
profanity in american sign language
profanity in american sign language is a fascinating and often misunderstood
aspect of Deaf culture and communication. This article explores how profanity
and taboo expressions are conveyed in American Sign Language (ASL), their
cultural significance, and the ethical considerations surrounding their use.
Readers will learn about the origins, variations, and context of offensive
signs, as well as how ASL maintains its own unique set of norms regarding
swearing and vulgar language. We will also discuss how these terms are
taught, interpreted, and perceived within the Deaf community and among
interpreters. Whether you are curious about the linguistic structure of ASL
profanity or seeking to understand the dos and don’ts of using explicit
signs, this comprehensive guide offers valuable insights and practical
information. Continue reading to discover the intricacies of profanity in
American Sign Language, its impact on communication, and its role in
expressing emotion and identity.
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Understanding Profanity in American Sign
Language
Profanity in American Sign Language encompasses a range of signs used to
convey strong emotions, insults, or taboo concepts. Unlike spoken languages,
ASL uses hand shapes, facial expressions, and body language to communicate
these powerful messages. Profane signs in ASL are deeply rooted in cultural
and linguistic traditions, reflecting the creativity and adaptability of the
language. While many signs directly translate common English curse words,
others are unique to the Deaf community and carry context-specific meanings.
The use of swearing and vulgar gestures in ASL is subject to strict social
norms, and misunderstanding these can lead to unintended offense or



miscommunication.

Defining Profanity in ASL
In the context of American Sign Language, profanity refers to signs
considered obscene, offensive, or socially inappropriate. These include signs
for common curse words, sexual references, and culturally specific insults.
The boundaries of what is deemed profane can shift depending on social
setting, relationship between signers, and regional dialects. ASL profanity
serves similar functions as in spoken English: expressing anger, humor,
shock, or camaraderie.

Linguistic Features of Profane Signs
Profane signs in ASL are not merely direct translations of spoken words. They
often involve distinct hand shapes, movements, and exaggerated facial
expressions. The context and intensity of delivery are crucial to conveying
the intended meaning. Many offensive signs are iconic, visually representing
the underlying concept, while others are arbitrary and learned through
community interaction. Understanding these linguistic features is essential
for accurate interpretation and respectful communication.

Cultural Context of Swearing in ASL
The use of profanity in American Sign Language is shaped by the values,
norms, and history of Deaf culture. Swearing is not universally accepted and
may be viewed differently depending on the setting and the individuals
involved. Within the Deaf community, certain profane signs can serve as
markers of group identity or solidarity, while others may be considered
deeply disrespectful.

Social Norms and Acceptability
Profanity is often reserved for informal contexts among friends or peers.
Public use or signing profanity in professional or educational environments
is generally discouraged. The acceptability of swearing varies widely, with
some Deaf individuals embracing explicit language as part of self-expression,
while others avoid it due to personal, religious, or cultural beliefs.

Role in Deaf Humor and Storytelling
Profane signs frequently appear in Deaf humor, storytelling, and performance
art. Comedians and storytellers may use swearing to elicit laughter,
emphasize a punchline, or challenge societal taboos. The visual nature of ASL



allows for creative and impactful delivery, making profanity a powerful tool
in certain genres of Deaf entertainment.

Common Profane Signs and Their Meanings
American Sign Language includes a range of explicit signs that correspond to
English curse words and slang. While not exhaustive, the following list
highlights some of the most recognized profane signs in ASL and their typical
interpretations.

F-word: This sign usually involves a specific hand shape and movement,
accompanied by intense facial expressions to convey strong emotion.

S-word: The sign for feces or “shit” uses a distinctive hand gesture
that is visually suggestive of the meaning.

B-word: Refers to “bitch,” often signed with aggressive body language
and facial cues.

Middle Finger: While not a traditional ASL sign, the middle finger
gesture is widely recognized and carries the same offensive meaning as
in spoken English.

A-word: The sign for “ass” or “asshole” involves a hand movement near
the lower body, sometimes exaggerated for effect.

