort to make the 
indices exactly parallel.” The parallel 
movement of the hands was a metaphor 
representing the alignment of two 
things. The sign has since evolved such 
that only the right hand moves now 
and, to ease production, the fingers are 
no longer precisely aligned.

ASL revolve, mix LSF révolution
( IVT 1990)

ASL right, correct
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r ubber, gu m

Documented in Long (1910) under his 
entry gum, the hooked index finger 
strokes down the bottom of the cheek 
twice, symbolizing the movement of 
chewing. While some signers (e.g., in 
Maryland; E. Shaw, field observation) 
still use the sign with a slight  movement 
backward along the cheek to refer to 
chewing gum, in contemporary con-
texts the sign most frequently refers 
to rubber. Long and Higgins (1923) 
list a different sign under their entries 
for rubber. However, the two terms 
were linked in English at that time; for 
example, gums and rubbers were used 
interchangeably to refer to rain boots 
( Roget’s Thesaurus 1911). At some 
point, then, the meaning of the sign 
gum expanded to include “rubber.” 
Incidentally, the sign also refers to 
the city of Akron, Ohio, where a large 
population of Deaf people once worked 
at the Goodyear and Firestone tire 
 factories.

r uin

ruin is linked with the semantically 
similar signs tease and torture, both 
of which use hooked index fingers to 
metaphorically convey hardness or 
harshness. In these signs, the hooked 
index finger represents an implement 
used to poke or prod someone. Today, 
the three signs are distinguished by 
movement alone.

ASL rubber, gum

ASL ruin
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S

sad

While the signs expressing joy (see 
excited and happy) are animated by 
an upward movement, those expressing 
sadness are produced with a downward 
movement. These movements are based 
on the metaphors “good is up” and “bad 
is down,” which are found in American 
and French cultures. In sad, placing the 
hands near the face and then dropping 
them down conveys the visible drop in 
expression of a sad person’s face. Clark 
(1885) was the first to document this 
sign, which he cited as made with one 
hand.

same

The original French sign même (same) 
was adapted from a gesture used 
by hearing people throughout the 
 Mediterranean basin (for example, 
in Italy, North Africa, and Lebanon). 
This gesture has also been observed 
among hearing populations who 
use sign  language, such as the Plains 
Indians and Cistercian monks (Clark 
1885; Hadley 1893). In the LSF sign, 
the contact between the two index 
fingers  symbolizes social proximity 
or  complicity. The contemporary ASL 
sign has maintained the same form and 
meaning as its French counterpart.

ASL sad

ASL same LSF même
( Lambert 1865 )

Gesture for very good friends; a Lebanese hearing gesture
(Srage 1991)
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same a s

Long (1910) glosses this sign the same; 
today, it is widely used to indicate 
 similarity between two or more things. 
The history of this sign is complex. 
 Stokoe et al. (1965 ) wrote exten-
sively about its relation to the signs 
 continue, still, stay, and late , not 
yet (see entries), which all “express 
the concept of continuity, or duration, 
or lack of change.”  Etymologically, this 
sign was influenced by the old LSF 
rester (stay; Brouland 1855), a sign 
that is very different today in form 
and meaning from same as (for a full 
 discussion, see “Axis of Time,” p. 286). 
The ASL sign is  incredibly  productive 
due to its flexibility in movement 
and, therefore, its ability to express 
a number of meanings. With short 
horizontal movements, the sign equates 
two things; with a circular, horizontal 
 movement, it conveys universal similar-
ity; with a downward, vertical move-
ment, it means a lack of change; and 
with a vertical, circular movement, it 
conveys  redundancy.

sa tis fy

This ASL sign is the same as the old 
LSF sign avoir ( have), which is pro-
duced when the signer “open[s] the 
two hands and bring[s] them towards 
the self in a half-circle” ( Ferrand 
circa 1785). The ASL sign have (see 
entry) also derives from avoir, but 
it has evolved into a different form. 
satisfy, on the other hand, retains 
the same form as avoir, but it has a 
more specific meaning: “have enough” 

ASL same as

ASL satisfy

LSF avoir (two hands)
( Pélissier 1856 )

LSF avoir (one hand )
( Lambert 1865)
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instead of simply “have.” Like have, 
satisfy can be signed with one hand, a 
variant also found in old LSF.

sa ve

This comes from the French sign 
libre (free), whose own origin is the 
iconic representation Lambert (1865) 
characterized as “break[ing ] out of the 
shackles while lifting the arms.” In the 
early twentieth century, this sign took 
on the religious connotation of salva-
tion, which is supported by Higgins’ 
(1923) gloss of the sign as deliver. 
Semantically related signs such as free 
and independent were subsequently 
derived from save via initialization.

scho ol

Clark (1885) first documented this sign 
in the late nineteenth century. It stems 
from the old practice of school  teachers 
clapping their hands to attract their 
deaf students’ attention. Higgins (1923) 
remarked that in the schools for the 
deaf this act would “call the  children to 
class,” later adding that teachers would 
use this attention-getting method 
“instead of ringing a bell” (1942). 
Though the orientation of this sign 
has since shifted from the hands held 
vertically to horizontally, some older 
Deaf people still hold their hands in 
the vertical position when they sign 
school (e.g., Alabama; E. Shaw, field 
observation).

ASL save LSF libre
( Lambert 1865 )

A slave breaks his chains
(from Nos loisirs 1914 )

ASL school

( Illustration by Pat Mallet)
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science

➊ In the early twentieth century, this 
sign was a compound of the ASL signs 
think and deep ( Long 1910; Higgins 
1923), which, incidentally, is also the 
etymon for the semantically related sign 
wise (see entry).

➋ In an entirely different form, the 
extended thumbs were selected as 
iconic representations of the pipettes 
used to pour liquids together during 
science experiments. This form has 
proved prolific in ASL, generating sub-
sequent derivatives through initializa-
tion, such as biology, chemistry, and 
experiment.

sec ond

Today, this sign is used during formal 
meetings following parliamentary 
procedures where motions require a 
second to pass. A different sign is used 
as the ordinal number second. The 
twisting movement of the wrist was 
inherited from LSF and is seen in the 
sign  deuxième (second), which Lam-
bert (1865) describes as the “sign deux 
(two) while imprinting a half-circle 
movement from front to back.” The 
parliamentary second also retains the 
handshape of deux, which is signed 
with the index finger and the thumb 
extended.

ASL science 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL science 2

ASL second

LSF deuxième
( Lambert 1865 )
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se c r et

The thumb placed on the mouth ties 
secret to a family of signs whose 
origin, both figurative and literal, is 
related to the season of Lent (see fast 
and patience 1). Keeping a secret 
implies an effort equal to the abstinence 
undertaken during Lent. Higgins (1923) 
 documents the sign as a compound 
(secret followed by hide), but in con-
temporary ASL, only the first compo-
nent is used, reinforcing its relationship 
to patience 2 (see entry).

secr et ar y

Variations of the sign begin at differ-
ent locations (either near the ear or 
the mouth), but they end with the sign 
write. These forms reflect the old 
practice of taking dictation by writing 
on a notepad. Long (1910) states that 
the sign begins at the ear “as if you take 
an imaginary pen from behind the 
ear.”  Higgins (1923) notes in his entry 
pencil that the hand is “placed to the 
lips as if moistening the pencil and then 
 writing.” Even with the advent of com-
puters, where typing has superseded 
writing by hand, secretary maintains 
its original form without change.

ASL secret

ASL secretary
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seem

seem derives from the old LSF sign 
connaître ( know), which Ferrand 
(circa 1785) described as “present 
 oneself with vivacity to the hand, and 
signal through the eyes and the air of 
the face, oh yes I know you.” Long’s 
(1910) description of seem is very 
similar to connaître, explaining that 
the signer must “bring the open right 
hand up in front . . . turn the hand so as 
to present the palm toward self and fix 
the eyes upon it.” Long also glossed the 
sign as appear and look like. Over 
time, the meaning expanded to include 
“apparently.” A semantically related 
form produced with both hands is 
glossed as compare (see entry).

self

This is a cognate of the French sign 
moi-même (myself ), documented 
by Lambert in 1865. Among hearing 
French people, as in LSF, the raised 
thumb carries the value 1 or first (see 
“un (One): The Hidden Number,” 
p. 239). In LSF, the sign un produced 
a number of derivatives, including 
 premier (first), unique (unique), and 
moi-même. self has two acceptable 
forms, unlike its French counterpart. 
When the intended meaning is “myself,” 
the point of contact of the hand can be 
either the closed fingers or the thumb of 
the thumb handshape. When the mean-
ing is extended to include “yourself,” 
“himself / herself,” or “themselves,” the 
sign is directed outward toward the 
position of the referent.

ASL seem

ASL self

LSF moi-même 
( Lambert 1865 )
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un (One): The Hidden Number

In LSF, un (one) is produced with an extended thumb and deux (two) is produced with 
the extended thumb and index finger. These signs conform to the counting conventions 
used by all French people. According to their culture, counting begins with the extended 
thumb followed by the sequential unfolding of the index (deux), the middle finger (trois 
[three]), the ring finger (quatre [four]), and then the little finger (cinq [five]).

LSF un
( Lambert 1865 )

 A significant quantity of signs in LSF incorporate un: l’an prochain (one year in the 
future), l’an dernier (one year in the past), pendant une heure (for one hour), mieux 
( better—bon + premier [ good + first]), ou (or; a sign from the nineteenth century that 
has disappeared today in France and is used to mean “which,” “or,” and “one or the other” 
in the U.S.), and compétition ( literally, “who will be first?”). In addition, LSF has a 
group of signs that refers to the uniqueness and singularity of the individual: seul (only); 
unique (unique); uni ( plain); a single sign that can be glossed as moi-même,  célibataire, 
privé, artisan (myself, single, private, artisan); égoïste (egotistical ); autonome (inde-
pendent); and chaque, chacun (each, each one). Counting in this manner also influ-
enced the production of the signs tous les jours (every day), plusieurs (several ), and 
 combien ( how much, how many).
 Conversely, in ASL, one is made with an extended index finger and two is made with the 
extended index and middle finger, in accordance with the counting conventions practiced 
in American culture. Laurent Clerc introduced many signs of French origin that incorpo-
rate the LSF un to his American students. These signs continue to be used today just as 
they are in France; however, Americans do not recognize the extended thumb as represent-
ing the number 1. The following list contains ASL signs that integrate the French un:

first: One of two variants consisting of the index finger touching the left thumb which, 
in this case, is the first finger of the French counting system.

any: From the LSF sign chaque, characterized by the repeated movement (un + un + 
un). Both Higgins and Long described this sign in the beginning of the twentieth century, 
but the form has since changed.

myself: Directly from the LSF sign moi-même without modification.

brag: A derivative of myself where the signer indexes oneself repeatedly, just as égoïste 
in LSF is a derivative of moi-même.
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which: From the old LSF sign ou without modification.

or: From the LSF sign de deux choses l’une [une chose ou une autre] (of two things 
[one thing or another]) without modification.

better, best: From the LSF sign mieux, bon en premier, meaning “good in first place.”

most: This sign is interpreted as “one superior to another.”

chief, superior: From the LSF sign premier (first).

tomorrow: Taken from the LSF sign demain without modification, meaning “one day 
into the future.”

yesterday: Taken from the LSF sign hier without modification, meaning “one day in 
the past.”

few, several: Taken from the LSF sign plusieurs (several ).

soon, in a few days: This sign incorporates the French numbers, un, deux, trois . . . , 
extended away from the side of the chin, as in the LSF sign tous les jours (every day) 
and bientôt (soon).

 Inevitably, the rupture of the etymological link behind the extended thumb and its 
original meaning has led to reinterpreted etymologies in the U.S. For example, any is 
often interpreted as being an initialized sign, and soon is widely interpreted to be the 
lexicalized S-O-O-N (see soon 1).
 The French un has also left numerous traces in ASL’s numbering system. The ASL sign 
ten comes from the original LSF sign dix (ten—un followed by zéro [zero]). In today’s 
form, the sign has been reduced to the first sign in the compound along with the move-
ment originally added to link the signs un and zéro. In the cases of 20, 21, 23, and 24 
through 29, the raised thumb and index finger show traces of the French sign deux; and 
in 30 through 39, the raised thumb, index, and middle finger are traces of the LSF sign 
trois (three).
 The numbering system in ASL, then, is a true hybrid resulting from contact between 
two systems belonging to two different cultures.
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selfis h

Historically, selfish was configured 
with a different handshape and at 
least two different movements. Long 
(1910) cites the right claw scraping the 
left palm to indicate greed, which is 
identical in form and meaning to the 
French sign avare ( greedy).  Lambert 
(1865) describes avare as being pro-
duced “with the clawed fingers of the 
right hand, scrape the palm of the 
left hand as one would greedily take 
money toward the self.” Higgins (1923) 
 documents that in the ASL form, 
both claw hands are drawn toward 
the body. Today, the sign has changed 
slightly so that the hands, configured 
as double hooks, contract as they move 
toward the body. The handshape also 
reflects the  symbolism of hardness (see 
 difficult, hard, and problem).

sell

This is a very old sign, first recorded in 
the U.S. in the late nineteenth century 
by Clark, who describes it as “raise 
hands in front of body, as though 
holding up a piece of cloth for exhibi-
tion” (1885). This is the cognate of 
the French sign vendre (sell; Pélissier 
1856). De Gérando (1827) provides 
the clearest and most assured etymol-
ogy of vendre, citing its source as the 
marketing custom of the era where “the 
two hands, lifted to the height of the 
head, shake back and forth like those 
of the merchants who shake handker-
chiefs by their two corners to attract 
customers.” Some regions in France 
retain a ring handshape (Y. Delaporte, 

ASL selfish LSF avare
( Brouland 1855 )

ASL sell

LSF vendre
( Pélissier 1856 )
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field observation)–a configuration 
that, in both LSF and ASL, represents 
the grasping of a thin or pliable object 
(see count and explain). This varia-
tion also exists in some regions in the 
U.S., such as Maryland ( E. Shaw, field 
 observation).

sentence

➊ The variant form sentence 1 
comes from the image of a chain. This 
 etymology is documented by Long 
(1910), who describes it as “lock the 
thumbs and forefingers of both hands 
together like the link of a chain,” and 
by Higgins (1923), who describes it as 
the “thumb and index of both hands, 
joined as if links, separating and joining 
repeatedly, as hands move rightward.” 
This form is similar to the French sign 
phrase (sentence), which is based on 
the same imagery that is also reflected 
in the French expression chaîne parlée 
(speech chain). This form has a shared 
etymology with the semantically related 
sign language (see entry).

