
asl derogatory signs
asl derogatory signs are a sensitive and important aspect of American Sign Language
that require careful understanding. These signs, often used to express negative or offensive
sentiments, reflect cultural nuances and social attitudes within the Deaf community.
Understanding the context, usage, and impact of derogatory signs in ASL is crucial for
effective communication and cultural competence. This article explores the nature of ASL
derogatory signs, their origins, common examples, and the implications of using such
language. Additionally, it discusses how to approach these signs ethically and respectfully,
ensuring awareness of their potential to harm or offend. The following sections will cover
the definition and background, common derogatory signs, their cultural significance, and
best practices for communication. Explore this comprehensive guide to better understand
the complexities surrounding derogatory signs in ASL.
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Understanding ASL Derogatory Signs
ASL derogatory signs are gestures or expressions within American Sign Language that
convey disrespect, insult, or negative judgment. These signs often arise from social
attitudes and historical contexts influencing the Deaf community. Unlike spoken language,
ASL relies heavily on handshapes, facial expressions, and body language, making the
interpretation of derogatory signs complex. Understanding these signs requires knowledge
of both linguistic structure and cultural background. Derogatory signs can vary widely
depending on regional dialects and individual experiences within the Deaf community.

Definition and Characteristics
Derogatory signs in ASL are characterized by their intent to demean or disparage
individuals or groups. They can target attributes such as intelligence, appearance,
behavior, or identity. These signs are typically accompanied by negative facial expressions
to reinforce their meaning. Unlike neutral or positive ASL vocabulary, derogatory signs
carry emotional weight and social consequences.



Origins and Historical Context
The development of ASL derogatory signs is influenced by historical discrimination against
Deaf individuals and other marginalized groups. Some signs have evolved from earlier
slang or have been adapted from cultural stereotypes. Awareness of these origins helps
contextualize the sensitivity around certain signs and the importance of respectful
communication.

Common ASL Derogatory Signs and Their
Meanings
There are several well-known ASL derogatory signs that are commonly recognized within
the Deaf community. These signs often reflect universal human insults but are expressed
through unique ASL grammar and non-manual signals. Understanding the specific
meanings and connotations of these signs is essential for avoiding unintentional offense.

Examples of Derogatory Signs

Stupid: A sign involving a tapping motion on the forehead to indicate lack of
intelligence, often paired with a scowling facial expression.

Idiot: Similar to "stupid," but sometimes uses a more exaggerated facial expression
and hand movement to emphasize insult.

Lazy: A sign that mimics a slumping posture combined with a specific hand motion
indicating lack of effort.

Loser: A gesture made by forming an "L" with the fingers and placing it on the
forehead, often used to mock or belittle.

Fool: A sign that may involve a playful yet derogatory motion near the temple or
cheek, depending on regional variations.

Regional and Contextual Variations
The meaning and severity of derogatory signs can change based on regional dialects and
the context in which they are used. Some signs may be more offensive in certain
communities or situations than others. Additionally, accompanying non-manual markers
such as eyebrow position and mouth shape heavily influence interpretation.



Cultural Significance and Impact of Derogatory
Signs in ASL
Derogatory signs carry significant cultural weight within the Deaf community. They can
reflect broader social prejudices and influence interpersonal relationships. Recognizing the
impact of these signs is vital for promoting respectful communication and understanding
the social dynamics within Deaf culture.

Social Implications
Use of derogatory signs can contribute to conflict, social exclusion, and emotional harm.
Within the Deaf community, where language and identity are closely linked, derogatory
signs may reinforce negative stereotypes or perpetuate stigma. Sensitivity to these
implications is essential for both Deaf and hearing individuals learning or using ASL.

Role in Identity and Community
Some derogatory signs may be reclaimed or used humorously within certain groups as a
form of empowerment or social bonding. However, this usage is context-dependent and
may not be appropriate for outsiders or formal settings. Understanding the nuanced role of
these signs in identity formation helps in navigating cultural boundaries.

Ethical Considerations and Appropriate Usage
Using ASL derogatory signs responsibly involves ethical awareness and cultural respect.
Misuse can lead to misunderstandings, offense, or perpetuation of harmful stereotypes.
Ethical communication requires considering the audience, context, and potential impact of
language choices.

