being in sign language

being in sign language is a fundamental concept that reflects existence, presence, and state of
being within the visual-spatial modality of communication used by the Deaf and hard of hearing
communities. Understanding how "being" is expressed in sign language is essential for grasping the
grammatical structures, cultural nuances, and expressive capabilities of various signed languages,
such as American Sign Language (ASL) and others worldwide. This article explores the concept of
being in sign language, including its grammatical representation, common signs related to existence
and identity, and how context influences meaning. Additionally, it covers the importance of non-
manual signals and spatial grammar in conveying the state of being effectively. With an emphasis on
practical examples and linguistic insights, this comprehensive guide serves as a valuable resource
for learners, educators, and interpreters. The following sections will delve into the linguistic aspects,
variations, and cultural significance of being in sign language.
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The Concept of Being in Sign Language

Being in sign language refers to the ways in which existence, identity, and states of being are
expressed through manual signs and non-manual signals. Unlike spoken languages that often use the
verb "to be" as a copula, many sign languages express the concept of being through a combination of
signs, facial expressions, and spatial positioning. This reflects the unique grammar and syntax of
signed languages, which rely heavily on visual and spatial elements rather than linear verbal
constructs. Understanding the concept of being is crucial for effective communication, as it allows
signers to convey essential information about who or what someone or something is, where they are,
or their condition.

Existence and Identity in Sign Language

In sign languages, existence is often implied rather than explicitly stated. For example, to express "I
am a student," a signer may use the sign for "I," followed by "student," without a direct equivalent of
the English verb "am." Identity and state of being are conveyed through context, facial expressions,
and the grammatical structure of the sentence. This approach differs significantly from spoken
English, where the verb "to be" is generally mandatory. This aspect highlights the visual and



contextual richness of sign language communication.

Visual-Spatial Nature of Being

The visual-spatial modality of sign language allows for unique ways to express being. Signers utilize
space around them to indicate relationships, existence, and states. For example, a signer might use
a specific location in the signing space to refer to a person or object and then indicate their state of
being by pointing or using a particular sign in that space. This spatial grammar enables efficient and
nuanced expression of concepts related to being.

Grammatical Structures and Usage

In sign language grammar, the concept of being is often embedded within sentence structures that
differ markedly from spoken English. Many sign languages do not have a direct equivalent of the
verb "to be" and instead rely on zero copula or alternative grammatical tools to convey meaning.
Understanding these structures is essential for accurate interpretation and production of signed
sentences involving being.

Zero Copula in Sign Language

Zero copula refers to the omission of the verb "to be" in sentences where it would be obligatory in
English. For example, the English sentence "She is a teacher" might be signed as "SHE TEACHER"
without a verb. The meaning is clear through context, facial expression, and signing order. This
omission is a common grammatical feature in American Sign Language and many other signed
languages, reflecting their unique syntactic organization.

Use of Indexing and Role Shifting

Indexing involves pointing to a location in the signing space to represent people, places, or things.
Role shifting allows a signer to take on the role of different characters or subjects within a
conversation. Both techniques contribute to expressing being by situating subjects within a spatial
context that conveys their state or identity. These methods enhance clarity and add layers of
meaning beyond what spoken language can typically achieve.

Examples of Grammatical Sentences Expressing Being

e "I happy" - expressing the state of being happy without a verb.
e "He doctor" - identifying someone's profession or role.

e "They at home" - indicating location and existence using space.



Common Signs Representing Being

While many sign languages omit a direct sign for the verb "to be," there are specific signs that
convey related concepts of existence, presence, or identity. These signs are often combined with
other lexical signs and non-manual markers to communicate states of being effectively.

The Sign for "Be" or "Is"

In American Sign Language, a distinct sign for "be" or "is" is generally not used in affirmative
sentences. However, some contexts may use signs such as "exist" or "there is" to emphasize
presence or existence. These signs help clarify meaning, especially in situations where the existence
of an object or person is uncertain or being introduced for the first time.