Sexual Terms: ASL also includes signs for sexual acts and anatomy, which
can be considered profane depending on context.

Non-Manual Markers and Context
The meaning and intensity of profane signs are often enhanced by non-manual
markers, such as facial expressions, body posture, and eye gaze. These
elements can intensify or soften the impact of a sign, making context crucial
in interpretation. For example, a playful grin may signal humor, while a
stern face indicates genuine anger.

Variations Across Regions and Communities
Profanity in American Sign Language is not uniform across the United States
or within the broader Deaf community. Regional dialects, cultural
backgrounds, and generational differences influence the choice and meaning of
explicit signs.



Regional Differences in Profane Signs
Just as spoken English has regional slang, ASL features local variations in
profanity. Some signs may be unique to specific states, cities, or social
groups. For instance, the sign for a particular curse word in California
might differ from its counterpart in New York. Awareness of these differences
is vital for interpreters and learners to avoid miscommunication.

Influence of Other Signed Languages
American Sign Language shares similarities with other signed languages, such
as British Sign Language (BSL) or Mexican Sign Language (LSM). Occasionally,
Deaf individuals borrow or adapt profane signs from these languages,
especially in multicultural communities. This cross-pollination enriches the
repertoire of explicit expressions but can also create confusion among
signers.

Teaching and Learning Profanity in ASL
The acquisition of profane signs in American Sign Language typically occurs
informally, through peer interaction and exposure to Deaf media. While most
ASL courses and textbooks avoid teaching explicit language, learners may
encounter these signs in everyday conversation or online resources.

Role of ASL Interpreters
Interpreters play a critical role in conveying profanity accurately and
professionally. They must balance fidelity to the speaker’s intent with
sensitivity to audience and context. Training programs often address
strategies for handling explicit language, such as substituting euphemisms or
omitting offensive signs in certain environments.

Challenges in Education
Educators face ethical dilemmas when addressing profanity in ASL instruction.
Some opt to discuss explicit signs openly to foster cultural awareness, while
others exclude them to maintain a respectful classroom atmosphere. The
decision often depends on the age, maturity, and background of students.

Ethical and Social Considerations
Using profanity in American Sign Language raises important ethical questions
about respect, inclusion, and social boundaries. The impact of explicit signs
extends beyond individual communication, affecting group dynamics and public



perception of the Deaf community.

Respecting Cultural Sensitivities
It is essential to recognize that not all Deaf individuals are comfortable
with the use of profanity. Sensitivity to personal and cultural values should
guide the use of explicit signs, especially in mixed company or public
settings. Respect for others’ boundaries helps maintain positive
relationships and inclusive communication.

Profanity in Media and Public Discourse
The portrayal of ASL profanity in films, television, and social media
influences public understanding and attitudes. While some representations
accurately reflect Deaf culture, others may exaggerate or misinterpret the
use of explicit signs. Responsible media coverage can promote awareness and
reduce stigma.

Impact on Communication and Expression
Profanity in American Sign Language serves various communicative functions,
from venting frustration to forging bonds among peers. Its visual and dynamic
nature allows for creative expression, but also requires careful navigation
of social norms.

Emotional and Social Functions
Swearing in ASL can provide emotional relief, emphasize strong feelings, or
signal group membership. It can also be used humorously or ironically,
depending on context and audience. Understanding these functions helps
signers use profanity effectively and appropriately.

Risks and Consequences
Misuse of explicit signs can lead to misunderstandings, conflicts, or
exclusion from social groups. Interpreters and learners must be aware of the
potential consequences and strive for respectful communication. Education and
cultural competence are key to navigating the complexities of profanity in
American Sign Language.



Conclusion
Profanity in American Sign Language reflects the richness and diversity of
Deaf communication. From cultural context to linguistic features, the use of
explicit signs is shaped by tradition, social norms, and individual
expression. Understanding the nuances of ASL profanity is essential for
interpreters, learners, and anyone interested in respectful and effective
communication within the Deaf community.

