
asl taboo signs
asl taboo signs represent a unique aspect of American Sign Language where
certain signs are considered inappropriate or offensive within Deaf culture.
Understanding these taboo signs is crucial for respectful and effective
communication. This article explores the nature of asl taboo signs, their
cultural implications, and how they compare to taboo language in spoken
English. Additionally, it discusses the influence of context, the role of
non-manual signals, and how taboo signs evolve over time. Whether for
learners, interpreters, or cultural enthusiasts, a comprehensive
understanding of asl taboo signs ensures sensitivity and awareness in diverse
social interactions.
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Understanding ASL Taboo Signs
ASL taboo signs are gestures and expressions in American Sign Language that
are considered rude, offensive, or socially unacceptable. Like spoken taboo
words, these signs convey concepts related to profanity, sexual content, or
derogatory meanings. The use of asl taboo signs is often restricted to
certain social settings or specific groups within the Deaf community.
Recognizing these signs is essential for avoiding misunderstandings and
maintaining respectful communication.

Taboo signs differ from general slang or informal expressions in their
potential to offend or cause discomfort. Their recognition requires knowledge
of both the linguistic structure of ASL and the cultural norms governing the
Deaf community.

Cultural Significance of Taboo Signs in ASL
Taboo signs in ASL carry deep cultural significance as they reflect the
values, taboos, and social boundaries within Deaf communities. Deaf culture



often emphasizes respect, identity, and shared experiences, and the use or
avoidance of taboo signs is intertwined with these principles. The cultural
weight of these signs can vary depending on age, region, and social context.

Understanding the cultural implications of asl taboo signs is critical for
interpreters and language learners to navigate social interactions
appropriately. Misuse or overuse of taboo signs can lead to social exclusion
or misunderstandings, while appropriate use may serve functions such as
humor, emphasis, or emotional expression.

Common Categories of ASL Taboo Signs
ASL taboo signs often fall into identifiable categories similar to those in
spoken language. These include profanity, sexual references, bodily
functions, and derogatory terms. Each category encompasses specific signs
that are recognized as offensive or unsuitable in polite conversation.

Profanity: Signs representing swear words or vulgar language.

Sexual Content: Signs depicting sexual acts or anatomy considered
inappropriate.

Bodily Functions: Signs related to excretion or other private bodily
processes.

Derogatory Terms: Signs that insult or demean individuals or groups.

Knowledge of these categories aids in understanding when and why certain
signs may be taboo within different settings.

Context and Usage of ASL Taboo Signs
The appropriateness of asl taboo signs heavily depends on context, including
the environment, audience, and intent of the signer. For example, a sign
considered taboo in a formal setting may be acceptable in informal peer
conversations. Additionally, some taboo signs may be used humorously or
emphatically among friends but are inappropriate in professional or
educational settings.

Contextual factors include:

Age and relationship between communicators

Setting, such as public vs. private spaces

Purpose of communication, whether casual, expressive, or confrontational



Understanding these factors helps users avoid unintentional offense and use
asl taboo signs responsibly.

Non-Manual Markers in ASL Taboo Signs
Non-manual markers (NMMs) play a significant role in conveying the intensity
and emotional tone of asl taboo signs. These markers include facial
expressions, head movements, and body posture. For taboo signs, NMMs often
emphasize the offensiveness or seriousness of the message.

For example, a scowl, raised eyebrows, or tightened lips can intensify the
impact of a taboo sign, while a neutral facial expression may soften it.
These non-manual signals are vital in distinguishing between playful teasing
and deliberate insult when using taboo signs.

Evolution and Sensitivity Around ASL Taboo
Signs
As with spoken languages, asl taboo signs evolve over time. Social attitudes,
cultural shifts, and increased awareness influence which signs are considered
taboo and how they are used. Some signs that were once widely accepted may
become taboo, while others may lose their offensive weight.

The Deaf community often engages in discussions about language sensitivity,
inclusivity, and respect, influencing the use of taboo signs. Learners and
users of ASL should stay informed about these changes and approach taboo
signs with cultural sensitivity.

Maintaining awareness of the evolving nature of asl taboo signs ensures
respectful and effective communication within the Deaf community and beyond.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are ASL taboo signs?
ASL taboo signs are signs used in American Sign Language that convey
profanity, vulgarity, or socially sensitive topics, often considered
inappropriate in polite conversation.

Why is it important to understand taboo signs in
ASL?
Understanding taboo signs in ASL is important to avoid offending others, to
comprehend natural conversations fully, and to recognize cultural nuances
within the Deaf community.