Signs for Existence and Presence

Several signs directly indicate existence or presence, such as the signs for "exist," "here," "there,"
and "have." These signs help convey information about being in a particular location or state. Their
use often depends on context and the spatial grammar of the language.

Identity and Role-Related Signs

To express identity or roles, signers often combine personal pronouns with nouns or descriptive
signs. For example, "I" plus "student," "teacher," or "doctor" communicates the state of being in that
role. These composite expressions are fundamental in daily communication and storytelling within
the Deaf community.

Non-Manual Markers and Their Role

Non-manual markers (NMMs), including facial expressions, head movements, and body posture, play
a crucial role in expressing the concept of being in sign language. They provide grammatical,
emotional, and contextual information that complements manual signs.

Facial Expressions Conveying States of Being

Facial expressions are integral to conveying emotions and states of being in sign language. For
instance, a raised eyebrow might indicate a question about existence ("Is he here?"), while a neutral
face might state a fact ("He is here"). These subtle cues enhance the meaning and clarity of signed
messages related to being.

Head and Body Movements

Head nods, shakes, and body shifts often accompany signs expressing being, reinforcing or negating
statements about existence or identity. These movements help differentiate between declarative



sentences, questions, or commands, ensuring that the intended meaning is accurately
communicated.

Examples of Non-Manual Markers in Sentences

e Raised eyebrows during a yes/no question about existence.
e Head tilt to indicate uncertainty about a state of being.

e Body lean forward to emphasize presence or involvement.

Variations Across Different Sign Languages

Being in sign language is expressed differently across various signed languages around the world.
Each language has distinct grammatical rules, signs, and cultural norms that influence how states of
being and existence are communicated.

American Sign Language (ASL)

ASL typically uses zero copula for the verb "to be," relying heavily on context, facial expressions, and
signing order to convey being. The concept of existence is often implied rather than explicitly
signed, with occasional use of signs like "exist" or "there."

British Sign Language (BSL)

BSL also frequently omits a direct equivalent of "to be," but differs from ASL in sign formation and
grammar. BSL makes extensive use of spatial referencing and classifiers to indicate states of being
and existence within conversations.

Other Signed Languages

Languages such as Auslan (Australian Sign Language), Japanese Sign Language (JSL), and French
Sign Language (LSF) each have unique ways of expressing being. These differences reflect the
linguistic diversity and cultural richness of the global Deaf community.

Summary of Variations

e Omission or inclusion of explicit "to be" signs.

e Different spatial grammar and indexing techniques.



e Varied use of non-manual markers and facial expressions.

e Distinct cultural contexts influencing expression.

Cultural and Contextual Considerations

The expression of being in sign language is deeply intertwined with the cultural context of Deaf
communities. Understanding these cultural nuances is essential for respectful and accurate
communication.

Role of Community Norms

Deaf communities establish norms around language use, including how being and existence are
conveyed. These norms influence language teaching, interpretation, and everyday communication.
Recognizing and respecting these cultural practices enriches the experience of learning and using
sign language.

Contextual Influence on Meaning

Context plays a vital role in interpreting signs related to being. The same sign can have different
meanings depending on the situation, facial expressions, and spatial references. Skilled signers use
context to clarify and emphasize the intended message about identity and existence.

Language Evolution and Adaptation

Sign languages continuously evolve, and expressions of being adapt to changing social and
technological environments. New signs and grammatical patterns emerge to reflect contemporary
experiences, demonstrating the dynamic nature of being in sign language.

Frequently Asked Questions

How do you sign the phrase 'being happy' in American Sign
Language (ASL)?

In ASL, 'being happy' is signed by placing both hands near the chest with fingers spread, then
moving them in small upward circular motions while smiling to convey happiness.

What is the sign for 'being patient' in ASL?