➋ The interlocking of the two ring 
handshapes eventually disappeared, 
thereby obscuring the  etymological 
link with the expression chaîne  parlée. 
In addition, an initialized sign emerged 
for language that is  different from 
 sentence 2 by only the handshape 
(see language 2),  allowing for 
 sentence 2 to have its own  distinct 
form and  meaning. This form can 
also mean “phrase” and, when the 
 movement is repeated, “closed 
 captioning.”

ASL sentence 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)

LSF phrase
(YD from Le Puy 1984)

ASL sentence 2

LSF phrase
( IVT 1997)
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sever e, s er io us

severe, serious shares many of the 
same features as disappointed (see 
entry), even employing the same 
facial expression. The main difference 
between the two is that the index finger 
twists in severe, serious. There is 
no other historical documentation of 
this sign to provide additional insight 
into its origin, but its proximity to 
 disappointed suggests that it likely 
derived from the same etymon.

sex, gend er

This sign comes from two signs Abbé 
de l’Épée invented to translate into LSF 
the French gendered definite articles le 
and la (the). The masculine article le 
was represented by hooking the index 
finger on the forehead as if raising a 
hat. The feminine article la was also 
represented by the hooked index finger, 
which was placed near the ear “where 
the hairstyles of the person of the sex 
[ i.e., females] terminate” (de l’Épée 
1784). Further strengthening the link 
between the sign and written French, de 
l’Épée chose to use a hook handshape 
because it symbolized the grammati-
cal function of the articles, which he 
explained was to “join words” as the 
articulations of the fingers “join our 
bones.” Incidentally, during this era the 
French word article (article, item) also 
referred to the bending movement of 
the fingers. In contemporary French 
and English, articulation is used in lieu 
of the older article. The amalgamation 
of these linguistic symbols gave rise to 
the two invented signs that quickly fell 

ASL severe, serious

ASL sex, gender

LSF homme
( Pélissier 1856 )

LSF femme
( Pélissier 1856 )
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out of favor among French Deaf people 
but remained in LSF’s lexicon meaning 
“man” and “woman.” After transmis-
sion to the U.S., the forms persisted. 
The location of the index finger at the 
forehead and the ear subsequently 
lowered to the top and bottom of the 
cheek. The contemporary ASL sign can 
be translated as “gender,” but it is widely 
associated with the English word sex, 
likely due to the resemblance between 
the hook handshape and the manual 
letter X. A reinterpretation of this sign’s 
origin in the U.S. was possible because 
of the dual meaning of the English 
word sex as both “gender” and “the act 
of copulation.”

shame, s hy

Issuing from the French sign honte 
(shame), this sign is described by 
Sicard (1808) as “passing the reverse 
of the two hands over the two cheeks, 
as if showing the redness that divulges 
this emotion.” In the U.S., early records 
show that the sign could be produced 
with either one or two hands “to denote 
the blush or color” (Clark 1885).
This sign shares a common etymon 
with  embarrass and prostitute 
(see entries).

ASL shame, shy

LSF honte
( IVT 1986 )
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sho es

According to Clark (1885), shoes was 
produced by thrusting “the right hand, 
as far as the knuckles, into the partially-
closed left.” Today, this describes the 
act of putting on or taking off shoes. In 
contemporary ASL, the sign for actual 
shoes is made by tapping the two fists 
together. This is likely an initialized 
form of the LSF sign chaussures 
(shoes), which is produced by clapping 
the two palms together, as if tapping 
shoes to remove dirt.

sh ort

Long (1910) cites this form under his 
entry “time (a short period of ),” for 
which he explains the signer must 
“place the right ‘H’ hand, pointing 
outward, across the left ‘B’ hand held 
in front [. . .] with a scraping motion 
move it back and forth along the top 
of the forefinger of the left hand.” The 
left hand represents a measuring device 
over which the right hand indicates 
the short length of the entity in ques-
tion. Today, due to assimilation, both 
hands are configured with the paint-
brush handshape. The metaphorically 
abstracted sign soon 3 (see entry) uses 
the same handshape to express a short 
amount of time.

ASL shoes

( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

LSF chaussures
( IVT 1986 )

ASL short
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sh ow

show comes directly from the French 
sign montrer (show), which was first 
documented by Ferrand (circa 1785). 
Lambert (1865) explains that to pro-
duce montrer the signer must “open 
the left hand and pass it in front of the 
body with the palm facing outwards 
and the right index posed in the center.” 
Ferrand documented the semantically 
related sign example as “trace some-
thing in the left hand and present it.” 
In ASL, example is almost identical 
except for its two short  movements.

sick

Clark (1885) describes an earlier form 
of this sign in which the signer would 
“lean the head forward, place palm of 
left hand on forehead, and palm of right 
at upper part of chest or against the 
heart.” Over time, the flat handshapes 
were replaced by the bent middle 
 fingers, a common evolution in ASL 
(see “Handshape Change,” p. 148). 
The location of the left hand also has 
 lowered to the signer’s stomach instead 
of the heart.

ASL show LSF montrer
( Lambert 1865 )

ASL sick
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sill y

➊ This form derived from the French 
sign idiot (silly). The modified horn 
handshape symbolizes the horns of an 
animal. An identical metaphor moti-
vates the sign stupid (see entry). It is 
equally likely that the configuration 
represents the letter I for the French 
word idiot. At one point in ASL, the 
hand hovered in front of the forehead 
(Clark 1885; Long 1910), but now it is 
located near the nose. This change of 
location may be due to the negative and 
humorous connotations of the nose (see 
also don’t care, funny, and lousy). 
With the wrist rotating away from the 
nose, silly 1 means “silly” or, as Long 
(1910) characterized it, “absurd, trifling, 
and to indicate that something receives 
one’s disapproval.”

➋ A contemporary variant of this 
sign maintains the same handshape 
as silly 1 but changes to a circular 
movement around the nose. This sign 
generally denotes something that is 
outrageous or beyond the pale, and it is 
identical to the contemporary LSF sign 
idiot (silly).

➌ silly 3 is an emphatic variant used 
to indicate extreme outrageousness. In 
this sign the hands move in opposing 
circles in front of the signer’s nose.

ASL silly 1 ASL silly 2

ASL silly 3LSF idiot
( IVT 1986 )

A dispute between two French Deaf hunters: 
idiot ( left) and bête (stupid [right])

(from Le Réveil des sourds-muets 1901)
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simple

This sign is inherited directly from the 
LSF sign sans, rien (without,  nothing), 
from which the sign worthless is also 
derived (see entry). Higgins (1923) 
describes an intermediate form of 
simple in his entry nothing, where 
the right ring handshape moves from 
the signer’s mouth toward the lowered 
left ring hand. In his description of 
that form, Higgins offers “unjust” and 
“unfair” as translations. Even though 
simple shares the same handshape 
as the other two signs mentioned, its 
location and movement are differ-
ent. While today simple can refer to 
something that is easy to do, it is more 
accurately characterized as meaning 
“unfit,” “of a small amount,” or “incon-
sequential.” These meanings reveal the 
sign’s  connection with worthless and 
sans, rien. The differences in composi-
tion between simple and worthless 
 precipitated the distinct semantics of 
each sign.

si n

The origin of this religious sign is its 
secular counterpart hurt (see entry). 
Roth (1941) mentions that the sign 
for ache-pain is an indication of “a 
 throbbing at the injured spot [that 
is] similar to sin, from which it may 
have originated.” While Roth connects 
the signs sin and hurt conceptu-
ally,  historical data suggest that hurt 
emerged before sin. In the early 
twentieth century, two variations of 
sin existed. Long (1910) describes 

ASL simple

LSF sans, rien
( IVT 1997)

ASL sin



single  249

it as a compound of the signs law 
and  broken, while Higgins (1923) 
cites hooked index fingers like the 
 contemporary form.

single

➊ At the beginning of the twentieth 
century, different compound signs were 
used to describe the characteristics of 
an unmarried person. For example, the 
ASL signs male and female followed 
by old one meant “bachelor/old maid” 
( Long 1910). Higgins (1923) described 
bachelor as male followed by alone or 
not married.

➋ This contemporary sign comes 
directly from a variant of patience 
in which the thumb glides down the 
length of both sides of the mouth. The 
meaning behind all of the signs for 
patience originated in the act of fast-
ing or abstinence during Lent. Today 
the meaning is closer to an act of self-
restraint. In many cultures, including 
the U.S., single people were expected to 
practice sexual abstinence, which could 
be viewed by many as a test of patience. 
The sign bachelor is an initialized 
variant of single 2. ASL single 2

ASL single 1 (man + alone)



250  sister

sis ter

➊ This sign was originally a compound 
consisting of girl followed by same 
(see entries). It has the same form and 
meaning as the nineteenth-century 
French sign sœur (sister), which is still 
used today in the regional dialect of 
Saint-Laurent-en-Royans.

➋ Over time, the handshapes in sister 
1 evolved into right angle handshapes—
a melding of the thumb of girl and the 
index finger of same. The final position 
also changed so that the right hand 
comes down on top of the left hand. 
The use of the right angle handshape 
will likely obscure this form’s  etymology 
for future generations, especially as 
sister 1, while still recognizable today, 
becomes increasingly obsolete.

situ atio n

The extended left index finger in this 
sign is an iconic representation of an 
individual. This symbolism is found 
in many other ASL signs, including 
 champion, flatter, pick on, and 
recruit (see entries). The circular 
movement of the right hand is inher-
ited from the LSF circonstance 
(circumstance), which both Ferrand 
(circa 1785) and Lambert (1865) link 
to the Latin word circum,  meaning 
“around.” The configuration of the 
right hand in a fist is likely the  letter S, 
an initialization of the English word 
situation.  Subsequent initialized 
derivations have developed in ASL, 
including  atmosphere, culture, and 
 environment.

ASL sister 2

ASL situation

ASL sister 1 LSF sœur
(YD from St-Laurent 1979)
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skill

➊ Both Long (1910) and Higgins 
(1923, 1942) document the sign 
with the gloss sharp, which Higgins 
describes as “using the whetstone to 
sharpen the lower edge of the left hand” 
(1942). Before the meaning expanded 
to denote all sorts of capabilities, skill 
1 originally referred to manual compe-
tencies—an attribute long associated 
with Deaf people because they were 
historically limited to  working as man-
ual laborers. Long was the first to cite 
the expansion of that literal meaning to 
include the personal characteristic of 
sharpness as an intellectual trait. In his 
entry sharp, shrewd, he describes the 
right flat hand as symbolizing a whet-
stone and making a “motion of whet-
ting” against the left hand. Today, the 
right hand grasps the edge of the left flat 
hand and then pulls away from it into 
an extended thumb handshape.

➋ The modified ring configuration of 
the dominant hand in this variant form 
links directly to Long’s entry “sharp 
(a sharp edge).” Both skill 1 and skill 
2 metaphorically abstract the concrete 
reference to the sharp edge of a knife 
to the “sharp wit” of a  person’s  intellect. 
They are used widely to mean “skillful,” 
“competent,” “ qualified,” and simply 
“good at.” They can also be used to 
describe language fluency (e.g., “He is 
fluent in ASL”). The outer edge of the 
nondominant hand in  technical (see 
entry) also denotes  precision.

ASL skill 1

ASL skill 2

ASL sharp
(YD from Higgins 1923)
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skinny

➊ This variant form descends from the 
French sign mince (slim), which itself 
comes from the gesture used by hearing 
people “to make another feel that one 
regards them as slack and cowardly, as if 
he had less strength in his body than is 
contained within the little finger that is 
shown him” (Costadau 1720). skinny 1 
reflects that same symbolism.

➋ skinny 2 was first described by 
Sicard in 1808 as “imitate a person 
whose cheeks are hollowed: and this 
sign is made by taking in the skin of the 
face as much as possible.” The  thinness 
of the face is shown by moving the 
extended thumb and index finger down 
either side of the mouth. This sign’s 
meaning can also apply to inanimate 
objects such as a thin broth.

skip

While no historical documentation of 
this sign exists, the configuration of 
the left hand follows a family of signs 
associated with touch (see obsess, 
sick, and touched). It is likely 
that a  metaphorical abstraction is at 
work here, invoking a failed attempt 
at  contact. The sign can also mean 
“absent from.”

ASL skinny 1

LSF mince
( IVT 1990)

Gesture for skinny; a  
hearing Algerian gesture

( Marie Virolle-Souibès 1985 )

ASL skinny 2

LSF mince
( Lambert 1865 )

ASL skip
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skunk

This sign clearly symbolizes the 
trademark white stripe on the head 
of a skunk. The handshape is widely 
misattributed to be the letter K for the 
last letter in the English word skunk. 
Costello (1994) describes the sign’s 
form as “bring the right K hand, palm 
facing left, from near the forehead 
back over the top of the head.” The first 
documentation of this sign, however, 
shows a more iconic rendering where 
the index and middle fingers of the 
fork handshape made contact with the 
head. Clark (1885) explains that in this 
older configuration the signer would 
“indicate this [stripe] by drawing tips 
of index and second finger up over face 
and top of head.”

sl ow

This sign has been the subject of much 
debate concerning the iconicity of 
ASL (e.g., Klima and Bellugi 1979, 
p. 30; Taub 2001, p. 228–29), where the 
movement of the hand is considered 
to belie its meaning. The placement 
of the right hand and the direction of 
movement, in fact, also played a role in 
the etymology of this sign. The left arm 
represents an object of measurement, 
as in the signs deteriorate, improve, 
and long (see entries), over which 
the right hand moves to demarcate 
temporal  progression. The direction of 
movement toward the back gesturally 
translates one of the meanings of slow, 
which is “to be late.”