Are taboo signs in ASL the same as offensive words
in English?
Not always. While some ASL taboo signs correspond to offensive English words,
others are unique to Deaf culture and may carry different connotations or
levels of offensiveness.

How does Deaf culture handle taboo signs compared to
hearing culture?
Deaf culture often uses taboo signs more openly within the community as a
form of expression or humor, but context and audience still govern
appropriateness, similar to hearing culture.

Can learning taboo signs improve ASL fluency?
Yes, learning taboo signs can improve ASL fluency by providing insights into
natural, everyday language use and cultural context, though they should be
used cautiously and respectfully.

Are there any resources to learn about ASL taboo
signs safely?
Yes, some ASL courses and Deaf cultural resources include discussions on
taboo signs, but it is recommended to learn them under guidance to understand
context and appropriateness.

Do all Deaf individuals use taboo signs in ASL?
No, the use of taboo signs varies among individuals based on personal
preference, age, region, and social setting within the Deaf community.

How should one respond if they see someone using
taboo signs in ASL?
Responses depend on context; if the signs are offensive or inappropriate, it
may be best to address the issue privately or change the subject, respecting
cultural norms and the individuals involved.

Additional Resources
1. Silent Boundaries: Understanding ASL Taboo Signs
This book explores the cultural and social boundaries of American Sign
Language, focusing on taboo signs and their implications. It offers insights
into why certain signs are considered inappropriate or offensive in different
ASL communities. Readers will gain a deeper understanding of the nuances



behind non-verbal communication and social etiquette in Deaf culture.

2. Behind the Gesture: The History of Taboo in ASL
Delving into the historical context of taboo signs in ASL, this book traces
the origins and evolution of offensive gestures within the Deaf community. It
examines how societal changes and cultural shifts have influenced what is
deemed taboo over time. The book also discusses the impact of these signs on
identity and community cohesion.

3. Taboo and Tolerance: Navigating Offensive Signs in ASL
This guide addresses the challenges of encountering and understanding taboo
signs in ASL. It provides strategies for respectful communication and
conflict resolution when taboo signs arise. The book also encourages
awareness and sensitivity towards the diversity of perspectives within the
Deaf community.

4. ASL Unspoken: A Study of Forbidden Signs
Focusing on the unspoken rules of ASL, this book categorizes and explains
signs that are considered forbidden or inappropriate. It highlights the
importance of context, intent, and audience in the use of these signs. The
book aims to educate both Deaf and hearing individuals about the complexities
of ASL communication.

5. Gesture and Guilt: The Psychology of ASL Taboo Signs
This book examines the psychological effects of taboo signs on both the
signers and the receivers. It explores themes of shame, embarrassment, and
social stigma associated with using or witnessing taboo gestures. Through
interviews and case studies, the book sheds light on the emotional dimensions
of ASL taboo.

6. Expressions of Silence: Taboo Language in Deaf Culture
Highlighting the cultural significance of taboo language in Deaf communities,
this book discusses how taboo signs function within social norms and identity
formation. It also considers the role of humor, rebellion, and tradition in
the use of taboo expressions. The book provides a comprehensive look at how
silence and speech intersect in Deaf culture.

7. The Forbidden Signs Dictionary: A Reference for ASL Taboo
Serving as a reference manual, this dictionary compiles a wide range of taboo
signs with detailed descriptions and usage notes. It helps readers recognize
and understand the meanings and contexts of offensive or sensitive signs. The
dictionary is a valuable resource for students, educators, and interpreters
seeking to navigate ASL etiquette.

8. Breaking the Silence: Conversations on ASL Taboo Signs
This collection of essays and interviews presents diverse perspectives on the
use and impact of taboo signs in ASL. Contributors include Deaf scholars,
activists, and community members who share personal experiences and
reflections. The book fosters dialogue on challenging topics and promotes
greater awareness and respect.