Q: How is profanity expressed in American Sign
Language?
A: Profanity in ASL is expressed through specific hand shapes, movements, and
facial expressions that correspond to offensive words or concepts. Context
and delivery play an important role in conveying intensity and meaning.

Q: Are profane signs in ASL identical to English
curse words?
A: While many ASL signs directly translate common English curse words, some
are unique to the Deaf community or adapted from other signed languages. The
meaning and usage can vary depending on context and region.

Q: Is it acceptable to use profanity in ASL in
public settings?
A: Using profanity in ASL in public or formal settings is generally
discouraged, as it can be considered disrespectful or offensive.
Acceptability depends on the audience, context, and community norms.

Q: How do ASL interpreters handle profanity?
A: ASL interpreters aim to faithfully convey the speaker's intent while being
sensitive to the audience and setting. They may use euphemisms, omit
offensive signs, or provide context depending on professional guidelines and
situational factors.

Q: Do profane signs in ASL vary by region?
A: Yes, profane signs can differ across regions and communities. Local
dialects and cultural backgrounds influence the choice and meaning of
explicit signs in ASL.



Q: Can profanity in ASL be used humorously?
A: Profane signs are often used in Deaf humor, storytelling, and performance
art to emphasize points or elicit laughter. The visual nature of ASL allows
for creative and impactful delivery.

Q: How are explicit signs taught or learned in ASL?
A: Most ASL curricula and textbooks avoid teaching profanity directly, but
learners often acquire explicit signs informally through social interaction,
peer communication, or exposure to Deaf media.

Q: What are the risks of misusing profanity in ASL?
A: Misuse of explicit signs can lead to misunderstandings, conflict, or
exclusion within the Deaf community. Awareness of social norms and cultural
sensitivities is crucial for respectful communication.

Q: Are there non-manual markers that affect the
meaning of profane signs?
A: Yes, facial expressions, body posture, and eye gaze significantly affect
the meaning and intensity of profane signs in ASL, enhancing or softening
their impact depending on the context.

Q: Is profanity in ASL viewed differently than in
spoken English?
A: While many functions of profanity overlap, ASL profanity is shaped by the
unique values, humor, and history of Deaf culture. Social norms and
acceptability may differ from those in spoken English.
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language and brains. Nearly everyone swears-whether it's over a few too many drinks, in reaction to
a stubbed toe, or in flagrante delicto. And yet, we sit idly by as words are banned from television and
censored in books. We insist that people excise profanity from their vocabularies and we punish
children for yelling the very same dirty words that we'll mutter in relief seconds after they fall
asleep. Swearing, it seems, is an intimate part of us that we have decided to selectively deny. That's
a damn shame. Swearing is useful. It can be funny, cathartic, or emotionally arousing. As linguist
and cognitive scientist Benjamin K. Bergen shows us, it also opens a new window onto how our
brains process language and why languages vary around the world and over time. In this
groundbreaking yet ebullient romp through the linguistic muck, Bergen answers intriguing
questions: How can patients left otherwise speechless after a stroke still shout Goddamn! when they
get upset? When did a cock grow to be more than merely a rooster? Why is crap vulgar when poo is
just childish? Do slurs make you treat people differently? Why is the first word that Samoan children
say not mommy but eat shit? And why do we extend a middle finger to flip someone the bird? Smart
as hell and funny as fuck, What the F is mandatory reading for anyone who wants to know how and
why we swear.
  profanity in american sign language: The Linguistics of British Sign Language Rachel
Sutton-Spence, Bencie Woll, 1999-03-18 This is the first detailed explanation of the way British Sign
Language works and is the product of many years' experience of research and teaching sign
linguistics to deaf and hearing people. It assumes no previous knowledge of linguistics or sign
language, and is not structured around traditional headings such as phonology, morphology and
syntax. Instead it is set out in such a way as to help learners and their teachers understand the
linguistic principles behind the language. There are sections on BSL grammar and also on the use of
BSL, including social acceptability in signing, variation, and poetry and humour in BSL. Technical
terms and linguistic jargon are kept to a minimum, and the text contains many examples from
English, BSL, and other spoken and sign languages. The book is amply illustrated and contains
exercises, as well as a reading list for further study. An accompanying 90-minute DVD is available
from Talk With Sign Books. To find out more, visit
http://www.talkwithsign.com/linguistics-british-sign-language-p-741.html.
  profanity in american sign language: Why We Curse Timothy Jay, 2000 The
Neuro-Psycho-Social Theory of Speech draws together information about cursing from different
disciplines and unites them to explain and describe the psychological, neurological, cultural and
linguistic factors that underlie this phenomenon.
  profanity in american sign language: 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'.
  profanity in american sign language: Sign Languages Joseph C. Hill, Diane C. Lillo-Martin,
Sandra K. Wood, 2025-04-30 Sign Languages: Structures and Contexts provides a succinct summary
of major findings in the linguistic study of natural sign languages. Focusing on American Sign
Language (ASL), this book offers a comprehensive introduction to the basic grammatical
components of phonology, morphology, and syntax with examples and illustrations. Revised
throughout, this new edition: demonstrates how sign languages are acquired by Deaf children with
varying degrees of input during early development, including no input where children create a