ASL skunk

ASL slow
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smar t

➊ Michaels (1923) documented the 
oldest form of smart as “push the 
index finger of the right hand from 
the bridge of the nose up across the 
forehead.” This description aligns with 
the old LSF sign signifier (signify), 
where the index finger moved from 
the forehead to the nose, indexing 
the symbolic locations of intelligence 
and intuition in French  culture. The 
nose is associated with intuition in 
the LSF sign deviner (guess) and in 
the French expression avoir le nez fin 
( have a fine nose), which means “guess 
what it is.” Indexing the forehead as 
the location of  intelligence is also 
noted by the  Brothers of St. Gabriel 
(1853–1854) in their entry for the LSF 
sign  intelligent ( intelligent), which 
they describe as “the sign of know with 
the index of the right hand; the facial 
features indicate the difference between 
this word and know.”

➋ In smart 2, the inner edge of the 
index finger contacts the forehead then 
moves away in a short, quick motion. 
This is likely an evolved form of smart 
1, where the connection with the nose 
(which carries no association with 
 intuition in ASL) has disappeared.

➌ Also initiating at the forehead, 
smart 3 is produced with the bent 
middle finger handshape and an added 
rotation of the wrist. Long (1910) cites 
this sign in his entry sharp, bright, 
intellectually brilliant, where he 
links the handshape to the sign sharp 
(edge), indicating this sign employs the 
double meaning of sharp as a descriptor 
of physical objects and a descriptor of 
intellectual faculties (see skill).

ASL smart 1
( Michaels 1923)

LSF signifier 
(YD from the description in Lambert 1865)

ASL smart 2

ASL smart 3
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so cks

Though this sign is not recorded in 
the older dictionaries, Roth (1941) 
describes a compound that is likely 
the etymon of socks —“make the 
sign for knit as if your index fingers 
were the knitting needles, and then 
point to the foot.” The movement of 
the first sign, knit, likely assimilated 
with pointing to the foot to create the 
contemporary sign.

so me

This sign is polysemous; it is used to 
mean “some,” “part,” and related syn-
onyms like “component” and “portion.” 
The sign’s form can be accounted for by 
the meaning of the English word part: 
the right hand traces the division of the 
left palm into two parts.

so metimes

➊ This sign is similar in form to the 
semantically related sign once (see 
entry). once derives from the French 
sign recommencer (start again), which 
was documented by Lambert (1865). 
The distinction between sometimes 1 
and once, however, is that sometimes 
1 is repeated several times ( Long 1910). 
This reduplication of once reflects the 
root of the English word sometimes, 
which means “more than one time.”

➋ To convey an extreme inflection of 
sometimes meaning “very rarely” or 

ASL socks

ASL some

ASL sometimes 1 LSF recommencer
( Lambert 1865 )
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“occasionally,” the extended index finger 
brushes the palm of the left hand, then 
moves up while the hand opens and 
the fingers oscillate, and then the entire 
sequence is repeated. Here, we see a 
trace of the etymon recommencer 
inflected with a depiction of the passing 
of time through the movement of the 
right hand. The oscillation of the fingers 
could be a trace of counting to five.

so on

➊ Though commonly believed to be 
an initialized sign, where the  letters S 
then N are projected forward from 
the side of the chin, this regional 
variation of soon (e.g., Maryland and 
Indiana; E. Shaw, field observation) 
is in fact rooted in the old LSF sign 
bientôt (soon), which has the same 
handshape, location, and movement. 
The contemporary ASL form exhibits 
a shift in palm orientation from its 
French etymon, which likely triggered 
(or was triggered by) its  reinterpreted 
 etymology.

➋ soon 2 does not have a clear 
 history, since it is not documented 
in any of the historical texts. Some 
Deaf people in California, Oregon, 
and Washington produce the sign on 
the nose ( E. Shaw, field observation), 
which suggests that it may be related to 
nearby, a  semantically similar sign, in 
that something that is temporally close 
is figuratively near. The use of the ring 
handshape in this particular location 
evokes the notion of precision, which 
also is at work in the sign expert.

ASL sometimes 2

ASL soon 1

ASL soon 2

LSF bientôt
( IVT 1986 )
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➌ soon 3 is simply a variation of the 
sign short (see entry), where tempo-
ral distance and physical distance are 
conceptually linked. In soon 3, the 
movement is repeated, but in short, 
it is not. Long (1910) described soon 
3 as “a short period” of time, which 
accounts for it sometimes being glossed 
as temporary.

sor ry

The contemporary ASL sign sorry is 
from the old nineteenth-century French 
sign désolé (sorry), which also was 
glossed chagrin ( grief ) and peine 
(sorrow). Brouland (1855) describes 
désolé as “press the fist against the 
chest.” The sign is a gestural metaphor 
for squeezing the heart, the feeling 
expressed by “a broken heart.”

so ur

This sign hails directly from the LSF 
aigre (sour), which Ferrand (circa 
1785) describes as “pricks the tongue.” 
In ASL, the sign is accompanied by a 
grimace to depict one’s reaction to tast-
ing something that is not sweet. Long 
(1910) describes that the index finger 
makes contact with the mouth, but the 
location of the contemporary form has 
lowered to the chin where the index 
finger twists.

ASL soon 3

ASL sorry

ASL sour

LSF désolé 
( Brouland 1855 )
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speci al

special is inherited from the old LSF 
sign excepté (except), which Sicard 
(1808) describes as “show all of the 
fingers of the right hand; action of 
separating one of these fingers from 
the others and distinguishing it from 
them.” This older form, from which 
the contemporary sign developed, was 
produced with the open left hand held 
upright while the right ring hand pulled 
the left index finger upward. In the 
contemporary sign, only the left index 
finger is extended, and the right hand is 
configured in the ring handshape. This 
handshape is used to depict picking 
up something small, thin, or fine (see 
choose, count and sell), and also 
connotes the idea of something very 
specific (see also expert and soon 2).

speci al t y

Close in form to the sign straight, 
specialty is rooted in the same 
 metaphor indicating a straight and 
 narrow path one follows without 
 deviation. When the right hand is 
configured in a flat handshape, the 
sign can mean “career,” “field,” and 
“major.” When the hand is configured 
in a P handshape, the sign means 
“profession(al ).”

ASL special

ASL specialty
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spir it

Both of the ASL signs come from LSF, 
and they can be translated as soul or 
ghost.

➊ This older sign is motivated by the 
medieval concept that the soul of a 
dying person exits the body through 
the mouth. Brown (1856) describes 
the form as “hands put at the sides of 
mouth brought down with the breath.” 
This etymology matches that docu-
mented by Jamet (circa 1830) for the 
LSF cognate esprit, which is produced 
when “the right hand is brought to the 
mouth that is partially open, as if to 
take a breath.”

➋ By the early twentieth century, 
the hands had lowered to the chest 
(  Higgins 1923). The movement of the 
hands away from each other represents 
the soul leaving the heart to go to God. 
A variant that ends with the hands in 
the bundled handshape ( Long 1910) 
is identical to one of several signs for 
spirit in contemporary LSF.

spr ing

spring originates from the old LSF sign 
printemps (spring ), which Lambert 
(1865) explains as “flowers spring up.” 
In contemporary ASL, the semantically 
related sign grow exhibits the same 
single upward movement as printemps, 
whereas spring is a reduplicated form 
of grow.

ASL spirit 1, LSF esprit
( Lambert 1865 )

ASL spirit 2

ASL spring LSF printemps
( Lambert 1865 )
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sta r

Higgins (1942) saw in this sign the 
impact of flint and steel struck together 
to produce sparks that resemble stars. 
The actual etymology is much simpler; 
it is the old French sign étoile (star), 
which Ferrand (circa 1785) described 
as “show different points in the firma-
ment.” Sicard (1808) wrote that the 
hands “indicate with the two indexes 
the celestial arch and point, as if we 
were seeing, as we see them during the 
night, the stars that are strewn across 
the sky”; and Lambert (1865) said the 
index fingers “indicate the place of 
the stars in space.” The contemporary 
French sign étoile has an entirely dif-
ferent origin, and the older LSF form is 
now glossed as astrologie (astrology). 
The English word astrology and the 
French astrologie derive from the Latin 
astrum meaning “star.” In ASL, the two 
index fingers moved closer together so 
that they make contact, an evolution 
that has obscured the sign’s simple ety-
mology.

sta r t

The ASL sign start comes from the 
French sign commencer (start), which 
was documented by all of the French 
authors, from Ferrand (circa 1785) 
to Lambert (1865). The right index 
finger glides between the middle and 
index fingers of the left fork hand to 
announce the arrival of something new. 
One variant of the sign in ASL retains 
the fork handshape of the left hand, 
while the more common  variation uti-
lizes an open handshape. The  Brothers 

ASL star ( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

LSF astrologie
( IVT 1997)

ASL start LSF commencer
( Pélissier 1856 )
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of St. Gabriel (1853–1854) first docu-
mented the rotation of the right index 
finger, which ultimately obscured the 
sign’s etymology when the form was 
transmitted to the U.S.

st ay

stay 1 and stay 2 stem from the French 
sign demeurer, rester (remain, stay), 
which was described as “the right thumb 
presses transversally on the left thumb” 
(de Gérando 1827), and “press the 
thumb of the right hand on the left with 
an expression of consistency” ( Lambert 
1865). Lambert provides a description of 
a similar form in his entry fixer (affix, 
set). The symbolism derives from an 
object that can be affixed to something, 
such as a stamp on an envelope. Much 
later in LSF, demeurer, rester became 
symmetrical; the right thumb no longer 
pressed the left, but both thumbs low-
ered in unison. Two evolutions in form 
ultimately distanced the ASL sign from 
its French etymon. First, the little fingers 
extended—an evolution also at work 
in the sign wrong (see entry). Second, 
two alterations in the downward move-
ment of the hands emerged.

➊ In stay 1, the right hand moves 
down after first making contact with 
the left hand.

➋ In stay 2, both hands move down 
but never touch each other. These signs 
belong to a large family that includes 
continue, same as, and still (see 
entries), which are all characterized by 
movement along the axis of time (see 
“Axis of Time,” p. 286).

ASL stay 1

ASL stay 2

LSF demeurer, rester
( Brouland 1855 )
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steal

➊ The fingers of the open right hand 
close while the hand moves under the 
left elbow, as if grabbing something 
clandestinely (Clark 1885; Long 1910; 
Veditz 1913; Michaels 1923). The 
position of the right hand under the 
left elbow denotes concealment of an 
underhanded act, as we see in the signs 
tempt and revenge (see entries).

➋ In the contemporary form, steal 2, 
the right hand is first configured in a 
fork handshape, which then bends into 
a double hook as the hand moves along 
the length of the left forearm. This 
variation was already in use in the early 
twentieth century, being documented 
for the first time by Higgins (1923) who 
describes the handshape “as a hook 
to take something from under the left 
elbow.” The double hook handshape is 
metaphorically associated with hard or 
harsh things in both ASL and LSF and 
with extraction in ASL (see nervy).

steel

An old sign, steel was first recorded 
in the U.S. by Clark in 1885. Later 
documented by Long (1910), Higgins 
(1923), and Michaels (1923), the sign’s 
form was described as representing a 
hammer striking an anvil to forge a 
bar of iron. Michaels explains that to 
produce this sign, one must “strike in 
a gliding manner on the thumb and 
index finger of the left hand with the 
right fist.” This sign has since dropped 
out of the  lexicon of contemporary ASL 
because steel production methods have 

ASL steal 1
(YD from Long 1910)

ASL steal 2

ASL steal 1
 ( Michaels 1923)

ASL steel
(YD from Long 1910)
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changed, but the form is still used as 
one of the name signs for the Pittsburgh 
Steelers NFL football team.

still

still shares the same ancestor as 
 continue, same as, and stay (see 
entries)—the old LSF rester (stay) 
described by Brouland (1855). Long 
(1910) glosses the sign as yet, still 
and describes the form as “place the 
right Y hand at the side and carry it out 
straight forward from the side. This 
also conveys the idea of continuity.” The 
metaphor behind the sign is “the future 
is ahead” (see “Axis of Time,” p. 286). 
Today, still is produced with one or 
both hands, which twist out rather than 
move forward as Long documents.

ston e

➊ An older variant of stone was 
 produced on the chin, a location in 
both ASL and LSF frequently used to 
express hardness (see metal 1).

➋ stone 2 is very similar to hard (see 
entry), differing only in the handshape. 
This contemporary form comes from 
a regional LSF variant pierre (stone), 
identical to the nineteenth-century 
sign dur ( hard; Brothers of St. Gabriel 
1853–1854), which is still used in 
Poitiers, France.

ASL still LSF rester 
( Brouland 1855 )

ASL stone 1

ASL stone 2
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stop

Clark (1885) glosses this sign as halt 
and describes the form exactly as it is 
produced today: “strike the left palm 
with the lower edge of the right hand 
sharply.” In contemporary LSF, this 
form is the sign finir (finish).

strange

A sign with a long history, strange is 
surprisingly rooted in the French sign 
curieux (curious), as a result of the 
polysemy of the English word  curious, 
which can mean “ inquisitive” or “pecu-
liar.” The French sign is motivated by 
both the letter C from the French word 
curieux and by the act of looking for 
something through a magnifying glass. 
Blanchet (1850) describes it as “form 
the manual letter C; bring it in front of 
the eye, like an eye glass; . . . shake it 
circularly several times.” After its 
transmission to the U.S., curieux 
transformed into two ASL signs, each 
with a distinct  meaning—look for 
and strange. Long’s (1910) entry 
curious is identical to its French 
ancestor, which he described as “move 
the ‘C’ hand [. . .], in front of the face, 
describing a circle from right to left.” 
Today, strange has only a single arced 
movement, while the repeated circles 
from curieux remain in look for 
(see entry).