When to Avoid Derogatory Signs
Derogatory signs should be avoided in professional, educational, or unfamiliar social
settings. Their use may be interpreted as disrespectful or hostile. Caution is advised when
engaging with individuals from diverse backgrounds or when the relationship does not
permit informal or joking language.

Guidelines for Learners and Interpreters
ASL learners and interpreters must be trained to recognize and understand derogatory
signs without using them inappropriately. Awareness of these signs enhances
comprehension and facilitates accurate interpretation while maintaining professionalism
and respect.



Alternatives and Positive Communication in ASL
Promoting positive and respectful communication in ASL involves using language that
uplifts rather than disparages. Alternatives to derogatory signs help maintain constructive
dialogue and mutual respect within the Deaf community and beyond.

Positive Language Strategies

Use descriptive signs to express concerns or critiques without resorting to insults.

Incorporate facial expressions that convey empathy and understanding.

Employ humor that is inclusive and does not target individuals negatively.

Encourage open dialogue about language use and cultural sensitivity.

Educational Resources and Community Support
Many organizations and educators provide resources to help individuals learn appropriate
ASL communication, including the avoidance of derogatory language. Engaging with these
resources fosters a more inclusive and respectful environment for all users of ASL.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are ASL derogatory signs?
ASL derogatory signs are signs in American Sign Language that convey negative, offensive,
or disrespectful meanings toward individuals or groups.

Are derogatory signs commonly used in ASL?
While some derogatory signs exist in ASL, they are generally discouraged in respectful
communication and are used less frequently in modern, inclusive contexts.

How can one recognize if an ASL sign is derogatory?
A sign may be considered derogatory if it has a history of being used to insult or demean
others, or if it conveys negative stereotypes; context and community feedback often help
determine this.



Is it appropriate to learn about derogatory signs in
ASL?
Learning about derogatory signs can be important for awareness and avoiding offensive
language, but they should be used with caution and respect for the Deaf community.

How does the Deaf community view derogatory signs?
Most of the Deaf community discourages the use of derogatory signs as they promote
negativity and harm, preferring respectful and positive communication.

Can derogatory signs in ASL change meaning over
time?
Yes, the meanings of signs, including derogatory ones, can evolve as social attitudes shift
and the Deaf community advocates for more respectful language.

Where can one find reliable information about offensive
or derogatory signs in ASL?
Reliable information can be found through Deaf community organizations, academic
research on ASL, and resources provided by certified ASL interpreters and educators.

Additional Resources
1. Understanding Derogatory Signs in American Sign Language
This book offers a comprehensive exploration of derogatory signs within ASL, providing
historical context and cultural significance. It examines how certain signs have evolved and
their impact on Deaf communities. Readers gain insight into the social implications and the
importance of respectful communication.

2. The Social Dynamics of Offensive Gestures in ASL
Focusing on the social and psychological aspects, this text delves into how offensive signs
function within Deaf culture. It discusses why some signs are considered derogatory and
how they affect interpersonal relationships. The book also highlights ways to navigate
sensitive communication respectfully.

3. Controversial Expressions: A Study of Derogatory ASL Signs
This study analyzes a variety of controversial and derogatory signs used in American Sign
Language. Through linguistic and cultural analysis, it sheds light on their origins and usage.
The book also addresses the challenges faced when attempting to regulate or censor such
expressions.

4. The Evolution of Insulting Signs in ASL
Tracing the development of insulting and derogatory signs, this book reveals how language
within the Deaf community adapts over time. It explores the interplay between societal
changes and sign language evolution. Readers learn about the shifting boundaries of



offensive language in ASL.

5. Respect and Rejection: Navigating Derogatory Language in Deaf Culture
This work emphasizes the balance between freedom of expression and cultural respect in
the Deaf community. It discusses derogatory signs and their potential to harm or alienate
individuals. The book offers strategies for fostering inclusive and positive communication.