To sign 'being patient' in ASL, place your dominant hand in a fist with the thumb extended, and rest
the thumb on the side of your chin, then hold for a moment to convey patience.



How do you express the concept of 'being tired' in sign
language?

In ASL, 'being tired' is signed by placing both hands near the face with palms facing in, fingers
spread, then dropping the hands down while closing the eyes slightly to mimic fatigue.

Is there a specific sign for 'being kind' in sign language?

Yes, in ASL, 'being kind' is signed by placing the dominant hand's palm on the chest and moving it
outward with a soft, gentle motion, indicating kindness.

How do you sign 'being excited' in ASL?

To sign 'being excited' in ASL, place both hands near the chest with fingers spread and wiggle them
rapidly while smiling to show excitement.

Can 'being’ be signed alone in ASL, or is it implied in other
signs?

'‘Being' is typically implied in ASL and not signed alone. The state or condition is expressed through
adjectives or verbs without a direct sign for 'being."

How do you say 'being brave' in sign language?

In ASL, 'being brave' is signed by placing the dominant hand in a fist on the chest and moving it
upward with confidence, often combined with a determined facial expression.

What is the sign for 'being calm' in ASL?

To sign 'being calm' in ASL, place both hands flat, palms down, and move them downward slowly
and smoothly in front of your body, indicating a calming motion.

How do you express 'being confused' in sign language?

In ASL, 'being confused' is signed by placing the dominant hand near the forehead with a bent index
finger and rotating it slightly, while showing a puzzled facial expression.

Are there cultural differences in signing 'being' or states of
being across different sign languages?

Yes, different sign languages have unique ways to express states of being, and some concepts may
be signed differently or implied rather than explicitly signed, reflecting cultural and linguistic
diversity.



Additional Resources

1. Learning American Sign Language: A Beginner’s Guide

This book offers a comprehensive introduction to American Sign Language (ASL) for beginners. It
covers basic vocabulary, grammar, and common phrases used in everyday conversation. Filled with
illustrations and practice exercises, it’s an excellent resource for those starting their journey in sign
language.

2. The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Sign Language

Designed for readers with no prior experience, this guide breaks down the fundamentals of sign
language in an accessible manner. It includes cultural insights, tips for effective communication, and
visual aids to help learners grasp the nuances of ASL. The book also features interactive activities to
reinforce learning.

3. Sign Language Made Simple: Easy Lessons for Everyone

This book simplifies the process of learning sign language by focusing on practical, everyday signs
and phrases. It is suitable for all ages and emphasizes the importance of facial expressions and body
language in communication. The lessons build progressively, encouraging consistent practice.

4. Understanding Deaf Culture and Sign Language

More than just a language guide, this book explores the rich cultural heritage of the Deaf
community. Readers gain insight into the social norms, values, and history that shape sign language
use. It’s an essential read for anyone wanting to deepen their appreciation of Deaf culture alongside
language skills.

5. Sign Language for Kids: Fun and Easy Lessons

Tailored specifically for children, this book uses colorful illustrations and engaging activities to teach
basic sign language. It promotes early language development and inclusivity by encouraging young
learners to communicate with Deaf peers. The playful approach keeps children motivated and
interested.

6. Mastering Fingerspelling and Numbers in Sign Language

Focused on the critical components of fingerspelling and numerical signs, this book helps learners
master these often challenging areas. It provides drills, tips, and mnemonics to improve speed and
accuracy. Ideal for students aiming to enhance their overall fluency in ASL.

7. Everyday Conversations in Sign Language

This resource emphasizes practical communication skills for real-life scenarios such as shopping,
traveling, and socializing. It includes dialogues, vocabulary lists, and cultural etiquette to prepare
learners for diverse interactions. The conversational approach makes it easier to apply sign
language skills outside the classroom.