ASL stop

ASL strange

LSF curieux
( Lambert 1865 )
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str ict

The double hooked handshape and 
the location of this sign represent two 
different metaphors. The handshape 
invokes harshness, as in the signs hard 
and problem (see entries) and the 
 location on the nose signifies negative 
concepts (see don’t care and lousy). 
Though not documented by historical 
authors, it is possible that the sign is 
a gestural translation of the semanti-
cally equivalent English expression 
“hard-nosed.” It is equally tempting to 
link this sign with the LSF maniaque 
(finicky, fussy), where the hooked index 
finger strokes the length of the nose.

str uggle

The two index fingers in opposition to 
each other iconically represent the con-
flict inherent in a struggle. The index 
fingers originally represented swords, 
thus linking struggle to a family of 
signs whose meanings  reference some 
sort of discord (see enemy, hurt, 
 opposite, and sin). The  etymon of 
all these signs is the LSF sign ennemi 
(enemy). The circular  movement of 
struggle may  represent the advance 
and retreat of one’s opponent, similar to 
what one  experiences in a conflict.

ASL strict LSF maniaque
( IVT 1997)

ASL struggle

LSF ennemi
( IVT 1986 )
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stubb or n

Drawing from the stereotypical quality 
of a donkey, the animal notorious for 
its obstinate personality, stubborn 
 symbolizes one of the donkey’s ears 
bent forcefully.

stuck

The neck or throat represents a 
 passageway that, in this case, is 
impeded by a forked implement. 
stuck likely comes from the LSF sign 
être coincé, se faire piéger (stuck, 
trapped ), which shares all the same 
f eatures of the ASL sign except for 
handshape. être coincé, se faire 
piéger is most  frequently produced 
with a ring or small crescent  handshape. 
The ring handshape also exists in older 
variations of stuck in ASL ( E. Shaw, 
field observation). The same imagery is 
present in the  semantically related sign 
clogged where the crescent handshape 
grasps the throat, which is even more 
similar to the form of être coincé, 
se faire piéger.

ASL stubborn

( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL stuck ASL clogged

LSF être coincé, se faire piéger
( IVT 1986 )
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stud ent

➊ We see in this sign a compound of 
learn (see entry), where the sum of 
knowledge is symbolically gathered 
into a bundled handshape and placed 
at the forehead, and person (see 
entry), indicated by both open hands 
running down the sides of the torso. 
This form appears to have originated 
in the old LSF sign élève (student), 
which Sicard (1808) also describes as 
having two components: “1. Bring all 
of the closed fingers to a point on the 
forehead  several times to designate a 
student receiving lessons. 2.  Represent 
a student.” Lambert’s (1865) entry 
 apprendre ( learn) is practically 
 identical to the first part of student 1.

➋ Over time, the sign underwent 
 several changes as a result of com-
pounding. The right bundled hand-
shape still rises from the left palm, 
just as it does for learn, but it no 
longer makes contact with the head. 
The  second component, person, has 
reduced to the dropping and opening of 
the right hand. student 2, then, retains 
a trace of the person marker  inherited 
from one of de l’Épée’s invented 
methodical signs. The French Deaf 
community discarded this agentive 
marker long ago. ASL student 2

ASL student 1 (learn + person)
(YD)

LSF apprendre
( Lambert 1865 )
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stup id

stupid is one of a handful of ASL signs 
derived from LSF calques (or loan 
translations) of French words (see also 
revolve, mix). This sign, in particular, 
comes from the LSF sign bête (stupid ), 
whose form iconically represents the 
horns of an animal. bête is founded on 
the polysemy of the French word bête, 
which can be used to literally mean 
“animal” or “beast,” and figuratively to 
mean “stupid.” The etymology of bête 
is also documented by Sicard (1808), 
who describes it as being “made by 
placing the two index fingers on the 
head like the horns of an animal.” In 
America, the standard translation of the 
sign as “stupid,” breaks all connections 
with the association to a horned beast.

suffer

➊ suffer 1 is identical to patience 
2 (see entry), except for a short twist-
ing of the wrist. The base form of the 
thumb placed over the mouth is linked 
to the season of Lent.

➋ suffer 2 has the same form and 
meaning as the French sign souffrir 
(suffer), which was documented in the 
eighteenth century by Ferrand (circa 
1785), who characterized it as “pass 
the closed fists in front of the stomach 
over several turns.” In the nineteenth 
century, Blanchet (1850) described 
it as “turn both fists one around the 
other like boxers,” and Lambert (1865) 
described it as “roll the fists one 
around the other.” Subsequent evolu-
tions, where the movement of the fists 

ASL stupid LSF bête
( Pélissier 1856 )

( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL suffer 1
 A. LSF patience
 B. LSF souffrir

( Lambert 1865 )

ASL suffer 2
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turned away from the body, were a 
consequence of the difficulty in turn-
ing both fists simultaneously “in front 
of the stomach.” After a century in the 
U.S., suffer also expanded in meaning 
to the more generic gloss difficult 
( Long 1910).

summer

summer comes from the old Parisian 
sign été (summer). Although both 
signs are commonly interpreted as rep-
resenting the act of wiping sweat from 
the forehead, the original etymology is 
entirely different. Pélissier (1856) notes 
in his entry août (August) that the sign 
is produced by the hooked index finger 
tracing the forehead to represent a 
crown of laurels. The month of August, 
according to French custom, was the 
time when awards of new books and 
crowns of laurels were presented to 
the best students in school. What was 
once the sign août during Pélissier’s 
time later took on the broader mean-
ing of “summer.” Another LSF sign 
for août used in Paris until the 1970s 
maintained the hooked index finger 
representing the crown of laurels. The 
proximity between the form and the 
gesture of wiping one’s brow allowed 
for the reinterpreted etymology in both 
ASL and LSF.

ASL difficult
 (YD from Long 1910)

ASL summer

Distribution of prizes
(from La Semaine de Suzette 1935)

LSF août
(YD from the ALSF archives)
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summon

The original sign for summon, first 
documented by Long (1910), consisted 
of two parts—tapping the back of the 
left hand and then making a beckoning 
motion. Higgins (1942) has an almost 
identical description: “tapping the hand 
for attention and motion to come.” At 
present, this sign is produced with two 
principal segments: the fingertips of the 
right flat hand tap the back of the left 
and then pull back while contracting 
into a fist with a raised thumb.

su n

➊ Starting in the nineteenth century, 
this variant form was a compound 
consisting of the index finger tracing 
a circle in the air followed by the sign 
bright directed at the signer’s face 
(Clark 1885; Long 1910). The circle is 
no longer evident in the contemporary 
sign; however, the rotation of the wrist 
with the bundled handshape constitutes 
a trace of this part of the sign’s etymon.

➋ This older variation is dropping 
out of use. It more closely resembles 
Long’s (1910) entry for the sign moon, 
which he describes as “hold the right 
‘C’ hand over the side of the right eye 
and looking up at the sky lift the hand, 
still in position of ‘C’ upward toward an 
 imaginary moon.”

ASL summon

ASL sun 1

ASL sun 2
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sund ay

All of the signs for the days of the 
week in ASL, other than sunday, are 
 represented by their first (or first and 
second ) letter. Clark (1885) notes 
that Deaf Americans “denote a day 
of rest, or a holy day” for sunday. 
 Higgins (1923) interpreted the form to 
represent “the large opened doors of 
the church building.” The description 
in Michaels (1923) leaves no doubt 
as to its  etymology: “Hold [up] both 
hands . . . ; close your eyes; move the 
lips as if in prayer.” The contemporary 
sign, similar in form to wonderful as 
well as the old LSF adorer (worship), 
symbolizes the gesture of praise to God 
seen in certain Christian congregations.

super io r

This sign incorporates the LSF sign 
un (one), where the upward move-
ment of the thumb signals superior-
ity or “firstness” ( Lambert 1865; see 
“un (One): The Hidden Number,” 
p. 239). In Saint-Laurent-en-Royans, 
raising the thumb upward is the sign 
chef (chief, leader). Among Trappist 
monks, the thumb also designates the 
Superior—one of the brothers who has 
been elected to direct the monastery. 
In this and other ASL signs, the mean-
ing behind the extended thumb and 
notions of uniqueness or superiority 
has been obscured by the use of the 
extended index finger to indicate the 
number 1.

ASL sunday

ASL superior
LSF un

( Lambert 1865 )

LSF chef 
(YD from St-Laurent 1979)
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suppos e

In an older form of suppose ( E. Shaw, 
field observation), the little finger 
moves up and away from the forehead, 
the metaphoric location for intellectual 
faculties. The meaning of suppose 
corresponds to the idea of “issuing a 
hypothesis”; the movement away from 
the face also contributes to the symbol-
ism that hypotheses portend something 
about the future (see “Axis of Time,” 
p. 286). This doubly motivated sign is 
likely an initialized variant inherited 
from the LSF sign au cas ou (in case 
of ), with the location lowered from 
the forehead to the cheek—a common 
evolution in both ASL and LSF.

swee t

Once produced with the paintbrush 
handshape ( Long 1910; Higgins 
1923), which gave rise to the sign 
cute (see entry), the contemporary 
form of sweet uses the flat or mitten 
 handshape. Michaels (1923) describes 
the sign as “move the fingers of one 
hand downward over your lips two or 
three times; lick your lips a little with 
the tongue.” sweet likely derives from 
the old French sign bien (well ) that 
also uses the paintbrush handshape. 
Ferrand (circa 1785) describes bien as 
“bring the index and the middle fingers 
of the right hand to the mouth while 
making the natural sign of a good thing 
with the lips.” The ASL sign’s  meaning 
has expanded over time to include 
such things as personal characteristics, 
an  animal’s sweet disposition, and the 
medical condition diabetes.

ASL suppose LSF au cas ou
( IVT 1986 )

ASL sweet
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swee thear t

➊ This old variant of the sign (e.g., 
Alabama; E. Shaw, field observation), 
where both little fingers make brushing 
contact as the wrists rotate, comes from 
the French sign petit ami (sweetheart). 
In the Mediterranean basin, rubbing 
the index fingers together is a symbol 
of intimacy and can also mean “friend.” 
In sweetheart 1, the little fingers 
replaced the index fingers, which added 
to the notion of smallness expressed in 
the French phrase petit ami ( literally, 
little friend ).

➋ As this sign evolved, the little fingers 
no longer brushed each other but 
linked together while the thumbs bent 
and straightened. This variant form 
remains in limited use today, especially 
among older Deaf people (e.g., Indiana; 
E. Shaw, field observation).

➌ In the final step of sweetheart’s 
 evolution, the little fingers lost all 
prominence. Now, the two fists, side by 
side, are placed close to the heart while 
the thumbs bend and straighten. Long 
(1910), Higgins (1923), and Michaels 
(1923) all document this sign. Both 
Long and Higgins glossed it make 
love. Michaels suggests that the move-
ment of the thumbs mimics how “sweet-
hearts do their heads when conversing 
or courting,” a reinterpreted  etymology 
that probably precipitated the alteration 
in form from sweetheart 2.  Higgins 
(1923) also notes that “the hands close 
together would indicate imprudent 
courtship.” For this reason, Edward 
Miner Gallaudet may have produced 
the sign with the two fists far apart 
from each other in his signed, filmed 
 monologue about Lorna Doone (1910).

ASL sweetheart 2
(YD)

ASL sweetheart 3
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symbol

Often mistaken as an initialized sign, 
symbol’s etymon is the complex 
religious LSF sign symbole (symbol ) 
documented by Ferrand (circa 1785) 
and Lambert (1865), whose entry 
reads “symbole: faithful apostles: 
résumé of the articles.” The Apostles’ 
Creed consists of twelve articles (or 
statements) of belief representing the 
central doctrine of the Christian faith. 
In LSF, the extended fingers of the left 
hand represent these articles that are 
gathered by the right hand, which then 
closes into a fist and then touches the 
left palm, symbolically uniting the 
articles and inscribing them into the 
Bible. The  circular movement of the 
right hand was not maintained in ASL; 
instead, there is a short repeated move-
ment away from the body, similar to 
show (see entry). This endows the sign 
with its contemporary meaning, that 
of showing or presenting a symbol. 
Its likeness to an initialized version of 
show obscures the sign’s link with its 
religious etymon.

ASL symbol

LSF symbole
( IVT 1986 )
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T

t ake ad vant a ge o f

The etymology of this sign remains 
unknown. One possibility is that 
the middle finger symbolically takes 
something from the left palm, much 
like in the LSF sign gagner (win; see 
win) and the ASL grab a chance 
(see entry). The sign aligns semantically 
with the idea of advantage as a gain. 
It generally has negative connotations 
in ASL and is related to the English 
concepts of being ripped off or being 
taken advantage of. It is not  surprising, 
then, that the sign can also mean 
“molest.” In ASL, the bent middle finger 
also denotes physical or emotional 
 sensations (see excited, pity, and 
tend to).

t alk

➊ The two upright index fingers 
 alternately moving back and forth from 
the mouth represent an exchange of 
discourse between two interlocutors. 
Higgins (1923) interprets the form 
as “the nodding of the heads.” talk 1 
shares the same form and meaning 
as the French sign discuter, causer 
(discuss, speak), and was documented 
by Long (1910) as meaning “conversa-
tion.” Several semantically related signs 
have been derived from talk 1 by 
initialization, including communicate, 
interview, and negotiate.