6. Derogatory Signs and Their Impact on Deaf Identity
Exploring the relationship between language and identity, this book examines how
derogatory ASL signs influence self-perception among Deaf individuals. It highlights
personal narratives and community responses to offensive language. The text encourages
dialogue on language sensitivity and empowerment.

7. Taboo and Tact: Handling Offensive Signs in ASL Education
Designed for educators and interpreters, this book addresses the challenges of teaching
ASL while managing derogatory signs. It provides guidance on how to approach sensitive
vocabulary in classrooms and professional settings. The book promotes awareness and
ethical considerations in ASL instruction.

8. The Role of Context in Interpreting Derogatory ASL Signs
This book investigates how context shapes the meaning and reception of potentially
offensive signs in ASL. It explains that the same sign can carry different connotations
depending on situation, tone, and relationship. Readers gain tools for better understanding
and interpreting complex language nuances.

9. Language, Power, and Derogation: A Deaf Cultural Perspective
Focusing on power dynamics within language use, this book explores how derogatory signs
reflect broader societal hierarchies. It considers the role of ASL in both resisting and
reinforcing stereotypes. The text offers a critical perspective on linguistic oppression and
cultural resilience.
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  asl derogatory signs: The American Sign Language Handshape Dictionary Richard A.
Tennant, Marianne Gluszak Brown, 1998 Organizes 1,600-plus ASL signs by 40 basic hand shapes
rather than in alphabetical word order. This format allows users to search for a sign that they
recognize but whose meaning they have forgotten or for the meaning of a new sign they have seen
for the first time. The entries include descriptions of how to form each sign to represent the varying
terms they might mean. Index of English glosses only. Annotation copyrighted by Book News, Inc.,
Portland, OR
  asl derogatory signs: The American Sign Language Phrase Book Louie J. Fant, 1994
Demonstrates sign language phrases for various topics, including health, family, school, sports,
travel, religion, time, money, and food.
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  asl derogatory signs: The Oxford Handbook of Cognitive Linguistics Dirk Geeraerts, Herbert
Cuyckens, 2010-06-09 With 49 chapters written by experts in the field, this reference volume
authoritatively covers cognitive linguistics, from basic concepts and models to practical applications.
  asl derogatory signs: Random House Webster's American Sign Language Dictionary
Elaine Costello, 2008 Provides illustrated instructions for thousands of vocabulary words in
American Sign Language.
  asl derogatory signs: Sign and Culture William C. Stokoe, 1980 This is a selection of papers
that have appeared in the journal Sign Language Studies between 1972 and 1979. The aim is to
provide the reader with some knowledge of the world as signers see it. The book is for academic
decision-makers, teachers and parents of deaf students, as well as the intellectually curious.
Following an introductory essay, the chapters are arranged in four sections: (1) The first section
addresses the broad question What is Sign Language? with articles about the language merging
situation involving manually encoded English and American Sign Language, as well as other aspects
of sign language, including humor and foreign sign languages. (2) The second section on Learning
and Using Sign Language gets deeply into a psycholinguistic vein, and presents findings on sign
language acquisition and learning. (3) The third section, (Sign) Language and Culture, relates sign
language use and particular attitudes and policies to the deaf community. (4) The fourth chapter
reinforces the idea that language is not all biological nor all socio-cultural, and applies this idea to
sign language acquisition. (Author/PJM)
  asl derogatory 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 derogatory signs: The History of American Sign Language "A.S.L." Carol J. Nickens, 2008
  asl derogatory signs: Random House Webster's Pocket American Sign Language
Dictionary Elaine Costello, Ph.D., 2008-04-29 The Random House Webster’s Pocket American Sign
Language Dictionary is a treasury of over 1,000 signs for the novice and experienced user alike. It
includes complete descriptions of each sign, plus full-torso illustrations. There is also a subject index
for easy reference as well as alternate signs for the same meaning.
  asl derogatory signs: The SAGE Deaf Studies Encyclopedia Genie Gertz, Patrick
Boudreault, 2016-01-05 The time has come for a new in-depth encyclopedic collection of articles
defining the current state of Deaf Studies at an international level and using the critical and
intersectional lens encompassing the field. The emergence of Deaf Studies programs at colleges and
universities and the broadened knowledge of social sciences (including but not limited to Deaf
History, Deaf Culture, Signed Languages, Deaf Bilingual Education, Deaf Art, and more) have served
to expand the activities of research, teaching, analysis, and curriculum development. The field has
experienced a major shift due to increasing awareness of Deaf Studies research since the mid-1960s.
The field has been further influenced by the Deaf community’s movement, resistance, activism and
politics worldwide, as well as the impact of technological advances, such as in communications, with
cell phones, computers, and other devices. A major goal of this new encyclopedia is to shift focus
away from the “Medical/Pathological Model” that would view Deaf individuals as needing to be
“fixed” in order to correct hearing and speaking deficiencies for the sole purpose of assimilating into
mainstream society. By contrast, The Deaf Studies Encyclopedia seeks to carve out a new and
critical perspective on Deaf Studies with the focus that the Deaf are not a people with a disability to
be treated and “cured” medically, but rather, are members of a distinct cultural group with a distinct
and vibrant community and way of being.
  asl derogatory 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 derogatory signs: Random House Webster's Compact American Sign Language
Dictionary Elaine Costello, Ph.D., 2008-06-10 The Random House Webster’s Compact American
Sign Language Dictionary is a treasury of over 4,500 signs for the novice and experienced user alike.
It includes complete descriptions of each sign, plus full-torso illustrations. There is also a subject
index for easy reference as well as alternate signs for the same meaning.
  asl derogatory 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 derogatory signs: American Sign Language Ronnie Bring Wilbur, 1987
  asl derogatory signs: Introduction to American Sign Language Harry W. Hoemann, 1986
  asl derogatory 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 derogatory signs: Concise Lexicon for Sign Linguistics Jan Nijen Twilhaar, Beppie van den
Bogaerde, 2016-06-15 This extensive, well-researched and clearly formatted lexicon of a wide variety
of linguistic terms is a long overdue. It is an extremely welcome addition to the bookshelves of sign
language teachers, interpreters, linguists, learners and other sign language users, and of course of
the Deaf themselves. Unique to this lexicon is not only the inclusion of many terms that are used
especially for sign languages, but also the fact that for the terms, there are not only examples from
spoken languages but there are also glossed and translated examples from several different sign
languages. There are many interesting features to this lexicon. There is an immediate temptation to
find examples of terms in the sign language one is studying as well as determining how many of the
most used concepts would be signed in the local language. As there are to date still almost no
reference grammars of sign languages, the definitions of many of these concepts would be extremely
helpful for those linguists planning to make a reference grammar of their sign language.
  asl derogatory signs: A Dictionary of American Sign Language on Linguistic Principles
William C. Stokoe, Dorothy C. Casterline, Carl G. Croneberg, 1976