8. Sign Language Stories: Learning Through Narrative

Combining storytelling with language learning, this book presents a collection of short stories told in
sign language. Each story is accompanied by illustrations and glossaries to help readers understand
context and vocabulary. This method enhances memory retention and makes learning enjoyable.

9. Advanced Sign Language Grammar and Syntax

For those who have mastered the basics, this book delves into the complexities of ASL grammar and
sentence structure. It explains classifiers, spatial referencing, and non-manual signals in detail. This
advanced guide is perfect for learners seeking to achieve higher proficiency and nuanced expression



in sign language.
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being in sign language: The Routledge Handbook of Theoretical and Experimental Sign
Language Research Josep Quer, Roland Pfau, Annika Herrmann, 2021-03-11 The Routledge
Handbook of Theoretical and Experimental Sign Language Research bridges the divide between
theoretical and experimental approaches to provide an up-to-date survey of key topics in sign
language research. With 29 chapters written by leading and emerging scholars from around the
world, this Handbook covers the following key areas: On the theoretical side, all crucial aspects of
sign language grammar studied within formal frameworks such as Generative Grammar On the
experimental side, theoretical accounts are supplemented by experimental evidence gained in
psycho- and neurolinguistic studies On the descriptive side, the main phenomena addressed in the
reviewed scholarship are summarized in a way that is accessible to readers without previous
knowledge of sign languages Each chapter features an introduction, an overview of existing
research, and a critical assessment of hypotheses and findings. The Routledge Handbook of
Theoretical and Experimental Sign Language Research is key reading for all advanced students and
researchers working at the intersection of sign language research, linguistics, psycholinguistics, and
neurolinguistics. Chapters 5, 18 and 19 of this book are freely available as a downloadable Open
Access PDF at http://www.taylorfrancis.com under a Creative Commons [Attribution-Non
Commercial-No Derivatives (CC-BY-NC-ND)] 4.0 license.

being in sign language: American Sign Language Dennis Cokely, Charlotte Lee Baker-Shenk,
1991 The videocassettes illustrate dialogues for the text it accompanies, and also provides ASL
stories, poems and dramatic prose for classroom use. Each dialogue is presented three times to
allow the student to converse with each signer. Also demonstrates the grammar and structure of
sign language. The teacher's text on grammar and culture focuses on the use of three basic types of
sentences, four verb inflections, locative relationships and pronouns, etc. by using sign language.
The teacher's text on curriculum and methods gives guidelines on teaching American Sign Language
and Structured activities for classroom use.

being in sign language: Mouth Actions in Sign Languages Susanne Mohr, 2014-07-28 Mouth
actions in sign languages have been controversially discussed but the sociolinguistic factors
determining their form and functions remain uncertain. This first empirical analysis of mouth actions
in Irish Sign Language focuses on correlations with gender, age, and word class. It contributes to
the linguistic description of ISL, research into non-manuals in sign languages, and is relevant for the
cross-modal study of word classes.

being in sign language: Sign Language of the Deaf I. M. Schlesinger, Lila Namir, 2014-05-10
Sign Language of the Deaf: Psychological, Linguistic, and Sociological Perspectives provides
information pertinent to the psychological, educational, social, and linguistic aspects of sign
language. This book presents the development in the study of sign language. Organized into four
parts encompassing 10 chapters, this book begins with an overview of the fascinating account of
sign language acquisition by small children. This text then explores the grammar of sign language
and discusses the linguistic status of natural and contrived sign languages. Other chapters consider
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the many peculiarities of the lexicon and grammar of sign language, and its differences in such
respects from oral language. This book discusses as well sign language from the angle of
psycholinguistics. The final chapter deals with the educational implications of the use of sign
language. This book is a valuable resource for linguists and psycholinguists. Readers who are
interested in sign language will also find this book useful.