language of their own discusses the contexts of sign languages, including how different varieties are
formed and used, attitudes toward sign languages, and how language planning affects language use
includes a new chapter on the similarities between signed and spoken languages offers additional
visuals and explanations as well as more coverage of signed languages other than ASL is
accompanied by updated online support material, which hosts links to video clips This engaging and
accessible introduction to sign languages is essential reading for students studying this topic for the
first time with little or no background in linguistics.
  profanity in american sign language: Reference Sources for Small and Medium-sized
Libraries, Eighth Edition Jack O'Gorman, 2014-02-25 Focusing on new reference sources published
since 2008 and reference titles that have retained their relevance, this new edition brings
O’Gorman’s complete and authoritative guide to the best reference sources for small and
medium-sized academic and public libraries fully up to date. About 40 percent of the content is new
to this edition. Containing sources selected and annotated by a team of public and academic
librarians, the works included have been chosen for value and expertise in specific subject areas.
Equally useful for both library patrons and staff, this resource Covers more than a dozen key subject
areas, including General Reference; Philosophy, Religion, and Ethics; Psychology and Psychiatry;
Social Sciences and Sociology; Business and Careers; Political Science and Law; Education; Words
and Languages; Science and Technology; History; and Performing Arts Encompasses database
products, CD-ROMs, websites, and other electronic resources in addition to print materials Includes
thorough annotations for each source, with information on author/editor, publisher, cost, format,
Dewey and LC classification numbers, and more Library patrons will find this an invaluable resource
for current everyday topics. Librarians will appreciate it as both a reference and collection
development tool, knowing it’s backed by ALA’s long tradition of excellence in reference selection.
  profanity in american sign language: Sign Language Interpreting Melanie Metzger, 1999
As with all professional interpreters, sign language interpreters strive to achieve the proper protocol
of complete objectivity and accuracy in their translation without influencing the interaction in any
way. Yet, Melanie Metzger's significant work Sign Language Interpreting: Deconstructing the Myth
of Neutrality demonstrates clearly that the ideal of an interpreter as a neutral language conduit does
not exist. Metzger offers evidence of this disparity by analyzing two video-taped ASL-English
interpreted medical interviews, one an interpreter-trainee mock interview session, and the other an
actual encounter between a deaf client and a medical professional.
  profanity in american sign language: An Encyclopedia of Swearing Geoffrey Hughes,
2015-03-26 This is the only encyclopedia and social history of swearing and foul language in the
English-speaking world. It covers the various social dynamics that generate swearing, foul language,
and insults in the entire range of the English language. While the emphasis is on American and
British English, the different major global varieties, such as Australian, Canadian, South African, and
Caribbean English are also covered. A-Z entries cover the full range of swearing and foul language
in English, including fascinating details on the history and origins of each term and the social
context in which it found expression. Categories include blasphemy, obscenity, profanity, the
categorization of women and races, and modal varieties, such as the ritual insults of Renaissance
flyting and modern sounding or playing the dozens. Entries cover the historical dimension of the
language, from Anglo-Saxon heroic oaths and the surprising power of medieval profanity, to the
strict censorship of the Renaissance and the vibrant, modern language of the streets. Social factors,
such as stereotyping, xenophobia, and the dynamics of ethnic slurs, as well as age and gender
differences in swearing are also addressed, along with the major taboo words and the complex and
changing nature of religious, sexual, and racial taboos.
  profanity in american sign language: A Dictionary of American Sign Language on
Linguistic Principles William C. Stokoe, Dorothy C. Casterline, Carl G. Croneberg, 1976
  profanity in american sign language: The Oxford Handbook of Taboo Words and
Language Keith Allan, 2018-11-08 This volume brings together experts from a wide range of
disciplines to define and describe tabooed words and language and to investigate the reasons and