9. Gesture Ethics: Respect and Boundaries in ASL Communication
Focusing on ethics and respect, this book outlines the principles guiding
appropriate use of signs in ASL, especially those considered taboo. It
discusses the balance between freedom of expression and social responsibility
within the Deaf community. The book is an essential read for anyone
interested in ethical communication and cultural sensitivity in ASL.
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  asl taboo signs: Taboo in Sign Languages Donna Jo Napoli, Jami Fisher, Gene Mirus,
2023-10-26 Taboo topics in deaf communities include the usual ones found in spoken languages, as
well as ones particular to deaf experiences, both in how deaf people relate to hearing people and
how deaf people interact with other deaf people. Attention to these topics can help linguists
understand better the consequences of field method choices and lead them to adopt better ones.
Taboo expressions in American Sign Language are innovative regarding the linguistic structures
they play with. This creativity is evident across the grammar in non-taboo expressions, but seems to
revel in profane ones. When it comes to the syntax, however, certain types of structures occur in
taboo expressions that are all but absent elsewhere, showing grammatical possibilities that might
have gone unnoticed without attention to taboo. Taboo expressions are innovative, as well, in how
they respond to changing culture, where lexical items that are incoherent with community
sensibilities are 'corrected'.
  asl taboo signs: Innovations in Deaf Studies Annelies Kusters, Maartje De Meulder, Dai
O'Brien, 2017-04-14 What does it mean to engage in Deaf Studies and who gets to define the field?
What would a truly deaf-led Deaf Studies research program look like? What are the research
practices of deaf scholars in Deaf Studies, and how do they relate to deaf research participants and
communities? What innovations do deaf scholars deem necessary in the field of Deaf Studies? In
Innovations in Deaf Studies: The Role of Deaf Scholars, volume editors Annelies Kusters, Maartje De
Meulder, and Dai O'Brien and their contributing authors tackle these questions and more. Spurred
by a gradual increase in the number of Deaf Studies scholars who are deaf, and by new theoretical
trends in Deaf Studies, this book creates an important space for contributions from deaf researchers,
to see what happens when they enter into the conversation. Innovations in Deaf Studies expertly
foregrounds deaf ontologies (defined as deaf ways of being) and how the experience of being deaf is
central not only to deaf research participants' own ontologies, but also to the positionality and
framework of the study as a whole. Further, this book demonstrates that the research and
methodology built around those ontologies offer suggestions for new ways for the discipline to meet
the challenges of the present, which includes productive and ongoing collaboration with hearing
researchers. Providing fascinating perspective and insight, Kusters, De Meulder, O'Brien, and their
contributors all focus on the underdeveloped strands within Deaf Studies, particularly on areas
around deaf people's communities, ideologies, literature, religion, language practices, and political
aspirations.
  asl taboo signs: Encyclopedia of Linguistics Philipp Strazny, 2013-02-01 Utilizing a
historical and international approach, this valuable two-volume resource makes even the more
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complex linguistic issues understandable for the non-specialized reader. Containing over 500
alphabetically arranged entries and an expansive glossary by a team of international scholars, the
Encyclopedia of Linguisticsexplores the varied perspectives, figures, and methodologies that make
up the field.
  asl taboo signs: On looking into words (and beyond) Claire Bowern, Laurence Horn, Raffaella
Zanuttini, 2017-05-18 While linguistic theory is in continual flux as progress is made in our ability to
understand the structure and function of language, one constant has always been the central role of
the word. On looking into words is a wide-ranging volume spanning current research into
word-based morphology, morphosyntax, the phonology-morphology interface, and related areas of
theoretical and empirical linguistics. The 26 papers that constitute this volume extend morphological
and grammatical theory to signed as well as spoken language, to diachronic as well as synchronic
evidence, and to birdsong as well as human language.
  asl taboo signs: Sign Language Roland Pfau, Markus Steinbach, Bencie Woll, 2012-08-31 Sign
language linguists show here that all questions relevant to the linguistic investigation of spoken
languages can be asked about sign languages. Conversely, questions that sign language linguists
consider - even if spoken language researchers have not asked them yet - should also be asked of
spoken languages. The HSK handbook Sign Language aims to provide a concise and comprehensive
overview of the state of the art in sign language linguistics. It includes 44 chapters, written by
leading researchers in the field, that address issues in language typology, sign language grammar,
psycholinguistics, neurolinguistics, sociolinguistics, and language documentation and transcription.
Crucially, all topics are presented in a way that makes them accessible to linguists who are not
familiar with sign language linguistics.
  asl taboo signs: Sign Language Speedy Publishing, 2014-09-19 A Sign Language study guide
is a tool that accompanies a basic course in American Sign Language. It is designed to contain drills
featuring sentences in order to give the student an effective way to practice speaking this language.
A study guide for Sign Language reinforces the lessons already learned, in addition to reviewing and
incorporating previous lessons. Many individuals who are learning Sign Language for the first time
find that a study guide is an immensely helpful and useful tool for helping them review as well as
remember the information that they have just learned from their regular textbook.
  asl taboo signs: Linguistics of American Sign Language Clayton Valli, Ceil Lucas, 1995
Now, deaf students, hearing students in Deaf studies programs, and students in interpreter training
programs will find all they need to understand the structure of American Sign Language (ASL) in the
new, expanded and revised Linguistics of American Sign Language: An Introduction. This unique
resource presents authoritative readings on the most current linguistic concepts, including the
fundamentals of phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics, and the use of language. Individual
chapters on these basics have been designed to stimulate discussion about the ongoing development
of ASL linguistic theory. Linguistics of American Sign Language includes homework questions,
themes for classroom interaction, and study sheets centering on a story signed in ASL on the course
videotape. Each unit provides an exercise that requires students to view the story, then observe the
use of specific signs isolated for close linguistic analysis, an invaluable process performed
throughout the course.
  asl taboo signs: The Oxford Handbook of Taboo Words and Language Keith Allan, 2019
This volume brings together experts from a wide range of disciplines to define and describe taboo
words and language and to investigate the reasons and beliefs behind them. It examines topics such
as impoliteness, swearing, censorship, taboo in deaf communities, translation of tabooed words, and
the use of taboo in banter and comedy.
  asl taboo signs: We Did What?! Timothy B. Jay, 2016-11-28 This provocative guide profiles
behaviors considered shocking throughout American history, revealing the extent of changing social
mores and cultural perceptions of appropriate conduct since the Colonial period. The notion of what
is offensive has evolved over time. But what factors dictate decorum and why does it change? This
fascinating work delves into the history of inappropriate behavior in the United States, providing an