being in sign language: Many Ways to be Deaf Leila Frances Monaghan, 2003 Table of
contents

being in sign language: British Sign Language Margaret Deuchar, 2013-06-17 This first
linguistic study of British Sign Language is written for students of linguistics, for deaf and hearing
sign language researchers, for teachers and social workers for the deaf. The author cross-refers to
American Sign Language, which has usually been more extensively studied by linguists, and
compares the two languages.

being in sign language: Sign Language Made Simple Karen Lewis, 1997-08-18 Sign Language
Made Simple will include five Parts: Part One: an introduction, how to use this book, a brief history
of signing and an explanation of how signing is different from other languages, including its use of
non-manual markers (the use of brow, mouth, etc in signing.) Part Two: Fingerspelling: the signing
alphabet illustrated, the relationship between signing alphabet and ASL signs Part Three: Dictionary
of ASL signs: concrete nouns, abstractions, verbs, describers, other parts of speech-approx. 1,000
illustrations. Will also include instructions for non-manual markers, where appropriate. Part Four:
Putting it all together: sentences and transitions, includes rudimentary sentences and lines from
poems, bible verses, famous quotes-all illustrated. Also, grammatical aspects, word endings, tenses.
Part Five: The Humor of Signing: puns, word plays and jokes. Sign Language Made Simple will have
over 1,200 illustrations, be easy to use, fun to read and more competitively priced than the
competition. It's a knockout addition to the Made Simple list.

being in sign language: Gesture and Sign Language in Human-Computer Interaction
Ipke Wachsmuth, Martin Frohlich, 1998-04-15 This book presents the thoroughly refereed
post-workshop proceedings of an International Workshop on Gesture and Sign Language in
Human-Computer Interaction held in Bielefeld, Germany, in 1997. The book presents 25 revised
papers together with two invited lectures. Recently, gesture and sign language have become key
issues for advanced interface design in the humanization of computer interaction: Al, neural
networks, pattern recognition, and agent techniques are having a significant impact on this area of
research and development. The papers are organized in sections on semiotics for gesture movement,
hidden Markov models, motion analysis and synthesis, multimodal interfaces, neural network
methods, and applications.

being in sign language: Sign Language Ideologies in Practice Annelies Kusters, Mara
Green, Erin Moriarty, Kristin Snoddon, 2020-08-10 This book focuses on how sign language
ideologies influence, manifest in, and are challenged by communicative practices. Sign languages
are minority languages using the visual-gestural and tactile modalities, whose affordances are very
different from those of spoken languages using the auditory-oral modality.

being in sign language: The Sign Language Interpreting Studies Reader Cynthia B. Roy,
Jemina Napier, 2015-07-15 In Sign Language Interpreting (SLI) there is a great need for a volume
devoted to classic and seminal articles and essays dedicated to this specific domain of language
interpreting. Students, educators, and practitioners will benefit from having access to a collection of
historical and influential articles that contributed to the progress of the global SLI profession. In SLI
there is a long history of outstanding research and scholarship, much of which is now out of print, or
was published in obscure journals, or featured in publications that are no longer in print. These
readings are significant to the progression of SLI as an academic discipline and a profession. As the
years have gone by, many of these readings have been lost to students, educators, and practitioners
because they are difficult to locate or unavailable, or because this audience simply does not know
they exist. This volume brings together the seminal texts in our field that document the
philosophical, evidence-based and analytical progression of SLI work.



being in sign language: Learn Sign Language in a Hurry Irene Duke, 2009-07-18 I love you.
What can I get you? Let's take a walk. Wanting to say simple things like these but not being able to
is frustrating and disheartening—but learning how to communicate can be easy and fun! This book is
a basic guide to the alphabet, vocabulary, and techniques it takes to connect using American Sign
Language. Whether signing out of necessity or learning for the sake of growing, you will enjoy this
practical primer. After reading this book, you will be able to use American Sign Language in a social,
educational, or professional setting. Whether the goal is to communicate with hearing-impaired
grandparent, a child with special needs in school, or an infant, people learn sign language for many
different reasons. Easy to read and reference—and complete with images and examples of common
signs—this basic guide allows you to make a meaningful connection that's otherwise impossible.