beliefs behind them. In general, taboo is defined as a proscription of behaviour for a specific
community, time, and context. In terms of language, taboo applies to instances of language
behaviour: the use of certain words in certain contexts. The existence of linguistic taboos and their
management lead to the censoring of behaviour and, as a consequence, to language change and
development. Chapters in this volume explore the multiple types of tabooed language from a variety
of perspectives, such as sociolinguistics, anthropology, philosophy, psychology, historical linguistics,
and neurolinguistics, and with reference to fields such as law, publishing, politics, and advertising.
Topics covered include impoliteness, swearing, censorship, taboo in deaf communities, translation of
tabooed words, and the use of taboo in banter and comedy.
  profanity in american sign language: The Routledge Handbook of Translation and
Pragmatics Rebecca Tipton, Louisa Desilla, 2019-05-22 The Routledge Handbook of Translation and
Pragmatics provides an overview of key concepts and theory in pragmatics, charts developments in
the disciplinary relationship between translation studies and pragmatics, and showcases
applications of pragmatics-inspired research in a wide range of translation, spoken and signed
language interpreting activities. Bringing together 22 authoritative chapters by leading scholars,
this reference work is divided into three sections: Influences and Intersections, Methodological
Issues, and Applications. Contributions focus on features of linguistic pragmatics and their analysis
in authentic and experimental data relating to a wide range of translation and interpreting activities,
including: news, scientific, literary and audiovisual translation, translation in online social media,
healthcare interpreting and audio description for the theatre. It also encompasses contributions on
issues beyond the level of the text that include the study of interpersonal relationships in
practitioner networks and the development of pragmatic competence in interpreter training. Each
chapter includes many practical illustrative examples and a list of recommended reading.
Fundamental reading for students and academics in translation and interpreting studies, this is also
an essential resource for those working in the related fields of linguistics, communication and
intercultural studies.
  profanity in american sign language: 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.
  profanity in american sign language: I Speak ''Their Language'' DaShayne D. Walker,
2010-02-09 I Speak, Their Language is a compilation of her stories and experiences in working with
children with disabilities. She wants to share how we can all help. This book is intended to motivate,
educate and help us to relate. Her hope is to increase participation and reduce discrimination from
us to them. She says: I speak as the voice of the parent who needs help and has become frustrated. I
speak as the voice of the child who had no control over being born this way. I speak to the so-called
normal people who lack understanding. I speak to inform you of ways to become that village that it
takes to raise a child, ANY child because children dont come with manuals. Children with special
needs dont come outlines of their disabilities. Parents of children with special needs dont come with
extra strength, extra patience, dont get extra days off work, extra money to take care of or extra