ASL take advantage of

ASL talk 1 LSF discuter, causer
( IVT 1986 )
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➋ In the second sign, the extended 
fingers of the right hand symbolize the 
flow of words from the mouth. In LSF, 
the same sign means “lecture.” The 
symbolism of the fingers as flowing 
words was already present in Ferrand’s 
entry déclarer (declare), which he 
describes as “agitate the fingers of the 
open right hand in front of the eyes” 
(circa 1785). Likewise, the Brothers of 
St. Gabriel (1853 –1854) gloss this sign 
as bavard (chat), and explain that “the 
fingers oscillate several times to indicate 
loquaciousness.” In ASL, the hand can 
stay fixed at the mouth while the fingers 
oscillate or it can tap the mouth several 
times like the LSF variant conférence 
( lecture).

ta st e

taste is inherited from the LSF sign 
goûter (taste), described by the Broth-
ers of St. Gabriel (1853 –1854) as “bring 
the index of the right hand over the 
extremity of the tongue and take on the 
air of tasting something.” In the early 
twentieth century, the index ( Long 
1910) or bent middle finger ( Higgins 
1923) touched the tip of the tongue, 
as if placing something on it. In later 
years, the sign moved from the tongue 
to the chin, a change that also occurred 
in the signs dry and lie (see entries). 
Also, the bent middle finger became 
metaphorically associated with both 
emotional and tactile senses (see feel 
and touched).

ASL talk 2 LSF conférence
( YD, fieldwork)

ASL taste A cook tasting the soup
( Blanchet 1864)

LSF goûter
( IVT 1986 )
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tea ch

This sign comes directly from the 
French sign enseigner (teach). 
 Blanchet (1850) describes the form as 
“the fingers of the hand open and close 
into a bundle; bringing them toward 
the front: simulates the action of taking 
something from the head and throwing 
it into the head of another in closing 
and opening the fingers.” Lambert 
(1865) uses a more lyrical description, 
explaining that one must “take the fists 
of intelligence from one’s forehead and 
toss them to the forehead of another 
who is in front of you.” In an LSF 
 variant, the hands do not open until 
the end of the movement. These same 
two forms coexisted in ASL in the early 
twentieth century; in one, the hands 
opened ( Long 1910; Roth 1941), and in 
the other, now more common form, the 
hands remain closed ( Higgins 1923).

tea se

Clark (1885) includes the gloss tease 
under his entry accost in which he 
explains that one must “strike the 
horizontal left forearm near wrist, with 
palmar surface of finger of right hand; 
point right index at person, and then 
crook same, drawing hand slightly to 
rear.” In ASL, hooked index fingers 
 convey the notion of harshness or 
aggression (see witch and mean 2) 
but also invoke the image of  poking 
 someone with a stick (see urge). The 
same sign is glossed in LSF as  taquiner 
with the meaning “tease” or “torture,” 
depending on the co- occurring facial 
expression. The meaning of the ASL 

ASL teach

LSF enseigner
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL tease LSF taquiner
( IVT 1986 )



278  technical

sign has not changed, but when the left 
hand repeats the same movement over 
the right hand, it is glossed torture.

technical

The outer edge of the left hand has 
represented a sharp edge since at least 
the early twentieth century ( Long 1910; 
Higgins 1923). The English expression 
cutting-edge technology employs the 
same metaphor. The bent middle finger, 
known to symbolize the sense of touch, 
taps the outer edge of the left fist. In 
the ASL signs skill 1 and skill 2 (see 
entries), literal sharpness  transformed 
into the notion of intellectual  sharpness; 
here, the meaning extended to 
 technological sharpness.

tell

The contemporary ASL sign tell is 
the old French sign dire (tell, say), 
which was produced by “plac[ ing ] 
the index finger on the mouth and 
direct[ ing ] it towards the person to 
whom one says something” ( Lambert 
1865). Pélissier (1856 ) illustrated 
the sign with a repeated movement. 
Documented in the U.S. since the early 
twentieth  century ( Long 1910; Michaels 
1923) the sign remains unchanged to 
this day.

ASL technical

ASL tell LSF dire
( Pélissier 1856 )
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temp t

Documented since the late nineteenth 
century in the U.S. in the Lord’s Prayer 
(A. Clark 1899), tempt is the old 
French sign tenter (tempt) where “the 
end of the index taps the elbow of the 
left arm several times” (de Gérando 
1827). The point of contact under the 
elbow refers to concealment and under-
handedness, as is also the case in the 
signs steal 1 and cheat 4 (see entries). 
Also, the hooked index finger in ASL 
and LSF metaphorically associates the 
sign with negative or harsh things.

ten

ten originates from the old LSF com-
pound dix (ten), which was composed 
of un (one), the extended thumb (see 
“un (One): The Hidden Number,” 
p. 239), and zéro (zero). Today, the 
ASL sign has been reduced to the 
 handshape of un with the twisting of 
the wrist as the only trace of zéro.

tend t o

Long (1910) documents this sign 
under his entry inclined, disposed 
to, which he describes as “touch the 
heart with the bent finger of the right 
‘5’ hand (as in ‘feel’ ), then extend the 
left open hand toward the left and bring 
the right open hand just back of it also 
pointing toward the left; carry both 
hands toward the left, thus indicating 
the inclination of one’s feelings.” The 

ASL tempt LSF tenter
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL ten

ASL tend to
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form, then, is a gestural demonstration 
of projecting one’s feelings outward. 
Today, the sign can be produced with 
either one or two hands, and is  usually 
accompanied by the mouthed pih 
configuration. It is also common to see 
the possessive pronoun following this 
sign, especially when describing the 
tendencies of a certain person or group 
of people. This particular instantiation 
of the possessive pronoun (e.g., the one 
used in the expression deaf way) also 
exists in LSF with the same mouthed 
configuration, suggesting that there 
may have once been a historical link 
(see his, hers, its).

th an

than comes from the French sign 
que (than), which is one of the meth-
odological signs invented by de l’Épée 
(1784) that was strictly relegated for use 
in Signed French. The movement of the 
right hand from high to low conveys 
the inequality between two things that 
are compared. De l’Épée used the two 
bent hands to indicate the difference 
in size between two people: “I explain 
que by placing the left hand lower and 
indicating myself while my right hand 
is higher to show that Pierre [ is bigger 
than me].” In ASL, the change in move-
ment—to the right hand slapping down 
the left  fingertips—ultimately obscures 
the  origin of this invented sign.  Higgins 
(1942) interpreted the movement in 
the ASL sign as resembling “pushing 
something down.” than has come 
to be used in ASL to mean “instead 
of ” or “rather than.” The fact that the 

ASL than
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sign  predates the invention of Signed 
English may explain why it has become 
fully  integrated in ASL discourse.

th ank y ou

➊ This sign hails directly from LSF, 
and is still used today in both lan-
guages. Jamet (circa 1830) describes its 
production as “the right hand touches 
the mouth by the tips of the fingers, and 
is graciously drawn toward the front.” 
Long (1910) cites the same sign and 
notes that signers greet, thank, or bid 
farewell by “throwing a kiss.”

➋ Higgins (1923) describes a com-
pound where the right hand moves 
away from the mouth while the left 
hand moves away from the heart. He 
translates this sign as “good from the 
lips and heart” (1942). In contempo-
rary ASL, signers typically reserve the 
two-handed variant for use in formal 
settings. Since the left hand has raised 
closer to the right hand, the sign’s con-
nection with projecting thanks from the 
heart has ruptured.

thing

➊ The right flat hand moves laterally, 
tracing successive points “as if plac-
ing several things” ( Higgins 1923) in 
front of the signer. We recognize a 
similar motivation in the old LSF sign 
choses (things), in which the signer 
“pass[es] around the hand showing 

ASL thank you 1

ASL thank you 2ASL thank you 2
( YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL thing 1
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things” (  Ferrand circa 1785). Clark 
(1885)  documents the sign as  having 
a “ sinuous motion” from right to 
left, whereas today the hand moves 
in one short jump from left to right. 
Both George Dougherty (Discovery of 
 Chloroform, 1913) and Edward Allen 
Fay (Dom Pedro’s Visit to Gallaudet 
College, 1913) signed the contempo-
rary form in their stories for the NAD 
film series, showing that the sign had 
evolved by the early twentieth century.

➋ At one time in history, a variant 
form existed where the hand was 
configured in a bundled handshape to 
symbolize an ensemble of things (see 
“The Bundled Handshape,” p. 217). 
This variant, documented by both Long 
(1910) and Higgins (1923), has since 
disappeared from mainstream ASL.

(one) tho usand

(one) thousand hails directly from 
the French sign mille (thousand ), 
which is “expressed like the Roman 
number by an M” (de l’Épée 1784). 
Similar to (one) hundred (see entry), 
(one) thousand must be preceded 
by a number or another qualifier, like 
several, unless it is repeated to express 
“thousands and thousands.” The even-
tual extension of the thumb ultimately 
obscured the sign’s link with the initial-
ized M in both ASL and in LSF.

ASL thing 2
( YD from Long 1910)

ASL (one) thousand LSF mille
( IVT 1986 )
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ticke t

Higgins (1923) documents ticket as 
being produced with the left palm up 
rather than upright, and cites “the bent 
index and middle used . . . to punch 
the left hand as if it were a ticket.” This 
is a visual representation of how train 
 conductors validate tickets.

time

➊ In the earliest form, the bent index 
finger taps the back of the left hand 
(Clark 1885; Long 1910;  Higgins 1923). 
Though universally believed to be the 
gesture of pointing to one’s watch, time 
hails from the old French sign heure 
(time). Ferrand (circa 1785) described 
the sign as “show the hammer which 
hits the bell,” and Lambert confirmed 
this eighty years later (1865), noting 
“with the right index tap the time on 
the back of the hand as does a bell.” 
Clark (1885) first documented time in 
the U.S., saying that signers “tap back 
of left hand near knuckles with tip of 
slightly-curved index of right hand.” 
This description of the form is consis-
tent with the era since wristwatches had 
not yet been invented.

➋ Once wristwatches became widely 
available in the U.S. in the 1920s, the 
point of contact for the index finger 
shifted from the back of the hand to the 
wrist, thus subtly obscuring the etymon 
of this seemingly transparent sign.

ASL ticket

ASL time 1, LSF heure
( Pélissier 1856 )

Old clock with a  hammer
( Jean-Javal 1925)

ASL time 2
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time p er io d

First documented in the U.S. by Long 
(1910) and Michaels (1923), this sign 
is etymologically linked to the LSF sign 
date (date), which is produced with 
the key handshape today. The symbol-
ism behind the LSF etymon is revealed 
in the Belgian variant, where the key 
or ring handshape of the right hand 
touches the left palm, as if marking a 
date on a calendar or notepad. In ASL, 
due to the influence of the English 
word time, the sign was later initialized 
with the T handshape. Consequently, 
the left hand is generally interpreted as 
representing the face of a clock (e.g., 
Stokoe et al. 1965, p. 219), rather than 
a piece of paper. This may be a reason 
for the change in the sign’s orientation 
over time.

tod ay, now

today, now originated from the French 
compound sign aujourd’hui (today), 
which once consisted of jour (day; 
see day) followed by  maintenant 
(now; Lambert 1865). Over time, the 
sign reduced, probably for ease of 
 production, so that only the second 
component, maintenant, is still used. 
In formal registers, however, some 
signers still return to the original 
compound. The semantic distinc-
tion between today and now is made 
through movement; reduplicated move-
ment means “today,” and a single drop 
of the hands means “now.” In LSF, the 
homonymy between maintenant and 
aujourd’hui has been established for 
some time. The change from the flat 

ASL time period LSF date ( Belgium)
(CFLSB 1989)

ASL today, now LSF maintenant
( Lambert 1865)
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hands in the  etymon to the modified 
horn handshape in ASL (which is the 
letter Y ) perhaps was motivated by the 
last letter in the English word today.

to mato

tomato was once a compound com-
prised of the sign red followed by 
the sign slice. The second part of the 
compound was produced with either 
the thumb ( Long 1910) or the flat 
hand (Sternberg 1994). Over time, 
the extended index finger from the 
sign red compounded with the left 
handshape. Frishberg (1976 ) cites 
tomato as a classic example of the 
compounding process in ASL, where 
select elements of two distinct signs—in 
this case, the handshapes of red and 
slice—merge into one.

t omorro w

Identical to the French sign demain 
(tomorrow), tomorrow means “one 
day in the future” where the extended 
thumb represents the LSF number un 
(one; see “un (One): The Hidden Num-
ber,” p. 239) projected forward along the 
axis of time (see “Axis of Time,” p. 286 ). 
This sign was first documented by 
Clark (1885), who notes that the right 
hand moves “to front from right shoul-
der.” This movement is consistent with 
the French etymon, which also never 
touched the cheek. In contemporary 
ASL, the sign’s initial location has raised 
from the shoulder to the cheek.

