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name signs sign language play a crucial role in Deaf culture and
communication. These unique signs are personalized identifiers used to
represent individuals within the sign language community, often reflecting a
characteristic, personality trait, or physical feature. Name signs are an
essential aspect of identity and social interaction in Deaf communities,
allowing for efficient and meaningful communication without relying on
fingerspelling or spoken names. Understanding the significance, types, and
cultural context of name signs in sign language enriches one’s appreciation
of Deaf culture and promotes respectful communication practices. This article
explores what name signs are, how they are assigned, their cultural
importance, and guidelines for using them appropriately in various sign
languages.
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Understanding Name Signs in Sign Language
Name signs in sign language serve as a unique and efficient method of
identifying individuals within Deaf communities. Unlike fingerspelling, which
spells out a person’s name letter by letter, name signs are distinct signs
that represent a person’s identity. These signs can incorporate handshapes,
movements, and locations on the body, often carrying symbolic meaning related
to the individual. They function similarly to nicknames in spoken language
but hold deeper cultural and social value.

Definition and Purpose
A name sign is a specific sign that replaces the need to spell out a person’s
name repeatedly. The purpose of name signs is to facilitate smoother
communication and foster a sense of belonging. They are widely used in
American Sign Language (ASL) and other sign languages worldwide. By using
name signs, signers can quickly and naturally refer to each other, enhancing



fluidity in conversation.

Difference Between Name Signs and Fingerspelling
Fingerspelling involves spelling out a person’s name letter by letter using
the manual alphabet, which can be time-consuming and less personal. Name
signs, on the other hand, are concise and personalized signs that represent a
person uniquely. While fingerspelling is often used when first introducing
someone or for names without an established name sign, the use of name signs
becomes preferred as relationships develop.

Types of Name Signs
Name signs in sign language generally fall into several categories, each with
distinct characteristics and cultural implications. Understanding these types
aids in recognizing the diversity and richness of name signs.

Descriptive Name Signs (DNS)
Descriptive name signs are based on a physical characteristic, personality
trait, or habitual action of the individual. For example, a person with curly
hair might have a name sign incorporating a handshape or movement mimicking
curls. These signs are unique and tailored to the individual’s attributes.

Arbitrary Name Signs (ANS)
Arbitrary name signs use the initial letter of the person’s English name
combined with a specific location and movement on the body. These signs are
more abstract and less descriptive but still serve as unique identifiers. ANS
are especially common in Deaf communities where descriptive name signs are
less practical or culturally appropriate.

Non-Manual Markers in Name Signs
Facial expressions and body movements often accompany name signs to convey
additional meaning or emphasis. Non-manual markers include eyebrow raises,
head tilts, and mouth movements, which help differentiate similar signs or
add nuance to the name sign’s meaning.

Cultural Significance of Name Signs
Name signs hold substantial cultural value within Deaf communities. They are
more than mere identifiers; they represent acceptance, respect, and



inclusion.

Identity and Belonging
Receiving a name sign typically signifies acceptance into the Deaf community.
It reflects a person’s unique identity and connection to Deaf culture. Name
signs often carry stories or meanings that celebrate individuality and
community ties.

Social Interaction and Etiquette
Using name signs is a sign of respect and familiarity. It acknowledges the
person’s identity within the community and fosters closer social bonds.
Misusing or ignoring name signs can be seen as disrespectful or dismissive.

Preservation of Deaf Culture
Name signs contribute to the preservation and transmission of Deaf culture
across generations. They embody cultural values, history, and social norms,
maintaining the vitality of the community’s linguistic heritage.

How Name Signs are Assigned
The process of assigning name signs varies depending on the community,
language, and individual circumstances. It is often a communal and respectful
practice.

By Deaf Community Members
Name signs are usually given by Deaf individuals who are familiar with the
person receiving the sign. This ensures that the name sign is meaningful,
appropriate, and culturally relevant. The sign often emerges naturally
through interactions and observations.

Factors Influencing Name Sign Creation
Several factors influence how a name sign is created:

Physical characteristics such as hair color or style, height, or
distinguishing features

Personality traits or habitual behaviors



Initial letters of the individual’s spoken name

Cultural and community norms regarding name sign formation

Accepting and Using Name Signs
Once assigned, individuals typically accept their name signs and use them in
social settings. Newcomers to Deaf communities often receive their name signs
after spending time and building relationships within the group.

Using Name Signs Respectfully
Respectful use of name signs is essential in maintaining positive
communication and honoring Deaf culture.

Asking Permission
It is important to ask permission before using someone’s name sign,
especially if you are new to the community or are a hearing individual. Using
a name sign without consent can be intrusive or offensive.

Proper Usage Guidelines
When using name signs, consider the following:

Use the exact sign as assigned by the individual or community.1.

Avoid altering or creating your own version of someone’s name sign.2.

Use the name sign in appropriate social contexts to show respect.3.

Refrain from using name signs in public settings without permission,4.
especially if the sign is personal or sensitive.

Role of Hearing Individuals
Hearing individuals learning sign language should be mindful of the cultural
significance of name signs. They should avoid assuming or creating name signs
for themselves or others without guidance from Deaf community members.