in-depth look at what has been considered improper conduct throughout American history—and how
it came to be deemed as such. The detailed narrative considers the impact of religion, sexuality,
popular culture, technology, and politics on social graces, and it features more than 150 entries on
topics considered taboo in American cultural history. Organized alphabetically, topics include
abortion, body odors, cannibalism, and voyeurism as well as modern-day examples like dumpster
diving, breast feeding in public, and trolling. Each entry defines the behavior in question, provides
an historical outline of the offensive behavior, and discusses its current status in American culture.
Throughout the book, clear connections between offenses and social values illustrate the symbiotic
relationship between popular opinion and acceptable behaviors of the time.
  asl taboo signs: Activities to Foster Communication Alesia Holewinski, 2010-05-15
  asl taboo signs: Enhancing the Role of Deaf Faculty Members in Higher Education
Manako Yabe, 2024-03-25 This book is based on an international, mixed methods research project
that conducted interviews with 25 deaf or hard-of-hearing (DHH) faculty members from mainstream
universities and 19 university students who took classes taught by DHH faculty members and
collected surveys from 57 DHH faculty members and 104 university students worldwide. The author
reports on their experiences of accessibility at their institutions and makes recommendations based
on the findings. The book will serve as a user guide or supplemental text for DHH faculty members,
researchers, students, and academic interpreters, as well as university administrators and disability
service directors who are looking to improve disability provision at their institutions.
  asl taboo signs: What the F Benjamin Bergen, 2016-09-13 Holy, fucking, shit, nigger -- What
makes a four-letter word? -- One finger is worth a thousand words -- The holy priest with the vulgar
tongue -- The day the Pope dropped the c-bomb -- Fucking grammar -- How cock lost its feathers --
Little Samoan potty mouths -- Fragile little minds -- The $100,000 word -- The paradox of profanity --
Epilogue: What screwed the mooch?.
  asl taboo signs: Introducing Sign Language Literature Rachel Sutton-Spence, Michiko Kaneko,
2017-09-16 Introducing Sign Language Literature: Folklore and Creativity is the first textbook
dedicated to analyzing and appreciating sign language storytelling, poetry and humour. The authors
assume no prior knowledge of sign language or literary studies, introducing readers to a world of
visual language creativity in deaf communities. Introducing Sign Language Literature: Folklore and
Creativity - Explains in straightforward terms the unique features of this embodied language art
form - Draws on an online anthology of over 150 sign language stories, poems and jokes - Suggests
ways of analysing and appreciating the rich artistic heritage of deaf communities Watch a short
video about the book.
  asl taboo signs: Language and Linguistic Diversity in the US Susan Tamasi, Lamont Antieau,
2014-12-02 This highly engaging textbook presents a linguistic view of the history, society, and
culture of the United States. It discusses the many languages and forms of language that have been
used in the US – including standard and nonstandard forms of English, creoles, Native American
languages, and immigrant languages from across the globe – and shows how this distribution and
diversity of languages has helped shape and define America as well as an American identity. The
volume introduces the basic concepts of sociolinguistics and the politics of language through
cohesive, up-to-date and accessible coverage of such key topics as dialectal development and the
role of English as the majority language, controversies concerning language use in society,
languages other than English used in the US, and the policies that have directly or indirectly
influenced language use. These topics are presented in such a way that students can examine the
inherent diversity of the communicative systems used in the United States as both a form of cultural
enrichment and as the basis for socio-political conflict. The author team outlines the different
viewpoints on contemporary issues surrounding language in the US and contextualizes these issues
within linguistic facts, to help students think critically and formulate logical discussions. To provide
opportunities for further examination and debate, chapters are organized around key
misconceptions or questions (I don't have an accent or Immigrants don't want to learn English),
bringing them to the forefront for readers to address directly. Language and Linguistic Diversity in