ASL tomato

ASL tomorrow LSF demain
( Pélissier 1856 )
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Axis of Time

Linguists typically describe signs according to their main components (or parameters): 
handshape, orientation, location, movement, and nonmanual markers (namely, facial 
expressions). Handshape tends to receive the most attention in discussions of the meta-
phorical or symbolic meanings that link signs to sign families (e.g., Frishberg 1976 ). How-
ever, movement and location are the central features linking a family of signs that depict 
the passing of time.
 In the earliest documentations of LSF, de l’Épée (1784) noted that the signer’s body 
represented the present, while the past and future were denoted by displacing the hand 
behind or in front of the body, respectively (78). Thus, an invisible, contiguous timeline 
was conceived of as running horizontally along the side of the signer.
 Four French signs have influenced a set of vocabulary in ASL relating to the passing 
of time along this axis: rester (stay), durée ( last), continuer (continue), and jusque 
(until ). In rester, “the image is one of an object that is fixed on another” ( Lambert 1865, 
244) and the right thumb presses down on the left to hold it in place. The hands drop 
straight down, indicating no movement along the axis of time. durée, first described by 
de Gérando (1827), is identical to rester in all parameters save for movement: “press the 
right thumb in a cross over the left and advance them as far as the arms can reach” (585). 
The forward movement, then, expressed the concept of something that endures or stays 
over time. jusque was described by several authors as one or both hands configured in 
the letter J moving forward along the axis of time. A derivation of this sign, also through 
initialization with the letter P, is pendant (while).
 The movement (or lack of movement) distinguishes each sign in this ensemble; it is also 
the primary feature that has remained consistent throughout history. Handshape, on the 
other hand, does not provide as uniform a trace to link these signs together. The range of 
configurations has, in fact, helped to obscure the etymologies of each sign. Consider first 
the sign stay, once described by Higgins (1942) as “one thumb holds the other down so 
it stays.” Both Long (1910) and Higgins (1923) describe the hands as configured in the 
letter A, identical to its French etymon. The contemporary form, however, contains both 
an extended thumb and extended little finger. In contrast, Higgins (1942) described the 
sign continue as “right thumb holding down left thumb nail for ‘Stay’ and both hands 
move forward. . . . The forward movement brings in the idea of continuity” (20). Here, 
the original handshape that we see in LSF and early ASL is maintained. The movement of 
these signs remained consistent over time, but the shift in handshape in stay contributed 
to its distinction from continue. The evolution of the handshape in this family of signs is 
proved incomplete in Edward Miner Gallaudet’s story about Lorna Doone (1910), where 
he signs continue with the little fingers extended, thus combining elements of the sign 
stay with continue.
 Stokoe et al. (1965) were the first to semantically link the signs still, continue, and 
stay with the sign same as, lending some understanding as to how the group of signs is 
linked etymologically. All of these “express the concept of continuity, or duration, or lack 
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of change” (11). same as incorporates the modified horn handshape thrust downward 
much like stay. Signers can inflect this sign with movements to convey concepts such as 
“monotonous,” which is same as with a vertical, circular movement; “all the same,” same 
as tracing a wide horizontal circle in front of the signer; “nothing has changed,” same as 
produced with short, downward taps in front of the signer (this is similar to the LSF sign 
toujours pareil [always the same]). Today, same as is used as a comparative—moving 
the sign back and forth between two entities indicates similarity.
 In the last sign under this family, still, we see both hands configured in the handshape 
of stay and same as moving in parallel away from the signer’s body to indicate the pass-
ing of time (much like the sign during and the LSF pendant [during ]). The notion of 
continuity is imbued in both the handshape and the movement along the axis of time. 
 The ubiquity of these signs in ASL likely contributed to the variety of forms and the 
evolution of meanings that we see after transmission to the U.S. by Clerc. By analyzing 
them as a lexical family, we are able to see more clearly the linguistic resources, such as 
movement and location in addition to handshape, that allow signers the ability to express 
highly specific concepts in subtle ways. Both ASL and LSF contain an array of signs that 
employ the location and movement along this invisible line to convey some aspect of the 
passage of time.
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t ouched

The ASL sign touched is similar in 
form and meaning to the French sign 
touché (touched ) drawn by Lambert 
(1865) with the caption “touched 
heart” and the accompanying transla-
tions “be touched,” “have pity,” and 
“moved.” Traditionally, the heart is the 
site of emotions. In this sign, the heart 
is touched by the bent middle finger, 
which is the handshape in ASL and LSF 
that indicates physical and emotional 
sensations (see concern and pity and 
“Handshape Change,” p. 148).

t ough

The sign tough combines two 
 metaphorical associations with hard-
ness: the fist handshape (see metal 
1) and the sternum. The downward 
 thrusting movement denotes a tearing 
of or attack on the heart, as Blanchet 
(1850) described in his entry atrocité 
( atrocity). There are no historical 
documents linking the ASL sign with 
the LSF sign abÎmé, assassin (ruined, 
murderer); however, the proximity in 
form and meaning indicates a likely 
 connection. Today, the meaning of 
the LSF sign has expanded to include 
“criminal,” “ murderer,” and “ruined,” 
while the ASL sign has retained the 
original meaning “tough,” in addition 
to “gang.”

ASL touched LSF touché
( Lambert 1865)

ASL tough, LSF abÎmé, assassin
( IVT 1986 )
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train

This sign originates from the old 
French sign train (train), which is 
still used in Saint-Laurent-en-Royans. 
The left hand represents the tracks 
while the right hand represents the 
passage of a train. Clark (1885) was 
the first  American author to record 
this sign under his entry railway car, 
 stating that it “indicate[s] the iron rails 
and movement over same.” That sign 
was originally produced with forked 
 handshapes instead of the paintbrush 
configuration we see today, and the 
right hand was held parallel to the 
left to depict the movement of the 
train over the tracks. Higgins (1923, 
1942) notes that at one point the right 
hand was configured with two hooks 
“show[ ing ] the wheels moving along 
the rails” (1942). The short, repeated 
movement in contemporary ASL 
evolved from the single long movement, 
and, as a result, it no longer reveals 
much of the original iconicity.

tra sh, gar ba ge

A sign of uncertain origin, trash, 
 garbage is possibly a homonym of 
the sign lettuce, cabbage (see entry) 
where the resemblance between the 
mouthing of the English words “cab-
bage” and “garbage” led to the link 
between the semantically distinct signs. 
Coincidentally, the same correlation 
between cabbage and garbage occurred 
in English in the seventeenth century, 
when cabbage had two alternate spell-
ings: garbage and carbage ( Hoad 1996 ).

ASL train

LSF train
( YD from St-Laurent 1979)

ASL trash, garbage
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tr ip

➊ The source of trip 1 is uncovered 
in the LSF sign aller ( go), which is 
produced by “roll[ ing ] the index fingers 
around each other” (Sicard 1808). This 
same form was first recorded in the U.S. 
in Veditz’s film Preservation of the Sign 
Language (1913), and it has remained 
unchanged since. The location of trip 
1 tends to be a bit higher than neutral 
signing space, in contrast to the more 
banal sign go 1 (see entry), suggesting 
visits to faraway places.

➋ A second variant has since emerged 
in ASL where the bent middle fingers 
articulate the same circular movement. 
Both trip 1 and trip 2 can also mean 
“tornado.”

tr ivi al, unimp or t ant

Undocumented by older authors, the 
ASL sign likely derived from the French 
sign il n’y a pas (there’s nothing). 
Instead of the circular movement in 
the LSF sign, trivial, unimportant 
exhibits a straight back and forth move-
ment of the hands toward the center 
of the signing space. The meaning has 
become quite specific in ASL and is 
used only to characterize something as 
inconsequential, whereas the LSF sign 
is taken literally to mean “nothing.”

ASL trip 1

ASL trip 2

LSF aller
( Lambert 1865)

ASL trivial,  
unimportant

LSF il n’y a pas
 ( IVT 1986 )
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tr ouble

➊ trouble 1 comes directly from 
the French sign troublé (troubled ). 
Sicard (1808) explains “this sign is 
produced with both hands that serve to 
imitate the confusion, the darkness that 
 obfuscates the eyes, and that halfway 
covers the view of objects in the envi-
ronment.” First documented in the U.S. 
by Clark (1885), the sign is produced in 
this earlier form by Robert McGregor in 
the film A Lay Sermon—The Universal 
Brotherhood of Man and Fatherhood 
of God (1913). The ASL sign worry 
is derived by initialization with the 
W handshape.

➋ A derivative of trouble 1, 
trouble 2 begins with the hands on 
either side of the head and the right 
hand above the left. Then both wrists 
bend down in a single movement. 
 Higgins (1942) characterizes it as 
“so many things are happening to me 
that I am almost swamped.”

tr ue

true is inherited from the LSF sign 
véritable (true), which Ferrand (circa 
1785) described as “move the index 
directly outwards from the mouth.” The 
direct path of movement represents 
evenness, while moving the sign away 
from the mouth symbolizes sincerity. 
The sign has long been a substitute 
for the copula verb to be (Clark 1899; 
 Higgins 1923), linking the notion of 
existence with that of truth—a connec-
tion that was also inherited from the 
LSF être ( be): “sign life, sign true” 

ASL trouble 1

ASL trouble 2

LSF troublé
( IVT 1986 )

ASL true
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( Blanchet 1850). Today, the ASL sign 
true has expanded in meaning to 
include “real,” “really,” and “sure.”

t ry

➊ In the earliest records of try 
( Long 1910; Veditz 1913) we see the 
old French sign courage ( bravery, 
fortitude) which signers produced by 
“bending the arms and closing their 
fists” to demonstrate the “sign of force” 
(Sicard 1808). The symbolism behind 
the closed fists projected away from 
the body is consistent with the French 
meaning “courage” and the American 
meaning “try.” In both cases, the sign 
represents “an effort made” ( Higgins 
1942). The movement away from the 
body reinforces this symbolism, as if 
the signer were encountering and then 
overcoming an obstacle.

➋ In try 2, the sign’s arced movement 
doubly reinforces the idea of making 
an intense effort at overcoming an 
obstacle. The initialization of the sign 
with the T handshape also appeared in 
Higgins (1923), and this has obscured 
the sign’s original etymology. Likewise, 
the noninitialized variation of try, now 
produced with the extended thumb 
handshape, further ruptures the link 
with the original symbolic meaning 
associated with the fists.

ASL try 1
( YD from Long 1910)

LSF courage
( Lambert 1865)

ASL try 2
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tur n

turn is not documented in historical 
texts; however, a similar sign exists 
in contemporary LSF as tour (turn), 
where the small crescent handshape 
rotates out toward the individual who 
is granted a turn. It is possible that the 
crescent handshape in the LSF sign is 
a modified form of the LSF number 
deux (two). If these forms are indeed 
related, the extended thumb and index 
finger in the ASL sign are also traces of 
deux, while the movement symbolizes 
taking turns, as in “first me, then you.”

t went y, t went y-o ne

Inherited from LSF, the signs 
twenty and twenty-one both 
maintain traces of the French number 
deux (two), where the index finger and 
thumb are raised. The bending of the 
thumb (rather than the index finger) 
in twenty-one exhibits an integration 
of the French and American  counting 
 systems, where the raised index 
 finger (not the thumb) is the number 
sign one.

ASL turn LSF tour
( IVT 1986 )

ASL twenty

ASL twenty-one
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U

ugl y

➊ ugly 1 is used when a signer is 
emphatic, and it most closely resembles 
the etymon documented by the older 
authors (Clark 1885; Long 1910; 
 Higgins 1923). Long characterized 
ugly as “the hands going up and 
down  alternately as if distorting the 
face.” In contemporary ASL, this sign 
is glossed as facial  expression and 
is  embellished with an unattractive 
expression. Long (1910) documented 
the first step in the evolution of this 
sign in a second variant, which he 
described as “bring [the forefingers] up 
in front of the face so that the fingers 
are . . . barely crossed . . . draw the 
hands apart toward the sides.”

➋ Over time, signers dropped the 
nondominant hand and the right index 
finger maintained the movement of 
ugly 1. The iconicity of an ugly facial 
expression inherent in ugly 1 has since 
dissipated in the contemporary form, 
having been replaced by two meta-
phorical abstractions associated with 
negative aspects in ASL—the hooked 
index finger and the nose.

ASL ugly 1

ASL ugly 2
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und ers t and

This sign derives from the old French 
sign comprendre (understand ), 
described as “press the index on the 
forehead then draw it out suddenly” 
( Lambert 1865). To Lambert, this form 
symbolized the sprouting of the spirit 
from the head. In early descriptions of 
understand (Clark 1885; Long 1910; 
Higgins 1923), the curved index finger 
pointed to the forehead then moved 
out as it straightened. Today, the sign’s 
 initial handshape is a fist from which 
the index finger subsequently flicks up. 
The hand does not contact the head 
except in emphatic instances.

uns killed

The etymology of this sign comes from 
Long (1910), who cites it in his entry 
dull, stupid. He explains that the 
signer must “place the right C hand so 
the thumb is directly under knuckle 
of the forefinger of the left [mitten 
handshape] and the C measures the 
imaginary thickness of the skull; move 
the hand along to the end of the forefin-
ger.” This earlier form of the sign, then, 
depicted someone with a thick skull, 
which in Western culture represents a 
lack of aptitude or intelligence. Later, 
the left hand closed around the right 
thumb, and the horizontal movement 
of the right hand along the length of the 
forefinger was replaced by a rotation of 
the wrist, likely to ease production. In 
addition, the right hand opened, further 
obscuring the metaphor of a thick skull. 

ASL understand LSF comprendre
( Lambert 1865)

ASL unskilled
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until, t o

This sign hails from an invented 
French sign for the preposition to. 
Sicard (1808) first cites it under the 
entry jusque (until ), describing it 
as “1) Determine a point on the left. 
2) Trace a horizontal line from the 
right ending at that point.” This sign 
 continues to be used today in ASL 
with a slight reduction in  movement. 
 However, in formal registers or 
emphatic contexts, a much larger 
 signing space can be utilized, as was 
the case in the  etymon.

ur ge

urge comes from the French sign 
forcer (stimulate), similar in meaning 
to the French word aiguillonner (spur 
on), which figuratively means “incite.” 
The key handshapes depict hands 
 holding a stick to prod cattle.

ASL until, to

ASL urge

Farmer prodding oxen
(from La Semaine de Suzette 1919)

LSF forcer
( IVT 1997)
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us e, wear

use, wear derives from the old French 
sign habitude ( habit), where the index 
finger spiraled upward to  symbolize 
repetition ( Lambert 1865). The 
 borrowing of the French sign habitude 
to mean “use” is due to the semantic 
proximity of the French words  habitude 
( habit), usage (use), utile (useful ), 
and utiliser (use). In Lambert’s (1865) 
entry utile, he refers the reader to the 
entry usage, where he then refers the 
reader to the entry habitude.  Similarly, 
 Blanchet (1850) refers the reader to 
usage in his entry for habitude. 
 Additionally, the old LSF sign became 
initialized with the letter H, which 
is close in form to the letter U. Once 
transmitted to ASL, the sign assumed 
a circular movement in lieu of a spiral 
and lowered in the signing space. In 
older ASL variants, the sign is produced 
near the stomach (e.g., in Veditz’s film 
Preservation of the Sign Language, 
1913). The addition of the left flat hand 
as a base on which the signing hand 
is centered, has further obscured the 
sign’s etymological relationship with 
 habitude. The alternate meaning 
of “wear” likely stems from the false 
 association of the English word habit 
with the French word habit (clothes).