Variations of Name Signs Across Different Sign
Languages
Name signs vary widely depending on the sign language and the cultural
context in which they are used. Each Deaf community develops its own
conventions and styles for name signs.

American Sign Language (ASL)
In ASL, name signs are commonly either descriptive or arbitrary. The
community strongly emphasizes cultural norms around their assignment and use.
ASL name signs often incorporate handshapes from the manual alphabet combined
with specific placements and movements.

British Sign Language (BSL)
BSL name signs may differ from ASL in structure and style. They also rely on
unique conventions within the British Deaf community, with a tendency toward
more descriptive elements and sometimes different handshapes and locations.

Other Sign Languages
Other sign languages around the world have their own name sign systems,
reflecting local customs and linguistic features. For example, Australian
Sign Language (Auslan), French Sign Language (LSF), and Japanese Sign
Language (JSL) each have distinctive approaches to personal naming through
signs.

Variation in handshape and movement

Different cultural meanings attached to signs

Unique community practices for assigning and using name signs

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a name sign in sign language?
A name sign is a unique sign given to a Deaf or hard-of-hearing person, used
within the Deaf community to identify them instead of fingerspelling their
name.



How are name signs created in sign language?
Name signs are typically created based on a person's characteristics,
personality, or interests and involve specific handshapes and movements that
are meaningful within the Deaf community.

Can anyone get a name sign in sign language?
Yes, anyone who is part of or closely connected to the Deaf community can
receive a name sign, usually given by Deaf individuals or sign language users
familiar with the cultural norms.

Are name signs the same across different sign
languages?
No, name signs vary across different sign languages and Deaf communities,
reflecting cultural differences and unique linguistic features of each sign
language.

What is the difference between a name sign and
fingerspelling?
Fingerspelling spells out a person's name letter by letter using handshapes
corresponding to the alphabet, while a name sign is a unique, often symbolic
sign representing the person.

Is it appropriate to create your own name sign?
Typically, name signs are given by members of the Deaf community, so creating
your own without cultural knowledge may not be appropriate or accepted.

Do name signs have specific rules or guidelines in
sign language?
Yes, name signs follow cultural and linguistic guidelines within the Deaf
community, including handshape, location, and movement, to ensure they are
respectful and meaningful.

How do name signs help in Deaf culture and
communication?
Name signs facilitate quick and clear identification, foster a sense of
belonging, and strengthen social bonds within the Deaf community.

Can name signs change over time?
Yes, name signs can evolve or change as a person's characteristics or social



relationships change, or if a name sign is found to be inappropriate or
outdated.

Additional Resources
1. Name Signs and Identity in American Sign Language
This book explores the cultural significance of name signs within the Deaf
community and how they contribute to personal and social identity. It
provides an in-depth look at the origins, variations, and etiquette
surrounding name signs. Readers will gain a deeper understanding of the role
name signs play in communication and community bonding.

2. The Art of Name Signs: A Guide for Sign Language Learners
Designed for both beginners and advanced learners, this guidebook offers
practical tips on how to learn and create name signs. It includes
illustrations and step-by-step instructions to practice name sign formation.
The book also discusses the importance of respecting Deaf culture when using
name signs.

3. Sign Language Name Signs: Cultural Perspectives and Practices
This volume delves into the diverse practices of name signing across
different sign languages worldwide. It compares how name signs are assigned,
used, and adapted in various Deaf communities. The book also highlights the
cultural values and traditions linked to name signs.

4. Personalizing Communication: The Role of Name Signs in Deaf Culture
Focusing on the social functions of name signs, this book examines how they
foster recognition, respect, and relationships within Deaf culture. It
includes personal stories and interviews with Deaf individuals about their
experiences with name signs. The book emphasizes the importance of name signs
in personal identity and community connection.

5. Creating Name Signs: A Handbook for Educators and Interpreters
This handbook provides educators and sign language interpreters with
guidelines on how to introduce and use name signs appropriately. It covers
ethical considerations, cultural sensitivity, and practical strategies for
teaching name signs. The book aims to enhance communication and inclusion for
Deaf students and clients.

6. Name Signs in Sign Language Linguistics: Structure and Meaning
This scholarly work analyzes the linguistic features of name signs, including
their phonological, morphological, and semantic aspects. It offers a detailed
examination of how name signs function within the grammar of sign languages.
Researchers and students of sign linguistics will find this book a valuable
resource.

7. The History and Evolution of Name Signs
Tracing the development of name signs from early Deaf communities to the
present day, this book provides historical context and insights. It explores
how social changes, technological advances, and cultural shifts have



influenced name sign usage. Readers will appreciate the rich heritage and
ongoing evolution of this unique form of naming.

8. Sign Language Name Signs: A Visual Dictionary
This visual dictionary features hundreds of name signs from various sign
languages, illustrated with clear photographs and diagrams. It serves as a
reference tool for learners, interpreters, and Deaf individuals seeking to
expand their knowledge. The book also includes tips on the correct use and
acceptance of name signs.

9. Understanding Name Signs: A Deaf Culture Primer
Ideal for those new to Deaf culture, this primer introduces the concept of
name signs and their significance. It explains the social rules, creation
processes, and respectful use of name signs within the Deaf community. The
book provides a foundational understanding that fosters appreciation and
effective communication.
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