  asl derogatory signs: American Sign Language and Sign Systems Ronnie Bring Wilbur, 1979
  asl derogatory signs: American Deaf Culture Sherman Wilcox, 1989 This anthology features
deaf and hearing authors who offer their experience and perspectives on cultural values, ASL, social
interaction in the Deaf community, education, folklore, and other topics.--Publisher's website.
  asl derogatory signs: Intellectually Impaired People Klaus Rose, 2023-03-09 Intellectually
Impaired People: The Ongoing Battle addresses challenges against the background of history,
changing societal environments, and current intellectual approaches and attitudes toward persons
with disabilities. The book discusses national and international conventions, societal attitudes,
sheltered workshops, the right of intellectually impaired persons for self-responsibility and its
limitations, and the place of mentally impaired persons in the public image. Additionally, the book
attempts to capture the forces that drive the changes of our conceptual frameworks. The US
Tuskegee study which withheld antibiotics from black men with syphilis was not ended by scientific
criticism but by a courageous man, press reports, and a changed social perception. The non-hiding
of handicapped children is not the result of government orders, there are many non-resolvable
dilemmas and tension between supporting, understanding, and patronizing a complex situation with
many potential future avenues. - Recognizes how contradictory feelings and attitudes toward
impaired persons have a complex historical background - Sheds light on society and our institutions
that deal with disabled people and the limitations of an isolated medical approach - Covers national
and international conventions of mentally impaired persons
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