ASL use, wear

LSF habitude 
( Lambert 1865)
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V

va ca tio n

Several signs, both old and contempo-
rary, have slightly different forms, but 
they share the common meaning “off 
from work.” Higgins (1923) glossed the 
sign as idle, no work or holiday and 
described it as the thumbs resting on 
the chest “under imaginary suspend-
ers” with the “other fingers hanging 
down loosely.” Long (1910) described 
a similar sign glossed as idle, but with 
the fingers wiggling. Higgins (1923) 
had another sign glossed as holiday in 
which the thumbs alternately  contacted 
the chest. All of these variations are 
essentially gestural translations of a 
social stereotype describing the  posture 
of a person who is unemployed, stand-
ing with their thumbs under their 
overalls. The immobile fingers reinforce 
the symbolism behind the sign—idle or 
nonworking hands.

vain

Long (1910) was the first American 
author to document this sign. The two 
forked hands represent either the regard 
of others that vain people desire or 
looking at oneself in the mirror. Higgins 
(1923) wrote that “the finger tips are 
one’s eyes gazing at one’s features.” The 
same sign exists in LSF, where it can 
be translated by the French expression 
m’as-tu-vu? (did you look at me?).

ASL vacation

ASL vain
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vehicle (p ar ked)

This sign depicts vehicles that move 
on the ground (cars, buses, and trains) 
and through water ( boats). The latter 
type of vehicle is responsible for the 
trident hand configuration. At one 
time, the three fingers raised vertically 
represented the three masts of a ship. 
This etymology is explicit in Long 
(1910), Higgins (1923), and Michaels 
(1923). Higgins describes the etymon 
as “upright fingers and thumb are the 
masts of the ship as it rides the waves.” 
From the founding of ASD in 1817 
until the early twentieth century, ships 
and trains were the most widely used 
vehicles for transportation. Once auto-
mobiles became more popular, Ameri-
can Deaf people applied the form of 
the sign ship to the newfound mode of 
transportation. Today, the unusual, and 
presumably arbitrary, handshape that 
depicts a variety of vehicles is, in fact, 
rooted in a definitively iconic form. 
One sign, ship, retains the hand con-
figuration and iconicity of the etymon.

ASL vehicle (parked)

ASL ship

ASL ship
(Michaels 1923)
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vir gin

➊ This sign, initialized with the 
V handshape, originally represented 
the Virgin Mary’s halo ( Long 1910; 
Higgins 1923).

➋ Due to the pressure of gestural 
economy, the movement of the 
 contemporary sign has been reduced to 
the V gliding down the cheek. As the 
sign’s production simplified over time, 
its meaning broadened from  referring 
exclusively to the Virgin Mary to 
 referring to any virgin, male or female.

vol unteer, ap pl y fo r

The sign as it exists today was first 
 mentioned in Long (1910) as “catch 
the lapel of the coat (or imaginary 
lapel ) with thumb and forefinger . . . 
and lift up as if selecting and offering 
oneself for service.” Although the 
 contemporary ASL form still means 
“volunteer,” its use has expanded to 
include applying for a job as well as the 
actual  application itself.

ASL virgin 1
(YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL virgin 2

Mary and her halo
(Alain 1924)

ASL volunteer, apply for
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W

wait

The fingers of both open hands wiggle 
in the sign wait, which is documented 
by Long (1910), Higgins (1923), and 
Michaels (1923). It comes from the old 
French sign attendre (wait), in which 
the fingers repeatedly bend “as if pulling 
something towards the self ” ( Blanchet 
1850). The signs wait and hope (see 
entry) are closely linked in form and 
meaning, and they are founded on the 
same metaphor—one pulls toward the 
self that which one waits for or hopes 
to receive. wait has evolved in ASL 
such that the fingers alternately wiggle 
instead of bend.

walk

➊ Higgins (1923) clearly depicts the 
sign still in use today as “prone hands 
pointing outward, moved up and down 
alternately as if walking with them.” The 
sign, therefore, is an iconic representa-
tion of feet walking.

➋ In another variant, the trident hand-
shape is used. This form comes from 
the LSF sign paysan ( peasant), which 
depicts the stereotypically awkward gait 
of a country peasant. The existence of 
walk 2 in ASL reinforces the etymology 
of the sign awkward (see entry), which 
derives from the same LSF etymon.

ASL wait LSF attendre 
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL walk 1 ASL walk 2
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want

The sign want is based on the  gestural 
metaphor of drawing toward the self 
that which is desired. This sign is 
similar in form and meaning to the old 
French sign vouloir (want), produced 
as follows: “clench the fingers of the two 
hands . . . draw them together towards 
yourself ” ( Blanchet 1850). Both Long 
(1910) and Higgins (1923) document 
the ASL sign with a similar description. 
The only change in the contemporary 
form is that the inward movement has 
shifted to a downward movement. This 
evolution also occurred in LSF. The 
original form of want continues to be 
used in ASL.

wa r

The contemporary ASL sign war 
derives from the old French sign 
guerre (war), which has been 
 maintained without modification in 
Saint-Laurent-en-Royans, France. 
 Ferrand’s (circa 1785) characterization 
of the form furnishes its etymology: 
“armies lined up for battle on two 
sides,” where the movement of the 
hands symbolizes the attack and retreat 
of troops in battle.

ASL want LSF vouloir
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL war LSF guerre
(YD from St-Laurent 1979)



warn  303

warm

➊ The etymon of this variant is the old 
French sign chaud ( hot), described 
by Blanchet (1850) as “the open hand, 
palm placed in front of the mouth, 
simulates the action of warming the 
hand with one’s breath.” Clark’s (1885) 
description of the first part of hot 
consists of the “nearly-closed right 
hand”—the bundled handshape found 
in warm 1. The opening of the hand in 
the second part of warm 1 represents 
the movement of the breath, a common 
gesture from the nineteenth century.

➋ In the first part of this regional 
variation (Alabama; E. Shaw, field 
observation), we see traces of the first 
part of the LSF sign chaud. There is no 
documented evidence accounting for 
the closed hand at the end of the sign, 
though it is possible that the movement 
depicts grasping the warmth of the 
breath in the hand.

wa r n

This sign originated in the old French 
sign avertir (warn), which depicted 
the act of “push[ ing ] the arm of some-
one with the intent to say ‘pay attention, 
be careful’ ” ( Ferrand circa 1785). Hig-
gins (1923) documented the sign in his 
entry advise. As a result of the widely 
documented evolutionary tendency 
to reduce complexity, the long, single 
movement of the original sign trans-
formed into a short and repeated one in 
both LSF and ASL.

ASL warm 1 LSF chaud
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL warm 2

ASL warn LSF avertir
( Pélissier 1856 )
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week

In the ASL sign week, the left hand is 
widely believed to represent the four 
weeks in a calendar month, while the 
extended index finger of the right hand 
depicts the passing of one of those 
weeks. The origin of this sign, however, 
does not correspond to the image of a 
calendar. In LSF, semaine (week) was 
simply the French number sept (seven) 
shaken in space ( Pélissier 1856 ). Con-
forming to the French gestural system 
for numbering, sept was produced by 
presenting the five fingers of one hand 
and the extended thumb and index 
finger of the other hand (the French 
deux [ two]). A regional sign used in 
Saint-Laurent-en-Royans is an inter-
mediary form between the earlier LSF 
and the ASL signs—the left hand, repre-
senting the number 5, rested under the 
right hand, representing the number 2, 
and together they symbolized the seven 
days in a week. The original shaking 
movement noted by Pélissier reduced 
to a slight back-and-forth movement. 
Roth (1941) confirms this etymology 
in his entry week, in which he states 
that signers “hold the left hand with the 
fingers spread before you. (This is to 
represent the five days.) Lay the thumb 
and index finger of the right hand in the 
left palm. (This is two more, to make 
the seven days of the week.) Push the 
hands out, letting the right hand slip off 
the left palm a little farther out.” The 
fact that the French number deux was 
not used in ASL (see “un (One): The 
Hidden Number,” p. 239) easily allowed 
for the thumb to contract, resulting in 
the extended index finger of the right 
hand. This simple evolution in form 
ultimately triggered (or was triggered 
by) the reinterpreted etymology.

ASL week

LSF semaine
( Pélissier 1856 )

LSF semaine
( YD from St-Laurent 1979)
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w hat

➊ Long (1910) and Michaels (1923) 
note that what 1 was a compound 
composed of striking “the index finger 
of the left hand with the right index 
finger” (the sign to) and then moving 
“the right hand with the palm turned 
up out in front of you” (Michaels). The 
second part of the compound is the 
“natural sign” ( Ferrand circa 1785) the 
older French authors described that 
one uses “each time one questions” 
(  Brouland 1855). This gesture is also 
used by Trappist monks (Y. Delaporte, 
field observation). At the beginning 
of the twentieth century, the second 
part of the compound was used for the 
meanings “where,” “what,” and “which.” 
For example, Long cites this form under 
his entry where, and Higgins (1923) 
notes “which” as a translation under his 
entry what. Eventually, the first part of 
the compound disappeared in ASL.

➋ Over time, distinct ASL signs devel-
oped to convey each interrogative (e.g., 
where, which, etc.). what 2 is likely the 
result of assimilation of the original 
components of what 1, such that the 
right index finger of the first part now 
traces over the fingers of the open left 
hand. what 1 and what 2 co-existed in 
the early twentieth century ( Long 1910; 
Higgins 1923); however, what 1 was 
already falling out of use. Long notes 
that what 2 “is preferable” to the com-
pound. Today, the fingers of the left 
hand are no longer spread and there is 
no obvious indication that the form was 
once a compound.

ASL what 2

ASL what 1 (second part of compound )  
LSF qu’est ce que c’est?

( Pélissier 1856 )
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wh ate ver

Higgins (1923) documents this sign 
under his entry indifferent, which 
he describes as “left hand supine 
fingers bent upward, palm of fingers 
leftward, right hand fingers downward, 
brush back and forth against the left 
fingers, left fingers yielding to the 
brushing.” Watson (1964) shows this 
same sign with the right hand slightly 
elevated over the left as meaning “it 
makes no difference” or “never mind.” 
whatever derives from the gesture 
attributed to Pontius Pilate consisting 
of  rubbing the hands to wash away 
guilt or  responsibility. It conveys the 
meaning “I wash my hands of this” in 
both  English and French. Proof of this 
etymology can be seen in the contem-
porary LSF sign bonheur ( happiness), 
which is very similar to whatever, 
and comes from a gesture homonym 
 consisting of rubbing the hands as a sign 
of  satisfaction. In both ASL and LSF the 
action of rotating the hands over each 
other changed into brushing against 
each other.

when

Colloquially interpreted as outlining 
the face of a clock ( Higgins 1942), 
when is described in one of the 
 earliest accounts of ASL as “intended 
to  represent an interrogation-mark” 
(Clark 1885). Higgins (1923) illustrates 
Clark’s form, showing the right hand 
held  horizontally and moving in a 
circle toward the left upright index 
finger. The imagery of a clock and a 
question mark are equally suited to 

ASL whatever

LSF bonheur
( IVT 1986 )

Etymon of whatever
( Illustration by Pat Mallet)

ASL when
(YD from Higgins 1923)
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this interrogative sign that can request 
the time. Today, the right index finger 
traces a half circle above the left index 
finger before making contact with the 
fingertip. The changes from the sign 
described in Clark and Higgins to the 
contemporary form have obscured the 
etymological origin.

wher e, wh at

Though historically used for all sorts 
of interrogatives ( Long 1910; Higgins 
1923; Michaels 1923), this form is 
now commonly used to mean “where.” 
However, in some areas (e.g., Ohio and 
Alabama; E. Shaw, field observation) 
it means “what.” The polysemy of this 
sign stems from the fact that what, 
where, and which were all conveyed 
with the same form at the beginning 
of the twentieth century (see what 1). 
The extended index finger was origi-
nally the second part of a compound 
that Michaels (1923) documents in 
his entry what. He explains that it is 
produced by signing to, followed by 
moving the index finger “in a round-
about way in front of you,” essentially 
inquiring “to which of these things do 
you refer?” Today, the first part of the 
compound has been dropped.

ASL when

ASL where, what
(YD)
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which

The etymon of this sign is the old 
LSF sign ou (or), where the extended 
thumbs symbolize the French number 
un (one) (see “un (One): The  Hidden 
Number,” p. 239). The alternating 
movement of the hands visually con-
veys the question, Which one?

white

The early French authors report that 
the location of the sign blanc (white) 
on the chest was an indication of the 
articles of clothing with this color, such 
as blouse ( Blanchet 1850), tie ( Pélissier 
1856 ), shirt ( Jamet circa 1830), linen of 
a blouse ( Lambert 1865), and the shirt 
of deaf students’ uniforms ( Pellet 1938). 
An older variant of blanc corresponds 
exactly to the contemporary ASL sign 
white and is described by Blanchet as 
“simulate the action of seizing a shirt 
high on the chest with the fist and the 
fingers of one hand.”

who

➊ who 1 is a very old sign first 
 documented in the nineteenth century 
by Abel Clark (1899). He describes 
the form as “the index finger is moved 
in a circle around the face.” Signers 
 continued to use this form into the 
early twentieth century. In the film 
 Preservation of the Sign Language 
(1913), George Veditz introduces 

ASL which
LSF ou

( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL white LSF blanc
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL who 1
(YD from Michaels 1923)
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 himself by producing this form and 
then pointing to his chest.

➋ who 2 emerged at the same time 
as who 1. The large circular move-
ment that traced the outline of the face 
in who 1 is reduced to a small circle 
outlining the mouth. Higgins (1923) 
interprets this form as “the pursing of 
the lips to say ‘who.’ ” 

➌ Today, in the most evolved form 
of who, the thumb rests on the chin 
and the once circular movement of the 
index finger has reduced to only a small 
up and down movement in front of the 
mouth.