the US is a fresh and unique take on a widely taught topic. It is ideal for students from a variety of
disciplines or with no prior knowledge of the field, and a useful text for introductory courses on
language in the US, American English, language variation, language ideology, and sociolinguistics.
  asl taboo signs: Sociolinguistics in Deaf Communities Ceil Lucas, 1995 A valuable resource and
a rare, qualitative presentation. -- Academic Library Book Review.
  asl taboo signs: Language in Motion Jerome Daniel Schein, David Alan Stewart, 1995 This
enjoyable book first introduces sign language and communication, follows with a history of sign
languages in general, then delves into the structure of American Sign Language (ASL). Later
chapters outline the special skills of fingerspelling and assess artificial sign systems and their net
worth. Language in Motion also describes the process required to learn sign language, then explains
how to use it to communicate in the Deaf community. Appendices featuring the manual alphabets of
three countries complete this enriching book.
  asl taboo signs: Sign Language And Language Acquisition In Man And Ape Fred C. C.
Peng, Roger S Fouts, Duane M Rumbaugh, 2019-06-10 This volume brings together recent research
findings on sign language and primatology and offers a novel approach to comparative language
acquisition. The contributors are anthropologists, psychologists, linguists, psycholinguists, and
manual language experts. They present a lucid account of what sign language is in relation to oral
language, and o
  asl taboo signs: The Oxford Handbook of Morphological Theory Jenny Audring, Francesca
Masini, 2018-12-06 This volume is the first handbook devoted entirely to the multitude of
frameworks adopted in the field of morphology, including Minimalism, Optimality Theory, Network
Morphology, Cognitive Grammar, and Canonical Typology. Following an introduction from the
editors, the first part of the volume offers critical discussions of the main theoretical issues within
morphology, both in word formation and in inflection, as well as providing a short history of
morphological theory. In the core part of the handbook, part II, each theory is introduced by an
expert in the field, who guides the reader through its principles and technicalities, its advantages
and disadvantages, and its points of agreement and disagreement with alternative theories.
Chapters in part III explore the bigger picture, connecting morphological theory to other
subdisciplines of linguistics, such as diachronic change, language acquisition, psycholinguistics, and
sign language theory. The handbook is intended as a guide for morphologists from all theoretical
backgrounds who want to learn more about frameworks other than their own, as well as for linguists
in related subfields looking for theoretical connections with the field of morphology.
  asl taboo signs: The Handbook of Applied Linguistics Alan Davies, Catherine Elder,
2008-04-15 The Handbook of Applied Linguistics is a collection of newly commissioned articles that
provide a comprehensive and up-to-date picture of the field of Applied Linguistics. Provides a
comprehensive and current picture of the field of Applied Linguistics. Contains 32 newly
commissioned articles that examine both the applications of linguistics to language data and the use
of real world language to ameliorate social problems. Valuable resource for students and
researchers in applied linguistics, language teaching, and second language acquisition. Presents
applied linguistics as an independent discipline that unifies practical experience and theoretical
understanding of language development and language in use.
  asl taboo signs: Deaf and Hearing Siblings in Conversation Marla C. Berkowitz, Judith A.
Jonas, 2014-08-11 This is the first book to consider both deaf and hearing perspectives on the
dynamics of adult sibling relationships. Deaf and hearing authors Berkowitz and Jonas conducted
interviews with 22 adult siblings, using ASL and spoken English, to access their intimate thoughts. A
major feature of the book is its analysis of how isolation impacts deaf-hearing sibling relationships.
The book documents the 150 year history of societal attitudes embedded in sibling bonds and
identifies how the siblings' lives were affected by the communication choices their parents made.
The authors weave information throughout the text to reveal attitudes toward American Sign
Language and the various roles deaf and hearing siblings take on as monitors, facilitators,
signing-siblings and sibling-interpreters, all of which impact lifelong bonds.
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