credit for doing a great job! Parents of children with special needs are often drained of strength,
drained of patience, drained of money, take excessive days off work and are discredited for fighting
for anything extra. They get blacklisted. They get a hard time. They get a bad reputation. And now
they get MY VOICE! I Speak, Their Language
  profanity in american sign language: Bitch Karen Stollznow, 2024-06-27 Delve into the
history of the word 'bitch', from its humble origins to the complex modern phenomenon it is today.
  profanity in american sign language: Forum for Applied Research and Public Policy , 1998
  profanity in american sign language: Viewpoint in Language Barbara Dancygier, Eve
Sweetser, 2012-04-12 This volume provides a new understanding of the role and structure of
viewpoint in cognition and communication.
  profanity in american sign language: The Social Art Ronald K. S. Macaulay, 2006-02-02 This
is the improved and expanded second edition of The Social Art, an engagingly written, highly
accessible tour through the world of language. Macaulay uses jokes, anecdotes, quotations, and
examples to introduce readers to the full range of current linguistic knowledge, covering in 35 brief
chapters (2 new to the second edition) topics like language acquisition, phonology, morphology,
syntax, semantics, dialects, conversation, narrative, swearing, and more.
  profanity in american sign language: Communicating Roy M. Berko, Andrew D. Wolvin,
Darlyn R. Wolvin, 1981 A mainstay among introductory communication courses, Communicating: A
Social and Career Focus presents comprehensive coverage of basic communication theory,
interpersonal and group communication, and public speaking skills in a concise and student-friendly
format. Communicating continues to integrate culture and diversity, and places special emphasis on
active learning, providing ample practice and application with Learn by Doing end-of-chapter
exercises along with a variety of individual and grup activities, class discussions, and student
self-assessments.
  profanity in american sign language: The Long Hot Summer Rochelle Alers, 2019-08-12
No one does family sagas quite like national bestselling author Rochelle Alers and now you can enjoy
the first book in the Blackstone Legacy series, originally published in 2004! Veterinarian Ryan
Blackstone has a chip on his shoulder that keeps him firmly unattached. He’s got a young son he
adores, a legacy and a family to be proud of. He’s not looking for anything else. And the last thing on
Kelly Andrews’s mind is romance when she accepts a job at the famous Blackstone stud farm. But
when she meets sexy Ryan, she begins to question her resolve to remain faithful to her deceased
husband’s memory. Soon tensions and passions create a heat wave of unspoken need and maybe a
chance for new beginnings.
  profanity in american sign language: Short Cuts Alexander Humez, Nicholas Humez, Rob
Flynn, 2010-08-03 Our everyday lives are inevitably touched--and immeasurably enriched--by an
extraordinary variety of miniature forms of verbal communication, from classified ads to street signs,
and from yesterday's graffito to tomorrow's headline. Celebrating our long history of compact
speech, Short Cuts offers a well-researched and vibrantly written account of this unsung corner of
the linguistic world, inspiring a new appreciation of the wondrously varied forms of our briefest
exchanges. Alexander Humez, Nicholas Humez, and Rob Flynn shed light here on an ever-growing
field of minimalist genres, ranging from the bank robbery note to the billboard, from the curse
hurled from a car window (or the Senate floor) to the suicide note, and from the ghost-word to the
ring tone. The book is divided into ten thematic sections, as varied as In the Dictionary (discussing
such topics as Sniglets, Mountweazels, and the Wiktionary), In and Out of Trouble (error messages,
weasel words, the pre-nup), and On the Lam (ransom notes, wanted posters, portraits parlés). The
authors look at the comic strip's maladicta balloon and the dinner-interrupter's robocalls, the advice
column and the obit, and the many ways your personal appearance tells us who you are, from the
message on your gimme cap to the tattoo with your S.O.'s name on your ankle. Uncovering the
elegance, the humor, and the unspoken implications in these fleeting communications, this book
provides a satisfying thoroughness and an abundance of connections that unravel how the oath
became the swearword and the calling card salver turned into the Facebook wall. For readers who



love language and enjoy rummaging through the cultural baggage that comes with it, Short Cuts
gathers an engaging sampler of the most delightful and cogent--and above all brief--forms of
contemporary English.
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