being in sign language: Random House Webster's American Sign Language Dictionary Elaine
Costello, 2008 Provides illustrated instructions for thousands of vocabulary words in American Sign
Language.

being in sign language: The Everything Sign Language Book Irene Duke, 2009-03-17
Discover the intricacies of American Sign Language with this comprehensive, essential guide to
learning the basics of sign language. The appeal of American Sign Language (ASL) has extended
beyond the Deaf community into the mainstream—it’s even popular as a class in high school and
college. You are guided through the basics of ASL with clear instruction and more than 300
illustrations. With a minimum of time and effort, you will learn to sign: the ASL alphabet; questions
and common expressions; numbers, money, and time. With info on signing etiquette, communicating
with people in the Deaf community, and using ASL to aid child development, this book makes signing
fun for the entire family.

being in sign language: 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.

being in sign language: Grammar, Gesture, and Meaning in American Sign Language Scott K.
Liddell, 2003-03-13 In sign languages of the deaf some signs can meaningfully point toward things
or can be meaningfully placed in the space ahead of the signer. This obligatory part of fluent
grammatical signing has no parallel in vocally produced languages. This book focuses on American
Sign Language to examine the grammatical and conceptual purposes served by these directional
signs. It guides the reader through ASL grammar, the different categories of directional signs, the
types of spatial representations signs are directed toward, how such spatial conceptions can be
represented in mental space theory, and the conceptual purposes served by these signs. The book
demonstrates a remarkable integration of grammar and gesture in the service of constructing
meaning. These results also suggest that our concept of 'language’ has been much too narrow and
that a more comprehensive look at vocally produced languages will reveal the same integration of
gestural, gradient, and symbolic elements.

being in sign language: Sign Languages in Village Communities Ulrike Zeshan, Connie de
Vos, 2012-10-30 The book is a unique collection of research on sign languages that have emerged in
rural communities with a high incidence of, often hereditary, deafness. These sign languages
represent the latest addition to the comparative investigation of languages in the gestural modality,
and the book is the first compilation of a substantial number of different village sign
languages.Written by leading experts in the field, the volume uniquely combines anthropological and
linguistic insights, looking at both the social dynamics and the linguistic structures in these village



communities. The book includes primary data from eleven different signing communities across the
world, including results from Jamaica, India, Turkey, Thailand, and Bali. All known village sign
languages are endangered, usually because of pressure from larger urban sign languages, and some
have died out already. Ironically, it is often the success of the larger sign language communities in
urban centres, their recognition and subsequent spread, which leads to the endangerment of these
small minority sign languages. The book addresses this specific type of language endangerment,
documentation strategies, and other ethical issues pertaining to these sign languages on the basis of
first-hand experiences by Deaf fieldworkers.

being in sign language: Linguistics of American Sign Language Clayton Valli, Ceil Lucas,
2000 New 4th Edition completely revised and updated with new DVD now available; ISBN
1-56368-283-4.

being in sign language: The Complete Idiot's Guide to Learning Sign Language Susan
Shelly, Jim Schneck, 1998 Explains how to use American Sign Language to make introductions, tell
time, order food, tell a joke, communicate with children, express emotion, and ask for directions

being in sign language: Sign Language Research Sixty Years Later: Current and Future
Perspectives Valentina Cuccio, Erin Wilkinson, Brigitte Garcia, Adam Schembri, Erin Moriarty,
Sabina Fontana, 2022-11-14

being in sign language: American Sign Language Green Books, a Student Text Units 1-9
Dennis Cokely, Charlotte Baker-Shenk, 1991 The first volume in a three-volume guide that
introduces beginning students to conversational American Sign Language (ASL).
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being noun - Definition, pictures, pronunciation and usage notes Definition of being noun in
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