➍ This is a rare variant used in 
 Maryland ( E. Shaw, field observa-
tion), in which the index and middle 
fingers open and close. The use of two 
fingers, as opposed to only the index 
finger, suggests that the open hand may 
have once been used to  circumscribe 
the face.

why

➊ The old LSF sign pourquoi (why) 
was once composed of two parts, pour 
(for) and quoi (what) ( Pélissier 1856 ). 
Ferrand (circa 1785) documented it 
as “sign pour sign quoi accompanied 
by an advancement of the body and 
the hands.” In Long (1910), why is a 
product of that original compound 
where the two separate movements—
the outward movement of the index 
finger from the forehead in for and 
the  horizontal shaking of the hand in 

ASL who 2 ASL who 3

ASL who 4

ASL why 1
(YD, from Long 1910)

LSF pourquoi (pour + quoi)
( Pélissier 1856 )
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what—merged into a single arched 
movement away from the forehead.

➋ The contemporary ASL sign is pro-
duced with the bent middle finger hand-
shape, and the same sign is still used 
in Saint-Laurent-en-Royans.  Higgins 
(1942) lists because as an alternate 
translation of the sign, which is interest-
ing since why and because (see entry) 
are both rooted in French compounds 
that began with pour (for)—pour + 
quoi (why) and pour + ça (for that).

willing

Related to the semantically similar 
sign admit (see entry), willing is 
a gesture for unburdening the heart 
toward another by offering one’s good-
will (  Higgins 1923). The meaning has 
become somewhat restricted today, so 
instead of offering goodwill, signers 
typically use the form to convey they are 
reluctantly prepared to do something.

win

win is inherited from the old French 
sign gagner (win), which is similar 
in form to the gesture of seizing some-
thing with the hands, “as if catching a 
fly in flight” ( Lambert 1865; see get). 
This sign is also a possible reference to 
the game of dice, as in “throw the dice, 
take them” ( Jamet circa 1830). Today, 
due to assimilation, both hands open 
and close through the course of the 
sign’s production.

ASL why 2 LSF pourquoi
(YD from St-Laurent 1979)

ASL willing

ASL win LSF gagner
( IVT 1986 )
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wine

This form derives from the old French 
sign vin (wine), which is produced by 
“roll[ ing ] the manual letter V on the 
cheek” ( Lambert 1865). In both ASL 
and LSF, the placement of the sign on 
the cheek “indicates the color of wine” 
(  Pélissier 1856 ). The movement of the 
ASL sign has remained unchanged; 
however, the W handshape replaced the 
V handshape for the English wine. It is 
likely that Clerc and Gallaudet made 
this change when they introduced the 
sign in America.

wis e

This is a very old sign that has been docu-
mented in the U.S. since the nineteenth 
century. Clark (1885) recorded wise as 
“place the back of curved index against 
the center of forehead, other fingers and 
thumb closed; move the index up and 
down few times.” While the location at 
the head is clearly symbolic of the place 
where intellectual faculties reside (see 
know), the handshape and movement are 
less transparent. Early twentieth-century 
documents show that wise was origi-
nally a compound. Long (1910) glossed 
the sign deep wisdom under the same 
entry as science (see science 1) and 
described it as “bring the end of the right 
forefinger from the head and pierce it 
through or between the fingers of the 
[ left] hand, indicating that the wisdom 
goes down deep.” In the contemporary 
sign, the left hand has been dropped 
 completely and the long movement of the 
right hand has become a short, redoubled 
one in front of ( but not on) the forehead.

ASL wine LSF vin
( Lambert 1865)

ASL deep wisdom
(YD from Higgins 1923)

ASL wise
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wis h

wish is metaphorically derived from 
the sign hunger, which originates from 
LSF. Both signs indicate a yearning 
for something and are differentiated 
only by the number of times the sign is 
 produced.

wit ch

The first part of the sign represents 
the crooked nose of a witch. There 
are two possible explanations for the 
second part of the sign. The hooked 
index fingers could have derived 
from the LSF sign méchant (mean). 
It is also  possible that the end of the 
sign is a variant of the signs pick on 
or revenge (see entries). In either 
case, the hooked index fingers are 
used to evoke  harshness (see metal 2 
and tease).

woman

➊ woman 1 derives from the 
 compound of girl followed by fine 
(see entries), which is similar to the 
old French compound sign madame 
(woman) followed by jabot (ruffles). 
Higgins (1923) translates this form 
with the English word lady, denoting a 
woman of some prestige.

ASL wish

ASL witch LSF méchant
( IVT 1986 )

ASL woman 1

LSF madame + jabot
( Lambert 1865)
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➋ The handshape of the first part 
of the compound in woman 1 later 
modified in anticipation of the open 
handshape of fine. The evolution of 
this form allowed for the emergence of 
the semantically related sign mother 
(see entry).

won de r

This sign is inherited from the French 
sign réfléchir, méditer (reflect, 
 meditate), where the signer would 
bring the index finger to the forehead 
and trace small circles on this area 
(  Blanchet 1850). Documented as think 
by Clark (1885), Long (1910), and 
 Higgins (1923), wonder has changed 
only slightly in the contemporary 
form so that the index finger no longer 
touches the forehead.

won’t , r efus e

In older forms ( Higgins 1923), the 
closed fist is thrown behind the shoul-
ders, indicating the gesture of a petulant 
child. Today, the sign is produced with 
the thumb handshape, rather than the 
fist. The symbolism behind the move-
ment is literally “throw something 
away,” a gesture widely used by hearing 
people in Western European cultures. 
The semantically related signs protest 
and resist (see entries) have retained 
the original fist handshape.

ASL woman 2

ASL wonder

ASL won’t, refuse “That boy is angry  
and bad.”

( Jacobs 1869)
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wo r d

This form is identical to the second 
part of the old LSF compound sign mot 
(word ), which was composed of the 
sign nom (name) followed by a move 
to “specify the length on the left index 
finger with the thumb and index of 
the right hand” ( Lambert 1865). Long 
(1910) observed that, in referring to a 
word, the placement of the right hand 
against the left index finger was acting 
“as if to measure its length.” The sign 
remains unchanged to this day.

wo r k

➊ work 1 is widely used in sign 
 languages throughout Europe ( France, 
Germany, Spain, and Greece, to name a 
few). It has also been used for centuries 
by Cistercian monks and, more recently, 
in International Sign. The outer edge 
of the right fist strikes the inner edge of 
the left fist much like a manual laborer 
would employ a tool. The etymon is 
the LSF sign travailler (work), which 
is also the etymon of the semantically 
related sign make (see entry). Today, 
the form remains unchanged in some 
ASL dialects (for instance in Hawaii; 
Shroyer and Shroyer 1984) and in some 
communities of African Americans 
( E. Shaw, field observation).

➋ In this more frequently used form, 
which is documented by Long (1910) 
and Higgins (1923), both wrists have 
rotated so that the palms are now face 
down. All of the American authors 
interpret this sign as representing 
manual activity. For example, Higgins 

ASL word

ASL work 2

ASL work 1, LSF travailler
( IVT 1986 )
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(1923) wrote that “one wrist hammered 
on the other to show effort.” This form 
has become a highly productive base 
from which many signs have developed 
via initialization, including business, 
busy, duty, employ, enterprise, 
function, and industry, intern.

wo r k out

In this sign, we see a visual motivation 
similar to that in the sign machine 
(see entry), where cogs fit into a wheel, 
thereby allowing a machine to run. 
By metaphorically abstracting that 
image, work out reflects the process 
by which events transpire smoothly 
over time.

wo r l d

This sign represents the contours of 
the globe. The right hand has been 
initialized since the early twentieth 
century ( Long 1910; Higgins 1923). 
At the time, the left hand assumed 
the fist handshape, but later it took on 
the same handshape as the right, so 
that both are initialized with the letter 
W today. Several other initialized signs 
have evolved from world,  including 
 international, kind (meaning 
“type”), orbit, and universe.

ASL work out

ASL world
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wo r se

worse is identical to the old French 
sign mauvais ( bad ), which was also 
used as the first part of the old French 
compound sign pire (worse): mauvais 
followed by premier (first; Lambert 
1865). In French culture, the forked 
handshape often represents the Devil, as 
is seen in Lambert’s 1865 illustration of 
the sign diable (devil ). In an  American 
variant noted by Sternberg (1994), 
worse was followed by an extended 
thumb, thus retaining the  second part 
of pire. (see “un (One): The  Hidden 
Number,” p. 239). The ASL sign 
 multiply is an unrelated  homonym 
of worse.

wor th, p r ice

Given the sign’s composition (its hand-
shape, location, movement, and so on), 
worth, price most likely derived from 
its antonym worthless (see entry), 
which came from the LSF sign sans, 
rien (without, nothing). Following this 
reasoning, the ASL sign worthless 
was treated as a compound, where Deaf 
Americans interpreted the initial posi-
tion of the LSF sign to mean “worth” 
and the opening of the hands at the end 
to mean “less” (an analogous relation-
ship exists in the complementary signs 
with and without). Indeed, Stokoe 
et al. (1965) translate worthless as a 
compound meaning “worth nothing.” 
Deriving the sign worth, then, was a 
result of back formation where signers 
simply dropped the  second part of the 
sign worthless. The semantically and 

ASL worse
LSF diable

( Lambert 1865)

 LSF pire: mauvais + premier
 ( Pélissier 1856 )  ( Lambert 1865)

ASL worth, price
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etymologically related sign important 
2 (see entry) split from the etymon via a 
shift in movement.

wor thless

worthless is identical in form to 
the French sign sans, rien (without, 
 nothing ), except that it has lowered 
from the mouth to the center of the 
signing space. The two ring handshapes 
have the value of two zeros, which is 
reinforced by the opening of the hands 
to show that they are empty. We also 
see traces of sans, rien in the ASL sign 
nothing 2 (see entry), where the fists 
open as they move out from the chin. 
The ASL sign worth, price (see entry) 
likely derives from worthless.

wr ong

This very old sign was inherited from 
the LSF tromper (deceive), which itself 
comes from the evil eye gesture widely 
used throughout the Mediterranean 
basin by hearing people to mock some-
one (see “The Veiled Devil,” p. 176 ). 
In the nineteenth century, the mean-
ing of the French sign would change 
depending on its orientation: when 
directed toward the self, it meant “I am 
wrong;” when directed at someone else, 
it meant “you are wrong.” The shift in 
meaning from “deceive” to “wrong” 
was driven by the quasi-homonym 
in French of tromper (deceive) and 
se tromper (wrong ). After the loss of 

ASL worthless

LSF sans, rien
( IVT 1997)

ASL wrong
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its  directionality, the sign took on the 
absolute meaning, in both LSF and ASL, 
of se tromper or “wrong.” While the ges-
ture used by European hearing people 
is made with the horn handshape—the 
index and little fingers raised—this 
configuration is rarely seen in LSF and 
was replaced early on by the raised 
thumb and little finger. Clerc imported 
this variant to the U.S. Slight modifica-
tions have since emerged that result in 
distinct meanings in ASL: with a twist-
ing of the wrist, the sign means “acci-
dentally”; with repetitive movements, it 
means “make repeated mistakes”; and 
with each hand alternately touching the 
chin, it means “make many mistakes.”

 A. LSF se tromper
 B. LSF tromper

( Lambert 1865)
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Y

year

This sign derives from the French sign 
année (year) recorded by Sicard (1808) 
and illustrated by Pélissier (1856 ). 
Sicard writes that “with the left hand, 
make the globe of the sun that must 
be shown as fixed in the center of the 
movements of our earth and other 
planets; with the right hand, make the 
globe of the earth, traversing a big circle 
around the sun.” Its form has remained 
relatively unchanged in ASL; however, 
the sign also can be produced with an 
abbreviated movement where the right 
fist rotates above the left fist before it is 
brought to rest on the left hand.

yell ow

The etymon of yellow is the old LSF 
jaune (yellow), which Blanchet (1850) 
described as made with the  letter J, 
the first letter of the French word 
jaune. Fortuitously, that handshape is 
the same as the ASL letter Y, the first 
 letter of the English word yellow. This 
sign has remained unchanged since its 
 inception.

ASL year LSF année
 ( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL yellow



320  yes

yes

This sign has existed in LSF since the 
nineteenth century. Lambert (1965) 
illustrated it initialized with the 
 letter O, the first letter of oui (yes). 
The fist handshape used in the ASL 
sign likely represents a head nodding 
in  affirmation.

yes ter day

yesterday comes from the French 
sign hier (yesterday) that symbolically 
 represents “one day in the past.” The 
thumb handshape is the LSF number 
un (one), and the hand projected 
behind the body indicates moving 
along the axis of time (see “un (One): 
The Hidden Number,” p. 239; and “Axis 
of Time,” p. 286 ).

➊ In this variant used in Maryland 
( E. Shaw, field observation), the thumb 
drops from the base of the cheek to the 
upper chest. This form retains a trace 
of the French etymon hier (yesterday), 
where the thumb made no contact with 
the body but moved from near the front 
of the face to the shoulder.

➋ yesterday 2 is the most commonly 
used variant in ASL. Long (1910) 
described it as “place . . . the thumb 
at the corner of the mouth; throw the 
hand back and bring the thumb against 
the cheek again near the ear.” This 
movement is an abbreviation of hier.

ASL yes
LSF oui

 ( Lambert 1865)

ASL yesterday 1

LSF hier
( Pélissier 1856 )

ASL yesterday 2
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young

This sign derives from the French 
sign jeune (young ), which Ferrand 
(circa 1785) characterizes as “raising 
the hands on either side by  gradation, 
manual letter J, sign of gaiety, life, 
and strength.” As in the sign live 
(see entry), young is motivated by 
the  metaphor that youthfulness is 
 characterized by vigor and the healthy 
flow of blood through the body. 
Unlike the LSF sign, the ASL sign is 
not  initialized, and the movement is 
 reduplicated.

ASL young

LSF jeune
( IVT 1986 )
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